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Introduction

First Rungs on a Ladder


In the pages to follow I offer a personal dictionary of ideas that have a bearing on an understanding of our world as the twenty-first century unfolds. Some of the ideas are contemporary, some are historical ideas which in more and less subtle ways continue to operate, or in some cases should continue to operate, in the background of the thought and institutions that shape us now. This is a necessarily limited selection, made partly according to the author’s interests but chiefly for their intrinsic significance. The overriding criterion for which ideas to include turned on whether knowing about them would enhance an informed receptivity to the events, movements and possibilities of the recent past and its offspring, our time.

Another major motive for giving an overview of the ideas explained here is that the gap described by C.P. Snow in his famous Rede Lecture of 1959, The Two Cultures, seems to have become almost impossibly wide, making more urgent the need in today’s world for a greater degree of literacy in both scientific and cultural respects. The gap of which Snow spoke is that between science and literary culture, but it should more properly and broadly be identified as a gap between the natural and social sciences, on one hand, and the humanities and literary culture on the other. As science has become increasingly more specialized and complex, so the public mind in general has become increasingly less acquainted with it, and therefore correspondingly less able to participate in informed conversations about the implications, applications, promises, possibilities - and periodic risks - of science. Moreover, attitudes to science on the part of politicians and public servants educated in the humanities have not always been as informed and responsive as the scientific community itself would like, so here too more insight is desirable.

But professionals in the sciences do well to be alert to ideas in philosophical, political and social thought too, so that the wider implications  of their own work can be present to them as they do it. Of course the best scientists always are aware in this way; the example of some of the participants in the Manhattan Project during the Second World War, engaged in the construction of the atom bomb, is striking. Much more of this is desirable, and it comes from an appropriate version of the humanistic literacy that would complement and match scientific literacy.

Thus a broader view is desirable, on both sides of the intellectual divide, of the large ideas that constitute the framework of our thinking. My hope here is that a survey of some of those ideas will prove useful in this respect.

A dictionary of ideas is not an encyclopaedia but a starting-point. To illustrate this, imagine a scene: a levée at the eighteenth-century Parisian court, at which the assembled company includes the Cardinal de Polignac and that formidable matriarch the Marquise du Deffand. The conversation gets round to the legend of St Denis, the patron saint of Paris who was martyred by decapitation, but performed the miracle of picking up his head and walking with it under his arm for two miles from Montmartre to his abbey, preaching a sermon all the way. The Cardinal de Polignac praised the saint’s feat to the king, whereupon the Marquise du Deffand, who did not think much either of the cardinal or the legend of St Denis, acidly remarked that there was nothing so great about it, for only the first step was difficult: ‘La distance n’y fait rien,’ she said, ‘il n’y a que le premier pas qui coûte.’

In the immortal words of one of my Oxford pupils long ago, the Marquise du Deffand had put her foot on something important. She had identified the truth that although there can be no journeys without a first step, in some that first step is crucial to making their successors possible and their direction right. There are of course some journeys, like giving up smoking or losing weight, in which the first step is far the easiest. But when the first step matters, it really matters.

This is especially true when one is learning anything new, including efforts to understand the concepts and theories that shape contemporary debates or lie in the background of them. Ideas are the cogs that drive history onward, for good and ill; understanding influential beliefs, world views, scientific ideas and philosophical theories is a part of the equipment needed by engaged citizens of the world to make better sense of it. Because this is an age of expertise and specialization, in which almost all fields of learning are abstrusely technical, there is a need for concise introductions to key ideas, aimed at non-specialists. What follows in these pages is an attempt to supply that need.

The entries here are not claimed to be either exhaustive or definitive: far from it. They really are first steps of a journey merely; but in the spirit of the Marquise du Deffand’s insight, they might make the rest of the journey easier. Short of writing the kind of book Jorge Luis Borges liked to contemplate, namely, one as big as a library or even the whole world itself, all endeavours, like all real art, come down to a decision about what to include and where to stop. But although there is much more that could have been included, and although the selection is a personal one, it at least mainly comes from the central cluster of ideas that matter.

Here is an important point: the perennial difficulty with books of this kind is the ‘lumping and splitting’ problem; that is, which ideas should have separate entries, and which should be included with closely related ideas in a single entry. Because quite a bit of lumping has taken place, readers should make frequent use of the index: they will find that many of the ideas they expect to find here are discussed under other headings. For this reason too there is inevitable overlap and repetition, but when aspects of an idea appear in more than one place, the different contexts add to an understanding of them.

To say that this is one person’s take on things is to declare that attitudes to them will not be disguised, but what is description and what is attitude will always be obvious. The entries are self-standing, and occur alphabetically. But they form families: look at the Appendix (page 389) to see the structure of their relationship. In that structure the main idea is accompanied by a various entourage of associated ideas, suggesting further lines of thought. The principal groupings of ideas range from social questions and politics through philosophy, religion and science. By reading the entries grouped as the Appendix lists them, one will get an informal overview of the field of thought in question.

Readers will note the absence of references. This is deliberate. The merely pragmatic reason for their exclusion is that they would double the size of the book, for a work such as this floats on an ocean of texts and resources consulted. The main reason for their exclusion, and it is an important one, is that the entries here are a preface to the reader’s own enquiries, and not a preliminary to a course of study devised by me. If it were, I would do more than select a few texts - each topic gets a brief bibliography (page 393) - as generally indicative of how one might take reading further. But apart from not wishing to prescribe what readers think - though often enough I here say what I think - there is the crucial point that a proper understanding of a topic requires doing the work of finding out about it for oneself. Listening to a lecture, for example,  only yields passive knowledge - which is why, though a lecture audience might be bored if subjected to an immediate repeat of what they had just heard, they would not themselves be able to give that lecture even though its closing words still ring in their ears. To activate that knowledge, students have to go to a library or onto the Internet, and hunt for the sources, study them, discuss them, write about them, and thus make them their own. If any of the topics mentioned in the following pages inspires a reader to further interest, that interest should be all the reader’s own.
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ABSOLUTISM

In political philosophy, ‘absolutism’ denotes a system of government in which the ruling power is unconstrained by constitutional, traditional, or other limitations. Alas, political absolutism still exists in the world, disguised under different names and sometimes hidden by the way it operates, but the same in its effects as absolutism always has been. The recent past is littered with the names of absolutists, some petty, some big, some malign, some more or less benign - Robert Mugabe, Idi Amin, Saddam Hussein, the imams of Iran, the royal family of Saudi Arabia, Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore - and one has only to look around the contemporary world to name some still in power, and others who have joined them.

Law in an absolutist dispensation consists in the wishes and directives of the sovereign. The views of Thomas Hobbes give the best-known statement of this thesis. Believing that life in a ‘state of nature’ is a brutal condition of raw conflict in which might is right, Hobbes argued that the ideal society is one in which people yield their individual sovereignty to an absolute ruler in exchange for his or its protection.

After the revolutions in North America and France in the late eighteenth century, debate about politics was frequently couched in terms of the contrast - and typically the actual conflict - between ‘absolutism’ and ‘constitutionalism’. Liberal thinkers recognized that absolutism could take many disguises, from absolute monarchy to mob rule (‘ochlocracy’) masquerading as democracy. For this reason some of them found the new working-class political consciousness as troubling as the prospect of a return to absolute monarchy. They were not alone in this fear, nor indeed were they in the vanguard of it; right-wing counter-Enlightenment political thought in nineteenth-century Germany took the lead in identifying democracy with ochlocracy. It was represented by a group of writers in the Berliner politisches Wochenblatt during the 1830s, who argued that by replacing Christian monarchy with rationalism and  conceptions of individual liberty and natural rights, the philosophers of the Enlightenment had promoted the threat of a new absolutism. It was a view that proved perennially influential, as shown by such later thinkers as Adorno and Horkheimer who adapted the argument to blame the Enlightenment for Nazism and Stalinism.

Nevertheless nineteenth-century French and British political thinkers consistently used ‘absolutism’ as a term of disparagement for any political tendencies that offered to concentrate power in the hands of one or a few, or conversely left minorities unprotected against unbridled majority will. This is the sense of the term that survives in discussion of totalitarianism, dictatorship, and unconstitutional forms of government in general.

In moral philosophy, absolutism is the view that certain actions are without exception wrong, whatever their consequences, and certain others are without exception obligatory, likewise whatever their consequences. Such a view is sometimes described as ‘objectivism’ or better still, ‘strong objectivism’, and its chief contrast is with relativism, the view that there are no absolute standards and that different systems of moral value, even if they contradict each other, are of equal validity.

In denying the relevance of consequences, moral absolutism also therefore and of course stands in opposition to consequentialism in ethics, which measures the rightness and wrongness of actions by their outcomes or effects. And in its strong objectivism it is close to the view that moral value is an intrinsic quality, as argued in deontology. The natural home of absolutist ethics is religion, especially of a fundamentalist or literalist stamp, in which the commands of a deity, or prescriptions laid down in texts regarded as sacred, are taken to hold absolutely.

For political absolutism see: COMMUNISM, FASCISM, POLITICS, 
TOTALITARIANISM 
For moral absolutism see: CONSEQUENTIALISM, DEONTOLOGY, 
RELATIVISM




ACCOMMODATION THEORY

Accommodation theory states that when people talk to each other, they adjust their behaviour and manner of speech to take account of (to accommodate themselves to) the topic, the circumstances, and the other people engaged with them in the conversation. For two simple examples: people talk more slowly to foreigners, and use baby talk when interacting with  infants. The way people communicate with each other is central to the kind of social interaction at issue. Thus, friends or lovers (and especially people in the process of becoming friends or lovers) make every effort to converge in manner, accent, tone and topic. Someone wishing to keep his distance or disagree will almost always adopt a manner of speaking expressly different from that of the other party.

These ideas matter because it is clear that the difficulties experienced by immigrants and foreigners everywhere arise in part from the difference of their speech mannerisms, and the limits to their ability to ‘converge’ with native speakers when trying to communicate. As the world globalizes further at an increasingly rapid pace, and as major migrations of people, especially from the southern to the northern hemisphere, continue, so the problems and too often the frictions increase: accommodation theory, for all its surface simplicity, gives insights into how miscommunication and misinterpretation happen and how matters can be improved.

