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“A serious and good philosophical work could be written consisting entirely of jokes.”

—Ludwig Wittgenstein
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INTRODUCTION

Philosophy courses traditionally focus on the history of a few white European men who spent their dreary lives pontificating out loud until they’d put everyone else to sleep. These annoyingly cerebral philosophers basically use big words that no one can understand and bring up questions that everyone has pondered at one time or another but that most people agree can never be answered and that if you keep thinking about them, you’ll drive yourself insane, which many philosophers have accomplished for themselves. In other words, most philosophers are a bunch of social misfits with nothing better to do than ponder unanswerable questions like “What is reality?” “Why are we here?” and “If I got lousy service, do I really have to leave a tip?”

To most people, philosophy seems incomprehensible. That’s because most of the classic philosophers take simple ideas and express them in convoluted language peppered with esoteric phrases, obscuring what they’re really trying to say.

In truth, philosophy is incredibly easy to understand. In fact, you’ve been practicing philosophy for years without even knowing it. Basically, philosophy is just an attempt to find answers to all those pesky questions  that you think about when you’re lying in bed trying to fall asleep at night. Questions like: “Why are we here?” “How did we get here?” “Who created the world?” “Is there a God, and if so, who created God?” “Where does the universe end?” “What is infinity? “Is there an afterlife, and if so, will I be able to get a good cup of coffee when I get there?” “What is the soul?” “How can I know for sure that this is reality?” “What if I’m really dreaming all this?” “What if I wake up to discover I’ve been in a coma for the last seventeen years?” “How many licks does it really take to get to the center of a Tootsie Pop?” “And where did I park the car?”

Professional philosophers merely continue asking questions, determined to find an answer. Unfortunately, the answers merely raise more questions that escalate way out of control, explaining why so many philosophers have flipped their lids, lost their marbles, and tossed their cookies.

So how does philosophy work exactly? Well, there are basically two ways to learn philosophy. You can study the history of philosophy and try to figure out what every major white European philosopher of the past was trying to say in his seemingly impenetrable writings. Or you can just jump in and try to figure out the answers to the questions that have haunted human beings ever since we crawled out of the primordial ooze, looked up to the stars, and said, “Hey, where did I leave my eyeglasses?” Philosophy also teaches some incredibly tedious methods used to formulate questions, answer them, and then prove yourself wrong. It’s called logic, and it’s really difficult to fathom because there’s really no logic in how logic is taught, if you can follow that logic.

The best way for you to learn philosophy is to tackle all of these things at one time, in short easy lessons while you’re sitting in the one room where you can get some quality time alone to contemplate the mysteries of the universe, like “Who used up all the toilet paper?”

In this book, I’ve simplified the study of philosophy so you can learn it without having to give it much thought. That may sound like a paradox, but paradoxes, as we shall see, are what philosophy is all about.

So by reading this book, you will learn enough about philosophy to confuse even the greatest philosopher in the world, fake your way through the most erudite wine-and-cheese soirée, and baffle all the guys down at Hooters. You will truly possess a deeper understanding of why philosophy is simultaneously fascinating yet tiresome, hilariously absurd yet deadly serious, overly complicated yet simple enough to learn while sitting on the can. Because, after all, that’s where most philosophy belongs.
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WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY?

“Rightly defined, philosophy is simply the love of wisdom.”

—Marcus Tullius Cicero


 



“To ridicule philosophy is really to philosophize.”


—Blaise Pascal


 



“There is only one thing a philosopher can be relied on to do, and that is to contradict other philosophers.”


—William James


 



“Philosophy when superficially studied, excites doubt, when thoroughly explored, it dispels it.”


—Francis Bacon


 



“Life is a gift of the immortal Gods, but living well is the gift of philosophy.”



—Lucius Annaeus Seneca 



 



“When he who hears doesn’t know what he who speaks means, and when he who speaks doesn’t know what he himself means—that is philosophy.”


—Voltaire


 



“All philosophy lies in two words, ‘sustain’ and ‘abstain.’”


—Epictetus


 



“Science is what you know, philosophy is what you don’t know.”


—Bertrand Russell


 



“Any religion or philosophy which is not based on a respect for life is not a true religion or philosophy.”


—Albert Schweitzer


 



“Philosophy: unintelligible answers to insoluble problems.”


