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FOR DAD AND MOM


Introduction

Abnegate. Confabulate. Encomium. Hyperopia. Ineluctable. Monolithic. Peripatetic. Saturnine. Torpor. Zenith.

It is hard to believe that my book The Words You Should Know has been in print for more than twenty years. That book has become a bestseller for a simple reason—it lays out in an easy-to-read format the “essential” vocabulary words that people need to know. Other vocabulary books contain lots of words you will never hear. The Words You Should Know, on the other hand, helps people quickly master the words they need to know and hear around them every day.

Aesthetics. Baroque. Class Consciousness. Existentialism. Feudalism. Fortissimo. Impressionism. Multilateralism. Sword of Damocles. Theory of Relativity.

Based on the same philosophy, in a brief authoritative style, 801 Things You Should Know presents the leading ideas and concepts every educated person should know.

Lots of people need a quick and authoritative way to identify and define the ideas they hear around them every day, whether in the news media or in our culture in general.

If you’ve ever confronted one of these terms, you know that the usual approach—stalling for time until you can grasp the context of what the person has just said, or dredging through your mind for a few elusive memories from a high school or college classroom—has its limits. With a few minutes of study each day, the book’s straightforward, succinct definitions will help you become the master of conversation and help you to understand what is being said around you. This book can get you out of a jam, improve your performance at school, and help advance your career. And that’s no hyperbole, rigmarole, or embellishment.

In this book I have done the work of culling out essential terms and ideas. All you have to do is read through the brief descriptions of the ideas and understand them.

Each section contains 100 ideas or concepts that a person needs to know. The categories are philosophy, history, business and economics, art and literature, people and culture, politics, science and technology, and social sciences.

Someone once said that knowledge is power. To a large extent that is true. Knowing the ideas and concepts in 801 Things You Should Know will put you in a position to advance in your career, social circles, or school. But more important, you can quickly expand your appreciation of the world around you and how it became what it is today.

So whether you are studying for the SAT or ACT, want to sound more intelligent in conversation or around the office, or wish to expand your knowledge of politics, philosophy, art, business, or science, you’ll be more successful when you master this book.

But above all, I want to create that rarity among vocabulary and reference books—one you can leaf through enjoyably. Have fun!


Chapter 1

Things You Should Know About Philosophy

“Until philosophers are kings, or the kings and princes of this world have the spirit and power of philosophy, and political greatness and wisdom meet in one, and those commoner natures who pursue either to the exclusion of the other are compelled to stand aside, cities will never have rest from their evils—no, nor the human race, as I believe—and then only will our State have a possibility of life and behold the light of day.”

—Plato

In this section you’ll learn the 100 things you need to know about philosophy, from all of Plato’s best ideas to modern-day philosophies such as subjective idealism and infinitism. You will learn how, in the age of reason in England and France, there was a reshuffling of thought and ideas central to humans and their place in society. How Confucius built an ethical system and moral order of virtues credited with instilling values of learning and family devotion that are common in China today. How humanism stresses human fulfillment through science and the application of scientifically derived knowledge. How the mind-body problem explores the question of whether a soul exists in humans or if we are a collection of chemicals that interact to provide experience of the external world. How transcendentalism teaches that reality can be discovered through intuitive thought processes, and makes a priority of spiritual insights over empirical data. You will learn all this and much, much more.

AESTHETICS

This is the philosophy of beauty and taste relating to nature or the creation of art. It’s an appreciation of beauty derived through the senses or a study of sensory-related values or judgments. It can also mean a critical review of art forms or culture. It comes from Greek, meaning “I perceive, feel, or sense.”

AGE OF REASON

In eighteenth-century England and France, philosophy, art, religion, and society’s values were re-evaluated through the prism of reason. It was a time of reshuffling thoughts and ideas central to humans and our place in society. Many thinkers of this age promoted the importance of the individual in society, challenged the right of monarchs to rule, and said people should pursue their own course in life. What transpired in this period of history set the stage for democratic upheavals such as the American Revolution.

AGNOSTICISM

A doubt or skepticism about the existence of God; beliefs or judgments about whether it is possible even to know about the existence or nonexistence of a God or deity. The term also relates to the likelihood of our knowing metaphysical or religious truths. Agnosticism includes the belief that humankind has not acquired adequate proof for a rational decision as to the existence of a deity.

