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1 Philosophy of religion




Chapter 1 Philosophy and its methods


1 Introduction
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Chapter checklist


This chapter is designed to encourage the correct attitude to philosophical discussion. It begins by pointing out that philosophy is a practice that requires engagement and reflection. It is not simply a list of points to be learned. The chapter briefly discusses the major divisions of the subject – logic, metaphysics and epistemology (theory of knowledge), with some discussion of what we mean by knowledge and when we can claim to have it. It gives guidance on good practice in taking notes in philosophy and theology. Finally, it provides suggestions about the skills required in essay writing.
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2 Philosophy is a conversation




‘Why did you think that?’
‘Is that really a good enough reason?’
‘Why did I do that?’
‘How did you reach that conclusion?’
‘Why on earth do things like that happen?’





We have all heard ourselves and others use sentences like these. We ask questions, both of ourselves and others, and we think about and probe the answers we give. If someone gives a silly reason for an action, we tend to ask more questions and try to probe more deeply.


When we do this, we are conversing – but we are also being philosophers. We are looking for understanding. To understand and to be aware of the questions we ought to ask, and not to be afraid to ask them, is the beginning of wisdom. The word philosophy means ‘love of wisdom’. In philosophy, we question and think about the answers, then perhaps look for clarification, explanation and justification, just as we do when we are talking to people, so we understand more clearly. Living philosophers talk to each other, and discuss among themselves what other philosophers (including the dead ones) might have meant when they gave their opinions.
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Key term





Philosophy The study of the fundamental nature of knowledge, reality, and existence, especially when considered as an academic discipline.
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Philosophy, including ethics, is not a subject to be learned, but an activity. This is true also in how philosophy relates to theology.
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Key quote
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The thing is to understand myself. To see what God really wishes me to do: the thing is to find a truth which is true for me, to find the idea for which I can live and die.


Søren Kierkegaard 1813–55
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That sounds odd, but understanding this is what makes the difference between doing well in the subject and merely knowing enough to pass an examination. Being good at philosophy is not a question of how much you know, because anyone can, with enough hard work, learn facts. If all you did in the next year or so was learn facts about philosophy, you would have learned the basics to begin philosophy, but no more.


This need not seem so strange. If all you had ever done in mathematics was to learn the meaning of basic arithmetical signs, and learned by heart dozens of different formulas, would you be good at mathematics? Knowing about mathematics is not the same as being a good mathematician. A good mathematician actively uses mathematics, working through problems, using specific knowledge of formulas to work out the solution to problems. This is why the study of mathematics goes beyond mechanical or rote learning. You have to practise it as a set of skills, and in the practice you discover its deeper meanings.


Philosophy is like that. It is quite different from learning something such as the names of the bones in the foot or the periodic table; though good biologists and chemists do more than simply learn these basic facts. They also think through the implications of what has been learned – the meaning of these facts – for understanding the skeleton or chemical structure.


Philosophy, then, requires engagement. You should not approach it as you would approach learning a set of notes or a teacher’s PowerPoint presentation. Instead, it requires you to think about the issues, reaching your own conclusions – with sound reasoning for the conclusions you reach.


Philosophy discusses big issues. In Ancient Greece, much philosophy, especially as practised by the great philosophers like Socrates, Plato, Aristotle or Pythagoras, was, at its heart, a considered conversation. Perhaps the conservation took place in the market place or, often, during and after a friendly meal.


When a philosopher develops a theory or a new argument, he or she is not saying to the world:




‘Learn this!’





Rather, the philosopher asks a question:




‘What do you think of this?’





The right response is not to say that you have learned it, but to respond with a considered opinion. You should point out strong or weak points in the argument offered, judging its effectiveness. Sometimes two or three competing arguments are offered, and the philosopher is asking for a reasoned judgement about which of these arguments might most effectively answer the problem they are designed to solve.


If this sounds challenging, there is some practical advice later in this chapter on how to think in the way required. For the moment, it is important to reflect on, and discuss, what you study. Examination questions and essays call on you to reach judgements, not simply to write down what you have learned. It is too late to work out what you think of theories if you have never discussed them or reached a judgement about them before you go into the examination room. Discussion and reflection are habits to be worked on during the study. The same skills apply more broadly in life. In philosophy we need to bear in mind Socrates’ idea that:




‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’





To live most fully means thinking about the meaning of our experiences, such as our adventures or friendships. Effective philosophising is just an extension of the same activity. By reflecting we discover ways of thinking and being that we had not considered before, and we learn new possibilities. One of the most exciting moments in philosophy is when you can say, ‘I never thought of that!’ In time you can think about how you have grown since meeting the idea.


There are practical advantages to this type of engagement, and not simply getting better examination results. There are things in philosophy, as in mathematics, that need to be learned. The process of learning is much easier when you have discussed and argued about something than it is when trying to learn cold facts off the page of a textbook. Reflection and discussion engage the whole mind, not just the memory, though memory is stimulated by them.


Of course, there are things which you must learn. It would be absurd to attempt to learn mathematics without mastering the language of mathematics. You have to learn the meaning of arithmetical symbols, of multiplication, division, square roots and all the rest. Without a grasp of that mathematical grammar, the activity is impossible, though the grammar is best learned in practice, using the symbols and concepts by working through problems.


The same is true in philosophy. There are tools of the trade, which need to be understood through use.


This chapter is designed to show you some basic tools and give a little idea of their use in practice. As you work through the chapters of this book, you will learn to use these terms, and you will become more familiar with their correct use.
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Key quote


Faced with the complexity of today’s world, philosophical reflection is above all a call to humility … The greater the difficulties encountered the greater the need for philosophy to make sense of questions.


Irina Bokova: Director-General of UNESCO, on the occasion of World Philosophy Day, 15 November 2012
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3 Naming the parts – essential vocabulary for philosophical thinking


(a) Four branches of philosophy


Philosophy of religion needs several disciplines – logic, epistemology (theory of knowledge), and metaphysics. Ethics is also important. Religion makes claims about the good life and religious systems are usually, perhaps always, ethical systems. They encourage us to live in particular ways, both individually and in relation to others. In one sense, ethics can be seen as one of the original tasks of philosophy. Greek philosophers continually asked, ‘What is the Good Life for Man?’ For the moment, we will postpone discussion of ethics until the next part of the book, when we look at ethical theory in more detail.
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Key terms





Logic Branch of philosophy concerned with the structure of ideas and arguments.



Epistemology Also known as theory of knowledge. This asks about what we can claim to know. What we truly know is not always the same as what we believe.



Metaphysics Branch of philosophy which asks what it is for something to be, to exist.



Ethics Branch of philosophy concerned with moral questions, not simply what we should do but also such things as the meaning and justification of goodness.



Validity This refers to an argument which is soundly constructed, so that if the premises were true, the conclusion would also be true. An argument might be valid but not true.
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There are other branches of philosophy. A philosophical discipline can accompany anything that can be the subject of reflection and questioning. As philosophers, we learn through continual questioning of our beliefs and practices. As long as that is the case, there will be philosophy.


(b) Logic


Logic is about the structure of arguments. Its primary concern is not whether a particular argument is true, but rather whether it is structured to yield true conclusions. It searches for the validity of arguments. An argument is valid if it is in a form that, if the information underlying the argument were true, then the conclusion would also be true.


Until the beginning of the twentieth century, all logic was based on the principles which Aristotle had set out in his logical works. These were known collectively as the Organon, comprising six books – Categories, On Interpretation, Prior Analytics, Posterior Analytics, Topics and Sophistical Refutations.


(c) The syllogism


Aristotle’s logic is also called ‘syllogistic logic’, because the syllogism is the most basic logical form within the system.


A syllogism has a minimum of three elements: a major premise, a minor premise and a conclusion.
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Key terms





Syllogism Basic structure of an argument as set out by Aristotle, containing at least one major premise and one minor premise.



Major premise In a syllogism, a sentence which is all or nothing, with no exceptions.



Minor premise In a syllogism, a sentence containing an individual piece of information.
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The most famous example of a syllogism is:




All men are mortal. (major premise)
Socrates is a man. (minor premise)
Therefore: Socrates is mortal. (conclusion)





The first line is a major premise because it is an ‘all’ sentence. The argument would fail if, instead of ‘all’ we wrote ‘a few’, ‘some’ or even ‘most’. Socrates might then be one of those men who are not mortal. It could, of course, be ‘none’ rather than ‘all’, as long as the term permits no exception. It must include everything of the type because any exception would disprove the rule. The major premise always acts as a universal rule. Just remember that it must always be a case of ‘all or nothing’.
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Key person





Aristotle (384–322BC): A Macedonian, son of the court physician. He studied at the Academy for 20 years, but disagreed with Plato’s theory of the Forms, taking a much more empirical approach to his studies. He created his own school, the Lyceum.
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The minor premise is an individual piece of information. In this case, it is about one particular man, Socrates. Notice that it is the structure of the argument that makes the conclusion true. The form of the argument is:




All p are q.
r is p.
Therefore r is q.





We can see that any argument of this form will give us a true conclusion if both premises are true.