—Henry Adams


 



“There is only one truly philosophical problem, and that is suicide.”


—Albert Camus


 



“Sixty minutes of thinking of any kind is bound to lead to confusion and unhappiness.”


—James Thurber


 



“The point of philosophy is to start with something so simple as not to seem worth stating, and to end with something so paradoxical that no one will believe it.”


—Bertrand Russell


 



“History is philosophy teaching by examples.”



—Dionysius 



 



“Philosophy is an act of living.”


—Plutarch


 



“The philosophy of one century is the common sense of the next.”


—Henry Ward Beecher


 



“It is a great advantage for a system of philosophy to be substantially true.”


—George Santayana


 



“The discovery of what is true and the practice of that which is good are the two most important aims of philosophy.”


—Voltaire


 



“I am so stupid that I cannot understand philosophy; the antithesis of this is that philosophy is so clever that it cannot comprehend my stupidity. These antitheses are mediated in a higher unity: in our common stupidity.”


—Søren Kierkegaard


 



“Leisure is the Mother of Philosophy.”


—Thomas Hobbes


 



“The first step toward philosophy is incredulity.”


—Denis Diderot


 



“My advice to you is not to inquire why or whither, but just enjoy your ice cream while it’s on your plate—that’s my philosophy.”


—Thornton Wilder


 



“If Aristotle were alive today he’d have a talk show.”


—Timothy Leary





HOW TO SOUND LIKE A PHILOSOPHER


Choose one phrase from each box, string them all together, and—voilà—no one will know what the hell youre talking abo ut.
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THAT DARN SOCRATES


• The ancient Greek philosopher Socrates (469-399 BCE) was the antithesis of the Greek notion of beauty. Written descriptions and sculptures of Socrates that have survived to this day portray him as pug-nosed with bulging eyes, thick lips, and long, unkempt hair. He embraced poverty, rarely washed or changed his clothes, and went around barefoot.

• Socrates adamantly denied that he was a teacher, and he never accepted any money for raising questions before eager throngs of youth in the market place.

• Socrates educated others by engaging a student in conversation and questioning him innocently and almost incessantly until the student exposed a contradiction in his position and realized his own ignorance. Law school professors adopted this “Socratic method” of continuously questioning an individual student in front of the entire class to push the student to defend a position, think on his feet, and learn how to raise questions on his own. 


• No writings exist from Socrates. Everything we know about him comes from the writings of his contemporaries Plato, Aristophanes, and Xenophon.

• Socrates was married and had three children.

• In his play The Clouds, the ancient Greek comic playwright Aristophanes caricatured Socrates, suspending him in a basket over his disciples’ heads and depicting him as a bumbling fool with far-fetched theories.

• Socrates was more than seventy years old when the Athenian assembly convicted him of impiety and corrupting youth and a jury of two thousand people condemned him to death. Socrates refused to renounce what he believed to be right, choosing instead to be condemned to death by the law. He also refused to escape when he had the chance to do so.

• The painting “The Death of Socrates” by French artist Jacques-Louis David depicts a resolute and noble Socrates, unjustly condemned to death yet steadfastly committed to his ideals, about to drink the hemlock that killed him. Thomas Jefferson was present at the unveiling of the painting in 1787.




Socrates Condensed [image: 006]


Convinced that the highest form of human excellence is to question oneself and others, Socrates believed that the highest good is knowledge, which enables the individual to choose the morally and ethically correct course of action. Like whether an unexamined life is worth living.
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WHAT SOCRATES SAID

“Know thyself.”

 



“A life unexamined is not worth living.”

 



“I know that I am intelligent, because I know that I know nothing.”

 



“Employ your time in improving yourself by other men’s writings, so that you shall gain easily what others have labored hard for.”

 



“Children today are tyrants. They contradict their parents, gobble their food, and tyrannize their teachers.”

 



“Bad men live to eat and drink, whereas good men eat and drink in order to live.”

 



“Think not those faithful who praise all your words and actions, but those who kindly reprove your faults.”

 



“What you cannot enforce, do not command.”

 



“Let a man be of good cheer about his soul. When the soul has been arrayed in her own proper jewels—temperance and justice, and courage, and nobility and truth—she is ready to go on her journey when the hour comes.”