ANIMISM

The belief that animals, plants, mountains, rivers, and other natural phenomena possess a spirit. Animists argue for the existence of both the physical and spiritual worlds in one world. Ancient tribal people attributed myths and rituals to certain animals or acts of nature, giving them specific powers. Anthropologists often refer to the religious practices of ancient people as animist.

ANTHROPOMORPHISM

The attribution of human emotions and features to animals, spirits, gods, or natural phenomena such as thunder and lightning, the sun, etc. The ancient Greeks thought of their gods in human form. Anthropomorphism can include physical appearance, temperament, and personality. Mythic gods who showed emotion, indifference, etc., are anthropomorphic gods.

AQUINAS, THOMAS (1225–1274)


An Italian philosopher and Roman Catholic theologian who wrote the Summa Theologiae as a comprehensive overview of Christian belief. His work was the high point of Scholasticism, a scholarly approach to critical thinking using Aristotelian logic. In his writings, Aquinas encouraged the application of reason to theological topics.

ARISTOTLE (384 B.C.E.–322 B.C.E.)

A Greek philosopher who as a young man was taught by Plato. Next to his teacher, Aristotle is considered one of the world’s greatest philosophers. He studied and taught about almost every aspect of science, knowledge, rhetoric, logic, ethics, biology, and zoology. His approach to studying objects was later used by Francis Bacon to develop the scientific method. Aristotle was, for a time, the tutor of Alexander the Great.

ASCETICISM

Self-denial; forgoing pleasure, daily convenience, and financial security to satisfy religious pursuits or spiritual achievements. Asceticism means denying the body through self-discipline to strengthen the spirit. Ascetics lead a simple lifestyle, restricting sensual pleasures and the enjoyment of life.

BUDDHISM

The name is applied to religions practiced widely in India and Southeast Asia based on teachings of Siddhartha Gautama, known as Buddha, who lived between 600 B.C.E. and 400 B.C.E. The term means “the awakened one.” The goal of the Buddha’s teachings is nirvana, the highest level of happiness. Through his insights, people may transcend this world by accepting suffering as a means to overcome ignorance.

CALVIN, JOHN (1509–1564)


A French theologian and one of the Protestant reformers, he taught that people are saved by God’s grace and not by their individual good works. Calvin considered human beings totally depraved in their fallen state and unable to act ethically or morally. He taught that God has predestined some people for eternal damnation and others for a heavenly abode.

CALVINISM

The belief of John Calvin, the Protestant reformer, that people are saved by God’s grace and not by their individual good works. Calvin taught that humankind has limited free will and is completely dependent on God’s sovereign grace. Calvin is most widely known for his doctrine of predestination, which states that God has chosen some people for eternal damnation and others for salvation. But it is God’s choice as to whom he decides to save.

CLOCKWORK UNIVERSE

Following the introduction of Isaac Newton’s laws of motion in the seventeenth century, philosophers conceived of the universe as a clock wound up by God. The moving parts, or gears of the watch, were controlled by God’s laws of physics. This idea gained popularity in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment because through gravitation and other natural laws, the movements of the solar system could be explained.

CONCEPTUALISM

The medieval theory that there are no universal concepts outside our perception, unlike Plato who thought universals had an objective existence. According to this theory, people conceptualize meaning and experience and impose a structure upon it.

CONFUCIANISM

Confucius (551 B.C.E–479 B.C.E.) taught about love of humanity, harmony between thought and conduct, and reverence for parents, including ancestor worship. He built an ethical system around these concepts, stressing moral order and virtues. His philosophical and ethical system had great influence on Chinese culture and is credited with instilling values of learning and family devotion that are common in China today. Confucianism predates the introduction of Buddhism and Daoism, which eventually became the prevailing philosophies of thought in China. But over time, many of the ideas of Buddhism and Daoism were combined with Confucianism and neo-Confucianism was born.

CREATIONISM

The belief that all things were created as they now exist by God under his powers, which are mysterious and unknowable to man. Creationists don’t believe that life forms gradually developed and evolved to bring about the earth as we know it today. Creationists believe the account of the earth’s creation found in the book of Genesis in the Bible, in which God created the earth in seven days.

