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Taking it further


Many books, both classic and modern, have been referred to within the text, and they may serve as a next step for those wanting to deepen their understanding of the subject.


However, books, articles and websites are constantly appearing and changing, and it is therefore unrealistic to attempt to list here all the material that may be of value to those wanting to follow up on issues raised in this book.


Those wanting to explore the subject further should therefore visit the Philosophy for Life website, which provides a range of suitable material and web-links. It also gives you an opportunity to leave comments, ask questions or recommend material for inclusion. Just log on to: www.philosophyforlife.co.uk. You can also visit the author’s website at: www.philosophyandethics.com




Meet the author


Welcome to Philosophy for Life!


We’re all philosophers. When there’s a tough choice to be made, when faced with the facts of birth, love or death, or simply when thinking about what we want to do with our lives or what we hold dear, we all tend to ask fundamental questions and to use our reason to try to make sense of our situation. Work is no escape from it; whether it’s examining the logic of a business decision, sifting the relevance of scientific data, or trying to express oneself as clearly as possible in an email, we are exercising our philosophical muscles. To me, philosophy is doing what comes naturally, but doing it in a rigorous and systematic way, and not opting out when the mental going gets tough. It’s a wonderful discipline for clearing the mind; a skill like no other. It’s also a point of entry into the history of ideas, perusing the wisdom of the past to aid our decisions for the future.


That’s why, for me, philosophy is ‘for life’. It goes beyond taking an interest in academic arguments and the history of ideas, presenting us with an essential tool for rational living, sharpening up our ability to think, to listen to the arguments of others, to weigh evidence and to examine reasons. We live in a time (sometimes labelled ‘post-truth’) when emotional appeals and unquestioned assumptions too often dominate the media. Philosophy does not deny the power of emotion or intuition, but it sets it in context. To live life to the full requires balance, empathy, reason and the development of a purposeful sense of what life is for. Philosophy therefore contributes not just a body of wisdom, but an essential set of skills for living well.


Mel Thompson, 2017




Introduction: Thinking to Enhance your Life
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In this Introduction you will:


•  Be aware that philosophy is a skill as well as a body of knowledge


•  Consider how precise thinking puts you in control


•  Explore different styles of argument


•  Reflect on the therapeutic value of philosophy
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According to the Concise Chambers Dictionary, philosophy is:


1  The search for truth and knowledge concerning the universe, human existence, perception and behaviour, pursued by means of reflection, reasoning and argument


2  Any particular system or set of beliefs established as a result of this


3  A set of principles that serves as a basis for making judgements and decisions


To philosophize involves thinking clearly and accurately, considering evidence, reflecting on experience, sorting out arguments and testing out claims. Philosophy also probes the meaning of life; it examines morality, politics and religion; it challenges our assumptions and invites us to think again about our opinions.


Some overall sense of who we are and what life is for may enhance our appreciation of life in general. Where do we stand on the big issues that face us? How can we find contentment in a world that includes so much suffering and evil? How do we come to terms with our own fragility and mortality? What does it mean to be an individual, and how does that affect the way we treat others? What, if anything, can we know for certain? These universal and personal questions are not exclusively philosophical, nor are they necessarily issues with which professional philosophers wrestle on a day-to-day basis, but I want to suggest that most of the topics covered in courses in philosophy can be related to them, so that some knowledge of philosophy can yield immediate, personal benefits, quite apart from the intellectual stimulus that studying philosophy offers.


In order to enjoy and benefit from 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 clarifies your thinking, your way of expressing yourself, your way of examining arguments, and sharpens up your ability to make reasoned decisions. Philosophy is a tool with which to expose nonsense, and express ideas in a way that is as unambiguous as possible.


As a body of knowledge, philosophy is the cumulative wisdom of some of the world’s greatest thinkers. It offers you a chance to explore fundamental questions and to see what philosophers in different periods of history have had to say about them. You can examine the philosophy of a particular period. The philosophy of ancient Greece, for example, is particularly important for understanding the origins of much Western thought and culture. You might look at the philosophy of the European Enlightenment, or of the twentieth century, each giving an insight into ideas that developed out of and shaped that particular period of history. This historical perspective on ideas is valuable, because it frees you from being limited by the unquestioned assumptions of those around you. To be able to think through issues from first principles is helped by having looked at the way in which philosophers have gone about their work in the past, so this second aspect of philosophy reinforces the first.