Think about a different argument:




All Celts have fifteen fingers.
Brian Boru was a Celt.
Therefore Brian Boru had fifteen fingers.





Here, the minor premise is true, but the major premise is untrue. But we can see that if the two premises were true, then the conclusion would necessarily follow.


Notice that we can say that the conclusion that Brian Boru had fifteen fingers is both valid and logical. It follows logically from what has gone before in the argument. The term ‘logical’ does not mean the same as ‘true’ or even ‘sensible’. Something is logical when it necessarily follows from certain premises. To sum up: an argument that gives true conclusions when the premises are true is called a valid argument.


This type of argument is also called a deductive argument. The conclusion is based on the premises and is worked out from them. The conclusion is a necessary consequence.


Here we notice something very important. Checking whether something is true cannot be done from the wording of the premises. We have to look at the world to see whether the premises are true. As logicians, our concern is with the premises. But as philosophers we need to look further. There is a connection with epistemology – the question of knowledge.
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Key quote


It is the mark of an educated mind to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it.


Aristotle
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(d) Three logical principles


There are many logical principles, but most are simple variants on three straightforward notions:





1  Identity. This is easy, because it is assumed in every piece of arithmetic you have ever studied. It is the basic truth that x = x, or that something is (identical with) itself. We take it for granted when we do a sum such as ‘2 + 2 = 4’, that the terms retain their meaning. The second 2 means exactly the same as the first 2. If it did not, even the most basic mathematics would be impossible.



2  Non-contradiction. This is the assumption that a contradiction is not logically possible. Nothing with a quality can have the negative of that quality. If we said that a triangle is not triangular, we would be contradicting ourselves.



3  Excluded middle. This simply means that everything either has a quality or the negative of that quality. It cannot have both. Either I am a human or I am not. It is logically impossible for me to be both human and not human at the same time and in the same way. This follows from the principle of non-contradiction. It re-works the same idea.





(e) Epistemology


This is sometimes called theory of knowledge. It comes from the Greek word episteme, which means ‘knowledge’.


Epistemology asks what we can really claim to know. It includes questions such as whether and how I can have knowledge of the world outside my mind. Or can I know, in any way, what goes on in your mind since I can never know your thoughts in the way that you know them?


It also asks questions about the differences between knowledge and belief. This matters for Philosophy of Religion as well as Religion and Ethics. Can we ever be said to ‘know’ God, or what is truly good? Can I know the effects of my actions on others, or my prayers to God? If I say I believe in God, what kind of claim am I making?


Epistemology asks questions, including what would count as evidence. For example, what would be sufficient evidence to justify the existence of God – or anything else? Questions of knowledge often involve questions of metaphysics (see below), which concerns what might exist. What is the relationship between something’s existence and our knowledge – or ignorance – of it?


The distinction between a priori and a posteriori knowledge is central to epistemology.


(i) A priori


This refers to knowledge which is not dependent on sense experience, but on the meaning of words. For example, it is true to say ‘a triangle has three sides’. I can know that it is true as long as I know the meanings of all the words in the sentence. A sentence like this is called a tautology. This simply means that the meaning of the predicate (has three sides), the part of the sentence which describes the subject (the triangle), is a necessary part of the meaning of the subject.
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Key terms





A priori Knowledge which is not dependent on sense experience, such as ‘a circle is round’ which is true by definition.



A posteriori Any knowledge which is dependent on sense experience.



Sense experience Anything learned through one or more of our five senses. I learn there is an odour through smelling it. Sense experience can be indirect. I know about Julius Caesar from the secondary experience of books, films and hearing about him.



Predicate A grammatical term which refers to the description of a concept. In the sentence: ‘Her dress is red’, ‘is red’ is the predicate, adding to the idea of the dress.



Tautology (also called an analytic sentence): A formula that is always true on any interpretation of its terms. ‘A square has four sides’ is a tautology because four-sidedness is essential to the idea of a square. To have four sides (the predicate) can only mean that what the sentence is about (the subject) is a square.
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Sense experience is not required to know the meaning of a tautology. This can be confusing, but it matters very much. It is a common mistake to think that a priori knowledge is innate. A priori does not mean innate, as if the ideas were somehow already present in the mind, without any need for learning them. This point becomes much clearer if we think about how we learned basic arithmetic when we were very young. We first needed sense experience to begin to understand. We counted bricks to see that two bricks and two bricks made four bricks. That is how we learned that 2 + 2 = 4. But the truth of the sum is quite separate from how we learned it. If we had learned by adding flowers rather than bricks, 2 + 2 would still equal 4. Once we know the truth, we do not need to keep counting things to see that it is true. And, as we grow in understanding, we learn to understand complicated sums with enormous numbers, without the slightest need to check our mathematics by physically counting millions of bricks. We do not wake up in the night wondering whether two bricks and two bricks still make four bricks.


Other types of sentence, such as ‘There is a book on my desk’, even if they are true now, would need to be checked again tomorrow, because the book may no longer be there.


There is philosophical debate about what can be known a priori. Can anything other than tautologous sentences be known a priori? Many modern philosophers, such as A. J. Ayer, think not.


Most modern philosophers restrict the a priori to tautologies. As Descartes’ cogito (I think therefore I am) is not analytic, they would therefore reject it as a tautology because ‘existing’ is not part of the definition of ‘thinking’ in the way that having three sides is essential to the definition of a triangle. Mathematics can be seen as a priori, because all mathematical calculations are variations on the basic tautological truth that x = x. That is, the result of all sums, such as 453 + 247 = 700, is simply a variation of x = x.


Some philosophers, such as St Anselm and Descartes, have attempted to prove the existence of God a priori. We will see their theories in Chapter 6.
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For a profile of Descartes, see Chapter 4.
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Philosophers point out two things about tautologies:





1  They tell us nothing about the world. For example, ‘A mermaid is half-woman, half-fish’ is true, because that is what we mean by the word ‘mermaid’. But the only way we can know whether mermaids exist is through sense experience. Tautologies are definitions about the meaning of words.



2  Their truth is certain because we make the rules we are using. That is why mathematics is certain. Mathematicians have made the rules by which 2 + 2 = 4 is true. If someone showed us a triangle and said ‘this is round’, we would say ‘that’s not true’. Without circularity, we would not allow the word ‘round’ to be used.





(ii) A posteriori


This refers to those things where our knowledge depends on sense experience. Knowledge of this kind is called empirical knowledge, from the Greek term empeiría, which means ‘experience’.




[image: ]


Key term





Empirical knowledge Alternative description of a posteriori knowledge.
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In a descriptive sentence which is not a tautology, some things can be known to be true by using our senses in some other way. Knowing the meaning of the words in ‘my cat is playing with a mouse’ or ‘there are mermaids in the Waters of Leith’ is not enough to tell us whether these things are true. Someone would need to look to confirm that it is so. And even if these sentences were true today, we would have to look again tomorrow to see whether they were still true.


Any sense experience has limitations. We can only ever perceive the world with the senses we have. We can never get outside ourselves to check whether our perceptions are accurate. If we look at photographs or see films to check what is out there, we still see those things with our own eyes. We can never certainly know that the world is indeed as it seems to be to us. We can only know that this is how it appears to us.


To think about this a little more, consider the sentence, ‘That chair is green.’ How do I know whether the chair has any kind of existence beyond my imagination, that outside what-is-me lies this other, not-me object, the chair? I see it as green. All I truly know is that I describe it as green. I may hear you also describing the chair as green. The most I could know is that you use the term ‘green’ to describe the chair. I do not know what green looks like to you. I cannot get inside your mind to share your understanding of what green feels or looks like, any more than I can know what something tastes like to you. Philosophers call this privacy of experience the ‘problem of other minds’.



4 Sense experience and its problems
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If knowledge of the outside world depends on our observations, then how do we make sense of the information? How do we take our random observations and make general rules of how things work in the universe? Only through making theories of this kind can we have science.


Many philosophers, including David Hume and Bertrand Russell, argue that most of our science – apart from mathematics, which is deductive – is based on making general conclusions from many observations. So, for example, we notice apparently endless instances of the Sun rising every morning, and draw the general conclusion: ‘The Sun rises every morning.’ This becomes a principle of geography and astronomy. But, of course, the conclusion is at best only probable. There could still be the exception, when the Sun does not rise, because it has burned out. This kind of reasoning, called inductive, can only give us probabilities at best.
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For a profiles of David Hume and Bertrand Russell, see Chapter 5.
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But induction involves the logical problem of induction. The problem is easy to understand. The only proof that events give us probable general conclusions is that we have experienced them enough times to notice a pattern in them. It is this pattern that leads us to probable general conclusions. The only evidence for induction is induction itself.


(a) Philosophical doubt


A posteriori judgements can never be wholly certain. It is unavoidable that they are uncertain, but this need not be a reason for total scepticism or sleepless nights. After all, many things in life are uncertain. We do not withhold friendship because we cannot prove that our best friend will never betray us, and there is no reason to despair of all our knowledge because we are aware of its limitations.