DAOISM

To live in harmony with one’s surroundings. This philosophical system, which developed in China, stresses the virtues of a simple life with little or no interference with the course of natural events. Taoists try to live in harmony with the Tao (Dao), a term that means the path or principle that is the driving force behind existence.

DEDUCTIVE REASONING

Top-down logic. This means starting from a general statement to reach a conclusion that is logical and sound. Inductive reasoning is the reverse of deductive reasoning, in which conclusions are reached from the examination of specific examples.

DEISM

A belief in God based on reason and rational thought. Deists look at the order and beauty of the world and universe and conclude that God is the designer and first cause, though he is distant and indifferent to his creation. Deists reject revelation as revealing the existence of God. The term originated in the 1620s from the French word deisme, which derives from the Latin deus, “god.”

DEONTOLOGY

In ethics, the beliefs a person holds concerning duty or moral obligation. It can also mean the determination of the morality of a choice based on the rules present in the situation.

DESCARTES, RENÉ (1596–1650)


A philosopher and mathematician who lived in France, he is considered the father of modern philosophy. He is best known for conceiving of his ability to doubt as proof of his existence (Cogito, ergo sum—I think, therefore I am). As well, his ideas on dualism, that reality comprises two substances or principles that are either mental or material, have been extremely influential. He is also credited with founding the science of analytic geometry.

DETERMINISM

The view that natural laws determine facts and events, that human choices and events are caused by some force or law.

DOGMA

The doctrines or teaching of an institution. The Catholic doctrine of papal infallibility is an example of Catholic dogma. It is an established opinion that members of a church share and that unites the group. The word comes from Latin, meaning “philosophical tenet,” and Greek, “that which one thinks is true.”

DUALISM

In philosophy, the idea that reality comprises two substances or principles, which are either mental or material. Monism, on the other hand, is the belief that there is one basic principle or substance that comprises reality, while pluralism is the belief that there are several substances or principles upon which reality is founded. In theology, it is the belief that there are two forces such as good and evil, and that people have two parts, soul and body.

ECUMENISM

Efforts to promote Christian unity worldwide. There has been, since the 1800s among Protestant groups, an international movement to unite Christian churches and denominations across the globe. Some churches oppose ecumenical efforts because they are reluctant to compromise on their doctrines.

EGOISM

Viewing things exclusively from your own perspective and vantage point and not seeing things from others’ perspectives; the belief that your own best interest is the highest good. In ethics, egoism means that morality is achieved through self-interest. In psychology, egocentrism is a preoccupation with your inner world.

EMPIRICISM

The idea that knowledge comes solely from your sense data—what you see, hear, feel, and therefore know. Empiricism is about knowing through experience and observation.

EPICUREANISM

The belief that the highest good is pleasure, but not in a hedonistic manner. Epicureans devote themselves to sensual pleasures and the enjoyment of life through modest living, knowledge of the world, and experience. Epicurus taught that existence has come about from blind chance and that the pursuit of pleasure is the highest aim of life.

EPISTEMOLOGY

How you know things; the nature of knowledge and understanding; the study and theory of the methods of acquiring knowledge. The term is related to truth, belief, and justification. It was first formally named by James Ferrier (1808–1864) in the nineteenth century.

ETHICAL RELATIVISM

The idea that what is right and wrong depends on the situation and there are no absolute ethics. In this system, the views and values of the individual determine what is ethical, based upon the situations of culture and history. Ethical relativism has been debated since the time of the earliest Greek philosophers.

EXISTENTIALISM

A philosophical movement in the twentieth century. An existentialist believes that individuals are responsible for the authenticity of their choices. They determine their own place in reality in a universe that is meaningless. Thus people are entirely free and have a responsibility to make themselves. With this realization and this newfound responsibility come despair and dread, but they vanish once a person has made himself or herself through this newfound freedom.

FATALISM

The acceptance of fate; a belief that all events are and were inevitable or predetermined and that we are powerless to change our destiny. Thus we do not need to assert ourselves because we have no power over the future. A more nuanced view suggests that people are powerless to do anything other than what they actually do.

FINITISM

The idea that the only things that can be put into mathematical concepts are finite. A mathematical object does not exist unless it can be derived from natural numbers.

