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For Ardon Lyon



PREFACE


When I’m good, I’m very, very good; but when I’m bad, I’m better.

Mae West

In these pages you will find philosophy – if you look. My recommendation is that you look first, rather than read this preface first. It is often better to taste than be told about tasting; better to love than be told about loving; and better to puzzle than be told about puzzling. So, I’ll start this introduction again, for when (or if) you return to this page. I hope you will return, for here too there are puzzles.

In these pages you will find philosophy – if you look. My recommendation is that . . . I’d better not start all over again and engage in the endlessness which triggers certain unusual tales and puzzles; see, for example, Therapy for tortoises and Just hanging around (Chapters 5 and 11).

In these pages you will find philosophy; you will also find the puzzling, the paradoxical, the perplexing. You will find tales and tall stories, reasons and arguments, common sense and bizarre conclusions. While there are thirty-three chapters, there are, paradoxically, many more than thirty-three paradoxes or puzzles, taking us from saints and sinners, to the perils of love, to murders swathed with innocence, to the distress of a robot, to the metaphysics of time and to the myths of democracy.

Although the tone is largely light, some of the matters are deadly serious: sometimes literally, sometimes metaphorically. They are, indeed, matters that matter. Although their presentation is as paradoxes and puzzles, paradoxes and puzzles give rise to some of the deepest problems in philosophy: in metaphysics, logic and epistemology; in ethics, politics and aesthetics. Although the tales and reflections are, I hope, stimulating and sometimes amusing, they are not, I trust, ‘dumbed down’. They make some challenging thoughts more readily accessible than they often are but they are not intended to suggest that the matters are not genuinely difficult, complex and unresolved.

I should like to think that this book is for everyone – for every woman, every man and every child – who is inclined to puzzle about the universe, about themselves and others and about how we should – and do – live and, yes, about grains of sand, bikini tops and sexual desire. I should like to think that this book appeals to people with no acquaintance with philosophy as well as to those with some and, indeed, to those with considerable acquaintance who may find it useful to be reminded of some puzzles for their next lecture series.

I should like to think those things but whether I should think them is another matter. That distinction, the distinction between what we should like to think and what we should think, is one at the heart of this book. The paradoxes, puzzles and perplexities that follow show us that some of the things that we should like to think – that our reasoning, ethics and practices raise no questions – are not justified. Paradoxes, puzzles and perplexities remind us that there is a distinction – a further distinction – between what appears to be so and what is really so.

‘Food for thought’ could aptly describe this work. Philosophy feeds those who want to muse, meditate and mull; it also feeds those who initially lack pleasure in such mental activities but who, once exposed to the subject’s bafflements, acquire a taste for it that rarely goes away. The philosopher’s cuisine is generous. Here is a smorgasbord (I’ve always wanted to write that) of paradoxes, puzzles and perplexities concerning the nature of time and space, of free will and determinism, of the self (what am I?) and of what morality demands.

Paradoxes, puzzles, perplexities – and Monty Hall

A witty quip, such as the one from Mae West that heads this preface, can momentarily puzzle because it seems to involve contradiction. But then revelation occurs, quelling the seeming – in this case, by our becoming aware of the alluded ambiguity of ‘good’ and ‘bad’; well, good and bad at what?

Philosophical problems can often be cast as paradoxes, puzzles or perplexities which fascinate through generating apparent contradictions. We strive for revelation; we seek for the ambiguity, the false presupposition, the mistake in reasoning, to ease our unease. Yet the answers continue to leave many dissatisfied, either because they are unconvinced by some steps or because the answers raise new perplexities. The contradictions are often deeply rooted in our lives or language;‘surely, something has gone wrong’, for we resist the thought that the world could itself be contradictory: how could it be? A contradiction can be readily produced in the sense of writing it down or saying it. I could easily say, ‘This page contains a million words and it does not contain a million words.’ But what I said could not possibly describe how things are or could be. What sense can be made of the thought that one and the same city, Athens, is both capital of Greece and not capital of Greece? How can the world be such a place that space is divisible, yet not divisible? What grasp can be made of our having free will, yet everything we do also being determined by events not under our will?