Communication difficulties do not only affect immigrants and foreigners everywhere. They affect our own fellow-citizens. Social expectations and beliefs about class, intelligence and status are influenced by accent and other speech mannerisms, and therefore certain people from certain classes or regions can be disadvantaged when seeking jobs (especially away from their home localities) by the methods of communicating they learned when young.

Lack of accommodation is thus the source of problems for members of any group identified in given circumstances as an out-group of some kind.

Accommodation theory was devised in the early 1970s by Howard Giles, whose first insights into communication came while working in a medical clinic in Wales, his native country. He wrote, ‘The patients I took to the physicians just had to open their mouths and speak and I could predict the manner in which the physicians were going to deal with them.’ The ideas he developed have been applied by advertisers and party-political researchers in thinking about the most effective ways of getting messages across to target audiences, and by business management trainers advising clients on how to behave in foreign countries.

The limits of accommodation are illustrated by the latter. Studies found that efforts made by Western businessmen who over-accommodated in order to please potential clients or partners among Japanese businessmen were in fact counterproductive. The danger is that behaviour which appears to involve mimicry of another can look like mockery, or at very least appear condescending; in the Japanese case, the businessmen from  Japan preferred the foreigners to be foreigners - and thus, presumably, to meet their own expectations and to conform to their own planned mode of interaction.

Accommodation theory is of particular value for, among other things, thinking about ways of integrating immigrant communities into host communities, where ‘integration’ is a term neutral between assimilation and multiculturalism, and just means providing a way for immigrants to get along with the host community while succeeding economically. With mass immigration has come the realization that it is ineffective to expect immigrants to do all the accommodating; and that has resulted in host community adjustments to take account of linguistic and cultural factors in front-line provision of health care, education, social work, policing and legal services.

See: ADVERTISING, MULTICULTURALISM




ACTIVISM

Any form of protesting or campaigning aimed at bringing about change in the political, social, environmental, educational or other spheres of public concern is usefully described as activism, even if it involves deliberate inaction or passivity. Usually it is, as the name suggests, active, and can range from lobbying and propagandizing to street demonstrations, riots, rebellion and terrorism. It is natural to associate activism with left-wing standpoints, community causes, non-governmental organization campaigns on human rights, the environment and globalization, and similarly contested and controversial subject matters, but it can equally be associated with right-wing endeavours (for example, Nazi activism in the Weimar Republic of the 1920s) and traditionalist causes, such as demonstrations and lobbying to defend blood sports in the English countryside.

Some people are natural activists, and quickly rally to a cause they feel strongly about, prepared to put their time, energy and persons to its service, sometimes at considerable cost. Most people are understandably occupied with their private lives and individual commitments, and if they support causes they do so by donations of money or occasionally by writing letters to their Members of Parliament or Congressmen. But if they can be aroused to activism by indignation, a sense of outraged justice, or anything that seems serious and beyond the pale, they find that the shared spirit of comrades fighting a cause can be exhilarating.

There are alarming examples of activism quickly evolving into mob violence, not untypically as a response to harsh policing methods; and there are examples of mainly peaceful mass demonstrations bringing down regimes - as witnessed in the former Czechoslovakia, East Germany and Poland in 1989. These historic events were in their turn prompted by the spectacle of similar activism in China earlier that year, ending in the tragedy of Tiananmen Square in Beijing on 4 June, when army tanks rolled over the student camp that had sprung up before the gates of the Forbidden City. In the momentous events of that year in Europe the bloodiest activism was seen in Romania, when in the weeks before and around Christmas the fall of the Ceausescu regime cost a number of lives.

Political activism resulting in regime change is a commonplace of history; revolutions in Europe in 1789, 1830, 1848 and 1919 are only some of the salient dates and more extreme examples in the last couple of centuries. But there is a quieter activism that maintains pressure for change in most societies continually, through political processes and public debates aided by the press - at least, in liberal democracies.

Or at least: there should be this latter kind of activism in liberal democracies. But a problem experienced by too many such democracies is lack of participation - that is, lack of activism - with the result that there is low turnout at elections, disillusionment with politics and politicians, and a sense of impotence resulting from a lack of real political choice given that, fundamentally, Western politics is now about small arguments between managerial parties in an age when big decisions about (especially) economies are no longer wholly in the hands of governments, but of global trends and factors.

Activism is not confined to politics. Innovation and experiment in the arts and culture generally are in significant part driven by activists in their fields. Intellectual debate, if it never flowers into action of some kind, is only an anteroom to activism; but writing is a form of activism, for as it has been well if endlessly said, the pen is mightier than the sword.

See: BLACK CONSCIOUSNESS, BLACK POWER, COMMUNISM, POLITICS, TERRORISM




ADVERTISING

Advertising has two chief functions: to inform a supplier’s potential customers about the product he is offering them, and to persuade them to  buy it. A third but associated function is to instil awareness of a product, brand or company identity in consumers’ minds, so that they will tend to purchase accordingly.

It is impossible to escape advertising, and at the same time it is quite likely that if it were banned we would miss it. It is a key part of modern life for a variety of reasons, and though it attracts its critics, it merits defence too.

Advertising is an important aspect of marketing. Creating brand awareness, generating a desire for products, selling into target markets and informing potential customers of the products’ suitability for them as determined by market research, all make key use of advertising and its techniques.

Advertising is not only important in business; it is just as important in politics at election and other times, and uses many of the same techniques of persuasion.

The first critical account of the nature and power of advertising was Vance Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders (1957), which sold over a million copies and, despite not being a very scholarly or even accurate book, placed the question of media and advertising manipulation centre-stage. In making such claims as this: ‘At one of the largest advertising agencies in America psychologists on the staff are probing sample humans in an attempt to find how to identify, and beam messages to, people of high anxiety, body consciousness, hostility, passiveness,’ Packard helped to give advertising a bad name.

Doubtless advertising in part deserves a bad name, for after all it is an instrument of persuasion, and even under strict rules requiring truth-telling and accuracy, it generally succeeds in glossing facts, being tendentious and overstating its case. At the same time, much of the colour, interest, wit and amusement in life might be lost without its presence on television and billboards, and it serves the valuable purpose of letting people know what is on offer in the marketplace. In both senses, and in the sense that it sometimes helps business to flourish, the world would be poorer without it.

At its best it combines miniature narrative (everyone loves a story) with the kind of humour that arises from real perception into the human condition and its foibles. For the future historian of society, advertising’s depictions of the dreams, desires and hopes (not to say fears - of acne, bad breath, social failure, looking a fool, and more) that advertising focuses on, are a treasure trove of information - as they are for anyone who cares to step back and examine what the world wants, for good or ill.

The techniques of advertising are used in propaganda or, as it is called in some liberal democracies, ‘spin’ to give the best gloss to what a government is doing or a political party is saying. The techniques are used by publicity agents to protect or amplify their clients’ images, products, and (respectively) vices and virtues. Every individual uses some of the techniques of advertising in daily life, to find a mate, get or keep a job, and climb to or maintain a position on the social ladder. In short, advertising is a various, ubiquitous and necessary activity; one has only to be aware of it to make good use of it, which includes not being duped by it.

See: CAPITALISM, CONSUMERISM, ECONOMICS, INTERNET, PSYCHOLOGY




AESTHETICS

Aesthetics is the branch of philosophical enquiry concerned with the nature of art, beauty, and the experience of both. A yet more general characterization is that aesthetics is the study of the nature and objects of sensual appreciation, where ‘sensual’ has its literal meaning of ‘pertaining to the senses’ (the five senses of sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch). The point of describing aesthetics specifically in terms of the senses is that the term itself is a coining from the Greek word aisthanomai, meaning sense-perception.

The more general definition just given allows that natural objects, and nature itself, are sources of sensual delight - mountain scenery, the smell of a rose, the human form in prime condition - as much if not sometimes more than works of art. Nature is indeed far more frequently a prompt for a sense of the sublime than art, though the greatest works of music can scarcely be far behind.

The first question that besets any reflection on value, whether aesthetic or ethical, is: is value (beauty, goodness) objective or subjective? That is, does value exist in the world independently of our interests and preferences, or is it a projection onto the world of these psychological states?

In aesthetics further questions quickly follow. What is it for a work of art to express the intentions or emotions of its creator? How does the achievement of a work of art relate to the advantages and disadvantages of the medium in which it is wrought (for example: how does the excellence or otherwise of a sculpture relate to facts about marble and its workable qualities?)? In narrative arts, such as drama and the novel, what if any kind of truth can there be, and in what sense if any do fictional  objects exist (think of how one would answer the question: ‘Does Mr Pickwick exist?’)? A symphony by Beethoven is a work of art; so is a particular performance of it by the London Symphony Orchestra on a Thursday evening; so is a performance of it on the next Saturday evening by the Boston Philharmonic; are these all the same type of work of art, or is a particular performance (a concert, a dance, the enactment of a play on a given occasion) a different kind of artwork from a single durable thing such as a statue, painting or novel?

Evidently, some aesthetic considerations are entirely general to all possible objects of aesthetic appreciation, and some are specific to particular subject matters. The importance of aesthetic experience is very great: it is impossible to imagine a good life or a good world without art, or the human ability to enjoy nature, or in general lacking aesthetic dimensions of the different kinds that feed the human spirit. Given that enquiry into aesthetics in part helps to educate just such responsiveness and appreciation, it must count as one of the central projects of humanity.

 



One aspect of interest in aesthetics bears the label ‘aestheticism’. Aestheticism is the attitude in literature and the fine arts that art is an end in itself, and requires no external justification, least of all in requiring any practical, moral or educational use in order to be valuable.

Théophile Gautier (1811-72) provided aestheticism with its slogan ‘l’art pour l’art’ (‘art for art’s sake’), and this idea, to which he became committed as a member of the ‘Little Coterie’ of artists in Paris early in the 1830s, and which he promoted vigorously as editor of the magazine  The Artist in the 1850s, was a stimulus for the Symbolists in literature and painting in mid-nineteenth-century France and to the Aesthetic Movement inspired by Walter Pater in England in the second half of the nineteenth century. In the guise of the closely related idea that form is of greater significance than content in art, aestheticism continued in the twentieth century, and in contemporary guises survives still.

