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AN EXTRAORDINARY GENIUS FOR MINUTIAE





Chapter 1

A Sherlockian Scandal in Philosophy

Kate Rufa

 

 

 

 

I’m in love with Sherlock Holmes. I’ll admit it. He is so tantalizingly (yet utterly, infuriatingly) English. His cool, concise, and unapologetically confident nature enthralls me. Whether he’s pacing a crime scene with his trademark magnifying glass or wearing one of his numerous disguises, Holmes is the epitome of confidence and his unruffled and rational persona is absolutely riveting and absorbing.

In my mind the image of Sherlock Holmes will forever remain the talented actor Jeremy Brett who played Holmes in the revolutionary 1980s TV series, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. And while I feel that other such actors who have taken on the Holmes role have given equally adequate performances—I enjoyed the versions played by Basil Rathbone and Robert Downey Jr.—no one will ever take the place of Jeremy Brett as Sherlock Holmes in my heart.

But while the various movies are fun, I’ve always held the opinion that the books are far superior and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s world famous literary character was truly innovative. Holmes’s astute logical thinking and objective rationality gives him a distinctive character. He is continuously unimpressed with the crimes and criminals he pursues and his unperturbed countenance makes him an exceptionally entertaining hero.

We’re truly astounded by Sherlock Holmes because he is never astounded himself.

Sherlock Holmes is, at his quintessential core, unemotional, objective, and completely rational. He uses logic, science, and strict analytical cognitive processes to solve his mysteries. Whether he’s handling the affairs of scandalous royalty as the world’s first and only “unofficial consulting detective,” chasing a murderer in the dead of night with his trusty hound Toby, or  catching a treasure thief in an adrenalin-racing boat chase, one thing remains a constant: his logical and unemotional persona.

Truly, most philosophical doctrine tells us that this state of being—to utilize our reason to overcome our passions—ought to be one of our ultimate goals if we wish to attain non-materialistic happiness. No philosopher embodies this doctrine more than seventeenth-century philosopher Baruch Spinoza. In his most celebrated work, his Ethics, Spinoza discusses his view of human passions and explains how the just man can utilize reason to overcome his negative human emotions. Once these emotions have been checked by reason he is able to experience not only freedom but the highest form of human happiness possible.

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s literary character Sherlock Holmes is the very person whom Spinoza believed that human beings should aim to be. Sherlock Holmes is an unemotional sleuth in search of justice. His cool and precise nature allows him to examine clues without prejudice and place each puzzle piece together until he has a complete picture before him.

The crimes almost appear to the reader (and our beloved Dr. Watson) to be like elaborate illusions. Holmes, like the gifted illusionist, takes random, meaningless bits of information and connects them to show an undeniable chain of events. Once the illusion has been explained the magic disappears and we all believe it to be utterly simple.




No Romantic Illusions 

In The Sign of the Four Sherlock Holmes criticizes Watson for romanticizing his published stories about his criminal investigations:“Detection is, or ought to be, an exact science and should be treated in the same cold and unemotional manner. You have attempted to tinge it with romanticism, which produces much the same effect as if you worked a love-story or an elopement into the fifth proposition of Euclid.”





In Holmes’s perspective, written works should be purely scientific and informative. Spinoza could not have agreed more. Spinoza himself amusedly called his style of writing in Ethics his “cumbersome geometric method.” He wrote in a fashion similar to a mathematical treatise, with definitions, proofs, and axioms all lined up in an orderly fashion. Spinoza’s Ethics is broken down into five parts. Within each part Spinoza states a proposition then proceeds to prove it and occasionally add a scholim, axiom,  corollary, or other extremely boring and complex geometric term to his proof. I can see much of a similar style between Holmes’s “The Book of Life” (in A Study in Scarlet) and Spinoza’s Ethics.

Similar to their writing styles both Holmes and Spinoza lived their life accordingly. Spinoza advocated a life in which we objectively examine our emotions (or passions) and understand them (what initiated their cause and their effect once in place) and then utilize reason to overcome them through an understanding of the external emotional stimulus. When we use reason to keep our emotions in check we allow ourselves to broaden our minds to the possibility of more advanced forms of knowledge. And with a greater understanding of life, the universe, and ourselves, we experience the highest form of contentment possible.

Sherlock Holmes is the ideal model for Spinoza’s concept of the “just man.” Holmes must have long ago eliminated the illogical nuisance of uncontrolled passions and chosen to live life through the utilization of reason. Because his mind is not cluttered with irrelevant and, therefore, useless thoughts that might hinder his investigations, Holmes is capable of examining clues and crime scenes with an almost automaton quality.

Indeed, Watson on many occasions in the canons of Conan Doyle’s work noted Holmes’s perpetual unemotional state of being, and considered him more machine then man. For example, in The Sign of the Four, Watson describes Holmes as “an automaton—a calculating machine,’ I cried. ‘There is something positively inhuman in you at times.’”

And again in “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Watson uses the metaphor of a machine to describe Holmes’s objective, analytical mind even in reference to Holmes’s only potential love interest, Irene Adler:It was not that he felt any emotion akin to love for Irene Adler. All emotions, and that one in particular, were abhorrent to his cold, precise but admirably balanced mind. He was, I take it, the most perfect reasoning and observing machine that the world has ever seen, but as a lover he would have placed himself in a false position.





Even when facing the threat of death, Holmes remains his distinguished self. In “The Final Problem” we encounter a somewhat different Holmes than that found in Doyle’s previous stories. While confident as ever, we find our calculating consultant detective more cautious and guarded as he faces off against “the most dangerous and capable criminal in Europe:” the maniacal Professor Moriarty. Indeed, while confronting Moriarty’s revenge  for interfering in his criminal activities, Holmes (in the company of Watson) is eventually forced to leave the country on “holiday.”

This dramatic tale begins with Sherlock Holmes’s unexpected visit to Dr. Watson’s consulting room. Holmes arrives looking thinner and more sickly than usual. One of his hands appears to be injured due to a violent confrontation that occurred that very night on his way to Watson’s home. Holmes immediately proceeds to close the windows to the room, securing them with bolts. Watson, aware that something is amiss, concludes that Holmes is frightened by something, though we should know by now that Holmes is never afraid but merely cautious. Holmes begins to relate to Watson his recent actives to bring down the villain Moriarty whom, Holmes believes, is behind all of the major crimes of the last few years.

Moriarty, who is described as being “extremely tall and thin” and almost snakelike in his mannerisms, is described by Holmes as being the “Napoleon of crime.” He is Holmes’s intellectual equal and his moral polar opposite. After an impressive battle of wits and intellect, Watson is left to conclude, at the end of the story, that during their travels through Switzerland, Holmes and Moriarty fell together while still in battle, plummeting down Reichenbach Falls where they both presumably perished.

Indeed, while a thrilling tale in and of itself, what is most intriguing about this short story, in which we witness what was meant to be the death of one of the greatest detective characters of literary history, is that throughout its entirety, complete with all the death threats and very real possibility of mutually assured destruction, Holmes shows no fear and no regret. His temperament constantly remains calm and cool. If he does express an emotion it is never a negative or pernicious one but one of intrigue or amusement. Indeed, when dueling both physically and mentally against Moriarty’s vengeance Holmes was not depressed but energized. He was excited by the challenge of a worthy opponent and the tale played out similarly to a game of chess.

From this we can see that whether engaged against his only potential love interest or battling to his presumed death, Sherlock Holmes maintains a Spinozistic countenance at all times. Spinozistic philosophy maintains that while there is nothing wrong with human emotions as such, they can interfere with higher forms of cognitive processes. When an emotion is provoked by an external cause and is not properly reasoned through it can distract us from understanding the truth about  said external cause by adding a personal element to an objective occurrence.

One of the ultimate goals of Spinozistic philosophy is to achieve true happiness, happiness that is found through an intellectual pursuit of the mind instead of any fictional happiness that can temporarily arise from materialistic gains. For Spinoza happiness can be found only through freedom, the freedom that we can experience when we’re no longer controlled by our emotions and by our human ignorance. If we allow ourselves to merely react when an external force happens to elicit our uncontrolled emotions, we submit ourselves to forces that are ultimately beyond our control.

Of course we cannot eliminate our emotions. No matter what, they are there. Even our renowned Sherlock Holmes cannot eliminate all of his emotions (just primarily the negative or passive ones). What reason does, says Spinoza, is turn our passive human emotions into active emotions by allowing us to understand them as clearly and distinctly as is humanly possible. Once we have a clear and distinct understanding of the emotion, the more control we have over it, and the less passive we are when we encounter it. Because we’re no longer passive bystanders to the powerful emotions set into place by external stimuli we experience a kind of freedom, which for Spinoza, is true happiness. Spinozistic philosophy dictates, and Sherlock Holmes demonstrates, the idea that we ought to control our reactions to our emotions instead of allowing them to control us.




