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Introduction


In order to enjoy philosophy, it is important to remember that it is both an activity and a body of knowledge.


As an activity, it is a matter of asking questions, challenging assumptions, re-examining traditionally held views, unpacking the meaning of words, weighing up the value of evidence and examining the logic of arguments. It cultivates an enquiring and critical mind, even if it sometimes infuriates those who want an easy intellectual life. Philosophy is also a means of clarifying your own thinking. The clearer your thought, the better able you will be to express yourself, and the more accurate your way of examining arguments and making decisions.


As a body of knowledge, it is the cumulative wisdom of great thinkers. It offers you a chance to explore fundamental questions and to see what thinkers in different periods of history have had to say about them. This in itself is valuable, because it frees you from being limited by the unquestioned assumptions of those around you. To think through issues from first principles is a natural result of having looked at the way in which philosophers have gone about their work. So this second aspect of philosophy reinforces the first.


Philosophy is a tool with which to expose nonsense, and express ideas in a way that is as unambiguous as possible. For example, philosophy makes a distinction between ‘analytic’ and ‘synthetic’ statements. An analytic statement is known to be true once the definitions of its terms are understood. 2 + 2 = 4 is just such a statement. You don’t have to go out gathering sets of two items and counting them in order to verify it. You cannot return triumphant and proclaim that you have found a single case which disproves the rule – that you have two sets of two which actually add up to five! Proof, for analytic statements, does not require research or experimental testing. On the other hand, if I say that a certain person is at home, that cannot be true in the same way – it is a synthetic statement, based on evidence. To find out whether or not it is true, you have to phone or visit. The statement can easily be proved wrong, and it certainly cannot be true for all time.


But if someone says ‘God exists’, is that an analytic or a synthetic statement? Can you define ‘God’ in such a way that his existence is inevitable? If so, can any evidence be relevant for or against that claim? You might argue that:




	God is everything that exists.


	Everything that exists, exists.


	Therefore God exists.





This argument is sound, but it implies that ‘God’ and ‘everything that exists’ are interchangeable terms. This is pantheism (the idea that God and the world are identical) and it is quite logical, but is it what most people mean by the word ‘God’? And what are its implications for the way we see ‘everything that exists’? We observe that everything in the world is liable to change. There will come a time when nothing that exists now will remain. Does this mean that a pantheistic god is also constantly changing? Does it make sense for a word to stay the same, when the thing to which it refers changes? Is a school the same if its buildings are replaced, its staff move on to other posts, and its pupils leave year by year to be replaced by others? Am I the same, even though most of the cells in my body are changing, and my thoughts are constantly on the move? What is the ‘I’ that remains throughout my life?


This illustrates another feature of philosophy, and a good reason to study it: you can start from any one question and find yourself drawn outwards to consider many others. Start with ‘the self’, and you find that matters of metaphysics or religion are drawn into your thinking. By using the skills of philosophy, you have the means of integrating your ideas, of relating them, and of testing them out within a wide range of issues.





1
The theory of knowledge


The Theory of Knowledge examines what we know and how we know it. It asks whether knowledge starts with the mind or with the experience of our senses. Descartes famously claimed that the only thing we can know for certain is the fact of our own thinking (‘I think, therefore I am’), whereas Hume argued that we should proportion our belief to our evidence, and Kant showed that our minds shape the way in which we experience the world.


We shall also look at the different views of Plato and Aristotle on whether general or ideal entities (e.g. justice, goodness) actually exist in themselves, or whether they are only summaries of the qualities we see in individual things.


In the end we need to consider whether we should be sceptical about our knowledge, or take a pragmatic view that we should assess our knowledge on the basis of what works.


 


There are two basic questions which have been asked throughout the history of philosophy and which affect the way in which many different topics are considered:


What can we know?


This question is about the basic features of existence; not the sort of information that science gives about particular things, but the questions that lie beneath all such enquiry: questions about the fundamental nature of space, time or causality; about whether concepts like ‘justice’ or ‘love’ have any external, objective reality; about the structure of the world as we experience it. In the collected works of Aristotle, such questions were dealt with after his material on physics and were therefore called metaphysics.


But as soon as we start considering metaphysics, yet another question arises:


How can we know it?


Is there anything of which we can be absolutely certain? Do we depend entirely on our senses, or can we discover basic truths simply by thinking? How can we justify or prove the truth of what we claim? All such questions are considered under epistemology – the theory of knowledge.


Empiricism and rationalism


Within epistemology (the theory of knowledge) there is a fundamental issue about whether our knowledge originates in, and is therefore dependent upon, the data we receive through our senses, or whether (since we know that all such sense data is fallible) the only true certainties are those that come from our own minds – from the way in which we think and organize our experience, from the principles of reason and logic.


Two key terms:




	
empiricism – all knowledge starts with the senses.


	
rationalism – all knowledge starts with the mind.





However, the issue of experience and the way the mind categorizes it is far from straightforward. A very basic problem here concerns reductionism, and the existence of, or reality of, complex entities or general concepts.


Consider these questions:




	How does a painting relate to the individual pigments or threads of canvas of which is it made?


	How does music relate to vibrations in the air?


	How does a person relate to the individual cells in his or her body?


	How does a nation relate to the citizens of which it is made up?





