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How To Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.




Introduction


It is difficult to find a satisfying way to fill the gaps in the day. This book, a collection of unusual philosophical distractions, is supposed to help. Each chapter is an invitation to engage with a provocative problem or thought, posed by philosophers living and dead. The shortness of each is supposed to maximise the enjoyable part of doing philosophy: thinking about it. I have no thesis that I am trying to promote. My only aim is to throw up the odd thoughts of others, hopefully in a way that is accessible and amusing.


I do not assume that the reader has any knowledge of philosophy. Nonetheless, the selection is fairly eclectic and obscure. There should be plenty that is unfamiliar, even to those who know the subject. I have tried to capture something of what is strange, exciting and even irritating about philosophy. To deal with the best provocations, it is inevitable that a book like this will present difficult material.


The chapters do not have to be read in order. I recommend dipping into the book at random and reading one at a time. Once you’ve read one, I recommend reading it again.


This is the second book in a series. It is mostly a collection of bad news. Many of the chapters present a threat to our optimistic opinions. To lighten the mood, there is better news sprinkled throughout.





1 Philosophy Makes You Miserable


In a sense, we all have philosophical views. Everyone has beliefs about what the world is really like, and thus how we should live our lives. Some have religious beliefs and act according to their faith. Others think that science reveals the world and expands our ideas about human potential. Another option would be to seek a satisfying mixture of humanity’s ancient wisdom. There are so many options, each with their wise champions. It is so difficult to know what to think and what to do.


Not being a philosopher would be such a relief. In the ancient world, Pyrrho of Elis (roughly 365 – 275 BC) was celebrated for the tranquillity he achieved by not doing any philosophy. Instead of trying to understand the world and our part within it, Pyrrho refused to believe anything at all. He thought there was just as much reason to think one thing as its opposite, so suspended all judgement. In some accounts, Pyrrho even refused to believe his eyes, and thus took no precautions against speeding wagons or cliff edges. Later Pyrrhonists rehearsed arguments against all the possible philosophical doctrines. The idea was to rid themselves of all beliefs and thus achieve the peace of mind of their hero.


One problem with this is that it’s impossible. A biographer describes Pyrrho’s embarrassment after he flinched from a dog that had been set on him. If you have no beliefs, wise Pyrrho, why are you so scared? Much later, David Hume (1711 – 76) saw this as an important weakness in Pyrrhonism, but nonetheless discerned a lot of truth in the outlook. There are many beliefs, Hume thought, that we can’t help having. If a philosophy book teaches me that the external world is an illusion, this eccentric belief will leave me the minute ‘I dine, I play a game of backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends’. Human nature, not reason, forces you to assume that the external world exists. This is the moral of the dog case: it is human nature to flinch from things that have previously been dangerous, regardless of clever arguments about, say, the reality of the external world.


Philosophy is different, Hume thought. Philosophers try to discover the ‘underlying principle’ behind appearances. (Are they shadows of a divine reality? Are they the misleading effects of an alien world of quarks, electrons, etc.?) You cannot help believing in an external world, or that dogs and cliff edges will continue to be dangerous, or that the sun will rise tomorrow, and so on. It is human nature to believe these things. But philosophical theories are not like this. Natural inclination does not force you towards one theory of the world and our place within it.


Hume shared Pyrrho’s scepticism about philosophy. Neither thought that philosophers could reveal the ‘ultimate principles’. According to Hume, though, happily avoiding futile theorising is easy, at least for some. He praised the English, whom he described as content to occupy themselves almost entirely with their homes and hobbies. However, he acknowledged that many, even among the English, find that they cannot avoid speculating about ultimate principles. It is their nature, just as it is their nature to avoid cliff edges. If that is your situation, Hume has two recommendations. First, he advises you to try to discover the ultimate principles using reason. The alternative is superstition and faith. Hume’s argument for avoiding the latter is pragmatic: ‘Generally speaking, the errors in religion are dangerous; those in philosophy only ridiculous.’ Secondly, you should keep in mind that your theorising is probably in vain. This way you will be good-humoured and carefree. ‘A true sceptic will be diffident of his philosophical doubts, as well as of his philosophical conviction; and will never refuse any innocent satisfaction, which offers itself, upon account of either of them.’ If you are very careful, you might even avoid being ridiculous.





•   ‘To achieve happiness, you have to know what a good life is like. Therefore happiness requires having beliefs.’ Is this a good argument against Pyrrho?


•   How many of our beliefs are the result of careful reasoning? How many do we simply assume, however naturally? For example, why do you believe that objects exist when you are not perceiving them?


•   Is Hume right that philosophical errors are not dangerous?





2 There’s No Escaping Bad Luck


You try to be a good person, but you live in a bad world. Charitable donations are given in good faith, only to end up in the pockets of corrupt officials. Hard-earned money is saved, but the banks invest in oppressive regimes. You buy your nephew an ice cream; you weren’t to know he hasn’t the stomach for it. We do not intend these harms, nor can we be expected to anticipate them. (Not always, anyway.) It is bad luck, but we are in the clear, surely?


Some philosophers think that it only makes sense to morally judge a person on their intentions. You intended to give to charity. This was a laudable aim, so your action is to be commended. You didn’t intend to contribute to corruption, so can’t be blamed for this outcome. If you have the right intentions, Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804) said that your ‘good will’ shines like a jewel: ‘Fruitlessness can neither add anything to this worth nor take anything away from it.’ Kant is famous for the more general thought that you can’t be morally responsible for things beyond your control. It is up to you whether to give to charity, so you can be praised according to your generosity. But you can only hope that the charity is well run and doesn’t waste your money. If it does, it would be irrational for me to change my moral appraisal of you.
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