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CHAPTER 1

The Nature of Philosophy

The feeling of wonder is the mark of the philosopher, for all philosophy
has its origins in wonder.

plato

Contents and Learning Objectives

1.1 Introduction: What Is Philosophy? Objectives: Understand how
Plato’s “Myth of the Cave” shows that philosophy is the freeing activity 
of critically examining our most fundamental beliefs.

1.2 The Traditional Divisions of Philosophy. Objectives: Be able to
define epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics, and be able to explain the
kinds of questions each asks.

1.3 An Example of Philosophy: Socrates. Objectives: Understand how
Socrates’ unrelenting questioning of conventional beliefs exemplifies the
quest for philosophical wisdom.

1.4 The Value of Philosophy. Objectives: Be able to explain how
philosophical wisdom is related to Buddhist freedom, self-actualization, 
and happiness, and why it is important to examine our philosophical
assumptions about men and women.

1.5 Chapter Summary and Conclusions

1.6 Historical Showcase: The First Philosophers

1.7 Readings

1.8 Appendix: A Look at Logic

1.9 Suggestions for Further Reading
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The unexamined life is not
worth living.

socrates

We can help one another to
find out the meaning of life,
no doubt. But in the last
analysis the individual person
is responsible for living his
own life and for “finding him-
self.” Others can give you a
name or a number, but they
can never tell you who you
really are. That is something
you yourself can only discover
from within.

thomas merton

Philosophy begins with wonder. Although many of us know very little about the
jargon and history of philosophy, we have all been touched by the feeling of
wonder with which philosophy begins. We wonder about why we are here; about
who we really are; about whether God exists and what She or He is like; why
pain, evil, sorrow, and separation exist; why a close friend was killed; whether
science tells us all there really is to know about the universe or whether intui-
tion and feeling open us to realms of experience and reality that science cannot
grasp; whether there is life after death; what true love and friendship are; what
the proper balance is between serving others and serving ourselves; whether
moral right and wrong are based merely on personal opinion; and whether sui-
cide, abortion, or euthanasia is ever justified.

This wondering and questioning begin early in our lives. Almost as soon as
children learn to talk, they ask: Where did I come from? Where do people go
when they die? What’s beyond the sky? How did the world start? Who made
God? Why are one and one two and not three? From the very beginning of our
lives, we start to ask the questions that make up philosophy.

Although philosophy begins with wonder and questions, it does not end
there. Philosophy tries to go beyond the standard answers to these questions that
we may have received when we were too young to seek our own answers. The
goal of philosophy is to get us to answer these questions for ourselves — to make
up our own minds about our self, life, knowledge, art, religion, and morality
without simply depending on the authority of parents, peers, television, teach-
ers, or society.

Many of our religious, political, and moral beliefs are beliefs that we ac-
cepted as children long before we could question them or understand the rea-
sons behind them. Philosophy examines these beliefs. The aim is not to reject
them but to learn why we hold them and to ask whether there are good reasons
to continue holding them. In this way our basic beliefs about reality and life be-
come our own: we accept them because we have thought them through on our
own, not because our parents, peers, and society have conditioned us to believe
them. In this way we gain a kind of independence and freedom, or what some

1.1 Introduction: 
What Is Philosophy?
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1.1 INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY? 5

Plato: “And the climb upward out of the cave into the
upper world is the ascent of the mind into the domain
of true knowledge.”
Bettmann /CORBIS

autonomy the freedom of be-
ing able to decide for oneself
by using one’s own rationality

Plato is philosophy and philos-
ophy Plato.

ralph waldo emerson

modern philosophers call autonomy. The goal of philosophy, then, is autonomy:
the freedom of being able to decide for yourself what you will believe in by us-
ing your own reasoning abilities.

Plato, one of the earliest and greatest Western philosophers, illustrated how
philosophy aims at freedom with his famous parable called the Myth of the Cave.
The Myth of the Cave is a story Plato tells in The Republic, his classic philosoph-
ical work on justice. Here is an edited and simplified translation of the Myth of
the Cave, which Plato wrote in his native Greek:

Now let me describe the human situation in a parable about ignorance and learning.
Imagine there are men living at the bottom of an underground cave whose entrance
is a long passageway that rises through the ground to the light outside. They have
been there since childhood and have their legs and necks chained so that they can-
not move. The chains hold their heads so that they must sit facing the back wall of
the cave and cannot turn their heads to look up through the entrance behind them.
At some distance behind them, up nearer the entrance to the cave, a fire is burning.
Objects pass in front of the fire so that they cast their shadows on the back wall where
the prisoners see the moving shadows projected as if on a screen. All kinds of objects
parade before the fire, including statues of men and animals whose shadows dance on
the wall in front of the prisoners.

Those prisoners are like ourselves. The prisoners see nothing of themselves or each
other except the shadows each one’s body casts on the back wall of the cave. Simi-
larly, they see nothing of the objects behind them, except their shadows moving on
the wall.

Now imagine the prisoners could talk with each other. Suppose their voices echoed
off the wall so that the voices seem to come from their own shadows. Then wouldn’t
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6 CHAPTER 1 • THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY

1Plato, The Republic, from bk. 7. This translation copyright © 1987 by Manuel Velasquez.

Going from being in the dark
to finding the light is not an
easy process.

nicholas smith

they talk about these shadows as if the shadows were real? For the prisoners, reality
would consist of nothing but the shadows.

Next imagine that one prisoner was freed from his chains. Suppose he was sud-
denly forced to stand up and turn toward the entrance of the cave. Suppose he was
forced to walk up toward the burning fire. The movement would be painful, and the
glare from the fire would blind him so that he would not see clearly the real objects
whose shadows he used to watch. What would he think if someone explained that
everything he had seen before was an illusion, that now he was nearer to reality and
that his vision was actually clearer?

Imagine he was then shown the objects that had cast their shadows on the wall
and he was asked to name each one —wouldn’t he be at a complete loss? Wouldn’t he
think the shadows he saw before were more true than these objects?

Next imagine he was forced to look straight at the burning light. His eyes would
hurt. The pain would make him turn away and try to return to things he could see
more easily. He would think that those things were more real than the new things
they were showing him.

But suppose that once more someone takes him and drags him up the steep and
rugged ascent from the cave. Suppose someone forces him out into the full light of
the sun. Won’t he suffer greatly and be furious at being dragged upward? As he ap-
proaches the light his eyes will be dazzled and he won’t be able to see any of this world
we ourselves call reality. Little by little he will have to get used to looking at the
upper world. At first he will see shadows on the ground best, next perhaps the reflec-
tions of men and other objects in water, and then maybe the objects themselves. Af-
ter this he would find it easier to gaze at the light of the moon and the stars in the
night sky than to look at the daylight sun and its light. Last of all he will be able to
look at the sun and contemplate its nature. He will not just look at its reflection in
water but will see it as it is in itself and in its own domain. He would come to the
conclusion that the sun produces the seasons and the years and that it controls every-
thing in the visible world. He will understand that it is in a way the cause of every-
thing that he and his fellow prisoners used to see.

Suppose the released prisoner now recalled the cave and what passed for wisdom
among his fellows there. Wouldn’t he be happy about his new situation and feel sorry
for them? They might have been in the habit of honoring those among themselves
who were quickest to make out the shadows and those who could remember which
usually came before others so that they were best at predicting the course of the shad-
ows. Would he care about such honors and glories or would he envy those who won
them? Wouldn’t he rather endure anything than go back to thinking and living like
they did?

Finally, imagine that the released prisoner was taken from the light and brought
back into the cave to his old seat. His eyes would be full of darkness. Now he would
have to compete in discerning the shadows with the prisoners who had never left the
cave while his own eyes were still dim. Wouldn’t he appear ridiculous? Men would say
of him that he had gone up and had come back down with his eyesight ruined and
that it was better not even to think of ascending. In fact, if they caught anyone try-
ing to free them and lead them up to the light, they would try to kill him.

I say, now, that the prison is the world we see with our eyes; the light of the fire is
like the power of our sun. The climb upward out of the cave into the upper world is
the ascent of the mind into the domain of true knowledge.1

CRITICAL THINKING

Does Plato assume that it
is better to know the truth
and be unhappy than to 
be happy but ignorant?
Would this assumption be
correct?
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1.1 INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY? 7

PHILOSOPHY AND LIFE

Groupthink

The psychologist Irving Janis has
coined the term groupthink to refer
to the tendency of cohesive groups
to get increasingly out of touch with
reality. Janis studied how numerous
political leaders and their close ad-
visors made decisions that were
spectacularly out of touch with real-
ity, including (1) the Japanese deci-
sion to attack the United States at
Pearl Harbor; (2) President Truman’s
decision to escalate the Korean War;
(3) President Kennedy’s decision
to invade Cuba at the Bay of Pigs;
(4) President Johnson’s decision 
to escalate the Vietnam War; and
(5) President Nixon’s decision to
launch a cover-up of the Watergate
break-in. Janis found that “the social
pressures that develop in cohesive
groups,” particularly the desire “to
preserve friendly intragroup rela-
tions,” lead such groups to develop
an “us-versus-them” mentality that

gradually distorts their ability to
evaluate their situation realistically.
Symptoms of such groupthink in-
clude an “illusion of the group’s in-
vulnerability”; a “belief in the inher-
ent morality of the group” and its
activities; “collective rationaliza-
tion” that discounts any outside in-
formation that might conflict with
the group’s assumptions; “stereo-
types” of outsiders and critics as
weak, stupid, or evil; “direct pressure
on dissenters” within the group;
“self-censorship” that leads each
member to discount his or her own
doubts about the group’s beliefs and
assumptions; the “illusion of una-
nimity” within the group; and the
emergence of “self-appointed mind-
guards” who protect the group from
any contrary outside information
that might shatter their comfortable
assumptions.

QUESTIONS

1. What aspects of Plato’s Myth 
of the Cave can be interpreted as
groupthink?

2. Do you see any of the symptoms
of groupthink in any groups within
our society? In any of the groups to
which you belong?

3. Is it possible for an entire nation
or society to suffer from groupthink?
For the entire human race? Explain
your answers.

4. What are the cures, if any, for
groupthink? Can such cures work
in “the Cave”?

Source: I. L. Janis, Victims of Groupthink
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1972).

Philosophy is not a theory but
an activity.

ludwig wittgenstein

Plato wrote this intriguing parable more than two thousand years ago. The par-
able is important for us because it explains much about what philosophy is. First,
in the parable, philosophy is the activity of journeying upward from the dark
cave to the light. That is, philosophy is an activity. In this respect it differs from
other academic subjects. Unlike some other subjects, philosophy does not con-
sist of a lot of information or theories. True, philosophers have developed many
theories and views. However, philosophical theories are the products of phi-
losophy, not philosophy itself. While studying philosophy, of course, you will
be asked to study the theories of several important philosophers. But the point
of studying them is not just to memorize them. You will study them, instead,
as an aid to help you learn how to “do” philosophy. By seeing how the best phi-
losophers have “done” philosophy and by considering their views and theories,
you can better understand what philosophizing is. More importantly, you can
use their insights to shed light on your own philosophical journey. It’s the jour-
ney — the activity — that’s important, not the products you bring back from
your journey.

Second, as Plato made clear in the parable, philosophy is a difficult activ-
ity. The journey upward is hard because it involves questioning the most basic

In philosophy there are no
facts. It is all just arguing,
thinking, reasoning.

w. d. hart
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8 CHAPTER 1 • THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY

2Quoted in A History of Women Philosophers, ed. Mary Ellen Waithe (Boston: Martinus Nijhoff,
1987), 56.

It was philosophical reflection
that brought me to the con-
clusion that our evidence for
what we have been told in 
a religious way—of creation
and salvation and all that—
needed more evidence.

w. v. o. quine

Philosophy means liberation
from the two dimensions of
routine, soaring above the
well known, seeing it in new
perspectives, arousing wonder
and the wish to fly.

walter kaufmann

beliefs that each of us accepts about ourselves and the universe. This means, as
the parable suggests, that your philosophical journey sometimes may lead you in
directions that society does not support. It may lead you toward views that oth-
ers around you reject. Philosophy is also hard because it requires us to think crit-
ically, consistently, and carefully about our fundamental beliefs. We may rebel
against being asked to systematically and logically question and criticize views
that we have always accepted. Yet the journey out of the darkness of the cave re-
quires intellectual discipline and the hard work of thinking things through as
carefully and precisely as we can. That is why someone taking the first steps in
philosophy can be helped by a teacher who, as Plato says, “drags him up the steep
and rugged ascent from the cave and forces him out into the full light of the sun.”
The teacher does this by getting the learner to ask himself or herself the hard
questions that the student is reluctant to ask on his or her own.

Third, as Plato indicates and as we have already suggested, the aim of phi-
losophy is freedom. Philosophy breaks the chains that imprison and hold us down,
the chains we often do not even know we are wearing. Like the prisoners in the
cave, we uncritically accept the beliefs and opinions of those around us, and this
leads us to see the world in narrow, rigid ways. Philosophy aims at breaking us
free of the prejudices and unthinking habits we have long absorbed from those
around us so we can move toward more reflective views that are truly our own.

Fourth, Plato’s parable suggests that the beliefs that philosophy examines are
the most basic concerns of human existence. Like the prisoner who is led to look
at the real objects whose shadows he always thought were real, the person who
does philosophy examines the most basic assumptions we have about the world
around us. The word philosophy itself suggests this, since it means “the love of wis-
dom.” To do philosophy is to love wisdom. Since wisdom is an understanding of
the most fundamental aspects of human living, to love wisdom (to do philoso-
phy) is to grapple with and seek to understand the most basic issues in our lives.

This view of philosophy as the activity of examining our beliefs about the
most fundamental and significant aspects of our lives was perhaps most clearly
expressed not by Plato, but by Perictione, a woman philosopher whom we think
lived around the time of Plato:

Humanity came into being and exists in order to contemplate the principle of the
nature of the whole. The function of wisdom is to gain possession of this very thing,
and to contemplate the purpose of the things that are. Geometry, of course, and
arithmetic, and the other theoretical studies and sciences are also concerned with
the things that are, but wisdom is concerned with the most basic of these. Wisdom is
concerned with all that is, just as sight is concerned with all that is visible and hear-
ing with all that is audible. . . . Therefore, whoever is able to analyze all the kinds of
being by reference to one and the same basic principle, and, in turn, from this prin-
ciple to synthesize and enumerate the different kinds, this person seems to be the wis-
est and most true and, moreover, to have discovered a noble height from which he
will be able to catch sight of God and all the things separated from God in serial rank
and order.2

CRITICAL THINKING

Do definitions of philoso-
phy assume humans have
certain abilities? Do they
assume we can understand
ourselves and the uni-
verse? If definitions of
philosophy make such as-
sumptions, can philosophy
really question every-
thing?
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1.1 INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY? 9

The scientist will ask, “What
is the cause of cancer?” The
philosopher will ask, “What’s
a cause? What is it for some-
thing to be a cause?”

john searle

Philosophy is the thoughts of
men about human thinking,
reasoning and imagining, and
the real values in human exis-
tence.

charles w. eliot

Perictione is suggesting that philosophy, the search for wisdom, is ultimately a
search for an understanding of why we and our universe are here. It is a search
for a kind of understanding that goes beyond mathematics and the other sci-
ences. These —mathematics and the other sciences —look only at particular as-
pects of our world. Philosophy, on the other hand, is the attempt to understand
the most basic and general aspects of ourselves, our place in the universe, and
our relationship to the divine.

For example, philosophy examines the basic ideas that underlie religion
when it asks: Is there a God? Is there an afterlife? What truth is there in religious
experience? It examines the basic ideas that underlie science when it asks: Are
there limits to what science can tell us about reality? Are scientific theories
merely useful approximations, or do they impart real truths about the universe?
What is truth? Philosophy examines the basic values that underlie our relations
with one another when it asks: What is justice? What do we owe each other?
What is love? And it examines the basic notions that underlie our views about
reality when it asks: Is human freedom possible, or is everything determined by
outside forces? Do things operate by chance, or is there some purpose to the uni-
verse? Are the ordinary objects we experience all that reality contains, or do
other kinds of objects exist beyond the world that appears around us? To do
philosophy, then, is to examine the basic and most important assumptions that
underlie everything we do and believe. We can, in fact, define philosophy— the
love and pursuit of wisdom —as the activity of critically and carefully examin-
ing the reasons behind the most fundamental assumptions of our human lives.

The search for wisdom is a concern of people of both sexes and of all races
and cultures. Yet here in the United States, at least, philosophy once proceeded
as if only Caucasian males did philosophy. In fact, college philosophy courses
often paid attention only to those male philosophers who belong to Western
culture. Western culture is the cultural tradition that began in ancient Greece
and Rome (where it united with Christianity) and then spread to Europe, En-
gland, and the United States.

How can this be? Are there no important women philosophers? Have only
white men philosophized? Have no other cultures — such as Indian, African, and
Asian cultures —made important contributions to philosophy? Are the philo-
sophical views of nonwhites insignificant?

It is clearly a mistake to assume that only the views of Western males are im-
portant enough to study. Women make up half of humanity, so looking at philo-
sophical issues from the perspectives of women as well as men is important. The
tradition of Western culture is important, of course, because of its profound in-
fluence on the social institutions that surround us. Yet other cultural traditions
have had equally profound impacts on the planet’s civilizations and populations.
As we begin the twenty-first century, it is becoming ever more impossible to ig-
nore non-Western cultures. The cultural traditions of many Americans —Asian
Americans and African Americans, for example —include elements from non-
Western traditions. Examining these is vital. Moreover, because the nations of
the world are now so interdependent, other cultures and other traditions now
profoundly affect our social, political, and economic institutions. It is foolish to
remain ignorant of the philosophical traditions of other nations and of people

Philosophy is man’s quest for
the unity of knowledge: it con-
sists in a perpetual struggle to
create the concepts in which
the universe can be conceived
as a universe and not a multi-
verse.

william halverson
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10 CHAPTER 1 • THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY

of color, philosophical traditions that are now having a significant impact on
our lives.

Therefore, this book includes two philosophical approaches that focus on
ideas that are not always included in introductions to philosophy. One of these
approaches is feminist philosophy. Feminist philosophy looks at philosophical
issues from the perspectives of women. The other approach is that of multicul-
turalism, an approach to learning that takes in the perspectives of many differ-
ent cultures.

Living in the United States, we need to understand the traditional Western
philosophy that has shaped this country’s institutions and its dominant culture.
This traditional Western philosophy continues to influence and shape the
thinking of each of us today. For a number of historical reasons (including both
subtle and overt racism and sexism), the major contributors to this philosophy
have been white males. Consequently, we will spend a good deal of time exam-
ining their views. Nevertheless, we will not ignore the contributions of women
and members of other cultures and races. Looking at their contributions will en-
able you to expand your horizons. It will allow you to see more clearly and to
contrast the ways in which traditional Western philosophy has shaped you. It
will provide new ways of looking at yourself and reality, and new ways of shap-
ing the institutions and cultures that will emerge in your future. By looking at
worlds that are different from the one you live in, you may come to see more
clearly what your world is really like. More importantly, perhaps, you will envi-
sion ways of making it better.

QUESTIONS

1. Ask six friends what they think philosophy is. Is there any agreement?

2. Would it be true to say that every profession has its own philosophy? What
does this mean? How would you describe the educational philosophy of the
school that you attend or have attended?

3. The text suggests that in Plato’s Myth of the Cave, the climb from the cave
represents the climb “from the dark cave of ignorance up into the light of knowl-
edge.” Can you suggest other reasonable interpretations of Plato’s parable?

4. Suppose someone objected: “If philosophy is an ongoing process, what’s the
point of engaging in it? You’ll never get any certain answers; your search will
never end. Such a prospect is thoroughly depressing.” How would you respond
to this criticism?
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1.2 THE TRADITIONAL DIVISIONS OF PHILOSOPHY 11

1.2 The Traditional Divisions 
of Philosophy

The first step towards philoso-
phy is incredulity.

denis diderot

Another way of understanding what philosophy means is to look at the kinds of
questions it has traditionally asked. Traditionally, philosophy has sought an or-
ganized understanding of reality and our place in it: an understanding of how we
ought to live, including the reasons for our personal and social moral values, and
an understanding of what knowledge and truth are. Of course, philosophers ap-
proach these general concerns in many ways, each emphasizing some particular
aspect of our human concerns.

The variety of approaches aside, philosophy has been generally concerned
with three broad questions: What is knowledge? What is real? What is right and
good? Although these questions cannot be considered in isolation and although
the distinction among them is sometimes blurred, philosophers have tradition-
ally seen most philosophical questions as parts of these three inquiries.

These traditional concerns suggest the three categories under which philo-
sophical topics are usually grouped: knowledge, reality, and value. Philosophers
generally term the fields of philosophy that explore these topics epistemology,
metaphysics, and ethics.