The Conatus and Cocaine 

One of the more troubling character flaws with Holmes has always been his morphine and cocaine addiction. It doesn’t seem to fit with his purely rational persona. As much as it may surprise us, it was Watson in The Sign of the Four who reasonably argued to Holmes the illogical choice of utilizing these powerful hallucinogenic drugs:“Count the cost! Your brain may, as you say, be roused and excited, but it is a pathological and morbid process which involves increased tissue-change and may at least leave a permanent weakness. You know, too, what a black reaction comes upon you. Surely the game is hardly worth the candle. Why should you, for mere passing pleasure, risk the loss of those great powers with which you have been endowed?”





Sherlock Holmes attempts to justify his substance abuse by claiming the drugs allow his mind to stay in an active state when he has no work or crime to solve. From Conan Doyle’s first work about Holmes, A Study in Scarlet, we note Holmes’s demeanor when he fails to have adequate cognitive stimulation. He not only becomes depressed but utterly torpid:Nothing could exceed his energy when the working fit was upon him; but now and again a reaction would seize him, and for days on end he would lie upon the sofa in the sitting room, hardly uttering a word or moving a muscle from morning to night.





Here again we can see Sherlock Holmes as a representation of Spinoza’s concept of the just man. He’s only happy when engaged in intellectual work and problem solving. Spinoza claims that happiness can only be achieved when we utilize our reason and are in a state of cognitive activity. Intellectual passivity leads to unhappiness. We can note the same feelings in Conan Doyle’s Holmes: when Holmes has no work he becomes utterly depressed to the point of lying on the couch for days on end. To alleviate the depression, Holmes abuses powerful hallucinogenic drugs in an attempt to stimulate his mind.

One of the clearest examples of Holmes’s drug use and of his excuses for his addiction can be found in The Sign of the Four, where Watson, having repeatedly witnessed Holmes’s drug use, finally rages at him. Holmes contemplates Watson’s argument, but finally states, probably more forcefully and dramatically then really necessary:“My mind,” he said, “rebels at stagnation. Give me problems, give me work, give me the most abstruse cryptogram, or the most intricate analysis, and I am in my own proper atmosphere. I can dispense then with artificial stimulants. But I abhor the dull routine of existence. I crave mental exaltation.”





Holmes will sacrifice his life, not just his physical duration on Earth, but his all-consuming mental facilities to maintain his constant mental activity.

It’s here that Holmes appears to separate himself from Spinoza’s just man. One of Spinoza’s key concepts in the Ethics is his notion of ‘conatus’. Conatus is the Latin word for striving or endeavor. In the third part of the Ethics, “Concerning the Origin and Nature of the Emotions,” Spinoza introduces and defines a thing’s conatus as its endeavor to persist in its own being. This  simply means that everything has an innate sense of wanting to promote its own existence for as long as possible.

Holmes’s use of morphine and cocaine, then, suggests that he is acting, consciously or unconsciously, against his conatus in that the use of these drugs will potentially (and drastically) shorten his existence. We can convincingly conclude that he is irrefutably acting against his conatus by purposefully performing actions that instead of promoting longevity perform the opposite.

Why? Why would Sherlock Holmes, the master of logical, analytical thinking, this objective and rational machine that so astounds us, allow himself to make such an obvious miscalculation? Quite simply, Sherlock Holmes is not a machine. He is a human being and, as such, not above human error. He too is prone to inadequate ideas. If he were otherwise the beautiful and talented Irene Adler would not have escaped and several of his clients wouldn’t have inconveniently died.

We can attempt to rationalize Holmes’s inadequate ideas concerning drugs through our continued examination of Spinozistic philosophy. Spinoza, as a philosopher, believed in a world view in which the only thing that exists is God (otherwise known as Nature or that which is self-caused) and various modes of God (things which are conceived and brought into a transient state of duration through something other than themselves). Human beings are, hence, considered “modes” in Spinozistic philosophy.

God itself is understood as being complete actuality. Which makes sense, in that if God were anything else this would inherently imply that God has the potential to be something God is not, which is absurd if we accept the notion that God is omnipotent. If God or Nature is complete actuality, various human modal units are found somewhere within a scale of potentiality. We as beings have the potential to always be more or less than we currently are.

We can move forward on this imaginary scale closer to actuality if we are active (mentally and physically) and move away from it when we are passive. Moving closer to actuality makes us happy which, in the world of philosophy, ought to be one of our primary goals. We can be cognitively active by utilizing reason to understand and override our emotions and allow for higher forms of knowledge and intellectual fulfillment. The role of reason is to turn passive emotions into active affects. If we were to visualize this scale we would see Watson probably somewhere towards the upper middle of the scale between  passivity and actuality and Holmes about as close as a human can get to actuality.

Holmes’s drug use is his attempt to stay in an active state (as close to actuality as modally possible) for as long as possible. He ignores his conatus in an attempt to maintain a state of near actuality. Human modal units are not designed to maintain that intense level of activity continuously, since we can only exist within the scale of potentiality. To attempt to exceed this is to endanger shortening the already temporary duration to which we exist.

And so, Holmes’s cocaine use is his attempt to maintain a complete form of actuality while still being merely a temporary modal unit. Or, in other words, Sherlock Holmes has a Godcomplex. Which should not surprise us; he is, after all, a nineteenth-century Englishman.




The Most Impious and the Most Dangerous Man of the Century 

Honour is not opposed to reason, but can arise from it

—Spinoza, EIVP58

 

Therefore he who is born free and remains free has only adequate ideas and thus has no conception of evil, and consequently no conception of good (for good and evil are correlative).

—Spinoza, EIVP68

 

Holmes represents Spinoza’s concept of the just man in many ways. The most notable of these is Holmes’s unique ability to be unaffected by his negative human passions and maintain an almost constant level of machine-like cognitive performance. Sherlock Holmes is, and always will be a precise, calculating, objective character. Very rarely does anything he sees or observes astound him (and let’s face it, he’s seen a lot). He simply does not let his emotions get in the way of his intellectual endeavors and lives only to challenge his intellectual prowess.

Furthermore, we as the readers metaphorically gorge ourselves on Holmes’s ability to create and maintain this perpetual state of being unimpressed and unperturbed. We love him for literally sticking his nose in the air at a crime as if it is so boring, that its straightforward and uncomplicated structure has some disagreeable smell. So remarkable is it when he finds a case worthy of his abilities, miraculous as it may seem, we the  readers, find ourselves excited by the unfolding mystery as if we were Holmes the man, instead of merely his readers. Of course the adventure, and the mystery that lies therein, are all too short-lived. The clues play out in an obvious way that for him is almost always far too predictable. The cycle continues and he falls back into his tall armchair and his experiments.

There’s something rather appealing in this almost inhuman attribute to rid ourselves of our emotional burdens and examine life the way Holmes would. When freed (so to speak) from the emotions that can hinder our analytical abilities we encounter a whole new world of possibilities. But can this ability to separate ourselves from being personally involved with things injure our sense of ethical and moral responsibility, not only to each other, but our community, indeed, our humanity?

This was an important question for Spinoza. Dramatically called “the most impious and the most dangerous man of the century” by one disgruntled theologian (as cited by Matthew Stewart in The Courtier and the Heretic), Spinoza’s almost pantheistic views regarding life, the universe, and well, everything else, defiantly challenged and certainly frightened the ruling classes of the seventeenth-century Netherlands. And with appreciable reason, I might add. Spinoza was two hundred years ahead of his time. This type of forward thinking has the potential to create a hero of Holmes’s stature but a villain of Moriarty’s capacity as well.

We can see that, similar to Holmes, Moriarty was an objective, abstract thinker. His objectivity, however, led him to a life of depravity and crime. Most interestingly examined in the hit television show Sherlock, Moriarty can truly be seen as Holmes’s negative image when considered under the title of the world’s first and only consulting criminal.

Hence, if we understand Holmes to be as close to as we can humanly get to Spinoza’s just man, Moriarty must be considered the negative possibilities that such a life may present. Spinoza, however, was ready for such immoral and unethical interpretations of his work. Found within his arsenal of astute logic and rationality was the ever formidable philosophy of Socrates (dramatic music please, maestro!).

Socrates argued in the Apology that when we harm others we inevitably harm ourselves, which we would never knowingly do. Spinoza, in his own way, states the same concept in Ethics.

When we follow the dictates of our conatus we are in a sense, being self serving, or more accurately, it allows us to seek our own advantage: The more each one strives [utilizes one’s conatus], and is able, to seek his own advantage, that is to preserve his being, the more he is endowed with virtue; conversely, insofar as each one neglects his own advantage, that is neglects to preserve his being, he lacks power. (EIVP20)





According to Spinoza, the more we seek our own advantage, the more power we gain. The more power we gain through adequate ideas the more we are endowed with virtue. Thus we choose to participate in actions that positively benefit ourselves and others through the adequate ideas we possess.