 



“By all means marry; if you get a good wife you’ll become happy; if you get a bad one you’ll become a philosopher.”

 



“In every one of us there are two ruling and directing principles, whose guidance we follow wherever they may lead; the one being an innate desire of pleasure; the other, an acquired judgment which aspires after excellence.”

 



“If a rich man is proud of his wealth, he should not be praised until it is known how he uses it.”

 



“He is not only idle who does nothing, but he is idle who might be better employed.”

 



“He is richest who is content with the least, for content is the wealth of nature.”

 



“Beauty is a short-lived tyranny.”

 



“Only the extremely ignorant or the extremely intelligent can resist change.”

 



“He who is not contented with what he has, would not be contented with what he would like to have.”

 



“Contentment is natural wealth, luxury is artificial poverty.”

 



“My belief is that to have no wants is divine.”

 



“I thought to myself, ‘I am wiser than this man: neither of us knows anything that is really worthwhile, but he thinks he has knowledge when he has not, while I, having no knowledge, do not think that I have. I seem, at any rate, to be a little wiser than he is on this point: I do not think that I know what I do not know.’”

 



“Let him that would move the world, first move himself.”

 



“The only true knowledge consists in knowing that we know nothing.”

 



“The way to gain a good reputation is to endeavor to be what you desire to appear.”

 



“False words are not only evil in themselves, but they infect the soul with evil.”
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FAMOUS PHILOSOPHY MAJORS

Think you’ll never get a job if you major in something as esoteric as philosophy in college? Well, think again. Below you’ll discover just some of the many successful people who majored in philosophy, proving that existence really does precede essence.

 



Steve Allen

Comedian, author, and former host of The Tonight Show


 



Woody Allen

Comedian, director, and writer

 



Wes Anderson

Director of the movies Rushmore and The Royal Tenenbaums


 



Max Baer Jr.

Actor who starred as Jethro on the television sitcom The Beverly Hillbillies


 



Kristen Baker

First female captain at West Point

 



William Bennett

Former United States secretary of Education and former director of the

Office of National Drug Control Policy

 



Stephen Breyer

United States Supreme Court Justice

 



Jerry Brown

Former governor of California and presidential candidate

 



Pat Buchanan

Green party nominee in 2000 for president of the United States

 



Pearl S. Buck

Novelist and Nobel prize winner

 



George Carlin

Comedian

 



John Chancellor

Journalist and television news anchor

 



Mary Higgins Clark

Novelist and mystery writer

 



William Jefferson Clinton

Forty-second president of the United States

 



Angela Davis

Radical activist

 



Philip K. Dick

Science fiction writer

 



David Duchovny

Actor who played Fox Mulder on The X-Files


 



T.S. Eliot

Poet, dramatist, and literary critic who won the Nobel prize for literature

 



John Elway

Quarterback for the Denver Broncos

 



Phil Jackson

NBA coach and former player for the New York Knicks

 



Rahm Emanuel

Illinois congressman

 



Carly Fiorina

Former CEO of Hewlett-Packard

 



Ken Follett

Author of thrillers and historical novels

 



Harrison Ford

Actor who played Hans Solo in Star Wars and Indiana Jones in Raiders of the Lost Ark


 



J. Paul Getty

Industrialist, founder of the Getty Oil Company, and benefactor of the Getty Art Museum

 



Rudy Giuliani

Former mayor of New York City

 



Phillip Glass

Composer

 



Chris Hardwick

Actor who hosted MTV’s Singled Out


 



Gary Hart

United States senator and former presidential candidate

 



Vaclav Havel

Playwright and former president of Czechoslovakia

 



Carl Icahn

American billionaire financier

 



Pope John Paul II

Second-longest reigning pontiff

 



Martin Luther King Jr.