Epistemology literally means “the study of knowledge.” Among the prob-
lems usually discussed as parts of epistemology are the structure, reliability, ex-
tent, and kinds of knowledge we have; the meaning of truth (including defini-
tions of truth and validity); logic and a variety of strictly linguistic concerns; and
the foundation of all knowledge, including the question of whether real knowl-
edge is even possible.

To get a fuller idea of what epistemology is, and its importance, consider
the interesting views of Gail Stenstad, a contemporary feminist philosopher.
Stenstad argues that male approaches to knowledge assume that there is only
one truth — one correct theory —and that all other conflicting insights must be
wrong. She contrasts this approach to knowledge, which she calls theoretical
thinking, with feminist “anarchic thinking.” Feminist thinking, she says, recog-
nizes that there is not just one “objective” truth but many conflicting truths:

In some ways the difference between theoretical thinking and anarchic thinking is
analogous to the difference between monotheism [belief in one God] and polytheism
[belief in many gods]. Theoretical thinking and monotheism both tend toward “the
one.” Monotheism, obviously, is oriented toward one god; historically, many mono-
theistic religions have also been very concerned with oneness in doctrine, with arriv-
ing at doctrine that can be taken to be the only true or correct one. “One lord, one
faith, one baptism.” This sort of focus creates an in-group and an out-group: the saved
and the damned. While none but the most rigid theorists would go so far in demar-
cating an in-group and an out-group, accusations of “incorrectness” have been used
to silence disagreement. Further, in its very structure, any claim to possess the truth,
or the correct account of reality or the good, creates an out-group, whether we like
it or not. The out-group is all those whose truth or reality or values are different from
those posited in the theory. . . . [But] polytheism has room to include a monotheistic

epistemology the branch of
philosophy that investigates
the nature, sources, limitations,
and validity of knowledge
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12 CHAPTER 1 • THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY

3Gail Stenstad, “Anarchic Thinking: Breaking the Hold of Monotheistic Ideology on Feminist Phi-
losophy,” in Women, Knowledge, and Reality: Explorations in Feminist Philosophy, ed. Ann Garry and
Marilyn Pearsall (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 333.

perspective (though the reverse is not the case). A belief in many gods, or in many
possibilities or sacred manifestations, can allow for an individual’s preference for any
one (or more) of those manifestations. Likewise, anarchic thinking does not aban-
don or exclude or negate the insights achieved by theoretical thinking, but rather de-
motes “the theory” to a situational analysis, useful and accurate within limits clearly
demarcated in each case. Other, very different analyses, based on other women’s sit-
uations and experiences, are not ruled out.3

In this passage, Stenstad is comparing male or theoretical thinking with mono-
theism. Monotheism is the belief that there is just one God and that any beliefs
in other gods should be rejected. In a similar way, she says, male thinking as-
sumes that there is only one true view of reality and that any contrary views must
be rejected as false. Theoretical thinking, the male view of truth, assumes that
if several views of reality conflict (are inconsistent), then only one can be true.
We must turn away from such male approaches to knowledge and truth, she says.
Instead, we should embrace the “feminist” view that truth is many and that sev-
eral opposing insights can be equally valid and equally true. This new feminist
approach to truth and knowledge will give us the power to break free of male
theories that deny the equal validity of opposing views; it will also enable us to
build communities that include individuals from different backgrounds and with
different experiences, offering different insights and different truths.

Is truth many or one? Is there a male approach to knowledge and truth that
is intolerant and exclusive? Should we embrace the view that truth is many and
that there is no single correct truth about what the world is like? Are all truths,
all knowledge relative? Out of these puzzling questions arises the field of episte-
mology, the attempt to determine what knowledge and truth are. As this short
discussion of Stenstad’s ideas shows, the answers to these questions influence
even how we relate to each other as male and female.

Metaphysics, the second major area of philosophy, is the study of the most
general or ultimate characteristics of reality or existence. Some issues that fall
under metaphysics are the place of humans in the universe, the purpose and na-
ture of reality, and the nature of mind, self, and consciousness. Also included are
issues related to religion, such as the existence of God, the destiny of the uni-
verse, and the immortality of the soul.

One of the core questions of metaphysics — one that gives us an idea of what
metaphysics is about —is this: Is everything in the universe determined by out-
side causes, or are humans, at least, freely able to choose for themselves? Again,
looking at how some philosophers have treated this issue will give us a better un-
derstanding of metaphysics.

One important theory in metaphysics is determinism, the view that all things
and all human beings are unfree. Paul Henri d’Holbach, who wrote in the eigh-
teenth century, held such a view:

In whatever manner man is considered, he is connected to universal nature, and sub-
mitted to the necessary and immutable laws that she imposes on all beings she con-

metaphysics the branch of
philosophy that studies the
nature of reality
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1.2 THE TRADITIONAL DIVISIONS OF PHILOSOPHY 13

PHILOSOPHY AND LIFE

Philosophical Issues

Virtually every activity and every
profession raises philosophical is-
sues. Science, theology, psychology,
the practice of law and medicine,
and even taxation all involve ques-
tions that more or less directly force
us to address philosophical issues.
Mark Woodhouse invites us to con-
sider the following examples:

1. A neurophysiologist, while estab-
lishing correlations between certain
brain functions and the feeling of pain,
begins to wonder whether the “mind” 
is distinct from the brain.

2. A nuclear physicist, having de-
termined that matter is mostly empty
space containing colorless energy trans-
formations, begins to wonder to what
extent the solid, extended, colored
world we perceive corresponds to what
actually exists and which world is 
more “real.”

3. A behavioral psychologist, having
increasing success in predicting human
behavior, questions whether any hu-
man actions can be called “free.”

4. Supreme Court justices, when
framing a law to distinguish obscene
and nonobscene art forms, are drawn
into questions about the nature and
function of art.

5. A theologian in a losing battle
with science over literal descriptions of
the universe (or “reality”) is forced to

redefine the whole purpose and scope
of traditional theology.

6. An anthropologist, noting that all
societies have some conception of a
moral code, begins to wonder just what
distinguishes a moral from a nonmoral
point of view.

7. A linguist, in examining the
various ways language shapes our view 
of the world, declares that there is no
one “true reality” because all views 
of reality are conditioned and quali-
fied by the language in which they are
expressed.

8. A perennial skeptic, accustomed
to demanding and not receiving abso-
lute proof for every view encountered,
declares that it is impossible to know
anything.

9. A county commissioner, while
developing new zoning ordinances, be-
gins to wonder whether the effect or the
intent (or both) of zoning laws makes
them discriminatory.

10. An IRS director, in determining
which (religious) organizations should
be exempted from tax, is forced to de-
fine what counts as a “religion” or “re-
ligious group.”

11. A concerned mother, having
decided to convert her Communist
son, is forced to read the Communist
Manifesto and to do some thinking
about Marxist and capitalist ideologies.

And, as Woodhouse also suggests,
philosophical questions are contin-
ually raised in our everyday life and
conversations. Consider, for ex-
ample, the following statements,
which all involve philosophical
issues: Sociology is not a science.
Drugs reveal new levels of reality.
History never repeats itself. Every
religion has the same core of truth.
We should all be left free to do our
own thing, as long as we don’t hurt
anyone else. All truth depends on
your point of view. The most impor-
tant thing you can do is find out who
you are. This could all be a dream.

QUESTIONS

1. Are there any areas of life that
do not involve philosophical issues?

2. What are your views on the issues
that Woodhouse lists?

3. How would the issues that Wood-
house lists be resolved?

4. What kinds of reasons would
count for or against a given position
on these issues?

5. Can these issues be resolved?

Source: Mark D. Woodhouse, A Preface
to Philosophy (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth,
1984), 1–2, 26 –27. Used by permission.

tains. . . . He is born without his own consent; his [physical and mental] organization
does in no way depend on himself; his ideas come to him involuntarily; and his habits
are in the power of those who cause him to have them. He is unceasingly modified
by causes, whether visible or concealed, over which he has no control and which
necessarily regulate his existence, color his way of thinking, and determine his man-
ner of acting. . . .

His will is necessarily determined by the qualities, good or bad, agreeable or pain-
ful, of the object or the motive that acts upon his senses or which he retains in his
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4Baron Paul Henri d’Holbach, System of Nature (London: Dearsley, 1797).
5Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (New York: Washington Square Press, 1963), 206, 213.

memory. In consequence, he acts necessarily, his action is the result of the impulse
he receives either from the motive, from the object, or from the idea which has
modified his brain or disposed his will. When he does not act according to this im-
pulse, it is because there comes some new cause, some new motive, some new idea,
which modified his brain in a different manner, gives him a new impulse, and deter-
mines his will in another way. . . . In all this he always acts according to necessary
laws from which he has no means of emancipating himself. . . .

In short, the actions of man are never free; they are always the necessary conse-
quence of his temperament, of the ideas he has received, including his true or false
notions of happiness, and of those opinions that are strengthened by example, by edu-
cation, and by daily experience. . . . Man is not a free agent in any instant of his life.4

Yet many contemporary philosophers deny this deterministic picture of reality.
One of them is Viktor Frankl, a twentieth-century Jewish psychologist and ex-
istentialist philosopher who lived through the Jewish persecutions during World
War II. Frankl suffered terrible degradations while imprisoned by the Nazis after
they murdered his entire family. There, in the terror-filled hellholes of the Ger-
man prison camps, he was struck by how often people responded to their situa-
tion with generosity and selflessness. His experience proved to him, he claims,
that human beings are ultimately free and that each of us has the freedom to
make of ourselves whatever kind of person we choose to be:

Man is not fully conditioned and determined; he determines himself whether to
give in to conditions or stand up to them. In other words, man is ultimately self-
determining. Man does not simply exist, but always decides what his existence will
be, what he will become in the next moment. By the same token, every human be-
ing has the freedom to change at any instant. . . .

A human being is not one thing among others. Things determine each other, but
man is ultimately self-determining. What he becomes —within the limits of endow-
ment and environment —he has made out of himself. In the concentration camps,
for example, in this living laboratory and on this testing ground, we watched and wit-
nessed some of our comrades behave like swine while others behaved like saints. Man
has both potentialities within himself. Which one is actualized depends on decisions
but not on conditions.5

Some Eastern philosophers have turned to the Hindu idea of karma to argue
that humans can be both free and determined. Karma, which literally means
“action” or “deed,” consists of the accumulation of a person’s past deeds. For the
Hindu, everything we have done in our past (possibly including past lives) de-
termines our present situation —who and what we now are. Some Hindu phi-
losophers have argued that although this seems to imply that we are not free, the
idea of karma allows us to combine both determinism and freedom. Our past
actions — our karma — they claim, determine the kind of being we have become,
but we are still free to choose within the limits of what we have become. Free-
dom is choosing now within a situation that is determined by our past. As the
Hindu philosopher Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan writes,
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6Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, An Idealist View of Life (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1932),
220 –221.

Freedom is not caprice, nor is Karma necessity. . . . Freedom is not caprice since we
carry our past with us. Our character, at any given point, is the condensation of our
previous history. What we have been enters into the “me” which is now active and
choosing. The range of one’s natural freedom of action is limited. No man has the
universal field of possibilities for himself. . . . Only the possible is the sphere of free-
dom. We have a good deal of present constraint and previous necessity in human
life. But necessity is not to be mistaken for destiny which we can neither defy nor de-
lude. Though the self is not free from the bonds of determination, it can subjugate
the past to a certain extent and turn it into a new course. Choice is the assertion of
freedom over necessity by which it converts necessity to its own use and thus frees
itself from it.6

Which of these views is supported by the strongest reasons — the view that
all reality (including ourselves) is causally determined, the view that we are com-
pletely free to choose what we will be, or the view that we are determined but
free to choose within the constraints set by our past? This is but one example of
the fundamental questions that metaphysics asks.

Ethics, the third major area of philosophy, refers to the study of our values
and moral principles and how these relate to our conduct and to our social in-
stitutions. Ethics includes questions about the nature of moral obligation, what
basic moral principles we should follow and what is good for human beings, the
nature and justification of social structures and political systems, and the moral-
ity of various kinds of behavior and social policies that involve crucial human
interests.

The specific issues discussed in ethics vary widely and include questions such
as these: Are abortion, suicide, and euthanasia ever morally right? Is capitalism
or communism a better form of life? Should the law permit or prohibit adultery,
pornography, capital punishment, or homosexuality? Again, some examples may
make these inquiries a bit clearer. Consider the statement of Mahatma Gandhi,
the great twentieth-century Indian statesman who successfully practiced non-
violent political resistance against the British rulers of India. Gandhi devoted
his life to breaking down racial and religious forms of discrimination. He cam-
paigned for equality of respect for all human beings. In doing this he advocated
and practiced ahimsa, or nonviolence. In Gandhi’s view, we should harm no liv-
ing thing. Nevertheless, we should resist evil. In his struggles against the Brit-
ish, therefore, he would simply stand in the path of their violence, letting their
blows fall on him, and passively resist their oppressive policies. Gandhi lived the
philosophy that service toward others is our primary moral duty:

To proceed a little further, sacrifice means laying down one’s life so that others may
live. Let us suffer so that others may be happy, and the highest service and the high-
est love is wherein man lays down his life for his fellow-men. That highest love is
thus Ahimsa which is the highest service. . . . Learn to be generous towards each
other. To be generous means having no hatred for those whom we consider to be at
fault, and loving and serving them. It is not generosity or love, if we have goodwill
for others only as long as they and we are united in thought and action. That should

ethics the branch of philoso-
phy that tries to determine the
good and right thing to do
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Gandhi: “The highest love is wherein man lays down
his life for his fellow-men. That highest love is thus
Ahimsa.”
Bettmann /CORBIS

7Mahatma Gandhi, Gita—My Mother, quoted in Beyond the Western Tradition, ed. Daniel Bonevac,
William Boon, and Stephen Phillips (Mountain View, CA: Mayfield, 1992), 243.
8Harry Browne, How I Found Freedom in an Unfree World (New York: Macmillan, 1937).

be called merely friendship or mutual affection. The application of the term “love”
is wrong in such cases. “Love” means feeling friendship for the enemy.7

Yet not everyone agrees with such lofty sentiments. Many philosophers, in
fact, have reasoned that ethics is a sham. For example, Harry Browne concludes
that morality is really a kind of trap if we take it to mean that people should put
the happiness of others ahead of their own. Selfishness, he holds, is and should
be everyone’s policy:

Everyone is selfish; everyone is doing what he believes will make himself happier.
The recognition of that can take most of the sting out of accusations that you’re be-
ing “selfish.” Why should you feel guilty for seeking your own happiness when that’s
what everyone else is doing, too? . . .

To find constant, profound happiness requires that you be free to seek the gratifi-
cation of your own desires. It means making positive choices.

If you slip into the Unselfishness Trap, you’ll spend a good part of your time mak-
ing negative choices — trying to avoid the censure of those who tell you not to think
of yourself. . . .

If someone finds happiness by doing “good works” for others, let him. That doesn’t
mean that’s the best way for you to find happiness.

And when someone accuses you of being selfish, just remember that he’s only up-
set because you aren’t doing what he selfishly wants you to do.8
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Browne’s view that morality is a sham because humans always try to satisfy them-
selves — therefore, their actions are always selfish —is called egoism. The con-
temporary philosopher James Rachels strongly questions this view in the follow-
ing passage:

Why should we think that merely because someone derives satisfaction from help-
ing others this makes him selfish? Isn’t the unselfish man precisely the one who does
derive satisfaction from helping others, while the selfish man does not? Similarly, it
is nothing more than shabby sophistry to say, because Smith takes satisfaction in
helping his friend, that he is behaving selfishly. If we say this rapidly, while thinking
about something else, perhaps it will sound all right; but if we speak slowly, and pay
attention to what we are saying, it sounds plain silly.9

Which of these views is correct — that morality is a sham or that we have a
duty to love and serve even our enemies? These kinds of inquiries form the sub-
ject matter of ethics, the third major area of philosophy.

Finally, there is a wide range of philosophical inquiries that we usually refer
to as “the philosophy of . . . ” or, simply, “philosophy and. . . .” These include the
philosophy of science, the philosophy of art, and philosophy and the meaning
of life. Each of these areas of philosophy attempts to question and analyze the
basic or fundamental assumptions of the subject. For example, the philosophy of
science asks what the scientific method is, whether it is valid, and whether the
theories it produces are merely useful mental constructs or objective descriptions
of reality. The philosophy of art asks what art is, what its meaning is and what
its point is, and whether we can judge art against objective standards or whether
it is merely a matter of fads and personal tastes. An inquiry into philosophy and
the meaning of life is an attempt to look carefully at the question of whether life
has meaning and, if so, what that meaning might be.

QUESTIONS

1. Read through the various passages quoted as examples of philosophical writ-
ings in epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics. What makes these philosophical
writings? What reasons are provided in support of a philosophical position? How
does philosophy differ from the natural sciences? The social sciences? Literature?

2. Think of as many philosophical questions as you can, and then place each
in one or more of the three major philosophical categories.

3. List the philosophical concerns you wish to learn about during your intro-
ductory philosophy course. Try to be specific. For example, suppose that you’d
like to learn something about religion. Exactly what would you like to learn? Try
to formulate a question that will direct your study, such as “Is there any reason
to believe that God exists?” or “If God is all good and all powerful, how can evil
exist?”
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9James Rachels, “Egoism and Moral Skepticism,” in A New Introduction to Philosophy, ed. Steven M.
Cahn (New York: Harper & Row, 1971).

Philosophy wrestles with
problems that are still in a
state of too much confusion for
any self-respecting science to
try to grapple with them. It’s
the junkyard of the sciences.

paul churchland
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1.3 An Example 
of Philosophy: Socrates

pre-Socratics the Greek phi-
losophers before Socrates

The best way to understand the nature of philosophy is to consider a philoso-
pher in action. And the best place to begin is with the Greek thinker Socrates,
who is sometimes called the father of Western philosophy. However, we should
note that Socrates was not the first Western philosopher. A group of philosophers
preceded him called the pre-Socratics. The pre-Socratics were the first thinkers
in the West who questioned religious authority and tried to provide nonreligious
explanations of nature. (For more information, see the showcase about the first
philosophers at the end of this chapter.) Nevertheless, Socrates’ life and views
exemplify the meaning of philosophy, so we will look at his work.

Socrates was born in 469 b.c. in Athens, Greece, a flourishing and remark-
ably vigorous city-state. The Greek theater had already produced the noted dra-
matist Aeschylus and would soon see the comedies of Aristophanes and the
tragedies of Sophocles and Euripedes. The Greek armies had defeated those of
the much larger nation of Persia, and Athens was on the verge of attaining naval
control of the Aegean Sea.

As he grew older, Socrates began to question the conventional beliefs held
by his fellow Athenians. He would haunt the streets of Athens, buttonholing
powerful men and asking them irreverent questions about their opinions. To
those who pretended to know about justice, for example, he would ask “What is
justice? What does it mean? What do all just acts have in common?” Similarly,
he would probe ideas about virtue, knowledge, morality, and religion. By con-
tinual questioning, Socrates would plumb a person’s system of beliefs, deflating
cherished certainties and exposing their emptiness. Although Socrates’ persis-
tent questioning of traditional habits of thought left many people puzzled, many
more reacted with anger.

Socrates saw Athens rise to glory under the great leader Pericles. Under Per-
icles, Athens enjoyed a splendid golden age of democracy, an age of great archi-
tectural, artistic, and literary advances. The golden age of Athens depended on
the powerful military and economic forces that Athens commanded. But all this
ended when Athens was defeated in war and then became embroiled in a disas-
trous thirty-year civil war. Plague broke out, inflation struck the economy, and
intense class struggles erupted between the rich, old aristocratic families and
their poorer fellow citizens. In the end, the defeated, desperate, and frustrated
Athenians searched for scapegoats to blame. Socrates and his habit of question-
ing everything, they said, had weakened the traditional values and beliefs that
had once made Athens strong. So they sentenced Socrates to death.

Since Socrates left no writings, most of what we know about him comes from
the Dialogues, written by Socrates’ disciple Plato. The Dialogues are short dramas
in which the character of Socrates plays a major role. There is some controversy
over how accurately Plato’s Dialogues reflect the real conversations of Socrates.
Nevertheless, most experts today agree that the first dialogues Plato wrote (for

The adjusted American lacks
self-approval; that is to say,
he has not developed a self-
image that he can believe is
both accurate and acceptable.
The culture abounds with
misdirections, which the ad-
justed American acquires. . . .
Perhaps above all he learns
to seek self-acceptance indi-
rectly, by seeking to substitute
the good opinions of others for
self-approval. It is thus that
he becomes “other directed.”

gail and snell putney
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Socrates: “The unexamined life is not worth living.”
Bettmann /CORBIS

example, Euthyphro, The Apology, and Crito) are faithful to Socrates’ views al-
though they may not contain Socrates’ actual words.