FREE WILL

Contrary to determinism or fatalism, this concept argues that individuals are free to make choices, think, and act voluntarily. A personal choice is made by you and is not influenced by outside factors.

HEDONISM

The pursuit of an individual’s pleasure and happiness are the highest aims of life. Hedonists engage in sensual pleasures to the maximum degree, believing that an individual should experience more pleasure than pain and discomfort in life. Modern-day hedonistic philosopher Michel Onfray (1959–) defines hedonism “as an introspective attitude to life based on taking pleasure yourself and pleasuring others, without harming yourself or anyone else.”

HEGEL, GEORG (1770–1831)


German philosopher who proposed an absolute idealism, in which a person’s intellect is the highest expression of what is true and absolute. Hegel argued the human mind is able to perceive the world around it and resolve the contradictions into an integrated whole.

HERODOTUS (484 B.C.E. –425 B.C.E.)

The father of history, Herodotus was the first author to record a narrative history of events. He chronicled events of the Persian invasion of Greece between 490 B.C.E. and 479 B.C.E. in his book The Histories.

HINDUISM

The dominant religion of India. However, there are many different schools of belief within Hinduism. Brahma is the supreme god, but the religion includes the worship of many deities. Hindus are born into a caste system, which determines social status and various human rights. The religion also supports the belief that after death a person’s soul is born into another body as the soul strives for perfection. Hinduism teaches that a soul should seek freedom from the material world by eliminating personal desires and purifying oneself.

HOBBES, THOMAS (1588–1679)


An English political philosopher, he is best known for his book Leviathan in which he espouses his views on absolute sovereignty and the rights of the individual in society. He taught that political power is best served when it is representative of the consent of the people.

HUMANISM

People should use reason to understand the natural world and man’s place in it. There is a focus on human fulfillment through science and the application of scientifically derived knowledge along with the belief that humans should act on reasoned judgment to advance the cause of humanity. Humanism discourages a belief in a supreme being, arguing instead that there is no power superior to humanity and the purpose of life is to advance the happiness of humankind through intellectual pursuits.

HUME, DAVID (1711–1776)


Scottish philosopher who specialized in empiricism and skepticism. He believed that the only reliable knowledge comes through the senses.

IDEALISM

In a philosophical sense, the notion that things can have an ideal form, apart from how we perceive them. Idealists believe that ideas and concepts are the foundations of reality and govern our experience of the world. What we perceive as reality is mentally constructed or immaterial. This branch of philosophy was influential throughout nineteenth-century philosophy, particularly with Immanuel Kant and Georg Hegel.

INFINITISM

The idea that knowledge may be contained in an infinite chain of knowledge and based on the concept of infinity or infinite realism. The founder of infinitism, Jean-Pierre Fenyo, said, “The most important thought is Infinity! And one who understands that has the ability to understand the philosophy of infinitism.”

JAMES, WILLIAM (1842–1910)


An American philosopher and psychologist, he was a pragmatic, espousing the idea of practicality as a means for discovering truth and meaning. James argued that to discover the true content of an idea, you must first dissect it and discover the idea’s practical applicability.

KANT, IMMANUEL (1724–1804)


In his work, the Critique of Pure Reason, this German thinker attempted to merge the principles of reason and truth derived through sense experience. Kant was an idealist and believed that objects and concepts have an ideal form.

KIERKEGAARD, SØREN (1813–1855)


Although a theologian, Kierkegaard, a Dane, was critical of organized Christian churches. He was among the founders of existentialism and believed that an individual is responsible for the authenticity of his or her choices.

LOCKE, JOHN (1632–1704)


An English philosopher, he is regarded as one of the leading thinkers of the Enlightenment. Famous for his social contract theory that explained the rights of the individual citizen and government, his ideas were very influential in the American and French revolutions.

LOGIC

Making correct inferences from data or evidence. Logic is the method by which reason is achieved or knowledge is gathered. Deductive reasoning is the “logical” process by which a conclusion follows a premise and is supported with facts, so the conclusion must be true based on the evidence presented. Also related to logic is inductive reasoning, whereby a conclusion is supported by various premises.

MACHIAVELLI, NICCOLÒ (1469–1527)


He is most famous for his book, The Prince, written about his native Italy. In the book he argues that a prince must be ruthless and cunning to be successful. The ideas in The Prince were controversial in their day because they clashed with prevailing political thought. Today the book is regarded as the first work of modern political philosophy.