Aestheticism’s theoretical roots lie in the view urged by Immanuel Kant that art is to be judged by intrinsic criteria, not by anything extrinsic. As he put it in his Critique of Judgement (see Introduction, VI), beautiful things are ‘purposive without purpose’ (or at least without definite  purpose; sometimes this phrase is rendered as ‘final without end’, that is, as apparently fulfilling an aim without an aim either being given or necessary). Thus, beautiful things - and works of art in general - affect us as if they were meaningful or purposive beyond themselves while in fact not being so. Aestheticism states that this is how things should be in the arts.

[image: 001]

If one great and hotly controversial debate in aesthetics concerns the question ‘what is art?’ the other great question is ‘what is beauty?’ This, perhaps, is the first question of aesthetics; because whatever one answers to the question ‘what is art?’, one has to know what one is including or excluding, showing to be essential or inessential, to its nature when the question of beauty’s relation to art is mooted. Beauty is almost certainly not essential to art, but it is a common enough aim of art, and sometimes is what elevates a work to the condition of art; in all these connections we need to know what we think it is.

One effort at definition might be this: beauty is that quality (consisting in one or more of form, harmony, colour, texture, proportion, and other features) of something which excites some combination of reactions of pleasure, admiration and attraction, of a sensuous or an intellectual kind (or both), in a human observer.

The very fact that one has to attempt a definition by means of such generalities illustrates both the difficulty of defining beauty, and the difficulty of deciding whether it is an objective quality of things or a subjective projection from varying individual responses. The study of aesthetics addresses both matters.

In the tradition of antiquity there was much agreement that beauty, whether intellectual or sensuous (and here the sense is primarily that of vision), is a matter of proportion and harmony. For the ancient Greeks in general the aesthetic and moral qualities are inseparably linked; a statue of a trained athlete is as much a representation of moral as of physical beauty, because the harmonies and fitness of the figure’s shape serve as a symbol for nobility of character, clearness of intellect, steadiness of purpose, and continence in appetite, as much as they display excellence of physical form.

The Pythagoreans located the harmonies in question in mathematical relations, such as exist in the Golden Section (observed when a line segment is apportioned into two parts of unequal length such that the ratio of the short length to the long length is equal to the ratio of the long length to the whole segment). The eighteenth-century philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz also held that mathematical harmony underlies perceived beauty, without the observer being conscious of the fact (see his Principles of Nature and Grace, 1714).

Both Plato (in the Philebus) and St Thomas Aquinas (in the Summa Theologica, written 1265-74) define beauty in terms of proportion likewise, but without invoking unconscious recognition of mathematical  underpinnings. For Aquinas as for David Hume (1711-76) much later, beauty is a form of pleasure; this differs from the view of St Augustine who argued that beauty is the cause of pleasure, not identical with it. The disagreement is a significant one because whereas St Augustine’s view is consistent with thinking that beauty is an objective property, Aquinas’s view makes beauty a subjective matter. With this René Descartes (1596-1650) and David Hume agreed, regarding all judgements of beauty as subjective and individual, and an expression of emotional responses.

For some eighteenth-century philosophers, Hume among them, this subjectivist account did not reduce the value of beauty but rather raised the value of the human mind, for they applauded its honourable and praiseworthy ability to see beauty in things. This was an essential part of Francis Hutcheson’s argument in his Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (1725). Either on an objectivist or a subjectivist view, this development in eighteenth-century thinking made taste a central concept in aesthetics.

In characteristic vein the great Immanuel Kant defined beauty as both  objective and subjective, or rather: he argued that the right view of it shows that it is a third thing that transcends both. He distinguished the beautiful from the sublime, arguing that the latter contains within it something that disturbs the observer because of a dissonance between reason and sensory experience, as for example when one gazes down into an awesome and profoundly deep chasm among soaring mountains and rocky crags. Beauty, by contrast, is all pleasure; and the pleasure in question is disinterested, non-conceptual, gives a satisfying sense of purpose without purposiveness, and carries with it the conviction that anyone else would share these same feelings - that is, a sense that the judgement that the object in question is beautiful would command universal agreement.

Despite Kant, the difficulty of denying that there are many and often irreconcilable differences between people - between individuals in the same culture at the same time, as well as between people in different cultures and times - in what they regard as beautiful, makes the subjectivist interpretation compelling for many. Edgar Allan Poe (1809-49) defined beauty as an effect, not a quality; George Santayana (1863-1952) agreed with Hume that beauty is what we ascribe to something on the basis of our own emotions, and that it is an interesting psychological phenomenon worthy of investigation that people should want others to agree with them when they judge something beautiful.

It is informative to look at what counts as unbeautiful, as a way of  shedding light on the nature of beauty. Thus, anything ugly, grotesque, gruesome, repugnant to the stomach or the moral sense, boring, uninteresting, trivial, over-sentimental, over-decorated, sickly-sweet or nauseating, has little chance of being accounted beautiful. One notes that almost all these notions describe responses or reactions; we typically say that ugly things or situations are repulsive, and this literally means they makes us wish to turn away and stop seeing (or hearing or touching) them. And this gives further support to the idea that judgements of beauty are expressions of response, and say something about us (human beings) at least as much as they say something about what lies outside human heads.

A major theme in modern and contemporary art is that there is no necessary connection between art and beauty. This view has been influentially discussed by, among others, Nelson Goodman in his The Philosophy of Art (1966), and it directly controverts the views of an earlier aesthetician, R.G. Collingwood, who had defined art specifically as the attempt to produce beauty (see his Outlines of a Philosophy of Art, 1952). But if art is the vehicle for the expression of an artist’s feelings, it may well be that an artist will deliberately seek to produce ugly or rebarbative, challenging or even disgusting works. (Many among contemporary artists succeed; one imagines it is considerably easier than doing the other thing.) But prevailing practice and attitude in this respect are not without their critics, as shown by the writings of the contemporary thinker Mary Mothersill, who, in decrying the detachment of beauty from art, argues that art criticism implicitly and unavoidably turns on ideas about beauty. It might be said that those who deliberately seek to produce its opposite thereby demonstrate the truth of her thesis, which has proved influential in current aesthetic debate.

Arguably, beauty is a necessity of life. It is certainly a component of anything that can be accounted a good or well-lived life. The absence of beauty from a person’s experience might not make him bad, but it cannot fail to be a diminution of his possibilities of feeling and response. This is something so instinctively understood by human beings that they go to great lengths to find beauty, or make it, and almost everyone endeavours to have tokens of it present in their daily lives - the ornaments and pictures that decorate their homes, the colour they paint their walls, the vase of flowers they put on the table: these are all invocations of beauty, and testaments to its significance.

See: ENLIGHTENMENT, LOVE, METAPHYSICS, PHILOSOPHY, ROMANTICISM




AFTERLIFE

‘Afterlife’ denotes supposed existence in some spiritual or mental form after bodily death.

Belief in such a state is probably nearly as ancient as humankind itself, and doubtless has always recommended itself as an antidote to the terror many feel at the thought of death as extinction or nothingness. Some also or alternatively regard it as incomprehensible that so fine a thing as consciousness, intellect and feeling can be extinguished along with the death of the body. Moreover, the loss of loved ones is rendered much less painful by the hope that they will be re-encountered in a future state. And organized religions, challenged with the complaint that virtue does not appear to be consistently rewarded in this life, are pleased to invoke the idea of posthumous reward (and punishment) for individual activity in the here and now.

The lack of genuine evidence for the existence of any form of continued disembodied existence after death is compensated by dozens of different alleged and invariably anecdotal sources of evidence. Thus, ‘near-death experiences’, visions, legends, spiritualist seances, ghosts, visitations or messages from angels, saints, a deity, mystical intuition, tradition, scripture, religious teachings, and much besides, constitute a Babel in support of the claim that there is such a thing. None of it amounts to testable, firm, reliable evidence for it; rather the contrary.

At time of writing there were press reports that an experiment was being devised to verify reports by resuscitated patients of autoscopic (self-viewing) out-of-body experiences during cardiac arrest. This involves placing pictures, objects or symbols on a high shelf near the ceiling, viewable only from above; so if patients report watching themselves from the ceiling being resuscitated on a gurney below, they can be asked what objects or pictures were on the shelf. This is a very poor experiment; it is open to abuse (a devout nurse who knows what is on the shelf can whisper or otherwise suggest to a semi-incompetent patient what they are), and a devout patient can say he or she did not float high enough to see them, or was too emotionally preoccupied with the efforts of the medical team and his own plight to pay attention.

In any case, well-documented neuroscientific experiment has already repeatedly induced autoscopic and ‘out-of-body’ experiences in subjects by electrical stimulation of the brain cortex, for example during surgery for epilepsy and in other procedures (see, for just one but comprehensive  instance, the work of Olaf Blanke and associates reported in the neurological journal Brain, volume 127, 2004).

It is vaguely supposed that the vehicle for entry to an afterlife is a soul, spirit or mind, whose existence and functioning are taken to be independent of a body - thus, the non-corporeal entity can think without a brain, see without eyes, etc.; and despite these handicaps, can sometimes interact with corporeal reality, as when a ghost speaks to or - as it might be - attacks physical human beings, or at least somehow succeeds in making ghostly noises to frighten them.

The organized religions claim, and to some extent rely on the claims, of visitations and messages from beyond the grave, whether by saints or virgins or the deity itself; for them the existence of an afterlife is a matter of doctrine, which settles the matter; for without an afterlife the promises and threats implicit in the divine command morality associated with the major religions would lack persuasive power.

Although the idea of an afterlife is welcomed by those who fear extinction, it is a source of horror for those who believe that they merit divine wrath and punishment, and expect it. This seems a tragic cruelty, and the real oppression of mind it causes, even in the day and age in which these words are written, is a scandal.