To act otherwise (as our evil antagonist Moriarty does) is to act from a basis of ignorance and from inadequate ideas. Because Holmes operates from mostly adequate ideas he is considered virtuous and free. Moriarty, on the other hand, is immoral and entrapped by his passive affects.




The House that Holmes Built 

Many of Conan Doyle’s stories begin with Dr. Watson praising the wit and brilliance that is Sherlock Holmes’s mind and capabilities. Indeed, though often thought narcissistic and conceited by the local authorities whom he assists, Sherlock Holmes deserves every ounce of the self-importance he feels.

And what’s more, we love him for it. There’s something about the intellectual hero that is simply engaging, especially in today’s culture. Our modern day conception of a hero now involves (more often than not) an intellectual crime solver instead of the brash cowboy of recent years. Whether Dr. Gregory House in House, Dr. Temperance Brennan in Bones, Mr. Spock in Star Trek, or Captain Picard in Star Trek: The Next Generation, if you prefer, or any number of the characters found on American television shows such as CSI Miami or Criminal Minds, you’ll find that it’s the intellect instead of the brawn that saves the day.

And Sherlock Holmes just may have started it all. His cold and impassive nature makes him stand apart from the passionate few whose success rely more on good luck than anything else. I find it fascinating that this creation of nineteenth-century literary genius should follow so closely to the image that a man from the seventeenth century proposed.

I find the correlation found between Spinoza’s ethical writing and Sherlock Holmes’s sleuthing truly astounding. And it’s intriguing to see how these ideas have blossomed into the characters of our modern day protagonists. Whether considered  together or separately, Spinoza and Sherlock have seemingly helped pave the metaphoric road for the modern conception of a hero.

Why? Why is this ideal of an intellectual hero so appealing to us? Why is it that we love Holmes’s unemotional objectivity or care about Spinoza’s ethical implication that such a life presents?

Holmes and Spinoza have already spelled it out for us. Utilize reason and logic when you act and do not let your emotions govern you. Get in control of your own life and your own sense of self. Avoid ignorance, create brilliance. Open yourself up to a whole new world of thinking and understanding and gain the respect (or, quite possibly, the annoyance) of those around you. With study and discipline we can become the House, or the Bones, or even the Sherlock Holmes of any field of study.

Perhaps what’s most wonderful about Sherlock Holmes and Spinoza’s just man is simply this, that they truly have no superhuman qualities to them, no magic powers beyond our own meager means. What makes them special is what we ourselves have within us. We too can become that which so astounds us.





Chapter 2

Calculating Humanity

Timothy Sexton

 

 

 

 

The first glimpse of Jeremy Brett’s Sherlock Holmes that the viewer gets in every episode of the Granada television series is that of Holmes looking down on Baker Street’s activities from his apartment on the second floor.

Brett turns his face slightly toward the camera with a look on his face registering a very definite emotion that is just as definitely impossible for the viewer to identify. Is he amused by what he sees out the window? Is he intrigued? He may even be bored.

It’s impossible to read his emotional register as the scene turns into a freeze-frame, but one thing is certain: this Sherlock Holmes—this one—is situated above all other humans and rather than being unconcerned or disinterested about his special status, he is quite satisfied with the nature of the relationship between him and everybody else who exists on a level below. Equality be damned; it’s all about the will to power and Holmes has the will lacking in the street urchins, bobbies, and assorted rabble below.

But more on that Sherlock Holmes later. The game is afoot and since I don’t want to make it too elementary, you will have to pay close attention to the clues.




Human, Inhuman, or Underhuman? 

Man, philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s titular prophet in Thus Spake Zarathustra tells us, is a state of being that must be overcome. Zarathustra’s essential contention: comparing modern man to the coming Overman is like comparing a gorilla strutting back and forth in his zoo habitat to Fred Astaire dancing on the ceiling in Royal Wedding.

In Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Sign of the Four, Dr. John Watson turns to his good friend Sherlock Holmes and replies to a statement made by Holmes that he—Holmes—had not even observed that future client Mary Morstan was, and I’m paraphrasing Watson here, one stone cold fox. Watson, accustomed to Holmes’s ability to successfully construct an entire biography merely by observing the clothing a person wears, is compelled to cry out: “You really are an automaton—a calculating machine. There is something positively inhuman in you at times.”

Sherlock Holmes is inhuman, observes his close companion—who should know—Dr. Watson. Zarathustra does not say that the next evolutionary tiptoe up the ladder to perfection will be inhuman, but rather overhuman.




To Underestimate One’s Ability Is Just as Wrong as Overestimation 

“He is a calculating machine, and anything you add to that simply weakens the effect.” The words are again being used to describe Sherlock Holmes. In this case, Arthur Conan Doyle is writing entirely in the guise of an author reflecting on his literary creation and he goes on to observe—and he should know—that Sherlock Holmes is just a calculating machine with no room for the addition of common literary characteristics like light or shade or nuance or complexity or, let’s finally admit it, a personality. If you go by the description of the author who created him, Sherlock Holmes can only be what your English teachers referred to as a “flat character.”

Actors for over a century appeared to pay great respect to Doyle’s assessment of the lack of style in Sherlock Holmes. Actors portrayed Sherlock Holmes as an admittedly brilliant seeker of truth and justice with little in the way of style. Whether it was the famous Basil Rathbone or the considerably less famous Alan Wheatley, actors saw in Sherlock a chance to play a character with significant cranial capacity, but not a whole heck of a lot more. Indeed, judging from most performances, apparently you can’t be both smart and fascinating. The only time that these Sherlocks even came close to being fascinating was in the scenes where Holmes is telling someone all about themselves based on their gloves or tie.

We shouldn’t blame actors for making of Sherlock Holmes something much more inhuman than overhuman. Just as Holmes proudly points out the fact that he is the creator of the  job of consulting detective, so was Conan Doyle a co-creator with Edgar Allan Poe of a new literary genre known as the detective story. Today, amid well-rounded characters in the world of crime-solving, from Columbo to Ellery Queen to Monk, it’s sometimes difficult to remember that the detective is way too often the least interesting character in a story because he’s only there to solve the dang crime. It took a while for writers to learn that crimes could be solved in just as stylish a fashion as they could be committed.




You Don’t Think I Put Too Much Color and Life into It? 

Watson’s exclamation includes a rejoinder that begs further study: “There is something positively inhuman in you at times.” What does it really mean to be inhuman? Most dictionaries agree: any material object that is not a human being (like an automaton) or a human being who lacks qualities such as compassion and mercy and also possesses the potential to display cruelty or act in a barbaric fashion.

Remember, this is his good friend Sherlock Holmes that Dr. Watson is talking about. Okay, maybe Doyle’s Sherlock and the Sherlock of Rathbone and the rest aren’t particularly rounded, but to suggest that their Holmes showed no compassion or mercy? That their Holmes acted barbarically? This description doesn’t seem to describe the character as written in the books nor does it seem an apt depiction of Holmes as portrayed on film.

To compare Sherlock Holmes as we know him to the Sherlock Holmes that Dr. Watson describes is like comparing Jerry Lewis’s nutty professor to Mr. Spock. A calculating machine could be used to determine the odds that a specific person committed murder by speckled band, but that machine is hardly capable of caring enough to place its own life in jeopardy in pursuit of the proving the hypothesis.

Several generations of actors portraying Sherlock Holmes as a mere calculating machine based on the literary tales of a character described by his own creator as such have conditioned fans to accept without question that Sherlock puts his brilliant mind to work solving crimes because he is interested in Truth, Justice, and the Victorian Way. That Sherlock—that one—often ploddingly goes about collecting clues which he uses as punchcards in his calculating machine of a brain to arrive at the answer to what is, after all, the central component without  which no detective story can survive: whodunit? (And howdunit and whydunit in most cases.) While the Sherlock that wormed its way into public consciousness and acceptance was usually quite surprisingly unemotional about everything, including proving himself right, he wasn’t exactly what most of us would describe as inhuman.

Maybe if Dr. Watson had been a bit more imaginative, he might have searched the definition of ‘inhuman’ in his mind before speaking, have found it insanely inappropriate and coined a much more suitable word to describe what he actually meant: underhuman. Then, being as how this was the Victorian Age, he would have necessarily shortened to reflect a more honest appraisal of the gender conventions of the time. “You really are an underman—a calculating machine,” Watson might have said.




The Law Is as Dangerous to Us as the Criminals Are 

Sherlock Holmes: the Underman. A calculating machine slightly less than human and an automaton who is most certainly a far cry from Nietzsche’s promises of those to come who shall be “the meaning of the Earth.” The Sherlock Holmes who exists in stories written by his creator and the overwhelming majority of cinematic adaptations is, ultimately, only another member of what Nietzsche termed the herd. He solves crimes in the pursuit of justice fostered by purely traditional notions of good and evil, right and wrong, fact and fiction.