Some philosophers use the term ‘paradox’ very narrowly, very formally, concerning just those apparent contradictions that derive directly from our grasp of the nature of truth, of meaning or of mathematics. I – and many others – use the term far more widely, employing ‘paradoxes’, ‘puzzles’ and ‘perplexities’ more or less interchangeably. In this sense, a paradox arises when there is a clash in our beliefs, a clash that we cannot readily resolve, for the beliefs are either highly plausible or derive from other highly plausible beliefs, as, I hope, the following pages bring out.

A paradox involves a piece of reasoning, a piece of reasoning that strikes us as excellent. The reasoning starts with some premisses – beliefs, propositions or principles – which seem obviously true. When we reason from true premisses – and our reasoning does not go wrong – we reach true conclusions. A paradox, however, has a conclusion that, in some way, hits us as manifestly false, unacceptable or undesirable – a conclusion that contradicts what we take to be obviously true. What has gone wrong? Can we spot errors within the reasoning or are there underlying assumptions that merit rejection? May one or more of the premisses – which appear so blatantly true – not be true? Or perhaps we need to embrace the conclusion that seems so obviously false? Something has to give.

Something has to give because, although we may casually speak of this being a contradictory world, we cannot, as already mentioned, make sense of the world really being contradictory. We cannot make sense of its being the case that you are both reading these words and not reading these words at the same time. On the one hand, you may be doing something else as well as reading these words and, on the other hand, you may be doing something less than reading; skimming but not paying attention, and so on. But you cannot both be reading and not reading at the same time.

All these puzzles continue to keep philosophers in business, arguing over what are the right answers. All reveal longstanding philosophical problems. Many are traditional but I’ve given a fair number a new look. I have deliberately ignored examples, often to do with probability, that typically strike people as reaching surprising conclusions yet over which there is no serious dispute about the reasoning and no serious dispute about which answers are right. Perhaps I should add a caveat to that disregard of mine; for let me offer one example: the Monty Hall Show.

In the Monty Hall Show, there are three doors, A, B and C. One door has a desirable prize behind it. The other two doors each have a goat behind them. (For this puzzle we assume that goats are neither desirable nor desired but we are perhaps being speciesist; see Chapter 17 Girl, cage, chimp.) You want the prize and you can play a sequence of games. Which door hides the prize is chosen at random. Consider a game. You choose a door: say A. Perhaps you choose it in each game; that is irrelevant. Maybe a goat lurks behind door A; maybe the prize. You do not yet know. Your chosen door remains closed but the show’s commère or presenter – and she knows what is behind each door – opens one of the other doors, B or C, to show you where one of the goats sits. (There is bound to be at least one goat that she can display, for even if there is a goat behind your chosen door A, there must be another behind either B or C.) Let us say that she opens B, displaying a goat. She then asks you if you want to change your choice from door A to B or C. Obviously, you do not want to change to B (for that hides a goat) but you could change from A to C. You do not know whether the prize is behind A or C. All that you have discovered is that B is definitely ruled out. The puzzle is: is it rational to change your mind? That is, would you increase your chances of winning, over a sequence of games, if you changed your mind each time?

The solution, a solution over which thoughtful philosophers and mathematicians are agreed, is provided in ‘Notes, sources and references’ at the end of this book. In contrast to Monty Hall, the other problems in this book continue to give rise to perplexities – usually significant perplexities – in philosophy and for philosophers.

I have sought, in the main, to provide big and famous puzzles, with allusions to many others. I have also provided steers towards possible solutions – or, better, dissolutions – of the problems. Many great minds, over many centuries, have battled with the underlying problems; many great minds, over many centuries, have given conflicting answers. You may rightly reason that this author, therefore, is unlikely to be giving many (if any) definitive answers – and certainly I make no pretence to ‘the’ answers. In the pages that follow there are suggested approaches to resolution.