To rational minds the ‘state’ of being dead is indistinguishable from the ‘state’ of being unborn; and as a final release from the vicissitudes of the embodied condition, complete cessation of existence seems a sweet and desirable promise. Among the Romans it was regarded as the last and greatest freedom; they were free of the fear of death therefore. Marcus Aurelius wrote, ‘It is not death that men should fear, rather he should fear never beginning to live.’

The phenomenon of ‘near-death experiences’ is, as noted, taken by some to be an indication, if not actual evidence, for the existence of survival of bodily death. Such experiences are said to have a rather common form: the dying or temporarily clinically dead individual has the experience of passing through a tunnel towards a light, upon arrival at which a being or beings meet the individual. In a few of these accounts the being or beings are not benign; in most they are. People of different traditions are said to interpret the beings according to the traditions in question; thus Christians encounter Jesus, Native Americans encounter the Great Spirit or one of its representatives, Chinese encounter an ancestor, and so on.

The one invariable factor in these stories is that the individuals reporting them were not dead, and did not die. Trauma, physical stress,  resuscitation techniques, drugs, natural or injected adrenalin, or any of a number of other causes prompting dream-like, visionary or partially conscious experiences have to be ruled out before supernatural explanations can be entertained. One would like to know how many of the would-be resurrected individuals saw a light at the end of the tunnel - sometimes described as very bright or blinding - because they were lying on a hospital gurney under an overhead theatre or emergency room lamp - and so on for some of the other phenomena they say they witnessed. Having suffered delirium in a high fever, in which lights and human figures took odd shapes and positions and fluctuated in apparent distance, I can testify to the very odd effects on consciousness produced by disease and trauma.

One of my teachers at Oxford, the philosopher A.J. Ayer, had a near-death experience in University College Hospital in London, and told me and others about it shortly after its occurrence. He claimed to have died (and to be very annoyed on being resuscitated because, he lamented, ‘now I have to go through it again’), to have passed along the tunnel to a river, on the far shores of which stood the ‘Captains of Space and Time’, who said (as their cognates so often do to other would-be moribunds), ‘You have to return to life; you are still needed in the world.’ Asked whether the experience prompted him to give up his lifelong atheism, Ayer said No; he attributed the experience to the drugs and activities associated with his resuscitation. His article about it, though, fluttered the dovecotes of the clergy temporarily, for they like nothing so much as a recanting atheist.

As it happens, though I sincerely hope Freddie Ayer enjoyed the rather short time that he lived after this experience, he did not appear to do anything during it which would justify his having been sent back by the Captains of Space and Time; which somewhat calls in question not only what the superstitious would like to make of his experience, but the competence of the Captains if they exist.

See: AGNOSTICISM, ATHEISM, PSYCHOLOGY, RELIGION




AGNOSTICISM

Agnosticism is the view that one must withhold belief or disbelief on the grounds that neither is warranted by the available evidence or reasons. The term’s chief use lies in the field of debate about whether or not a deity or deities or other supernatural agencies or entities exist, and the usual understanding is that an agnostic is one who does not believe  there are such things, but does not feel entitled to deny their existence outright on the grounds that their non-existence cannot be proved. The strong thesis that denies the existence of such entities or agencies is atheism.

Agnosticism admits of a variety of interpretations. A typical agnostic says that because there are inherently no grounds either for asserting or denying the existence of gods, one should make no appeal to considerations about them in one’s thinking and acting, and even indeed that it is irrational to do so. This is still not equivalent to atheism, because the agnostic position also claims that there is insufficient evidence for denying the existence of supernatural beings, so the possibility, however small, must be left open.

More weakly, there are those who are agnostic in a merely noncommittal sense; unsure or undecided, they do not know what to think either way, because the inducements on either side appear to them equally weak or strong. This neutral stance is consistent with a lack of hostility to religion, and even to a form of religious observance, sometimes on the grounds of something like Pascal’s Wager: the French mathematician Blaise Pascal (1623-62) argued that even if the probability that there is a god is extremely small, it is better to believe in its existence, and to act accordingly, because the potential benefits of doing so are far greater than those of not doing so. If there is a god, believing that there is will have earned a reward so great that it far outweighs the cost exacted by believing there is a god and being wrong.

There are also, somewhat differently, those who use ‘agnostic’ in a sense consistent with theism, to mean that although they believe in the existence of some sort of supernatural agency, they know nothing about its nature, and are not in a position to affirm or deny anything about it accordingly.

The term ‘agnostic’ was coined from the Greek a (‘not’ or ‘without’) and  gnosis (‘knowledge’) by T.H. Huxley (1825-95), who wrote, ‘In matters of the intellect, follow your reason as far as it will take you, without regard to any other consideration. And negatively: in matters of the intellect, do not pretend that conclusions are certain which are not demonstrated or demonstrable’ (Agnosticism, 1889). As this shows, the term’s originator himself took it to denote the stronger view described, namely, that there are no grounds for saying that there are supernatural agencies, and consequently no grounds for factoring them into any considerations of science or morals. On the connected matter of personal immortality he wrote, ‘I neither affirm nor deny the immortality of man. I see no reason  for believing it, but, on the other hand, I have no means of disproving it,’ which exactly captures the agnostic attitude.

As a conscious movement, agnosticism belongs chiefly to the Victorian age, when many could no longer accept Christianity, or indeed any positive supernaturalist belief, but at the same time remained wedded to the moral outlook, and found their spiritual yearnings satisfied by scientific and romantic interest in nature. As to the moral side of the question, a light-hearted limerick sums it up: ‘There was a young man from Moldavia/ Who no longer believed in the Saviour/ So he erected instead/ With himself as the head/ The religion of decorous behaviour’. ‘Moldavianism’ was the order of the day among the educated and scientific classes.

Although T.H. Huxley coined the term, the thinker who gave it its profoundest currency was Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) in his First Principles (1862), the opening work in a vast synthesis of philosophy premised on evolutionary theory. His claim was that science and religion could be reconciled - this being the vast question of the day - only if it was accepted that both rested on what is ultimately unknowable. This is agnosticism in action with a vengeance.

Agnosticism in the religious context is thought by many to be a more reasonable as well as a more conciliatory position than atheism. In fact it is not; it is a fence-sitting position premised on confusions about knowledge and rationality. Strictly speaking, if knowledge is a matter of definitive proof, then we know nothing outside mathematics and logic, and there only because we have defined the terms, axioms and operations from which the ‘truths’ of these formal systems follow. For consider: even so seemingly obvious a claim as that there is a laptop screen before me now as I write these words can be called in question by sceptical arguments challenging me to ‘prove’ that I am not asleep and dreaming, or hallucinating, or a brain in a vat only thinking it has hands whose fingers are plying a keyboard. Such doubts, in practical terms, are trivial; so in practice we give the name of knowledge to what has been repeatedly tested and verified, and which forms the basis for other things we think and do, and which is borne out in our applications of it to our actions. Thus, we take aerodynamic engineering to rest on a relevant body of knowledge whenever we take off in an aeroplane; aerodynamics is amply established as a body of knowledge by its repeated empirical success, and this despite the fact that it cannot be ‘proved’ to the standards of a theorem in mathematics.

But the point about the supposed reasonableness of religious  agnosticism is that to think there might be supernatural beings or entities in the universe has the same rational ground as thinking that a china teapot is in orbit round the sun. This was Bertrand Russell’s amusing way of pointing out the agnostic’s problem: he cannot prove that there is not a china teapot flying round the sun, so by his lights he must leave open the possibility that there is such a thing, and suspend judgement either way. But obviously enough, every consideration of evidence and reason weighs so heavily against there being such a thing that to entertain the possibility that it might be so - not, note, even to go so far as to think it equally likely or unlikely - is irrational to the extent quite literally of lunacy.

All one has to do is to think very seriously about what is putatively meant by hypothesizing the existence of supernatural entities or beings - deities, fairies, gnomes, ghosts - consistently with the world as we encounter and investigate it. The gods of Olympus or the Hindu pantheon or Moses’s burning bush are at one, evidentially and logically, with the tooth fairy and the flying teapot: if it is a form of lunacy to continue to believe in the tooth fairy into adult life, and to organize one’s life around its existence, then it is a form of lunacy to believe in the existence of any of the other things. It only seems not to be lunacy to believe in the gods of traditional religions because doing so has such a weight of historical and social sanction, exploiting the credulity, needs and fears of children and mainly unreflective adults, though some quite intelligent adults believe (usually convolutedly sophistical versions of) such things too.

See: AGNOSTICISM, ATHEISM, ENLIGHTENMENT, RELIGION, SECULARISM




ALTRUISM

In its primary sense of putting the interests of others before one’s own, the term altruisme was coined by Auguste Comte in 1851 from the Italian altrui meaning ‘others’. It literally therefore means ‘othersism’. The concept, if not the word, appears in most moral systems, for it is a key aspect of thinking about the good and the nature of relationships, and states that the question of what is owed to others, both in connection with particular obligations and generally, should occupy a central place.

The moral quality of altruism may be grasped through its contrast with its opposite, namely selfishness, understood as the conscious or otherwise propensity to put one’s own interests before the interests of others. It is easy to imagine the range of both altruism and selfishness,  from the minor to the major exercise of both, but it is the latter that most sharply brings out the essential character of each. So, the self-sacrifice of a soldier to save the lives of his comrades, and causing serious harm to others to gain an advantage for oneself, constitute focal cases of each.

On some views, an act cannot be truly altruistic if performing it brings some benefit to the actor. So if one takes pleasure or satisfaction in helping others, even if no material gain or public recognition is involved, the act can be construed as self-interested enough not to be ‘genuinely’ altruistic. This is a convenience for theorists whose view of human nature is such that they wish to construe as self-interested every act, however beneficial to others as well as (or even more than) to its actor. In a well-ordered moral universe one might wish that everyone would take pleasure and satisfaction in helping others or acting in their interests, and this fact would be seen as a good in itself, for thereby everyone gains.

