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P r e f a c e

Some years ago the New Yorker Magazine ran atypically witty cartoon.
The scene was abookstore and four books were prominently displayed
for sale on atable. Their titles could easily be read; The first was
'Philosophy Made Simple’ and the next ‘Philosophy Made Simpler'.
The third said ‘Philosophy Made Still Simpler’, and the fourth was
‘Philosophy Made Simplest’. Since the first title was that of our own
Philosophy Made Simple, the book you are reading now, it occurred to
u s t o a s k w h e t h e r t h e n e w e d i t i o n o f t h i s w o r k - t h e t h i r d s i n c e

1969 —should, following the cartoon, perhaps be entitled ‘Phil¬
osophy Made Simpler’, or even ‘Philosophy Made Simplest’. But
when we read over the previous edition of the work we still felt that
we had made philosophy about as simple as it could be made with¬
out distorting the subject drastically, and so in this new edition,
w e ’ l l l e a v e t h e t i t l e i n t a c t .

Apparently, several hundred thousands of readers have agreed with
us that the book is simple enough. Philosophy Made Simple has been
translated into foreign languages, is sold in nearly every country of the
Western world, and in Nigeria, Hong Kong, Singapore, Israel and
Australia. We had expected that this book would be used by ordinary
readers, most of whom would have no special training or background
in philosophy but would like to know something about this supposedly
‘abstract’ subject. And many of our readers fall into exactly that
category. But the book has also been used as atext in dozens of
universities throughout the world. We have received many letters from
undergraduate and graduate students, and instructors indicating that it
is one of the best and simplest introductions to philosophy to be found
anywhere.

Nevertheless, there have been important developments in philosophy
during the past three decades. We therefore felt that anew, reworked,
and updated edition would be desirable at this time. This new edition
thus has extensive changes throughout -too numerous to be mentioned
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here. Of course, we should stress that our main focus continues to be on
fundamental philosophical problems. These may take new and sophis¬
ticated forms but the great philosophers of the past who addressed these
issues are not really dated. Questions about the nature and purpose of
human life, about the ideal form that apolitical association should
have, whether one can obtain absolutely certain knowledge about the
world -these questions go to the hean of the philosophical enterprise
and will endure as long as human beings are able to use their rational
faculties to examine their lives and the environment they inhabit.
Philosophy Made Simple is devoted to these important issues. Our
update continues this focus but goes on to describe often innovative
forms these matters take as we move toward the end of the twentieth
c e n t u r y.

R. H. Popkin
University of California, Los Angeles

A v r u m S t r o l l

University of California, San Diego
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

What is philosophy?

Philosophy is generally regarded as perhaps the most abstruse and
abstract of all subjects, far removed from the affairs of ordinary life. But
although many people think of it as being remote from normal interests
and beyond comprehension, nearly all of us have some philosophical
views, whether we are aware of them or not. It is curious that although
most people are vague about what philosophy is, the term appears
frequently in their conversation.

Popular usages
The word ‘philosophy’ is derived from the Greek term meaning ‘love of
wisdom’; but in current popular usage many different ideas are involved
in the ways we employ the term. Sometimes we mean by ‘philosophy’
an attitude towards certain activities, as when one says ‘I disapprove of
your philosophy of doing business’ or ‘I am voting for him because 1
favour his philosophy of government’. Again, we talk about being
‘philosophical’ when we mean taking along-range, detached view of
certain immediate problems. When one is disappointed, we suggest to
him/her that he/she ought to be more ‘philosophical’, as when one
misses aplane. Here we mean to say that he should not be over-
concerned with the events of the moment, but should try instead to
place these in perspective. In still another sense we think of philosophy
as an evaluation or interpretation of what is important or meaningful in
life. This usage may be indicated by the story of two men who were
drinking beer together. One of them held his glass to the light,
scrutinized it thoughtfully, and then observed, ‘Life is like aglass of
beer ’ .

His companion looked up at the glass, turned to his friend, and
asked, ‘Why is life like aglass of beer?’

‘How should Iknow,’ he answered, ‘I’m not aphilosopher.’
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Popular conceptions

By and large, in spite of the many different ways we may use the words
‘philosophy’ and ‘philosophical’ in ordinary speech, we tend to think of
philosophy as some extremely complex intellectual activity. We often
imagine the philosopher (as in Rodin’s statue of the Thinker) as one
who sits, pondering questions of the ultimate significance of human life
while the rest of us have only the time or the energy to live it.
Occasionally, when our newspapers or magazines publish astory about
the important philosophers of the past, such as Bertrand Russell or
Aristotle, the impression is given that they devoted themselves to
contemplation of the problems of the world in amost abstract manner
and arrived at views or theories that may sound splendid, but can hardly
be of much practical value.

While this picture has been created of the philosopher and what he/
she is trying to do, there is also another image. This is that the
philosopher is one who is ultimately responsible for the general outlook
and the ideals of certain societies and cultures. Thinkers such as Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels, we are told, are the ones who have created
the point of view of the Communist party; while others, such as Thomas
Jefferson, John Locke and John Stuart Mill have developed the
theories which prevail in democratic societies.

The philosophical enterprise
Regardless of these various conceptions of the role of the philosopher,
and regardless of how remote we may think his/her activities are from
our immediate concerns, the philosopher has been engaged in consider¬
ing problems that are of importance to all of us, either directly or
indirectly. Through careful critical examination, he/she has tried to
evaluate the information and beliefs we have about the universe at
large, and the world of human affairs. From this investigation, the
philosopher has attempted to work out some general, systematic,
coherent and consistent picture of all that we know and think. As we
gain more information about the world through the sciences, new
interpretations of accepted pictures need to be considered.

This sort of understanding has provided an outlook or framework in
which the ordinary person can place his/her own -possibly more
limited -conception of the world and human affairs. It has provided as
well afocus through which we can see our own roles and activities, and
determine if they have any significance. Through such an examination
and evaluation, we may all be better able to assess our ideals and
aspirations, as well as understand better why we accept these, and
possibly whether we ought to.
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From the very beginnings of philosophy in Ancient Greece, over two
and ahalf millennia ago, it has been the conviction of the serious
thinkers who have engaged in this pursuit, that it is necessary to
scrutinize the views that we accept about our world and ourselves to see
if they are rationally defensible. We have all acquired much information
and many opinions about the natural and human universe. But few of
us have ever considered whether these are reliable or important. We are
usually willing to accept without question reported scientific discover¬
ies, certain traditional beliefs, and various views based upon our
personal experiences. The philosopher, however, insists upon subject¬
ing all this to intensive critical examination in order to discover if these
views and beliefs are based upon adequate evidence, and if areasonable
person may be justified in adhering to them.

The Socrat ic content ion

Socrates, at his trial in 399 bc for advancing dangerous ideas, main¬
tained that the reason he philosophized was that ‘the unexamined
life was not worth living’. He found that nearly all of his contem¬
poraries spent their lives pursuing various goals, such as fame,
riches, pleasure, without ever asking themseh-es whether these are
important. Unless they raised such aquestion, and seriously sought
the answer, they would never be able to know if they were doing
the right thing. Their entire lives might be wasted pursuing useless
or even dangerous goals.

All of us have some genera! outlook about the kind of world we think
we live in, the sort of things that are worthwhile in such aworld, and so
on. Most of us, like Socrates’ contemporaries, have never bothered to
examine our views to discover their foundations, whether we have
adequate or acceptable reasons for believing what we do, or whether the
totality of our views has any general consistency or coherence. Hence,
most of us, in one sense, have some kind of a‘philosophy’, but we have
not done any philosophizing to see if it is justified.

The philosopher, following Socrates’ contention, insists upon bring¬
ing to light what our implicit beliefs are, what assumptions we make
about our world, ourselves, our values. Hc/she insists that these can
only be accepted by reasonable and intelligent people if they can meet
certain tests set up by the logical mind. Rather than merely possessing
an unorganized mass of opinions, the philosopher feels that these must
be inspected, scrutinized and organized into ameaningful and coherent
system of views.

What does aphilosopher do?
One may be tempted to observe at this point that these initial comments
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give some slight idea, perhaps, of what philosophy deals with, but that
they are too vague to make dear what it is all about. Why can’t one just
give astraightforward definition of the subject, and then proceed, so
that one can see clearly at the outset what aphilosopher is trying to do?

The difficulty is that philosophy can be better explained by doing it
than by trying to describe it. it is in part away of dealing with questions,
as well as an attempt to resolve certain problems which have been the
traditional interest of the persons who have called themselves, or have
been called, ‘philosophers'. As we shall see throughout this book, one
of the subjects that philosophers have never been able to agree upon is
what philosophy consists in.

