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PREFACE


Philosophy is the disease of which it is the cure.

If you puzzle and reflect on why, or whether, there are some things you ought or ought not to do – some things that are good; some things bad – then you are something of a philosopher. If you wonder how things really are – whether the mind is nothing but the brain; whether the world is divinely caused – you are something of a philosopher. And if you sometimes raise puzzling questions such as ‘What does it all mean?’ and ‘What’s the point?’, there is yet more evidence of your living within the philosophers’ realm.

Philosophers argue and debate, weave and stumble, and then clarify, within these three realms: of how things ought to be; how things are; and how there is meaning. There is a fourth, concerning knowledge acquisition: the puzzle of how (and if) we can have knowledge of those matters within the three other realms. That gives rise to a fifth, logic, concerning how to reason and argue well about all matters.

This book contains puzzling questions within the five areas mentioned above. The puzzles and perplexities, including some formal paradoxes, range from anguishes of morality and our understanding of the arts, of democracy and religion – to paradoxes of language, logic and love – to rationality and how best to conduct researches zoological. Yes, I managed an ‘A to Z’ in that sentence.

The puzzles, tales and little dialogues are designed to make us think about deep matters with which we live day by day. Philosophy may have the image of being distant, abstract and out of this world; but the subject does not have to be like that – and often it is not. Thus, the perplexities here often engage an everyday context, sometimes touched with humour. Philosophy can be fun; it can also be addictive. Philosophy reflects on some of our most basic understandings about the world and ourselves, and seeks to expose misunderstandings. Let me, in this Preface, by way of a few tales, draw attention to how some misunderstandings may occur.

‘Moore, do you always speak the truth?’

Two of the most eminent philosophers of the early twentieth century were the Cambridge philosophers, Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore. Moore was perceived as a man of complete honesty and integrity. Russell was worldly wise, a lover of many women – and mischievous. One day, Russell naughtily asked Moore if he always spoke the truth. Moore, being suitably modest, replied ‘No’. What should we conclude?

Moore’s answer amounted to, ‘I do not always speak the truth.’ Let us assume, though, that Moore was indeed being modest and everything else Moore ever said was true. Moore’s answer now amounts to, ‘What I am saying now is not true.’ But that is baffling for if what he is saying is not true, then, as that is what he is saying, it is after all true. Moreover, if it is true, it is not true. And that is a contradiction. We meet related paradoxes – and some modesty – in Chapters 6 and 15.

A statement is self-contradictory when there is no way in which it can be true. There is no way it can be true that this sentence is both written in English and not in English. Two statements contradict each other, when if one is true, the other must be false; and if one is false, the other must be true. Philosophers seek consistency, the avoidance of contradictions and other inconsistencies.

Inconsistencies do not exist ‘out there’ in nature. They arise when we represent, think or speak of the world and find ourselves entangled, as we did when reflecting on Moore’s reply to Russell. Philosophical reflection reveals many tangles in our assumptions and ways of living – that is, so to speak, the philosophical disease. Philosophical reflection guides us out of the tangled darkness into the light: well, that is the hope – and the hoped-for cure.


‘He could teach me nothing’


Arguably the greatest twentieth-century philosopher is Ludwig Wittgenstein. When he first arrived in Cambridge, where he was quickly seen as a tormented arrogant genius, Russell (yes, the same Russell as above) told him to learn some logic from W. E. Johnson, the established logician. They survived only one session together. Afterwards, Wittgenstein reported back to Russell, ‘He could teach me nothing.’ Johnson reported back to friends, ‘I could teach him nothing.’

Johnson and Wittgenstein, in a sense, were both saying the same thing about Johnson; but they meant very different things. Johnson perceived the young Wittgenstein as conceited and unprepared to listen. Wittgenstein thought of Johnson as fuddy-duddy, out of date. Later, in fact, they became close friends, with Wittgenstein admiring Johnson’s piano-playing – radically more so than ever he did Johnson’s logic.

The story reminds us that we need to pay careful attention to meaning – to what is intended by a statement – and this requires attention to context, motives and presuppositions. If I say that I saw the Prime Minister on television last night, adding that he was sober, my words alone do not logically imply that he is usually intoxicated; but, given the context and presuppositions, frequent intoxication is conveyed – it is the ‘conversational implicature’ of what I said.

Casimir Lewy, a philosopher who attended Moore’s and Wittgenstein’s lectures, was once asked his view of a colleague’s recent book. ‘It’s printed on fine quality paper,’ came his heavily Polish-accented response. Nothing more needed to be said. Mind you, when the incident was more recently related, the hearer asked, ‘So, what did Lewy think of the book?’ The wise reply was, ‘I think that I’ve just told you.’