Identifying self-interest as the true and invariable source of motivation for action is known as ‘egoism’ in philosophy, and as usual philosophers have identified a variety of subspecies. Psychological egoism is the view that even apparently altruistic acts always in fact conceal a self-interested motive; rational egoism is the view that the only justifiable end of action is one’s own good. In guises which can be characterized as cynical or realistic depending on taste, some contributors to the revived debate about morality in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such as La Rochefoucauld and Bernard Mandeville, went so far as to say that apparent altruistic acts are actually acts of vanity: ‘It is not always from courage that men are courageous, or from chastity that women are chaste’ is one of La Rochefoucauld’s maxims.

The source of this kind of view is Aquinas, who said that love is in part a function of self-love, which he derived from what is arguably a mistaken reading of Aristotle’s remark in the section on friendship in his Nicomachean Ethics that friendly feelings for others arise from our friendship for ourselves - the idea being (for Aristotle) that a true friend is ‘another self’, so that the other is comprehended in exactly the same domain of concern as oneself. There is an interpretation of this which does not entail that self-interest is the wellspring of all behaviour, obviously, but it is not the interpretation favoured by theorists of egoism.

A key area of more recent debate has concerned the possibility of altruism given a biological understanding of human development. In terms of general evolutionary theory, individual members of a species are described as behaving altruistically if what they do benefits not just other members of the species but even other organisms, and to its own  individual disadvantage. Examples from across nature are legion. To explain it the notions of ‘kin selection’ and ‘reciprocal altruism’ have been mooted, the first hypothesizing that genes which cause an individual to help relatives to ensure that their shared genes have a greater overall chance of survival will proliferate in a population if the benefits of doing so outweigh the costs (‘Hamilton’s Rule’), and the latter is based on the observation that members of different species will act in each other’s interests because the outcome of doing so is better than if each individually sought its own advantage only.

Critics have been quick to say that neither kin selection nor reciprocal altruism are ‘true altruism’ because of course there is an advantage to the actors themselves in both kinds of case. Among insects, plants and the rest of non-human nature it seems a little too much to expect there to be patterns of behaviour that do not have a species advantage, since the inevitable and probably fairly rapid result would be extinction. But among conscious and reflective human beings it might be expected that principles, beliefs, affections, interests and a sense of greater good might trump self-interest and even self-preservation at times - and that they often do.

See: EGOISM, EVOLUTION, POSITIVISM AND LOGICAL POSITIVISM




ANARCHISM

Anarchy literally means ‘without ruler or government’, and denotes a political arrangement in which there is no framework of laws or a governing authority. Anarchism is the theory that advocates anarchy in this sense; it is the theory held by those who argue for abolition of the state, defined as a body which exists to maintain a compulsory legal order. Anarchists argue that organic communities will emerge from the common sense of people opposed to living under any form of authority other than what they impose on themselves.

Colloquially ‘anarchy’ means riotous disorder and mess, and it is generally believed - on the basis of reasonable assumptions about human nature - that anarchy in the first, strict, sense would all too soon degenerate into anarchy in the second sense, with might quickly becoming right, and human life reverting to the ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’ state described by Thomas Hobbes as pertaining to the supposed anarchic situation of mankind before government and laws, when what prevailed was a ‘war of all against all’.

Anarchists reply that even if one cynically refused to accept that bonds of friendship and affection might actuate communal behaviour, even the basest self-interest dictates that free individuals would have to set up relationships of mutual assistance, so that order would spontaneously emerge in communities of self-governing people.

The claims of certain anthropologists about the Kalahari Bushmen and some others aside, there are few examples of societies that can be described as anarchies, except briefly and usually in the aftermath of war or other major disaster (for example, for periods during the French Revolution, the Spanish Civil War, and Somalia towards the end of the twentieth century). It is hard therefore to judge the validity of the psychological, sociological and political claims implicit in or optimistically assumed by anarchist theory.

Nevertheless one can canvass some probabilities to test whether an anarchic arrangement would be likely to work, as follows. Contemporary advanced societies function fairly smoothly, in general, within a framework of institutions which give assurance to most people that they can rely on arrangements they have made, contracts they have entered into, and services they depend on. This fact is overlooked by most people because of the very success of its operation; yet it is the result of its being constituted by the enforceable rule of law and well-regulated normal government - in short, the opposite of anarchy, either in the colloquial sense of disorder or in the strict sense of absence of government.

In place of what makes for such order, anarchists propose a society constituted by a sum of voluntary associations, unconstrained and unregulated by anything beyond individual good will. But the central weakness in anarchism, thus characterized, is this: individuals are to some degree self-interested, and not all self-interest is indefensible or irrational. The same applies to groups, such as families or tribes. Sympathies are limited, and so are resources; competition between individuals and groups is therefore inevitable. Competition can, and often does, lead to conflict. Therefore unless there are rules, enforceable and carrying sanctions, to ensure the regulation of competition and a just resolution of conflicts should they arise, the outcome will be that the strong will trample the weak and injustice will be general.

As this suggests, the anarchists’ belief that people can live in unregulated mutual harmony is touching but naive. To this inadequate moral psychology they add generalizations about ‘freedom’, failing to see that the freedoms worth having require protection because of their vulnerability, and that it is precisely in pursuit of genuine liberties that humans congregate into civil society and agree enforceable laws.

The anarchist’s mistake is to think that because tyranny is hateful the state should be abolished. A more rational idea is to abolish not the state but tyranny, by making the state fairer and freer, thus protecting its members from the depredations of the greedy and the vile, who are too numerous among us to make anarchism even a remotely serious option.

A close cousin to anarchism is libertarianism (not liberalism), a fact that shows how political wings bend back so far that they touch: for whereas libertarianism is typically associated with right-wing attitudes, most forms of anarchism (e.g. anarcho-communism, anarcho-syndicalism) are typically regarded as lying at the other end of the spectrum. Libertarians are apt to believe in free markets, minimal government, gun ownership and the undesirability of welfare, this latter on the ground that people have not only a right to be free and minimally governed by others, but the correlative obligation to accept the responsibilities this implies. This latter view is at least consistent, but it overlooks, rather harshly, the unequal endowments and histories of individuals, facts which privilege the few at the expense of the many, among which latter are a further many who cannot benefit from all the opportunities that competitive societies offer. Political philosophies that place social justice and the obligations of communities to their members at or near the centre of attention are, accordingly, opposed to this aspect of libertarianism.

Libertarianism’s main home is the United States; its votaries claim that Thomas Jefferson and the Founding Fathers were proponents of their view. In their preferences for economic policy they find inspiration in the writings of Milton Friedman, Friedrich Hayek and Ludwig von Mises. In Britain an apostle of this view was Mrs Thatcher, who went so far as to deny that there is such a thing as ‘society’, believing instead that what are misdescribed by that name are congeries of individuals busily at work furthering their own interests. For those in a good position such views are agreeable. For those concerned about people who are not in a good position, they are deeply uncongenial.

This last remark touches on an important political divide, between outlooks that differ in the relative importance they attach to social justice and individualism. Anarchism and libertarianism in fact lie on the same side of that divide, namely, on the individualist side. It is an oddity of political theorizing and activism that views so opposed in other respects as these two should in their most central impulses be so alike. The really big difference between them is this: that libertarians desire  to see strong policing of those who do not profit from libertarianism, so that those who do so profit can enjoy those profits unmolested. Thus libertarianism is selective and partial in the anarchy it advocates, while anarchism is more consistent and inclusive.

See: ABSOLUTISM, DEMOCRACY, POLITICS, TERRORISM




ANIMAL RIGHTS

Human beings have used other animals for food and labour, and more latterly as subjects in scientific experimentation, without much scruple because they have standardly believed that animals are not entitled to anything like the same moral consideration as humans. Kindness to pets is expected of people who have them, and more recent history has seen many countries pass laws which criminalize cruelty to animals, and regulate their treatment by farmers, abattoir workers, hunters, zoo-keepers, circus personnel, and laboratory researchers.

This has come belatedly, and still only partially, for there has been a long history of concern for animals and their moral status. Theophrastus, a pupil of Aristotle, argued in the fourth century BCE that animals share some of the mental and emotional characteristics of humans, and urged vegetarianism and better treatment of animals therefore. His was very much a minority view, of course, and became more so during the Christian era when the biblical grant of animals to mankind’s dominion was used as confirmatory justification for the universal and age-old exploitation of animals for human convenience.

Writing at the turn of the nineteenth century, Jeremy Bentham opposed this prevailing view by arguing that the key point about the moral status of animals is that they are capable of suffering, which makes a demand on us to treat them with moral respect. This insight has been the inspiration for Peter Singer, the chief contemporary proponent of animal rights, who argues that an animal’s capacity for suffering (and correlatively for enjoyment) puts it into a relation of equality with all other animals having the same capacity, including humans. Language and rationality have traditionally been regarded as the demarcating features that place humans higher than other animals in the scale not just of being but (and therefore) of moral value; the Bentham-Singer view turns on the premise that it is not language and rationality but sentience which is the crucial factor.

The consequence of taking such a view is great. Questions of meat  eating, the fur industry, hunting, livestock farming, dairy production, medical and cosmetics research, zoos and circuses, pet keeping, conservation, poaching and whaling, all fall within the purview of debate about animal rights and welfare. An initiative to embrace all the great apes - gorillas, chimpanzees, bonobos, orang-utans and humans - in the same sphere of moral regard, the Great Ape Project, is an important step in reshaping attitudes; for once a declaration of rights for all great apes has been secured, it will be easier to educate human sensibilities about the moral claims of other sentient creatures.

Critics of animal rights say that because animals cannot enter into social contracts with each other, in the sense of recognizing and accepting obligations and duties with respect to each other, and since they cannot make moral choices, they are not fit subjects for inclusion in the sphere of moral thought, except at best in a derivative way by making a minimal demand on humans to treat them ‘humanely’ when appropriate. This view rests on the mistake of thinking that only beings who can have and recognize duties can have rights. The mistake rests on treating duties and rights as the reverse and obverse of the same coin. That this is incorrect is shown by the fact that we accord rights to infants and the demented elderly even though they do not have duties, and not merely because they will have or have had duties, but because certain facts or qualities pertaining to them make us view them as proper objects of moral regard in their own right. This implies a distinction between ‘moral agents’ and ‘moral patients’; the former are those who have and recognize moral duties and are accountable for their exercise, the latter are those entities towards whom or which some of a moral agent’s duties are owed. Of course all moral agents are also moral patients, but the converse does not hold. A chicken, in virtue of being able to experience fear and suffering, is a moral patient, but obviously not a moral agent. The critic of animal rights who says that only duty-bearers are worthy of moral regard is restricting moral patienthood to moral agents. That is a stipulation, not an argument, and moreover not one based on good grounds.