So we can see philosophy as a life-tool, a set of skills for engaging with any subject, but also as a body of wisdom that can serve as a guide and help inform our decisions and moral judgments.


Take back control!


In a lecture in 1854, Louis Pasteur is reported to have said ‘In the fields of observation, chance favours only the prepared mind.’ It is my view that, in life as in observation, the varied situations and crises that chance throws up present both hazards and opportunities. The person who is alert and sensitive to what life is about, and who has already considered the fundamental principles of what we can know or what we should do, will hopefully be better able to grasp and use each situation to the full. It has always been appreciated that information is needed in order to make good business decisions. At one time, an advertisement for the Financial Times said simply ‘No FT; no comment.’ To me, the same thing applies to life in general: ‘No philosophy; no comment.’


We are constantly bombarded by facts, arguments and people wanting to influence our decisions and shape the way we look at life. Whether it comes from religious groups, political parties or commercial enterprises, we are all vulnerable to being influenced in ways that might not reflect our own best interests.


In 2016, ‘post-truth’ was added to the Oxford English Dictionary, defined as:


‘Relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.’


Living with a mixture of truth and post-truth is now a feature of life and the reason we need smart thinking. Understanding life has always been a matter of balancing facts against hopes, aspirations, emotions and traditions. Nobody can be completely objective because we all have a particular perspective and intention behind all that we say, think about or do. But the art is to be aware of that balance, and particularly to be in control of that balance.
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Key idea for life








Are you content to live on the basis of other people’s ideas and values? At his trial, Socrates is said to have claimed ‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’ Not everyone would go that far, but it is at least worthwhile giving one’s life a mental workout once in a while, to find out whether the examined life is more purposeful than the unexamined one, and whether it genuinely encourages you to think for yourself rather than to be influenced by whatever appealing post-truth is being offered. Whatever the limitations of your circumstances, and whether you are eventually shown to be right or wrong on any issue, at the very least, the examined life is genuinely your life, not one that you have borrowed from the media.


[image: image]


Different styles of argument


Philosophy can be presented in different ways. Plato, for example, favoured the dialogue form. So his political philosophy in The Republic has a range of characters, each of whom presents and argues for a particular viewpoint. Other philosophers gradually unpack the implications of their particular theory in a more linear fashion.


There was a phase in Anglo-American philosophy – starting early in the twentieth century – when some thinkers claimed that the sole task of philosophy was to clarify the meaning of words. They assumed that, once the linguistic problems were sorted out, all else would follow. Today that view is giving way to a broader perspective. Philosophy is indeed about language, and it is essential to understand the language you use. However, it is also important to rise above language in order to explore the basic ideas and concepts it expresses, and then to move on to examine features about the world which would not have come to light without that process of serious thinking and analysis.


Of course, philosophers do not always agree on how to do philosophy, or what is of value. The late A. J. Ayer, an Oxford philosopher best known for his work on ‘logical positivism’ (see page 101), interviewed about his work in a 1980 interview, commented in his usual direct way on the work of various other philosophers, describing the German philosopher Heidegger’s idea about ‘the Nothing’ as ‘sheer rubbish’ and saying that people might sometimes be impressed because they like to be mystified. In Chapter 2, we shall be looking briefly at the work of Heidegger. You may feel inclined, after reading that, to agree with Ayer, or you might feel that Heidegger is describing something of greater importance than Ayer’s analytic approach. The essential thing to realize at this stage is that philosophers do not all agree on the topics about which to philosophize, the way to set about doing so, or the conclusions reached. Philosophy is not monolithic. There is no body of established and unquestioned work; it is an ongoing activity and one that often raises more questions than it answers.


Ayer’s comment on Heidegger also reflects a division that held for much of the twentieth century between ‘analytic’ philosophy, practised mainly in English-speaking universities, and ‘continental’ philosophy from mainland Europe. The former was obsessed with language, precision argument and definition of terms; the latter was more literary and focused on broader questions of life’s meaning and experience. Today, that division is less significant. Analytic philosophy is regarded by some as largely defunct (although it still represents a substantial core of academic work), replaced by a broader approach which includes the issues and thinkers of the continental tradition.