Wittgenstein famously and controversially said, ‘Philosophy is the battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language.’ Well, many philosophers strongly reject the idea that philosophical puzzles are just linguistic matters – see what you think as you read on – but all would agree that linguistic care is much needed.

‘Bring your washing here’ and ‘fruit or nut’

Søren Kierkegaard, a nineteenth-century Danish philosopher, now seen as a religious existentialist, saw a shop with the sign ‘Bring your washing here’. Kierkegaard hurried back to his lodgings, collected his dirty washing and took it to the shop – only to discover that the shop was not a laundry, but a shop that sold shop-signs. The tale reminds us that we need to be careful in assessing what a sign is a sign of. Where signs are displayed is important for correct interpretation of the signs; and matters of interpretation come especially to the fore when we consider questions of how we ought to behave.

I spoke of the world ‘out there’ in nature as containing no paradoxes, no inconsistencies. The problems arise with our reflections on the world – not with the world. However, the world of morality, of how we should live, of what we ought to do, arguably contains puzzling inconsistencies within it: the inconsistencies do not result solely from inadequate reflections on that world.

The world cannot be such that Liam is both someone who drinks wine and someone who never drinks wine. That is contradictory. However, the moral world, it seems, can be such that Liam both ought to keep his promise and ought not to keep his promise. He ought to keep his promise to see Hedwig otherwise Hedwig will be upset – and he ought not to upset Hedwig. Yet he ought not to keep his promise to see Hedwig because if he does, he upsets Maria and he ought not to upset Maria. Morality and, indeed, our political life raise such dilemmas, as seen, for example, in Chapters 1, 3, 20 and 28.

There are also questions of the objectivity of moral truths. If something is true, there must be something about the world that makes it true: a truth-maker. Well, so it may seem; yet if we hold to that assumption and also accept the existence of moral truths, we need some moral truth-makers in the world. Such truth-makers, as Chapter 22 briefly muses, may seem peculiar.

Here is a non-moral ‘fruit or nut’ case, courtesy of Elizabeth Anscombe: she presented it many years ago in a philosophy seminar, having encountered a chocolate with a wrapper which read ‘fruit or nut’. Now, she reflected, a chocolate can be fruit chocolate; it can be nut chocolate; it can be chocolate that is fruit and nut. But what is there about the world that could make it ‘fruit or nut’? What is the truth-maker for the proposition that the chocolate is fruit or nut? Bafflement about truth-makers, as ‘fruit or nut’ shows, does not arise solely with regard to moral truths.

Philosophizing: the battle against bewitchment

The central subject matter of philosophy is what we all encounter in everyday life: our experiences, our beliefs about the world, about ourselves and our treatment of others – and those anguishes when, in the night’s stillness, we wonder about life’s meaning. Philosophers rarely become directly involved in physical experiments, treks through muddy swamps, or the hard work of archaeological digs. We prefer the armchair, pen and paper (well, keyboard), and even the glass of wine. Philosophers do, though, reflect on others’ worldly investigations, be they physical, psychological or religious. See, for example, Chapter 18.

Philosophers are curious – prepared to delve into anybody’s subject. Bearing in mind that curiosity killed the cat, were philosophers cats they would not last long. As Wittgenstein wrote, ‘The philosopher is not a citizen of any community of ideas. That is what makes him into a philosopher.’ Philosophers are not bound to one sole area of reflection.

Philosophers use their reason. After all, if you are wondering how you know that you are not dreaming, it is pointless to conduct an experiment, for you may be dreaming that you are conducting the experiment and dreaming the results of the experiment.

Sometimes it is said that there are ‘no right or wrong’ answers in philosophy. That is wrong. Fallacies in reasoning are spotted; false assumptions are highlighted. Bewitchments are brought to the surface. Having said all that, perplexities usually remain. This contrasts with straight logical or mathematical puzzles where, once things are explained, all is clear. Here is an example of a ‘straight puzzle’ concerning just the three people mentioned.

Osbert is in love just with Penelope, but Penelope is in love just with Quentin. Osbert is a philosopher. Quentin is not. Is a philosopher in love with a non-philosopher?

(Is the answer ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Cannot tell’? See the notes for the answer.)

Philosophers often present the world, the problems, in differing lights. The lights can illuminate, yet generate further puzzles. Here is an illumination – well, an illuminating challenge.