Varieties of philosof^y

The people who have engaged seriously in philosophizing have had
varying aims. Some have been religious leaders, like Saint Augustine,
and have tried to explain and justify certain religious points of view.
Some have been scientists, like Rene Descartes, who have attempted to
interpret the meaning and importance of various scientific discoveries
and theories. Others, like John Locke and Karl Marx, have philoso¬
phized in order to effect certain changes in the political organization of
society. Many have been interested in Justifying or promulgating some
set of ideas which they thought might aid mankind. Others have had no
such grandiose purpose, but merely wished to understand certain
features of the world in which they lived, and certain beliefs that people
held.

Who are philosophers?

The occupations of philosophers have been as varied as their aims.
Some have been teachers, often university professors giving courses in
philosophy, as in the instance of St Thomas Aquinas in the Middle
Ages, teaching at the University of Paris, or John Dewey in the
twentieth century, lecturing at Columbia University, or Martin Heid¬
egger at the University of Freiburg, or Ludwig Wittgenstein at
Cambridge University. Others have been leaders of religious move¬
ments, often taking an active part in the affairs of their organizations,
like St Augustine, who was Bishop of Hippo at the decline of the
Roman Empire, or George Berkeley, who was the Bishop of Cloyne in
Ireland in the eighteenth century. Many philosophers have had
ordinary occupations, like Baruch Spinoza, who was alens-grinder by
profession. John Locke was amedical doctor; John Stuart Mill was a
writer for magazines, and briefly aMember of Parliament. Agood
many of the most prominent philosophers have been scientists or
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mathematicians. Some have had careers which kept them far removed
from the excitement and crises of everyday life; others were continually
occupied in the most active pursuits.

Regardless of their aims, or their occupations, philosophers have, by
and large, shared acommon conviction that thoughtful examination
and analysis of our views, and our evidence for them, is important and
worthwhile. Aphilosopher thinks about certain matters in certain
ways. He/she wants to find out what various fundamental ideas or
concepts that we have mean, what we base our knowledge on, what
standards should be employed in arriving at sound judgments, what
beliefs we ought to adhere to, and the like. By reflecting upon
such questions, the philosopher feels that one can achieve more
significant comprehension of the universe, natural and human.

Recently one of the authors of this book began his lectures in acourse
entitled ‘Introduction to Philosophy’. He tried to give the class some
idea of what sort of material they would be considering throughout the
course by raising aquestion that Plato had asked over twenty-three
hundred years ago and was raised again in 1992 with regard to the
verdict in the Rodney King case: 'What is justice?’ To suggest what
this question might mean, he raised related problems, among them:
‘How do we distinguish just acts from unjust ones?’ ‘How do we
tell what we ought to do, or what is right?’ 'Is justice based only
on legal conventions, or are there other, more basic standards?'
After the lecture, astudent remarked to the professor that many
questions had now been asked and he wondered if the answers
would be forthcoming in the near future. The teacher told him that
they would consider some possible answers in the course, but he
could not guarantee that they would be the right answers. The
student answered, ‘That’s all right, so long as we get answers—just
s o t h a t w e d o n ’ t h a v e t o t h i n k ’ .

The philosopher does not want any answers, and is unwilling to
accept them merely because they purport to be answers. The student
might be willing enough to live 'the unexamined life’, but the
philosopher wants to find the right answers, those that arational man
can feel are warranted after most thoughtful consideration. The fact
that some answers have been offered, or even that some have been
accepted by almost everybody in agiven society, does not suffice for the
philosopher. Even that one might feel that certain answers are the right
ones is not an adequate basis for relying upon them. Rather, the
philosopher insists, it must be completely certain, that these answers are
the true ones, before arational person can adopt them as his/her own.
Otherwise, the best that we may be able to accomplish by philosophical
examination is only to realize the inadequacy of all answers that have
been thus far presented.

That particular student, like so many people in all ages, was willing

X V
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to sell his “birthright’ rather than undertake the effort required to
philosophize. He was abdicating his proper function as arational
human being in order not to have to be bothered with the problem of
finding some justification for what he believed, with discovering some
consistent and coherent system for his views. But the philosopher
claims that fundamentally the questions to be considered are too
important to be answered in any quick and lazy fashion. It would be far
better to have no answers than unexamined answers or, worse, answers
that might be wrong.

Two examples

In order to make clearer what the philosopher is seeking and what he/
she does, let us consider briefly two examples from the earliest history
of philosophy, which indicate the sort of situations that have given rise
to intellectu^ consideration of various fundamental beliefs. The first
instance is that of the first Greek philosophers, who lived in the sixth
century BC, in one of the Greek colonies in Asia Minor, the part which
is now Turkey.

Hie Greek phUosopbers

From the little we know of this era, apparently the vast majority of the
populace was willing to accept amytholo^cal explanation of events, an
explanation like those we find in the works of Homer. Natural
occurrences were accounted for in terms of the activities of gods or
spirits who inhabited the natural world. The wars, jealousies and
rivalries among the gods, and their relations with men and women, were
taken to account for the events of the visible world.

The thinkers who began the philosophical quest were those who
found that when they scrutinized these accepted beliefs they were seen
to be inadequate. Different societies had different legends and mythol¬
ogies. Most of these either conflicted with the others or with themselves.
The explanations were always based upon insufficient evidence, and
could never adequately account for ah the information people had
acquired about the world. The philosophers, to the dismay of their
contemporaries, challenged the believers in mythology to prove their
views, or to find abetter theory, one that would satisfy reasonable
people. Out of this rejection of traditionally accepted beliefs, and the
search for more plausible or more defensible theories, came the
attempts of thoughtful people to explain the natural world in some
consis tent and ra t iona l fash ion.



I n t r oduc t i on Xv i i

Book of Job

Similarly, in the Bible, in the Book of Job, we are given apicture of the
beginning of the philosophical quest. Job is portrayed as living in a
world in which people accept the view that the universe is governed by
ajust and good God who rewards the just and punishes the wicked, and
that this system of divine retribution works out immediately in
everyone’s lifetime. Job, we are told, ‘was perfect and upright, and one
that feared God, and eschewed evil', and yet he was punished.

Job and his ‘comforters' discussed this apparent conflict between the
accepted belief in God’s goodness and justice and what was happening
before their very eyes -i.e., the torments of Job. The ‘comforters'
refused to examine their view with critical eyes, and instead denied the
facts. They attempted to convince Job that he must have been awicked
man, otherwise he could not be in his predicament. Job, on the other
hand, saw that the accepted system of belief could not be adequate to
account for what we do in fact know about the world, namely, that the
wicked flourish and the just suffer in this supposedly divinely-governed
c o s m o s .

The Book of Job reveals the defects of the traditionally-held view
about the nature of the world. Because of these, adifferent, and more
rationally defensible, theory has to be sought. Several possible ones are
examined in the course of the book, and finally the only remaining
solution is that man is unable by means of reason, to discover any
satisfactory answer. Rather than rest content with inconsistent theories,
or unjustifiable ones, the philosophical writer of the Book of Job could
only pose aquestion. The people who lived ‘the unexamined life’ tried
their best to avoid facing the problem. But the philosopher, because of
his need for intellectually satisfactory beliefs, had to examine it. Even if
he could not find abetter theory than the traditional one, at least he
would not accept aview that he knew was inadequate.

In these examples -both instances from the beginnings of philoso¬
phical activities in ancient times -we can discern some of the drive that
sets the philosophical quest in motion. There are always people who are
ready to accept almost any view. But there are others who are troubled
by what appear to be inconsistencies in these views, or are troubled
because they do not see why these views ought to be accepted, or why
they are true. These philosophers begin to raise questions and seek
solutions. How they do this, and what they have accomplished, is the
subject-matter of philosophy.

C o n d u s i o D

If one asks, what is the point of all this searching for some consistent
and coherent system of beliefs, of demanding rationally satisfactory
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explanations, possibly akind of answer is contained in astory about a
relatively recent catastrophe. According to the newspaper accounts, a
Georgia bootlegger ran out of liquor with which to supply his clients.
There was agreat demand, and to satisfy this, he concocted abrew out
of some anti-freeze and other ingredients. The results were disastrous -
some thirty people died from drinking the beverage. When the
bootlegger was arrested, he was asked if he had anything to say about
what had happened as aresult of his nefarious activities. ‘Well,’ he
commented, ‘it makes aman think.’

Philosophy, in aless dangerous way, also makes aperson think -
think about the basic foundations of his/her outlook, his/her knowl¬
edge, his/her beliefs. It makes one inquire into the reasons for what one
accepts and does, and into the importance of one's ideas and ideals, in
the hope that one’s final convictions, whether they remain the same, or
whether they change as aresult of this examination, will at least be
rationally held ones.

