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The Game*

Bas van Fraassen

They were sitting side by side in a meadow on a
mountainside when Lucy first began to talk about the
game. Below them lay the Asopos valley hedged with the
soft green of spring; a small lake, blue as deep as polished
cobalt, gazed serenely back at the gentle blue of the
sky. They were friends now, able to sit there together,
at peace, the old battles far behind them; not
forgotten, of course, but deep in the past. On matters
of principle, certainly, they would always remain worlds
apart; and Michael would still sometimes become wary,

a little defensive if certain subjects were broached. Yet
they had found it possible to become friends again, in a
way.

There were so many places where they both went
often; and the earth is not large. First, they just saw

*based on a passage in John Archibald Wheeler's The Quantum and the Universe
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Beside her, Michael stared out over the valley. Was
she trying to subvert him? Memories of long ago stirred
in him, but it had all been so totally different then.
Majesty set against majesty, the legions of number
beyond number, and the legions of the damned, driven
out. . . .There was no comparison. Was he, instead,
perhaps simply falling prey to vanity? He was a trusted,
valuable servant, certainly; he had led those legions of
heaven in the decisive battle against Lucifer, those
many aeons ago; he had, with flaming sword, driven
the fallen humans from Paradise; he, with a rain of fire
and sulphur had cauterized the festering sores of
Sodom and Gomorrah. But it would be a great mistake
to start thinking that he had the power that won the
battle, that the fate of earth lay in his hands. Such pride
would be clear hubris, exactly Lucifer’s sin.

He stole a glance at Lucy beside him. Was she then
perhaps intending exactly that, trying to subvert him so
subtly, to invite him to false pride in just the way that
she habitually extended those seductive incitations to
the human race? Of course not! The days of her
designs on heaven itself, on the loyalty of the angels,
were long past. Both now wandered the earth, like
gardens with rival theories and exactly opposite ideas
about when to prune, where to seed, but each respectful
of the other’s position—and, personally, friends. Lucy
spoke again.

“I was watching a man in Miletos not long ago. His
wife insisted that he should scare away the birds which
were ruining the kitchen garden, a really good scare
she said, so that the birds would move away altogether.
But he argued that birds don’t live anywhere, they just
move around like itinerant sophists who teach in the
market one day and are on their way to Athens the
next. There are always more of them, both birds and
sophists, and if you scare away today’s bunch,
tomorrow’s comes just the same.”

His wife countered that even those sophists seemed
to regularly spend half the year in Athens and the other
half in Miletos, and anyway, the birds were as sedentary
as her useless husband. So the man went out the next
morning and threw red cloth dye on the birds.”

Michael waited, interested despite himself.

“Of course the woman was right. Birds with red dye
on their feathers appeared on schedule the next
morning. Birds do live in one place, they make nests
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and rear their young. But what harm would it do to
have other sorts of birds as well? Some that migrate
with the seasons, some that lay their eggs in other birds’
nests—there are lots of possibilities. The woman’s
generalization was true, but it needn’t have been, and
the man would have “discovered” this if | had changed
some birds’ habits. Future generations, classifying all the
varieties of birdkind, would then say that this man in
Miletos had been an especially astute naturalist.”

* ok ok k%

Michael looked up finally, and from his face Lucy
knew that he had surrendered to his intellectual
curiosity.

“You speak as if we could give them false answers
without really deceiving them, or changing the world a
bit so that the false answers become true—but how
could that be?”

“No, Michael, no false answers at alll Think about
what is settled about birds now, as far as the humans
are concerned: the very same ones returned to that
garden in Miletos the next day. That is a fact, it is
settled. But the explanation of it isn’t; perhaps birds live
all their lives in one place, or perhaps they migrate with
the seasons, or perhaps the birds in Miletos are a
specially sedentary sort while birds elsewhere are not.
Now that such questions have arisen, we could settle
them a bit more in one direction or another every time
someone looks into them a bit further. We would
deceive someone if we misled them into thinking of
some settled fact that it was otherwise than it actually
is—and | propose nothing of that sort!”

“You are twisting everything a bit, Lucy, because
what is settled as far as humans are concerned is only
what they know. What about our existence for
example? | suppose that is not settled for humans one
way or the other, but we would mislead them if we
somehow made it a settled fact, as far as they are
concerned, that we don’t exist.”

“That is certainly a case where we don’t have two
options, Michael, and it is very clever of you to see the
limits to the game so quickly. But the reason we don’t
have two options is because a thorough job on a no-
answer would involve us in suicide, or more impossibly
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