There is an important difference between genuine philosophical doubt and other types of doubt. A good test about doubt is to ask whether a particular doubt is reasonable. If I say a table cannot think, it would be unreasonable doubt to try to suggest tables could think, unless you could give good reasons to suggest that they might. Given that tables have no known brain cells, someone would have to make a remarkable case to justify doubting my original view. Philosophical doubt is always reasoned doubt. The doubt must be supported. We ought not to entertain a doubt when there is no good reason for that doubt. There are good philosophical reasons for doubting arguments for the existence of God – as there are also for rejecting atheism. The philosopher, regardless of personal belief, should take both sets of doubts very seriously.
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Key quote
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Take the risk of thinking for yourself, much more happiness, truth, beauty, and wisdom will come to you that way.


Christopher Hitchens (1949–2011)
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(b) Knowledge and belief


When can we claim that we know something and not simply that we believe it?


Philosophers generally agree that four criteria must be satisfied in order to claim knowledge:





1  What we believe to be true must in fact be true. I can hardly be said to know that Snaefell is the world’s highest mountain when it is not.



2  We must believe that what we believe to be true is really true. If someone said: ‘I think Paris is the capital of France, but I’m really not sure’, we would not say he had knowledge. He has a belief which happens to be true.



3  We must have sufficiently good reasons – not inadequate ones such as, ‘it’s in the newspaper’ or ‘my dad says …’. This is called justification of our beliefs. There is great debate about what counts as sufficient justification. Some say that all attempts at justification ultimately fail.



4  Our belief must not rest on any false information. I could not be said to truly know who the king was who conquered England in 1066 if I believed that every conqueror was named ‘William’. In this case I happen to be right, but I believe it for a reason which is mistaken.





It is important to remember these claims about knowledge. On religious matters, as well as on others, such as politics, people claim to know things that really they do not. People claim to ‘know’ there is a God, or to ‘know’ there is no God, or to ‘know’ that nationalisation is the right policy for industry. There may be good reasons for those beliefs, and people certainly may be sincere in holding them, but it would be wrong to say they have knowledge. After all, they may be sincere, but sincerely wrong.


5 Metaphysics


The name ‘metaphysics’ has an odd history.


After Aristotle died, his pupils edited the notes from his course lectures. They had just finished editing the notes about how things move and change, which they sensibly called The Physics when they started on a course for which they had no name, so they called it simply The Metaphysics, which meant ‘beyond the physics’.


Metaphysics is sometimes understood to deal simply with transcendent matters. That is, it deals with things beyond our normal experience. In ordinary language, when people describe something as ‘metaphysical’, they refer to something beyond our experience. But it is a mistake to think of the philosophical activity on metaphysics in this way.


The central metaphysical question is: What exists? So, asking whether material objects, such as chairs or cats or guinea pigs, exist is as much a metaphysical question as asking whether God exists or souls exist.


Traditionally, metaphysical theories are divided into two kinds:





1  Cosmological – this approach refers to theories of the whole of being. They can be found in the work of Plato. He gave a metaphysical account of the entirety of the universe in relation to the Forms (see next chapter). They can also be found in Hegel, in relation to consciousness and the Absolute (covered in Year 2).



2  Ontological – these are theories of whether things of a particular kind exist. They do not attempt to make a grand theory of everything. Ontological approaches are piecemeal. So, for example, to ask whether souls exist is an ontological question. It does not ask what other kinds of things might also exist.





6 Study advice – making notes


The art of note-taking is essential to effective study. Remember that your ability in the subject is not determined by the number or length of notes you take, but by how effective they are as a guide to learning. Some students try to write everything the teacher says, but without truly listening, as if they were merely taking dictation, leaving themselves with a mass of notes which – as the examination approaches – they fear they will never be able to learn. You do not wish to finish the course with a daunting pile of notes any more than you should think you have learned something just because you have written it all down in class. If you are just writing in class, it becomes mechanical, passive not active.


The key to good note-taking, as to all good learning, is that it needs to be an active process. Do not just take notes because everyone else does. Ask yourself all the time what should be noted. Most importantly, look back at your notes. Note-taking is not just something to do in class. Really good notes involve taking time (not huge amounts) before and after class. Your aim is effectiveness and reasonable brevity.


(a) Note-taking: general guidelines


(i) Before class





•  If you know the subject of the class, it is a good idea to make yourself a skeleton page of main points likely to emerge during the class. For each bit, leave yourself reasonable but not excessive space. If you leave too much space, you think you need to write pages.



•  Some lectures are not so clearly signposted in advance. Nevertheless, give thought to what your notes might look like. What structure would you wish them to have? What is a valuable format to adopt? If you simply write down everything the teacher says, are you giving yourself the opportunities needed for you to do some active reflection and learning?



•  Think about what your notes need to contain, remembering that you will want to work at and reflect on them. Remember that you will need literal space for reflection: remember to leave signposted spaces for your own comments and thoughts.





(ii) In class





•  Always listen before you take notes. That means, you must always try to express what is said in your own words. Ask yourself, how would I make this point? The fact you are putting it in your own words means you are obliged to think about what you say. By all means, make the odd direct quotation, but remember that you need to be the one who can explain the point to someone else, even if that someone else is an examiner.



•  Remember in your notes to be prepared to use headings and subheadings, or even, as here, just bullets, to break up the text. This is easier on the eye and makes the text easier to learn and to cross out.



•  Use underlining, highlighters or whatever you find easiest for you to break up notes. Remember, these are your notes, and there is not a single right way for everybody. Experiment a bit.



•  In general, write in short sentences. Try to avoid too many abbreviations unless they are simple and memorable (such as e.g., i.e., etc.). When reading through your notes, you do not want to be puzzling about what you meant at the time, months before.





(iii) After class





•  You should leave class with well-spaced notes with blank areas for further comments. After all, you want to do something with the material you have gathered. Its purpose is not just to sit in a file.



•  Within 24 hours, you should go through the notes you have made, not to try to learn them but to begin to use them effectively.



•  If, in outlining an argument, you have listed many supporting or opposing arguments, it is useful to edit your list. Think which you find the most significant points and most telling objections.



•  Fill in gaps, with examples or comments as necessary. Getting into this habit develops your reflective skills.



•  Remember you need your notes as a basis for explaining your ideas to others.





(b) Specific guidelines for philosophy and theology





•  In philosophy and theology, you will be introduced to many theories. Remember, any theory is always an attempt to answer a question. Always begin your notes by setting out the question to which the theory is offered as an answer. Remember that the teacher may rather take the question for granted, but leave a headed space in your notes for the time when you have decided what the question is.



•  Try to develop a habit of explaining theories by using very short sections, with a sentence or two in each. It is easier to learn things in simple stages.



•  Pay special attention to precise definitions of terms, always giving an example of what the definition means in practice.



•  For any more difficult points, such as a technical term, leave yourself space to give an example. The teacher may well provide an example, but there is no harm in also thinking of examples of your own. Remember that careful examples both aid accurate understanding and also demonstrate understanding when you use them in your essays and examination answers.



•  After each theory, leave a headed space for comments and reflections. Your first comment should always be: How well does this theory answer the question it was supposed to answer?



•  Give yourself space for your own comments even if the teacher has given opposing arguments. You need still to reach your own reasoned judgement.





7 Conclusions


Your course is, above all, an activity, demanding thought and reflection. It is a conversation both with those who developed particular theories and with those who study and comment on theories. Be prepared to take a few risks in developing your own reactions to what you hear and learn. By thinking about whether you agree with a theory, you will develop the important skill of supporting your points of view with reasons. If the question you ask yourself is not just ‘What do I believe?’, but also ‘Why do I believe that?’, you are thinking philosophically, and in religious matters, theologically too.


Above all, the habits to develop in your learning and thinking are:





•  reflection



•  careful definition



•  asking how well a given theory answers the question it was designed to answer



•  using examples to illustrate and demonstrate understanding of ideas in practice.






Summary diagram: Philosophy and its methods
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Revision advice


By the end of this chapter you should have a good idea of what philosophy entails. You should be aware that it is a practice and a conversation, and is not simply something to be learned. You should also have some understanding of the principle divisions of the subject and the meanings of logic, metaphysics and epistemology. You should also have some practical knowledge of how to take notes in the subject.


Can you give brief definitions of:




•  logic


•  metaphysics


•  epistemology


•  the principle of non-contradiction


•  syllogism?





Can you explain:




•  the difference between a priori and a posteriori knowledge


•  the difference between validity and truth


•  the difference between knowledge and belief


•  the problem of induction?





Can you give arguments for and against:




•  certain knowledge


•  a posteriori knowledge


•  the belief that the unexamined life is not worth living


•  thinking that we understand the minds of other people?
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Sample question and guidance




‘There is no knowledge so certain that no one can doubt it’. To what extent do you believe that this view is correct?





As a first attempt at a philosophical essay, you might attempt to write about 500–700 words on this title. At this stage, do not worry too much about technical terms, though you may wish to make use of some given in this chapter, especially those on a priori and a posteriori knowledge and how much we can truly justify. Think also, in ordinary language, about how much we can truly know about what exists outside ourselves. As you write, take care to give examples that illustrate your points.