Philosophers have also disagreed about the extent to which their work can make a difference to the world in any practical sense. In the middle years of the twentieth century, when linguistic philosophy dominated discussion of ethics, it was assumed that philosophers would not argue about what was right or wrong but only about what it might mean to say that something was right or wrong. Theirs was language about language, sometimes called ‘second order’ language. It was only later, from about the 1970s, that philosophers became more engaged with practical issues, particularly in medical ethics, the ethics of war and peace, sexual ethics, environmental ethics and so on.


The range of views on the practical impact of philosophy may be illustrated by comments from two hugely influential thinkers. The nineteenth-century, political and social philosopher Karl Marx, said:
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The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways. The point, however, is to change it.


(Theses on Feuerbach, 1845)
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Contrast this with arguably the most influential twentieth-century thinker, Ludwig Wittgenstein, who was quite happy to proclaim that:
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Philosophy leaves everything as it is.
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For most thinkers, the truth lies somewhere between the two.
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Remember this: Eastern approaches








Philosophy is not limited to any one culture or continent. The philosophy introduced in this book, and taught in departments of philosophy in most universities in Europe and North America, is Western philosophy – but that is only one part of a much larger tradition.


Eastern philosophy is generally taken to include the major religious and philosophical systems of India (the various traditions collectively known as Hinduism, along with Buddhist and Jain philosophy) and the Far East, including Confucian and Taoist thought and the later developments of Buddhism.


It is commonly said that the big difference between Eastern and Western philosophy is that the former is religious, and is concerned with salvation as much as with knowledge, whereas the latter is secular, seen by many as almost an alternative to religion. That is not entirely true. In the West, the Christian, Jewish and Muslim religions have had a profound influence on philosophical thought, and the philosophy of religion continues to be an important aspect of philosophy. In the East, although philosophy is seen as a matter of practical and spiritual importance, the process of reasoning can be examined in itself, quite apart from any religious connotations. It may also distort Eastern thought to try to draw a distinction between religion and philosophy: Buddhism, for example, sees the path to overcoming suffering in terms of understanding the fundamental truths of life. It is not a matter of religious doctrines on the one hand and secular thought on the other – this is a Western distinction that is not really relevant to Eastern thought.


As there is little enough scope within this book to introduce the main areas of Western thought, no attempt has been made to explore Eastern philosophy. In this series there is a book called Eastern Philosophy, by the same author.
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Definite answers and progress?


When studying the natural sciences, you can generally trace a progression of ideas and a gradual expansion of knowledge. By contrast, in reading philosophy, you will find that, although you can see who influenced who, progress can sometimes appear to be circular rather than linear, so that the questions explored by the ancient Greeks are still very much debated today. Philosophy is always suggesting new ways of looking at questions, new ways of expressing ideas, and new views about the purpose and function of philosophy itself, but those new ideas may not necessarily be an improvement on older ones. Each generation explores similar questions, but does so in a new context.


It is not possible to live in Western Europe, or North America, without having your language and ideas influenced by generations of thinkers. To be aware of that heritage enhances your appreciation of your own culture. Even though it may not always be easy to spot, there is always going to be progress of some kind in philosophy, because we benefit from this developing history of ideas. But just as a modern painter may admire but not seek to copy the work of the old masters, so philosophers continue to follow the tradition set by their predecessors, but seek to explore familiar issues anew.


Hence, for those who crave a definitive answer to every question, philosophy is likely to prove a source of constant frustration. But for those who constantly question themselves, and are prepared to examine and modify their own views where necessary, it is a source of fascination and a means of sharpening the critical faculties.


Philosophy today – like the froth on the crest of a wave – is carried forward by the whole movement of thought that stretches back at least 2,500 years, and far further if you include Eastern thought. What this book seeks to do (while acknowledging its severe limitations in terms of coverage and depth) is to point to the reality of the wave, and the general direction of the water within it. A society without philosophy would be cut off from its own roots; it would have to start from scratch, time and time again, to sort out its values and its self-understanding. With philosophy, that process is shown in its historical and logical perspectives. With philosophy, you start at an advantage, for you look at each problem with the benefit of knowing something of the accumulated wisdom of some of the best thinkers in Western culture.


Philosophy as therapy


In this book, we shall be exploring a broad range of philosophical arguments that continue to shape our view of the world today. By doing that, and by appreciating the skill of good philosophical argument, we achieve greater clarity in our thinking and precision in presenting our own ideas. That, in itself, is a substantial benefit.