One of these early dialogues, Euthyphro, presents a marvelous example of
how Socrates questioned almost to the point of irritation. In fact, as you read
through the dialogue, you will probably start feeling irritated and asking why
Socrates doesn’t get past the questions and start giving answers. He gives no an-
swers because he wants you to realize that you, too, do not have any good an-
swers to his questions.

The dialogue takes place at the court of the king. Socrates is there to learn
more about an indictment for “unholiness” brought against him for questioning
traditional beliefs. He sees an old friend arrive, a priest named Euthyphro. Here,
in a simplified and edited translation, is their dialogue as Plato wrote it:

EUTHYPHRO: Socrates! What are you doing here at the court of the King?

SOCRATES: I am being charged, Euthyphro, by a young man I hardly know named
Meletus. He accuses me of making up new gods and denying the existence of the
old ones.

EUTHYPHRO: I am sure you will win your case, Socrates, just like I expect to
win mine.

SOCRATES: But what is your case, Euthyphro?

EUTHYPHRO: I am charging my father with murder, Socrates. One of my slaves in
a drunken fit killed a fellow slave. My father chained up the culprit and left him in
a ditch unattended for several days to wait the judgment of a priest. But the cold,
the hunger, and the chains killed him. So now I am charging my father with murder,
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20 CHAPTER 1 • THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY

against the ignorant wishes of my family who do not know what true holiness requires
of a priest like me.

SOCRATES: Good heavens, Euthyphro! Do you have such a clear knowledge of what
holiness is that you are not afraid you might be doing something unholy in charging
your own father with murder?

EUTHYPHRO: My most valued possession, Socrates, is the exact knowledge I have
of these matters.

SOCRATES: You are a rare friend, Euthyphro. I can do no better than take you as my
teacher so that I can defend myself against Meletus who is accusing me of being un-
holy. Tell me, then, what is holiness and what is unholiness?

EUTHYPHRO: Holiness is doing what I am doing: prosecuting anyone who is guilty
of murder, sacrilege, or of any similar crime —whether he is your father or mother,
or whoever, it makes no difference —and not to prosecute them is unholiness.

SOCRATES: But wouldn’t you say, Euthyphro, that there are many other holy acts?

EUTHYPHRO: There are.

SOCRATES: I was not asking you to give me examples of holiness, Euthyphro, but
to identify the characteristic which makes all holy things holy. There must be some
characteristic that all holy things have in common, and one which makes unholy
things unholy. Tell me what this characteristic itself is, so that I can tell which ac-
tions are holy, and which unholy.

EUTHYPHRO: Well, then, holiness is what is loved by the gods and what is not loved
by them is unholy.

SOCRATES: Very good, Euthyphro! Now you have given me the sort of answer I
wanted. Let us examine it. A thing or a person that is loved by the gods is holy, and
a thing or a person that the gods hate is unholy. And the holy is the opposite of the
unholy. Does that summarize what you said?

EUTHYPHRO: It does.

SOCRATES: But you admit, Euthyphro, that the gods have disagreements. So some
things are hated by some gods and loved by other gods.

EUTHYPHRO: True.

SOCRATES: Then upon your view the same things, Euthyphro, will be both holy
and unholy.

EUTHYPHRO: Well, I suppose so.

SOCRATES: Then, my friend, you have not really answered my question. I did not
ask you to tell me which actions were both holy and unholy; yet that is the outcome
of your view. In punishing your father, Euthyphro, you might be doing what is loved
by the god Zeus, but hateful to the god Cronos.

EUTHYPHRO: But Socrates, surely none of the gods would disagree about the right-
ness of punishing an injustice.

SOCRATES: Both men and gods would certainly agree on the general point that
unjust acts should be punished. But men and gods might disagree about whether this
particular act is unjust. Is that not true?

EUTHYPHRO: Quite true.

SOCRATES: So tell me, my friend: How do you know that all the gods agree on this
particular act: that it is just for a son to prosecute his father for chaining a slave who

CRITICAL THINKING

Does Socrates assume you
have to be able to define
holiness, justice, and mor-
ality in order to know
what these are? Does Soc-
rates assume you have to
know what holiness, jus-
tice, and morality are in
order to be holy, just, and
moral? Would these as-
sumptions be correct?
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was guilty of murder and who died in chains before the religious authorities said what
should be done with him? How do you know that all the gods love this act?

EUTHYPHRO: I could make the matter quite clear to you, Socrates, although it
would take me some time.

SOCRATES: Euthyphro, I will not insist on it. I will assume, if you like, that all the
gods here agree. The point I really want to understand is this: Do the gods love what
is holy because it is holy, or is it holy because they love it? What do you say, Eu-
thyphro? On your definition whatever is holy is loved by all the gods, is it not?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes.

SOCRATES: Because it is holy? Or for some other reason?

EUTHYPHRO: No, that is the reason.

SOCRATES: Then what is holy is loved by the gods because it is holy? It is not holy
because it is loved?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes.

SOCRATES: Then, Euthyphro, to be loved by the gods cannot be the same as to be
holy. And to be holy cannot be the same as to be loved by the gods.

EUTHYPHRO: But why, Socrates?

SOCRATES: Because, Euthyphro, when I asked you for the essence of holiness, you
gave me only a quality that accompanies holiness: the quality of being loved by the
gods. But you have not yet told me what holiness itself is [that quality that leads the
gods to love whatever has it]. So please, Euthyphro, do not hide your treasure from
me. Start again from the beginning and tell me what holiness itself is.

EUTHYPHRO: I really do not know, Socrates, how to express what I mean. Some-
how or other our arguments seem to turn around in circles and walk away from us.

SOCRATES: Then I will help you instruct me, Euthyphro. Tell me —is it not true
that everything that is holy is also just?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes.

SOCRATES: Does it follow that everything that is just is also holy? Or is it rather the
case that whatever is holy is just, but only some just things are holy while others
are not? For justice is the larger notion of which holiness is only a part. Do you agree
in that?

EUTHYPHRO: Yes, that, I think, is correct.

SOCRATES: Then, since holiness is a part of justice, let us ask what part.

EUTHYPHRO: I know, Socrates! Holiness is that part of justice which involves ser-
vice to the gods, while the other part of justice involves service to our fellow men.

SOCRATES: Very good, Euthyphro. But there is still one small point on which I need
your help: What do you mean by “service”? Is not service always designed to benefit
or improve those who are served?

EUTHYPHRO: True.

SOCRATES: So does holiness, which is a kind of service, benefit or improve the gods?
Would you say that when you do a holy act you make the gods better?

EUTHYPHRO: Good heavens, no!

SOCRATES: Then what is this service to the gods that is called holiness?

EUTHYPHRO: It is the kind that slaves show their masters.

Many talk like philosophers
and live like fools.

h. g. bohn
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SOCRATES: I understand. A sort of ministering to the gods.

EUTHYPHRO: Exactly.

SOCRATES: And now tell me, my good friend, about this ministering to the gods:
What activities does it involve?

EUTHYPHRO: It would be difficult to learn them all, Socrates. Let me simply say
that holiness is learning how to please the gods by prayers and sacrifices.

SOCRATES: And sacrificing is giving to the gods, while prayer is asking of the gods?

EUTHYPHRO: Exactly, Socrates.

SOCRATES: But real giving involves giving them something they want from us, does
it not? For surely it would be pointless to give someone what they do not want.

EUTHYPHRO: Very true, Socrates.

SOCRATES: But then tell me, what benefit comes to the gods from our gifts? Clearly
they are the givers of every good thing we have. So it puzzles me how we can give
them any good thing in return.

EUTHYPHRO: But Socrates, you do not imagine that the gods benefit from the gifts
we give them?

SOCRATES: If not, Euthyphro, then what sort of gifts can these be?

EUTHYPHRO: What else but praise and honor and whatever is pleasing to them.

SOCRATES: Holiness, then, is doing what is pleasing to the gods and not what is
beneficial to them?

EUTHYPHRO: I would say that holiness, above all, is doing what is loved by the gods.

SOCRATES: Does it surprise you our arguments go in circles? Surely you must re-
member that a few moments ago we concluded that to be holy is not the same as to
be loved by the gods?

EUTHYPHRO: I do.

SOCRATES: Then either we were wrong in that admission or we are wrong now.

EUTHYPHRO: Hmm. I suppose that is the case.

SOCRATES: Then we must begin again and ask, “What is holiness?” If any man
knows, you must. For if you did not know the nature of holiness and unholiness I am
sure you would never have charged your aged father with murder and run the risk of
doing wrong in the sight of the gods. Speak, then, my dear Euthyphro, and do not
hide your knowledge from me.

EUTHYPHRO: Perhaps some other time, Socrates. Right now I am in a hurry to be
off somewhere.

SOCRATES: My friend! Will you leave me in despair? And here I had hoped that you
could teach me what holiness itself is.10

In this dialogue, Socrates is doing the kind of critical questioning that charac-
terizes philosophy. With careful, logical reasoning, and in a systematic manner,
he probes the religious beliefs on which Euthyphro bases his life and actions.
Socrates brings logic and reason to bear on those issues that are most important
both to Euthyphro and to himself, since Socrates himself is being accused of act-
ing against religion.

You get deeper and deeper
into a question and finally
you’re into these really fun-
damental questions that we
usually take for granted.
And that’s philosophy.

charles taylor
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Moreover, Socrates’ method reveals that Euthyphro —and we ourselves —
do not really understand the basic things we take for granted. Socrates questions
Euthyphro’s easy assumption that he knows what his religious duty is, that he
knows what it means for something to be religiously just, and that he knows
what it is to serve the gods and why the gods want to be served through certain
acts and not others. At every turn, Euthyphro finds that he does not really un-
derstand the conventional religious beliefs he has been brought up to hold. He
does not even know what makes an action pleasing to the gods. All he can say
is that he believes the gods approve of certain acts, but he has no idea why they
approve of those acts and not others.

Euthyphro might be you or I. Are you so sure about your own most basic re-
ligious beliefs? Do those of us who believe in God really know why God approves
and commands certain acts and not others? What makes an act right? As Soc-
rates might ask: Do you believe that actions are right because God (or society)
approves of them, or do you believe that God (or society) approves of certain
acts because they are right? Do you really know what right action itself is, or do
you merely know one of its accompanying characteristics? If Socrates’ method
of questioning without arriving at answers seems frustrating, it is so partly be-
cause it exposes our own lack of wisdom.

Perhaps it is not surprising to learn that Socrates’ habit of showing people
that they were ignorant of what they thought they knew angered many of them.
In fact, Socrates quickly got a reputation for being a “gadfly,” an irritating per-
sonality who picked away at people’s confident assertions and who left them
with nothing more than the embarrassing realization of their ignorance. Here,
for example, in a selection from the Republic, we see Socrates using his question-
ing methods to show Thrasymachus, a teacher, that he does not know what he is
talking about. We see, also, how Socrates used irony to poke fun at pretentious-
ness and how Socrates never pretended to know something he didn’t. In this
dialogue, Socrates has been asking people if they know what justice is. No one
seems to have a good answer. Then Thrasymachus, who prides himself on his
own knowledge as a teacher, and who is fed up with Socrates’ methods, gets into
the discussion:

THRASYMACHUS: What nonsense are you talking about, Socrates? Why does every-
one always give in to you? If you really want to know what justice is, Socrates, then
don’t just keep asking your questions and showing that everyone else’s answers are
wrong. As you know, of course, it’s easier to ask a lot of questions than to provide an-
swers. So why don’t you try giving us some answers yourself? Tell us what you think
justice is, Socrates. And don’t give us a simple-minded answer like “justice is what
ought to be,” or “justice is what benefits us,” or “justice is what profits us,” or “justice
is what is useful to us.” Tell us clearly and in detail what you think, and don’t just give
us some simplistic stupidity.

SOCRATES: Don’t be so hard on us, Thrasymachus. If my friends and I have made a
mistake in our discussions, I assure you we didn’t do it on purpose. . . . We are search-
ing for justice and that is more precious than gold. We don’t want to spoil our chances
of finding it by being easy on each other and not giving it our best efforts. As you see,
we haven’t been able to discover what it is. So a clever man like you shouldn’t be
angry with us. You should feel sorry for us.

The best philosophers I know
are like Socrates: the talka-
tiveness, the aggressiveness,
the loving to just be with
people, argue with people, talk
to people. That’s something
special.

robert solomon
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THRASYMACHUS: Oh, God! That’s a great example of your well-known irony, Soc-
rates. I knew you would do this. In fact, I warned everyone here before you came that
you wouldn’t answer any questions yourself, but would pretend to be ignorant. I told
them you’d do anything rather than answer someone else’s questions.

SOCRATES: So you are very wise, Thrasymachus. . . .

THRASYMACHUS: Well, what if I said that I’m willing to answer your question about
justice anyway and that I can give you a better answer than anyone else has given? . . .

SOCRATES: Well, then, it would be best if an ignorant man like myself tried to learn
from someone like you who has knowledge.

THRASYMACHUS: Oh, yes, of course! That way Socrates can again avoid giving any
answers and can cross-examine others and refute them.

SOCRATES: But look, my friend, how can someone answer a question if, to begin
with, he doesn’t know the answer and doesn’t claim to know it? . . . Isn’t it more
reasonable for you to answer since you say you know and can tell us? Don’t be so
stubborn. Do us a favor by giving us your answer and stop being so selfish with your
wisdom. . . .

THRASYMACHUS: Listen up, then. I say that justice is nothing more than whatever
is advantageous to the stronger. [Pause.] Well, why don’t you praise me? But no, you’d
never do that!

SOCRATES: Well, first I have to understand what you mean, for I don’t quite get your
point yet. You say justice is whatever is advantageous to the stronger. What exactly
do you mean by this?

THRASYMACHUS: As you must know, Socrates, some nations are ruled by tyrants,
others are ruled by a democratic majority, and still others are ruled by a small aristoc-
racy. . . . Whoever rules — the ruling party —is the stronger in each nation. . . . And
in each nation, whoever rules passes laws that are to their own — the rulers’—ad-
vantage. After they pass these laws, they say that justice is obeying the law. Whoever
fails to keep the law is punished as unjust and a lawbreaker. So that, my good man,
is what I say justice is. Justice is the same in all nations: whatever is to the advantage
of the ruling group. The ruling group, you must admit, is the stronger. So if one rea-
sons correctly, one will conclude that everywhere justice is the same: it is whatever
is advantageous to the stronger.

SOCRATES: Now I think I now what you mean. But now we have to figure out
whether you are right or not. You say that justice is something advantageous, but you
add that it is what is advantageous to the stronger.

THRASYMACHUS: Perhaps you think that’s only a small point?

SOCRATES: That’s not clear yet. We need to see whether what you say is true. For I
too think that justice is something advantageous. But you say that it is what is ad-
vantageous to the stronger, while I don’t claim to know this. So we need to inquire.

THRASYMACHUS: Inquire away.

SOCRATES: First tell me, do you admit that it is just for citizens to obey their rulers?

THRASYMACHUS: I do.

SOCRATES: But are the rulers of a nation absolutely infallible, or do they sometimes
make mistakes?

THRASYMACHUS: Of course, they sometimes make mistakes.

SOCRATES: So when they pass laws, they sometimes pass the right laws, and some-
times they mistakenly pass the wrong laws?
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THRASYMACHUS: True.

SOCRATES: When they pass the right laws, they pass laws that are advantageous to
their own interests, but when they make mistakes they pass laws that are contrary 
to their own interests. Is this your view?

THRASYMACHUS: Yes.

SOCRATES: But whatever laws they pass must be obeyed by their subjects, and that
is what you say justice is.

THRASYMACHUS: Of course.

SOCRATES: Then justice, according to you, is sometimes what is not in the inter-
ests of the stronger, but something contrary to the interests of the stronger?

THRASYMACHUS: What’s that you just said?

SOCRATES: Didn’t you just admit that the rulers might mistakenly pass laws that are
not in their own interests, but that obeying such laws is still justice?

THRASYMACHUS: Why, yes, I think so.

SOCRATES: Then you must also acknowledge that justice is not what is in the in-
terests of the stronger when the rulers unintentionally pass laws that are contrary to
their own interests! . . .

THRASYMACHUS: Well, I hope that you have been completely entertained, Socra-
tes, since today is a holiday for feasting.

SOCRATES: And it is you who furnished the feast for us, Thrasymachus.11

Thrasymachus is a cynical philosopher. His view is that might makes right. Jus-
tice is obeying the rules of society, and these rules, he claims, always favor the
interests of whatever group happens to hold power in that society. For example,
Thrasymachus might have said that in a society ruled by white people, right
and wrong will be defined in terms of what benefits white people. In any society,
Thrasymachus holds, the rules of justice are designed to benefit those in power.
But is this cynical view of justice true? Socrates shows easily that it is simplistic
and naive, and in so doing, he makes Thrasymachus look foolish.

Socrates’ relentless and, to some people, infuriating questioning of his fel-
low citizens eventually led to his death. Shortly after the scene described in Eu-
thyphro, Meletus and others indicted Socrates and brought him to trial. In his
brilliant work The Apology, Plato summarized the speech Socrates delivered in
his defense. The speech is especially fascinating because it provides a summary
of Socrates’ life and of his devotion to philosophical questioning. Socrates is
standing in court, facing the jury composed of five hundred Athenian citizens
who have just heard the testimony of his accusers, who charge him with cor-
rupting the youth of Athens and with not believing in the gods of the state:

I do not know, my fellow Athenians, how you were affected by my accusers whom
you just heard. But they spoke so persuasively they almost made me forget who I was.
Yet they hardly uttered a word of truth.

But many of you are thinking, “Then what is the origin of these accusations, Soc-
rates?” That is a fair question. Let me explain their origins.
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Some of you know my good friend Chaerephon. Before he died he went to Delphi
and asked the religious oracle there to tell him who the wisest man in the world was.
The oracle answered that there was no man wiser than Socrates.

When I learned this, I asked myself, “What can the god’s oracle mean?” For I knew
I had no wisdom. After thinking it over for a long time, I decided that I had to find
a man wiser than myself so I could go back to the god’s oracle with this evidence. So
I went to see a politician who was famous for his wisdom. But when I questioned him,
I realized he really was not wise, although many people —he especially — thought he
was. So I tried to explain to him that although he thought himself wise, he really was
not. But all that happened was that he came to hate me. And so did many of his sup-
porters who overheard us. So I left him, thinking to myself as I left that although nei-
ther of us really knew anything about what is noble and good, still I was better off.
For he knows nothing, and thinks that he knows, while I neither know nor think that
I know. And in this I think I have a slight advantage.

Then I went to another person who had even greater pretensions to wisdom. The
result was exactly the same: I made another enemy. In this way I went to one man af-
ter another and made more and more enemies. I felt bad about this and it frightened
me. But I was compelled to do it because I felt that investigating god’s oracle came
first. I said to myself, I must go to everyone who seems to be wise so I can find out
what the oracle means.

My hearers imagine that I myself possess the wisdom which I find lacking in others.
But the truth is, Men of Athens, that only god is wise. And by his oracle he wanted
to show us that the wisdom of men is worth little or nothing. It is as if he was telling
us, “The wisest man is the one who, like Socrates, knows that his wisdom is in truth
worth nothing.” And so I go about the world obedient to god. I search and question
the wisdom of anyone who seems to be wise. And if he is not wise, then to clarify the
meaning of the oracle I show him that he is not wise. My occupation completely ab-
sorbs me and I have no time for anything else. My devotion to the god has reduced
me to utter poverty.

There is something more. Young men of the richer classes, who do not have much
to do, follow me around of their own accord. They like to hear pretenders exposed.
And sometimes they imitate me by examining others themselves. They quickly dis-
cover that there are plenty of people who think they know something but who really
know nothing at all. Then those people also get angry at me. “This damnable Soc-
rates is misleading our youth!” they say. And if somebody asks them, “How? What
evil things does he do or teach them?” they cannot say. But in order not to appear at
a loss, these people repeat the charges used against all philosophers: that we teach
obscure things up in the clouds, that we teach atheism, and that we make the worst
views appear to be the best. For people do not like to admit that their pretensions to
knowledge have been exposed. And that, fellow Athenians, is the origin of the preju-
dices against me.

But some of you will ask, “Don’t you regret what you did since now it might mean
your death?” To these I answer, “You are mistaken. A good man should not calculate
his chances of living or dying. He should only ask himself whether he is doing right
or wrong —whether his inner self is that of a good man or of an evil one.”

And if you say to me, “Socrates, we will let you go free but only on condition that
you stop your questioning,” then I will reply, “Men of Athens, I honor and love you.
But I must obey god rather than you, and while I have life and strength I will never
stop doing philosophy.” For my aim is to persuade you all, young and old alike, not to
think about your lives or your properties, but first and foremost to care about your
inner self. I tell you that wealth does not make you good within, but that from inner

Philosophy is at once the most
sublime and the most trivial of
human pursuits.

william james
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goodness comes wealth and every other benefit to man. This is my teaching, and if
it corrupts youth, then I suppose I am their corrupter.