Wittgenstein considered giving his major work, Philosophical Investigations, a Shakespearean motto, ‘I teach you differences.’ In a short introductory work, there is the danger of not sufficiently heeding that teaching – the danger of letting fine distinctions, caveats and qualifications fall by the wayside. It is useful, when reflecting on the paradoxes, to look out for conflations, slidings and sleights of hand. None, I hasten to add, has been wittingly included. Although the book possesses its fair share of ‘may’s, ‘maybe’s and ‘perhaps’s, there is perhaps (!) value in quoting John Maynard Keynes who writes, ‘. . . the author must, if he is to put his point of view clearly, pretend sometimes to a little more conviction than he feels.’

Using this book

It was once commonly said that an apple a day keeps the doctor away. Who knows what the current, and no doubt transient, health advice is? Let us have some non-transient health advice for our minds. Here we have a puzzle a day, with two or three to spare, for a calendar month, or a puzzle a week for a good half-year. Each puzzle stands alone; there is no preferred order for reading them. If this book has any value, it is in its readers dipping in and pondering on the perplexities raised.

Let a paradox linger in your mind. If you prefer metaphorical flights of fancy, consider a paradox as an unusual wine or beer: swirl it around within your mouth, take in the flavour, sense new nuances of scent. You may find yourself enjoying the drink, uncovering more hidden temptations as you sip on. Enjoy, too, the intoxication of these wine-dark puzzles, but beware of intoxications interfering with reasoning.

If you have a strong dislike for such metaphorical flowers and flavours, forget the wine and beer – just think hard about the paradox and where it leads. Take it with you on your way to work, play or sleep; muse upon it with colleagues, friends or lovers; ponder upon it in the bar, bath or bed. Spread the paradoxes around. Philosophy is contagious and, in this instance, contagion is for the good.

Socrates went overboard, perhaps, when he told us that the unexamined life is not worth living; sometimes we feel that it is best not to examine some aspects of life. Certainly, for most people, there is value in reflecting on the universe and our place within. Aristotle commented that philosophy begins with curiosity and wonder. I hope that these puzzles will set you a-wondering and becoming more curious; hence I have provided quite a few detailed notes and references together with some, more general, further reading.
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Ethics/Politics


1


THE DANGERS OF HEALTH

You are a surgeon – and a bit of a philosopher. You are the head of a first-class team of organ transplant specialists that has an immaculate record of successful results. On your waiting list are four young people, all desperately ill and urgently in need of transplants without which they will soon die. Andrea requires a liver transplant, Barry a heart, Clarissa a pancreas and Donald a set of lungs. No donors are available. You are in despair. You did not enter medicine for money; you wanted to help people and improve their lives, yet here you are, watching four people die. These people have done nothing wrong; they would have long and happy lives ahead, but for their illnesses. If only organs were available, all would be well – for you have overcome the problems of tissue matching, rejection and so on.

As you are about to tell your patients there is no hope, you note the arrival of the new receptionist – a young man, namely, Eric. You know from his medical records that he is healthy. Your eyes light up. You ask Eric to accompany you into the operating theatre, to show him around, of course, of course . . . Your quiet reasoning is:

[image: image]

I want to do my best for as many people as possible. By killing Eric, I am in a position to distribute his organs to Andrea, Barry, Clarissa and Donald, saving their lives. True, the world no longer has Eric; that is, indeed, a sad loss. But the world has gained the other four lives. Four for the price of one is an excellent deal.

