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All or Nothing


Philosophy


Philosophy is like a washing machine. It takes what is familiar and turns it round and round, leaving it on its head or in a new arrangement, so that you can see it from a different perspective. Philosophy is like dust. It is everywhere and covers everything. There is nothing that is out of bounds for philosophy. We can philosophize about anything from the most banal experiences, such as feeding your dog, to the lofty exploits of science and art. Philosophy is like a fortune cookie: ‘Wonder is the feeling of the philosopher, and philosophy begins in wonder,’ says Plato. Philosophers are naturally curious and want to find out what is at the heart of things.


Philosopher


In Plato’s ‘Allegory of the Cave’, a group of people live chained up deep inside a cave so that all they can see are shadows on the wall. One breaks free and moves up the cave, gradually realizing how a combination of a fire and objects cast the shadows. Finally, he experiences the sunlit world outside. Excited by his discovery of a truth of which his friends in the cave are ignorant, he returns to them to share his insights. Instead of welcoming him and his message, however, they angrily threaten to kill him. Friedrich Nietzsche knew why: ‘The philosopher is a dangerous explosive, in the presence of which nothing is safe.’ Philosophy challenges us to examine all our beliefs critically, even the ones by which we have always lived.


Philosophical Problem


How do you make an apple pie? What is an electron microscope? Where is Aruba? If you can look it up in a book or online and get a straightforward answer, chances are it is not a philosophical problem. Philosophical problems tend to lead to further questions. That is both frustrating and useful. By asking questions about questions, we can home in on what exactly the problem is, make it more specific and define its scope and significance. We also come to conclusions in philosophy, but it is very important that these conclusions are subject to further questioning and critical analysis by oneself or others.


Being


What is a glass? You may answer, ‘It is a receptacle out of which I drink.’ Most of the time you probably don’t even notice its existence, and you certainly don’t have to think about it. You just use it. However, when it breaks and the milk spills all over your kitchen floor, you will definitely notice it. This, says Martin Heidegger, is when the being of the glass reveals itself to you. Heidegger shows that our primary way of directly engaging with being is practical, not theoretical. The most important answer about the being of the glass comes from thinking about what the glass does for us.


Nothing


Can you think about ‘nothing’? Parmenides believed it to be impossible, since as soon as we think about ‘nothing’ we automatically presuppose ‘something’: ‘You neither understand nor articulate non-being.’ And yet, nothing is sometimes a real problem. On one occasion I wanted to take my little son to the circus. We were looking forward to the spectacular sight of the big tent and the colourful hustle and bustle, but when we arrived at the field, the circus had already left. Its non-being was incredibly obvious and important to us. The Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi highlights this importance with a much more practical example: ‘Cut doors and windows from the walls of a house; but the ultimate use of the house will depend on that part where nothing exists.’


Metaphysics


Why is there something rather than nothing? What is the nature of reality? Is time real? These are some of the questions metaphysics is about. Arthur Schopenhauer believed that humans are ‘metaphysical animals’, so we ask these questions as a matter of course. As a discipline within philosophy, metaphysics enquires into the fabric of reality. This means that, for example, the metaphysics of the fictional Star Wars universe would be centrally concerned with the Force, which, as we all know, ‘holds the galaxy together’.


World


Sometimes, it looks as though philosophers are just stating the obvious. Ludwig Wittgenstein begins a celebrated book with the famous statement: ‘The world is all that is the case.’ He points out that we shouldn’t think of the world as a collection of things, but as being composed of relational arrangements, ‘states of affairs’. There are many other fundamental questions to be asked, such as whether the world is fundamentally a static structure where change is insignificant – since, whatever happens, the world is always the world – or a constantly changing entity.


Cosmos


Are you a tidy person? Well-organized? Efficient? Even if you aren’t, chances are that you value a certain amount of order, simply because it makes life easier. Ida keeps her socks in a chaotic jumble in a drawer. Cyrus’s sock drawer, by contrast, keeps like with like, pairs together, grouping wintry warm socks, formal dark socks, tennis socks, all in their place. It’s easy to see what’s what. The idea of a ‘cosmos’ assumes that the world is like Cyrus’s sock collection, rather than Ida’s. In a way, it makes philosophy possible; it implies that the world is not random but a structured and organized whole that can be understood by human intellect.


Mind


We often think of the mind as something other than and superior to the body, as in ‘mind over matter’. Surely, thinking and having ideas must be different in nature from riding a bicycle or eating a cream cake? Gilbert Ryle thought this was a mistake, a ‘philosopher’s myth’. He went so far as to describe the idea of a non-physical mind with a great metaphor – the ‘ghost in the machine’. Ryle believed that all human functioning can be described as ‘acts’ and that there is no division between mental and physical acts. So mental processes are just intelligent acts. Could we even say that the mind is just the brain?


Dao (Tao)


‘What is the Dao?’ is the central question of classical Chinese philosophy. Traditional Chinese philosophy does not assume, as much of Western philosophy does, that the world can be understood as a complex static structure; instead, reality is seen as change, movement, transformation, being in constant flux. It is a process. This process is called the Dao (or Tao). The term can also be applied to the natural course of aspects of reality, such as ‘the Dao of human beings’ or ‘the Dao of the father’. These examples suggest that there is a ‘natural’ way to be human or to be a father.


Samsara


The idea of samsara, ‘wandering,’ is an underlying assumption in a number of Indian belief systems, and forms the basis of the Buddhist world view. It reflects the thought that a constant cycle of rebirth keeps us chained to this world of impermanence and suffering. The Buddha’s four noble truths reveal that this is not a necessary process, but that the cycle can be broken. The so-called eightfold path suggests a combination of life choices based on wisdom, ethics and meditation to effect this change. This, as well as the related idea of ‘karma’, suggests that the universe has moral elements. In other words, what I do will affect the world.


Chaos


In our ordinary use of the word, ‘chaos’ gets a very bad press. We tend to think of it as the absence of order, a total and irredeemable mess. However, it can be a good thing. It is a state of disorder with seemingly unlimited potential. ‘Chaos’, according to Hesiod, denotes a yawning abyss, the beginning of the world, both frightening and full of promise. Aristotle thought of it as unformed matter, that from which all things are ultimately formed – creative chaos.


Consciousness


Since you are reading this right now, there is no doubt that you are conscious. Being conscious is not hard to do, but it is hard to describe. Consciousness is an umbrella term that covers a variety of mental acts, including thought, memory and imagination. There are a number of difficulties that philosophers try to figure out. Thomas Henry Huxley observes: ‘How it is that anything so remarkable as a state of consciousness comes about as a result of irritating nervous tissue, is just as unaccountable as the appearance of the Djin, when Aladdin rubbed his lamp.’


Zombies


Zombies are known to be brain-eating, undead monsters, unfashionably dressed and stumbling around uncontrollably. However, David Chalmers assures us that ‘philosophical zombies’ are not the same as ‘Hollywood zombies’. Philosophical zombies seem just like everybody else, with one big difference: they lack consciousness. While they can act and interact in the same way as other people, they have no inner awareness or understanding of what it is they do. A number of philosophical points can be made using the zombie thought experiment. For example, if zombies really are logically conceivable, the mind cannot just be the brain. Furthermore, they illustrate the problem of ‘other minds’: how can I know that you are not a zombie?
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