The lack of style in this Holmes is rather astonishing. If you were Sherlock Holmes and you had just solved a crime that the police could not solve, and you had exhibited compassion and mercy by letting someone you know to be a guilty man go free, you, too, might shout out in clear, very human, frustration: “I am not retained by the police to supply their deficiencies! Maybe I am committing a felony, but I may be saving a soul.”

Here’s the way Arthur Conan Doyle describes the moment that Sherlock Holmes says those very words:“After all, Watson,” said Holmes, reaching up his hand for his clay pipe, “I am not retained by the police to supply their deficiencies. If Horner were in danger it would be another thing; but this fellow will not appear against him, and the case must collapse. I suppose that I am committing a felony, but it is just possible that I am saving a soul. This fellow will not go wrong again; he is too terribly frightened. Send him to jail now, and you make him a jail-bird for life.”





No exclamation points in that paragraph. Perhaps Doyle felt that emotion would weaken the effect of the coldly calculating mind playing over the odds that his decision to break the law would result in an ultimate good that playing by the rules of statutory justice could not match. Sherlock is willing to break a minor law in order to achieve what might be a cosmically greater good: saving a soul.

But where is Sherlock’s soul in that scene? In addition to banning light and shade, Arthur Conan Doyle also seems to have banished Holmes’s soul. And what’s a human without a soul? Inhuman? Unhuman? Underhuman? Certainly not overhuman.

Sherlock Holmes suggests that his action of committing a felony may result in saving a soul, but Jeremy Brett’s aristocratic dismissal of the real felon in question makes one wonder if Holmes even believes in such an illogical concept as a soul. Lacking any hint of style, the above scene from “The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle” is about little more than Sherlock Holmes matter-of-factly admitting that he regularly outsmarts the police.




One’s Moral Code Is a Decisive Witness to Who He Is 

Now let’s examine the exact same scene from “The Blue Carbuncle,” but with Sherlock Holmes reinterpreted—Oh, let’s go ahead and say it—recreated by Jeremy Brett. The disgusted dismissal of the actual thief of a priceless blue jewel shows Sherlock sitting in profile, left hand held up to his temple. The scene provides us with yet another example of how we know the man is deeply in touch with a certain emotion, but we’re not allowed to know exactly what that emotion is. Not yet, anyway.

And then Dr. Watson confesses to being more than a little surprised at the shocking turn of events in which Sherlock Holmes—up to now just an unofficial arm of the prevailing Victorian ideology to punish transgressors of some moral rules codified into statutory law—actually breaks the law by letting a man he knows is guilty of the most famous crime of the moment get away scot-free. Sherlock Holmes does what Nietzsche tells us must be done in order to be an Overman: he has moved beyond good and evil.

The almost violent response about police deficiencies as interpreted by Jeremy Brett includes a raised voice, braying sneer, cocked eyebrow and, finally, a momentary glare at Watson that passes by so quickly it’s easy to overlook. Contained within that outburst and especially within that barely perceptible glare  resides an acknowledgment that he has moved beyond the concept of good and evil along with recognition that Watson remains a prisoner of the mass culture that accepts a moral code as intrinsically good without questioning where that code came from. There is a word for the kind of Sherlock Holmes that Jeremy Brett reinvented for audiences grown bored with the calculating machines.

Style.

This, more than anything else, has been the addition by Brett to the Sherlock Holmes mythos that Conan Doyle feared so much would weaken the effect of his brilliant calculating automaton. The evolution of Sherlock Holmes in the capable hands of Jeremy Brett bestows upon modern audiences a man who meets, word for word, Friedrich Nietzsche’s description of what the Overman—the next step in the evolution of man—must do:. . . give style to one’s character—that is a grand and rare art. He who surveys all that his nature presents in its strength and in its weakness, then fashions it into an artistic plan, until everything appears as art and reason, and even the weaknesses enchant the eye—he exercises that admirable art.





The art that Nietzsche considers grand and rare is nothing less than the creation of a way to peer into the abyss of a world without meaning, a world without absolute truths, a world in which God has been declared dead . . . and not only still find meaning, but “attain satisfaction with himself.” There exists a specific term used to describe the admirable art of fashioning all one surveys into an artistic plan that creates a reason for being rather than acting out against the dread and sublime angst of a world lacking any intrinsic meaning.

Sublimation.




This Fellow Rings True Every Time 

With his pronouncement that God was dead, Friedrich Nietzsche unleashed the floodgates of nihilism and existentialism. If a perfect God was a myth created by man then by definition that means that all morality is an invention of imperfect man. Absent the presence of a superior being sitting in judgment of our ability to conform to His morality and the subsequent knowledge that all those moral laws can be traced back to a very fallible culture of men, well, why should it be taken seriously at all?

Nietzsche puts it elegantly: “A morality, a mode of living tried and proved by long experience and testing, at length enters consciousness as a law, as dominating.” He goes on to suggest that the origin of any morality is eventually forgotten, but the morality itself becomes holy and unassailable. It dominates the culture; dominates the members of the herd.

The suggestion that the predominant moral codes of the Judeo-Christian society that came to dominate much of the world is actually the work of man eventually, inconsolably, leads to the reality that if there’s no such thing as God then that must mean that there’s no such thing as absolute morality. Even worse, it means no reward for doing the right thing. Of course, it also means no eternal punishment for doing the wrong thing, but there’s a certain inescapable hollow quality to that upside of a life that ends forever at the moment of death on this planet.

Coming face to face with this knowledge initially creates a sense of fear, confusion and nausea, but ultimately the situation calls for some kind of response. If Nietzsche were alive today he would probably refer to those who respond to the nausea and despair by tying their self-esteem to a sports team, and those who define their falsely rebellious non-conformity to the social norm by painting their skin and piercing selected body parts, and those who put their faith in any organized religion, and those who respond to the lack of any absolute morality by declaring that there is no morality at all as “the herd.” Sticks and stones may break Holmes’s bones, but words will never herd him; at least, not Jeremy Brett’s Sherlock.




I Cannot Agree with Those that Rank Modesty among the Virtues 

Rather than latching onto naturalized social conventions or escaping into nihilist rejection that any kind of truth exists or escaping into the temporary good feelings supplied by recreational use of narcotics or becoming a literal warrior laying waste to humanity in support of a herd mentality political ideology, Nietzsche suggested there was another way to overcome the sickness experienced when you gain the knowledge that you are alone and the morality you’ve clung to through even the most boring sermon is nothing but a cultural tool. There exists a better way.

Jeremy Brett’s seemingly apathetic and drugged-up Holmes describes it even more stylishly than Nietzsche. “My mind rebels  at stagnation. Give me problems, give me work, give me the most abstruse cryptogram, or the most intricate analysis, and I am in my own proper atmosphere. I can dispense then with artificial stimulants. But I abhor the dull routine of existence. I crave mental exultation. That is why I have chosen my own profession, or rather created it, for I am the only one in the world . . . the only unofficial consulting detective . . . . I claim no credit in such cases. The work itself, the pleasure of finding a field for my peculiar powers, is my highest reward.” Only it turns out that Holmes hadn’t been partaking of his seven-percent solution of cocaine as Dr. Watson feared.

Two significant differences exist between this exchange as it exists in Arthur Conan Doyle’s original literary version and how it exists in the television episode starring Brett. The first change is that it is to be found in the Holmes novel The Sign of the Four whereas it appears at the beginning of the television episode “A Scandal in Bohemia.” Some might argue that’s a pretty important difference, but the second stain on literal adherence to Doyle’s written word is far more significant. In fact, the second difference is absolutely vital toward understanding how it is specifically Jeremy Brett’s interpretation of Sherlock Holmes that brings the character into the domain of the Overman rather than the character himself.

In the book, Sherlock does speak the words while under the influence of cocaine. They are the words of a human machine looking only for the chance to exercise logic. The significance here is that Brett’s Sherlock has been giving a performance all along for an audience of one: Dr. Watson. The drug-induced lethargy that stimulates Holmes to pointedly encapsulate Nietzsche’s notion of sublimation as the correct response to despair is all part of a very complex game that is, at all times in Brett’s refashioning of this calculating machine, very much afoot.

Whereas the Sherlock Holmes of a Nicholas Rowe or a Peter Cushing are avatars of Doyle’s inhuman calculating machine who dutifully play out their role as the brilliant detective called in to solve a crime, enact justice and restore proper moral balance to London, Jeremy Brett’s Holmes is not in the game to bring justice or even safety to the “great and observant public” who don’t “care about the finer shades of analysis and deduction.” The manner in which Jeremy Brett delivers this line in its entirety is of deep and profound disgust for those whom he is supposedly trying to protect. No, Brett carries these words with a deeper emotion than disgust for the public: revulsion. You never saw  Basil Rathbone sneer at the very people he had put himself in charge of protecting when the police were not up to the job.