MATERIALISM

A system of thought arguing that matter, energy, and the laws of motion make up the universe. To a philosophical materialist, matter is the only reality. She believes that mind, or emotion and thoughts, are the function of only physical interactions and rejects anything supernatural.

METAPHYSICS

The branch of philosophy dealing with being and knowing. Metaphysics concerns itself with such subjects as the great first causes of things, the reality of God as the principal creator of the world, and the meaning inherent in the existence of humans, the stars, and the universe. The term comes from the Greek philosopher Aristotle’s work on the subjects of the first principles of ontology (the study of being) and epistemology (the study of knowledge).

MILL, JOHN STUART (1773–1836)


Mill, an English philosopher, was the originator of utilitarianism, believing that moral choices and actions lead to the greatest good for the greatest number of people. He wrote that actions should be judged as right or wrong based on the good they produce.

MIND-BODY PROBLEM

The relationship between the mind as a conscious, perceiving entity and the physical structure of the brain. In philosophy, the term refers to the relationship between mind and matter. Those who study this problem investigate whether a human has a soul or whether he or she is a collection of chemicals that interact to provide the experience of the external world.

MONISM

The notion that there is one principle or basic substance that comprises reality; the reduction of all things to a single idea or governing principle. By extension, monism suggests the idea that there is one cause for all things coming into existence.

MONOTHEISM

The belief in a single supreme being. The term can also refer to a oneness with God. Polytheism and pantheism refer to a belief system comprising many gods, as in Greek and Roman mythology or Hinduism. The term comes from the Greek word monos, meaning “single,” and the Greek word theos, meaning “God.”

MONTESQUIEU, CHARLES (1689–1755)


A French philosopher who influenced political thought during the Enlightenment in Europe. He is credited with the idea of separation of powers within the government, such as appears in the U.S. Constitution. His ideas are included in many of the modern-day constitutions.

MORALITY

Your ability to make choices about your conduct or that of others according to rules of rightness; to pursue the good and virtuous in life. An amoral person lives without moral judgments.

MYSTICISM

Pertaining to knowledge of the mysteries that surpass everyday knowledge and are only known to those initiated into a restricted group; the belief that spiritual and cosmic truths can be revealed to human beings through meditations and trance-like states. The Greek word mystical refers to secret religious ritual, while mystikos refers to an initiate of a mystery religion—for example, the worship of the Greek god Dionysius.

NATURAL LAW

Universal laws, originating in nature, as the fundamental principles of existence; propositions that should guide human behavior and action because of their universal truth and application. Natural law is discovered, according to its adherents, by observing the natural world and using reason rather than revelation from a spiritual source. In philosophy, natural law is the idea that society should be governed by natural principles of existence deduced from reason.

NATURALISM

The idea that the natural world comprises natural elements and forces of motion; a deterministic view of life that natural laws determine facts and events. Naturalism says that human choices and events are caused by some force or scientific law or are determined. There is no place for spiritual ideas and revelation from an otherworldly source.

NIETZSCHE, FRIEDRICH (1844–1900)


A German philosopher, he was known for his strong criticism of Christianity, which he believed was a means to control and subdue the people. He espoused his view that the Superman was a driving force for progress through history and that it is a good thing that in the world certain people of high intelligence, ingenuity, and drive will rise to the top of society to rule over others.

NIHILISM

Life is inherently meaningless except for what meaning people carve out of their lives as part of their existence. Political institutions, religions, social mores, and laws are constructed to impose meaning and structure on a meaningless world. In the nineteenth century, nihilists emerged as political radicals, intent on overthrowing the rulers of society.

OCKHAM, WILLIAM OF (1228–1348)


An English philosopher and Franciscan friar, he is considered one of the thought leaders of the fourteenth century. He was known as a Scholastic philosopher but is most famous for Ockham’s razor, a proposition that in essence states that the simplest solution is usually the best.

ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT

An argument for the existence of God. The argument goes as follows: God is a being; there is nothing greater than God. We can conceive of such a being. A being that existed in both mind and reality would be greater than one only existing in the mind. We can conceive of such a being. Therefore, God must exist. In the seventeenth century, philosopher René Descartes proposed a similar argument: the idea of God’s existence is determined from the idea of a supreme perfect being that can exist.