Of course, killing Eric would currently be illegal but our aim is what is morally the right thing to do. If we do nothing, we lose Andrea and the others, but Eric lives on. If we sacrifice Eric, we lose his life, but gain four. Assuming that in terms of quality of life – relationships with family, contributions to society – all the individuals are similar, the moral question would seem to rest solely on quantity, on the number of lives saved. Yet, curiously, many people are horrified at the thought of killing one innocent individual, even to save a greater number.

Morally, ought you not to kill one person to save the lives of others?

Most of us are pretty inconsistent in our views on the importance of life. (Let us assume, by the way, that we are here speaking solely of human life.) In war, many people readily accept that innocent civilian lives will be destroyed to secure the greater safety of others. Or, bringing the concern closer to home, many people will die sooner than they otherwise would because governments, instead of increasing spending on health care, keep taxpayers happy with low taxes. Further, some of the money raised through taxation is spent on the arts, prestigious sports projects and government entertainments. Were this money not so spent, it could be used to improve care for the elderly and poor, reducing the numbers that die each year. Our current society is such that many lives are lost merely to ensure a better quality of life for others.

However, you, the surgeon, are proposing to kill Eric to save four lives, not merely to increase their quality. Hence, ought we not to support your reasoning? If we think that we should, we may be following, somewhat crudely, the moral doctrine known as ‘utilitarianism’, in which the right action is that which will (or is likely to) bring about the greatest happiness of the greatest number. Is that what we should seek? Most people would say ‘no’ to the idea. ‘No one has a right to use my organs against my will,’ they insist.

* * *

Many announce that we simply have rights over ourselves – self-ownership – and that it is morally wrong for anyone, against our consent, to invade us, take our organs or kill us, unless we have ourselves done wrong. Some push this further, arguing that we also have rights over our labour and the results of our labour; hence, most taxation is a form of theft. Such rights form the bedrock of morality and such a morality makes the individual king. That is the idea.

If the individual is king, it is morally wrong to bring about an innocent individual’s death as the means to something else, however worthy, such as saving the lives of four others. Eric’s death, though, is required for the others to live. Of course, sometimes killings happen as a result of doing what is morally right, yet they are unintended, even if foreseen. The killing of innocent civilians is not usually an aim of war; rather it is (or is said to be) a very unfortunate side effect. Such unintended killing of civilians is justified in a just war, it is often argued, and is morally different from the killing of civilians that is the intended aim of some terrorists.

In contrast to making the individual king and drawing a distinction between intended outcomes and foreseen side-effects, the utilitarian ideal of the greatest happiness of the greatest number simply puts the top priority on what is the overall outcome regarding happiness. Whether deaths are side-effects or deliberate intentions, if the outcomes are the same, then, for the utilitarian, there is no morally relevant difference. For the utilitarian, there is no moral distinction between, for example, acts of war and acts of terrorism, if the consequences are the same.

Even if we adopt the utilitarian stance, we may fault the surgeon’s argument. Healthy individuals would feel highly insecure (as they do from indiscriminate terrorist acts), if there were a policy of kidnapping and killing them to use their organs. Remember, those who benefit from the treatment may themselves become victims. Because of this insecurity, total happiness may well decrease in a society with such surgeons. Of course, this is so only if people know the policy is in operation. Suppose it became a secret government policy? Well, this is where too much utilitarian reasoning may damage our health.

Looking healthy? Perhaps ’tis best to avoid walking too near a transplant hospital.

6. IN THE BEGINNING [image: image]

17. GIRL, CAGE, CHIMP [image: image]


The arts/The emotions


2


FICTIONAL FEELINGS?

It was astonishing. A large number of people looked on intently as a woman was manhandled by a group of ruffians, beaten, raped and left for dead. The gang had already killed her husband. No one intervened, though the crowd was well aware of everything that was happening, happening before their very eyes. It was macabre. And they ended up hooting and clapping. Not one of them called the police.

Is this the opening statement by the prosecution at a murder trial? Were the onlookers accomplices or just scared of the attackers? In the cold light of subsequent days, were they ashamed of their behaviour, of their cowardice, of doing nothing to help the victims?