Some, however, take philosophy a step further and use it as a therapeutic tool. You do not have to be clinically depressed or schizophrenic to have your judgement clouded or your view of life warped by emotional confusion or uncertainty. To some extent, we all suffer from failure to see things clearly and appreciate their value – that’s a problem inherent in the human condition. We may despair of life, or become cynical about any attempt to improve it. We may feel that we have not lived up to our own ideals, or those of others; we may strive to make sense and make changes.


Since the 1980s there has developed a form of therapy generally called Clinical Philosophy (or philosophical counselling), which seeks to use the skills of philosophy to reshape the way people understand their lives or deal with social issues. The theory behind such practice is an extension of the aim of philosophy in general, namely to clarify a person’s views and belief systems, or to give them new ways of looking at issues they face, with a view to helping them to achieve a measure of personal insight. This approach was popularized by Dr Lou Marinoff, in his many publications, including Plato Not Prozac! Applying Eternal Wisdom to Everyday Problems.


This present book does not set out to offer therapy, but the fundamental principle behind it is the same: we can all benefit from the attempt to clarify our thoughts and reflect on the values and principles that shape our lives.


Worth the hemlock?


One of the most remarkable moments in the history of Western philosophy was the death of Socrates in 399 BCE. The event was recorded by Plato, whose respect for his teacher was such that he set out most of his philosophy in the form of dialogues in which Socrates plays the central role. Charged with impiety, Socrates was condemned to death on the grounds that his questioning and teaching was corrupting the young (with whom he appears to have been popular for challenging conventional beliefs and ideas). Plato presents Socrates as declining to propose an acceptable alternative punishment, and being prepared to accept death (by drinking a cup of hemlock). For Plato, reason and the freedom of the individual to live in accordance with it, took priority over the social and political order. Socrates would not compromise his freedom to pursue the truth, even if it appeared subversive and a danger to the state. Indeed, as Plato was later to expound in The Republic, justice and the institutions of state should be based on reason, and rulers should be philosophers, willing and able to apply reason with disinterested objectivity.


For Socrates, the task of the philosopher was not peripheral to life, but central. To stop questioning and challenging accepted concepts was unthinkable; Socrates chose to accept death rather than leave Athens. He is presented as calm, rational and a man of absolute integrity.


Philosophy can be a frustrating discipline. Sometimes it appears dry and remote from life. Sometimes it takes the role of linguistic handmaid, clarifying the terms used by other disciplines without appearing to offer anything of substance to the sum of human knowledge. Sometimes philosophers insist on setting down their thoughts in a style that obscures rather than clarifies. From time to time, one may be tempted to ask, ‘Is it worth it? Why not settle for established thoughts and values, however superficial? Why make life difficult by this constant questioning?’ or, in the case of Socrates, ‘Is it worth the hemlock?’


That I leave the reader to judge.


Why ‘Philosophy for Life’?


The earlier editions of this book – entitled Teach Yourself: Philosophy and Understand Philosophy – aimed to provide an overview of philosophy as a subject and to introduce some of the great thinkers, as well as encouraging the practice of critical thinking about a wide range of issues.


This book, Philosophy for Life, continues that approach but seeks to add a new dimension. It will argue that philosophy matters because it makes a difference, both to the individual thinker and to society. So we shall start each chapter by asking ‘Why?’ and will regularly step back and ask about the relevance of the ideas under discussion.


For convenience, it is usual to divide up philosophy into its different branches – the Theory of Knowledge, the Philosophy of Mind, Ethics, Political Philosophy, Philosophy of Religion and so on – so the book is structured in the same way. However, the different branches of philosophy interpenetrate; 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.


Philosophy for Life therefore seeks to offer a broad introduction to the main branches of Western philosophy and its key arguments, not just for those who want to go on to study the subject in an academic context, but for everyone. However, reading other people’s thoughts is no substitute for thinking. If this book attempts to offer ‘pegs’ upon which to hang a reasoned argument, it is merely a way of assisting those who are new to philosophy to present their case without having to re-invent the philosophical wheel!