Whether this desired consequence is actually superior to declining to
examine one’s life, is aphilosophical question, and one that can better
be decided after reading this twok. One may well decide, after seeing
what philosophy is, and what philosophers have done, that it is all a
waste of time. On the other hand, one may find that the consideration
of problems in the various branches of philosophy -logic, ethics, theory
of knowledge, metaphysics, and so on -provides solutions to the most
urgent questions. Any conclusion that the reader comes to, we hope,
will be based upon athoughtful consideration of the material that is to
follow, and hence will be the result of the reader’s philosophizing.

We repeat: the best way to discover what philosophy is, is by studying
it, and by philosophizing.
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E th i cs

The definit ion of ‘ethics’

As with so many words in common use, the term ‘ethics’ has anumber
of different meanings. In one of its most frequent uses, it refers to acode
or set of prindpies by which people live. TTius, we speak of ‘medical
ethics’ and mean by this phrase the code which regulates and guides the
behaviour of doctors in their dealings with each other and with their
patients. Or again, when we speak of ‘Christian ethics’ we are referring
to the principles which prescribe the behaviour of those who are
Christians, such as the rules for conduct which are found in the Ten
C o m m a n d m e n t s .

Philosophers, however, do not only employ the word in this sense
when we speak of ‘ethics’. They also mean by it atheoretical study, very
much as the physicist means by ‘physics’ atheoretical study. But
whereas the physicist studies certain natural phenomena, such as
moving bodies and their laws, the objects which are studied in ethics are
theories. These theories, sometimes called ‘ethical theories’, deal with
such questions as ‘How ought men to behave?’ ‘What is the good life for
man?’ and so on. An example of an ethical theory studied in the branch
of philosophy called ‘ethics’ is Hedonism. This is an ancient theory
which contends that the good life is ultimately one of pleasure.

Philosophers study such theories as Hedonism not merely because
these doctrines have important consequences for living and for
understanding human nature, but also because many ethical doctrines
which appear plausible at afirst glance, such as Hedonism, are found
upon careful examination to suffer from certain defects. For example,
does it not make sense to speak of ‘bad pleasures’, i.e., of the things
which may give us momentary pleasure, such as drinking alcohol, but
which may result in alife of subsequent pain and travail? If this is so,
then how can the good life be identî  with alife of pleasure, since there
are pleasures which are bad? But if it is not pleasure which constitutes
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the good life, then what does? Part of the motivation for studying ethics
lies in the attempts by philosophers to construct satisfactory answers to
questions like those we have mentioned above. In what foUows, we will
consider some of the famous classical and modem ethical theories to see
how they answer such questions. We will examine their advantages and
their defects, and by so doing, we will engage in the philosophical study
we have designated as ‘ethics’.

Ethics originates in everyday life

It would be amistake to regard ethics as apurely ‘academic’ study,
having no intimate connections with the daily lives of men. Every
person who is reflective and who is troubled by certain situations in his
or her daily life is aphilosopher of ethics to that extent. Suppose a
person believes that no one should take ahuman life, and also believes
that one has an obligation to defend one’s country against foreign
enemies. What should that person do when his/her country is at war?
If one refuses to fight for his/her country, then one reneges on the belief
that one has an obligation to do so. On the other hand, if one does fight
for it, in the course of doing so one may take human life. What should
be done in the circumstances? How can one decide? Reflections of this
sort which engage the attention of ordinary people are the raw material
of which ethical theories are made. The difference between the
reflections of the ordinary person and the reflections of the philosopher
is that the latter are frequently more systematic, although not always so,
and are usually more general. The ordinary individual may merely be
trying to solve aparticular problem and may try to do this by deciding
on aparticular course of action in the relevant circumstances. The
philosopher tries to generalize; the question is not: what is the right
course of action for this individual in these circumstances? but rather:
what is the good life for all? What is the goal for which all should strive?
Is it the accumulation of pleasure? Is it happiness? Is it identical with
doing one’s duty? Like the ordinary person, the philosopher begins a
consideration of ethics by reflecting about common situations, but then
goes beyond these to discussions of amore general sort. It is this sort of
abstract speculation which constitutes ‘ethical theory’ as we shall
employ the term.

Classification of ethical theories

There are many ways of classifying ethical theories. All of these
different classifications are important because they help not only to
organize the various types of doctrines into groupings which make them
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simpler to understand but also because they help direct our attention to
certain features which make the theories distinctive. The simplest and
most obvious classification is an historical one. We can divide theories
into those which are ‘classical’ and those which are ‘modem’. Roughly
speaking, atheory will be classical if it does one of two things, or both:
if it attempts to answer the question: ‘What is the good life for people?’;
and if it attempts to answer the question: ‘How should people act?’ We
shall discuss the characteristics of modem theories later in this chapter.

Classical theor ies

Most classical theories do not carefully distinguish between these two
questions. It is generally assumed in such theories that if we know what the
good life is we will natuî ly act in such away as to try to achieve it. This
is the basis of the first famous classical theory we will consider.

P l a t o n i s m

Although the philosopher Plato did not put forth philosophical views
under his own name (his writings are mainly in form of conversations
called ‘Dialogues’, between Socrates and other Greek philosophers of
the fifth century bc), nevertheless certain views are often attributed to
Plato as being his own. Although there is some controversy about
whether Plato or Socrates held the position that if aperson knows what
the good life is, he/she will not act immorally, in what follows we shall
speak as if this is Plato’s own view. According to this position, evil is due
to ladt of knowledge. If people can discover what is right, Plato believes
they will never act wickedly. But the problem is to discover what is right,
or as Plato called it, ‘the good’. How can this be done when people differ
so greatly in their opinions about the good life?

Plato’s answer is that finding the nature of the good life is an
intellectual task very similar to the discovery of mathematical truths. Just
as the latter cannot be discovered by untrained people, so the former
cannot be either. In order to discover what the good life is, people must
first acquire certain kinds of knowledge. Such knowledge can be arrived
at only if they are carefully schooled in various disciplines, such as
mathematics, philosophy, and so on. Only when they have been
through the long period of intellectual training that Plato suggested,
would they have the capacity to know the nature of the good life.

It is important for an understanding of Plato to make adistinction at
this point. Plato did not maintain that one must have knowledge in
order to lead the good life. He maintained only the weaker doctrine that
if one did have knowledge that person would lead the good life. Even
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without the possession of knowledge it is possible for some individuals
to lead the good life, but they will do so haphazardly or blindly. It is
only if we have knowledge that we can be assured of leading such an
existence. And this is why, in his suggested programme for training
people to lead good lives, Plato believed that they must be instructed in
two different ways. They must develop, on the one hand, virtuous habits
of behaviour, and on the other, they must develop their mental powers
through the study of such disciplines as mathematics and philosophy.

Both of these types of instruction are necessary. To begin with, some
people may not have the intellectual capacity to acquire knowledge;
they will not be able to understand what the ‘good life’ is, just as others
do not have the intellectual power to apprehend high mathematics. But
if they imitate and are guided by those people who have knowledge of
the good, and who accordingly act virtuously, they, too, will act
virtuously even though they do not understand the essential nature of
the good life. On the basis of this sort of reasoning, Plato went on to
advocate the necessity of censorship in what he called an ‘ideal society'
-the society which is portrayed in his famous book. The Republic. Plato
felt that it was necessary to prevent young people from being exposed
to certain sorts of experiences if they were to develop virtuous habits
and thus lead agood life. Secondly, it is necessary for some especially
gifted people to develop their mental powers and consequently to
undergo rigorous intellectual training which will do more for them than
to develop virtuous habits. This is so because they must finally be the
rulers of the ideal society. Plato so long ago envisaged aruling class of
both men and women. In such asociety, the rulers, having developed
their intellectual capacities, would also have acquired knowledge, and
having acquired knowledge they would understand the nature of the
good life. This would guarantee their acting rightly or morally, and
hence would ensure their being good rulers. For, as we have seen, it was
Plato’s belief that if aperson could acquire knowledge, in particular
knowledge of what was good, then such aperson would never act evilly.

Asecond basic element in Plato’s philosophy is what contemporary
scholars term his absolutism. According to Plato, there is fundamentally
one and only one good life for all to lead. This is because goodness is
something which is not dependent upon human inclinations, desires,
wishes, or upon their opinions. Goodness in this respect resembles the
mathematical truth that two plus two equal four. This is atruth which
is absolute; it exists whether any one likes such afact or not, or even
whether one knows mathematics or not. It is not dependent upon
mankind’s opinions about the nature of mathematics or the world.
Likewise, gô ess exists independently of mankind and remains to be
discovered if people can be properly trained.