You need to begin by looking closely at the question. Think about exactly what is meant by ‘certain knowledge’. What counts as knowledge? What is involved in certainty? Is it ever possible to be truly certain? You may wish to look at the idea of justification as outlined in this chapter. It might be helpful to distinguish knowledge from belief and perhaps to consider the point that just because someone says she is certain of her facts does not necessarily mean that she is correct in her beliefs. Sincerity is no guarantee of accuracy.


You might choose to explore the idea that a priori knowledge is certain but uninformative about the actual contents of the universe, or you might wish to consider the limits of information gained through sense experience.


The essay title demands some sort of firm conclusion. You might argue either that the statement is true or that it is untrue, or that we can never be certain, but whatever line you take, make sure that you have given reasons for that conclusion, and not just asserted it.


Further essay questions:




To what extent is a priori knowledge more reliable and useful than knowledge gained through the senses?







‘We can never know what the world is really like.’ Discuss.







‘In philosophy, questions matter more than answers.’ Discuss.
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Going further


There are many books which are good as initial reading. It is perhaps best to begin with material which will give you a grasp of epistemology. A brief but reliable guide is: Robert M. Martin: Epistemology: A Beginner’s Guide (Oneworld, 2010). Another very good introduction is offered by Jennifer Nagel: Knowledge: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2014). Longer, but with some valuable insights is: Duncan Pritchard: What is this Thing called Knowledge? (third edition, Routledge, 2013).


On philosophy in general; Anthony Kenny: A New History of Western Philosophy (Oxford University Press, 2010) is thematic and thorough.


While it is good to read about philosophy, the best way to progress is to engage directly with the writings of different thinkers. Outstanding in this respect is: Western Philosophy: An Anthology Ed. John Cottingham (Blackwell, 2008). Not only does it have a very comprehensive range of materials, but it has clear explanatory pieces by the editor. If you only bought one book as a support to your studies, you could do little better than this as a comprehensive guide to the subject.
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Chapter 2 Ancient philosophy: Plato


1 Introduction
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Chapter checklist


The chapter begins by placing Plato in his time and place. Plato’s philosophy was shaped by his experience of previous Greek thought and by the events and politics of Athens, where he lived, taught and wrote. It gives a brief overview of the thought of Heraclitus and Pythagoras as well as the ideas of Socrates. It goes on to outline Plato’s understanding of reality and his theory of the Forms, including detailed explanations of the similes of the Divided Line and the Cave. Finally, it looks at the objections to Plato’s theories, including those by Aristotle as well as some modern ones.
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Ancient Greece is often considered to be the cradle of Western philosophy. Socrates (469–399BC), his pupil Plato (427–347BC), and Aristotle (384–322BC) who studied with Plato for twenty years, were undoubtedly three of the greatest philosophers who ever lived. They have had an influence that can be seen throughout philosophical discussion to the present day. What makes a philosopher great is the ability to articulate fundamental questions and to develop lines of thought which illuminate future discourse. Philosophy is, at heart, a discussion in which truth is sought through reflection, consideration, disagreement, refinement of description and study of ideas. The British philosopher A. N. Whitehead (1861–1947) described the whole history of philosophy as a series of footnotes to Plato. What is true of philosophy is no less true of Christian thought. The early Christian Church was influenced by Greek thought, in particular Plato and Aristotle. Their ideas weave their way through the theories of the great Christian thinkers.
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Background


It is important to have a setting for understanding any ideas. The information in this box is not required material for the examination, but having an awareness of the context in which a philosopher worked is important for giving depth to your thought and answers.


When we think of ancient Greece, we must be careful not to think of it of as an empire, like the Roman Empire. Instead we should think of it as a civilisation, a set of guiding ideas and shared customs and habits. There was no single centre of power. There were different states. They were sometimes called city-states, though not all were centred on cities. Famous examples include Thebes, Corinth, Ithaca (an island community, not a city), Samos and Miletus. These were found not just on the mainland of modern Greece, but on the islands of the Aegean and Ionian Seas, in Asia Minor and Sicily. Each of these states was self-governing with its own system of government. They were each known in Greek as a polis, from which we take our term ‘politics’. Sometimes the states were at war with each other; at other times they were in alliance. But over and above their differences, there were many common features. They worshipped the same gods, spoke varieties of the same language, and came together in religious ceremonies and games, such as the Pythian and Olympic Games. Above all, they thought of themselves as Hellenes (Greeks) as opposed to the outsiders, who were known as ‘barbarians’.


Athens and Sparta


Two of the most significant states were Athens and Sparta. Both are important to understanding the thought of Plato and Aristotle. From 431 to 404BC, Sparta and Athens were at war. The Peloponnesian War was one of the bitterest conflicts of the ancient Greek world.


Sparta was a kingdom, based on strictly military lines. Children were trained to be warriors, taken from their parents at a young age and brought up in barracks with strict military discipline. Sparta was not a centre of art or culture. The development of appropriate warrior culture was the focus of the state.


Athens, on the other hand, was a centre of civilisation and the arts. It was also a democracy, ruled by its citizens. This rule was conducted through elections, but also through direct decision of the citizens meeting together in the agora (marketplace) in the centre of the city. Here generals were chosen and laws decided. It is worth remembering that this was a direct democracy rather than the indirect democracies found in modern countries, such as the United Kingdom or the United States. In Athens citizens spoke for themselves, rather than electing representatives to decide on their behalf. Of course, citizenship and the right to speak were not given to everyone. Women, children, slaves and foreigners were excluded. Trials were also public affairs, heard by large juries who voted on guilt or innocence and, when necessary, on the appropriate sentence.


Socrates


Socrates was born in Athens and was a stonemason by trade. When he was young, he was a fine soldier. While he was a soldier, he was, on one occasion, struck dumb, standing motionless as the activity of the camp happened around him. He stood through the heat of the day and the coolness of the night, lost in thought. When he came to, he claimed to have been visited by a daimon, a spirit which told him not when he was correct, but when he was mistaken. Socrates claimed that this spirit would return throughout his life. We can date his emergence as a philosopher from this event. When he completed his military service, he returned to Athens to begin his philosophical career. He wrote nothing, but taught through asking questions and probing the answers given by his listeners, always with the aim of being clear in explaining the good life for mankind.


Unfortunately, Socrates’ habit of questioning to find truth could lead to discomfort among his listeners, as he went about the city of Athens. For many young men he was a hero, questioning the certainties of their elders. There were more significant problems, however. Some of Socrates’ teaching admired aspects of Spartan life. Most significantly, he was the lover of Alcibiades, the talented and charismatic Athenian general and orator, who fled Athens for Sparta, where he advised the enemies of Athens on strategy. Alcibiades did not admire the Athenian democratic system. According to the Ancient Greek historian Thucydides (The Peloponnesian War VI, 89), Alcibiades told the Spartans:




As for democracy, men of sense among us [the Athenians] – myself as well as anyone, as I have cause to complain about it – knew what it was. There is nothing new to be said about it: it is a patent absurdity.





Taken together with Socrates’ seeming provocation of law and order, it is perhaps not surprising that the philosopher came under suspicion. Socrates was put on trial, accused of mocking the Gods and corrupting the morals of the young men of Athens.


His trial, as was usual in the Athenian democracy, was heard by a large jury. The accused were expected to defend themselves. To do so effectively, those who could afford to would consult one of the Sophists, men who would help them to construct an argument that might persuade the jury, and one of the Orators, men who trained others in public speaking and taught the arts of persuading listeners to agree with them.


Socrates made a point of not seeking the advice of the Sophists or the Orators in preparing his defence. His defence seems to have been provocative in tone (even as reported by his disciple Plato, in The Apology). It was so provocative so that there is a case for suggesting that he sought his own death. Socrates was convicted and sentenced to die by drinking hemlock. He refused the various schemes his disciples thought up to preserve his life, dying in 399BC.


After his death, some of Socrates’ followers wished to honour his memory by writing down his teachings. The most significant of these followers was Plato, who was in his mid-twenties at the time of Socrates’ death.


Plato


Plato was both a philosophical and literary genius. He gave up his earlier plans for a career in politics, instead devoting his life to continuing the tradition of philosophical enquiry encouraged by Socrates. He did this in two ways, by founding the Academy in about 385BC, the equivalent of a modern-day university where philosophical teaching would continue, and by writing a series of dialogues capturing and expanding on the thought of Socrates. (The Academy was destroyed by the Roman leader, Sulla, in 84BC, but revived quite soon afterwards, eventually surviving until 529AD when it was closed by the Emperor Justinian as a potential threat to Christianity.)


The Dialogues dramatise ideas in extraordinary ways. It is suggested that these were used for teaching within the Academy. The repetitions within the dialogues suggest that parts were read in groups, then summarised before moving on to the next part. Most of the Dialogues present Socrates as the main speaker, discussing ideas with various followers and opponents. Plato never appears as a participant, though his brothers (or possibly uncles) Glaucon and Adiemantus are major figures. In the Republic, the most famous of the Dialogues, Socrates is cast as narrator.