His Work Is Its Own Reward 

“That is why I have chosen my own profession, or rather created it, for I am the only one in the world.” Even Nietzsche—perhaps the most accessible of all great philosophers in terms of how he uses common language to express profound and often profane ideas—could not have put words into the mouth of Sherlock Holmes that concretizes his concept of using sublimation and the application of style to one’s character any better. In Conan Doyle’s original literary version of the scene in which this elementally Nietzschean line is delivered, Sherlock, while under the influence of cocaine, leans his elbows on the arms of his chair in a situation that Watson describes as “like one who has a relish for conversation.” Under the influence, Sherlock is just being gabby.

The screenwriter of “A Scandal in Bohemia” rewrites the scene so that Sherlock sits almost serenely in the throes of a drug-induced state of relaxation that belies the fact that he’s so restless he’s bored as a cat. As written, this scene from the TV series is almost as flat as Doyle’s original. As played, however, the scene is anything but banal.

The Sherlock Holmes that is recreated in the Granada series is a collective effort between the various screenwriters and directors and actor, but because Brett adds so much to his portrayal that may or may not have been someone else’s idea, we must consider Jeremy Brett’s performance the key indicator of the realization of the Nietzschean Overman.

Especially at the moment of truth when Jeremy Brett chooses not to draw the veil down over Sherlock’s emotions, but to wonderfully—dramatically, perhaps some might even say melodramatically—and subtly give the very first indication in the entire canon of cinematic interpretations of Sherlock Holmes that this alleged calculating machine is far closer to an Overman than an automaton. Nietzsche says that what is needed is “that a human being attain satisfaction with himself.” It lies well outside the realm of possibility for Jeremy Brett’s Sherlock Holmes to exude satisfaction with himself any more than he does in this scene.

And yet if your knowledge of Sherlock Holmes has come only through the movies featuring Basil Rathbone or the  television series featuring Ronald Howard or any of a number of other cinematic representations, you might well find yourself nodding in agreement with Watson. It is almost as if actors are rigidly insistent upon Conan Doyle’s contention that Holmes must be played only in the register of logically deductive genius searching for truth, justice, and the Victorian Way. Any portrayal of Holmes that contains the dreaded “light or shade” would appear to be in violation of the central tenet of the character of Sherlock Holmes: he solves crimes to bring bad guys to justice.

But what if that weren’t the case? What if Sherlock Holmes solves crimes not because his compassion makes him care about things like justice, truth and morality? What if the drive behind Sherlock’s need to solve cases was about “striving for excellence . . . striving to overwhelm one’s neighbor, even if only very indirectly or only in one’s own feelings?” Can we imagine a portrayal of Sherlock Holmes in which he’s not a coldly calculating automaton who solves crimes as a path toward reestablishing the order of justice in polite Victorian society? For this Sherlock the solving of the crime becomes his own private and personal little melodrama and the subject of that melodrama is proving his superority over everyone.

Superiority—with the caveat that this proof of his superiority impacts directly or indirectly on those with whom he comes into contact so that he changes their lives for the better. Jeremy Brett’s Sherlock overwhelms all those with whom he comes in contact such as when he despairingly closes his eyes and, using his highpitched exultation voice, says “Please, tell me the facts,” with just the slightest quivering of his voice on the word “me.” Is that quiver the suggestion of superiority? I think it is.

Brett also overwhelms in the delightful scene near the end of “The Norwood Builder” when he is using fire to locate the bad guy. He tells the three bobbies, Inspector Lestrade and Dr. Watson to yell fire and when they do so only half-heartedly, Brett immediately and comically says, “Gentlemen, we can do better than that.” It’s a brilliantly timed moment of comedy, but within the rush to exhort the men to yell louder there is that superiority that is expressed not just in the voice, but in the way Brett nods his head his head and raises his arm. In the hands of a less capable actor, Sherlock would merely be logically encouraging a more robust announcement of fire. The look in Brett’s eye when he quietly suggests that the men can do better than that carries with it a much different emotion. It is the look of someone who is tired of asking himself a very contemporary question.

Brett was the very first Sherlock to take the standard scene of Holmes deducing everything about a person when they walk into his room and turn it into a tour de force exhibition of Holmes’s absolute and total superiority over those who see, but do not observe. Without Jeremy Brett’s invention of a theatrically overwhelming Sherlock Holmes who isn’t just a calculating machine, you would not have the twenty-first century Sherlock Holmes of Benedict Cumberbatch or Robert Downey, Jr. (Well, we shouldn’t blame Brett entirely for the latter, I suppose; he knew not the extent of his influence.)

The best example of Brett’s performance being central to the elevation of Sherlock Holmes from inhuman machine to Nietzschean Overman is most perfectly displayed in a scene from Granada’s “The Abbey Grange” that differs considerably from the original as written by Conan Doyle. That version merely describes Holmes asking Lady Brackenstall to tell him the truth. The scene is rewritten to take place outside in the Brett version. With the lightness and dexterity of the dancer he was, Brett positively skips down a row of steps, walks to a spot across from where Lady Brackenstall is sitting, keeping his back to her, digging at the ground with a shoe and dramatically pivoting around on one heel almost military style to finally face the woman. It is theater crafted upon a foundation of pure style.





Chapter 3

Is Holmes Really Just Lucky?

J. Solomon Johnson

 

 

 

 

“When I hear you give your reasons,” I remarked, “the thing always appears to me to be so ridiculously simple that I could easily do it myself, though at each successive instance of your reasoning I am baffled until you explain your process. And yet I believe that my eyes are as good as yours.”

—Dr. Watson in “A Scandal in Bohemia”

 

Sherlock Holmes always knows the answer. This is part of his mystique. However, we readers are often left more closely identifying with Dr. Watson. It seems obvious how and why Holmes reaches his conclusions (once his reasons are spelled out), but until this happens any conclusions that we draw are merely guesses. It’s only when Holmes confirms our suspicions that we truly come to know the answer.

The more curious (and dare we say Holmesian) reader might then ask what exactly is so special about Holmes? What allows him to arrive at the truth when the rest of us are just guessing? Or, perhaps the even more compelling question: could Holmes himself be merely guessing? While it doesn’t seem like Holmes merely “believes” the correct answer, explaining how he knows is tougher than you might think.

The distinction between beliefs and knowledge is central to the difference between Holmes and the layman. Clearly there is a difference between believing that someone is guilty and knowing that someone is guilty. But what exactly is this difference?

For over two thousand years, there was one dominant theory of knowledge: the “Justified True Belief ” (JTB) theory. The JTB theory required three things for knowledge: belief, justification, and truth. Let this be our starting point, our first examination of data that will help us solve this mystery of luck. Let us examine what a belief is. Then why knowing something means it has to be true. And why justification is so important.




It was easier to know it than to explain why I know it. 

The real core of any knowledge is belief. Here “belief ” just means anything that you think is true. Beliefs range from an inkling that something bad might happen to the virtual certainty that you are reading this book right now. There might be a difference in how certain you are in these two sorts of cases, but they are the same sort of thing.

But there’s more to belief. In fact, everything you know is also something you believe. The philosopher G.E. Moore showed this through examples like the following: Suppose that Watson notices some bit of evidence and says: “I know your old nemesis Moriarty must be behind this, but I do not believe it!” Assuming this isn’t just hyperbole (an expression of utter incredulity) and is said in total sincerity, Watson’s statement here is nonsense. Try to think of a time where you knew something, but did not believe it. There are plenty of cases where we do not want to believe something, but that is a different matter. Knowing something requires that you believe it. If you’re still unconvinced try to think of a case where someone simultaneously knows something but doesn’t believe it.




Any truth is better than indefinite doubt. 

Now let’s examine the second part of the JTB theory: truth. For anyone to really know something, it has to be true. For example, in the story “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Holmes explains to Watson that he knows where Irene Adler has hidden a photograph; this fact is central to the case. Later we learn that by the time he relates his tale to Watson, Ms. Adler had already moved the picture. Thus, when Holmes says that he knows where the photo is, he is thinking of the wrong place. Most of us would then say that Holmes didn’t really know where it was. We might say that Holmes “thought he knew” or “believed that it was true” but not that he really knew. However, had the picture remained where he thought it was, he would have known. This illustrates an important part of the relationship between beliefs and knowledge: a true belief might become knowledge, but an untrue belief never will.




Let us hear the suspicions—I will look after the proofs. 

The final facet of the JTB theory is justification. To see why it’s important, let’s look at examples from the 2010 BBC Production  Sherlock. In the episode titled “The Great Game,” Ms. Wenceslas (the curator of the Hickman Gallery) displays a recently discovered (fake) Vermeer painting. Since the gallery is presumably reputable, and the forgery is of the utmost quality, everyone who sees it is justified in believing that it is authentic. However, Holmes discovers reasons to doubt its authenticity. This undermines the justification for his belief that it’s real. Thus, even if the Vermeer were genuine, his doubts would mean Holmes no longer knows it. If something legitimately weakens your justification, your belief no longer counts as knowledge.