This can be put another way. Plato is arguing for the objectivity of
moral principles as opposed to all philosophies which contend that
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morality is merely a‘matter of opinion’ or ‘preference’. Plato’s view can
be roughly summarized as saying that acertain course of action is right
or wrong absolutely and independ»itly of anyone's opinion, just as the
statement, ‘This is atypewriter,’ is either right or wrong independently
of anybody’s opinion. Thus, the Nazis who murdered 6,000,000 Jews in
gas chambers were absolutely wrong in their behaviour; it was not that
we, with differing ethical standards, merely thought them to be wrong -
but more than that, we were right in so thinking, for they were wrong.
It is an absolutely objective moral law that ‘Thou Shalt Not Commit
Murder', and the Nazis violated this law.

Platonism has had atremendous impact upon religious philosophy,
for most theologians have assumed that moral laws such as ‘Thou Shalt
Not Steal’, or ‘Thou Shalt Not Commit Murder’ are absolute and
objective in the Platonic sense. The development of Plato’s philosophy
which is known as Neo-Platonism was the nearest that Greek
philosophy itself came to becoming areligion and it had adirect
influence on the development of Christian and Islamic theology. But it
should be pointed out that although Platonism and most theologies
agree in contending that moral standards are objective, there is a
fundamental dilTerencc between them which should not be overlooked.
Plato himself believed that moral standards were superior even to God;
goodness is anterior to God, and God is good if and only if he acts in
accordance with astandard. This is quite distinct from the traditional
Judaeo-Christian or Islamic view, for example, that God creates
goodness. This point will be examined more fuUy in Chapter 4.

Cr i t i c i sm o f P la ton ism

As we have seen, Platonism as amoral philosophy rests upon two basic
assumptions. One is the assumption that if aperson has knowledge of
the good life, he/she will never act immorally. The other is that there is
one and only one good life for all; just as there is no moral alternative,
in certain circumstances, to the command; ‘Thou Shalt Not Steal’. Let
us now examine criticisms of these basic assumptions, beginning with
the belief that those who have knowledge of the goĉ  will never act
immorally.

Most philosophers who criticize Plato have interpreted this thesis as
expressing apsychological judgment about how people will act under
certain conditioits. The conditions are that if they have acertain kind of
knowledge, they will behave in acertain way. Let us see if Plato’s view
is true. Suppose Iintend to embezzle money from abank where Iwork.
Suppose it is pointed out to me that stealing is wrong. Now Imay not
agree with this assertion. Imay think, and even argue, that stealing is
right. If so, ordinary people would consider me deficient in moral
knowledge, since stê ng is in fact wrong. It is much as if Ihad argued
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that two plus two equal five. In holding such aview, 1am simply
mistaken. If Iproceed to steal money from the bank, it is plausible to
say that Ihave acted immorally because of adeficiency in knowledge.
And this is indeed what Plato would say about me -that Isimply do not
understand what is meant by the ‘right way of life’. In so far as
Platonism can be applied to this case, it seems in accord with common
sense views of morality. On the other hand, interpreted as apsycholog¬
ical account of how people behave in every case, the theory seems to
have grave defects. For some people may well understand that stealing
is wrong; but they may still persist in stealing. Plato would say of them
that they really do not understand what is meant by ‘stealing’ since no
people wiUingly will do what they know to be wrong. But if we talk to
such people and if they give the usual signs of understanding what it
means to steal, and further, if they admit it be morally wrong but still
persist in doing it, it appears as if Plato’s account must be rejected, since
it seems that some people will act evilly while knowing what the right
course of action is. This was the view of human nature taken by
A r i s t o t l e .

But Plato 's account is much more subt le than the above discussion

would indicate. What makes it attractive is that it attempts to supply a
general solution to acommon type of difficulty which arises in daily life.
People often find themselves in situations where they do not know how
to twhave because they do not know what the right course of action
would be in those circumstances. Is it right to defend my country if this
means killing someone, or is it right never to kill anyone? What Plato
suggests is that if we had more information, if we had been more
carefully trained, we could discover the answer. We would know what
the right course of action would be in those circumstances and thus our
perplexity would be relieved. The situation seems analogous to many
problems which doctors face. Should they operate now or wait until
tomorrow? Should they administer this drug or not? These are
problems which would be hopelessly bewildering to the average person
since he/she does not have the training and hence the knowledge to
solve them. But to atrained person, the difficulty disappears. Plato’s
point is that moral difficulties in many cases are theoretically solvable
by the acquisition of further knowledge -and this is apoint of view
which cannot be lightly dismissed.

The major objection to it, however, is this. Moral conundrums do not
seem to be, in the final analysis, analogous to scientific questions. When
all the relevant facts have been gathered in ascientific issue, we can in
principle always decide the issue or decide what is the most suitable
answer. But this is not so in amoral situation. We may know all the
relevant facts in agiven situation. We may know, for instance, that the
effect of dropping anuclear bomb on acertain area will be to kill
1,000,000 pwople, to make that area uninhabitable for one century, and.
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on the other hand, we may also know that if we drop the bomb, a
currently disastrous war will be shortened by years. But our perplexity
still exists. Should we or should we not drop the bomb? It must be
conceded that sometimes the acquisition of further information about
asituation will solve difficulties we have about acting in that situation,
but it must also be recognized that this is not always so, and if not.
Platonism cannot be accepted without considerable qualification.
Moral knowledge is not analogous to scientific or mathematical
knowledge and Plato’s mistake was to think that it is.

Afurther criticism that arises from this is that, since Plato regards
morality as being amatter of knowledge, aprerequisite of moral
behaviour is the intelkcmal ability necessary to apprehend the abstract
truths of moî ity, so that he seems to exclude the possibility of fully
rnoiil behavioiirfbr all but afew intellectually gift̂  individuals. It is
not sufilcient to say that those of us who have not this ability can live
good lives by allowing ourselves to be ruled or advised by those who
have, since to behave morally presupposes that one has responsibility
for one’s actions. An action is not truly moral -or immoral for that
matter -unless it is the result of the free choice of the individual
performing it. To make this choice the individual needs the kind of
moral understanding that Plato says is possible only for afew. Again we
shall fuid Aristotle showing aclearer awareness of this basic feature of
mora l behav iou r t han P la to .

The second basic assumption of Platonism is that there is one and
only one right course of action for all: we have called this his
‘absolutism’. Since we shall discuss this problem in more detail when we
come to modem ethics, we shall not consider it directly here. However,
even in ancient times this view was tellingly criticized, again by Plato’s
greatest pupil, the philosopher Aristotle. Let us turn, then, to Aristotle’s
moral philosophy in order to see how it differs from Platonism, and in
particular how it rejects the Platonic tenets that there is one and only
one ri^t course of action in agiven moral situation, that good
behaviour is possible without moral understanding and that aknowl¬
edge of the good will necessarily lead to virtuous behaviour.

Aristotle: the doctrine of the mean

It was characteristic of Greek philosophy to be highly speculative. This
trait is exhibited most strikingly in metaphysics, where many Greek
philosophers attempted to discover the true nature of the world by the use
of reastm alone. It is found less commonly in the ethical writings of the
Greeks, but even here it is anoticeable feature of their philosophizing.
Such philosophers as Heraclitus, Plato and the Stoics derived their
ethical views in part from certain metaphysical positions they held. The
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Stoics, for example, believed that all behaviour is rigidly determined by
natural laws. This led them into puzzles about whether one can behave
freely, for if not, no one can be held morally responsible for what one docs.
In general, such speculation is of anon-scientific sort: it does not
pâ ntlv_trv tô oUect facts and ihenjjerive conclusions Trorn Tfiennratfi l̂ tries-ta-rfe^̂  facts-afaeut-lhg nature^oT the world and the
nature of man by the use of reason alone. Aristotle is, of course, one of

mciapĥ iciafS~tir tKi? sense; but curiously enough in his
ethical writings he departs from this tradition and adopts ascientinc or
empirical approach to ethical problems. Instead of trying to discover the
nature of the good life for ail by reflection alone, he examined the
behaviour and talk of various people in everyday life. He noticed that
plain men regard some people as leading what they call 'good lives’ and
others as leading what they call ‘bad lives’.

He noticed further that the various lives which people of common
sense consider to be ‘good’ all contain one common characteristic:
happiness. And similarly, the lives which ordinary people regard as
being bad lives all have in common the characteristic of being unhappy.
Therefore in answer to the question 'What is the good life for man?’
Aristotle's answer can be stated in one sentence: it is alife of happiness’.