Civil rights leader

 



Beverly McLachlin

First female chief justice of the Canadian Supreme Court

 



Jimmy Kimmel

Comedian and host of The Jimmy Kimmel Show


 



Aung San Suu Kyi

Human rights activist and Nobel Peace Prize winner

 



Bruce Lee

Martial artist and actor

 



Jay Leno

Comedian and host of The Tonight Show


 



Gerald Levine

CEO of Time Warner

 



Peter Lynch

Movie director

 



Steve Martin

Comedian and actor best known for his movies The Jerk and Father of the


Bride

 



Michael McCaskey

Chairman of the board of the Chicago Bears Football Club

 



Robert McNamara

Former president of the Ford Motor Company, former Secretary of

Defense, and former president of the World Bank

 



Dennis Miller

Comedian, former “Weekend Update” anchor on Saturday Night Live, and

host of The Dennis Miller Show


 



Robert Motherwell

Painter

 



Neil Peart

Drummer for the rock group Rush

 



Brad Roberts

Lead singer and guitarist for the Canadian rock group The Crash Test Dummies

 



Stone Phillips

Lead anchor on the NBC newsmagazine show Dateline


 



Chaim Potok

Novelist

 



Richard Riordan

Former mayor of Los Angeles

 



Joan Rivers

Comedian

 



Susan Sarandon

Academy Award-winning actress who starred in the movies Bull Durham, Thelma and Louise, and Dead Man Walking


 



Mike Schmidt

Former third baseman for the Philadelphia Phillies

 



Eric Severeide

Former commentator on the CBS Evening News


 



Gene Siskel

Movie reviewer for the Chicago Tribune who, along with Roger Ebert, reviewed movies on the television show Siskel & Ebert


 



Jeff Smith

Host of the television cooking show The Frugal Gourmet


 



Alexander Solzhenitsyn

Russian novelist, historian, and political dissident

 



Susan Sontag

Essayist, novelist, and activist

 



George Soros

Financial speculator, billionaire founder of the Soros Foundation, philanthropist, and political activist

 



David Souter

United States Supreme Court Justice

 



P. Michael Spence

Economist and Nobel prize winner

 



Aaron Taylor

Offensive tackle for the Green Bay Packers

 



Dave Thomas

Comedian who played one of the “Mackenzie Brothers” on Second City


Television

 



Steve Thomas

Host of the television show This Old House


 



Alex Trebek

Host of the television game show Jeopardy!


 



Pierre Trudeau

Former Canadian Prime Minister

 



David Foster Wallace

Novelist and MacArthur prize recipient

 



Joseph A. Wapner

Judge on the television show The People’s Court


 



Elie Wiesel

Author, human rights activist, and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize

 



George F. Will

Journalist, author, and Pulitzer Prize winner

 



Juan Williams

Author, columnist for The Washington Post, and correspondent on National Public Radio
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COMPLEX PHILOSOPHIC IDEAS MADE SIMPLE

Atomism

Everything is made from atoms. Except for protons, neutrons, and electrons.

 



Confucianism

Everything can be summed up with a pithy sentence that fits inside a fortune cookie.

 



Cynicism

Philosophy, Schmilosophy.

 



Deism

God created the universe, lets it run according to natural law, and just sits back with a box of popcorn and watches the show.

 



Empiricism

All knowledge comes from experience, which means the only way to learn something is the hard way.

 



Epistemology

How to differentiate between fact and opinion, so you can honestly answer the question, “Do I look fat in this dress?”

 



Existentialism

Life is ultimately futile and absurd. You are completely free to do as you choose, but you are fully responsible for your choices. Like whether your socks match.

 



Gnosticism

By acquiring knowledge about the nature of the universe, the spark of the divine imprisoned in your body can be freed to reunite with God, like a moth flying into a halogen light bulb.

 



Hedonism

Party! Party! Party!

 



Humanism

Stop praying to God to solve your problems and do your damn homework yourself.

 



Idealism

Reality is all an idea in your mind or God’s mind. So this book doesn’t really exist. It’s just an idea planted in your brain.

 



Materialism

Nothing exists except matter and motion, so all that talk about God and the human soul is a crock.

 



Mechanism

Everything can be explained through physics and chemistry, so pay attention in class.

 



Metaphysics

The attempt to figure out the ultimate nature of things that makeup the universe. As Portuguese author Fernando Pessoa put it: “Look, there’s no metaphysics on earth like chocolates.”

 



Monism

Everything in the universe is made from the same substance—and it’s not processed cheese.

 



Neoplatonism

By living virtuously and attaining knowledge of God, the human soul can transcend the imperfect material world and reunite with God. But only on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

 



Pantheism

Everything in the universe is a part of God, including the punctuation mark at the end of this sentence.