ONTOLOGY

The study of human existence or being; speculation on the nature of reality and what it means to exist. Ontology is one of the three main areas of study for philosophy, the other two being epistemology and ethics.

PACIFISM

A viewpoint opposed to war or military action. A pacifist refuses to serve in the military in a fighting capacity because it is contradictory to his or her beliefs. Pacifism supports the idea that conflicts between nations should be settled without war of any kind.

PANTHEISM

Emphasis on God as an ethereal part of nature and the moving force behind nature. Pantheists believe that God is the ultimate reality and that the universe, humans, and nature are manifestations of God’s transcendence. Pantheism comes from Greek and means belief that “everything is God.” Though sometimes confused, pantheism and atheism are quite different. Atheism holds there is no God, while pantheism holds that God is in everything.

PASCAL, BLAISE (1623–1662)


This French philosopher was also a mathematician and scientist who made discoveries in atmospheric pressure and hydraulics. After a religious experience, he abandoned science and concentrated his efforts on theology and philosophy. He’s known for Pascal’s wager: You lose nothing by believing in God and living a good life, in the hope of an eternal reward; but if you reject God, and he exists, you are condemned to eternal damnation.

PERFECTIBILITY OF MAN

A man may achieve perfection in his lifetime through his own self-discipline and effort. God’s influence or grace is not part of that process. This idea was made popular by the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778), who wrote extensively on the progress of mankind from brute savages to men and women of refinement. He wrote: “All the subsequent progress has been in appearance so many steps toward the perfection of the individual.”

PLATO (427 B.C.E.–347 B.C.E.)


A Greek philosopher, widely believed to be the most influential Western thinker of all time. He taught that objects have universal forms and meanings outside of the senses that exist in another realm, thus becoming the founder of idealism. He was taught by Socrates and later himself taught Aristotle. His most widely read works are The Republic and Symposium.

PLATONISM

Ideas derived from the philosopher Plato; in particular, the notion that abstract objects exist independently in reality apart from what we perceive through the senses or understand intellectually. Platonism also argues that mathematical concepts really exist and are independent of human thought. For example, Plato would say that abstract numbers (“2”) exist independently of their physical manifestation (“2 chairs,” “2 people,” etc.).

PLURALISM

In philosophy, the idea that there is more than one substance or principle that makes up reality. Dualism is the idea that reality comprises two substances or principles that are either mental or material. Monism is the belief that there is one basic principle or substance that comprises reality. In politics, the word “pluralism” is sometimes applied to a situation in which several independent groups compete for and/or share power for the right to govern.

POLYTHEISM

Belief in many gods. The ancient Greeks and Romans were polytheistic. Monotheism, on the other hand, is the belief in one supreme God.

POSITIVISM

The idea that when trying to reach conclusions about the first causes of the universe, positive facts and evidence should take precedence over speculation. Positivists reject metaphysics and religious speculation and believe that we should only collect data empirically. Logical positivism is a method of critically analyzing only data and phenomena that are verifiable.

PRAGMATISM

In philosophy, the idea of practicality as a means for discovering truth and meaning. Philosophic pragmatists look at the practical consequences of a thing rather than engaging in abstract theorizing.

THE PRINCE

Famous book by philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli published in 1532. Widely read since its publication for its teachings on strategies for political or financial gain. Machiavelli believed that a king or lord should employ cunning and ruthlessness to gain power and, once gained, hold on to it. An Italian diplomat and historian, he was heavily involved in the politics of his native state of Florence. The Prince is credited as one of the first works of political philosophy.

RATIONALISM

Applying the principles of reason as the foundation for the search for truth; the belief that in matters of opinion, a rational approach will determine truth. Rationalists claim the human mind is not prewired with a set of concepts relating to truth. Reason alone is the best path to knowledge and surpasses even experience, as the human mind can be deceived into believing what it is experiencing is truthful. There is no place for divine revelation in rationalism because reason cannot be applied to the supernatural.

REALISM

A medieval school of thought that argued for the existence of Universals in the world. These Universals, the realists argued, are measureable and objective or real.

REID, THOMAS(1710–1796)
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