But this answer is in away too simple. We still would like to know,
beyond this, what the common man means when one says the good life
is a‘happy’ one. Does he suggest that it is alife of pleasure, of success,
of fame, or what? Exactly what does the word ‘happiness’ mean?
Unfortunately, the ordinary person is unable to help us if we ask what
is meant by ‘happiness’. Either one is inarticulate, or gives different and
contradictory answers. Aristotle’s work in ethics is aphilosophical
attempt to supply the answer: he tries to explain more clearly than the
ordinary person can what moral words like ‘happiness’ mean. The
Nicomackean ethics, which is the title of Aristotle’s chief work on ethics,
can thus be regarded as one of the earliest essays in what is now called
‘analytical philosophy’. Aristotle in this work was trying to analyse or
explain the use of certain moral terms which occur in everyday speech
in aclearer way than the average person could do, even though the
ordinary person could use these words quite properly in everyday
speech.

In the Nicomackean ethics, Aristotle gives adefinition of the word
‘happiness’ which has since become famous. ‘Happiness,’ he says, ‘is an
activity of the soul in accord with perfect virtue.’ Unfortunately, this
definition may not be much clearer to the reader than the original
question ‘What is happiness?’ since it is couched in obscure terminol¬
ogy. In fact, it has been asource of puzzlement to philosophers for
centuries, and various interpretations of it have been offered. A
plausible interpretation, although not the only one, is this: Aristotle is
stressing the fact that happiness is not something which is static, but is
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an activity. What does he mean by saying it is not ‘static*? People tend
to think that happiness is something we arrive at -acertain fixed goal
which awaits us if we behave in certain ways. Those who hold this view
tend to think of happiness as an object of acertain sort; just as London
is an object one can reach at the end of atrip. Once we finish our tour
through life’s daily activities, so to speak, then we will have arrived at
this goal called ‘happiness*.

But this is precisely what Aristotle is denying. Happiness is not agoal
in this sense. Rather, it is something which accompanies certain
activities, instead of being the goal of these activities. Happiness, as a
characteristic of men’s lives, is something like persistence. Aperson
who engages in acourse of conduct persistently does not arrive at agoal
called ‘persistence*. Instead it is away of doing things; for instance, of
refusing to be defeated by circumstances. Happiness is like this: it is a
way of engaging in the various activities of life, such as eating, making
love, working and so on. If one engages in these activities in acertain
way, then we can declare that person to be happy. For instance, if a
person enjoys eating, intellectual pursuits, friendship, and so on, and is
not frequently downcast, depressed, anxious -then he/she is happy.
This roughly is what Aristotle means by saying that happiness is an
activity -but it should be stressed that these brief remarks are to be
regarded as apreliminary aid to the reader rather than an exhaustive
account of the doctr ine.

As we have mentioned already, classical ethical theories attempt to
answer two questions: ‘What is the good life for people?’ and ‘How
ought people to behave?* Aristotle is aclassical moî ist in both senses.
In answer to the first question, his reply is: ‘He good life for people is a
life of happiness.’ The answer to the second question is equally direct:
‘People ou^t to behave so as to achieve happiness.* But again, this answer
seems vague. If we ask:‘Morc specifically, how should we behave in
order to achieve happiness?’ Aristotle’s answer is to be found in the
well-known formula called ‘The doctrine of the mean’, or sometimes
popularly referred to as the ‘golden mean’. We shall now turn to a
discussion of the doctrine of the mean, and in this way we will show how
Aristotle’s moral philosophy differs from that of Plato.

Being happy, according to Aristotle, is like being well-fed. How
much food should aperson cat in order to be well-fed? Aristotle’s
contention is that there is no general answer to this question in the sense
of fixing aspecific amount like one kilo of meat per day. It depends on
the size of the person, what sort of work he/she does, whether he/she
is ill or well, and so on. Aperson who works at digging ditches will need
more food, in general than one who sits at adesk; and alarge person
will, in general, need more food than asmall one. Now the proper
amount for anyone to eat can be ascertained only by trial and error: if
we eat acertain amount of food and still fed hungry, we should eat
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more; if we eat the same amount and fee! uncomfortable, then we
should eat less. The correct amount is a‘mean’ between eating too
much and too little. It is important here not to interpret the word ‘mean’
as being synonymous with ‘average’. Suppose that one kilo of food per
day is too little, and that two kilos is too much. Does this suggest that
the average amount (i.e., one and one-half kilos) is the correct amount?
Aristotle's answer is that it may or may not be -but in general, one
cannot say that the correct amount is exactly one and one-half kilos; all
one can say is that it is an amount somewhere between one and two
kilos, and this is what he intends by the word ‘mean’. We should eat an
amount of food which is more than one kilo and less than two; but the
exact amount can be ascertained only after we eat various portions and
see how we feel.

The important consequences of this doctrine for ethics are that there
are various correct waysofliving for different people. What is good for one
person may not be good for another. And, further, one cannot tell prior to
actual experimentation, by the use of reason alone, which is the correct
way of living for someone. This can be ascertained only by experimenta¬
tion and by trial and error. We can summarize these two points by saying
that Aristotle is both arelativist and an empiricist in ethics.

So with happiness. The proper way for one to behave in the moral
sphere is in accordance with the mean. For example, in order to be happy,
one must be courageous, liberal, proud, witty, modest, and so on. But
all of these ‘virtues’, as Aristotle designates them, are virtues of
moderation: courage is the mean between cowardice and rashness;
liberality between prodigality and frugality; pride between vanity and
humility, and so forth. Aristotle’s philosophy of the ‘golden mean’ can
be condensed as follows: In order to achieve happiness, people must act
moderately, they must act so as to be striving for the mean between two
extremes. If they do this, then they will be happy. But the mean will vary
from person-to-person: some can be more courageous than others, and
some less; and each will be proper for that person. Plato, it will be
remembered, contended that ‘goodness’ is an absolute characteristic.
Either aperson is ‘good’ or not -there is one and only one proper way
for him/her to behave in agiven set of circumstances. But this is
precisely what Aristotle is disputing: there are many ‘good’ lives -in fact
there may be as many as there are differences between people. All of
these have in common the fact that if people behave in accordance with
the mean they will achieve happiness: but there may be many ways of
so behaving, thus many ways of being happy.

Aristotle shows asimilar disagreement with Plato over the question
of whether people are really acting morally if they are without afull
understanding of the situation. He makes an important distinction
between actions which are done ‘willingly’ and those done ‘not
unwillingly’, pointing out that we do not praise or blame someone if we
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believe that he/she did not understand what he/shc was doing. Moral
behaviour in the full sense requires moral understanding, and all people
can hope to achieve this, since what is involved is not apurely
intellectual appreciation of absolute moral truths but the kind of
practical wisdom and awareness of the need for moderation that we
have just described.

Furthermore, Aristotle does not agree with Plato that aknowledge of
the good will necessarily lead to virtuous behaviour. He shows amore
realistic view of human nature by introducing into his discussion of
ethics the notion of moral weakness or lack of self-control. He tells us,
much as St Paul was to tell us later, that the evil that we would not, that
we do, and the good we would, we do not. Aknowledge of what we
ought to do is not sufficient without the kind of self-discipline necessary
to ensure that we do it. For we can be too easily led astray by the
pleasures of other forms of behaviour. We must, therefore, receive a
sound training in good habits when we arc young, so that when we
come to understand what the ‘golden mean' is for us we will also have
the sel f -control to fo l low i t .

Aristotle is one of the flrst great philosophers of common sense in
dealing with ethical matters. Unlike Plato, who lays down rigid
requirements for everyone to follow, regardless of their inclinatiorts,
desires, temperaments, stations in life, and so on, Aristotle is much less
narrow. And this can be seen in his doctrine of pleasure. Aristotle rejects
the view that pleasure is entirely bad. His view is that no one can be
happy without acertain amount of pleasure in life; this is expressed in
his famous epigram, ‘No man can be happy on the radt’.

In spite of its common sense outlook, however, the Aristotelian view
of ethics is not without its difficulties, and we will consider some of these
n o w .

Cr i t i c ism of Ar is to t le

Although at first glance it seems plausible to hold that everyone always
ought to follow the middle course between certain kinds of activities,
there seem to be situations in which this advice will not do. For
example, there is no middle course between keeping apromise and not
keeping one. We tend to feel that any person who keeps apromise is
moral in so far as he/she does it, and immoral in so far as it is broken
(unless there are certain other overriding factors). But the main point is
that in such acase there is no middle ground between the two: either one
keeps apromise or one does not. The same applies to telling the truth,
either one does or does not tell the truth and once again the doctrine of
the mean caruiot be applied to such cases. Such virtues as keeping
promises or telling the truth seem to be better analysable by the Platonic
view; they seem to be absolute virtues, and are not relative to various
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people and situations as are virtues like courage (which is the mean
between rashness and cowardice).