It is important to remember that the Socrates of the Dialogues is not necessarily the Socrates of history. In the earlier dialogues, we may assume that the character ‘Socrates’ fairly accurately represents the words and ideas of the historical Socrates. From Gorgias onwards, the remaining two-thirds of the dialogues, while using Socrates as a mouthpiece, represent the views of Plato himself. This is why we speak of Plato’s philosophy, ideas, theories, and so on. This is important as the notion of the Forms, central to Plato’s ideas, is not mentioned at all in the early dialogues.


Pythagorus


Plato was deeply influenced by the thought of Pythagoras (c.570–495BC) and his followers. Most importantly for our present discussion, the Pythagoreans were fascinated by mathematics, and held a notion of a kind of atomic theory with the basic elements being numbers, which were considered real things. Just as we may think of objects being made of atoms, electrons and various sub-atomic particles, the Pythagoreans thought in terms of things being made of twos, threes and so on. Together with this, they were fascinated with the idea of ratios and how one thing was in proportion to another. Additionally, Pythagoreans made a sharp distinction between the material body and the spiritual soul. All these points emerge in Plato’s theory of the Forms. It is interesting that Aristotle, in his Metaphysics, talks about the close affinity between Plato and the Pythagoreans.


Heraclitus


Plato was also very aware of the thought of Heraclitus (c.535–475BC), who was fascinated by the endless change we find in things. To Heraclitus is attributed the saying ‘No man can step in the same river twice.’ This is not found directly in surviving works, but Plato, (in Cratylus 401d), explains Heraclitus’s view as:




Everything changes and nothing stays still – you cannot step twice into the same stream.





Plato did not agree. For him, there had to be things fixed and certain so that there might be fixed and certain knowledge.


In his work, Plato seeks to relate everything to the nature of the good life, the soul, and the nature and purpose of reality. Above all, he seeks a certain basis for all our knowledge of reality. This world is obviously one of change and uncertainty, so Plato assumes there must be another, unchanging, spiritual world where certainty can be found.
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Key quote


I cannot teach anybody anything.


I can only make them think.


Socrates
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Key persons





Pythagoras (c.570–495BC): best known to us as the mathematician of the famous theorem, he was also a philosopher who created a school of Pythagoreans who deeply influenced Plato. He held a form of atomic theory, based on number and an almost mystical belief in the power of number.



Heraclitus (c.535–475BC): pre-Socratic philosopher best known for his concern with constant change in nature. In later years he suffered from dropsy (oedema) and doctors were unable to help. He tried to reduce the fluid with his own remedy of anointing himself with cow manure and baking himself in the sun. He died within a day.
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2 Understanding of Reality


Plato is often considered the first great rationalist philosopher. This is true in two senses.


He was a rationalist, as opposed to an empiricist, in that he believed that certain truths about the universe were knowable by mind alone, something the empiricist denies. Through the light of reason alone, and not through any observation, he believed that the enlightened individual – the philosopher – could see beyond the world of the senses, to the real nature of things. For him, to know things like true goodness or true beauty, the mind had to go beyond anything sensed.
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Background


Plato’s need to explain the workings of thought and the mind – and to find permanence and certainty in a shifting world – led him to his theory of the Forms, most famously developed in his longest dialogue, The Republic.
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But Plato was also a rationalist in perhaps a more usual sense of the word. He believed that the best part of humanity was the power of reason, something that animals lack. For him, as indeed for other Greek thinkers, if only we reason properly then we will always know the right way to live our lives. People do bad things when they do not use their reason and let themselves be carried away by their emotions.


This rationalism raises questions about how we can relate the material, emotion-feeling body with the mind which rises above it.


(a) The Forms


When we try to make something we begin with an idea of what we shall make. If I want to bake a cake, I have in my mind a picture of the finished product, a beautifully baked cake. (This is my example, not Plato’s.) But where does this idea come from? I might answer that I have experienced cakes throughout my life, seen cakes of different kinds, and perhaps created a composite picture of the new sort of cake I want to bake. That would also be Aristotle’s answer. But Plato’s answer is quite different. He would point to the permanence of the idea in my mind. The cake I bake would either be eaten or cease to exist in some other way, but the idea of the cake, once in my head, does not suffer the same decay as the material cake.


This thought leads Plato to argue that there must exist an ideal cake. My attempt at baking is simply an imperfect copy. This ideal cake obviously does not exist in this world, so it must exist elsewhere. So Plato suggests the existence of the Realm of the Forms. In this realm there is a Form for everything that exists. There is an ideal cake, chair, vacuum cleaner, textbook and so on. These Forms are spiritual. That is, they are permanent and non-material. We long for the permanence of the Forms and are always dissatisfied with the transience of the world.


Why is this? What is our relationship to the Forms? For Plato, our souls belong naturally in the Realm of the Forms, the realm of reality, not this world. For reasons which are not entirely clear, we were trapped in bodies and born into this world. The consequence of this is forgetfulness. We forgot the Realm of the Forms, which was true, good and permanent. But we remember glimpses of it, as when I think of the cake I wish to bake, I remember and aspire to the ideal cake. The more I reflect on the concept of the cake, the clearer my memory becomes. For Plato, all learning is actually recollection of the Forms experienced in a previous life or lives. For him, education does not put anything into a child’s mind – it draws out what is already there, hidden by forgetfulness. In the same way, an inventor is not creating something new, but is the first to remember the perfect Form of it. Any subsequent improvement in an invention is the result of people focusing their minds ever more clearly on the original idea.
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Key term





The Forms Ideal, eternal single versions of things found on Earth. The Forms are found in the realm of Forms, which is above our daily world, and wholly spiritual. For Plato only the realm of Forms is truly real, and only this, for him, can be described as ‘reality’.
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Certain consequences follow from this understanding. For Plato there are two Realms:





1  the Realm of the Forms, inhabited by spiritual souls and the true beings in themselves



2  the Realm of Appearances, this world in which things look more or less like their originals in the Realm of the Forms.





(b) Hierachy of the Forms


There is a hierarchy in the Forms. The Realm of the Forms is superior in every way to the Realm of Appearances – the latter is a rather pale reflection of the former. As we shall see, even among the Forms there is also a hierarchy, with the Form of the Good above all.


Recall that the Pythagoreans were fascinated by number and by ratio. If we have two numbers, they are in a ratio with one another: 2 and 6 are in a ratio of 1 to 3. If there are two realms, Plato assumes that they are in a ratio to each other. Think of a scale model, such as a miniature model of a famous aeroplane. These models are made in a ratio of 1 : 72, so an inch on the model I make represents 6 feet on the real Spitfire or Lancaster. From the scale model, we can draw conclusions about the real aircraft.


Plato assumes that if something is true in this world of Appearances, it is even more fully true in the Realm of the Forms. In the world of objects, we need eyes to see them, and we need the light from the Sun to illuminate them so that our eyes can see. In the Realm of the Forms, similarly, we need the ‘mind’s eye’ or the force of intellect to appreciate the Forms. But we also need something like the Sun to illuminate our understanding. This ‘Sun equivalent’ is the Form of the Good, the highest of the Forms. Below it come other ‘higher Forms’ such as Beauty, and below these are the individual forms of chairs, tables, cakes and all the other objects.
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Key term




The Form of the Good is the highest form. All other forms have the goodness of perfection from participating in the Good. The Form of the Good also brings enlightenment to the rational mind.
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These Forms, then are the perfect versions of the inferior things of this world. As such, Plato believes, they must be eternal, just as our souls are. For him, eternity is part of perfection, because something perfect cannot be destroyed. As we shall see, this idea may be open to objection.


For Plato, most people won’t look beyond the trivial to things themselves. Therefore they seek trivial things, such as earthly pleasures, money or fashionable clothes. He gives the example of people who call themselves lovers of beauty. They attend the various festivals and try to see every work of art, but never ask themselves what beauty is in itself. They distract themselves with things that appear beautiful but, as these are material, sensual things, they are imperfect and impermanent. A world-famous painting may be very beautiful, but if we turn it over, we find just rough wood and canvas, with nothing beautiful about it.


Those who think of the meaning of things in themselves are the philosophers. They ask what is true beauty, or true justice. They are capable of knowledge, not opinion. The Greeks thought that if we intellectually knew the good thing to do, we would always do the right thing. Plato shared this common view. The Greeks had no word for ‘will’ and tended, like Plato, to explain wrongdoing as the result of ignorance or incomplete knowledge. If I pursue material things, it is because I am ignorant of the true good. If I know the Form of the Good, I will be good.
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Key question


Does Plato give enough support to justify his case? Is the argument for the Forms convincing?
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Although Plato did not see democracy as the worst form of government, he believed firmly that the best form of government was a society led by the truly wise, the philosophers, with others obeying their lead. In the Republic, he sets out his ideas. Children are taken from their families and brought up according to their skills, as in Sparta. Only those carefully selected would be fit for leadership. The Athenian democracy was made up of ordinary people, not philosophers. Therefore it consisted of those taken in by what was apparently good, not what was truly good. This was why they misunderstood Socrates and thought they were doing the right thing by convicting him and sentencing him to death.