But can justification turn a true belief into knowledge? In some cases, yes! An example is found in that same episode when Alex Woodbridge (the security guard at the gallery) contacts Professor Cairns regarding the Vermeer. Mr. Woodbridge believes that the Van Buren supernova shouldn’t appear in the painting (since it was not visible when Vermeer would have painted it). But when he reaches out to Professor Cairns, he needs confirmation of his belief (generally speaking, suspicions and hunches are not well justified). Had Mr. Woodbridge actually reached Professor Cairns, she would have confirmed his suspicion. Confirmation by an expert would provide Alex with stronger justification, and his belief would become knowledge. In short, while hunches and suspicions generally don’t give rise to knowledge, with proper confirmation they can become knowledge.




There is nothing more stimulating than a case where everything goes against you. 

The JTB model sets up excellent criteria for assessing most cases of knowledge. Even when we feel absolutely certain that we know something, losing any one of those parts (the belief, the truth, or the justification) leaves us without real knowledge. But, strong as it is, the JTB theory isn’t perfect. In 1963, a philosopher named Edmund Gettier argued that justified true beliefs don’t always count as knowledge. There are in fact cases where you have a justified true belief but you only got there because of sheer luck.

To illustrate the point, Gettier came up with an example much like the following: Suppose that Holmes reveals evidence to Watson that a murder was likely committed by Mr. Jones. Mr. Jones is a former ship hand so Watson rightly forms the belief “the murder was committed by a former ship hand”. Unbeknownst to Holmes and Watson, a different former ship hand actually committed the murder. Now, here’s the trick: It turns out that  Watson’s belief—that the murder was committed by a former ship hand—is justified (Holmes showed good reason to believe it), it is true, and it is believed by Watson. Thus, according to the JTB theory it has all three parts and should count as knowledge. But it doesn’t seem as if Dr. Watson really knows that a former ship hand committed the murder. It’s only a matter of luck that he got it right. After all, Watson came to his conclusion by thinking about the wrong chap, so he might technically be right (the murder was committed by a former ship hand) but somehow it’s just a lucky guess.




Fortunately for the King and Queen, I was on top of my game. 

What exactly is a lucky guess? In epistemology luck tends to be spelled out in terms of the safety and sensitivity of a belief. If a belief is safe then in most nearby possible worlds where you form the belief in the same way, it’s still true. A belief is sensitive if in the nearest possible worlds where it’s false, you wouldn’t form the belief in the same way.

But what are “possible worlds?” Think of a possible world as a hypothetical situation, some way you can imagine the world as it might have been. For instance, imagine a world just like ours, but where Holmes was a real man; that’s one possible world. Some possible worlds are called “nearby” because they closely resemble our world in important ways (the real-Holmes world you just imagined is reasonably close). Others are considered to be “further away” because they are significantly different to ours (perhaps a world where Earth is populated by robot dinosaurs from Mars). There’s a lot more to possible worlds, but this is enough for our purposes.

Let’s look again at what safety means now that this “possible worlds” stuff is a little clearer. Essentially, if a belief is safe, then so long as your reasons for the belief don’t change, small changes in the world shouldn’t make it false. For example, if you flip a coin and see that it came up heads, the belief that it did come up heads is pretty safe. It doesn’t matter if you flipped the coin in a kitchen, a den, or on the street. It seems that so long as your reason for the belief (seeing it for yourself) doesn’t change, the belief is still probably true.

Additionally, assuming your reasons for forming a safe belief remained constant, falsification would have to involve large-scale changes to the world. Again, by way of example: your belief that  Arthur Conan Doyle wrote the original Sherlock Holmes stories is pretty safe. Why? Because your belief that he wrote them is based on repeated testimony from multiple sources. All of those people would have to be mistaken for your belief to be false. A world where everyone is mistaken about who wrote a famous story seems pretty far away from ours.

In contrast, the philosopher Bertrand Russell gave an example of an unsafe belief much like the following: suppose that Watson realizes that his pocket-watch has stopped during the night. So, when he heads out the door, Watson glances at his table clock and sets his watch to match it. However, unbeknownst to him, the table clock also stopped during the night. Luckily for Watson, the clock stopped precisely twelve hours before. Thus, when he glanced at it, it displayed the correct time (because he happened to look at it at precisely the right moment). Assuming that the table-clock is well made and normally accurate, Watson has every reason to believe it is accurate now (he’s justified, and does believe it). Further, it did give him the right time (it’s true). However, it seems that he might not really know what time it is. Since Watson would have formed his belief about the time in the same way even if there were a tiny change that made it false (such as the clock stopping five minutes earlier, or Watson glancing at it five minutes later), this belief is not safe.

Now let’s look at sensitivity. If a belief is sensitive, then in the nearest possible worlds you won’t form the belief that a fact is true unless it actually is true. For example, your belief that you can read English is probably a sensitive one. If you couldn’t read English, you most likely wouldn’t believe you could. Sure, we can imagine a world where you were raised speaking Dutch and thinking it’s English. However, that would require large-scale changes to the world and would be a comparatively distant possible world. All that sensitivity requires is that in the closest worlds where it’s not true, you stop believing it. In the close worlds you simply can’t read English, and everything else is roughly the same. Since in those worlds you wouldn’t believe that you could read English, your belief is sensitive.




I have heard your reasons and regard them as unconvincing and inadequate. 

So, does Holmes ever get lucky? While Holmes often forms beliefs before the reader or Watson, most of us don’t think that Holmes is merely making lucky guesses. Holmes himself  denies this possibility in The Sign of the Four: “I never guess. It is a shocking habit—destructive to the logical faculty.” But why aren’t his deductions just guesses? How does he succeed where we do not?

The answer is found in his process of Holmesian deduction. This process is what Holmes is describing when he says: “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” Holmes starts with simple observations and moves to seemingly incredible conclusions. However, our own Holmesian deductions are not safe. Even if we rightly deduce “whodunit,” we have to acknowledge that things could merely appear that way to us regardless of whether it’s true.

How does Holmes avoid unsafe beliefs? He relies on his incredible skill at analyzing evidence, finding the truth, and adopting it as his hypothesis. His skills allow him to seemingly unerringly find the right (the safe) justification for any belief he forms. An example of this is found in the 2009 film Sherlock Holmes, starring Robert Downey Jr. Midway through the movie a constable informs Holmes that Lord Blackwood is back from the dead. It turns out the constable’s belief that Blackwood is alive is not very safe; It is based upon a combination of his belief that Blackwood was dead, and testimony that Blackwood was seen walking through the graveyard. However, since one of the beliefs justifying his belief that “Blackwood is alive” is false it seems as if there must be many nearby worlds where he formed this belief about Blackwood in the same way even though it’s not true. Blackwood could really have been dead and the groundskeeper mistaken. Or, he could have never been dead at all, thus the belief that he is “back” is mistaken. Either way the constable’s belief that Blackwood lives seems unsafe: it’s not properly connected to the fact that he is alive.

Holmes, however, realizes that if the groundskeeper really saw Blackwood, then he must have simply faked his own death. Further, he did so convincingly enough to fool Watson (a fact which Holmes plays upon to draw Watson back into the investigation.) From this he deduces that Blackwood must never have been dead in the first place. Thus, Holmes’s belief that Blackwood lives, based on the second-hand testimony of the groundskeeper, seems safe. Holmes’s superior powers of reasoning allowed him to “rule out the impossible” and thus unerringly determine the real truth by reflection on the facts presented to him. This seems to allow Holmes to zero in on only the relevant facts which can support his beliefs in a “safe” way.




One should always look for a possible alternative, and provide against it. 

But that only covers safety. Now let’s look at sensitivity. As you may recall, if a belief is sensitive, then you would give it up when the relevant fact turns out to be false. Holmes escapes problems with insensitive beliefs by using his famous powers of observation. The combination of the evidence at hand and the lack of evidence to support alternative theories makes his deductions sensitive.

A very straightforward example of this can be found in the adventure “The Stock-Broker’s Clerk.” In this story, Holmes notices that Watson’s new slippers are fire scorched but retain a paper wafer, near the instep, which is stamped with a maker’s mark. Holmes correctly surmises that Watson had a cold and kept his feet near a fire for warmth. The other probable explanation (drying after soaking) would have removed the maker’s label, so Holmes rules it out. Any alternate explanation would presumably leave different evidence.

When a belief is sensitive it means that in the nearest possible worlds where the fact is false, you cease to believe it. We can turn this around and instead formulate it as “How many facts about the case could you change before Holmes changed his belief?” Because Holmes would (presumably) notice any evidence that undermined his theory, we can assume that if almost anything changed, he would notice. In all the nearest possible worlds where his belief is false (Watson didn’t have a cold) we can presume that Holmes would not believe it. He could be deceived, however, doing such a thing would require significant effort (like the earlier example about your ability to read English.) Surely, those possible worlds with huge conspiracies to deceive Holmes are not the nearest worlds where he is wrong. Since sensitivity is only concerned with the nearest worlds where the fact is false, huge conspiracies and other large changes to the world don’t create problems For Holmes’s sensitive beliefs.