Asecond, and perhaps more important criticism of the Aristotelian
doctrine is this: Aristotle is primarily proposing aphilosophy of
moderation. His view is that happiness will result from m^erate
behaviour. This is true, of course, in some cases, but there are hosts of
cases where only ‘immoderate’ behaviour is proper behaviour. Aperson
who is temperamentally passionate and romantic may find that
‘moderate’ behaviour does not suit him/her. One cannot be happy if
forced to control oneself in all situations of life. For people of this
temperament the Aristotelian ethic is not an appealing one; and the rise
of Romanticism in philosophy can be regarded in this way as criticism
of the Aristotelian way of life.

Hedonism: the philosophy of Epicurus

As we have indicated, Plato maintained that the good life is in no way
connected with pleasure. Aristotle moderated this doctrine. Although
denying that the good life was identical with alife of pleasure, he
admitted that ‘pleasure must be in some way an ingredietit of happiness’.
Epicurus was the exponent of atype of philosophy which has persisted
down to the present time. He held aview which is sometimes called
‘hedonism’, the doctrine that pleasure is the sole good. The influence of his
philosophy can be judged from the fact that the English language still
contains the word ‘epicure’, which is based upon the view of Epicurus.
Like so many words, however, the connotations of the word ‘epicure’ as
it is now employed do not represent accurately the sort of philosophy
which was held by Epicurus himself. An ‘epicurean’ is now depicted as
agourmet, as aperson whose main delight consists in the enjoyment of
exotic or fastidiously prepared food and rare wines. As amatter of fact,
Epicurus himself suffered for years from stomach trouble and was never
an ‘epicure’ in the modem sense. He ate fmgally, allegedly drank only
water, and, in general, lived in ahighly abstemious fashion.

(His letters contained such sentences as the following: ‘I am thrilled
with pleasure in the body when Ilive on bread and water, and 1spit on
luxurious pleasures, not for their own sake, but because of the
inconveniences that follow them’.)

The ethical philosophy of Epicurus consists mainly of advice for living
moderately but pleasurably. He considered pleasure to be the good, but
he also realized that if aperson pursues pleasure too arduously, pain will
follow. If aperson drinks too much he/she will suffer headaches and
stomach pains the next day. The proper way to proceed in life is to live
pleasantly without suffering from any of the und^irable eflects of such
living.
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In fact, Epicurus’ philosophy may be regarded as containing
instructions which are designed not only to enable one to acquire
pleasure but also to enable one to avoid pain. If one engages in alife of
pleasure which leads to pain then such alife would be regarded as abad
one by Epicurus. Since some pleasures are obviously accompanied by
pain, Epicurus distinguished between those pleasures which are
accompanied by pain and those which are not, and regarded only the
latter as good. He called the former ‘dynamic’ pleasures and the tatter
‘passive’ pleasures. Sexual love, for example, is bad because it is
accompanied by fatigue, remorse and depression. Other ‘dynamic’
pleasures are gluttony, the fame that one achieves through alife of
public service, drinking and marriage. All of these are bad because they
are accompanied by pain: gluttony will lead to indigestion, fame may be
accompanied by all sorts of distress, drinking will lead to headaches,
disease, and so forth. The result is that Epicurus advocated (and himself
led) alife which we would now consider highly ascetic. This is because
he seemed to believe that it is better to avoid pain than to seek pleasure
if it will produce pain. Friendship, on the other hand, is a‘passive
pleasure’. It is not accompanied by pain and hence is permitted and,
indeed, encouraged by him.

Hedonism, as aphilosophical doctrine, has two forms. We can call
the first form ‘psychologica] bedtHiism’, and the second type ‘ethical
hedonism’. Psychological hedmiism is the doctrine that in fact people
pursue pleasure, and only pleasure, in their lives. All activities, according
to this theory, are direct̂  toward the acquisition of pleasure and the
avoidance of pain. Eudoxus, who was afamous Greek mathematician
and an earlier contemporary of Aristotle, is supposed to have held such
aview. Aristotle says of him:

Now Eudoxus thought pleasure to be the chief good because he
saw all, rational and irrational alike, aiming at it: and he argued
that, since in all what was the object of choice must be good and
what most so the best, the fact of all being drawn to the same thing
proved this thing to be the best for all: ‘For each,' he said, ‘finds
what is good for itself Just as it does its proper nourishment, and so
that which is good for all, and the object of the aim of all, is their
chief good’.

Epicurus is generally interpreted as being apsychological hedonist in
this sense. He apparently believed that all were motivated in their daily
lives to attempt to acquire pleasure: did not people strive for riches, for
fame, for sensual delights because the attainment of these produced
pleasure?

Epicurus is also an ethical hedonist (with certain important qualifica¬
tions). Ethical hedonism is the view that people not mily in fact seek



1 4 Philosophy

pleasure, but further that they ought to do so since pleasure alone is good.
It is obvious that psychological hedonism does not entail ethical
hedonism. One might hold either doctrine without necessarily holding
the other. For example, one might believe that people are motivated to
seek pleasure, and one also might believe that they ought not to do so.
In fact, this is roughly what Epicurus held, as we have seen. His view
was that even if people are motivated to acquire pleasure, certain
pleasures are bad and ought to be avoided. On the other hand, he held
that some pleasures, such as friendship, conversation about philosophy
and so on, are such as ought to be cultivated; and the good life consists
in acquiring pleasures of this sort. He can consequently be interpreted
as holding amodified form of ethical hedonism, as well as adhering to
the psychological version of the theory,

Cri t ic ism of hedonism

Hedonism is acomplex moral philosophy, consisting of at least two
parts, one of them apsychological theory, the other an ethical theory.
The psychological account is supposedly atrue description of how
people are motivated to action in conducting their daily lives.
According to this account every conscious action is motivated by the
search for pleasure. Whether one is ahermit, or whether one seeks fame,
in either case -if we are to accept psychological hedonism -one is
motivated to act as one does because one is striving for pleasure. Ethical
hedonism, on the other hand, goes beyond the psychological account:
it contends that people ought to seek pleasure, for ultimately this is the
only thing worth having for itself.

Both aspects of hedonism seem plausible not only to the unsophisti¬
cated reader, but even to professional thinkers. Let us show in
somewhat more detail why this is so, considering psychological
hedonism first. What the theory attempts to do is to provide asingle
explanatiwi for every possible type of conscious or voluntary actimi human
beings engage in. It is asource of satisfaction to ail thinkers to find the
most general explanation for agroup phenomena, especially if this
explanation turns out to be avery simple one. And psychological
hedonism tries to provide an explanation of this sort. Consider any kind
of conscious behaviour -why do people do it? The answer is always the
same -they are seeking pleasure. At this point, we can mention a
famous philosophical distinction which can be used to support
psychological hedonism. The distinction has various names, one of the
most common of which is the ‘means-ends' distinction. The point of the
distinction is this: some things may not be worth having in themselves, but
are worth having because they enable us to achieve certain goals. On the
other hand, other things may be worth having in themselves. They are,
as philosophers say, ‘intrinsically valuable*. We value them not because
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they enable us to achieve something else, but for their own sakes.
Exercise, for instance, may not be worth doing in its own right, but it
has value in that by doing it, we will become healthy, which is valuable
in itself Jnjerms ofJiie atove-distinction, exercise is valuable as a
‘means’ while health is valuablc^as an ‘end’. Now the position of the

!^psychoro^^^hedonist-is that thejiltimate endTowafds whiclf all
activity is directed is pleasure; su£h things^as fame, riches, success are all

-m'eans to these ends. Thus, all conscious human behaviour can be
!— 'ex^aihed by saying that individuals are motivated ultimately or

basically by pleasure -it is the end for which all strive. Put this way,
psychological hedonism has been atheory which has attracted
philosophers and ordinary people and it has accordingly had agreat
influence throughout the history of Western thought.

However, in so far as this part of hedonism is interpreted as apurely
scientific account of conscious behaviour, it does not withstand present-
day scientific scrutiny. Psychologists agree that people are sometimes
motivated by the search for pleasure, but they go on to point out that
such is not always the case. For although some individuals may begin
by trying to acquire riches as ameans to pleasure, after atime they may
come to regard wealth as an end in itself. In psychological language,
they become ‘fixated’ upon the acquisition of wealth and disregard the
use to which it may be put for acquiring pleasure. (Such people are
commonly called ‘misers’.) Pyschologists point out that these people
may be so strongly motivated by the attempt to acquire money that they
may disregard or even reject the pursuit of pleasure as being of any
value to them if it interferes with the acquisition of money. We arc all
familiar with newspaper accounts of men and women who are found
living in squalid conditions even though they may possess afortune
hidden in the mattress. The acquisition of money, not pleasure,,
becom« an end fqrthcm -and for this reason, psychologists tell us that
psychological hedonism cannot be accepted as an accurate picture of all
conscious human motivation. And this is merely one instance of such
exceptions.