(c) The Simile of the Divided Line


Plato develops his case for the Forms in a sequence of three linked similes: the Sun, the Divided Line, and the Cave, in that order. The Simile of the Cave is the most developed and lengthy, as well as the most dramatic of the three similes, but knowledge of the Divided Line is very helpful in understanding the Cave.
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In the Divided Line, Plato asks us to think of a vertical line divided into two parts. The upper part is twice as long as the lower part – a ratio of 2 : 1. Each part is then further subdivided in the same 2 : 1 ratio. The upper part represents the Realm of the Forms (A/B on the diagram below) while the lowest part (C/D) represents the world of appearances. Plato notes how the process of observation in the world works in two ways. Sometimes we look at things themselves, as I may look at your car. But sometimes we look at images and shadows, such as my looking at a photograph or painting of your car. In the case of images and shadows, we are not looking towards the objects as they are, but are looking away from them, turning our attention to something which has less reality. For Plato, looking at images is like looking at shadows, as far away from true reality (the ideal Form of the perfect car) as could be. This is why, in the Republic, he places artists, who make imperfect copies of material objects which are themselves inferior copies of the Forms, at the bottom of his social hierarchy.


Remember that Plato assumes that if something is true in this world of appearances it is a kind of scale model of the Realm of the Forms. If something is true in the world, it is even more true in the higher Realm of the Forms. So, for Plato, if we have shadows and images (‘looking away’ from the objects of this world) in this world, then there must be an equivalent in the relationship to the Realm of the Forms. This is found in mathematical reasoning. The mathematician begins with an assumption of something abstract. He assumes a triangle, or numbers, as his starting point. He does not ask what a triangle is, in itself, or what a number is in itself. He considers what calculations he can do with that triangle or those numbers. For Plato, only the philosopher asks what things are in themselves.


Plato makes the assumption that truth and knowledge only apply to what truly exists. So he restricts the term ‘knowledge’ simply to our awareness of the Forms. He argues that things in our world do not exist as truly as beings in the Realm of the Forms. So we do not have knowledge of them, as they are not real in the full sense. We have only opinion or belief (doxa in Greek) about the things in our world. There is nothing to be known about things that do not exist. So Plato calls ‘ignorance’ the awareness of what does not exist. Plato appears to be confusing states of awareness with the objects of awareness. If I say ‘There are no abominable snowmen in my study at present’, I would call my awareness ‘knowledge’. In Plato’s analysis, this would count as ignorance as I am referring to something that does not exist. I am not convinced by his argument.


(d) The Simile of the Cave


This simile demonstrates Plato’s literary skill. Writers through the centuries have referred to it, often as a metaphor for their own societies and the process of enlightenment. Different interpretations have been offered, but a straightforward way to understand it would be as dramatising points made in the Simile of the Divided Line.


Plato asks us to imagine an underground cave, connected to the surface by a steep tunnel. In the cave, there is a road which runs across its width. On one side of the road is a wall, running parallel with both the road and the far surface of the cave. Prisoners are chained to the wall, with the road behind them and on the other side of the wall. They have been there all their lives and are chained in such a way that they can only look towards the wall in front of them. They have never been able to see the road. On the opposite side of the road from the wall, and higher up, there is a fire. This fire means that shadows are cast on the wall which the prisoners face. People walk along the road, carrying objects of various kinds. The shadows of these objects appear on the wall in front of the prisoners. The prisoners also hear the voices of those passing along the road. The result is that the only ‘reality’ the prisoners ever know is the shadow world. They devise competitions between themselves to guess which shadows will appear next. This stage represents the images (D) on the Divided Line – the lowest level of awareness.


Plato asks us to imagine that a prisoner is one day released. He stands up, turns round, and sees the real objects carried by the men on the road. He learns that what he has previously believed was illusion. This represents the seeing of the objects of this world (‘looking at’ rather than his previous ‘looking away’) – C on the Divided Line. Then he is at last able to look at the fire. This would be difficult at first as his eyes would be used to seeing only shadows, but gradually he would be able to look at it. The fire represents the Sun in our visible world.
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Then the prisoner is forced to make the difficult ascent to the outside world. This difficulty represents the hard road of philosophical enlightenment. At first, the sheer brightness of the outside world would be painful and dazzling, and the prisoner would be able to look only at the shadows of objects in the outside world (‘looking away’ representing mathematical reasoning (B) on the Divided Line).


As his eyes became accustomed, he would gradually be able to look directly at the objects themselves (‘looking at’, (A) on the Divided Line). These real objects represent the Forms in themselves. Last of all, he would be able to see the Sun, the brightest object, which gives the light that enables seeing and understanding, and which enables the life of everything else. The Sun in the simile represents the Form of the Good.


Plato then speculates on what would happen if the prisoner were forced to return to the cave. Those in the cave would not be impressed by his adventures. Indeed, they would not believe him. They would deny that there was a more real world. After all, the returned prisoner would no longer appreciate the games they played, having seen the truth, and his eyes would find it difficult to readjust to the shadow world. The others would mock him and might even kill him.


Plato is here trying to show how those with true philosophical insight are not understood by those unable to see beyond the world of appearances, unaware of the true nature of things. The reference to the possibility that the enlightened one might even be killed by the ignorant is an obvious reference to Socrates and his fate.
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Key question


Glaucon: You have shown a very strange picture, and they are very strange pictures.


Socrates: They are just like ourselves.


Are they?


[image: ]





3 Objections to the theory of the Forms


(a) Aristotle’s objections


One of the first to develop objections to Plato’s notion of the Forms was his pupil Aristotle. He lists many reasons for not believing in them. Objections to the Forms in general obviously apply also to the Form of the Good. Some can be summarised as follows:


We may question whether there can be a single Form of the Good. We use terms such as ‘good’ in so many different ways that there can simply be no single ‘good’. Aristotle identifies some of these different ways. A good human does not have the same good qualities as a good horse. A good harpist is one who plays the harp well. We may call her a good harpist but think she is – in another sense – a bad person. Playing a harp well is not the same as living well. We might go further. A good rifle is not morally good – it is good because it is good for shooting with, not because it has moral qualities or because it might be useful for shooting people or shoveling snow.





•  Plato assumes that for something to be pure it needs to be eternal. If we consider a quality such as whiteness, we recognise that be white and being eternal are two entirely different things. Something does not become whiter by being eternal. Something might last a few moments, but be perfectly white while it lasted.



•  If the Forms were so essential to true understanding, why does no one study them? It seems odd that carpenters, doctors, politicians and others seem to feel no need to study the Forms if they are as necessary to clear thought as Plato thinks.



•  The Forms have no practical value. In matters of health there is no ‘perfect health’. The health of a seventy-year-old is different from that of a youth. The doctor seeks only what is healthy for an individual. Knowledge of an abstract ‘health’ does not help in diagnosis or prescription.



•  The idea that theoretical knowledge of something leads necessarily to being able to do it is wrong. Practical knowledge is learned through practice and observation, not through intellectual knowledge, which is a different sort of thing. Knowledge of politics comes through careful observation of different constitutions, observation of how policies work out and, above all, knowledge of people and their behaviour. Which is more useful in treating illness – someone who knows that light meat is healthy but has no direct knowledge of white meat, or someone who just knows that chicken is good for you?



•  Some things have no Form, according to the Platonists. An example is that there is no Form of Number, but only forms of oneness, twoness, threeness and so on. This raises a further issue, not directly developed by Aristotle. If there are Forms of each number, and there is an infinity of possible numbers, then there is an infinity of possible Forms.
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Key question


Does Plato’s theory survive Aristotle’s criticisms?
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(b) Other objections


Perhaps the most obvious objection to Plato’s thought is that he does not justify several of his assumptions:





•  A more technical objection is sometimes used against Plato. You would not be expected to know this, but you might wish to do so. Plato assumes both that there are things in the Realm of Appearances and that their perfect counterparts are in the Realm of the Forms. He only says there are. He provides no justification for this assumption. It is not valid to declare that there is a ratio, and, without defining exactly what that ratio is.



•  Empiricists would object to the various assumptions that we may know anything about the world a priori, other than by sense experience.



•  There is no empirical evidence for the Forms. Plato argues by assertion and it is easy to be swept along by his imaginative and colourful writing.



•  Karl Popper, in Volume I of his The Open Society and Its Enemies (various editions, Routledge), argues that Plato is determined to find a certainty that cannot be found in this world. Because he cannot find certainty in a world of continual change, Plato assumes it must exist somewhere else. Many people run from the difficulties of an uncertain world (which is why so many are drawn to the apparent certainties of different types of political and religious fundamentalism). Wanting something to be certain does not make it so.



•  Various philosophers have drawn attention to Plato’s assumption that because we have a name (noun), such as ‘Good’ or ‘Beauty’ there must be something corresponding to that term in reality. After all, nouns name things. A. J. Ayer (1910–89) referred to this assumption as a ‘primitive superstition’, and the great Polish philosopher, Tadeusz Kotarbin´ski (1886–1981), argued that certain nouns were onomatoids, which means sentences have to contain so-called genuine names (referring to concrete objects) as opposed to abstract objects’ names or non-genuine names (onomatoids). For example, if I say ‘There is nothing in my cupboard’, ‘nothing’ is not the name of a thing called ‘nothing’ (that would be inherently contradictory) but the name ‘nothing’ stands for an absence. In the same way, terms such as ‘Love’, ‘Good’, ‘Justice’ are not names of particular things, but stand for qualities of other things. The terms are convenient shorthand when constructing sentences.
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Key terms





A priori That which is known by mind alone and whose truth is not dependent on the facts of this world. See previous chapter for a more detailed account.