One final point: Many philosophical arguments are presented simply in terms of their logic rather than set within a historical context, and that has been particularly true of Anglo-American analytic philosophy. However, it is my personal conviction that philosophical arguments are best seen against their historical background. There really is no point in examining the arguments of a thirteenth-century monk as though his context did not shape his thoughts, nor to submit his works to rational scrutiny as though they were merely logical puzzles waiting for some clever resolution. Wisdom and insight always emerge from a context – personal, social, cultural and historical – and only when set in their original context can they show their relevance (or otherwise) to our own situation. So much of what appears in this book is the historical context of philosophy, examining where it has come from, so that you may assess where you might want to take it.
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Warning








This is a book about philosophy, rather than a book of philosophy. If it were the latter, it would take a subject and present arguments and ‘thought experiments’ in order to come to a conclusion or at least clarify a set of options. But the task of this book is rather different. It aims to introduce philosophy by giving an outline of the range of topics covered and the kinds of arguments that have been presented. It is a survey; more a ‘history of thought’ than a work of philosophy although, hopefully, the reader may pick up a fair bit of philosophy along the way.
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1


The What and How of Knowing
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In this chapter you will:


•  Explore how some philosophers have sought to explore the most basic and general feature of existence


•  Examine whether knowledge starts with thought or with experience


•  Consider whether your own approach should be sceptical or pragmatic
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Why?








How exactly do we know what to believe? Is anything certain? Should I trust my senses or my rationality? Why do intelligent people differ in their beliefs? Making sense of life requires skill and clarity in thinking and balanced judgement in reflecting on what we already know. Asking how we understand the world is a good starting point for philosophy. But be warned: in a confusing world, philosophy does not always offer certainties and often raises more questions than it answers.
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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.


Metaphysics is the oldest and most fundamental branch of philosophy, but not always the most popular. However, it is important to start with these basic questions, as they introduce us to some of the great philosophers of the past.


As a starting point, to illustrate why metaphysical questions might be interesting, we could ask ‘Which is more real, the whole or the parts of which it is comprised?’ – the question may sound abstract to the point of being irrelevant. However, unpack it and we arrive at issues that are of importance both morally and politically. The basic problem here concerns reductionism, the attempt to reduce complex entities or general concepts to the parts of which they are made, or even to deny their existence. 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 from 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.
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Key idea for life








When, on Christmas Day, the British and German soldiers facing one another in the First World War came out of their trenches, played football together and shared cigarettes, they ceased to be merely representatives of nations and acted as individuals. Later, they returned to their trenches and continued to kill one another. There are many practical and moral issues here, but also a metaphysical one. Which is more real – a nation or the individuals who make it up? Should we act as a group of loosely connected individuals, framing political decisions on the basis of what we want as individuals, or should we give primacy to the ‘nation’ or the ‘class’, even if individuals have to suffer as a result?


That is a matter for ethics, but we can go further and ask, ‘Do nations actually exist? Is there any such thing as society, or are there just people and families?’ Does ‘justice’ exist over and above individual actions that we might choose to call ‘just’? These are fundamental and rather abstract questions, but they have important practical and moral consequences. People have been jailed in the name of ‘freedom’, killed in the name of ‘honour’ or given their lives in the quest for ‘justice’; so, it is always worth thinking about the status of such abstract ideas.
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If you believe that what is ultimately real is matter – the solid, external world that we experience through our senses – then you are probably going to call yourself a materialist or a naturalist. A full-blown naturalist tends to see philosophy as a relic of the past, to be replaced by the various branches of science – replacing metaphysical speculation with solid facts and data.


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. Although idealism sounds improbable, consider this: How can you tell whether, at this moment, you are experiencing the external, physical world rather than dreaming it? If you just consider the experience you are having, it’s not quite as simple as common sense would suggest. We shall examine this approach again in examining the philosophy of mind.


Knowledge and justification: are you certain?


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 (because 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.


The following are 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.


Whenever I experience something, that experience involves two things:


•  The sensations of sight, sound, taste, touch or smell, all of which seem to me to be coming from outside myself, and therefore to be giving me information about the world.


•  My own sense organs. If I am partially deaf, I may be mistaken in what I hear. If I am colour-blind, I will not be able to distinguish certain patterns, or appreciate the subtleties of a multi-coloured fabric. If I am asleep, all sorts of things may go on around me of which I am quite unaware.


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.


However, before we look at these approaches in more detail, let us be clear about one category of things that we can know for certain. If I say that 2 + 2 = 4, there is no doubt about the truth of that statement. Mathematics and logic work from agreed definitions. In general terms I can say that: If A = B + C, and if B and C are contained in, or implied by, the definition of A, then that statement will always be true. Understand the words in the statement and you understand its truth.