Well, my fellow Athenians, you must now decide whether to acquit me or not. But
whichever you do, understand that I will never change my ways, not even if I have to
die many times. To talk daily about what makes us good, and to question myself and
others, is the greatest thing man can do. For the unexamined life is not worth living.

[At this point Socrates rested his case. The jury debated among themselves and
then, in a split vote, they reached their final verdict.]

Men of Athens, you have condemned me to death. To those of you who are my
friends and who voted to acquit me let me say that death may be a good thing. Either
it is a state of nothingness and utter unconsciousness, or, as some people say, it is
merely a migration from this world to another. If it is complete unconsciousness —
like a sleep undisturbed even by dreams — then death will be an unspeakable gain.
And if it is a journey to another world where all the dead live, then it will also be a
great good. For then I can continue my search into true and false knowledge: In the
next world, as in this one, I can continue questioning the great people of the past to
find out who is wise and who merely pretends to be. So do not be saddened by death.
No evil can happen to a good man either in this life or in death.

Well, the hour of departure has arrived, and we must each go our ways. I to die,
and you to live. Which is better only god knows.12

Again, Socrates’ speech provides a remarkable example of what philosophy is.
Philosophy is the quest for wisdom: an unrelenting devotion to uncover the
truth about what matters most in one’s life. This quest is undertaken in the con-
viction that a life based on an easy, uncritical acceptance of conventional be-
liefs is an empty life. As Socrates puts it, “The unexamined life is not worth
living.” Philosophy is a quest that is difficult, not only because it requires hard
thinking but also because it sometimes requires taking positions that are un-
popular and not shared by others.

Socrates was jailed immediately after his trial. While awaiting his execution,
he continued his avid questioning. But his questions then focused more on his
own beliefs about right and wrong, good and evil. In one of his final conversa-
tions, recorded in the dialogue Crito, Socrates considered whether he had the
courage to face death for his beliefs. The day before his execution he awoke to
find his close friend Crito sitting in his jail cell next to him:

SOCRATES: Crito! What are you doing here at this hour? It must be quite early.

CRITO: Yes, it is.

SOCRATES: What time is it?

CRITO: The dawn is breaking.

SOCRATES: I am surprised the jailer let you in. Did you just get here?

CRITO: No, I came some time ago.

SOCRATES: Then why did you sit and say nothing? Why have you come here this
early?

CRITO: Oh my dear friend, Socrates! Let me beg you once again to take my advice
and escape from here. If you die I will not only lose a friend who can never be replaced,

CRITICAL THINKING

Socrates says that death is
either complete uncon-
sciousness or a journey to
another world, and that
both would be great goods.
Are there other possibili-
ties? Is it necessarily true
that both would be great
goods?
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The Death of Socrates, Jacques-Louis David.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Wolfe Fund, 1931. Catherine Lorillard Wolfe Collection. All rights reserved.

but people who do not know us will think that I could have saved you but was not
willing to pay the necessary bribes. And you would be betraying your children since
they surely will meet the unhappy fate of orphans.

SOCRATES: Dear Crito, your zeal is invaluable, if it is right. But if wrong, the greater
the zeal, the greater the evil. I have always been guided by reason. I cannot turn away
now from the principles I have always tried to honor. So let us look carefully at the
issues before us. Shall we begin with your views about what people will think? Tell
me, were we right long ago when we said that not all the opinions of men should be
valued? Consider the athlete: Should he follow the advice and opinions of every
man? Or should he listen to one man only —his doctor or trainer?

CRITO: He should follow the one man’s advice.

SOCRATES: He should train in the way that seems good to the one man who has un-
derstanding rather than listen to the opinions of the many?

CRITO: True.

SOCRATES: Doesn’t the same principle hold, Crito, in the matter we are discussing:
which course of action is right and good and which is wrong and evil? In this matter
should we follow the opinions of the many or of the one who has understanding? If
the athlete follows the advice of men who have no understanding, he will destroy his
body, won’t he?

CRITICAL THINKING

What does Socrates as-
sume when he suggests
that the body is less valu-
able than the soul? Are
these assumptions correct?
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CRITO: Yes.

SOCRATES: And is the body better than that inner part of ourselves — the soul—
that is concerned with right and wrong, good and evil?

CRITO: Certainly not.

SOCRATES: Then, Crito, you are wrong to suggest that we should listen to the opin-
ions of the many about right and wrong or good and evil. The values you bring up —
money, loss of reputation, and educating children —are based on the opinions of the
many. They do not concern the only real issue before us: Is it right or wrong for me
to escape against the wishes of the Athenians? So follow me now in my questioning.

CRITO: I will do my best, Socrates.

SOCRATES: Is it true that we should never intentionally do wrong?

CRITO: It certainly is.

SOCRATES: And what about returning evil for evil—which is the morality of the
many —is that right or not?

CRITO: It is not right.

PHILOSOPHY AND LIFE

Breaking the Law for the Sake of Justice

On March 21, 2003, more than
1,300 Americans were arrested in
San Francisco, and thousands more
were arrested in Boston, New York,
Toledo, Salt Lake City, Los Ange-
les, Chicago, and other major cities
around the nation. The San Fran-
cisco Chronicle carried the story:

SAN FRANCISCO—More than
1,300 anti-war activists were arrested
in San Francisco Thursday as they
blocked streets and struggled with po-
lice in a civil disobedience campaign
protesting the US invasion of Iraq.
The campaign coincided with hundreds
of other protests around the country
involving tens of thousands of Ameri-
cans as the war in Iraq got underway.

The protestors said they were trying
to communicate to the public their
strong view that the U.S. invasion
of Iraq was unjust and that they
were willing to risk arrest to make

their point. This was not the first
time Americans deliberately broke
the law to protest an injustice. Dur-
ing the 1960s, thousands of black
people illegally sat in “white-only”
sections of restaurants, theaters,
buses, and other segregated busi-
nesses to protest unjust segregation
laws, and thousands of blacks and
whites engaged in civil disobedi-
ence to protest state laws that kept
blacks from exercising their consti-
tutional rights to vote and to attend
the same public schools as whites.
During the 1970s, tens of thousands
of people broke the laws to protest
the U.S. war in Viet Nam, occupy-
ing government property, refusing
to pay taxes that would support the
war, and trespassing on the private
property of companies that made
military weapons. In the 1980s, 
numerous Americans illegally 
smuggled into the United States

and sheltered hundreds of Central
American refugees fleeing from tor-
ture and virtually certain death in
their own war-torn countries. In the
1990s, thousands engaged in civil
disobedience to protest the Gulf
War. When arrested, protestors
have inevitably said that their ac-
tions are a matter of conscience and
that they are obligated to obey their
conscience rather than the law.

QUESTIONS

1. Was it wrong for the antiwar 
activists to break the law to protest
the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003? 
Is it wrong when an activist breaks
only those specific laws the activist
believes are unjust?

2. Is civil disobedience ever
justified?

3. How would Socrates respond to
these various groups of protestors?
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SOCRATES: But in leaving this prison against the will of the Athenians, am I doing
evil to anyone?

CRITO: I am not sure, Socrates.

SOCRATES: Well, imagine that just as I was about to escape, the laws of society ar-
rived and asked me, “Socrates, what are you trying to do? Do you want to destroy us?
Won’t society fall if its law has no power and if private citizens can set the law aside
whenever they want?” How will I answer them, Crito? Perhaps I could respond, “Yes,
but society injured me: It sentenced me unjustly.” Is that what I should say?

CRITO: Definitely, Socrates!

SOCRATES: Then what if the laws reply, “But didn’t you agree to obey our judgments,
Socrates?”

And if I show astonishment at this reply, the laws might add, “Do not be surprised,
Socrates. You, who are always asking questions, answer us now. Long ago we gave you
birth when your father married your mother by our aid and conceived you. Do you
object to our marriage laws?”

“No,” I would have to reply.
“Then do you object to the laws under which you were raised and which provided

for your education?”
“They were fine,” I would say.
“Well, then,” they would conclude, “We gave you birth. And we raised and then

educated you. Can you deny then that you are like our son and should obey us? Is it
right to strike back at your father when he punishes you?

“Moreover, after we brought you into the world, and after we educated and pro-
vided you with many benefits, we proclaimed that you and all Athenians were free
to leave us with all your goods when you came of age. But he who has experienced
how we administer our society and freely chooses to stay, enters into an implied con-
tract that he will obey us.

“So he who disobeys us, we maintain, wrongs us in three ways: First, because in dis-
obeying us he is disobeying his parents [who first brought him into the world]; sec-
ond, because in disobeying us he is disobeying those who gave him all the benefits
involved with raising and educating him; third, because [as an adult] he agreed to
obey us and now he neither obeys nor does he show us where we were wrong. But are
we right in saying that you agreed to be governed by us?”

How shall I answer that question, Crito? Must I not agree?

CRITO: There is no other way, Socrates.

SOCRATES: Then the laws will say, “Then, Socrates, in escaping you are breaking
the agreement you made with us. So listen to us and not to Crito. Think not of life
and children first and of justice afterwards. Put justice first.”

This, Crito, is the voice I seem to hear quietly murmuring nearby, like a mystic
who thinks he hears a flute playing in his ears. That voice is humming in my ears,
and it prevents me from hearing any other. Still, if you have anything more to add,
Crito, speak up.

CRITO: I have nothing more to say, Socrates.

SOCRATES: Then, Crito, let me do what I must, since it is the will of god.13

13Plato, Crito. This translation copyright © 1987 by Manuel Velasquez.
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The next morning, after saying farewell to his family and friends, Socrates drank
the poison hemlock and died.

Here again, then, on the evening of his death, we find Socrates doing phi-
losophy. However, now he aims his philosophical questions at his own assump-
tions and his own life. He reasons that where morality is concerned, he should
disregard the “opinions of the many”; that is, moral right and wrong do not de-
pend on what most in our society believe. Instead, moral right and wrong depend
on reasoning correctly about whether one is inflicting evil on others. Socrates
says that if he escaped he would inflict evil on society because he has an obliga-
tion to obey its laws. He has this obligation because society, like a parent, de-
serves obedience, because as he grew up it bestowed important benefits on him
that should be repaid with his obedience, and because he has tacitly agreed to
obey. Other considerations, he claims, are irrelevant. And so he concludes that
it is wrong for him to escape.

At this point you might question Socrates’ own beliefs. Is it true that moral
right and wrong do not depend on what our society believes? Do we really have
an obligation to obey the laws of society even to the death? If we do have such
an obligation, do we have it because we must “repay” society by obeying its laws?
Have we really entered an agreement to obey society? Must we obey any com-
mand of the law no matter how terrible?

We have not settled the answers to these questions, although they are obvi-
ously important to our lives. We must each decide for ourselves what morality is
and which moral principles we choose to live by. We must each decide for our-
selves whether we have an obligation to obey the law or whether there are some
laws that we are free to disobey. We must each decide what, if anything, we owe
society for what it has done for us. You should ponder these questions. Although
we will not spend any more time on them now, we will return to them later. At
this point what is important is the realization that answering such questions is
what philosophy is all about. Socrates’ own willingness to struggle with these
questions even in the face of death gives us a priceless and still powerful example
of what philosophy means.

QUESTIONS

1. Have you known bright people who weren’t wise? Why weren’t they wise?
Make two lists, one containing the characteristics of intelligent people, the
other the characteristics of wise people. How much overlap is there? What kind
of wisdom would you like to possess?

2. Are actions right because God or society says they are right? When you are
unsure whether an action is right, do you try to determine its rightness or wrong-
ness by trying to find out what God or society holds? Choose some action that
you believe is clearly right or clearly wrong, and show that it is right or wrong.
How is the rightness or wrongness of an action established?

3. It is sometimes said that the admission of ignorance is the beginning of wis-
dom. Why? Does Socrates’ self-defense indicate this belief?

In the philosopher’s mind
Plato is alive. The philoso-
pher is taking part in a con-
versation where Plato’s speech
is there, Aristotle’s reply, then
Augustine, Thomas, Des-
cartes, Leibniz, Spinoza,
Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and
Kant. And the philosopher is
trying to tack on the next bit
of the conversation.

w. d. hart
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4. Do you have an obligation to obey the law? What is the basis of this obli-
gation? How far does it extend? Could you ever have an obligation to disobey
the law? What makes these questions philosophical questions?

5. What exactly is the meaning of Socrates’ maxim “The unexamined life is
not worth living”? How does this saying relate to philosophy?

6. Construct a dialogue between two people discussing the nature of beauty.
One person insists that beauty lies in the eye of the beholder. The other person
attempts to get the first person to analyze this claim, to clarify and crystallize the
concept.

1.4 The Value of Philosophy

A person studying philosophy for the first time might ask a question: Why de-
vote all this time and effort to study philosophy? We have seen that Plato, in the
Myth of the Cave, suggested an answer: the value of philosophy is that through
it we achieve freedom —freedom from assumptions we have unquestioningly ac-
cepted from others, and freedom to decide for ourselves what we believe about
ourselves and our place in the universe.

Other philosophical traditions have suggested that philosophical wisdom is
the key to a different, more profound kind of freedom. For example, Buddhism
holds that when we have dispelled our philosophical ignorance and have under-
stood our true place in the universe, we will be freed from the otherwise unend-
ing wheel of birth, suffering, death, and rebirth to which all living creatures are
bound. In this view, each living thing, when it dies, is reincarnated in another
living thing, its new condition determined by its past action, or karma. Yet by
dispelling ignorance and acquiring wisdom we are each able to break out of the
wheel. For example, Buddhist writings of the second century a.d. describe a vi-
sion experienced by the great Eastern sage, Buddha:

In the first watch of the night he recollected the successive series of his former births.
“There was I so and so; that was my name; deceased from there I came here”—in this
way he remembered thousands of births, as though living them over again. When he
had recalled his own births and deaths in all these various lives of his, the Sage, full
of pity, turned his compassionate mind towards other living things, and he thought
to himself: “Again and again they must leave the people they regard as their own, and
must go on elsewhere, and that without ever stopping. Surely this world is unpro-
tected and helpless, and like a wheel it turns round and round.” As he continued
steadily to recollect the past thus, he came to the definite conviction that this world
of suffering [samsara] is as unsubstantial as the pith of a plantain tree. . . . [I]n the sec-
ond watch of the night, . . . he saw that the death and rebirth of beings depend on
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14From Sacred Texts of the World, ed. Ninian Smart and Richard D. Hecht (New York: Crossroad,
1982), 234 –235.

whether they have done superior or inferior deeds. . . . Then, as the third watch of
that night drew on, the supreme master of trance turned his meditation to the real
and essential nature of this world: “Alas, living beings wear themselves out in vain!
Over and over again they are born, they age, die, pass on to a new life, and are re-
born! What is more, greed and dark delusion obscure their sight and they are blind
from birth. Greatly apprehensive, they yet do not know how to get out of this great
mass of ill.” He then surveyed the twelve links of conditioned causes, and saw that,
beginning with ignorance, they lead to old age and death, and, beginning with the
cessation of ignorance, they lead to the cessation of birth, old age, death and all kinds
of ill. Then the great seer had comprehended that where there is no ignorance what-
ever, there also the karma-formations are stopped— then he had achieved a correct
knowledge of all there is to be known, and he stood out in the world as a Buddha. . . .
For seven days he dwelt there. . . . He thought, “Here I have found freedom.”14

In the Buddhist perspective, then, philosophy is a search for the ultimate free-
dom: an escape from the endless cycles of birth, suffering, death, and rebirth to
which we are condemned by our past. The value of philosophical wisdom is great
indeed!

Still, the value that Plato and the Buddha attribute to philosophical wisdom
may leave you unmoved. Today, mundane tasks and activities crowd our lives
and leave us little time for anything else. Why should we spend the time and
effort to study philosophy when so many more practical needs are pressing in on
us? For example, it is clear why we should spend time studying those subjects
that will provide the knowledge and skills needed to get a job or succeed in a ca-
reer. We each need a job or a career to get along, to earn our living and meet our
basic needs. But what needs does philosophy satisfy?

When people talk about getting along, they generally mean satisfying what
psychologists often term “maintenance needs.” These needs are the physical and
psychological needs that people must satisfy to maintain themselves as human
beings: food, shelter, security, social interaction, and so on. Little wonder, then,
that most of us have no trouble understanding the need for job preparation
courses: they clearly help in satisfying maintenance needs.

Some modern psychologists, Abraham Maslow among them, point out that
humans have needs other than maintenance needs, which they term “actualizing
needs.” Although more difficult to describe than maintenance needs, actualizing
needs are associated with self-fulfillment, creativity, self-expression, and realiza-
tion of our potential— that is, with being everything we can be. Why mention
these? Because to evaluate the worth of courses and disciplines in terms of their
job-preparation value is to take a narrow view of what human beings need.
It completely overlooks higher-level needs. This doesn’t mean, of course, that
studying philosophy will necessarily lead to self-actualization. Nevertheless, phi-
losophy helps by promoting the ideal of self-actualization, or what psychothera-
pist Carl Rogers terms “the fully functioning person.”

Consider some characteristics of the self-actualized or fully functioning per-
son. One is the ability to form one’s own opinions and beliefs. Self-actualized

CRITICAL THINKING

Philosophers assume that
expanding our personal
freedom, autonomy, and
the alternatives open to us
are all good, and that to
the extent that philosophy
expands these it must also
be good. Is this assump-
tion necessarily true?
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people don’t automatically go along with what’s “in” or what’s expected of them.
Not that they are necessarily rebels — they just make up their own minds. They
think, evaluate, and decide for themselves. What could better capture the spirit
of philosophy than such intellectual and behavioral independence?

A second characteristic is profound self-awareness. Self-actualized people
harbor few illusions about themselves and rarely resort to easy rationalizations to
justify their beliefs and actions. If anything, philosophy deepens self-awareness
by inviting us to examine the basic intellectual foundations of our lives.

A third characteristic is flexibility. Change and uncertainty don’t devastate
self-actualized people. They exhibit resilience in the face of disorder, doubt, un-
certainty, indefiniteness, even chaos. Yet they are not indifferent or uncaring.
Quite the opposite. They are much involved in their experiences. Because of
their resilience, they not only recognize the essential ambiguity of human affairs
but also develop a high tolerance for ambiguity. A lack of definite answers or
concrete solutions does not overwhelm them. When seriously undertaken, the
study of philosophy promotes what some have termed a philosophical calm, the
capacity to persevere in the face of upheaval. This stems in part from an ability
to put things into perspective, to see the “big picture,” to make neither too much
nor too little of events.

A fourth characteristic of self-actualized or fully functioning people is that
they are generally creative. They are not necessarily writers, painters, or musi-
cians, for creativity can function in many ways and at various levels. Instead,
such people exhibit creativity in all they do. Whether spending leisure time or
conversing, they seem to leave their own distinctive mark. Philosophy can help
in this process by getting us to develop a philosophical perspective on issues,
problems, and events. This means, in part, that we no longer see or experience
life on the surface. We engage it on deeper levels, and we interact with it so
that we help fashion our world. In another way, because philosophy exercises our
imaginations, it invites a personal expression that is unique.

Finally, self-actualized people have clearer, well-thought-out value systems
in morality, the arts, politics, and so on. Values are a fundamental concern of
philosophy. Philosophy often deals directly with morals, art, politics, and other
value areas. So it offers us an opportunity to formulate our values in these areas
and to find meaning in our lives. For some psychologists, the search for mean-
ing and values is the human’s primary interest.

Some philosophers have shared this psychological insight, although they
have expressed it differently. Perhaps the best example is Aristotle. Aristotle de-
veloped his view of self-realization by distinguishing among bodily goods (such
as health), external goods (such as wealth), and moral goods (such as virtue).

In his masterly analysis of happiness, Aristotle says that happiness is the end
or goal of all human beings.15 However, happiness does not consist in any action
of the body or senses. In the language of Maslow, happiness consists in satisfy-
ing higher-level needs rather than maintenance needs. Aristotle holds that hap-

15See his Nicomachean Ethics, bk. 1, chs. 4 –13; bk. 10, chs. 6 – 9.

I think that philosophy—from
Socrates on—has been con-
cerned with thinking carefully
about how to live.

hilary putnam
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piness is an activity of what is noblest and best in us: our reason. Yet happiness
is not the activity of practical reason, for this is full of care and trouble in meet-
ing basic needs. In contrast, happiness is the activity of speculative and theo-
retical reason; it is the life of the intellectual virtues, the chief of which is philo-
sophic wisdom, which equips us for contemplating the highest truth and good.
In brief, for Aristotle, health, maturity, education, friends, and worldly goods (all
of which serve to satisfy maintenance needs) should be subordinate aids to liv-
ing happily. And the happy life consists in a self-realization that is rooted in
philosophic wisdom.