Empiricism The view that all truth is dependent, directly or indirectly, on what can be known through sense experience. Empiricists are sceptical about the possibility of a priori knowledge of things that exist.
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4 Conclusions


The greatness of Plato lies, as we have said, in his ability to ask fundamental questions about life, reality and meaning. He sets out on an innovative adventure of ideas, and those ideas, as we shall see in subsequent chapters, have had lasting influence. Plato’s search for truth has been inspirational for many, and his vision of enlightenment and the good life, a life lived in accordance with true knowledge, has acted as a model for studying such questions. Few philosophers would accept his ideas about the Forms, although in modern times, Iris Murdoch, in The Sovereignty of Good (Routledge, 1970) and Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (Chatto, 1992) has made a spirited defence of a version of the Form of the Good.


Study advice


There is quite a lot of material in this chapter and it is helpful to remember that for the examination, you do not need to know it all. For example, many objections to Plato’s theory of Forms are listed. In the examination, it will simply not be possible in the time to write sensibly and fully about all of them. You may find some of the objections unattractive or may not feel confident about how well you could explain some of them. Think about which of these objections you find yourself most happy to use – perhaps two or three from Aristotle and one or two others, and concentrate on these in your essays and in your revision. The same point is true for the other chapters in this book.


The most valuable advice is always to read original texts for yourself. Examiners often complain of very fanciful renditions of the cave, with references to puppets hanging from the ceiling (there are no puppets mentioned by Plato: his only reference to puppetry is when he describes the wall behind the prisoners as being like the wall in the theatre which hides the puppeteers from the audience) or the prisoner being killed on return to the cave (Plato says only that a prisoner who returned might be killed). Make sure that you are familiar with what the text actually says, here as elsewhere.


Background material is important to your understanding, but be careful in the examination to refer only to points directly relevant to the question. Many examination candidates begin answers with lengthy accounts of the life of a philosopher, with no relevance to the question set, and for that they gain no marks.


Summary diagram: Plato
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Revision advice


The background to Plato is worth re-reading in order to give depth to your understanding of his ideas. Above all, he seems to have been driven to find certainty in a very uncertain world. Unable to find permanence in a shifting world, he sought it in the Realm of the Forms. Think about whether this is convincing or whether he makes too many unjustified or incompletely justified assertions in developing the idea of the Forms. How effective do you think that Aristotle and others have been in criticising Plato? Thinking about the issues in this way is helpful in learning to justify your own views of Plato – it is a critical engagement in the conversation, in line with the approach to philosophy outlined in Chapter 1. Think about whether Plato truly justifies his view, and think about whether we could ever have innate knowledge of the Forms.


Can you give brief definitions of:




•  the Form of the Good


•  the Forms


•  the Realm of the Forms


•  Plato’s view of the knowledge





Can you explain:




•  how Plato resolves the problems of constant change raised by Heraclitus


•  how Plato uses the idea of proportion and ratios to develop his ideas


•  the Simile of the Divided Line


•  the Simile of the Cave?





Can you give arguments for and against:




•  the Realm of the Forms


•  the Form of the Good


•  the idea that this world is not true reality


•  Plato’s treatment of knowledge and belief


•  Plato’s belief that only the philosopher has true knowledge?
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Sample question and guidance




‘The Simile of the Cave tells us nothing about reality.’ Discuss.





This type of question is often asked in the examination, and it can be difficult for students who do not take a moment to think about the title. It does not ask you to describe every detail of the simile, but rather to think about the picture of reality Plato is trying to teach us through it. It is useful early in your essay to write about what Plato’s intention is. Although he uses the simile to say something about political life, about knowledge, about education and about the death of Socrates, among other things, the quotation you are discussing picks out the claim that it is a guide to the real world, and, in particular, to the Form of the Good. It is this area which should be the focus of the essay.


The word ‘Discuss’ in the question is an instruction not to describe the simile, but to consider it. What reasons can be given – what reasons does Plato give – to support his view? What may be argued against his ideas? What is your reasoned opinion on the matter? When you are asked to discuss something, it is hoped that you will weigh both sides of the question and present your own developed conclusion, explaining the factors which have led to your judgement. What matters is not what conclusion you reach but whether you have selected and developed good reasons for your conclusion. Some people try to dismiss Plato by saying that we are too modern to hold such a view. That is hardly a philosophical argument. The belief that 2 + 2 = 4 predates Plato by centuries and probably millennia, but we do not dismiss the belief because it is so ancient. We must always engage with the idea in itself – there may be something valuable within it. If you think Plato is mistaken, then you need to demonstrate precisely why.


Further essay questions:




To what extent can it be argued that education is about remembering, not learning?







How convincing is Plato’s idea of the Form of the Good?
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Going further


The literature on Plato is vast with many sound introductory texts. Julia Annas: Plato: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford University Press, 2003) can be recommended with confidence as a succinct and clear guide to major ideas.


Plato himself is very readable and it is very useful to look at any text of the Republic, especially Books VI and VII, where Plato sets out his vision, including his similes. Reading these should take no more than an hour.


Aristotle’s criticisms of Plato can be found in various places, notably in his Nicomachean Ethics. In Book I, Chapter 6, he lists a series of objections. These take only a few minutes to read (two sides in the Penguin edition) and it will stimulate your own thought to read the criticisms and choose two or three which you think you could use effectively in your own essays. Making this kind of choice is the type of personal reflection which examiners expect.


You might find it helpful to read the first volume of Karl Popper: The Open Society and Its Enemies (various editions, Routledge), both for its interesting analysis and criticisms of Plato but also as a model of clear thinking and writing in philosophy.


For a view of Socrates as less than the heroic martyr and proponent of truth of popular myth, you might wish to entertain yourself with the much-read essay, Socrates Had it Coming, which may be found at http://christian-identity.net/lindstedt/socrates.html and elsewhere. It is brief, informative and provocative. It is also funny.
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Chapter 3 Aristotle and causation


1 Introduction
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Chapter checklist


The chapter begins with an account of Aristotle’s life and background, followed by a description of aspects of his scientific method. This looks at both his differences from Plato and his specific use of categorisation per genus et per differentia. The chapter describes the theory of the four causes, as outlined in Physics II.3, leading to the notion of Final Cause and Prime Mover. It distinguishes Aristotle’s concept of Prime Mover from that of Aquinas. It develops detailed criticisms, including whether Aristotle is simply naming causes rather than explaining them, questions about whether the universe is truly purposive and possible limitations of his concept of Prime Mover.
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Aristotle’s philosophy was notable for its extraordinary breadth and range, covering topics from logic and metaphysics to biology, ethics, psychology, physics, dramatic criticism and politics. It was characterised by careful observation of the world, close attention to definition and categorisation of data. In the later Middle Ages, Dante would describe Aristotle as ‘Master of Those Who Know’.
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Background


Aristotle was an extraordinary man. The important thing to remember about him is that, unlike Socrates and Plato, he was not an Athenian. He was born in Stagira, a Macedonian city, in 384BC. His father was doctor to Amyntas, King of Macedonia. It is interesting to see how often Aristotle refers to the example of medicine in his own writings. Around 366BC, Aristotle went to study at the Academy, where he remained for almost 20 years, until Plato’s death. His brilliance and range of interests were remarkable and recognised by Plato. However, in important ways, his approach was different from his master’s, and it is not altogether surprising that on Plato’s death, leadership of the Academy would pass not to the foreigner Aristotle, but to Speusippus, who was Plato’s nephew.


Aristotle left Athens, studied marine biology, spent time as tutor to Alexander (the future Alexander the Great), son of Philip the Great, King of Macedon, and returned to Athens, where he taught at the Lyceum, creating his own distinctive school of philosophy. The Lyceum already existed as a school, but Aristotle gave it a firm basis, using it as the centre of his own activities in learning. It was destroyed in 86BC by Sulla (a fierce Roman General and Statesman), and, unlike the Academy, was not revived as a centre of learning. Its remains, remarkably well-preserved, were discovered in 1996.
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Aristotle suffers a little compared with Plato as his work is not so well preserved. Plato’s dialogues have come down to us virtually intact. Most of Aristotle’s works, with the exception of the logical writings, known as the Organon, would be lost to Western philosophy until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. After Aristotle’s death, his disciples edited his lecture notes into the books we have today. The manuscripts went through various adventures, finding their way to the Middle East, where they would become central to Arabic scholarship. Only the Organon (Categories, On Interpretation, Prior Analytics, Posterior Analytics, Topics and Sophistical Refutations) were known about in Western Europe, mainly through commentaries by Boethius and Porphyry. Manuscripts, together with commentaries by Arabic scholars, returned to Western Europe during the Crusades and the reconquest of Spain.
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Key person





Plato (c.427–347BC): Pupil of Socrates. Created the Academy c.387BC and developed the ideas of Socrates into his own distinctive philosophy, developed in a series of dialogues still central to philosophical discussion.
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2 The philosophical views of Aristotle


(a) Plato’s rationalism versus Aristotle’s empiriasm


In looking at Aristotle we find a very different approach to philosophy from that of Plato. Perhaps Aristotle can be described as the first Empiricist. He did not look to another realm for an understanding of our existence. Instead, he explored the world and found understanding through a detailed examination of all we find around us.
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Key terms





Empiricist One who believes all knowledge is ultimately based on sense experience.