Now, there are cases where Holmes has been wrong. For example, he didn’t realize that Irene Adler knew who he was, a fact which enabled her to elude him. One might wonder if this sort of failure undermines the idea that his methods are reliable. If Holmes’s methods are unreliable we might worry that his deductions can’t give him the justification he needs for a justified true belief, much less safe or sensitive beliefs! It turns out that, despite his failures, the fact that Holmes himself believes something is sufficient justification for him to form knowledge.  This might sound like Holmes is “cheating” the knowledge system. Surely he can’t be justified in believing something just because he believes it, can he? In short, yes he can.




We balance the probabilities and choose the most likely. It is the scientific use of the imagination. 

This “cheating” self-justification is far more common than you might think. It’s actually very similar to the way knowledge is formed in many scientific and academic fields. Suppose you’re an expert in some particular field. If you formulate a theory based on some piece of evidence, you and your colleagues are justified in believing your theory partly because of your expertise. The fact that an expert believes something gives you some justification to believe it, even if that expert is you!

If this were not the case, observations about physics made by any “average Joe” might be as well justified as those of professional physicists. This idea is crazy; when Einstein discovered relativity he was far better justified in believing it than most of us would be if we thought about the same things. When professionals come to conclusions it’s different from when the rest of us do. The reason for this difference can be found in the reliability of professional methods. Holmes’s self-justification is based on his own history of successfully coming to the right conclusions.

Every time Holmes successfully deduces the answer he is better justified in believing in his own methods. As strange as it might sound, his skills of deduction can be likened to a professional billiards player. Just as we wouldn’t say “a professional pool player is ‘just lucky,’” so Holmes isn’t just lucky when he correctly deduces an answer. The difference between Holmes and us is the difference between a professional and someone with beginner’s luck.

When a first-time player successfully makes a difficult shot in billiards, it is rightly considered “beginners luck.” However, if that same player were to go on and continue making difficult shots for years, we would say he or she is a naturally talented professional. Similarly, until we build up a long successful history like Holmes’s, we’re just getting lucky.

Further, as often noted in various stories, Holmes’s few failures have caused him to redouble his efforts: he learns from his mistakes. Assuming he properly adjusts his methods to shore  up any weak spots and always works to form only safe and sensitive beliefs, he can be justified by his own methods.




Education never ends Watson. It is a series of lessons with the greatest for the last. 

All in all a reasonable case can be made that Holmes doesn’t regularly fall prey to problems of luck. However, if we found ourselves in his shoes and deer-hunter cap, we would be lucky (in more ways than one). We’ve seen that even in very difficult epistemic situations, Holmes somehow manages to keep his head and only form responsible beliefs. Holmes’s amazing powers of deduction and keen observational skills allow him to reliably form safe, sensitive beliefs in cases where we cannot. This, combined with the justification granted by his career as a professional consulting detective, ensures that if anyone knows what’s really going on in a case, it’s Holmes.

Now, it’s unclear if Holmesian deduction would ever give anyone in the real world actual knowledge. None of us have access to Holmes’s famous powers. Further, even if we assume that we could concoct the sorts of reasonable explanations he comes up with, there’s no real way of knowing that there aren’t a huge number of plausible alternative theories to explain what we see. For now, the job of consulting detective must be relegated to the realm of fiction. While the character Sherlock Holmes might be able to pull off amazing feats of deduction, it’s only because we’re willing to accept as fact that there really are no nearby possible worlds that would spoil the safety or sensitivity of his beliefs.

It might be the case that Holmes does benefit from occasional lucky strikes (after all, even the best occasionally get lucky). However, when Holmes exercises his due diligence, eliminates all the impossible alternatives, and utilizes his formidable prowess as a detective, he doesn’t arrive at the answer merely by chance. It’s skill, not an accident of fate. This is why we can rightly say that he’s not just the luckiest detective in fiction: he really is that good.





Chapter 4

The Adventure of the Candle and the Dumbbell

Fiona Tomkinson

 

 

 

 

Of course, it was Holmes who, to alleviate an evening’s tedium, first introduced the question. It is possible, though not certain, that the whole affair arose out of one of the solutions to a crossword puzzle which could have been either “object” or “things.”

At first, Watson expressed bewilderment at the possibility that the terms could be anything other than synonymous. Then he began to think that, though people tend to use the words interchangeably, perhaps a rigorous scientific man such as himself should not. But where does the difference lie? He began to advance tentative theories.

Is a thing natural and an object manufactured? Is thing a popular term and object a scientific one? Is it a question of value? Is a beryl coronet or a golden pince-nez an object, but a missing three-quarter merely a thing? Yet we always talk of the “object of enquiry”, never the “thing of enquiry,” even when that object is insignificant!

Then again, we talk of “my things,” but never “my objects.” Is a thing a possession and an object something still to be purchased? But can the purchase of something really expensive, such as the Mazarin stone, ever reduce it to a mere thing?

His ruminations reminded him of how much he and Holmes had, in the course of their many adventures, lived in a world of things, but still, in the end, he confessed himself defeated in the attempt to come up with a consistent theory concerning them, and he wondered whether it were not all ineffable twaddle. He could not say whether objects and things were the same or whether they deserved such a thing as a theory at all. He could not even say with any certainty, what a thing was.

“Holmes,” he asked, “do you think one can assert that a thing is always—well, always the same thing? Was my umbrella, for example, the same thing that I used to shelter from the rain, when  you used it as a tool to dredge a moat? And then, can something powdery, such as tobacco ash, of which you have made such an extensive study, really be either a thing or indeed an object? What about that important clue, a footprint, which is really only a hole in something else? Or do you think that perhaps the term ‘thing’ should be applied to everything material, and we should save the expression ‘object’ for something mythical, such as, say, the Devil’s Foot?”




The Adventures of Things and the Things of Adventure 

Holmes, after letting Watson talk, stated his own position decisively. There was a distinction of the most elementary sort. As far as he was concerned, a thing was a thing of no consequence; an object was a thing transformed into a clue.

A thing is usually first transformed into a clue through an insight into its relation with the human body. Just as the footprint implies the foot, and the ash the smoker’s hand, so does almost every thing conceal the story of how it was touched or abandoned. When we force it to tell its story, it no longer exists simply in the present. It opens up vast vistas into both the past and the future. It makes us aware of what is absent in even greater measure than that which is present.

His own peculiar genius, he now asserted, was no more and no less than the awareness that every thing was not merely a thing, but a thing which could, in the twinkling of an eye, undergo a metamorphosis into an object. (Here, by way of demonstration, he seized his slipper and placed it on the mantelpiece.)

For the detective of genius, he declaimed, reaching now for his violin, the whole world of thingness forever trembles on the brink of true objectivity! His relation with the thing is such that he understands very well why only a single letter divides the words think and thing.

Watson, knowing his friend to be badly read in philosophy, is astonished at this kind of idealistic language, and looked around uneasily for signs of the hypodermic needle. Then he asked Holmes if he could perhaps illustrate the matter further using one of the stories from the tin box, or perhaps one of the adventures that he had himself committed to writing?

“Nearly all our adventures could be used as illustrations,” said Holmes. “Sometimes our difficulty is to crack a cipher and find meaningful words, sometimes to discover the things certain words refer to, as in ‘The Adventure of the Speckled Band,’  where, half-convinced that the dying woman’s words were a reference to a group of gypsies, we overlooked the possibility that they might refer to a poisonous snake. But more often we begin with the things themselves, do we not? We have the things in our hands, and it is only a question of interpreting them correctly, is that not so?

“However,” continued Holmes, “I can think of no event which better illustrates my point than the adventure that you have already brought to mind through your reference to moatdredging, a certain story of a candle—”




Birlstone Manor Revisited 

“A candle?” exclaimed Watson.

“Yes, of a very memorable candle,” said Holmes. “I am amazed that you can have forgotten it. But you did not let me finish. I was about to say: a certain story of a candle and of a dumbbell!”

“Are you referring,” cried Watson, “to the candle in the study in Birlstone Manor House?”

Holmes nodded, and lit his pipe.

“Sometimes a candle is only a candle,” he mused.

“Like a cigar?” asked Watson.

“Precisely,” said Holmes. “But sometimes it sheds a great deal more light—”

“Than it emits physically?”

“Indeed, Watson. That is why, if you had grasped the essentials of the matter, you would have avoided the fancifully romantic title, The Valley of Fear, and called your report The Adventure of the Candle and the Dumbbell. In recording other adventures, you were good enough to make things, or perhaps I should say, objects, the true heroes, though you did not always select the right ones. For example, ‘The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle’ might more appropriately have been called ‘The Adventure of the Bowler Hat,’ and—”

“I seem to recollect that we have had this sort of conversation before. One must make some concessions to popular taste. But to return to the candle . . .”