So it seems safe to say that philosophy has value partly because it helps us
satisfy higher-level needs, which arise when maintenance needs are met. Yet
philosophy also contributes to the satisfaction of some maintenance needs. We
have mentioned the need for security. People often get insurance policies and go
to extreme measures to avoid anxiety-inducing situations. Nevertheless, secu-
rity needs show up on other levels. People seek to make sense of their world in
a variety of ways: through allegiance to religious beliefs, adherence to political
systems, commitment to causes. In part, such loyalties and behaviors reveal the
human need for putting order in our universe and for making sense of things.
Can philosophy help?

In fact, it’s hard to imagine a better place to begin this ordering process than
with the study of philosophy. One goal of philosophy is the integration of expe-
rience into a unified, coherent, systematic world view. Studying philosophy will
expose you to different ways of looking at the world. It also will show you how
various philosophers have ordered the universe for themselves. Stated another
way, at the personal level, philosophy aims to integrate thought, feeling, and ac-
tion in a meaningful way. As a result, philosophy extends the range of personal
alternatives. Perhaps we believe things or have a particular outlook primarily be-
cause of our acculturation. We’ve never really thought about these beliefs or per-
spectives, having adopted them as an intellectual backdrop. We all have such
taken-for-granted beliefs, but a different set of beliefs may exist that we would
find more suitable. Or we may not fully understand and appreciate the worth of
our own taken-for-granted ideas. Either way, philosophy offers the opportunity
to test various beliefs, outlooks, and lifestyles.

Other things make philosophy worthwhile. Consider, for example, the im-
portance of awareness. In part, personal freedom depends on an awareness of self
and the world. To a large degree, we are only as free as we are aware of the sig-
nificant influences on our lives. In helping us deepen our awareness, philoso-
phy gives us the ability to deal with and perhaps to slough off encumbrances to
freedom.

What’s more, philosophy exposes us to the history of thought. By portraying
the evolutionary nature of intellectual achievement, philosophy provides a per-
spective on the continuing development of human thought. As we confront the
thought of various philosophers, we realize that one outlook is not necessar-
ily true and another false; the value of any attitude lies chiefly in its usefulness
within a given context. A merit of this exposure is that it breeds humility. We
realize that if today’s view has proved yesterday’s inadequate, then tomorrow’s

Philosophers play a strange
game. They know very well
that one thing alone counts:
Why are we born on this
earth? And they also know
that they will never be able to
answer it. Nevertheless, they
continue sedately to amuse
themselves.

jacques maritain
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may so prove today’s. As a result, we become more tolerant, more receptive, and
more sympathetic to views that compete or conflict with our own. We’re less
biased, provincial, ingrown; we’re more open-minded and cosmopolitan.

Also, the study of philosophy helps us refine our powers of analysis, our abil-
ities to think critically, to reason, to evaluate, to theorize, and to justify. As we
said earlier, these skills are the tools of philosophy. Exposure to the great ideas
of extraordinary thinkers can hone our own powers of analysis enough to apply
them constructively to our own affairs.

This is, perhaps, the place to consider an important objection to the value
of philosophy. Recently, some feminist philosophers have questioned whether
philosophy has any value to women. Philosophy, they have argued, is essentially
a male activity because the basic ideas and methods of philosophy are biased
against women and in favor of men.

PHILOSOPHY AND LIFE

Albert Ellis and Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy

Dr. Albert Ellis is a well-known
clinical psychologist who has devel-
oped a form of therapy based on the
idea that neurotic symptoms and
psychological problems spring from
an irrational philosophy: irrational
beliefs that are the result of “philo-
sophical conditioning.” According
to Ellis, our emotions and behaviors
are the result of the beliefs and as-
sumptions we have about ourselves,
other people, and the world in gen-
eral. It is what people believe about
the situations they face — not the
situations themselves — that deter-
mines how they feel and behave.
According to Ellis, this idea was
first stated by Epictetus, a Roman
stoic philosopher who, in the first
century a.d., said that people are
disturbed not by things but by the
views they take of them. To elim-
inate the disturbance, we need
merely change our views. In his
book The Essence of Rational Emo-
tive Behavior Therapy (1994), Ellis

states that although many irratio-
nal beliefs exist, there are three
main ones:

1. “I must do well and get approval,
or I am worthless.”

2. “You must treat me reasonably,
considerately, and lovingly, or else
you’re no good.”

3. “Life must be fair, easy, and 
hassle-free, or else it’s awful.”

If a person is to be happy, he or she
must change these irrational philo-
sophical beliefs, which are the
source of anxiety, depression, hope-
lessness, resentment, hostility, and
violence. The person can change
these irrational ideas by asking
questions: “Is there any evidence 
for this belief?” “What is the evi-
dence against this belief?” “What is
the worst that can happen if I give
up this belief?” “What is the best
that can happen?” We can be happy
only when the irrational beliefs that

underlie our neuroses and other psy-
chological problems are replaced by
a more rational philosophy.

QUESTIONS

1. Do you agree that a person’s
philosophical assumptions can 
have the significant psychological
impacts that Ellis’s theory claims? 
If Ellis is right, what are the impli-
cations for philosophy?

2. Consider Ellis’s three main 
irrational beliefs and determine
whether they belong to the field 
of epistemology, metaphysics, or
ethics.

3. Can you think of any other
“philosophical beliefs” that can 
produce the kinds of psychological
problems that Ellis describes?

4. What if Ellis’s three beliefs are
true? Could they be true? Why?
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16Janice Moulton, “A Paradigm of Philosophy: The Adversarial Method,” in Women, Knowledge, and
Reality, 5–20.
17Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western Philosophy (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 103–104.
18Ibid., 107.

The feminist philosopher Janice Moulton, for example, has pointed out that
most philosophers use an “adversarial method” of inquiry. That is, most philos-
ophers approach other philosophers as adversaries whose views they must attack
and prove wrong. The primary tools philosophers use in attacking each other’s
theories are “counterexamples,” examples that the other philosopher’s theory
cannot account for. As she suggests, the adversarial method seems to leave no
room for the kind of nonadversarial search for the truth that women favor. In-
stead, it may be rooted in male aggression.16

Genevieve Lloyd, also a feminist philosopher, in an insightful and masterful
analysis of the history of philosophy has pointed out that males have dominated
philosophy from the beginning. These male philosophers have associated favor-
able traits with men and unfavorable ones with women. Lloyd notes that this
has given philosophy a male bias that is unattractive to women:

The equation of maleness with superiority goes back at least as far as the Pythago-
reans. What is valued — whether it be odd as against even numbers, “aggressive” as
against “nurturing” skills and capacities, or Reason as against emotion—has been
readily identified with maleness. Within the context of this association of maleness
with preferred traits, it is not just incidental to the feminine that female traits have
been construed as inferior . . . to male norms of human excellence. The denigration
of the “feminine” is to feminists, understandably, the most salient aspect of the male-
ness of the philosophical tradition.17

If Moulton and Lloyd are correct, if philosophy is at bottom a male activity
with a male bias, it seems that women have little reason to consider philosophiz-
ing. Why engage in an activity that has produced such sexist views? Why should
a woman engage in a man’s game played by men’s rules? Why should women phi-
losophize? Lloyd answers these questions herself:

Understanding the contribution of past thought to “male” and “female” conscious-
nesses, as we now have them, can help make available a diversity of intellectual styles
and characters to men and women alike. It need not involve a denial of all difference.
Contemporary consciousness, male or female, reflects past philosophical ideals as
well as past differences in the social organization of the lives of men and women.
Such differences do not have to be taken as norms; and understanding them can be
a source of richness and diversity in a human life whose full range of possibilities and
experience is freely accessible to both men and women.18

Lloyd is suggesting that the most important task—for women and men —is to
understand and change the mistaken philosophical assumptions about men and
women that past male philosophers have given us. Our world, our families, our
friends, our music, our magazines, and our televisions all now repeat these as-
sumptions. Yet these assumptions have been shaped by a philosophy that has
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excluded women. If we are to change these mistaken philosophical assumptions
about our most basic sexual selves, women must enter philosophy with new phil-
osophical ideas and new philosophical methods.

If feminists like Moulton and Lloyd are correct —and there is good reason
to believe that they are — then philosophy has left us with sexist and distorted
philosophical views of ourselves. We must all work together to change these.
Women, no less than men, must engage in philosophical thought to correct
these distortions. Women, especially, must create a new way of thinking about
what it is to be a woman or a man in today’s world. Moreover, unless women en-
ter philosophy, male philosophers will continue to use methods of inquiry that
are unpalatable to women and that result in distorted ideas. Women must phi-
losophize, then, to reshape the philosophical assumptions that influence our
thinking and to create more cooperative and inclusive methods of philosophiz-
ing. In short, if philosophy is the central problem, it is also the fundamental
solution.

There are no free lunches, not even in philosophy. If you want what philos-
ophy offers, you must pay a price. Part of the price is long, painstaking study and
careful examination and reexamination of ideas, outlooks, and assertions. An-
other part is the realization that this process is endless; we will not reach a point
at which we have resolved all our questions and removed all our doubts. Poten-
tially the highest price to be paid for the rewards of philosophical study is the
risk that philosophy creates; for in subjecting beliefs to the critical questioning
that makes up an important part of the philosophical enterprise, we risk un-
masking cherished personal and cultural assumptions. Doubtless, the collapse
of a long-held belief, like the loss of a loved one, can deeply wound and pain.
Not surprisingly, we resist challenges to those ideas that we take for granted. So,
as we begin our adventure into the exciting, though disturbing, worlds of great
philosophical ideas, it’s important to ponder this question: Can individuals or
societies progress without intellectual suffering?

It seems not, though it might take many pages and volumes to illustrate and
prove this belief. It is enough here to suggest that in many ways, if not all, we
are better off today than our primitive ancestors were. Still, so-called civilization
and all that it includes have not come easily. Many people along the way have
suffered enormous intellectual agony. We met one such person in this chapter,
Socrates, who ultimately paid with his life for what he believed. Consider how
profoundly impoverished we would be, personally and collectively, had Socrates
been unwilling to pay the price. He, like countless others, paid his intellectual
dues and, in a way, ours as well.

Nevertheless, a considerable debt is still outstanding, for neither as individ-
uals nor as a species do we have all the answers, the whole truth, the full mean-
ing. Isn’t that, after all, what we seek? Isn’t it what we’ve always sought? If so,
then let’s press on, convinced that the goal we seek is well worth the risks.

In the pages ahead, as we consider many enduring philosophical questions,
uppermost in each of our minds will be this question: Who and what am I? We
could call this the unifying theme that draws together what may seem disparate
philosophical concerns. We’ll see that the study of philosophy can help us in
answering this question, for ultimately a human being is many things: a moral

When a speculative philoso-
pher believes he has compre-
hended the world once and for
all in his system, he is deceiv-
ing himself; he has merely
comprehended himself and
then naively projected that
view upon the world.

carl g. jung

The philosopher forces us to
deepen our examination of
public issues. In an age where
powerful forces are trying to
turn reasoning about public
issues into manipulation by
the media, serious, reflective
thinking is terribly important.

hilary putnam
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being, a social and political animal, an appreciator of art and beauty, a perceiver
and knower, a scientist, a religionist. As we now know, all these aspects of
humanity and self are areas of intense philosophical concern and speculation.
Therefore, our adventure into the world of philosophy is more than an encounter
with great ideas, thinkers, systems, and movements. It’s a voyage into ourselves,
a quest for self-definition and understanding.

QUESTIONS

1. What indications of actualizing needs do you currently see in your life?

2. What evidence suggests that your college curriculum was devised in part
with something like actualizing needs in mind?

3. It’s not uncommon for “successful” people to be bored. Indeed, many aca-
demically successful students express profound boredom with school. What, in
your mind, is the nature of boredom? Can it be related to actualizing needs? Can
philosophy in any way combat boredom?

4. Can you think of any people whom you consider self-actualized? What traits
do they show?

5. Give an example of how increasing your awareness has made you freer.

6. What is the difference, if any, between approaching reality through poetry
and approaching reality philosophically?

7. What is the difference, if any, between approaching reality through the
methods of the natural sciences and approaching reality philosophically?

8. Is there anything that women can bring to philosophy that men cannot?
Explain. Do you think that women philosophize in a different way or about dif-
ferent things than men do? Explain.

1.5 Chapter Summary
and Conclusions
In this opening chapter we have tried to communicate some of the interest and
importance of philosophy and to show that philosophy is not to be feared but
rather to be cultivated and relished. We began by observing that everyone phi-
losophizes in daily life, and we saw how Plato pictured philosophy as a climb
from darkness to light in the pursuit of wisdom. We cited the three main fields
of philosophy and then turned to watch the philosopher Socrates at work. Fi-
nally, we saw the value of studying philosophy: it satisfies our higher-level needs,
and it liberates us by intensifying our awareness, deepening our tolerance, and
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broadening our capacity to deal with the uncertainties of living. The main points
of this chapter are as follows:

1. Philosophy, which literally means the love of wisdom, begins with wonder
about our most basic beliefs. Its goal is to help us achieve autonomy by making
us more aware of our own beliefs and encouraging us to reason and think
through issues for ourselves (1.1).

2. The Myth of the Cave is one of the best-known passages in The Republic, a
work of the Greek philosopher Plato. The myth describes the philosopher’s
climb from the dark cave of philosophical ignorance up into the light of philo-
sophical wisdom (1.1).

3. Philosophy is the critical and rational examination of the most fundamen-
tal assumptions that underlie our lives, an activity of concern to men and women
of all cultures and races (1.1).

4. The three main fields of philosophy are epistemology, metaphysics, and
ethics (1.2).

5. Epistemology deals with questions of knowledge (including the structure,
reliability, extent, and kinds of knowledge); truth, validity, and logic; and a va-
riety of linguistic concerns. An example is the question of whether truth is
relative (1.2).

6. Metaphysics addresses questions of reality (including the meaning and na-
ture of being); the nature of mind, self, and human freedom; and some topics
that overlap with religion, such as the existence of God, the destiny of the uni-
verse, and the immortality of the soul. An example is the question of whether
human behavior is free or determined (1.2).

7. Ethics is the study of our values and moral principles and how they relate to
human conduct and to our social and political institutions. For example, do we
have a moral obligation to love and serve others, or is our only obligation to our-
selves? (1.2)

8. Philosophy also includes several fields usually referred to as “the philosophy
of . . . ,” including the philosophy of science, the philosophy of art, and the
philosophical meaning of life. These fields of philosophy examine the basic as-
sumptions underlying particular areas of human knowledge or activity (1.2).

9. Socrates is usually considered the father of Western philosophy, although
he was preceded by a group of earlier Greek philosophers, the pre-Socratics.
Socrates was put to death for persistently examining the unquestioned assump-
tions of his fellow Athenians. The views of Socrates were preserved by his dis-
ciple, Plato, in his dialogues, including Euthyphro, The Republic, The Apology,
and Crito (1.3).

10. Euthyphro shows Socrates questioning traditional religious beliefs; The Re-
public shows Socrates inquiring into the meaning of justice; The Apology shows
Socrates at his trial explaining his lifelong commitment to philosophy; Crito
shows Socrates awaiting death and questioning his own beliefs about the au-
thority of the state (1.3).
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11. Philosophy can help satisfy actualizing needs (the need for self-fulfillment,
realization of one’s potential) by helping us develop our own opinions and be-
liefs, increasing our self-awareness, equipping us to deal with uncertainty, elicit-
ing creativity, and aiding us in clearly conceptualizing our value systems (1.4).

12. In studying philosophy we risk having the weaknesses of our personal and
cultural beliefs and assumptions exposed, but this risk is worth taking, consider-
ing the value of philosophy. Because philosophy has had many “male tenden-
cies,” it is especially important for women to philosophize now (1.4).

Before concluding this chapter, let us point out a recurring problem in any
introduction to philosophy. Because so much material is, and must be, covered,
the overall treatment may lack focus and leave the student confused or with
only a most superficial understanding. Although there is no easy solution to this
problem, one useful device is to take a more in-depth look at important figures
in the material being covered. This book will use this strategy. Because the pur-
pose of this technique is to exhibit the writings and thoughts of philosophers, an
appropriate term for it is showcase. Each showcase includes both an overview of
the philosophy of important figures and edited selections from their writings so
that you can read each philosopher’s own words. Moreover, taken together, the
showcases are intended to provide a feeling for the history of philosophy. Con-
sequently, for the most part they are in historical order.

Because we are beginning philosophy, our first showcase spotlights the ear-
liest Western and Eastern philosophers. Examining these will give us a better
idea of the historical significance of philosophy. These first philosophers had a
remarkable impact on how we view reality and ourselves today, an impact that
philosophy continues to have through the ages.

1.6 HISTORICAL SHOWCASE

The First Philosophers

Western philosophy began with a question the
Greek thinker Thales asked around 585 b.c.: What
is the ultimate reality of which everything is made?
Thales’ answer will strike you as a bit funny and pro-
saic. He answered, “Everything ultimately is made
of water!”

The Philosophy Source
CD-ROM

But the factual correctness of Thales’ answer
isn’t really important. What is significant is that he
was the first to take a radically new, “philosophical”
approach to reality. Thinkers before Thales were
content to explain reality as the whimsical work of
mythical gods. For example, the Greek poet Hesiod
(ca. 776 b.c.) explains how the sky came to rain on
the earth by describing the sky as a male god who
was castrated by his son while sleeping with god-
dess Earth:

Great Heaven came at night longing for love.
He lay on Earth spreading himself full on her.
Then from an ambush, his own son stretched out

his left hand.
And wielding a long sharp sickle in his right,
He swiftly sliced and cut his father’s genitals.
Earth received the bloody drops that all gushed forth.
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1Hesiod, The Theogony, pt. 11, lines 177–185. This translation
copyright © 1987 by Manuel Velasquez.

2Diels-Kranz, Fragments of the Presocratics, Heraclitus, frag-
ments 49, 12, 6, 88, 30, 90, 64, 67, trans. Manuel Velasquez.
3Ibid., Parmenides, 7.

And she gave birth to the great Furies and mighty
giants.

Now when chaste Heaven desires to penetrate the
Earth,

And Earth is filled with longing for this union,
Rain falling from her lover, Heaven, impregnates her,
And she brings forth wheat for men and pastures

for their flocks.1

Thales departed in three ways from this mythologi-
cal and poetic approach to reality. First, he had the
idea that although reality is complex, it should be
explainable in terms of one or a few basic elements.
Second, he decided that reality should be explained
in terms of natural, observable things (like water)
and not by poetic appeals to unobservable gods.
Third, he rejected the idea that reality should be
explained through the authority of religious myths
from the past, which could neither be proved nor
disproved. Instead, he tried to provide a literal and
factual explanation that others could evaluate for
themselves through reasoning and observation.

Thus, although Thales’ theory — that water is
the basic stuff out of which everything is made —
seems naive, he was the first to break away from
religious myth and strike out on a path that uses
human reason and observation to explore the uni-
verse. His having taken this momentous and daring
step marks him as a genius. In fact, today we con-
tinue to travel the road Thales showed us. Much
of our basic scientific research is still devoted to
finding the simplest elemental forces out of which
everything in the universe is made, and we still pro-
ceed by proposing theories or hypotheses that can
be proved or disproved through reason and obser-
vation. It took the genius of Thales to set West-
ern civilization on this amazingly fruitful path of
discovery.

But two other early Greek philosophers, Hera-
clitus (ca. 554 – 484 b.c.) and Parmenides (ca. 480 –
430 b.c.), proposed the most interesting and radi-
cal of the early philosophical views of reality. Both
philosophers left the question of what things are
made of and turned their attention to the problem

of change—whether change is a basic reality or a
mere illusion, real or merely appearance.

