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Dedicated to My Uncle Reuben Saturday

When he was a young man, my mother’s brother Reuben wanted to escape from poverty and lard sandwiches, so he tried to run away from it. He stole a car so he could drive up north where he hoped to find opportunity, but he got caught and ended up on a Georgia chain gang for several months. In a chain gang, prisoners are shackled every few feet by the ankles to a long length of chain to keep them from escaping. They work in the hot sun while shackled to the chain, and when they sleep, they are shackled to the bed. No freedom, hard work, hot sun, no pay, bad food, and some mean guards.

When my uncle got released from the chain gang, he hitchhiked up north. He did what a lot of people trying to escape from poverty do: He drifted. He drifted from town to town, seeking opportunity and not finding it.  He worked when he could, but the jobs were temporary and low pay. My uncle slept rough often, and he was hungry often. Once, when he was completely broke and completely hungry, he saw a restaurant with a buffet and went inside and asked to speak to the manager. He said, “I am very hungry, I don’t have any money, and I would appreciate it very much if you would give me any food that the restaurant is going to throw away. I will be happy to wait by the rear entrance until you are ready to throw away food.”

The manager told him to sit down at a table, and then the manager went to the buffet, loaded a big plate high with food, and gave it to him free of charge.

One way out of poverty is to get a good job, and my uncle got out of poverty by getting a job working with sheet metal.

My uncle’s work ethic helped him. His employer sent him to California to do some special sheet-metal work, and the people in California wanted to keep him there. They explained that their California employees liked to come to work late, leave early, and take many days off. It was difficult to get someone who would show up and do the work they were supposed to do and were paid to do.

My uncle was also good with money. He got married, bought a house, and raised six children. Each time he made a mortgage payment, he paid extra money so he could pay off the mortgage faster.

If there was a sale on food, he bought lots of it. For example, if there was a sale on peanut butter, two jars for the price of one, he would buy twelve jars and sometimes go back the next day and buy six more jars. 

If you went in his pantry — a closet set aside to store food — you saw that it was packed with food. If you went in his kitchen, you saw that he had taken off the doors of the high cabinets in which he stored food so that he could see the food. If you went in his bedroom, you saw that he had all the regular bedroom furniture, but he also had lots of shelves he had installed. The shelves were loaded with things that he had bought on sale that he knew his family could use: food (of course), light bulbs, toothpaste, toilet paper, etc. His bedroom looked like a warehouse.

Once he made a bad purchase: he bought a case of baked beans. Beans are beans, but the sauce they came in can taste good or bad, and the sauce these beans came in tasted bad. His kids told him, “Dad, throw those beans away! They’re awful!”

But when you grow up poor, you don’t throw beans away. For a long time, whenever my uncle and his family ate baked beans, they ate a mixture of one can of good baked beans and one can of bad baked beans.

My uncle’s kids never had to eat lard sandwiches. 

***
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The doing of good deeds is important. As a free person, you can choose to live your life as a good person or as a bad person. To be a good person, do good deeds. To be a bad person, do bad deeds. If you do good deeds, you will become good. If you do bad deeds, you will become bad. To become the person you want to be, act as if you already are that kind of person. Each of us chooses what kind of person we will become. To become a good person, do the things a good person does. To become a bad person, do the things a bad person does. The opportunity to take action to become the kind of person you want to be is yours.
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PREFACE
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This book consists of a number of philosophical arguments that I find interesting and that I think that some other people may find interesting.

May you be struck by philosophical lightning.

My series of books on interesting philosophical arguments mainly consist of notes in essay form that I have made on the various books that I have used as textbooks in the philosophy courses that I have taught at Ohio University. These textbooks include various editions of the following:

• Exploring Ethics, by Donald M. Borchert and David Stewart

• Exploring the Philosophy of Religion, by David Stewart

• Fundamentals of Philosophy, by David Stewart and H. Gene Blocker

• An Introduction to Modern Philosophy, by Alburey Castell, Donald M. Borchert, and Arthur Zucker

I hope that other people find these notes in essay form useful.
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METAPHYSICS

Chapter 1: Plato (427?-347 B.C.E.): The Phaedo

[image: ]




The Phaedo is the story of a man who is condemned to death.

In the Phaedo are described the final hours of life and the death of Socrates (469-399 B.C.E.), who was condemned to die by a jury in ancient Greece. The trial of Socrates was described in Plato’s Apology.

Let me point out that Plato (427?-347 B.C.E.) was a student of Socrates, and that Socrates never wrote down his personal philosophy. In fact, there is some controversy over how much of what the character of Socrates says in Plato’s dialogues is really what the historical Socrates believed. Most scholars believe that Plato expanded on the historical Socrates’ ideas, so even though “Socrates” is the main speaker in most of Plato’s dialogues, the ideas expressed by “Socrates” may be those of Plato.