Unfortunately, psychological hedonism is not simply ascientific
theory, and it cannot be refuted merely by an appeal to the latest
scientific findings. This can be seen when we consider the sort of reply
the psychological hedonists will make to the objection we have just
considered. They will claim that the miser actually gains pleasure by
hoarding money. The miser is merely giving up the usual means for
acquiring pleasure, such as living in adecent home, eating well and so
on. Ail he/she has done, the hedonists argue, is to limit the means for
acquiring pleasure to the collecting of money. Money has not become
an end in itself -rather it has become the sole means for achieving
pleasure; but pleasure is still the end for which he/she strives.

At this stage, the theory has been removed from the area where any
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scieniific finding can possibly confirm or refute it. It has now become a
philosophical, rather than ascientific, problem, for no collection of
facts can be gathered which would resolve the problem. But when
psychological hedonism is interpreted in this way, it can still be attacked
on philosophical grounds. For when any theory cannot be refuted by
facts, then it loses its explanatory force. It becomes true ‘by definition' but
no longer refers to the world in the way in which genuine scieniific theories
do, since its truth or falsity no longer depends upon the facts. When this
happens, the theory may be rejected on the ground that it has lost its
power to provide us with asatisfactory explanation of the facts it started
out to explain. It has now defined ‘pleasure’ as what people ‘desire’, so
that in asserting that all people are motivated by adesire for pleasure,
it is asserting no more than the tautology that all people are motivated
by adesire for what they desire. It has become irrefutable by becoming
trivial -i.e., it is not worth refuting.

Ethical hedonism, as contrasted with psychological hedonism, can be
divided into two parts, which may be regarded as answers to the
questions: 'What is the good life for people?’ and ‘How ought one to
behave?’ The answers, according to the ethical hedonist, are that the,,
good life consî  of alife of pleasure, and thaTone'oiigSfto act so as to
■'^^u^US.pleasjJrr'Let us now"examine obfectioris to”tRese replies.

We have already pointed out that even Epicurus, the founder of
hedonism, recognized that some pleasures may be accompanied by
pain, or that they may produce pain. For example, smoking cocaine
may give us pleasure, but it will produce physical and mental
deterioration if persisted in. It thus appears that some pleasures are bad,
and if so we cannot contend simply that the good life is identical with a
life of pleasure. ̂ Epicurus attempted to avoi^this difficulty by finding,
pictures that do not produce painful consequences, and argued that,

^sjoch pl^ures constitute the good life. But this approach will not do,
since even friendship, which he regards as apassive pleasure, may
sometimes be accompanied by tribulation. For example, if afriend dies,
one may suffer intensely from sadness at the death.

Asecond way of defending the view that pleasure is good is to hold
that pleasure itself is never bad -even the pleasure one gets from
smoking cocaine. It is only the painful consequences themselves which
are bad. For example, if adrug could be devised which would eliminate
the painful consequences of smoking cocaine -who would deny that the
pleasure one got from it was good?

This defence is logically unassailable, but it has practical difficulties
which make it dubious that ethical hedonism can offer acceptable
guidance for one’s conduct in daily life. For we cannot, as amatter of
fact, always separate the painful consequences of acourse of action
from the pleasurable ones. If we use cocaine, we may be given pleasure,
to be sure, but we will also suffer pain as aresult of doing so. To advise
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one, as ethical hedonists do, to seek pleasure is in effect frequently
equivalent to advising one to seek pain as well, since the two sometimes
cannot be disassociated. Ethical hedonism, consequently, must some¬
times advise one not to pursue pleasures when those pleasures are
followed by pain, and thus its practical effect seems incompatible with
the theory.

Finally, let us consider the doctrine that people ought to behave so as
to acquire pleasure. This view likewise seems plausible at first glance,
but further reflection shows that it violates our common sense beliefs
about how we ought to behave. Consider the following case: asoldier
is put on guard duty at an important post. He is forced to walk back and
forth, and this is monotonous for him. It is ahot night. It would be more
pleasant not to remain at his post but to leave for abar where he can
have acool drink. Most people would say that if he deserted his post for
this reason, then he would be acting wrongly. If he says that he acted as
he ought to have done because he was seeking pleasure, this defence
would be laughed out of court. The ordinary person feels that
sometimes one ought to act so as to acquire pleasure, but not always.
Sometimes one has certain obligations which one must fulfil and in
these cases one ought to behave so as to fulfil them even if in doing so
one does not acquire pleasure. If ethical hedonism is interpreted as a
systematic theory about how people ought to behave in society, the
objection we have Just cited shows that it cannot be regarded as an
adequate account of such behaviour.

Hedonism, cv« though theoretic l̂y attractive, Mn thus be seen to
yfojatc our ordinary fedings about_what constitutes moral behaviour,
bo we object on moral grounds to the ‘playboy”? The objection is not
merely that he seeks superficial pleasures, such as those of the table, the
grape and so on; but more fundamentally, that pleasure is not the sole
object which people should strive for. The ordinary person is, with
regard to pleasure, more an Aristotelian than an Epicurean. He/shc
feels that sometimes pleasure is aworthwhile object, and in fact that no
life can be happy without some pleasure in it; but finds the doctrine that
pleasure is the only worthwhile goal, objectionable -and rejects it as
containing advice that cannot in fact be followed.

Cynidsm

We have spoken of Platonism, Arislotelianism and Epicureanism as if
they were ethical philosophies which were devised by their authors in
isolation from the social conditions of the time. For many purposes,
this sort of abstraction is useful; but at the same time, it should be
stressed that moral philosophies to agreat extent are products of their
times. If one does not recognize this fact, it may be impossible for one
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to account for the widespread appeal which such theories have had for
so many people. Great philosophies, especially moral philosophies,
may be regarded as saying more clearly and usually more strikingly
what many common people only vaguely realize. This is especially true
of cynicism and stoicism whose attraction for so many cannot be fully
appreciated apart from some knowledge of the social conditions from
which they developed. To some extent, this is even true of hedonism.
When people suffer great catastrophes, they may grasp at pleasure as
providing some comfort and security in acollapsing world. Hedonism is a
philosophy which justifies their behaviour, and under such conditions
they will be attracted to it. In this regard, hedonism may be considered a
philosophy which arises out of despair.

Cynicism and stoicism resemble hedonism in being, generally speaking,
philosophies of consolation. But instead of suggesting that the acquisi¬
tion of pleasure is the proper goal of life, they offer different advice. Let
us turn to these doctrines now in order to see why they aro.se when they
did, and what sorts of answers they give to such persistent questions as
‘What is the good life for people?,' and ‘How should people act?’

There are various ways that people can deal with adversity. They can
succumb to it, fight it, escape from it, accept it and so on. For each of
these types of behaviour there is acorresponding ethical theory which
justifies it. Quietism, for example, is an Oriental ethical philosophy
which advises one to accept and succumb to adversity, hedonism can be
looked at as away of escaping from it. and utilitarianism as away of
combating it. All ethical theories arise because people are dissatisfied
either with their personal lives or with the world in which they live. If a
person is content with his/her lot and with the situation in which the
world finds itself, he/she will not in general seek to change it. What
would be the point of trying to do so? But when one is dissatisfied, one
will attempt to alter the circumstances in which one finds him/herself -
as we have said, one may fight these circumstances or try to escape from
them. Likewise, philosophers do not develop theories about how one
ought lo behave unless they are discontent with the way people do in fact
behave; they offer these theories as advice for altering the situation as
they see it.
■This is particularly true of cynicism. It can be regarded as prescribing

behaviour for those whose lives became intolerable due to the collapse
of the world about them or for reasons of personal despair. TTiis
collapse in part began with the decline of the Greek city state (note the
frequent wars between Sparta and Athens, or Sparta and Corinth, with
the incredible loss of life and destruction that they entailed) and is
considerably accelerated by the turmoil that was attendant upon the
collapse of the Alexandrian Empire. When social institutions of this
magnitude break down, people are naturally led to consider how they
may achieve personal salvation and cynicism offers one answer to this
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question. It holds that all the fruits of civilization are worthless -
government, private property, marriage, religion, slavery (in their social
order), luxury, and all artificial pleasures of the senses. If salvation is to be
found it is to be found in arejection of society and in areturn to the simple
life -to alife of ascetic living.