Nietzsche hypothesized the eternal recurrence – ‘the greatest weight’ he said – asking whether we could be so well disposed to our lives that we would welcome them being repeated eternally, exactly the same each time round. Of course, were the repetitions exactly the same, with the whole universe repeating itself in the same way, then we should be unaware of the repetitions. We may even doubt the sense of such repetitions. Arguably, though, the eternal recurrence – this most dreadful and anguishing of thoughts – is a picture intended to concentrate our minds on how we should live, on what sort of life we value, and what we can bear: see Chapters 32 and 33.

[image: image]

The philosopher, it has been quipped, is like a blind man in a dark room searching for a black cat – that isn’t there. Well, as you dip into these puzzles, sometimes there is feline discovery – and sometimes not. Sometimes the philosophical disease persists; sometimes the cure quells. In either case, I hope you find that the search is usually fascinating, frequently fun and often enriching. And I hope that always, at the very least, the words ‘provoking’ and ‘thought’ will spring to mind. Philosophy may ultimately soothe; but before doing so, it should certainly stir.
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SOMEONE ELSE WILL ...

Jobs are not easy to come by in Little Rock, out in mid-West America, so imagine how pleased Goodman was when offered employment by the local sheriff. His luck was on the up – or so he thought, until the sheriff said a little more.

‘You see,’ said the sheriff, ‘what we really need is a professional hangman. You’re ideal for the job, in view of your skill with ropes and knots and shortly, I hope, nooses.’

Goodman gulped. Yes, he wanted a job – he had a family to support – but unlike so many of Little Rock’s citizens, the Little Rockeans, he was opposed to hanging. He was a man of principle, at least on this matter.

‘No, I really can’t take the job,’ stammered Goodman. ‘It’s a pity, but I’m deeply opposed to the death penalty. It’s as simple as that.’

[image: image]

‘Look,’ replied the sheriff, ‘I respect your view – though it’s not mine – but if you don’t take the job, I’ll have to offer the position to someone else. Someone else will do the hanging. So, what have you achieved by your refusal?’

‘Steadfastness to principle,’ replied Goodman, with a sad expression, wondering how to break the news to his family that he had rejected employment so well-paid.

‘That’s not much of a principle, if it makes you look so sad,’ beamed the sheriff. ‘Anyway, what of your other principles – your duties such as feeding and educating your children?’

‘I know, I know. Principles clash; but there are some things I cannot bring myself to do. Before and after the hangings, I’d have nightmares. They’d show me how morally wrong it would be.’

‘That’s just a psychological problem of yours, Goodman; but your duty is to your family – and, to repeat, if you don’t take the job, someone else will get it. Nothing is gained by your standing high and mighty on principle. In fact, between you and me, I really want you for the job as I know that you’d treat those awaiting execution humanely, whereas the other contender for the job, Badman, would taunt the prisoners as well as eventually hanging them pretty painfully. That’s another reason for you to accept. Come on – take the job!’

Should Goodman go against his principle and take the executioner’s job?

‘Someone else will, if I do not’ is often an attempted excusing factor both for doing what we think that we ought not to do and for failing to do what we think we ought. For example: a woman has fainted on the railway platform; we are in a rush; ‘Well, someone else will look after her,’ we reflect, as we dash by.

What should we advise Goodman to do? Looking at the dilemma solely in terms of consequences – outcome – regarding overall benefits, Goodman, it would seem, should accept the sheriff’s offer. It would help his family; it would make things not quite so bad for those on death row. Those factors should outweigh his discomfort. He may even feel good about himself, something of a martyr, in overcoming his principle.

True, other factors could be cast into the calculation, factors pointing to the opposite conclusion: for example, Badman may have an even bigger family to support.

So far, our reasoning has been directed at likely consequences. For further example, if Goodman’s declining the job would lead others to reconsider their support for the death penalty, aiding its eventual prohibition – and were the prohibition to lead to a more flourishing society – then, still on consequential grounds, Goodman would be right in his refusal. But let us assume that, on straightforward consequential grounds, it would be better for Goodman to accept the sheriff’s offer. Could anything still be said in support of Goodman’s refusal?

This is where we may focus on what sort of person Goodman wants to be, and how integral his principle is to his life. Could Goodman live with himself, live with his conscience, if he allowed himself – as he sees it – to dirty his hands by being executioner? Perhaps staying faithful to his principle, regardless of overall consequences, carries its own moral weight.