However, the character of Socrates in Plato’s “Apology,” at least, may be very close to the historical Socrates, since the “Apology” is an early dialogue, and since Plato was present at the trial. However, Plato was not present at the historical Socrates’ death.

At the end of the “Apology,” Socrates has been condemned to die, but he tells his friends and the jury that death is nothing to be afraid of. According to Socrates, death is one of two things, neither of which we should fear.

The first possibility is that death is like a long, dreamless sleep, which Socrates describes as the most peaceful sleep you can have. In this case, death is the extinguishing of consciousness, and we will no longer be able to feel pain or fear.

The second possibility is that death is a journey to another place where one can meet and talk with the souls of the dead. This is also nothing to be afraid of. In this case, there is an afterlife in which we will retain our personal identities. Socrates would enjoy this, as he could talk philosophy with dead Greek heroes.

In the Phaedo, however, Socrates rejects the first possibility and argues for the second. In doing so, he engages in metaphysics, that branch of philosophy that tries to answer the question, “What is real?” Socrates argues that the soul is a real, immortal thing, and that when we die, our soul will survive the death of our body.

In the Phaedo, Socrates explains why he is not grieved at being condemned to die: “I should be wrong ... not to grieve at death, if I did not think I was going to live both with ... gods who are good and wise, and with men who have died and who are better than the men of this world. ... I am confident that the dead have some kind of existence, and, as has been said of old, an existence that is far better for the good than for the wicked.”

In other words, Socrates is convinced that he is immortal. He goes on to explain that he believes that a human being is composed of two things: a body and a soul. Although our body will die and decay, our soul is immortal and incorruptible (in the sense that it cannot decay). Therefore, when our body dies, our soul — which is the best part of us — will live on. This idea, of course, makes Socrates a dualist, because he thinks that each member of Humankind is composed of two things.

Socrates also says that philosophers study “only dying and death.” According to Socrates, philosophers despise the pleasures of the body, such as eating and drinking, instead choosing to pursue the pleasures of acquiring wisdom. 

Why do philosophers despise the body and love the soul? Because the body is a hindrance in the acquisition of wisdom. The body gives us our five senses — seeing, hearing, smelling, touching, and tasting — but our senses deceive us. For example, a stick looks bent when part of it is placed in water.

In addition, according to Socrates, we are able to reason best when our body does not interfere. All of us know that it is difficult to study when we are hungry, or thirsty, or suffering from sunburn, or sleepy. 

Socrates next makes a point that some things exist, although they are not visible. His friends agree with him that such things as absolute justice, absolute beauty, and absolute good exist although we cannot see them. In the life we lead now, we see a particular just person, a particular beautiful person, and a particular good person, but no one we see is absolutely just, beautiful, or good. However, according to Socrates, absolute justice, absolute beauty, and absolute good are real, and they are the objects of philosophic wisdom, although the body cannot sense them.

Therefore, for all these reasons, Socrates concludes that the body is a hindrance to the acquisition of wisdom. Socrates points out, “Verily we have learned that if we are to have any pure knowledge at all, we must be freed from the body; the soul by herself must behold things as they are.” 

This will occur only when the soul is freed from the body, as will occur at death.

Socrates then argues that our soul existed before we were born. This is one part of his argument that our soul is immortal. Later he will argue that our soul will continue to exist after we die.

To argue that our soul existed before we were born, Socrates talks about his theory of education. According to Socrates, “Learning is only a process of recollection.” By that, he means that we don’t acquire knowledge in this life; instead, we merely remember things we had learned when our soul was freed from our body. These are things that we forgot during the trauma of birth.

Socrates uses the concept of equality in his argument. We recognize the concept of equality. For example, I can show you two sticks and ask you if they are equal in length. You will reply either that they are or that they are not. In formulating your answer, you are using the concept of equality. 

Of course, we are using our senses to perceive the two sticks, but that does not account for our knowledge of abstract equality. Abstract equality is different from the equality of two sticks that are equal in length. Seeing the two equal sticks make us recollect the concept of absolute equality, which the soul learned when it was freed of the body.

As Socrates concludes, “Then before we began to see, and to hear, and to use the other senses, we must have received the knowledge of the nature of abstract and real equality; otherwise we could not have compared equal sensible objects with abstract equality....”

Just as we learned the knowledge of absolute equality before our soul was united with our body, Socrates states, so too we learned the knowledge of absolute good, absolute beauty, absolute justice, and absolute holiness.

Socrates sums up his argument in this way: “ ... if it be the case that we lost at birth the knowledge which we received before we were born, and then afterward, by using our senses on the objects of sense, recovered the knowledge which we had previously possessed, then what we call learning is the recovering of knowledge which is already ours.” In other words, learning is recollecting.