A ‘reductionist’ approach to metaphysics takes the ‘nothing but’ view, for example that music is ‘nothing but’ vibrations in the air.


If you believe that the ultimate reality is matter – the solid external world that we experience through our senses – then you are probably going to call yourself a materialist. On the other hand, if you hold that the basic reality is mental – that the world of your experience is in fact the sum of all the sensations and perceptions that have registered in your mind – you may call yourself an idealist.


Knowledge and justification: are you certain?


Imagine that I am taken to a police station and questioned about something that is alleged to have happened in the recent past. I give my account of what I have heard or seen. If it sounds credible, or agrees with the evidence of others, I am likely to be believed. On the other hand, the police may ask, ‘Are you sure about that? Is it possible that you were mistaken?’ The implication is that, even if I am trying to be accurate and honest, the senses may be mistaken, and there may be two quite different ways of interpreting an experience.


When philosophers ask, ‘What can be known for certain?’ or ‘Are the senses a reliable source of knowledge?’ they are trying to sort out this element of uncertainty, so as to achieve statements that are known to be true.


Basically, as we saw above, there are two ways of approaching this problem, corresponding to the two elements in every experience.




	Empiricists are those who start with the sensations of an experience, and say that all of our knowledge of the world is based on sensation.


	Rationalists are those who claim that the basis of knowledge is the set of ideas we have – the mental element that sorts out and interprets experience. Rationalists consider the mind to be primary, and the actual data of experience to be secondary.





Descartes (1596–1650)


René Descartes placed one question centre-stage: ‘Of what can I be certain?’ He used the method of systematic doubt, by which he would only accept what he could see clearly and distinctly to be true. He knew that his senses could be deceived, therefore he would not trust them, nor could he always trust his own logic. He realized that he might even be dreaming what he took to be a waking reality. His approach is one that will be examined below, in the section on Scepticism. Yet the one thing Descartes could not doubt was his own existence. If he doubted, he was there to doubt; therefore he must exist. The famous phrase which expresses this is ‘cogito ergo sum’ (‘I think, therefore I am’).


In many ways, Descartes’ argument represents the starting point of modern philosophy (modern, that is, as compared to that of the ancient Greeks and of the medieval world), not because later thinkers have been in agreement with him but because, challenged by scepticism, they have followed his quest to find the basis of certainty and knowledge. In other words, Descartes set the theory of knowledge at the heart of the philosophical agenda.


Plato (427–347 BCE)


It has been said that the whole of Western philosophy is a set of footnotes to Plato, and there is a great deal of truth in that, since Plato covered a wide range of issues, and raised questions that have been debated ever since.


In The Republic, Plato uses an analogy to illustrate his view of human experience and his theory of knowledge. A row of prisoners sit near the back of a cave, chained so that they cannot turn to face its mouth. Behind them is a fire, in front of which are paraded various objects. The fire casts shadows of these objects on to the wall at the back of the cave, and this is all the prisoners can see. Plato thinks that this corresponds to the normal way in which things are experienced: shadows, not reality itself. But he then presents a situation in which a prisoner is freed so that he can turn round and see the fire and the objects that cast the shadows. His first impression is that the objects are not as ‘real’ as those images he has been accustomed to seeing. But then he is forcibly dragged up to the mouth of the cave and into the sunlight and he gradually adjusts to the light of the sun. The experience of daylight and perceiving the sun is painful, and requires considerable adjustment. Only then does it become clear to the prisoner that his former perceptions were only shadows, not reality. This, for Plato, corresponds to the journey from seeing particular things, to seeing the eternal realities of which the particulars are mere shadow-like copies.


In Plato’s dialogues, Socrates debates the meaning of words as a means of getting to understand the reality to which they point. So, for example, he argues that ‘Justice’ is not just a word that is used to bracket certain events and situations together. Justice actually exists, as a reality over and above any of the individual things that are said to be just. Indeed, the individual things can be said to be ‘just’ only because we already have knowledge of ‘justice’ itself and can see that they share in its reality.


These general realities he calls ‘Forms’. If we did not have knowledge of such Forms we would have no ability to put anything into a category. The Form of something is its essential feature, the thing that makes it what it is.


Aristotle (384–322 BCE)


In the great legacy of Greek thought, Aristotle offers an interesting contrast to Plato. Whereas Plato explored the world of the ‘Forms’, known only to the intellect – a perfect world, free from the limitations of the particular things we experience – Aristotle’s philosophy is based on what is known through experience. He categorized the sciences (physics, psychology and economics all come from Aristotle) and gave us many of the terms and concepts that have dominated science and philosophy (including energy, substance, essence and category).


In rejecting Plato’s Forms, Aristotle nevertheless acknowledged that people needed to consider ‘sorts’ of things, rather than each particular thing individually (try describing something without using general terms to indicate the kind of thing it is), but he believed that the Forms (to use Plato’s term) were immanent in the particulars. In other words, I may look at a variety of things that are red, and say that what they have in common is redness. The quality ‘redness’ is actually part of my experience of those things. But what would it mean to have absolute redness; a redness that was not a red something or other? In Aristotle’s philosophy, we do not go outside the world of experience in order to know the meaning of universal concepts; we simply apply them within experience.
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