Heraclitus, in a remarkable series of sayings, pro-
posed that change is the fundamental reality. He
asserted that like a fire’s flame, “All reality is chang-
ing.” Like a flowing river, everything in the uni-
verse changes from moment to moment, so we can
never touch or perceive the same thing in two dif-
ferent moments. The only enduring realities are the
recurring patterns (like the seasons) of change itself:

In the same rivers we step and yet we do not step; we
ourselves are the same and yet we are not. You can-
not step in the same river twice, for other waters are
ever flowing on. The sun is new every day. The liv-
ing and the dead, the waking and sleeping, the young
and the old, these are changing into each other; the
former are moved about and become the latter, the
latter in turn become the former. Neither god nor
man shaped this universe, but it ever was and ever
shall be a living Fire that flames up and dies in mea-
sured patterns. There is a continual exchange: all
things are exchanged for Fire and Fire for all things.
Fire steers the universe. God changes like Fire.2

Parmenides, convinced that Heraclitus was
completely mistaken, proposed a theory that was
the exact opposite. Parmenides held that change
is an illusion and that the universe in reality is a
frozen, unchanging object: “We can speak and think
only of what exists. And what exists is uncreated
and imperishable, for it is whole and unchanging
and complete. It was not nor shall be different since
it is now, all at once, one and continuous.”3 How
was Parmenides led to this view? He argued that
nothingness or “nonbeing” cannot be real because
we cannot even think of nothingness. Yet change
requires nonbeing or nothingness. For if something
changes, it must change into something that did not
exist before: something must come into being out
of nonbeing. But nonbeing does not exist. So noth-
ing can come from nonbeing. Therefore, change
cannot exist; the universe has no beginning, and
nothing in it changes:
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For what beginning of the universe could you search
for? From what could it come? I will not let you say
or think “From what was not” because you cannot
even conceive of “what is not.” Nor will true think-
ing allow that, besides what exists, new things could
also arise from something that does not exist. How
could what exists pass into what does not exist? And
how can what does not exist come into existence?
For if it came into existence, then it earlier was noth-
ingness. And nothingness is unthinkable and unreal.4

Parmenides’ strange view received support from
one of his students, Zeno. Zeno argued that “a run-
ner cannot move from one point to another. For to
do so, he must first get to a point half-way across,
and to do this, he must get half-way to the half-way
point, and to do this he must get half-way to that
point, and so on for an infinite number of spaces.”5

Because an infinite number of spaces cannot be
crossed (at least not in a finite length of time), Zeno
concluded that no object moves: motion is an illu-
sion of our senses!

In spite of — or perhaps because of — their un-
usual views, the pre-Socratic philosophers made
several crucial contributions to our thinking. They
got us to rely on our reason and to search for new
ways of looking at reality instead of relying on the
authority of the past. They introduced us to the
problem of the one and the many: Can the many
things of our experience be explained in terms of
one or a few fundamental constituents? They intro-
duced the problem of appearance and reality: Does
a more basic reality underlie the changing world
that appears before us? Moreover, the views they
proposed continue even today to have followers.
Modern “process philosophers,” for example, hold
that change or “process” is the fundamental reality,
and some modern British philosophers have held
that change is an illusion.

But even before Thales, Parmenides, and Hera-
clitus had developed their fresh, nonmythical ap-
proach to reality, the great visionaries of India had
put Eastern philosophy (those systems of thought,
belief, and action espoused by many peoples in the

Near and Far East) on a similar road to reality. How-
ever, this road would take Eastern philosophy in a
very different direction.

Between 1500 b.c. and 700 b.c., the first of a
long line of Indian thinkers composed the Vedas,
poetic hymns that contain the beginnings of In-
dian wisdom and that were meant to be chanted in
religious ceremonies. The authors of many of these
hymns are unknown, and many of the hymns de-
scribe “visions” of “seers.” These writings, steeped
in myth and symbolism, nevertheless also contain
early attempts to find a new, nonmythical under-
standing of the universe. Here is how one of the
greatest of these hymns, the Rig Veda, describes
the origin of the universe in the mythical terms
of the seers, while at the same time wondering
whether the seers’ myths are adequate:
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7Mundaka Upanishad, 1.1.6, in Oriental Philosophies, 28.

Although the author of this hymn is still groping
for a nonmythical way of understanding the uni-
verse, he nevertheless succeeds in expressing a great
insight: there is a fundamental reality beyond all
the distinctions and concepts we make in our lan-
guage, and this reality is the ultimate source of the
universe. This reality, which can only be pointed to
as “That One,” is neither “existence nor nonexis-
tence,” it is “neither the world nor the sky beyond,”
it is “undifferentiated,” and it was there before even
God or the gods existed. This great idea of the Ve-
das posed a basic question for Eastern philosophy:
What is the nature of this ultimate reality?

In the Upanishads, writings later added to the
Vedas, we find the first attempts of Indian thinkers
to understand this ultimate reality in philosophical
terms. The Upanishads refer to the ultimate reality
as Brahman and describe it in negative terms:

Invisible, incomprehensible, without genealogy, col-
orless, without eye or ear, without hands or feet,
unending, pervading all and omnipresent, that is
the unchangeable one whom the wise regard as the
source of beings.7

Thus, Brahman cannot be seen, smelled, felt, or
heard. It cannot be imagined, and words cannot de-
scribe it. But it is the ultimate reality that must be
present behind everything in the universe, causing
everything to be, while itself being unlimited and
greater than any specific knowable thing.

At this point the philosophers of the Upani-
shads took a momentous step that was destined to
forever change the course of Eastern philosophy.
Seeking to understand Brahman, the deepest real-

ity that underlies the universe, they thought to ask,
“What am I?” The self, after all, is part of reality.
By understanding the self, one could perhaps also
understand ultimate reality. The Upanishad philos-
ophers thus turned to understand Atman, or the
deepest self.

The Upanishad philosophers argued that At-
man is the me that lies behind all my living, sens-
ing, and thinking activities; it is the me that lies
behind my waking experiences, my dreaming ex-
periences, and my deep-sleeping experiences; it is
the me that directs everything I do but that is not
seen or heard or imagined. This deepest self, which
can be known only by enlightened inner self-
consciousness, the philosophers of the Upanishad
concluded, is identical with Brahman, ultimate re-
ality. This profound idea is the foundation of Indian
philosophy.

These ideas — that one ultimate reality under-
lies everything in the universe and that the self
is identical with this reality —are beautifully ex-
pressed in an Upanishad parable. The parable is
about a proud young man, Svetaketu, who returns
from the Hindu equivalent of college only to find
that his father is wiser than all his teachers:

Now, there was Svetaketu Aruneya. To him his fa-
ther said: “Live the life of a student of sacred knowl-
edge. Truly, my dear, from our family there is no one
unlearned. . . . ”

He then, having become a pupil at the age of
twelve, having studied all the Vedas, returned at
the age of twenty-four, conceited, thinking himself
learned, proud.

Then his father said to him: “Svetaketu, my dear,
since now you are conceited, think yourself learned,
and are proud, did you also ask for that teaching
whereby what has not been heard of becomes heard
of, what has not been thought of becomes thought of,
what has not been understood becomes understood?”

“What, pray, sir, is that teaching?”
“Just as, my dear, by one piece of clay everything

made of clay may be known — the modification is
merely a verbal distinction, a name; the reality is just
‘clay’—

“Just as, my dear, by one copper ornament every-
thing made of copper may be known — the modifica-
tion is merely a verbal distinction, a name; the real-
ity is just ‘copper’—
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“Just as, my dear, by one nail-scissors everything
made of iron may be known — the modification is
merely a verbal distinction, a name; the reality is just
‘iron’— so, my dear, is that teaching.”

“Truly, those honored men did not know this; for
if they had known it, why would they not have told
me? But do you, sir, tell me it.”

“So be it, my dear,” said he. . . .
“Understand that this [body] is a sprout which has

sprung up. It cannot be without a root.
“Where else could its root be than in water? With

water, my dear, as a sprout, look for heat as the root.
With heat, my dear, as a sprout, look for Being as the
root. All creatures here, my dear, have Being as their
root, have Being as their abode, have Being as their
support. . . .

“When a person here is deceasing, my dear, his
voice goes into his mind; his mind, into his breath;
his breath into heat; the heat into the highest di-
vinity. That which is the finest essence — this whole
world has that as its soul. That is Reality. That is At-
man. That art thou, Svetaketu.”8

Svetaketu’s father is here explaining that every-
thing in the universe arises out of the same ultimate
reality. We say there are many different things in
the universe, but the differences we see are of our
own making: they are mere “verbal distinctions.”
Underlying the variety of objects is a single unified
reality, Brahman. And Brahman is identical with
Atman —your deepest self. In short, you are the
ultimate reality behind the universe!

The Upanishad philosophers did for the East
what the pre-Socratics did for the West. Like the
pre-Socratics, the Upanishad philosophers taught
the need to inquire carefully into the nature of re-
ality instead of merely accepting the authority of
the past. And like the pre-Socratics, the Upani-

8Chandogya Upanishad, in Beyond the Western Tradition, 151.

shad philosophers showed the need to look behind
appearances to the one ultimate reality.

But the Upanishad philosophers took a further
step that would forever distinguish the thought of
the East from that of the West. The pre-Socratics
taught the West that to find the ultimate constitu-
ents of reality, one must analyze the outer, physical
world. The Upanishad philosophers, on the other
hand, taught us that the way to discover the ul-
timate reality of the universe is to look within
ourselves.

QUESTIONS

1. Explain why Thales is so important to Western
philosophy.

2. How would Heraclitus have responded to the
following statement? “Heraclitus is wrong because
the objects we see around us continue to endure
through time; although a person, an animal, or a
plant may change its superficial qualities, it still re-
mains essentially the same person, animal, or plant
throughout these changes. In fact, we recognize
change only by contrasting it to the underlying per-
manence of things. So permanence, not change, is
the essential reality”?

3. How would you answer Zeno’s proof that no
object moves?

4. Are there any similarities between the views
of Parmenides and those of the Upanishads? Are
there essential differences? Explain.

5. In the Upanishads, Svetaketu’s father says,
“That art thou, Svetaketu.” What does “that” refer
to? What does “thou” refer to? Do you see any prob-
lem with saying that these two (what “that” refers
to and what “thou” refers to) are identical— that
is, that they are exactly one and the same thing?
Explain.
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1.7 Readings

Why study philosophy? In his short story, the eighteenth-century French phi-
losopher Voltaire points out that even though an ignorant person may be much
happier than a learned philosopher, we nevertheless “madly” prefer the despair
of philosophy to the contentment of ignorance. In the second reading, Krish-
namurti, a twentieth-century Indian philosopher, suggests that a philosophical
understanding of life and self is the key to freedom and the purpose of education.
As you read Voltaire and Krishnamurti, ask yourself whether they agree on the
value of philosophy or whether they ultimately see philosophy as valuable for
radically different reasons. And ask yourself whether you agree with either.
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From Think on These Things by J. Krishnamurti. Copyright
© 1964 by the Krishnamurti Foundation of America. Re-
printed by permission of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

JIDDU KRISHNAMURTI

The Function of Education

I wonder if we have ever asked ourselves what edu-
cation means. Why do we go to school, why do
we learn various subjects, why do we pass examina-
tions and compete with each other for better grades?
What does this so-called education mean, and what
is it all about? This is really a very important ques-
tion, not only for the students, but also for the par-
ents, for the teachers, and for everyone who loves
this earth. Why do we go through the struggle to be
educated? Is it merely in order to pass some exami-
nations and get a job? Or is it the function of edu-
cation to prepare us while we are young to under-
stand the whole process of life? Having a job and
earning one’s livelihood is necessary —but is that
all? Are we being educated only for that? Surely, life
is not merely a job, an occupation; life is something
extraordinarily wide and profound, it is a great mys-
tery, a vast realm in which we function as human
beings. If we merely prepare ourselves to earn a
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livelihood, we shall miss the whole point of life;
and to understand life is much more important
than merely to prepare for examinations and be-
come very proficient in mathematics, physics, or
what you will.

So, whether we are teachers or students, is it
not important to ask ourselves why we are educat-
ing or being educated? And what does life mean? Is
not life an extraordinary thing? The birds, the flow-
ers, the flourishing trees, the heavens, the stars, the
rivers and the fish therein —all this is life. Life is
the poor and the rich; life is the constant battle be-
tween groups, races and nations; life is meditation;
life is what we call religion, and it is also the subtle,
hidden things of the mind — the envies, the ambi-
tions, the passions, the fears, fulfillments and anxi-
eties. All this and much more is life. But we gener-
ally prepare ourselves to understand only one small
corner of it. We pass certain examinations, find a
job, get married, have children, and then become
more and more like machines. We remain fearful,
anxious, frightened of life. So, is it the function of
education to help us understand the whole process
of life, or is it merely to prepare us for a vocation,
for the best job we can get?

What is going to happen to all of us when we
grow to be men and women? Have you ever asked
yourselves what you are going to do when you grow
up? In all likelihood you will get married, and be-
fore you know where you are you will be mothers
and fathers; and you will then be tied to a job, or
to the kitchen, in which you will gradually wither
away. Is that all that your life is going to be? Have
you ever asked yourselves this question? Should you
not ask it? If your family is wealthy you may have
a fairly good position already assured, your father
may give you a comfortable job, or you may get
richly married; but there also you will decay, deteri-
orate. Do you see?

Surely, education has no meaning unless it helps
you to understand the vast expanse of life with all
its subtleties, with its extraordinary beauty, its sor-
rows and joys. You may earn degrees, you may have
a series of letters after your name and land a very
good job; but then what? What is the point of it all
if in the process your mind becomes dull, weary,

stupid? So, while you are young, must you not seek
to find out what life is all about? And is it not the
true function of education to cultivate in you the
intelligence which will try to find the answer to all
these problems? Do you know what intelligence
is? It is the capacity, surely, to think freely, without
fear, without a formula, so that you begin to dis-
cover for yourself what is real, what is true; but if you
are frightened you will never be intelligent. Any
form of ambition, spiritual or mundane, breeds anx-
iety, fear; therefore ambition does not help to bring
about a mind that is clear, simple, direct, and hence
intelligent.

You know, it is really very important while you
are young to live in an environment in which there
is no fear. Most of us, as we grow older, become
frightened; we are afraid of living, afraid of losing
a job, afraid of tradition, afraid of what the neigh-
bours, or what the wife or husband would say, afraid
of death. Most of us have fear in one form or an-
other; and where there is fear there is no intelli-
gence. And is it not possible for all of us, while we
are young, to be in an environment where there is
no fear but rather an atmosphere of freedom —
freedom, not just to do what we like, but to un-
derstand the whole process of living? Life is really
very beautiful, it is not this ugly thing that we have
made of it; and you can appreciate its richness, its
depth, its extraordinary loveliness only when you
revolt against everything —against organized reli-
gion, against tradition, against the present rotten
society — so that you as a human being find out for
yourself what is true. Not to imitate but to discover
— that is education, is it not? It is very easy to con-
form to what your society or your parents and teach-
ers tell you. That is a safe and easy way of existing;
but that is not living, because in it there is fear, de-
cay, death. To live is to find out for yourself what is
true, and you can do this only when there is free-
dom, when there is continuous revolution inwardly,
within yourself.

But you are not encouraged to do this; no one
tells you to question, to find out for yourself . . . , be-
cause if you were to rebel you would become a dan-
ger to all that is false. Your parents and society want
you to live safely, and you also want to live safely.
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Living safely generally means living in imitation
and therefore in fear. Surely, the function of educa-
tion is to help each one of us to live freely and with-
out fear, is it not? And to create an atmosphere in
which there is no fear requires a great deal of think-
ing on your part as well as on the part of the teacher,
the educator.

Do you know what this means —what an ex-
traordinary thing it would be to create an atmo-
sphere in which there is no fear? And we must cre-
ate it, because we see that the world is caught up in
endless wars; it is guided by politicians who are al-
ways seeking power; it is a world of lawyers, police-
men and soldiers, of ambitious men and women all
wanting position and all fighting each other to get
it. Then there are the so-called saints, the religious
gurus with their followers; they also want power,
position, here or in the next life. It is a mad world,
completely confused, in which the communist is
fighting the capitalist, the socialist is resisting both,
and everybody is against somebody, struggling to ar-
rive at a safe place, a position of power or comfort.
The world is torn by conflicting beliefs, by caste
and class distinctions, by separative nationalities,
by every form of stupidity and cruelty —and this is
the world you are being educated to fit into. You are
encouraged to fit into the framework of this disas-
trous society; your parents want you to do that, and
you also want to fit in.

Now, is it the function of education merely to
help you to conform to the pattern of this rotten
social order, or is it to give you freedom — complete
freedom to grow and create a different society, a new
world? We want to have this freedom, not in the fu-
ture, but now, otherwise we may all be destroyed.
We must create immediately an atmosphere of free-
dom so that you can live and find out for yourselves
what is true, so that you become intelligent, so that
you are able to face the world and understand it,
not just conform to it, so that inwardly, deeply, psy-
chologically you are in constant revolt; because it is
only those who are in constant revolt that discover
what is true, not the man who conforms, who fol-
lows some tradition. . . .

The question is: if all individuals were in revolt,
would not the world be in chaos? But is the pres-

ent society in such perfect order that chaos would
result if everyone revolted against it? Is there not
chaos now? Is everything beautiful, uncorrupted?
Is everyone living happily, fully, richly? Is man not
against man? Is there not ambition, ruthless com-
petition? So the world is already in chaos, that is
the first thing to realize. Don’t take it for granted
that this is an orderly society; don’t mesmerize your-
self with words. Whether here, in Europe, in Amer-
ica, or Russia, the world is in a process of decay. If
you see the decay, you have a challenge: you are
challenged to find a way of solving this urgent prob-
lem. And how you respond to the challenge is im-
portant, is it not? If you respond as a Hindu or a
Buddhist, a Christian or a communist, then your
response is very limited —which is no response at
all. You can respond fully, adequately only if there
is no fear in you, only if you don’t think as a Hindu
a communist or a capitalist, but as a total human be-
ing who is trying to solve this problem; and you can-
not solve it unless you yourself are in revolt against
the whole thing, against the ambitious acquisitive-
ness on which society is based. When you yourself
are not ambitious, not acquisitive, not clinging to
your own security — only then can you respond to
the challenge and create a new world. . . .

When you are doing something with your whole
being, not because you want to get somewhere, or
have more profit, or greater results, but simply be-
cause you love to do it —in that there is no ambi-
tion, is there? In that there is no competition; you
are not struggling with anyone for first place. And
should not education help you to find out what you
really love to do so that from the beginning to the
end of your life you are working at something which
you feel is worth while and which for you has deep
significance? Otherwise, for the rest of your days,
you will be miserable. Not knowing what you really
want to do, your mind falls into a routine in which
there is only boredom, decay and death. That is why
it is very important to find out while you are young
what it is you really love to do; and this is the only
way to create a new society. . . .
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1.8 Appendix: A Look at Logic

fallacy an incorrect way of rea-
soning; an argument that tries
to persuade psychologically but
not logically

law of noncontradiction or
principle of consistency noth-
ing can be said both to be and
not be something at the same
time and in the same respect

Philosophy is not mere speculation. When we merely speculate, we dream up
grand ideas and visions about how things might be. We might speculate, for
example, that “Everything might be a dream!” Philosophy is more than specu-
lation: by philosophizing, we attempt to prove or show that certain ideas or vi-
sions are true. That is, philosophers give reasons for the views and positions
they propose. Philosophizing, therefore, requires that you try to reach the truth
through logical reasoning. Without logical reasoning, there is no philosophy,
only speculation.

Logic is the study of the methods and principles of correct reasoning. Cor-
rect reasoning is reasoning in which the evidence or reasons offered in support
of a statement really show that the statement is true. That is, in a piece of cor-
rect reasoning, the conclusion that one wants to prove or establish follows from
the evidence or the reasons offered in its support, in this sense: if the evidence
or reasons are themselves true statements, then the conclusion also has to be
true or probably true.

Because philosophizing requires logical reasoning, it is crucial that you have
some idea of what logical reasoning is when you start to do philosophy. More-
over, in the pages of this book you will encounter many philosophers trying to
prove their views through reasoning. Some of this reasoning will be valid and
logical; some of it will be poor or invalid. Therefore, it is important for you to
learn how to distinguish valid from invalid reasoning. So we provide here some
basic ideas about what logical reasoning is and how to tell when someone’s rea-
soning is poor and when it is valid and logical. As we go along, we contrast good
reasoning with instances of incorrect reasoning, or fallacies. A fallacy is a piece
of reasoning in which the conclusion or claim that a person is trying to estab-
lish does not logically follow from the reasons or evidence given in its support.

Perhaps a good place to begin is with the principle or law that is considered
the foundation of logical reasoning. This is the law of noncontradiction or, ex-
pressed more positively, the principle of consistency:

Nothing can be said both to be and not be something at the same time and in the
same respect.

The law of noncontradiction reminds us that if what we are saying is to be logi-
cal, then it must be consistent. We cannot say “The sky is blue, but the sky is
not blue.” To be inconsistent is to speak nonsense.

Sometimes people try to show that we can get along without consistency.
For example, Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote that “a foolish consistency is
the hobgoblin of little minds,” and some people have claimed that he thereby
showed that only narrow thinkers try to be logical. But in fact, a moment’s
reflection will suffice to show that you cannot make sense unless you are consis-
tent. Even Emerson had to be consistent. Suppose he really held that you don’t
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conclusion the statement that
an argument is intended to
demonstrate or prove

valid in logic, having a con-
clusion that follows from the
premises by logical necessity

have to be consistent. Then he would have to agree that it is perfectly accept-
able to hold also that you do have to be consistent. After all, if consistency isn’t
required, then it is fine to be inconsistent, and so it is fine to hold both (1) “You
don’t have to be consistent” and (2) “You have to be consistent.” But this, of
course, is meaningless. Logical reasoning, then, is consistent reasoning. If you
are reasoning logically, then you are reasoning consistently.