Socrates has argued that our soul existed before we were born — that is the time when we learned about such things as absolute equality. Next, he argues that our soul will continue to exist after we die. In doing this, he in part speaks about things that are compound and composite (composed of many parts) things and things that are not compound and composite (that is, things that are composed of only one part).

Our body is compound and composite and is made up of many elements. When we die, our body will decay. Its various elements will disperse and go their separate ways. Our body will become a part of the soil in which we are buried and the elements that made up our body may become a part of a living plant.

However, Socrates believes that the soul is not compound and composite — that is, that it is not made up of many parts. Because of that, it will not decay after we die. According to Socrates, there are two kinds of existence: the visible and the invisible. The visible kind of existence is always changing. For example, your body changes constantly. At one time you were an infant whose diapers frequently needed changing; now you are an adult.

Our body is an example of the visible kind of existence, but our soul is an example of the invisible kind of existence. The invisible kind of existence never changes. For example, absolute equality never changes. And since our soul is a part of this kind of existence, it can never change and so it can never cease to exist.

In conclusion, Socrates asks his friend Cebes, “... is it not the nature of the body to be dissolved quickly, and of the soul to be wholly or very nearly indissoluble?” Cebes, of course, agrees. 

Note: The quotations by Plato that appear in this essay are from his dialogue Phaedo, translated by F. J. Church.
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Chapter 2: Epicurus (341-279 B.C.E.): First Principles of Materialism
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Epicurus (341-279 B.C.E.) was an ancient Greek philosopher who was a Materialist. As such, he believed that reality consists of matter and space. The matter that exists, according to Epicurus, is composed of atoms. 

The first Greeks who were Materialists and Atomists were Leucippus and Democritus. Epicurus was one of their followers.

In his “Letter to Herodotus,” Epicurus wrote about his beliefs concerning the universe. He also wrote about his theory of sense perception and gave some advice about achieving tranquility in life.

According to Epicurus, the universe has always existed and it consists of “material bodies and void.” The bodies are made up of atoms, which are “indivisible and unchangeable.” The universe is boundless, and in it is an infinite number of atoms. Therefore, the number of bodies and the void (space) of the universe are endless.

Epicurus concludes that the atoms, which combine to make up the things that we see, “exist in so many different shapes that the mind cannot grasp their number,” because otherwise we could not account for the great variety of objects which the atoms make up. The possible shapes of the atoms are an incomprehensible, but not quite infinite, number, while the number of atoms of each shape is infinite.

According to Epicurus, “The atoms move without interruption through all time. Some of them fall in a straight line; some swerve from their courses; and others move back and forth as the result of collisions.” The swerving causes some atoms to hit other atoms, and because of the different shapes of the atoms, some atoms become connected to other atoms. Atoms combining together make up the things that we see.

Furthermore, Epicurus believes that there is an infinite number of worlds. The Earth is one world, but there are many more worlds in the universe. Some worlds are like the Earth; other worlds are unlike the Earth.

Epicurus also gives his theory of sense perception. He writes, “... there are images of the same shape as the solid bodies from which they come but in thinness far surpassing anything that the senses can perceive.” These images emanate from the things we see. The images are called by Epicurus “idols.” The idols strike the eye, and because of this, we are able to see the object from which the idols emanate.

According to Epicurus, these images or idols “are of a texture unsurpassed in fineness. For this reason, their velocity is also unsurpassed ....” In addition, the emanating of the idols is continuous, and therefore their creation is constantly occurring.

Epicurus next provides an account of the possibility of error. Certainly, we are occasionally mistaken, but what accounts for this? According to Epicurus, “Whatever is false and erroneous is due to what opinion adds (to an image that is waiting) to be confirmed, or at least not contradicted, by further evidence of the senses, and which then fails to be so confirmed (or is contradicted).” 

We fall into the possibility of error when we go beyond what we perceive. It is possible for me to see someone, think that I have seen a friend of mine, go up to the person and say hi, and then discover that I was mistaken and that the person I saw is actually a stranger. All I actually perceived was a human being, but I went beyond what I perceived and mistakenly thought that I had perceived a friend.

Epicurus also makes a distinction between primary and secondary qualities. Primary qualities are those qualities that belong to the objects themselves (size, shape, weight, motion), while secondary qualities are those qualities that are produced in our mind by those objects (colors, tastes, sounds).

According to Epicurus, the atoms have what we call primary qualities. In Epicurus’ words, “We must suppose that the atoms possess none of the qualities of visible things, except shape, mass, and size, and whatever is a necessary concomitant of shape.”

Epicurus believes that human beings have a soul; however, he does not believe that human beings have an incorporeal soul. The soul, like the body, is composed of atoms, and when we die, the atoms of the soul disperse. That means that Epicurus believes that our soul is corporeal and that we are mortal. When we die, our body and our soul both disintegrate, and that is the end of us.