And it might be mentioned, by the way, that it is moot that higher primates other than humans (monkeys, baboons, and non-human apes) do not recognize obligations to others, especially kin; primate ethology suggests that matters are quite otherwise.

It is an interesting fact that organized movements for animal welfare, and eventually animal rights more generally, began in the wake of the Enlightenment. The SPCA (Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals) was founded in Britain in 1824, to be followed by similar  organizations in other countries as the century advanced. Added impetus came in the 1960s when the animal rights movement as such came into being, again unsurprisingly in the context of movements against racism and sexism, which made good sense of the argument that ‘speciesism’ was another form of prejudice and unjustified privileging of one group (humans) over others (other animals) just as sexism and racism were prejudice and unjustified privileging of one group (males, whites) over others (females, blacks). The resonant term ‘speciesism’ was coined by psychologist Richard Ryder, and made famous by Peter Singer in his book  Animal Liberation (1975).

There is a campaign for the United Nations to adopt a Universal Declaration of Animal Rights in imitation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). It invokes the overwhelming evidence that animals can experience pain and pleasure, and emotional states of depression and anxiety (as for example when in captivity or when being herded into abattoirs), and calls for their protection from the infliction of suffering. It argues that a difference in species, as with a difference of race, is no justification for differential treatment or regard, and certainly does not justify exploitation or oppression, imprisonment, and subjection to experiment. And on the grounds of the ‘evolutionary and moral kinship’ of all animals it calls for animals to be accorded rights, and for their rights to be protected.

See: ANTHROPOCENTRISM, BIODIVERSITY, SOCIOBIOLOGY, 
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ANTHROPIC PRINCIPLE

The ‘anthropic principle’ states that if the universe were different from how it is, there could be no life in it - and in particular, we would not exist to observe and study the universe. Put another way, it states that the ‘constants’ of nature (the values of, for example, the speed of light, the electric charge, the Planck constant) are fine-tuned for the production of life, making it appear that we occupy a preferred time and place in a preferred universe.

The implications of this view, if crudely drawn, are pleasing to those who think the universe exists so that we can exist - indeed, that it was expressly designed for that purpose. As self-centredness goes, it would be hard to find anything to beat humanity’s readiness to think in these terms. This was the prevailing view for many centuries before Copernicus  showed that planet Earth is not the centre of the solar system, from which it rapidly followed that the solar system was not the centre of the universe, but something relatively insignificant in the grand scheme of things - a cluster of bodies around an ordinary star, one of a very large number in one arm of a galaxy among billions of other galaxies.

But the impulse to self-congratulatory admiration of the way the universe appears to be arranged for the express purpose of producing humanity (which, remember, counts among its members Adolf Hitler and Pol Pot as well as Leonardo da Vinci, Johannes Brahms and Albert Einstein) has been given a boost by the observation that the basic constants of physics and chemistry seem to be fine-tuned to give rise to exactly a universe which can produce and sustain life (us), and which would not, because it could not, exist if the constants did not have just the values they do.

For example: if electrons and protons did not have equal and opposite charges, chemistry would be radically different, and might entail the resulting impossibility of life. Likewise there would be no water if the weak nuclear force were any weaker than it is, for then all the universe’s hydrogen would turn to helium, and there can be no water without hydrogen. In any case the properties of water are miraculously suitable too: alone among molecules, because of the properties of the hydrogen atom, it is lighter in its solid than in its liquid form, meaning that ice floats. If this were not so the oceans would freeze and planet Earth would be an ice ball, inimical to life.

Equally marvellous is how carbon synthesis happens. Carbon is the key component of all organic molecules, and therefore underlies the very possibility of life - at least, of life as we understand it. If the ratio of the strong nuclear force to the electromagnetic force (which keeps electrons in nuclear ‘orbit’ to constitute atoms) were different, the process in the heart of stars which synthesizes carbon could not happen. Moreover the window of opportunity for carbon synthesis to happen is a very small one, requiring precise energy levels, temperatures and tiny timescales. The age of the universe is crucial too; at about 13 billion years old the universe is ripe for the production of carbon. If it were ten times younger there would not have been enough time for carbon synthesis, if it were ten times older the main sequence stars in which carbon is produced would have passed their sell-by date for the process.

So this must be what has been called ‘the golden age’ of the universe for life. Add to this the fact that gravity is 1039 times weaker than electromagnetism; were it not so much weaker, stars would be far more massive  and would therefore burn up far more quickly. The value of the strong nuclear force is also crucial, for if it were even only a little stronger atoms could not form, and if it were a little weaker neither could stars.

Some - obviously enough, religious apologists foremost among them - see this as ‘proving’ that the universe exists expressly in order for us to exist, whereas the fact that we exist means that of course the physical constants of the universe have to be such that it is possible for us to be here, for if they were not, we would not be here to measure them. So to take the values of the constants as proving that they were fitted to produce us is to put the cart well before the horse - or better: to argue that because some of us wear spectacles, noses came specifically into existence to support them.

Moreover it is also a big assumption that the only kind of life there can be is carbon-based life, or that different universes could not produce life and even intelligence on the basis of physical arrangements different from those in the observable universe.

The term ‘anthropic principle’ was coined by astrophysicist Brandon Carter in his 1973 contribution to a symposium in honour of Nicolaus Copernicus. As a corrective to the view that Copernicus had shown we occupy no special place in the universe, Carter sought to show that there is a relation between the constants of nature and our existence. He defined two forms of the anthropic principle, a ‘weak’ one explaining the striking relations between some of the constants of nature in terms of this being a point and place in the universe’s history that permits life of our kind to exist, and a ‘strong’ one suggesting that we can infer what the constants should be from facts about carbon-based life of our kind, or alternatively that we occupy one of a number of universes in which the constants are as we observe them to be.

In their book The Anthropic Cosmological Principle John Barrow and Frank Tipler provide the following somewhat different (and somewhat confusingly so) definitions:1. The observed values of all physical and cosmological quantities are not equally probable but they take on values restricted by the requirement that there exist sites where carbon-based life can evolve, and by the requirement that the universe be old enough for it to have already done so.

2. The universe must have those properties that allow life to develop within it at some stage of its history because (i) there exists one possible universe ‘designed’ with the goal of generating and sustaining  observers; or (ii) observers are necessary to bringing the universe into existence; or (iii) an ensemble of other universes is necessary for the existence of our universe (compare the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics).



(1) is their version of a ‘Weak Anthropic Principle’ and (2) is their version of a ‘Strong Anthropic Principle’. In effect (1) can be glossed as an iteration of the point that the constants are as they are because we, made possible by them being so, now happen to observe them. (2) is more controversial under any of its three readings, one of which has it that the universe is designed (pleasing to the religious) and another having it - far more plausibly - that the universe is in fact a multiverse with the parameters differing from one universe to another, and with us occupying the one where they are suitable for life.

See: BLACK HOLES, CREATIONISM, QUANTUM MECHANICS, 
RELATIVITY, SCIENCE, SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTIONS, STANDARD MODEL, 
STRING THEORY




ANTHROPOCENTRISM

To see everything as having humankind at the centre, or as the measure, or as the chief point of interest; to conceive of the gods as human beings writ large (Xenophon said that if the horses had gods they would be horses too); to think that nothing has greater value than human beings, and that everything else can legitimately be bent to the service, use or interest of humanity, is to place humankind at the pinnacle of value in the world, and to privilege human existence over other kinds.

The contrast to anthropocentrism is ‘biocentrism’, the view that all life is valuable, not just human life. Biocentrism lies at the heart of environmental and ecological movements and animal rights activity. Espousers of such views blame forms of anthropocentrism that see the world as the possession, resource, playground and rubbish-bin of humanity for the harm they have done to the natural environment.

However, it is only when anthropocentrism is coupled with disregard for the rest of nature that it merits the charges laid against it by environmentalists, for one form of the latter is itself anthropocentric in arguing that the chief reason for safeguarding the natural world is that doing so protects the interests of future people. This is consistent with holding that nature is intrinsically valuable and worth protecting  for its own sake, but it allows a contrast with those who think nature as a whole is more valuable than any one constituent of it, and would therefore be better off without humankind in it. This is the limiting case of a non-anthropocentric environmentalism, and is as extreme as a non-environmental anthropocentrism. Obviously enough, the right answer here is an Aristotelian mean between the two.

Debate on these matters is sometimes cast in terms of Value Assumptions, the ‘Sole Value Assumption’, the ‘Greater Value Assumption’, and the ‘Equal Value Assumption’. The Sole Value Assumption says that the only thing that has value is humanity. It takes little reflection to show that this is as untenable a view as attributing sole value to plants or non-human animals, for one immediately sees that, at very least, other things can have instrumental value as subserving the interests of humanity; so, a case can be made for considering the interests of the environment and animals insofar as doing so advances the good of humanity. This in effect is the Greater Value Assumption, saying that humanity has greater value than the rest of nature, but that value can also be accorded to the latter.

A problem that now arises is that it matters what kind of value is attributable to non-human nature. If it is only instrumental value, then if any part of nature stands in the way of human interests, or some perception of what these are, it is straightforwardly dispensable. But if the value is intrinsic, then questions arise about what humanity is entitled to do, if anything, to prefer its own interests before aspects of nature. The Greater Value Assumption by its nature suggests that in a direct conflict of interests the former will always carry greater weight, and this settles the issue.

The Equal Value Assumption is what it says: humans are equal in value to other animals and the rest of nature. Very few would be inclined to accept either this or the non-anthropocentric environmentalist view mentioned above, and accordingly some thinkers, chief among them Peter Singer, have argued that a different point needs to be made, one relating not to equality of value but to equality of consideration; thus, equal consideration can be given only when interests are equal, which (for an important example) implies vegetarianism because the life of an animal is worth greater consideration than an individual human having meat for lunch. This is in essence a utilitarian argument, and as such does not rule out the claim that interests can indeed be unequal. Rather, it seeks to prevent a situation arising in which there is distortion in the consideration of competing interests by antecedent loading in favour of one side only.