Not surprisingly, because you probably reason consistently at least some of
the time, you already know something about logical reasoning. Suppose you are
told that if you get a grade of 95 percent on the final examination, then you will
get a grade of “A” for the course. And suppose that you get a grade of 95 percent
on the final exam. You will no doubt soon be celebrating because you can con-
clude by logical reasoning that you will receive an “A” for the course. You put
together two premises:

(a) If you get a grade of 95 percent on the final exam, then you will get a grade of
“A” for the course.

(b) You got a grade of 95 percent on the final exam.

And you used logical reasoning to draw the conclusion:

(c) Therefore, you will get a grade of “A” for the course.

This is an example of good or valid reasoning. But not all of our reasoning is as
good as this. Suppose that instead of getting a grade of 95 percent on the final
exam, you get a lower grade. Many people will conclude that since you did not
get a grade of 95 percent, you will not get an “A” for the course. But then they
would be engaging in bad or invalid reasoning. They would have put together
two premises:

(d) If you get a grade of 95 percent on the final exam, then you will get a grade of
“A” for the course.

(e) You did not get a grade of 95 percent on the final exam.

And they used invalid reasoning to conclude:

(f) Therefore, you will not get a grade of “A” for the course.

You can probably see already why this is an example of poor or invalid reasoning.
In this example, (f) does not logically follow from (d) and (e). That is, even if
both (d) and (e) are true, you might still get a grade of “A” for the course. For ex-
ample, you might get a grade of 93 percent, which might be high enough to qual-
ify you for an “A,” or perhaps other work you did for the course might qualify you
for an “A.” So it is a mistake to conclude from (d) and (e) that (f) has to be true.

There are, then, good or valid ways of reasoning and bad or invalid ways of
reasoning. In valid reasoning, the conclusion follows from the evidence by logi-
cal necessity, whereas in invalid reasoning it does not. How do you tell the dif-
ference? How do you analyze someone’s reasoning to determine whether the
person is reasoning logically or not?

The first step in analyzing someone’s reasoning is to figure out exactly what
the person’s argument is. An argument in philosophy is not a quarrel or a heated

premises the statements
presented in an argument 
as reasons for accepting the
conclusion
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argument a group of state-
ments consisting of premises
and conclusions of such a type
that the premises are intended
to prove or demonstrate the
conclusion

deductive argument an argu-
ment in which the premises are
intended to show that the con-
clusion must necessarily be true

disagreement accompanied by shouting. Instead, an argument consists of a group
of reasons or premises that are supposed to prove or establish a person’s conclu-
sion. Every argument has two parts: (1) a group of premises, which provide rea-
sons or evidence for a conclusion, and (2) a conclusion, which expresses what a
person is trying to prove with these premises. We have seen two arguments, one
with premises (a) and (b) and the conclusion (c), the other with premises (d)
and (e) and the conclusion (f).

Typically, when people are trying to set out an argument in support of a par-
ticular conclusion, they tend to use one set of words to identify their premises
and another set to introduce their conclusion. For example, people often (but
not always) use the following words to indicate their premises: because, inasmuch
as, since, for, otherwise, in view of the fact that, for the reason that, on account of, in
view of, considering that. And people often (but not always) use the following
words to indicate their conclusions: which shows that, as a result, therefore, we
may infer that, we may conclude that, thus, hence, so, accordingly, consequently.

Consider the following argument, for example:

We may conclude that a good God certainly does not exist. Because it is clear that
there is evil in the world. And if a good God existed, there would be no evil.

Here the author has begun by stating his conclusion first (“A good God does not
exist”). He then states one of his premises (“There is evil in the world”) and fol-
lows this immediately with a second premise (“If a good God existed, then there
would be no evil”). If we arrange this argument in traditional fashion by first list-
ing the premises and then the conclusion, we have:

If a good God exists, then there is no evil in the world.

But there is evil in the world.

Therefore, a good God does not exist.

The first step in analyzing any reasoning is what we have just done: identify
the premises and the conclusion of the reasoning, and then put all the premises
together in a list with the conclusion at the end. The result is the person’s
argument.

Philosophers sometimes divide arguments into two groups: deductive and
inductive. Deductive arguments are those in which the premises are intended
to show that the conclusion must necessarily be true. That is, in a valid deduc-
tive argument, the conclusion has to be true if the premises are true. Take this
argument as an example:

(a) All men are mortal.

(b) Socrates is a man.

(c) Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

Here, if the premises (a) and (b) are true, then we can be sure that the conclu-
sion (c) also has to be true. The truth of the premises guarantees the truth of the
conclusion.
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inductive argument an argu-
ment in which the premises are
intended to show that the con-
clusion is probably true

Inductive arguments are those in which the premises show only that the
conclusion is probably true. The most familiar kind of inductive argument is one
that is often used in surveys. For example, a sociologist interviews several hun-
dred Americans and finds that they all profess to believe in a strong family life.
She then reasons that because the people she interviewed said they believe in
a strong family life, she can conclude that all Americans believe in a strong fam-
ily life. But, of course, this conclusion may be false; it is possible that some
Americans that she did not interview do not believe in a strong family life.

We begin our examination of arguments by discussing how to tell valid from
invalid deductive arguments; then we examine inductive arguments.

DEDUCTIVE ARGUMENTS

After you have figured out a person’s argument and determined that it is a de-
ductive argument, how do you tell whether it is valid or invalid? One way of test-
ing the validity of an argument is by discovering what form the argument has and
then figuring out whether arguments with that form are valid. To see what this
means, we look at three kinds of deductive arguments: categorical arguments,
hypothetical arguments, and disjunctive arguments. That is, we look at several
forms of categorical arguments, several forms of hypothetical arguments, and sev-
eral forms of disjunctive arguments. Then we discuss how to figure out whether
these forms are valid — that is, whether the premises of arguments with these
forms guarantee their conclusions. Finally, we contrast these valid forms of ar-
guments with formal fallacies. A formal fallacy is a form of argument in which
the premises do not guarantee the conclusion.

Before we do this, it is essential that you be clear about what it means to say
that a deductive argument is valid. The difference between saying that a deduc-
tive argument states the truth and saying that it is valid is very great and very im-
portant. A valid deductive argument is merely an argument in which

if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true.

But the premises of a valid deductive argument may be false! Knowing that a de-
ductive argument is valid does not tell us whether its premises or its conclusion
is true.

Let us look as some examples. Here is a valid deductive argument with true
premises and a true conclusion:

(a) If the North won the Civil War, then the slaves were freed.

(b) The North won the Civil War.

(c) Therefore, the slaves were freed.

In this valid argument, both the premises and the conclusion are true. But that
is not what makes this a valid argument. This argument is valid because we
know that if (a) and (b) are true, then (c) has to be true, too. Next, consider this
valid argument:

formal fallacy an argument
whose form is such that the
premises do not guarantee the
conclusion
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categorical statement a state-
ment that asserts or denies that
part or all of one category of
things is included in part or all
of another category of things

terms in a categorical state-
ment, the words that refer to
the categories asserted or de-
nied to be included in each
other

(a) If the South won the Civil War, then the slaves were freed.

(b) The South won the Civil War.

(c) Therefore, the slaves were freed.

This argument is also valid, even though the premises (a) and (b) are both false.
What makes it valid anyway is the fact that if (a) and (b) were true, then (c)
would also have to be true. Last, consider this invalid argument:

(a) If it is raining, then the sky is cloudy.

(b) The sky is cloudy.

(c) Therefore, it is raining.

In this argument, even if (a) and (b) were both true, the conclusion (c) might
still be false (sometimes the sky is cloudy, and it is not raining!). This argument
is invalid, then, because even if its premises were both true, its conclusion would not
necessarily be true.

Obviously, being able to tell whether an argument is valid is of great value.
We can put together statements that we already know are true (premises), and
by using valid reasoning we can reach new conclusions that we can also be sure
are true. Valid arguments enable us to go from the truth we already have to a
new truth.

So when are arguments valid? Let us begin by discussing categorical
arguments.

Categorical Arguments

Categorical arguments are made up of categorical statements. A categorical
statement is a statement that says that part or all of a category or class of things
is included in another category or class of things, or that part or all of a class of
things is not included in another class of things. The following examples are all
categorical statements:

All Americans are free. (The whole of the class of Americans is included in the
class of free persons.)

Some mammals are apes. (Part of the class of mammals is included in the class
of apes.)

No presidents are women. (The whole of the class of presidents is not included in
the class of women.)

Some politicians are not liars. (Part of the class of politicians is not included in the
class of liars.)

We call the words that refer to a class of things the terms of the statement.
In the preceding examples, Americans, free persons, mammals, apes, and so on
are all terms. Categorical statements always have two terms, a subject and a
predicate.
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categorical syllogism an argu-
ment that consists of two
premises and a conclusion,
which are all categorical state-
ments, and that contains ex-
actly three terms

As you can quickly figure out for yourself, there are only four basic forms of
categorical statements. Any simple statement consisting of two terms, a subject
and a predicate, has one of these forms. If we use letters in place of the terms of
categorical statements, we can quickly see that the four main kinds of categori-
cal statements are as follows:

All X are Y.

No X are Y.

Some X are Y.

Some X are not Y.

A group of categorical statements makes up a categorical argument. The
most important kind of categorical argument is called the categorical syllogism.
The categorical syllogism is an argument that contains exactly two premises and
one conclusion, all of which are categorical statements. In addition, a categorical
syllogism contains only three terms. For example, here is a categorical syllogism:

All ideas exist only in minds.

All things we perceive are ideas.

Therefore, all things we perceive exist only in minds.

Suppose we use the following symbols for the terms of this syllogism:

I � ideas

M � things that exist only in minds

P � things we perceive

Then this syllogism has the following form:

All I are M.

All P are I.

Therefore, all P are M.

Notice that there are exactly two premises and one conclusion, together contain-
ing exactly three terms. Notice also that the term I occurs in each of the prem-
ises but not in the conclusion. In fact, in every categorical syllogism, one of the
terms occurs in both premises but not in the conclusion. This term is usually
called the middle term because it links the other two. Each premise relates one
of the other two terms to the middle term, and the conclusion asserts that these
two terms must therefore be related to each other.

Now for the point of all this: How can we figure out whether a categorical
syllogism is valid? One method is to follow these three steps: (1) Find the form
of the syllogism by replacing its terms with letters. (2) See if you can find an ex-
ample of another syllogism that has the same form but in which the conclusion
is false even though the premises are true. (3) If it is not possible for any syllo-
gism with that form to have true premises and a false conclusion, then you know
that any syllogism with that form must be valid.
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What is the idea behind this method? We already saw that a categorical syl-
logism is valid when it has a form in which the truth of the premises guarantees
the truth of the conclusion. This means that it is not possible for a syllogism
with that form to have true premises and a false conclusion. So if you find a syl-
logism with the same form that has true premises and a false conclusion, you can
be sure that syllogisms with that form are not valid and that arguments with that
form are fallacies.

Let us see how this method works. Take the following syllogism:

All unmarried mothers are on welfare.

Some people on welfare are cheats.

Therefore, some unmarried mothers are cheats.

This syllogism has the following form:

All U are W.

Some W are C.

Therefore, some U are C.

Is this syllogism valid? Well, consider the following argument, which has the
same form:

All men are human.

Some humans are women.

Therefore, some men are women.

Even though this argument has the same form, it is clear that the premises are
true, but the conclusion is false. So syllogisms with this form are not valid. Con-
sequently, the first argument is not valid.

Next, take this example:

All cows are mammals.

All cows have horns.

Therefore, some mammals have horns.

This syllogism has the following form:

All C are M.

All C are H.

Therefore, some M are H.

Try as you might, you will not be able to find an example of a syllogism with this
form that has true premises and a false conclusion. This syllogism is valid, and
any syllogism with the same form is valid.

As you might guess, applying this method is tedious. Moreover, it does not
always work. Suppose that you don’t find an example of a syllogism with true
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premises and a false conclusion. Does this mean that the syllogism is valid? Not
necessarily —it may only mean that you did not look hard enough.

Fortunately, there is a shortcut. Philosophers have developed four rules for
determining whether or not a categorical syllogism is valid. The way to use these
rules is simple: a categorical syllogism is valid if it follows all of the rules; it is in-
valid if it breaks one or more of the rules.

To understand the rules, you should note two things about categorical state-
ments. First, categorical statements can be affirmative or negative; that is, they
can say that one class is included in another, or that it is not. For example: “All
A are B” (all abortions are bad) is affirmative, and “No A are B” (no abortions
are bad) is negative. Second, the terms in a categorical statement can refer to all
the members of a class or only to some members of the class. For example, “All
A” refers to all of the A’s, whereas “Some A” refers only to some of the A’s.

Here, then, are the rules for a valid categorical syllogism:

1. The middle term (the term that is present in both premises but absent from
the conclusion) must refer to all members of the class in at least one premise.

2. If either term in the conclusion refers to all members of the class, it must
also refer to all members of the class in the premises.

3. Both premises must not be negative.

4. If one of the premises is negative, then the conclusion must be negative.

You can see more clearly why syllogisms that break these rules are invalid by
testing each rule. Simply find a form that breaks the rule and then find a syllo-
gism with the same form that has true premises and a false conclusion. Here, for
example, is a form that breaks rule 1:

Some X are Y.

Some X are Z.

Therefore, some Y are Z.

And here is an example of a syllogism with this form that has true premises and
a false conclusion:

Some mammals are apes.

Some mammals are whales.

Therefore, some apes are whales.

Many of the syllogisms that you will encounter in philosophy are made up of
categorical statements. Here, for example, is a moral argument that several phi-
losophers have advanced:

It is clear that abortion is immoral, because abortion is the murder of innocent
human beings, and the murder of innocent human beings is immoral.

If we sort this syllogism out into premises and conclusion and use the following
symbols for the terms of the syllogism:
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hypothetical argument an ar-
gument containing hypotheti-
cal or conditional statements

A � abortion

M � murder of innocent human beings

I � immoral

we can see that the argument has this form:

All A is M.

All M is I.

Therefore, all A is I.

Is this argument valid or invalid? If you check it out, you will see that it does not
break any of the four rules. It is therefore valid. So we know that if the premises
are true (but they might not be true), then the conclusion must also be true.

Here is a second philosophical argument, this one proposed by a medieval
philosopher whom we now know as Saint Anselm:

By definition, God is a being than which nothing greater can be thought. But a
being than which nothing greater can be thought is a being that has to exist.
Hence, God is a being that has to exist.

If we sort this argument out into premises and conclusions and use the symbols

G � God

N � beings than which nothing greater can be thought

E � beings that have to exist

we can see that this argument has the form:

All G is N.

All N is E.

Therefore, all G is E.

Is this argument valid? You should use the tests we have described to determine
whether or not it is.

Hypothetical Arguments

A second important kind of argument is the hypothetical argument. Hypothet-
ical arguments contain hypothetical or conditional statements. A hypothetical
statement is made up of two simpler statements that are conditioned with the
words if–then. For example:

If it’s raining, then the ground is wet.

If you study, then you’ll get a good grade.

If Sue is late, then she must be sick.

If we keep building bombs, then we’ll use them someday.
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antecedent in a hypothetical
statement, the first simple sen-
tence, usually preceded by the
word if

consequent in a hypothetical
statement, the second simple
sentence, usually preceded by
the word then

hypothetical syllogism a hy-
pothetical argument consisting
of two premises and a conclu-
sion in which one of the prem-
ises is a hypothetical statement
and the other premise and the
conclusion consist of either the
antecedent or the consequent
of that hypothetical statement,
or their denials

The first simple sentence in a hypothetical statement is called the antecedent,
and the second simple sentence is called the consequent. The antecedents in
our examples are “it’s raining,” “you study,” “Sue is late,” and “we keep building
bombs.” The consequents are “the ground is wet,” “you’ll get a good grade,” “she
must be sick,” and “we’ll use them someday.” If we use letters to symbolize the
antecedents and consequents of hypothetical statements, we can say that they
have this form:

If X, then Y.

The most common kind of hypothetical argument is the hypothetical syllo-
gism. This kind of argument consists of two premises and a conclusion; one of
the premises is a hypothetical statement, whereas the other premise and the
conclusion consist of either the antecedent or the consequent of the hypotheti-
cal statement, or their denials. Here is one example and its form:

(a) If it’s raining, then the ground is wet. If R, then W.

(b) It’s raining. R.

(c) Therefore, the ground is wet. Therefore, W.

Notice that premise (a) is a hypothetical statement; premise (b) affirms the an-
tecedent of this hypothetical statement, and the conclusion (c) affirms its con-
sequent. Consider a second example and its form:

(a) If it’s raining, then the ground is wet. If R, then W.

(b) The ground is not wet. Not W.

(c) Therefore, it’s not raining. Therefore, not R.

In this example, premise (a) is once again a hypothetical statement, premise (b)
now denies the consequent of this hypothetical statement, and the conclusion
(c) denies the antecedent.

How do you figure out whether a hypothetical syllogism is valid or invalid?
One way is to follow the same three-step method we outlined earlier, which in-
volves trying to find an example of another hypothetical syllogism with the same
form, but in which the conclusion is false even though the premises are true.

Take the following hypothetical syllogism as an example:

If interest rates rise, then the price of stocks will decline.

Interest rates are not rising.

Therefore, the price of stocks will not decline.

If we use letters to symbolize the antecedents and consequents of this syllogism,
we can say that it has this form:

If R, then D.

Not R.

Therefore, not D.

Copyright 2005 Thomson Learning, Inc. All Rights Reserved.
May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.

Licensed to:



60 CHAPTER 1 • THE NATURE OF PHILOSOPHY

Is this argument valid? No, because we can find an argument with the same form
but with true premises and a false conclusion:

If ducks were human, then ducks would have two legs.

Ducks are not human.

Therefore, ducks do not have two legs.

As we have already seen, this method is time-consuming and inconclusive,
because the fact that we are unable to find an argument with the proper prem-
ises and conclusions does not prove that none exists. Fortunately, the number of
important forms of hypothetical syllogisms is very limited, so the valid and in-
valid forms can be easily listed. The two important forms of valid hypothetical
syllogisms are as follows:

If P, then Q. If P, then Q.

P. Not Q.

Therefore, Q. Therefore, not P.

And the two important invalid or fallacious forms are as follows:

If P, then Q. If P, then Q.

Not P. Q.

Therefore, not Q. Therefore, P.

If you examine these four examples, you can see that there is a simple rule for
determining whether a hypothetical syllogism is valid:

A hypothetical syllogism is valid if and only if (1) one of its premises is a hypotheti-
cal statement and (2) the other premise affirms the antecedent, and the conclusion
affirms the consequent; or the other premise denies the consequent, and the conclu-
sion denies the antecedent.

Another important kind of hypothetical argument is the hypothetical chain
argument. In hypothetical chain arguments, which can contain more than two
premises, all the premises and the conclusion are hypothetical statements. Here
is an example of a valid hypothetical chain argument:

If you study hard, then you will pass the exam. If S, then P.

If you pass the exam, then you will get an A. If P, then A.

If you get an A, then you will graduate. If A, then G.

If you graduate, then you will be happy. If G, then H.

So, if you study hard, then you will be happy. So, if S, then H.

You can guess the rule for determining the validity of a hypothetical chain
argument:

A hypothetical chain argument is valid if the consequent of one premise is the an-
tecedent of a second premise, the consequent of the second premise is the anteced-
ent of the third, and so on, and the antecedent of the conclusion is the antecedent

Copyright 2005 Thomson Learning, Inc. All Rights Reserved.
May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.

Licensed to:



1.8 APPENDIX: A LOOK AT LOGIC 61

disjunctive statement a state-
ment that poses alternatives of
the form either X or Y (or both)

disjunct one of the alterna-
tives of a disjunctive statement

of the first premise and the consequent of the conclusion is the consequent of the last
premise.

Hypothetical arguments are perhaps even more important than categorical
arguments because virtually any argument can be read as a hypothetical argu-
ment. Moreover, philosophers often use hypothetical arguments. Here, for ex-
ample, is an argument proposed by the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Zeno:

If something moves from one point to another, then it must cross an infinite
number of infinitely small intervals in a finite length of time. But nothing can 
cross an infinite number of infinitely small intervals in a finite length of time.
Therefore, nothing moves.

In 1950 the philosopher Alan Turing advanced this argument:

If each man had a definite set of rules of conduct by which he regulated his life, he
would be no better than a machine. But there are no such rules, so men cannot be
machines.

And Socrates advanced the following example, which we already have seen:

If you freely consent to live in a country, then you have made an agreement to obey
its laws. If you have made an agreement to obey a country’s laws, then it is wrong
for you to disobey its laws. If it is wrong for you to disobey a country’s laws, then
you should accept any punishments imposed by those laws. So if you freely consent
to live in a country, then you should accept any punishments imposed by its laws.