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’). His argument is set out in his Discourse on Method (Section 4), 1637:
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But then, immediately, as I strove to think of everything as false, I realized that, in the very act of thinking everything false, I was aware of myself as something real; and observing that the truth: I think, therefore I am, was so firm and so assured that the most extravagant arguments of the sceptics were incapable of shaking it, I concluded that I might have no scruple in taking it as the first principle of philosophy for which I was looking.


(Penguin Classics (trans. A. Wollaston), 1960)
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Descartes could doubt even his own body but, while doubting, he could not deny himself as a thinking being. All else was open to the challenge that he could be mistaken.


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 mediaeval 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.
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Key idea for life








Do we always need to be that sceptical about what we experience? After all, we live with the assumption that the world is what we perceive it to be. Might it not be better to take a pragmatic view and not challenge what works perfectly well most of the time? We shall need to consider both pragmatism and scepticism a little later.
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RUSSELL (1872–1970)


Bertrand Russell’s early philosophy was as hugely influential as his later writings were popular. He contributed to mathematics and logic, and introduced analytic philosophy, an approach that dominated the Anglo-American philosophical scene for half a century.


Moving on from Descartes’ systematic doubt, a useful next step is to look at Russell’s analysis of experience in his book The Problems of Philosophy (1912). He examines the table at which he sits to write. He observes that its appearance changes in different light and from different positions, and comes to the conclusion that our sense perceptions (the actual experiences of colour, shape and texture) are not the same thing as the table itself (otherwise we would have to say that the table becomes black once the light is turned out, or that it gets smaller when we walk away from it), but that we have to infer the table from those perceptions.


He therefore distinguishes sense data from the ‘physical object’ that gives rise to them.


He refers to Bishop Berkeley (see page 31), who argued that there is nothing given in our perception of something that proves it exists even when nobody is perceiving it. In order to maintain continuity when things are not being observed, Berkeley used the idea that they were being observed by God. In other words, what we call matter (the external physical world) is only known to exist in dependence upon minds that perceive it.


Having commented on Descartes’ systematic doubt, Russell points out that common sense suggests there are ongoing objects which certainly do continue to exist when not being observed. He gives the example of a cloth thrown over a table. Once that is done, the table cannot be observed, but it is implied by the shape of the cloth, apparently suspended in mid air. He also considers the situation where a number of people look at the same table. Unless there were some underlying reality, there seems to be little reason why everyone should see exactly the same thing.


Russell takes the idea of a cat, which becomes equally hungry whether it is being observed or not. If it did not exist except when being observed, this would not make sense. Indeed, he points out that the cat’s hunger is something that one cannot observe directly, and therefore (in terms of sense data) it does not exist.


All this leads him to accept the idea, given in an instinctive belief that he has no reason to reject, that there is indeed an external world which gives rise to our sense experience.


The external world: appearance and reality


As we have already seen, metaphysics examines what lies behind, or is implied by, our experience of the world. It explores general ideas such as ‘goodness’ or ‘honesty’ or ‘beauty’ and tries to say what role they play in our understanding of reality. Without metaphysics, the world may appear to be just a jumble of experiences without overall coherence.


The debate about knowledge of external reality predates Descartes, even if he is a convenient starting point because of his radical doubt. The ancient Greeks were concerned to explore both the nature of experience and the words we use to describe it.


PRE-SOCRATIC PHILOSOPHERS


The philosophers Plato (427–347 BCE) and Aristotle (384–322 BCE) are the most important of the Greek thinkers for the subsequent history of Western philosophy, and they set much of the agenda for those who followed. Plato took his inspiration from Socrates (470–399 BCE), whose ideas are known primarily through his appearance in Plato’s dialogues. However, before Socrates there were a number of philosophers who were concerned with metaphysics from what would later become a ‘scientific’ standpoint. They sought the principles that lay behind all natural phenomena.


The pre-Socratics include Thales and Anaximander from the sixth century BCE, along with the philosopher and mathematician Pythagoras, and Parmenides from the following century. Although there is no scope here to discuss them individually, they are covered in most histories of Western philosophy, and are well worth studying. Of particular interest are the views of the ‘atomists’, Leucippus and Demoncritus, who (anticipating modern physics) thought of all material objects as made up of atoms, operating according to fixed laws; they also recognized that many secondary qualities (colour, etc.) were dependent upon the perceiver, rather than qualities inherent in what was perceived.