See: ANIMAL RIGHTS, BIODIVERSITY, SOCIOBIOLOGY




ANTI-SEMITISM

Hostility to Jewish people, ranging from individual feelings of dislike or suspicion to organized - even by governments - persecution of Jewish individuals and communities, in every case on the principal ground of their Jewishness rather than any individual failing or character quirk, is anti-Semitism. The history of this prejudice is one of the disgraces of humankind, culminating as it does in the effort by the Nazis during the course of the Second World War to exterminate European Jewry, resulting in the industrial murder of some 6 million men, women and children, many in the gas chambers of concentration camps especially built for the purpose. This event, known as the Holocaust, is different only in degree, not in kind, from the sufferings repeatedly inflicted on Jews since they were scattered after the fall of the second Temple in Jerusalem in 70 CE.

It seems that the expression ‘anti-Semitic’ itself arose in one of the more disagreeable and wrong-headed arenas of nineteenth-century thought, namely debates about race and supposed ‘racial purity’. The French philosopher Ernest Renan was at the forefront of racist views to the effect that the Chinese are a race of manually skilful workers, Negroes a race of agricultural labourers, and Europeans a race of masters and soldiers. He asserted that Semitic peoples (Arabs and Jews) are inferior to Aryans, and it was this remark that prompted the Austrian writer Moritz Steinschneider to coin the term ‘anti-Semitic’ to describe Renan’s position. But it was the rabble-rousing writings of Wilhelm Marr that explicitly urged renewal of organized hostility to Jewry, even to the formation of a ‘League of Anti-Semites’, and this forced the label into dictionaries.

The reality of anti-Semitism did not wait for baptism with this name. It began almost as soon as the Jewish people of antiquity encountered others in the growing cosmopolitanism of the post-classical period. In the fourth and third centuries BCE Greeks and Jews came into conflict, resulting in anti-Jewish disturbances in Alexandria in the third century BCE and efforts by Greek rulers of eastern Mediterranean lands to suppress circumcision and other Jewish practices. The first recorded expulsion of a Jewish population occurred under the Emperor Tiberius in the first century CE, when Rome’s Jews were made to leave the city en masse. Relations between the Roman authorities and Palestine’s Jews were often uneasy, resulting in a number of rebellions, the last of which - with the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE - saw the wider dispersion of Jews into exile across Europe, the Middle East and North Africa. It is  probable that the historical Jesus was executed (crucifixion was the form of execution for insurgents and rebels) for participation in subversion against Roman rule.

The record of anti-Jewish feeling and action is sketchy in the later Empire and the sequel of its fall in the West, partly no doubt because the historian Edward Gibbon is right when he characterizes this as a period of relative tolerance. But in the eleventh century CE things changed. Massacres of Jews occurred in Córdoba and Granada, and both in Spain and the Middle East synagogues were destroyed and conversion to Islam, on pain of death otherwise, was forced on many Jewish communities.

Christian countries were not far behind in anti-Semitic activity. Blaming the Jews for Jesus’s death, encouraging anti-Jewish feeling with lurid stories of atrocities, including the ritual sacrifice of Christian children, and stoking resentment of Jewish commercial and financial success, the Church and Christian temporal authorities justified by these means their own pogroms and expulsions, and worst of all their Crusades against Jews. The First Crusade of 1096 saw the massacre of whole Jewish communities in the Rhine and Danube regions; the Second Crusade of 1147 saw mass murder of Jews in France. Repeats occurred in the crusades of 1251 and 1320. England expelled all its Jews in 1290; over 100,000 Jews were driven from France in 1398; in 1421 Austria drove out a large proportion of its Jewish population, and in 1492 Spain expelled all its Jews. In each case individual Jews lost almost everything they owned, and probably felt fortunate to escape with their lives.

For some centuries after the late medieval period the Jews found a welcome in eastern Europe, especially Poland, and flourished there. Elsewhere they continued to be blamed when one or another difficulty arose, and were persecuted as a result; when the Black Death swept across Europe the Jews were accused of being responsible for it by poisoning water supplies, and violence against them resulted in thousands of deaths.

By the harsh inexorability of their fate, the Jewish populations which had migrated eastward to escape the rage and hatred of Christian majorities, and which had settled in Poland, Lithuania, the Ukraine and Russia, after a while began to suffer in these regions too, not least in the horrendous period in the seventeenth century that included the pogroms enacted by Cossack leader Bohdan Khmelnytsky.

The racial theories of the nineteenth century were not needed to prepare the ground for Nazi and Stalinist atrocities against Jews in the twentieth century, but they acted as a spur nevertheless. There is a  seeming paradox here, in the fact that anti-Semitism was becoming more organized in the light of these racial theories even as - particularly in German-speaking parts of Europe - many Jews were becoming assimilated, extensively blending into mainstream bourgeois and cultural life. Conversion to Christianity and intermarriage were large factors in this process, and the great success of Jewish individuals as net contributors to the flourishing of the age in music, philosophy, literature and science is undeniable. Moreover a growing opposition among some circles to anti-Semitism resulted in celebrated causes such as the Dreyfus affair in France, in which opposition to anti-Semitism was led by Emile Zola.

Yet as that affair itself shows, Jewish assimilation was only skin-deep, and may itself have been a prompt to increased hostility on the part of those predisposed to anti-Semitism. Whatever the explanation, the hideous assault on European Jewry carried out by the Nazis happened despite the apparently civilized assimilative progress of the preceding century: and it thereby serves as one climax (with the fate of Israel still pending one cannot say ‘the’ climax) to a deeply tragic story.

A point that requires clarification concerns whether anti-Semitism is a primarily religious hostility, or whether it is, or is also - or perhaps the question is: when did it become - a racial one too. For the Nazis it was emphatically racial; a Jew who had converted to Christianity was still a Jew, and merited extermination on that ground alone. In earlier times persecution of Jews ceased when they converted to Islam or Christianity, depending upon who was the persecutor of the day. Under Torquemada in late fifteenth-century Spain something like the Nazi suspicion led to persecution of conversos, though in this case a justification was offered to the effect that they might only be pretending to be Christians to save their skins. One might call this a halfway-house reason for persecuting them; the underlying reason remained the supposed stain of Jewishness itself.

The root of Christian hatred of Jews lies in several New Testament passages. One is I Thessalonians 2: 14-16: ‘For you, brothers, became imitators of God’s churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own countrymen the same things those churches suffered from the Jews, who killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets and also drove us out. They displease God and are hostile to all men in their effort to keep us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved. In this way they always heap up their sins to the limit. The wrath of God has come upon them at last.’ Another is John 18: 20-2, in which Jesus is hit by a Jewish guard; this individual is the ‘wandering Jew’, punished  for his act of lèse divine majesté by being doomed to wander the earth perpetually without promise of release by death. In Matthew 27: 24-5 Pontius Pilate explicitly places the blame for Jesus’s execution on the Jews’ shoulders. And in Acts 7: 51-3 St Stephen, immediately prior to his martyrdom, indicts the Jews for the betrayal and murder of Jesus, and for thereby rejecting the Holy Spirit (the unforgivable blasphemy) and God’s promise.

Unsurprisingly, the Church was ever thereafter pronouncedly anti-Semitic, many of its votaries (until Vatican Two officially abandoned this view) regarding Jews as collectively responsible for the death of Jesus - which means: for the illogical crime of deicide (illogical because the deity is immortal - but such niceties do not trouble the faithful; nor are they troubled by the fact that without the Jews the alleged mission of Jesus would not have been accomplished) - and accordingly as bearers of a stigma justifying ill-treatment. It was easy for religious grounds of hostility to transpose themselves into racial form; the idea of religious inferiority and that of cultural, moral, and thence racial inferiority is a declension that unreflective hostility is bound to follow. It makes it no more excusable.

Anti-Semitism should be impossible after the Holocaust, yet alas it continues. One reason, or more often excuse, is the vexed and unhappy matter of Israel and its relations to the Palestinians and its other neighbours in the Middle East. It is frequently hard to distinguish opposition to Israeli actions in that region from anti-Semitism, and often the two are connected. They should not be: but saying this is the easy part.

See: FASCISM, JUDAISM, RACISM, TOLERANCE




ARISTOCRACY

Aristocracy is the political thesis that government should lie in the hands of those most suitably equipped by character and experience to rule. The word literally means ‘rule by the best’. The best would be intelligent, informed, wise, reflective, fair-minded, humane and incorruptible people, who would have seen the world and had a good share of life’s highs, lows, comforts and dangers. Given that there are so few in all history who could satisfy this prescription, aristocracy would appear to be an impossible system of government.

As a matter of historical fact, aristocracies (nobilities, ruling castes or classes) are bodies of people consisting of or descended from people  who acquired wealth and power, and secured themselves and their descendants in both. The first acquisition of wealth and power has, again as a matter of historical fact, been a case largely of robbery and rapine, whether on the grand scale (as in conquest by one group of another, for example the Norman conquest of England) or on more local scales.

A self-serving thesis soon enough arose to the effect that the qualities of those who grasped wealth and power were inherited by their descendants. This helped to transform the idea of the ‘best’ from actual merits currently displayed by an individual, to a fiction about inherited nobility or ‘blood’.

As a concept in political philosophy, aristocracy’s origin lies in the reaction of Plato to the failure of Athenian democracy. ‘Democracy’ did not then mean what it does now; Plato defined it in the Republic as ‘the extreme of popular liberty’, in which ‘slaves and women’ not only have the same rights and freedoms as adult men, but the latter can actually refuse war service or other civic duties if they are disinclined to them.

What Plato meant by democracy, in short, would better be described as anarchy. He was led to this pessimistic view by what he saw as the impotence and chaos of the Athenian democracy. In his eyes it had become mob rule (‘ochlocracy’). This showed, he argued, that the uneducated, ill-informed and unskilled mob cannot be expected to conduct the skilled craft of government, which requires special gifts of mind and training - and these, by definition, are possessed by few, and indeed only by the best few.