Per genus et per differentia (Latin – through type and difference): Aristotle’s method for defining things.
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His method is known as per genus et per differentia, meaning by type and by difference. Suppose I look at a guinea pig. I would first learn by seeing what kind of animal it is. In this case, it is a kind of rodent. This would establish its type or genus. Then, comparing how it differs from other rodents, I would note the differences between the guinea pig and other rodents such as squirrels, marmots and rats. The more closely I examined these differences, the greater my knowledge would become. Not only would I learn more about the guinea pig, but my knowledge of the other rodents would increase through my study. This process of reflective categorisation would, for Aristotle, lead me to a closer understanding of the thing in itself.


Another difference from Plato was that we learn things in different ways. For Plato, there is one kind of awareness which he calls knowledge – knowledge of the Forms. This knowledge is strictly intellectual, the result of pure thought.


Aristotle’s view is quite different. We are not ‘remembering’ things from the Realm of the Forms. Instead, we are taught things such as mathematics and learn, through practice, the skills of a musician or a great athlete. Notice the differences here. Plato thought education was drawing out of the mind knowledge that lay dormant within it. For Aristotle, knowledge is based on careful observations and reflection on what we have seen. We learn from the outside world, and our knowledge is not innate. This is why some put him firmly in the Empiricist camp. We should notice also that for him, knowledge is gained in more than the single way that Plato thought. We learn to play an instrument through practice. Just because I have theoretical knowledge about music, it does not follow that I know how to play an instrument. Knowing how to do something is, for Aristotle, as much knowledge as a theoretical point. I can know the fact of what mathematics is, but I can only learn how to be a mathematician through repeated practice. Some things are learned best by experience; others by practice, book-learning or being taught. The knowledge of an artist is different from that of a mathematician. It is interesting that Aristotle pointed out how infant prodigies all happened in certain disciplines, such as mathematics or music. They never happen in subjects such as politics or history, which require a different type of experience. Even today, when we hear of a nine-year-old achieving an astonishing number of grade As at A Level, the subjects seem invariably to be in the sciences or music, never in the humanities.
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Key quote


The pleasures arising from thinking and learning will make us think and learn all the more.


Artistotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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A good way of understanding these points is by thinking of what is arguably Aristotle’s greatest discovery. He observed an eclipse of the Moon, watching the shadow make its way across the face of the Moon. Beginning with his observation, he reflected on what might cause the effect. He concluded that the shadow was that of the Earth, and that the shape of the shadow could be made only by a spherical object. Hence, he was able to demonstrate that the Earth was a sphere. This kind of knowledge could not be achieved by Platonic means, which would have meant meditating on what the Sun truly was. Instead, Aristotle observed nature, seeing the shadow of the Earth and thinking about it. This empirical method seems particularly useful for discovering the facts of the world.
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Key questions


Is Aristotle’s empiricism, based on sense experience, a more valuable way of understanding knowledge than Plato’s rationalist theories about the Forms?


Why is Aristotle’s methodology likely to provide different results from Plato’s approach?
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3 The four causes
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Aristotle was very interested in the nature of the world. The basis of nature is substance, the basic matter of things. Any observation of the world reveals that things exist. Aristotle thinks this is self-evident. He uses it as a basic given fact, which requires no further justification. If we are aware of things, then we are aware that they change. They move, they become warm or cold, they may decay and die. Sometimes something quite new and different comes from a thing. From the seed comes the plant, from the caterpillar the butterfly, from the two parents a child. The scientific (and philosophical) question is how this change takes place. Change is – as Hume pointed out – a scientific curiosity. This changes to become that. We have no clear idea what exactly happens at the moment of change. The cause is not a cause until the moment the effect happens. ‘Cause’ has no meaning – in this sense – unless coupled with ‘effect’. At the precise point when the effect happens, it is no longer a cause. It was a cause, but is a cause no longer. The mystery is what happens in that precise moment.


Hume would attempt to deal with the problem by suggesting that perhaps what we call ‘cause and effect’ was not much more than our way of explaining things, rather than actually being what happens in the world. Aristotle attempts something different – to demonstrate the nature of things and their causes.
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See Chapter 5 for a fuller discussion of Hume’s ‘cause and effect’.
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We should notice that Aristotle’s notion of cause is wider than what the word means to us. We say that ‘x causes y’ in the sense that x brings about y. But Aristotle is trying to probe something slightly different. He wants to know not merely why x brings about y, but why both x and y. His enquiry is about not only why things change, but why they are what they are in themselves.


It is important to remember this, because, as we shall see in his theory of the four causes, his use of the word ‘cause’ is different from ours. Only the efficient cause is similar to our usual meaning.
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Key terms





Efficient cause What brought it about? This could be a mechanical process or a human, biological, chemical or other process.



Material cause What is it made of? The material – the stuff – of the object.



Formal cause What form does it have? This is something immanent – the shape of the bowl is its form, but it only exists because the material of the bowl is present.
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An account of the four causes can be found in Physics II 3 and V 2.


(a) Material cause


Here Aristotle begins with the question: what is a thing made from, what material makes it what it is? Examples we might use could be the wood or plastic in a chair, the marble in a statue or the chemicals in a drink. Without the material, a thing could not be. Without the matter something is made from, there would be nothing. According to Aristotle:




… that out of which a thing comes to exist and which continues, is called ‘cause’, for example, the bronze of the statue, the silver of the bowl …


Aristotle: Physics II, 3





(b) Formal cause


To understand this, it is helpful to think of it as the ‘Form - al Cause’, that is the shape of a thing. A silver bowl is a silver bowl because it is in the form of a bowl – it would not be a bowl if it was not shaped that way. The silver would just be a lump of silver.


We need to be careful not to confuse Aristotle’s idea of the form of a bowl or statue with the use of the word ‘Form’ by Plato. Here the idea of a transcendent single form, of which an individual thing is a more or less good copy, is rejected and replaced by an immanent form: the form is in the thing itself. This is a silver bowl because it is in the form of a bowl and not shaped to be something else. The form is not abstract. If there were no silver material, there would be no bowl, but it is only a bowl because it is shaped in the form of a bowl.
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Key terms





Transcendent Beyond our everyday experience of the world.



Immanent Present in the world of our normal experience.
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(c) Efficient cause


A statue does not just happen, it takes an efficient cause, which in this case would be the sculptor. To put this at its most simple: a statue is what it is because it is in the form of a statue made by something or someone. Something external brings about the effect. This is the closest we come to our normal, modern use of the word ‘cause’. It is also worth noting that, for Aristotle, efficient causes are found in nature as well. A rose could be described as having natural processes as its efficient cause.


(d) Final cause


This is perhaps most difficult for us to understand. When we hear the word ‘cause’ we think of something that begins a process. We say that a cause cannot happen before an effect. Effects follow causes.


But Aristotle thought differently. For him, the purpose for which something exists is a cause, the final cause. The maker of the bowl creates it for a purpose, to be a decoration, to hold plants or fruit. The bowl is made for the sake of its use.


For Aristotle, this is true for everything. We can understand that someone will make things for a reason, because humans have purposes and we do things (generally) for reasons. I listen to music in order to relax. I make a cake to be eaten, a painting to be sold, to hang on a wall. But Aristotle goes much further. He assumes that nature is purposive.
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Key terms





Purposive Assumes that something has a goal and reason for being.



Final cause What is a thing’s purpose? Not a cause in the modern sense, but the reason something exists – its goal.



Teleology A term used to describe any theory in which everything is related to its goal or purpose. Telos is the Greek word for goal or target.
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Any theory, such as Aristotle’s view of reality, which bases its judgements on purpose, is called a teleological theory, from the Greek telos. The term is used here in relation to Aristotle’s theory of nature, but it could equally be applied to his ethics, where the goal is to be a fulfilled person.


Aristotle believed that everything in nature has a purpose and that if we examine the human body we would find a purpose for each of its parts. If I had no feet, my ankles would wear down and I would find it difficult to balance. If I had no eyebrows, sweat would get in my eyes. Given this belief, it is easy to see why he would argue that it is a natural jump to believe that each person also has a purpose. In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle uses the concept of final cause to argue that humans have a purpose. For him, a good person is one who fulfils her purpose well. He notes that a good horse is good at being a horse. In the same way, when we describe someone as a good flautist, he is someone who plays the flute well. But there are some people we call ‘good’ in an unqualified way, not because they are good at something (after all, a good flautist might be a bad man), but because we see them as good in themselves. They are good at being people.
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