The answer to all these questions is the same: ‘Not at all.’ The onlookers were in a theatre, watching a play. They knew it to be a work of fiction, yet – paradoxically – most were highly involved with the characters. They worried about what would happen to the woman; some felt shivers when the gang leader made his threats, his knife’s blade gleaming. They pitied some characters, felt proud of others and hoped justice would eventually be done. Some were on the verge of weeping. As they left the theatre, they discussed how much they felt for the woman. A few awoke in the night, wondering how the characters’ lives would develop; a few wondered how things might have gone differently.

We are moved by fictional characters, whether they appear in television soap operas, detective stories or popular films, or are famous individuals from the classics – Romeo and Juliet, Lolita or Lady Macbeth – in productions by the Royal Shakespeare Company, the National Theatre or the Royal Opera House. Typically, viewers and readers are fully aware that the characters are but fictions, yet the fictions may appear as alive as real people – and not just at the times of performance. Some viewers of soap sagas wonder what the fictional characters are doing between episodes. Is not this very odd, contrasting with, for example, wondering what is happening to celebrities answering to weird demands in reality television programmes?

Why do we feel emotions – love, hate, fear, regret, admiration – towards fictional individuals?

When we feel emotions – being scared by Dracula, pitying the young Jane Eyre or feeling angry at Bill Sykes’ treatment of Nancy in Oliver Twist – we must surely believe, or at least half believe, that the individuals exist and possess features that justify our fear, pity or anger. We know that fictional entities are indeed fictional and lack existence; yet, paradoxically, we experience emotions towards them – or so it seems.

If we stress the sincerity of the audience’s belief in, and feeling of emotion towards, what is being represented on stage or in writing, we should expect the audience to be up there, entering into the action in some way. Stress the audience’s knowledge that it is just a play, a book, an opera and we are baffled by the audience’s being moved – indeed, moved sometimes even to tears.

Irrationality is one answer. Certainly, we can believe and engage in many irrational things. Our emotions too can result from irrationality or mistaken beliefs but the emotions usually fade when we realize our mistakes. Members of mobs that shout death threats outside paediatricians’ homes undergo (one hopes) emotional change when they discover paediatricians differ from paedophiles. Even if paedophiles have correctly been spotted, the anger and hatred may (again one hopes) be reduced by reflection on better ways to help. When we are scared of spiders we think poisonous, our fears should be quelled once we are convinced that the spiders are harmlessly living non-poisonous lives. In some cases, however, although we know such truths, our fears irrationally persist. And so can our emotions, even when we know the objects of those emotions to be but fictions.

Irrationality may yet prove to be too easy an answer or, on reflection, not an easy answer at all, if intended to carry conviction. The most rational of people can be moved by fictions yet, even when moved, know full well that they are seated in a theatre, reading a book or watching television. Or do they? Perhaps, one way or another, they suspend their belief in the stagy surroundings, suspend their memories of the tickets they purchased or block out the sound of the book’s rustling pages. Perhaps they fall for what is represented as being real, as being, indeed, all for real. Remember though, they cannot be taken in that much: if they were, they would be warning of danger, calling a doctor or exposing the villain – as children sometimes do when at pantomimes.

If irrationality is no right answer, perhaps the emotions are not directed at the fictional characters at all. It has been suggested that fiction leads the audience to have the fear, the pity, the joy – and so on – at real people (not the fictions) who have the relevant characteristics. The causes of emotions need not be the objects at which the emotions are directed. You feared your neighbour’s hound (or so you thought) but what caused that fear might have been no hound but a radio’s blaring. It is the radio’s sound – sound that you mistook as canine threatening howls – that caused your fear. Returning to fictions, the pity that comes from reading Charles Dickens’ portrayal of the poor, for example, is not directed at the novel’s characters but at those in poverty, in the real, real world. The tale brings those real people to mind.
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