However, being mortal is actually a good thing, according to Epicurus. Too many people fear death because they are afraid of what happens after death. They are afraid of being punished by the gods for their sins. However, if Epicurus is right, this is not something that we need to fear. Death results in the extinguishing of consciousness, and we will be neither rewarded nor punished after death.

Epicurus next gives his theory about how we gave names to objects. According to Epicurus, human nature does things first because circumstances suggest that some actions be done, and second because human reason thinks about these actions and comes up with better ways of doing them. Thus, we may start gathering food because we are hungry, then later we may start growing food because reason suggests that this will give us a more stable food supply.

Names arise in the same way. Objects arouse certain feelings and impressions in us, and we express those feelings and impressions by naming those objects. Epicurus writes that people emitted “air from their lips formed in harmony with each of the experiences and impressions.” People did this individually at first, but then reason suggested a better way: Within each nation people agree on a special name for a certain object. This allows people to better communicate with each other.

In addition, Epicurus believes that we ought not to fear the gods. The motions of the heavenly bodies are not due to the gods; they are due to the forces that act on the atoms.

Epicurus believes that the gods exist. (The ancient Greeks were polytheistic.) However, he also believed that the gods don’t concern themselves about us at all. Once again, however, Epicurus thought that this was a good thing. If something bad happens, such as a plague, we need not worry that the gods sent the plague to punish us for our sins. The gods are aloof and neither reward us for our good deeds nor punish us for our bad deeds.

Even today, some people think that AIDS was sent by God to punish bad people (even though innocent infants acquire AIDS). Epicurus would deny that God sends plagues to punish people.

Epicurus’ philosophy was concerned with the acquisition of tranquility. He lived in interesting times (an ancient Chinese curse is, “May you live in interesting times”) when Alexander the Great’s generals were busy carving up the empire after Alexander died. This resulted in many refugees, including Epicurus and his family, fleeing scenes of warfare. 

This led Epicurus in his philosophy to stress ways of reducing anxiety and of achieving tranquility. Thus his emphasis on not being afraid of death and not being afraid of the gods.

Interested readers should be aware that Epicurus provides more information for leading a tranquil life in his “Letter to Menoeceus.”

Note: The quotations by Epicurus that appear in this essay are from his “Letter to Herodotus,” translated by Russel M. Geer.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: George Berkeley (1685-1753): Idealism
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George Berkeley (1685-1753) was a believer in Idealism, which denies the reality of physical matter. According to Idealism, reality is mental, not physical. In his Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, Berkeley argues against Materialism and for Idealism. Hylas defends the Materialist position and Philonous defends the Idealist position. In other words, Philonous defends Berkeley’s position. 

Basically, Berkeley will argue that the only things we directly experience are ideas (redness, solidity, wetness, hotness, etc.). Since we do not directly experience any kind of underlying material substance, we cannot conclude that material substance exists. As you can tell, Berkeley is an empiricist — he believes that knowledge comes from the five senses.

In the Three Dialogues, Philonous’ (that is, Berkeley’s) main thesis is expressed: “... there is no such thing as material substance in the world.” This appears to go against common sense, as Hylas says, but Philonous is prepared to mount a defense of his thesis.

Before doing so, however, Philonous argues that his Idealism does not deny the principles and theorems of the sciences. Since these principles and theorems are “universal intellectual notions, and consequently independent of matter,” Idealism does not deny them. 

For example, according to The Concise Columbia Encyclopedia, “If during a time t a body travels over a distance s, then the average speed of the body is s/t.” There is no mention of matter here; the mathematical formula mentions “a body,” but both Materialism and Idealism can account for the existence of bodies. A Materialist will say that a body such as a red ball is a material object possessing the quality of redness, while an Idealist will say that a body such as a red ball is a bundle of ideas (that is, sensible qualities) that includes the quality of redness.

Philonous does what many good philosophers do at the beginning of their philosophical investigations: He defines an important term he will be using. Defining a term at the outset of a philosophical investigation can avoid misunderstandings later.

In this case, the term to be defined is “sensible things.” “Sensible” here means perceived by the senses — seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, and smelling. The definition that Philonous and Hylas agree to is “sensible things are those only which are immediately perceived by sense.” The things that we perceive by seeing include light, colors, and figures (shapes); by hearing, sounds; by tasting, tastes; by smelling, odors; and by touching, tangible qualities.

However, one thing that we cannot perceive by the senses is the cause of the things we sense. Thus, if I hear a sound, I perceive the sound by the use of the sense of hearing, but I cannot perceive the cause of the sound. For example, if I am on the street and hear a piano playing (but don’t see a CD player or a person playing a piano), I don’t know if someone is playing a CD tape of piano music or if I am overhearing someone playing the piano in their apartment. 
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