There was also a fascination with the problems of permanence and change. Heraclitus (early sixth century BCE) claimed that one could not step into the same river twice, on the grounds that the water that made it up was constantly changing. Can the river be considered a permanent entity if fresh water is always flowing down it?
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This was a radical question to ask in the sixth century BCE, and one that is interestingly parallel to the metaphysics being developed by the Buddha in northern India at about the same time. It reflects a profound existential question: How can I find meaning and purpose in a world where everything changes, knowing that I and everything that I hold dear will one day cease to exist?
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With the benefit of 2,500 years of philosophical hindsight, the earliest thinkers may seem to have primitive ideas of cosmology and physics. What is remarkable, however, is that they should have set out to give an overall explanation of the world in the first place: to make it a ‘cosmos’, a unified, rationally understood world. There had been, and continued to be, myths and images through which the world could be explored and given meaning, but these pre-Socratic philosophers set out to examine the nature of the world in a more systematic way, and to use their reason to formulate general principles about its fundamental structure and composition. While their contemporaries were thinking in terms of fate or the influence of the gods to explain things, they pressed ahead with what was later to develop into philosophy and science.


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, as 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. Some prisoners sit in a row 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. Then 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. Then, however, 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.
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Case study








If I do not know the essence of ‘dogginess’, I will not be able to tell whether the animal before me is a dog or a camel. Is it possible that I am looking at a tall dog with a hump, a long neck and bad breath? Equally, could that dachshund on a lead be a hump-less, short-necked, particularly squat camel?


Description requires general terms, and general terms require an understanding of essences. Only with a prior appreciation of ‘dogginess’ or ‘camelity’ – if that is the correct term – can I hope to distinguish between them.
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The ultimate Form for Plato (and the goal of the philosophical quest) is the Form of the Good. An understanding of ‘the good’ enables all else to be valued; it is the equivalent of the sun that the escaped prisoner sees as he leaves the cave. So, in both the doctrine of the Forms and the analogy of the cave, Plato is describing the same process that concerns modern philosophers: the way in which we can relate our present experiences to reality itself. What Plato is saying is that our ordinary experience is no more than shadows, and that reality itself lies beyond them. We can have certain knowledge of the Forms, because they are known by reason, whereas our awareness of individual things in the world can yield no more than ‘true belief’, since it is always provisional and changing.


But how do we come by knowledge of the Forms? In Plato’s dialogues, the protagonist (generally Socrates) challenges someone to explain the meaning of a particular concept and, by introducing examples by which to test out the explanation, refines the concept. This implies that true knowledge can be developed by the use of reason alone. But how is that possible, if all experience is of particulars? Plato believed that we must have had direct knowledge of the Forms in the eternal realm, before our birth into this world, but that such knowledge is then cluttered by the changing experiences of the everyday world (as we sit in our cave, watching shadows). For Plato, we do not gather knowledge, we remember it.


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 need 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. This aimed to overcome a basic problem with Plato’s Forms, illustrated by the example below.
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Case study








I believe that this particular creature in front of me is a man.


Why? Because I have knowledge of the Form of man.


But, given that all particulars are different, how do I know that this one belongs to the category ‘man’? (It could be a robot, an ape, a pre-hominoid.)


Answer: There must be a concept of ‘man’ over and above the Form and the particular, to which I refer when I claim that the one is a particular example of the other.


But how do I know that that is in the right category? Only by having yet another concept of ‘man’ to which I can refer – and so on ad infinitum! (Which means that I can never know for sure that this is a man!)


This is generally known as the ‘third-man argument’, and was recognized as a problem by Plato himself. By denying that the Form is separate from the particulars, but simply a way of describing the particular sort of thing that these particulars are, Aristotle reckoned that he had avoided this problem.
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For Plato, knowledge had been limited to the world of Forms, whereas the world known to the senses could yield, at best, only true belief. Eternal truths were detached from particular things. By contrast, having Forms immanent within particulars, Aristotle claims that we can have true knowledge of the world of the senses.


There are many other important elements in Aristotle’s metaphysics. One of them, his idea of causality, is of particular interest because it has implications both for metaphysics and the philosophy of religion.