Whether these philosophical arguments are valid or invalid is something that
you can determine for yourself by using the rules and methods we have been
discussing.

Disjunctive Arguments

A third important kind of argument is the disjunctive argument. A disjunctive
argument is one that contains a disjunctive statement. A disjunctive statement
is a statement that poses alternatives of the form

Either X or Y (or both).

A disjunctive statement, in other words, states that either one thing is true or
another is true (or perhaps even both things are true). For example:

Either I will study or I will watch television.

Either Buddha was right or Christ was right.

Either it is raining or the sprinklers are on.

The two simpler parts of a disjunctive statement are called disjuncts. In the
first example, the first disjunct is “I will study” and the second is “I will watch
television”; in the second example, the disjuncts are “Buddha was right” and
“Christ was right”; in the third, “it is raining” and “the sprinklers are on.” Notice
that a disjunctive statement does not assert that either of the disjuncts is true; it
only asserts that at least one is true. Thus, a disjunctive statement leaves open
the possibility that both disjuncts might be true.
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The most common kind of disjunctive argument is the disjunctive syllogism.
It contains two premises and a conclusion; one of the premises is a disjunctive
statement, the other premise affirms or denies one of the disjuncts, and the con-
clusion affirms or denies the other disjunct. Here is an example:

Either it is raining or the sprinklers are on.

It is not raining.

Therefore, the sprinklers must be on.

If we use letters to symbolize the disjuncts of this argument, we can see that it
has the form

Either R or S.

Not R.

Therefore, S.

If you think about it a moment, you will see that only four forms of disjunc-
tive syllogisms exist. Two of these are valid, and two are invalid. The two valid
forms of disjunctive syllogisms are

Either P or Q. P or Q.

Not P. Not Q.

Therefore, Q. Therefore, P.

These are valid forms because a disjunctive statement asserts that at least one of
the disjuncts has to be true. Consequently, if one of them is not true, then the
other has to be true.

The two invalid or fallacious forms of disjunctive syllogisms are

Either P or Q. Either P or Q.

P. Q.

Therefore, not Q. Therefore, not P.

These two forms are invalid because disjunctive statements leave open the possi-
bility that both disjuncts are true. Consequently, even though one is true, the other
also might be true.

If you scan these two valid and two invalid forms of disjunctive syllogisms,
you can formulate the rule for determining whether a disjunctive syllogism is
valid. The rule goes like this:

A disjunctive syllogism is valid if one premise denies one disjunct and the conclu-
sion affirms the other; otherwise, it is invalid.

Chain Arguments

We have now looked at the most important kinds of deductive arguments: cat-
egorical, hypothetical, and disjunctive syllogisms. Before we leave them, we
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disjunctive syllogism an argu-
ment containing two premises
and a conclusion, in which one
premise is a disjunctive state-
ment, one premise affirms or
denies one of the disjuncts, and
the conclusion affirms or denies
the other disjunct
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should note that these arguments are often found in combinations or chains, a
bit like the hypothetical chain argument we discussed earlier. Sometimes, for
example, one argument is used to prove a certain conclusion, and then this con-
clusion is used as a premise in a second argument that proves a further conclu-
sion. To see what this means, consider a philosophical argument about the na-
ture of morality:

If morality depended on our personal feelings, then “this act is morally wrong”
would mean “I personally feel bad about this act.” But if “this act is morally wrong”
means “I personally feel bad about this act,” then I could find out whether an act
is morally wrong by merely examining my own feelings. So if morality depended
on our personal feelings, then I could find out whether an act is morally wrong by
examining my feelings. But to find out whether an act is morally wrong I have to
find out whether the act harms people. If to find out whether an act is morally wrong
I have to find out whether the act harms people, then I cannot find out whether an
act is wrong by examining my own feelings. So I cannot find out whether an act is
morally wrong by examining my own feelings. Therefore, morality does not depend
on our personal feelings.

At first sight this looks like a very complicated argument, but you will see how
simple its form is if you use letters to symbolize the various antecedents and con-
sequents of the argument.

P � Morality depends on our personal feelings.

M � “This act is morally wrong” means “I personally feel bad about this act.”

E � I can find out whether an act is morally wrong by examining my own feelings.

H � To find out whether an act is morally wrong, I have to find out whether the
act harms people.

Then we have:

(a) If P, then M.

(b) If M, then E.

(c) So, if P, then E.

(d) H.

(e) If H, then not E.

(f) So, not E.

(g) Therefore, not P.

As you can see, premises (a) and (b) are used to prove conclusion (c). Then
premises (d) and (e) are used to prove conclusion (f). Finally, (c) and (f) are
used as premises to prove conclusion (g). Is the whole argument valid? It is valid
if each of its parts is valid. You will have to figure this out for yourself by using
the rules and methods we have discussed.

Chain arguments can occur in virtually any combination. Sometimes cate-
gorical arguments are combined with hypothetical arguments; sometimes hypo-
thetical arguments are combined with disjunctive arguments. When analyzing
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any argument, you have to see what the various parts of the total argument are
and how these parts fit together.

We said earlier that there are two main kinds of arguments: deductive and
inductive. Having discussed deductive arguments, we now look at inductive
arguments.

INDUCTIVE ARGUMENTS

Unlike deductive arguments, inductive arguments do not guarantee that the
conclusion must be true if the premises are true. Instead, they show merely that
the conclusion is probably true or that it is reasonable to accept the conclusion
on the basis of the evidence. Court trials in which the court’s final decision is
based on circumstantial evidence usually use inductive arguments. Suppose, for
example, that hair of the accused was found at the scene of the crime, that the
accused earlier had boasted he would commit the crime, and that the accused
was seen in the vicinity of the crime shortly before it was committed. Then the
jurors might conclude that the accused committed the crime. Their reasoning
would be based on an inductive argument: an argument that supports the con-
clusion by making it probable but not certain.

Most of our reasoning is inductive. When you hear a buzzing sound in the
morning, for example, and conclude that your alarm clock is going off and that
it’s time to get up, you are using inductive reasoning. Having heard your clock
make that buzzing sound before, you reason (in somewhat of a daze, perhaps) that
the sound is coming from your clock. Of course, it is possible that something else
is making that noise, so you cannot be absolutely certain that it is your clock.
The evidence (the buzzing sound and your past experience) makes your conclu-
sion (that the alarm clock is going off) highly probable but not certain.

Most generalizations are based on inductive reasoning. For example, you see
that all of a certain group of people that you meet have a particular quality, and
you conclude that every member of that group (even those you have not met)
must have that quality. Or you may notice that the four or five of your friends
who are the oldest in their families are all assertive people, and so you conclude
that elder siblings are always assertive. Yet it may be a coincidence that the four
or five elder siblings you happen to know are assertive. The evidence here (the
fact that all of the elder siblings you have met are assertive and none are un-
assertive) makes your generalization probable but not certain.

Arguments that generalize from several observed instances also play an im-
portant role in science. When biologists notice that all the members they have
observed of a species display a certain kind of behavior, they may conclude that
all members of that species are characterized by that behavior. Or physicists may
notice that certain atomic particles they have observed all have a certain fea-
ture, so they conclude that atomic particles of that type all have that feature. Be-
cause they are aware of the limitations of inductive arguments, however, they
try to be alert for instances that do not fit their generalization.

Although inductive reasoning plays a central role in our lives, we have no
simple rules for defining valid inductive reasoning as we have for defining valid
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forgetful induction the fallacy
of failing to take into account
all the relevant evidence bear-
ing on a conclusion

false cause the fallacy of argu-
ing that since one event or
condition was present before
another, the earlier event or
condition must be the cause of
the later one

informal fallacy an argument
in which the premises fail to
guarantee the conclusion but in
which the failure is not due to
the use of an invalid form; of-
ten an argument that attempts
to persuade emotionally or psy-
chologically but not logically

hasty generalization the fal-
lacy of basing an inductive
argument on insufficient obser-
vations or an unrepresentative
sample

deductive reasoning. However, all good inductive reasoning has several impor-
tant qualities. We can put these qualities in the form of rules and contrast them
with the fallacy that results when a rule is ignored:

1. In good inductive reasoning, the conclusion is based on a sufficient number
of observations of a representative sample. Otherwise, the reasoning is said to
commit the fallacy of hasty generalization. Take the following argument, for
example:

The person on welfare I saw at the local supermarket was cheating by using his
welfare coupons to buy liquor instead of food.

Another person on welfare I saw at the local store was cheating by using her welfare
coupons to buy liquor instead of food.

Therefore, all persons on welfare cheat by using their welfare coupons to buy liquor
instead of food.

This argument is based on too few observations. The two people I happen to
have seen are not a large enough sample to justify a generalization about tens
of thousands of other people. Moreover, my sample is not representative. Two
people at local stores do not necessarily represent all the different kinds of people
throughout the country who are on welfare.

2. Good inductive reasoning takes into account all the relevant data that
might affect the conclusion. Otherwise, the reasoning is said to have committed
the fallacy of forgetful induction. Suppose, for example, that I knew that the
two persons whom I saw using their welfare coupons to buy liquor were both al-
coholics. This would suggest that their behavior may be attributable to their
alcoholism rather than to the fact that they are on welfare. But my reasoning
would have failed to take this into account.

3. Good inductive reasoning does not jump to the conclusion that because
one event or condition was present before the other, the first must be the cause
of the second. This would be the fallacy of false cause. For example, a person is
falling into a false cause fallacy when he says that because a black cat crossed his
path before he had an accident, the black cat must have caused the accident.
Similarly, in the earlier argument, I am concluding that because the condition
of being on welfare was present before the cheating incident, it must be the ex-
planation of the cheating.

Of course, an inductive argument can be wrong even though the reason-
ing commits no fallacies. Inductive arguments, as we noted, have only a prob-
able conclusion; it is always possible that the conclusion of a careful and well-
founded inductive argument is false.

INFORMAL FALLACIES

We have seen several examples of formal fallacies —mistakes that involve the
use of an invalid form of argument. There are two other important kinds of fal-
lacies, called informal fallacies. These also are mistakes in arguments, but they
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fallacies of relevance fallacies
of appealing to something that
is not relevant to the argument

are mistakes that are not based on the use of incorrect form. These are either fal-
lacies of relevance or fallacies of ambiguity.

Fallacies of Relevance

Fallacies of relevance are mistakes that result from appealing to something that
is not relevant to the argument. Some important fallacies of relevance are the
following:

Appeal to emotion. This common fallacy is the attempt to establish a claim not
by providing good reasons for the claim but by appealing to the passions and
prejudices of the audience. Emotional appeals may persuade people to accept a
conclusion, but they do not prove the conclusion.

Appeal to authority. Another common fallacy is the attempt to establish a claim
by appealing to an unqualified expert or an irrelevant authority. We are perhaps
justified in appealing to an authority to establish a point when the authority is
qualified in the field under discussion. But even then, an appeal to authority does
not prove the point but, at most, shows that the authority could prove the point.

Ad hominem argument. This is an argument that attacks the person making a
claim instead of addressing the issue. I use an ad hominem argument, for ex-
ample, when someone argues that God does not exist, and I reject his argument
on the grounds that he’s an evil person. The character of the person presenting
an argument is irrelevant to the validity or truth of the argument.

Argument from ignorance. This kind of argument claims that because there is no
evidence that something is false, it must be true. For example, I am arguing from
ignorance if I say that because you cannot prove that God does not exist, God
must exist.

Begging the question. This fallacy is also called a circular argument. It is an argu-
ment in which the premises used to prove a conclusion already assume that the
conclusion is true. For example, if I say, “What she claims must be true because
she always speaks the truth,” then I am begging the question.

Fallacies of Ambiguity

Fallacies of ambiguity result from using words unclearly or ambiguously. Some
important fallacies of ambiguity are the following:

Equivocation. An argument is based on equivocation when a word or expression
changes its meaning in the course of the argument. For example: “Since I saw
nobody in the room and you saw nobody in the room, we both saw the same per-
son: nobody!”

Amphiboly. An argument is based on amphiboly when it uses a grammatical con-
struction that is ambiguous because it can be understood in two ways.

Misplaced accent. An argument based on misplaced accent is misleading because
it emphasizes a word or expression that is designed to mislead or because it omits
relevant information. An automobile advertisement, for example, states in large

fallacies of ambiguity fallacies
that result from using words
unclearly or ambiguously
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letters, “ABSOLUTELY ALL REPAIRS COVERED FOR FIVE YEARS,” and
then notes in fine print, “except for tires, hoses, filters, and other parts subject
to wear.”

Composition. The fallacy of composition attributes the characteristics of the
parts of a thing to the whole thing itself. Here is an example: “Since every book
in the library is good, it must be a good library.”

Division. The fallacy of division attributes the characteristics of a whole thing to
one or more of its parts. For example: “Since it is a good library, every book in it
must be good.”

EVALUATING ARGUMENTS

You have seen how to put an argument together, and you have seen the main
kinds of deductive and inductive arguments and several important fallacies. It is
time now to integrate all of this.

You are going to meet a lot of reasoning in the pages that follow, which of
course is why we have spent so much time looking at what logical reasoning is.
But to use the ideas we have discussed, you should have a more or less system-
atic way of evaluating the arguments you encounter. The following four steps
will help:

1. Begin by figuring out what the argument is. This means that you first have
to figure out the main point the philosopher is trying to make; this is his or her
conclusion. Then you have to figure out the reasons he or she is giving for this
point; these are the premises. We saw some of the words that often signal a per-
son’s conclusions and premises.

This first step sounds easier than it often turns out to be. Sometimes a philoso-
pher has several points to make and supports them with many different sets of
reasons. You then have several conclusions and a lot of premises to line up. Even
more often, an author constructs a chain of several related arguments. He or 
she may use several arguments to prove the same conclusion or may link
arguments so that the conclusion of one argument becomes the premise of an-
other. For example:

God clearly exists, because everything in the universe obeys the laws of
mathematics. And if everything obeys the laws of mathematics, then everything is
orderly. Everything in the universe, then, is orderly. Now if everything is orderly,
then that order must have been imposed on everything by some great being. So the
order in everything must have been imposed on it by some great being. And if so,
then there is a God.

This is really a chain of three related arguments: the conclusion of the first ar-
gument is a premise of the second, and the conclusion of the second argument
is a premise of the third. We can put the argument as follows:

Everything obeys the laws of mathematics.

If everything obeys the laws of mathematics, then everything is orderly.

Therefore, everything is orderly.
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Everything is orderly.

If everything is orderly, then that order must have been imposed by some great being.

Therefore, that order must have been imposed by some great being.

The order in everything was imposed by some great being.

If the order in everything was imposed by some great being, then God exists.

Therefore, God exists.

In the chapters that follow, it will be important for you to read the materials
carefully and then try to figure out the basic conclusion that a particular philos-
opher is trying to prove. Once you have done this, then figure out the main
premises by which he or she hopes to prove this conclusion. Sort out the vari-
ous premises and conclusions used on the way to the main conclusion, making
clear any connections between them.

2. Figure out whether the argument is inductive or deductive. If it is deduc-
tive, put the argument into proper form and figure out whether or not it is valid
by using the rules we discussed earlier. If it is an inductive argument, then see
whether it is based on the fallacies of hasty generalization, forgetful induction,
or false cause.

At this stage, you will often find that the author of a deductive argument has not
explicitly stated all of his or her premises, and you will have to supply the miss-
ing premises. For example:

Wars are always morally unjustified because mass killing is always morally unjustified.

If we try to set out this argument as a categorical syllogism, we seem to have a
conclusion supported by a single premise:

All mass killings are morally unjustified.

Therefore, all wars are morally unjustified.

Clearly, this conclusion does not follow from the premise. But it is easy to see
what the missing premise is:

All wars are mass killings.

All mass killings are morally unjustified.

Therefore, all wars are morally unjustified.

By adding the premise (in italics), we see the complete argument that the au-
thor had in mind, and we are better able to evaluate it.

Adding the missing premises in someone’s argument is not always this easy,
and no precise formula can tell you what a person’s missing premises are. But we
can say the following: first, try to add premises that make the author’s argument
valid. Second, try to add premises that you think the author probably believes in
and that seem to make some sense.
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3. Weed out the informal fallacies. First, check to make sure that the author is
not guilty of any fallacies of relevance; then make sure that he or she is not
guilty of any fallacies of ambiguity.

Often, an author mixes a great deal of irrelevant material into an argument.
Some of this material might be intended to appeal to your emotions. Watch out
for this.

4. Examine the truth of the premises. After you have laid out the argument,
figured out whether it is valid, and eliminated all informal fallacies, you have to
decide whether the premises of the argument are true. We have already noted
that in a valid argument, if the premises are true, then the conclusion has to be
true. So if the premises are true and the argument is valid, then you are stuck
with the conclusion. Therefore, it is critical for you to determine whether the
premises in any given argument are true.

Unfortunately, at this stage, many people simply give up. They say something
like “The author’s argument is all very logical, and I think his premises are true,
but still I don’t believe his conclusion.” This approach is highly irrational. If you
really do not believe the conclusion of an argument, then you have to believe
that the premises are mistaken. If you want to reject the conclusion, you should
figure out why the premises are mistaken. This means thinking very hard about
what the author is saying, and that takes work.

Moreover, there is no formula for figuring out whether or not someone’s
statements are true. You have to use your head. Ask yourself what the author’s
premises mean. Ask yourself whether there are any reasons to think that they are
true. Ask yourself whether all of the hidden premises you have supplied are true.

Many arguments contain premises that are generalizations. These are prem-
ises with words such as all, always, every, whatever, any, none, and no. Categori-
cal arguments almost always have such premises. Often, you will find that when
you examine such premises carefully, they turn out to be unacceptable. There
are several techniques for showing that a generalization is unacceptable:

1. Find a counterexample, a case in which the generalization does not hold.
Take, for example, the following generalization:

All politicians are liars.

As a matter of fact, many politicians are not liars. Any of them will serve as a
counterexample disproving the generalization.

2. Examine the inductive evidence that is offered for the generalization. Gen-
eralizations are often based on inductive reasoning. The person proposing the
generalization bases it on a few observations he or she has made or someone else
has made. When generalizations are based on inductive reasoning, you should
ask whether (a) the generalization is based on a sufficiently large and adequately
representative sample and (b) whether all other explanations for the evidence
were ruled out. If the answer to either of these questions is no, then there is no
reason to accept the generalization as true.
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1San Francisco Chronicle, March 28, 1972.

3. Show that the assumptions on which the generalization is based are unac-
ceptable. Generalizations are often based on assumptions that have not been
made explicit. Consider the following argument, for example:

The killing of a fetus is always the killing of a person.

The killing of a person is always an immoral act.

Therefore, the killing of a fetus is always an immoral act.

Here the first premise makes the assumption that a fetus is a human being. Is this
assumption acceptable? Philosophers who favor abortion will probably say that
it is not, whereas those who oppose abortion will probably say that it is. Under-
lying both positions are some other assumptions about what makes something a
person. One side assumes that a person is something that has qualities that a fe-
tus does not share, and the other side assumes that a person is something that
includes the fetus. Whatever your position, the best way of dealing with this
generalization is by looking closely at the assumptions and trying to determine
whether or not they are correct. If they are not correct, then the generalization
is also not acceptable.

CONCLUSION

After you have set out a philosophical argument, checked it for validity, and
turned to figuring out whether its premises are true, you are really philosophiz-
ing. We said at the beginning of this chapter that philosophy is an activity. It
should be much clearer now what this activity involves.

EXERCISES

Examine the following arguments and determine whether they are deductive or
inductive, valid or invalid. For the invalid arguments, determine whether they
employ one or more of the fallacies identified earlier.

1. If there were a God, then there would be an afterlife, but since there is no
God, there must be no afterlife.

2. None of the students we talked to has taken philosophy, so there must be
no philosophy offered at this school.

3. Since we know that Plato was a homosexual, his arguments and claims
about morality cannot be correct.

4. Surely anyone who has ever held a newborn baby must realize that the fetus
is human and therefore that abortion is murder.

5. “ ‘I’m all for women having equal rights,’ said Bullfight Association presi-
dent Paco Camino. ‘But I repeat, women shouldn’t fight bulls because a bull-
fighter is and should be a man.’”1
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6. “Mysticism is one of the great forces of the world’s history. For religion is
nearly the most important thing in the world, and religion never remains for
long altogether untouched by mysticism.”—John and Ellis McTaggart

7. If there is no single correct moral stand, then different societies will have
different moral beliefs. Obviously, different societies have different moral beliefs,
so there is no single correct moral standard.

8. If violence is never morally justified, then wars are always unjust. But wars
are not always unjust, so violence is sometimes morally justified.

9. Roger Federer and Andy Roddick are the two best tennis players in the
world, so they’d make the best doubles team.
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