“You are well acquainted with my methods. You will recollect that upon entering the study where we believed the corpse of Mr. Douglas (as we then thought him to be called) was lying, I noticed, among other things, a candle that had been extinguished before much of it had burned away. This immediately led me  to two conclusions: firstly, that the dead man’s interview with his assailant had been brief, and secondly, that Mrs. Douglas and her husband’s best friend, Cecil Barker, were giving a false account of events when they claimed that they had raised the alarm immediately after discovering the body. For, though it is conceivable that a man who had just discovered his best friend’s body would have lit a lamp in order to view the scene better, it is unlikely that he should have thought about saving candle wax.”

“And there was also the question of the missing wedding ring,” said Watson. “If Barker’s account was correct, there was no time for the assailant to remove it after the shooting, and the candle proved that there was no time for it to have been removed before!”

“And the ring was another thing, Watson. A thing which became an object! But to return to the candle. What is behind the use of that candle, indeed of any other candle?”

“The desire for light!”

“Indeed, Watson. But behind that desire for light in the house there is something else. Fear, Watson. Fear of darkness, and of what may lurk therein. Fear of bumping into familiar household objects—which then seem to us no longer objects but things! Yes, and the worse fear of encountering the unfamiliar!”

“It was the fear of fire which made Douglas go the rounds of his property every night. Or so we then believed. It was more likely his fear of his old enemies, the Scowsers!”

“The fear of death is behind both of them, Watson. Perhaps the two were connected in his mind. The mining valley where he first had dealings with the Scowsers was also a place of fire, an infernal landscape, as I believe you describe it.”

“Yet he met his fate by water in the end.”

“Indeed. In the end, there is escape for no-one.”

Holmes sighed deeply, doubtless thinking of the role Moriarty had played in this, and of his own failure to prevent it.

Then he continued, “Yet once we understand the extent to which fear and anxiety underlie ordinary human actions, we can all the better understand how men and women act in exceptional ones. Nowhere is this truer than in our relation to so-called things, Watson. We are motivated by fear, or by care, which is fear under a softer name. And that is how these things become objects! We light candles from the fear of darkness, we extinguish them from fear of fire or fear of poverty. We cast them aside when a greater fear makes it necessary to reach for a weapon!”

“As Douglas did when he reached for the hammer, in order to grapple with his old enemy, Ted Baldwin!”

“The presence of the hammer on the floor testified to that, Watson! As surely as if it had taken an oath in court. That hammer would not have remained in such a position otherwise. A tool or piece of equipment is nearly always removed from the floor by servants, prompted by the fear of losing their livelihood! And such a dismissal could doubtless be traced to their master’s primordial fear of tripping over something. But more significant yet was my discovery of the single dumbbell. As I said at the time, no-one uses a single dumbbell, Watson, unless they wish to condemn themselves to curvature of the spine! Such a fear would, in most cases, I believe, outweigh the fear of decrepitude which motivates us to use a dumbbell in the first place. And, as previously stated, in an orderly household, with a fair-sized domestic staff, such items are unlikely to be allowed to wander around, as it were of their own freewill, as they sometimes do in the rooms of a bachelor of irregular habits.”

“Indeed, Holmes, had you owned a pair of dumbbells, I should not have been surprised to find one of them in the coal scuttle and the other on the mantelpiece.”

“If you had, Watson, there would have been a good reason for it, and behind that reason, would, doubtless, have been the fear of losing my intellectual faculties through simple want of stimulation. But to continue. In seeking to account for the missing dumbbell, again I looked at the problem from the perspective of linking it to the human body and to human fear. That dumbbell had been moved by a human hand. It was not the murder weapon. If it had been used in self-defence, as we later learned the hammer was, then, why should it have been removed when the other weapons were not? Yet fear is the most likely reason for its removal. Fear on the part of the guilty person that their guilt would be revealed and that they would end on the gallows! So, what was the fear? If the dumbbell were not removed for its own sake, it must have been used as the means to remove something else. And the nearness of water strongly suggested—”

“That it was used as a weight to sink that something else!”

“As was proved to be the case, Watson, with the aid of your excellent umbrella, which you imagined I had taken as a weapon. And in a sense that was true! A much more dangerous weapon than if I had banged on the man’s head with it! For, mark, Watson, I was not content in having located the mere presence of that dumbbell and that which it had been used to conceal. Having looked into its past, I was also in a position to predict the thing’s future. It was no longer a mere thing. It was an object! I knew that just as fear had buried it in the moat, so fear would  resurrect it when I circulated the false rumour that the moat was to be drained and searched for evidence. Fear, using the agency of a human hand, Watson.”

“And thus were Ted Baldwin’s clothes and dagger discovered, and we made the even more important discovery that it was his mutilated body, and not that of Douglas, which was discovered in the study! And that the fair Mrs. Douglas was both a deceitful witness and a faithful wife!”

It was now Watson’s turn to sigh a little.

“And with the aid of the pamphlet relating the history of the house in the seventeenth-century, we caused Mr. Douglas, wearing the wedding ring he could not or would not remove, to step forward from the hiding-place, which had once held the fugitive Charles II. See how mere things can be gathered together and woven into a net! It is then as if they have become a single object. Did you know that the Vikings called their Parliament a Thing, and that that meant a Gathering? Etymologies are important, Watson!”

“Would they not have done better to call it an Object, Holmes?”

“We cannot expect such distinctions of abstract thought from them, Watson.”

“But Holmes, when we consider the things that we weaved together into our net, we should really have called our adventure the story of the candle, the dumbbell, the hammer, the ring, and the pamphlet!”

“That would not be so pithy,” said Holmes.

“I stand by my original title,” said Watson. “According to your theory, are not the past and the future both valleys of fear, valleys of the shadow of death? And do not the most innocent of things and the most complex of objects continually lead us into those valleys?”

Holmes said nothing.

 

 

Postscript

 

I am a very old man in this chilly spring of 1926, and perhaps I no longer think as clearly as I once did. Yet, hearing a friend of mine (my closest friend since the sad death of Sherlock Holmes)—a friend who is a great specialist in German philosophy—talk at great length of, and even go so far as to read me some extracts from, a new book which has been published in Germany, by one  Martin Heidegger, it seemed to me that some of his ideas owed more than a little to my old friend Sherlock Holmes, though he uses a much more complicated terminology than Holmes’s lucid distinction between the thing and the object!

Here is a philosopher, it seems, if I have understood him aright, who does not want to leave things lying about in the present tense. He wants to open what he calls Being up to the past and the future. What his purpose is in so doing, is far from clear to me. It has nothing to do with bringing the perpetrators of crime to justice. I fear much of what he says may be ineffable twaddle. And I distrust the Germans since the last war. Yet here and there, flashing out like jewels among all that incomprehensible Teutonic verbiage, are Holmes’s very ideas, the ideas which motivated his scientific practice and his transcendent success!

This philosopher also understands that we are forever in the grip of care and anxiety, of how the human being, whom he rather fancifully calls Being here or Dasein, always directs his attention to his coming death, and directs himself towards things as a means of avoiding it for a time! He even talks about directionality as one of the attributes of this Dasein. And if I follow him correctly, he thinks that we understand all this better if we also understand the important distinction between those unused things that we do not even think about using, those things which are merely present at hand as he calls them, and things which are ready to hand, those things which Holmes would have called objects!

These ready to hand things tend to have the character of equipment, equipment which is meant to help us in our daily struggle to stay alive! When they get broken and useless, they become ordinary present at hand things again. I would once have thought that this difference was too obvious to concern a great philosopher. But now that Sherlock Holmes is gone from the world, I understand exactly how much his genius depended on this simple ability to see everything in it as ready to hand, as something which could really be grasped! It was not just that he saw how others had grasped hold of the world in the past. He grasped it himself. The simplest displaced pebble could become his equipment and his weapon in the struggle against crime and the even  greater struggle against our ignorance of the causes of things!

And when this German philosopher actually devotes a paragraph to speaking of equipment as something which either has its place or else is left lying around, I can only think of the significance of that hammer left lying on the floor in the study of Birlstone Manor, and that displaced dumbbell submerged in the moat . . .

If Holmes could have lived to see this, would he have sued this Heidegger for theft of intellectual property? I trust not. He was always willing to let others take the credit for his intellectual labours.

I think, in any case, that we have not heard the last of theories of things. They will probably grow to keep pace with all this newfangled equipment which proliferates in the modern world. And this German professor, who is doubtless a genius in his own way–God grant he be not another Moriarty in the making!—will, I dare say, develop his own ideas more in the future, though I shall not live to read them. Perhaps he will, in the mystical German manner, ponder that connection between the words ‘think’ and ‘thing’ which so intrigued Holmes. Perhaps one day he will even find a way of speaking of things which is not relentlessly related to our mortal fears, a way of just letting them be. At any rate, it seems to me that this philosopher is like my old friend in his quest for truth. For me the truth has always resembled the solution to a crossword puzzle. But for Holmes, for all his cold scientific ways, it was something much more concrete, something that had to be violently uncovered and dragged into the light.

—JHW
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