Moreover, just as the state is like a human body, in which the harmony of the humours constitutes health, and where the head rules, so the state should be harmoniously organized, with as its government a committee of ‘philosopher kings’ - these being men chosen in childhood for their intelligence, educated in Platonic doctrine, living collegially without wives or private property (and hence without cause, says Plato, for dissension, covetousness, greed or strife). Because they are the best for the task, and have no inducements to be corrupt or tendentious in their actions, the philosopher kings would rule disinterestedly and justly, maintaining the balance in the state to its overall benefit.

This is a far cry from what aristocracy came in fact to mean historically. In constituting a class or caste system of privilege and unequal distribution of wealth and power, it resulted in its most decayed form in the untenable and finally revolution-inspiring ancien régime of eighteenth-century France, in which an effete, powdered, bewigged, pointless and parasitic aristocracy, largely exempt from taxes and preying on the sweated labour  of a disaffected peasantry, wasted its time in hollow formalities and pomp at the royal court.

In what is one of the most extraordinary of anachronisms even in so anachronistic a society as that of the British, with its monarchy, established Church and unwritten patchwork constitution, the entitlement of hereditary aristocrats to sit in the legislature of the state persisted into the early years of the twenty-first century.

The British aristocracy was enabled by the dazzling reach and power of the British Empire to see itself as the aristocracy of aristocracies. The Russians with their superfluity of inflated titles (‘princes’ and the like at two a penny), the counts and barons of then minor and more or less irrelevant places like Italy and Poland, the post-Revolution residue of France’s comtes and ducs (of whom there seemed far too many for good taste) and viscomtes, appeared to Britain’s nobility to be a tawdry lot, pimped out with meaningless decorations and self-importance but without real power in their own countries or status abroad. Some were rich - very rich - but the British aristocracy, though not in the slightest indifferent to money (rather the contrary), did not even think of it when their attention was on the blueness of blood. Impoverished noblemen were still noblemen, and still invited to house parties - these in fact were a form of outdoor relief for indigent aristocrats - and the only pecuniary consideration that ever applied to them was that daughters would not be married to them, or sons or indigent daughters if it could be helped.

The British aristocracy survived as long as it did in the real corridors of economic and political power for a variety of reasons: the British middle class’s snobbery, in Thackeray’s true sense of upward aspiration and emulation, whose concomitant is a completely irrational admiration for name and station; the fact that the aristocracy and the working classes, especially the rural working classes, genuinely understood and liked each other, and were therefore on each other’s side; and the slow, leaden-footed, retrogressive, conservative, plodding rate of change in British society and constitutional affairs right into the last decades of the twentieth century, when - as if released by the loss of empire and the collapse towards the second division of world power - the middle classes, who so lately came to be the main managers of British affairs, embarked on a series of hare-brained and clumsy constitutional reforms whose effect is to improve little and worsen much. The thing that really kept the aristocracy and its allies in charge for so long - the old-school-tie connections, what the Chinese call guanxi - is untouched by the reforms, and so a version of the hidden aristocratic hand still prevails, though it is no longer truly  a matter of lords and ladies, but of the new barons of hedge funds and multinational corporations. At least: until the crash of 2008.

See: ANARCHISM, CLASS, POLITICS




ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

In the words of the man who coined the expression in 1955, American computer scientist John McCarthy, ‘Artificial Intelligence’ denotes ‘the science and engineering of making intelligent machines’. His definition, and the multidisciplinary field of research and development it has come to define, are the outcome of responses to a classic paper entitled ‘Can Machines Think?’ by the computer genius Alan Turing, published in 1950. With the advent of vast amounts of easily summoned computing power, the business of replicating the essential components of intelligence - the ability to learn, reason, remember, communicate information, perceive, plan, and discriminatingly act upon the environment in the furtherance of goals - as functioning features of non-animal ‘agents’ such as computers themselves or computer-operated machines, has come into the realm of actuality. It has done so mainly in the form of ‘expert systems’ directed upon states of affairs that lend themselves to analysis in statistical, pattern-recognition, or other quantifiable terms - such as medical diagnostics, logistical monitoring, operational control (for example in flying and landing aircraft), and ‘data mining’.

Artificial intelligence (‘AI’) was effectively launched at the 1956 conference in Dartmouth, USA, for which John McCarthy coined the term in the first place. At the outset hopes were extraordinarily high that machines would be able to do everything humans could do; that machine minds, in effect, could and would be created. The founding assumption of this view is that all features of intelligence can be so precisely described that they can be replicated by a machine built for the purpose. Two of AI’s founders, H.A. Simon and Allen Newell, argued that intelligence is the output of a physical system that manipulates symbols. This claim was challenged by the philosopher John Searle by means of his ‘Chinese room’ argument: suppose someone sits inside a room with a manual on his knee correlating Chinese symbols with each other, such that when one symbol is passed to him through the ‘in’ slot of the room he can select its correlate and post it through the ‘out’ slot - all without knowing anything whatever about what the symbols mean. He is a symbol-manipulating device, but he is not the analogue of a mind. Similarly if we  looked inside a computer (a symbol-manipulating device par excellence) we would not find a ‘mind’ in there.

In the first heady decade of AI research, during which large research grants enabled the founding of AI laboratories at prestigious universities, remarkable progress was made in such areas as solving mathematical and logical problems, chess-playing, simple robotics, and plausible Turing-style language use. Such was the promise that the US Department of Defense channelled major sums to the AI labs, and H.A. Simon predicted with supreme confidence that ‘machines will be capable, within twenty years, of doing any work a man can do’. It was a view echoed by another founding father of the field, Marvin Minsky. They said these things in the mid-1960s; by the mid-1970s the severe limitations and problems of the project had become so apparent that the funding began to dry up, and with it the hopes.

In the 1980s a more targeted and less ambitious project, that of creating ‘expert systems’, began to attract private money in response to its success; and on this somewhat different basis the field flourishes, enhanced by the ever-increasing availability of computing power which, as ‘Moore’s Law’ indicates, is growing exponentially. (More accurately, Moore observed that hardware capacity doubles every two years, and his observation has held true for the last fifty years - he made the observation in 1965 as one of the co-founders of Intel. The rate of growth in processing speed and memory cannot be limitless, but it is still increasing exponentially as these words are written.)

From the outset AI has ranged widely among the sciences, social sciences and philosophy for the ideas, insights and tools it requires - not just in computing technology and systems, but in psychology, mathematics and logic, neurology, linguistics, operational research and economics, and it has major overlaps with the engineering and computing of expert systems such as those mentioned above, together with robotics and the development of security systems including face, iris, fingerprint and speech-pattern recognition. As usual, not all these applications are wholly welcome or benign; most are, so far.

Some argue that the use of the word ‘intelligent’ in AI is at least potentially misleading. The early desire to create non-animal agents which are to all intents and purposes as close to being human as one can get without actual skin and bone, and which ‘have minds’ in the same sense as human beings ‘have minds’, did not envisage the ‘artificial’ in ‘artificial intelligence’ as changing the meaning of ‘intelligence’. But some critics (well-motivated ones; not just those frightened by sci-fi scare  stories) pointed out that by definition if intelligence is artificial it cannot be intelligence as such, but a simulacrum of it, or replication of it; and a sticking point was and is the question whether a system that so closely models human intelligence as to pass the severest of updated and embellished Turing Tests could legitimately be thought to have experience and self-reflexive consciousness of the kind that distinguishes human mentation from what goes on in, say, a chess super-computer like Deep Blue.

Among the successes of the more techno-fix style of AI and robotics work which AI has become, turning away - at least for the time being - from the early heady hopes for replicating human mentation and capacity, and doing far better than humans can on the tasks for which AI is apt, are such things as spam filters for email messaging, satellite navigation traffic maps, driverless robot cars, probabilistic prediction of traffic jams, models of how cancer spreads, machine vision, and natural language analysis and employment. Some of these use very complex AI developments, some are technically simple; each fosters the other.

An element in the success of AI as thus evolved has been the use of Bayesian probability analysis in software for dealing with messy, ‘noisy’ (irrelevance-polluted) data. The world is just such a place, and undoubtedly the most intelligent way to approach it is to have the means for filtering out what matters from what, for the given purpose, is junk. AI seems to be considerably better than humans at getting rid of the latter.

See: GAME THEORY; MIND, PHILOSOPHY OF




ATHEISM

Someone who does not believe that there are supernatural beings in the universe of the kind, or anything like the kind, of gods and goddesses in whom votaries of history’s various religions have believed, is called by these votaries ‘an atheist’. As this suggests, the term is one coined and applied by theists to describe those who do not share their beliefs, and for almost all history and even to some extent today it is a pejorative term, carrying a connotation - for the great majority of people throughout history - of horror: for what might not a person do who does not believe he is watched every second of the day by an invisible policeman who when he is dead will cast him into everlasting torments for the sins, crimes, horrors, murders, rapes, atrocities and anarchies that an atheist must surely be capable of?

That sums up the appalled reaction felt by believers for most of  history towards those who abjure any kind of supernaturalistic belief; for them the word ‘atheist’ had the connotation that nowadays (and far, far more appropriately) attaches to the words ‘paedophile’ or ‘murderer’ - words denoting people who are not notably or exclusively irreligious, and somewhat the opposite, if history and the tabloid press are ever to be relied upon.

In fact everyone is an atheist, at very least about other people’s gods. Thus today’s Christian is an atheist about the gods of Hinduism, the Norsemen, Greek mythology, the more degenerate and superstitious kinds of Buddhism (which in its core is a philosophy, not a religion), the Aztecs, the ancient Egyptians, and so numerously on. He eschews belief in all gods save for the somewhat ambiguous three-in-one deity of his own relatively young religion (it is only two thousand years old), having perhaps forgotten that his forerunners were themselves called atheists because they would not accept the public deities, and their public observance, which bound the Roman world into a unity. That is why they were persecuted: because they challenged the state by refusing the obligations of citizenship, asserting that their allegiance lay outside to something else.
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