 



Peripatetic Philosophy

The philosophy of Aristotle, named for his habit of walking with his disciples at the Lyceum as he philosophized (also known as “walking and talking at the same time”).

 



Phenomenology

Everything we know derives from our consciousness, triggered by phenomena and hindered by our preconceived notions. In other words, just thinking about phenomenology makes your head hurt.

 



Philosophes

During the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, a group of French intellectuals (including Denis Diderot, Montesquieu, Jean Jacques Rousseau, and Voltaire) believed in progress through science, reason, and snippy wisecracks.

 



Positivism

All we really know for sure is what can be proven scientifically or mathematically, so yes, you need to learn algebra.

 



Pragmatism

An abstract idea is useful only if it has some practical application. So get off your lazy butt and mow the lawn already.

 



Rationalism

Knowledge can be attained only through reason, because our sense perception is unreliable. Think about it.

 



Realism

If a tree falls in the forest and there’s no one there to hear it, it still makes a noise.

 



Skepticism

Yeah, right. Give me a break for crying out loud.

 



Sophist Philosophy

Laws are just customs, so if you can get away with it, you rock, girlfriend.

 



Stoic Philosophy

All people possess reason, enabling everyone to relate to each other and to cosmic law, making us all citizens of the world. People achieve happiness by being logical, not emotional—just like Mr. Spock and his fellow Vulcans.

 



Utilitarianism

An action is right if it brings happiness, and an action that brings happiness to the most people is totally awesome, dude.






PLATO VS. PLAY-DOH
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	• Molded by his teacher, Socrates.
	• Molded by teachers and students everywhere.



	• Founded the Academy, considered the first University.
	• Founded the Play-Doh Fun Factory, considered the first of its kind.



	• Greatly influenced the development of Aristotle.
	• Greatly influenced the development of Silly Putty.



	• Developed a literary form called the dialogue, a conversation between two people discussing philosophical ideas.
	• Developed as a non-toxic reusable modeling compound by two people, Noah and Joseph McVicker.



	• Dialogues include The Apology, Cratylus, Crito, Euthyphro, Gorgias, The Laws, Meno, Parmenides, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Protagoras, The Republic, The Sophist, The Symposium, Theaetetus, and Timaeus. 
	• Ingredients include wheat flour, water, deodorized petroleum distillate, salt, a hardening agent, a drying agent, coloring, and perfume.



	• Encouraged others to think for themselves and shape unique ideas.
	• Encourages children to use their imaginations and shape unique creations.



	• Insisted that the shape and size of an individual thing may vary, but the common form in which it participates does not.
	• A snake rolled from Play-Doh may vary in size or shape, but the common form of a snake does not.



	• Claimed that Forms exist only in the mind, not in space or time.
	• The original formula for Play-Doh exists and remains top secret.



	• Taught that Forms have greater reality than objects observed by the senses.
	• Teaches that the concept of a snake rolled from Play-Doh is perfect compared with an actual snake rolled from Play-Doh.



	• Believed all people desire happiness.
	• Playing with Play-Doh produces happiness.



	• Shaped notion that committing a wrong is worse than suffering a wrong.
	• Shaped without any rules or wrong way to play.



	• Said the soul is divided into three parts: intellect, will, and desire. Intellect must use will to control desire.
	• Originally introduced in three colors: blue, red, and yellow. Children must use will power to avoid mixing colors together.



	• Taught that everything in the world is always becoming something else, nothing stays the same.
	• Teaches that everything can be shaped into something else, and Play-Doh never stays the same.



	• Believed that although the body dies, the soul is immortal.
	• Although Play-Doh dries up and can no longer be used, more can be bought at a toy store.



	• Taught that after death, the soul goes to the realm of pure forms and then returns to the world in another body.
	• After destroying your creation, Play-Doh is returned to the can so it can be used over and over again.



	• Insisted that artists cannot usually explain their own work because they create because they are seized by “divine madness.”
	• Allows children to create imaginary worlds, and explore textures and shapes, uninhibited by rules or instructions.



	• Had a great influence on Western Civilization, and millions of people have studied his work.
	• Play-Doh is sold in more than 75 countries, and more than two billion cans of Play-Doh have been sold since 1956.
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