An immediate response is that Goodman, in declining the job, is being selfish, putting his own sense of moral well-being above helping his family. Yet is that a fair riposte? Can morality demand that Goodman sacrifice his integrity? Goodman has to live with himself. Perhaps that factor, though – of what makes for Goodman’s flourishing life – could simply be entered into a more nuanced consequentialist calculation, with Goodman’s sense of integrity given extra weight.

*     *     *

The above consequentialist approach to morality rests on a detached perspective, a perspective that stands outside Goodman’s particular circumstances. It seeks objectivity, taking into account the effects of the proposed action on Goodman, on the prisoners, on Badman, and so forth. Now, Goodman may picture himself lacking certain attachments – he becomes un-swayed by his wife, blind to images of hanging victims – but his decision and resultant action needs, it seems, the motivational oomph of his actual feelings, worries and concerns. One question, then, is whether morality, understood as totally detached, could ever provide that oomph. That apart, morality, it may be argued, demands special regard for certain attachments Goodman has – his loyalties, relationships and what matters to him.

Goodman, in making his choice over the job, is making himself. His motivation may arise from his seeing himself as a man of firm principle against the death penalty, or as a man devoted to his family such that he will sacrifice certain principles for that family. In taking the job, though, he could be accepting himself as a hypocrite or coward, unprepared to uphold his principle.

What moves Goodman, and what should move all of us, are our projects and what we see as giving moral sense to our lives. ‘Someone else will, if I do not’ should carry little weight when we consider how we ought to live our lives.

Similarly, ‘Others do it, so I’ll do the same’ also ought to carry little weight. Consider how some parents lie about their religious faith or their home address in order to get their children into the better school: ‘Well, everybody else does.’ Insurance claimants over-claim with similar attempted justification. That others do is not sufficient to shield us from condemnation or praise, for we have still chosen to be that sort of person who does as others do.

[image: image]

Where does this leave us over Goodman and the job offer? Well, we can discuss with Goodman; we can draw attention to factors unnoticed. In the end the decision is his. He has to live with what he decides. He ought not to expect a detached answer which he must follow as a puppet follows the pull of the strings, the puppet being no agent, no person, at all. Of course, he could choose to behave as if a puppet; but that also is then his personal choice.

When important dilemmas arise, such as our dilemma for Goodman, there is a lot to be said for D. H. Lawrence’s injunction, ‘Find your deepest impulse and follow it.’ Mind you, reflecting on some people and their deepest impulses, there is also a lot to be said for not recommending such action.

It may appear ‘all very well’ to encourage people to realize themselves, to be authentic, true to their beliefs, desires and projects; but sometimes it is far from well. Indeed, it may not be well at all. Certain deepest desires and commitments ought not to be realized. Reflect on the many horrors - lives trampled upon or destroyed - horrors caused by certain powerful leaders with deep convictions, being true to themselves. The prior evaluation has to be of the content of the beliefs, projects, attachments - for only some are worthy of promotion. The puzzle is often: which ones?

3. THE VIOLINIST: SHOULD YOU UNPLUG? [image: image]

24. EXEMPTIONS: DOCTORS, CONSCIENCE AND THE NIQAB [image: image]

33. MINDFUL OF BARBARIANS – WITHIN AND WITHOUT [image: image]

8. GOING FOR COVER – FROM ARMS DEALING TO CASTING COUCHES [image: image]


Knowledge


2


PINTER AND ISABELLA: TETHERING THEM DOWN

Certain statues of people are so lifelike that they dance around rather than remaining still and unmoving. In Greek mythology that was so of the statues carved by Daedalus for he was such a fine craftsman. Socrates spoke of how the statues of Daedalus would run away like runaway slaves – a revelation of some social interest – unless they were tethered down.

Let us keep the above thought in mind, when musing upon knowledge.

[image: image]

You are walking along a country lane and Isabella, gazing across the field, notices an animal, and says, ‘Ah, there’s a donkey grazing in the field.’ You mumble a response, uninterested, yet trying to show politeness: ‘I didn’t know you knew about such farming matters.’ You hope that donkey talk will not squeeze out the intended romance of the stroll.

Now, what is needed for Isabella to know that a donkey is grazing – or, for that matter, for her state not to be one of knowledge? We are, by the way, assuming that Isabella is speaking sincerely, believes what she says – and indeed speaks the truth. The field really does contain a donkey grazing. In other words, Isabella has a true belief; but do true beliefs count as knowledge? Can we add features to the scenario to show how, perhaps, true belief is not thereby knowledge?

How does knowledge differ from true belief?

Why is knowledge more important than true belief?