Aristotle argued that everything had four causes:


•  Material – the matter from which the thing is made.


•  Formal – the kind of thing that something is (i.e. the issue described in the box above).


•  Efficient – the agent that brings something about (the sense in which modern science would speak of a cause).


•  Final – the goal or purpose for which a thing is the way it is, and to which it is moving. This introduces the concept of the telos, or ‘end’. If the world is rational, everything has its part to play, its purpose.


This had a considerable impact on the later philosophy of religion (see Chapter 7) and also on the ‘natural law’ approach to ethics (see Chapter 8). It is also important because it acknowledges that the reality of a particular thing is not just a matter of its present substance and form, but is related to agents in the past that have produced it and goals in the future towards which it moves.
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When science asks ‘Why?’ it looks for an ‘efficient’ cause or causes. When religious or moral thinkers ask ‘Why?’, they are asking about the ‘final’ cause or purpose. Both are important questions, but they are very different.


Every metaphysical system has to take account of the fact that we experience individual things, but also (every time we use concepts and language) we think in terms of universals. Which of these should take priority?


This dilemma is illustrated by two major systems, those of Spinoza and Leibniz. Both are examples of rationalism (that one can come to a knowledge of reality by means of pure reason) and both follow the tradition established by Descartes of trying to move from first principles to construct an overall view of the world.
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SPINOZA (1632–77)


Baruch Spinoza was born to Jewish parents in Amsterdam, and was brought up in the Orthodox Jewish community, but expelled from it at the age of 24 for his heterodox views. Thereafter he earned his living grinding lenses, which allowed him freedom to develop his ideas and to write. He was later offered a professorship, but declined it in order to maintain his freedom to explore philosophy in his own way.


For Spinoza (and for Leibniz) the reality of the world, as known to reason, is very different from the appearance of the world as known to us through experience. Spinoza, a radical Jewish thinker, argued that God was the only absolute substance. His argument may be summarized as:


•  If God is infinite, he must co-exist with everything.


•  God must therefore be the only thing whose explanation lies within itself (all limited things can be caused by something external but God can’t, because there is nothing external to God).


•  God is therefore the whole of the natural order.


•  Although individual things may appear to be separate, they are, in reality, parts of a larger whole, which is God.


•  The one true thing is therefore the world as a whole.
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Spinoza considered that everything existed as part of a greater whole, and that the mental and the material were two different aspects of the same fundamental reality. His view was the opposite of Descartes’. Rather than being a thinking self, separate from the physical world, you are part of a universal whole. How might that perspective influence your view of religion, of other people, and of the environment?
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LEIBNIZ (1646–1716)


Born in Leipzig, the son of a professor of moral philosophy, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was a brilliant philosopher, mathematician (he developed calculus independently of Newton) and logician.


Leibniz takes a view about particulars and wholes that is exactly the opposite of Spinoza. For Leibniz (following Descartes) the world is divided between mental things and physical or material things, and the essential difference between them is that physical things exist in space, but mental things do not. Leibniz saw that any material thing can be divided into its constituent parts, and these can be sub-divided again and again. Ultimately, the world must therefore consist of an infinite number of these parts, which cannot be divided any more. But if they are indivisible, they cannot occupy space (if they did, they could be divided), so they cannot be physical. Therefore (because things are either physical or mental) they must be mental in nature. He called them monads.
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Remember this








In modern usage, ‘mental’ is taken to refer to the process of human thought, and as such it is difficult to see how Leibniz’s monads can be so described. But, following Descartes, everything was designated either material or mental, so Leibniz did not have much of a choice. Perhaps, in modern terms, it might be better to describe his monads as having a quality of pure energy or pure activity.
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How do these monads come together to form complex entities? Leibniz took the view that the monads – because they were not physical – could not influence one another directly. Rather, the world was arranged with a pre-established harmony, so that all the separate monads, each following its own course, actually managed to combine to give rise to the world that we know, with its complex bodies.
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How is it that everything works together to produce our interconnected and interdependent world? Is there some plan, set out by a designer God? Is it a natural outworking of the laws of physics? Is it, at the biological level, all down to natural selection? Can it be all of these? And how then do we understand ourselves within this world? These questions are about as fundamental as you can get. Answers we give to them will influence not just how we think, but how we feel about ourselves.
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Some of the basic questions for metaphysics, raised by the philosophers we have considered so far in this chapter:
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