Isabella gazes at an animal. Now, the animal, in fact, is not a donkey but a goat. Yet Isabella speaks the truth in saying that the field contains a donkey because, unbeknownst to her, a donkey lurks in the corner out of eyesight. Isabella has got things right – but by luck. She lacks knowledge of there being a donkey. She takes a goat to be a donkey.

This may suggest that, for Isabella to know that there is a donkey, the donkey needs to feature in the explanation of why she spoke as she did. If we ask her though, she would justify her donkey claim by pointing at a goat – hardly a good justification. Her mistaken thought about the creature that she sees explains why she says that there is a donkey; but the actual donkey in the field has nothing to do with her thought that there is a donkey. She pays no attention to the donkey.

Now, to bring out a further point, let us consider the following scenario, a true one concerning Harold Pinter.

Pinter was lunching at the House of Lords, at the invitation of his father-in-law, Lord Longford. Various lords and dukes chatted to Pinter. A Hackney lad, son of a Jewish tailor, Pinter had grown up in London’s East End and had made good as a playwright. ‘And do you know the port you’re drinking?’ asked a Lord Donaldson. ‘Dão 1963,’ came Pinter’s reply, although he had neither seen the bottle nor been told. The waiter was called over. He confirmed Dão 1963. The lords were suitably impressed by Pinter’s knowledge: he may be just a playwright, but he’s a good judge of port.

Pinter, in our example, paid attention to the port. He was not tasting some other port and mistaking it for Dão 1963. He tasted some port that was Dão 1963; but, as he later confessed, Dão 1963 was the only port he knew. Whichever port he tasted, he would give the Dão 1963 answer. Pinter hit lucky, as did Isabella.

The brief tales of Isabella and Pinter show two different ways in which we may reach the truth by means of good luck, and hence not possess knowledge.

Perhaps knowledge is grander than true belief in that it needs the belief to be appropriately linked to what makes the belief true. The true belief needs to be tethered down, to use Socrates’ metaphor at this chapter’s very beginning. The tethering down could be by means of the knowing individuals being able to give good reasons for what they claim – or by there being appropriate external links, causes, between what is believed and what makes the beliefs true.

*     *     *

Let us now consider Isabella in a different scenario. She first really does see the donkey (and not the goat) and as a result says, ‘There’s a donkey.’ So, what she sees – the donkey – is involved in the explanation of why she believes that there is one. There is an appropriate causal link between what she believes and what makes her belief true. The donkey features in the story about how she came to have certain visual sensations that led to her belief. Indeed, Isabella can justify what she believes. She can truthfully say, ‘I can see a donkey right there,’ pointing at the donkey.

Does our Isabella, in this scenario, now know that there is a donkey in front of her? Well, it is true that there is one; and she thinks that there is one – and the donkey figures in why she has her belief. Let us, though, have Isabella looking round more intently. She now sees the goat and says, perfectly seriously, ‘Ah, another donkey.’ Suppose she walks on, turns a corner and exclaims, ‘There’s another donkey,’ but she is now looking at a sheep. She hit lucky with the first case – of seeing the donkey and getting it right – for clearly and surprisingly she cannot distinguish between donkeys, goats and sheep.

The interesting outcome here is that even if Isabella does not walk on and so does not make mistaken comments about goats and sheep, she still lacks knowledge in the first place concerning the donkey. This is because of the following truth, namely: were she to be asked about these other creatures, goats and sheep, she would announce that they too are donkeys. She is unable to discriminate between such creatures – just as Pinter was unable to discriminate between ports. She is liable to make mistakes about such creaturely matters.

*     *     *

Isabella and Pinter, in our tales, lack knowledge because their beliefs about the relevant matters are unreliable. Pinter is no reliable guide, if asked to judge port vintages. Isabella clearly is not to be trusted: if you order a donkey from her, you may end up with a goat or sheep.

Knowledge requires that those who know can be relied upon about the matters in question: they need to be reliably right, though not infallibly so. It is the ‘reliably right’ feature that makes knowledge so valuable. Were infallibility demanded, knowledge would become a will-o’-the-wisp. Knowledge of my friend Pelham, here and now, does not require my possessing the ability to distinguish him from a fake Pelham, were we to imagine such existed – or from a twin, were such to be shipped over from another land.

A good guide knows how to find the right path; a port connoisseur knows how to distinguish between vintage 1963 and ’73; and Isabella, if knowledgeable about animals, should at least be able to sort out the sheep from the goats – and from the donkeys.

14. INDOCTRINATION: WHEN BELIEVING GOES WRONG [image: image]

21. SPEAKING OF WHOM? [image: image]
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