The early cynics, such as Diogenes, practised frugal and even
miserable lives to such an extent that they were likened to animals in
their mode of life. In fact, the word ‘cynic’ comes from the Greek word
‘kunos’, which means ‘dog-like’ (we find acognate of it in the English
word ‘canine’). Diogenes, for example, is supposed to have lived in a
large tub, and rejected all refinements -of dress, food, personal
cleanliness and so on. There is afamous story told about him and
Alexander the Great, then the strongest potentate in the world.
Alexander eame to visit Diogenes, and asked him if there was anything
he could do for him to relieve him of the miserable conditions in which
he existed. Diogenes is supposed to have replied: ‘Yes, you can stand out
of my light and let me see the sun.’
__ The cynics believed that the world was fundamentally evil; in order to
live properly people must withdraw, from participation in, it. But at the
same time, even if one lives aprivate life, such alife may be devoted to
acquiring the usual goods of the world -such as money, ahouse, fine
clothes and so on. And all of these things are precarious, too -for if we
trust our happiness to the possession of them, we may find ourselves again
betrayed. Consequently, all externals, whether private or public, must
be dispensed with. If aperson is to find salvation in the world he/she must
find it within him/herself -this is what virtue consists in. The cynics thus
advocated arejection of the goods of the world, and in this way tried to
show people that by ignoring such externals they would be emancipated
from fear. (We will indicate later that amuch more sophisticated
version of this theory is to be found in the philosophy of Spinoza and
considerable elements of it occur in stoicism.)

It is interesting to speculate upon how the word ‘cynical’ acquired its
modem meaning The rejection of external goods includes the rejection
of other people, so that acomplete indilTerence and lack of feeling for
others resulted. Furthermore, although the early cynics such as
Diogenes and Antisthenes lived moral and upright lives of extreme
frugality in accordance with the precepts we have mentioned above,
later followers used the doctrine for personal advantage. They
borrowed money and food from friends, and then applied the doctrine
of ‘indifference’ when it came time to repay these debts. People
gradually came to feel that the doctrine was being applied insincerely
and callously -and out of such feelings the word ‘cynic’ developed its
modem meaning.

It can be_sccn that cynicism is primarily adoctrine which is anti¬
social Jt does not attempt to describe how people can be happy as social
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beings, but instead tries to propose ways for achieving individual
salvation. In this way, it contributed considerably to the philosophical
undermining of social standards, arguing that only individual virtue was of
fundamental importance. This outlook considerably abetted the moral
chaos into which the ancient world fell after the collapse of the
Alexandrian Empire.

Not only is cynicism anti-social, but it is also one of the forerunners
of asceticism. By rejecting the claim that worldly possessions are of
value, it was one ofthe precursors ofthe sort of asceticism which we find
so brilliantly pictured in Anatole France’s novel Thais, where men are
depicted as living solitary, miserable lives in the Egyptian desert -lying
on hard ground at night, fasting for days at atime and in general
subjecting themselves to physical and mental torture.

Cynicism as aphilosophy has not only had great influence upon plain
men, but it was aconsiderable factor in the development of early
Christian philosophy. The monk, in away, can be pictured as aman
who follows the advice of the cynic; he lives asimple, frugal, cloistered
life, shunning the world’s goods -such as marriage, the accumulation
of private property, and fame -and all this so that he may develop his
character as an individual and cast aside the world for the unencum¬
bered devotion of God. The general effect of cynicism is thus other¬
worldliness, and this is why it has played so great arole in influencing
the way of life advocated by pietistic religions such as Christianity.

S to i c i sm

It is fair to describe stoicism as the most influential ethical doctrine of the
ancient Western world before Christianity. It swept over Greece after the
death of Alexander, and dominated Roman thought until it was
superseded by Christianity. But unlike hedonism and cynicism, which
remained more or less unchanged from the time of their inception,
stoicism was adoctrine which went through anumber of radical
developments in its tong history. It began as adevelopment of cynicism,
and ended as aform of Platonic idealism. Most of the changes which
took place, however, were in the metaphysical views of the stoics, and
in their logic. Their ethical views remained relatively stable, and
consequently in this section, since we are concerned with ethics, we can
ignore the minor variations which took place in Stoic moral theory and
treat the doarine as if it had persisted unaltered.

The founder of stoicism was named Zeno (not to be confused with
Zeno of Elea, the originator of the famous logical paradoxes). Zeno is
supposed to have lectured in the third century bc from aporch, and
stoicism gets its name from this fact, since ‘stoa’ is the Greek word
meaning ‘porch’.
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Like the cynics, the Stoics were tremendously depressed by the
collapse of the Greek city states and the Alexandrian Empire. They felt
that no hope for social reconstruction was possible. Consequently, their
philosophy consists of advice to individuals for attaining personal salvation
in acrumbling world. Although stoicism, as we shall see, is afairly
complex moral theory, its basic tenet for achieving personal salvation is
very like that of the cynics and can be stated in one sentence; Learn to
be indifferent to external influences! '

Epictetus, whoBe^nTilTasTRoman slave, and who rose to be an
ofTiciai in the Roman government, was one of the most famous and
influential of the Stoics. In his famous discourse on ‘Progress or
Improvement’, he tells us why one must learn to cultivate aphilosophy
of ind i f ference;

Where then is progress? If any of you, withdrawing himself from
the externals, turns to his own will to exercise it and to improve it
by labour, so as to make it conformable to nature, elevated, free,
unrestrained, unimpeded, faithful, modest; and if he has learned
that he who desires or avoids the things which are not in his power
can neither be faithful nor free, but of necessity he must change
with them and be tossed about with them as in atempest, and of
necessity must subject himself to others who have the power to
procure or prevent what he desires or would avoid; finally, when
he rises in the morning, if he observes and keeps these rules, bathes
as aman of fidelity, eats as amodest man; in like manner, if in
every matter that occurs he works out his chief principles as the
runner does with reference to running, and the trainer of the voice
with reference to the voice -this is the man who truly makes
progress, and this is the man who has not travelled in vain. But if
he has strained his efforts to the practice of reading books, and
labours only at this, and has travelled for this, Itell him to return
home immediately, and not to neglect his aH'airs there, for this for
which he has travelled is nothing. But the other thing is something,
to study how aman can rid his life of lamentation and groaning,
and saying. Woe to me.

As can be inferred from the above quotation, the stoics believed that
good or evil depends upon oneself. Others have power over external
matters that affKtypu -they_canj)in you in prison and torture you, or

'~tRey~catnhalce aslave of you; but none the less if aperson can be
îndilfefCTt to theŝ events, others will not in asignificant sense have power
over him/her. Epictetus express^'this by saying that virtue resides in the
will -that ody the will is good or bad. If one has agood will (and one can
have one by remaining indifferent to external happenings), one’s
essential character cannot be destroyed by the external events in one’s
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life. When aperson is indifferent to such happenings he/she is afree
person. He/she is no longer bound by adherence to events outside of
him/herself. By practising indifference one becomes independent of the
world -and thus, even though the world may be in chaos, this will not
prevent one from achieving personal salvation.

The ethical view of the stoics cannot be fully understood apart from
their metaphysics. They believed in predestination, i.e., that all happen¬
ings in the world are Hxed by God according to some preconceived plan.

""Notfiihg happens fortuitously. Virtue' consists in awill which is in
agreement with the happenings of nature. In less complicated terminol¬
ogy, one is virtuous if one can learn to accept what happens and if one can
understand that all this is part of adivine arrangement which one is
powerless to alter. Consequently, one can avoid frustration, heartbreak
and despair in trying to alter the course of events if one understands that
prior to making any such attempt these events have been ordained to
take place. Aperson becomes free when he/she understands this; it is
only the person who struggles to change things who is not free. By
practising an indifference to events one puts oneself in aframe of mind
such that the events cannot affect one’s fundamental character -and
when one does so, one is being virtuous. In particular, the stoics felt it
was important to free oneself from desires and passions.

Stoicism differs from cynicism in afundamental respect. The cynics
felt that they were powerless to prevent the collapse of the world in
which they lived and hence they renounced it. They lived like ‘dogs’. But
the stoics argued that this sort of renunciation was unnecessary. One
does not have to renounce the material things of the world; one can live
alife of pleasure or of material success, provided that one does not
become trapped by these things. One must remain indifferent to them, so
that if one should lose material possessions one’s feeling towards them
will not change. It is only in so far as one is affected by these things that
one is not free; but if one can remain unaffected in the sense indicated,
there is no reason why one should not continue to enjoy them.

The main effect of stoicism was to place the responsibility for becoming
good or bad directly upon the individual rather than upon society. If an
individual can cultivate aframe of mind which makes him/her
indifferent to the usual goods of the world, then he/she will be virtuous;
and nothing that happens can alter his/her essential character.

Cr i t ic ism of sto ic ism

There are three major difficulties in stoicism: (1) alogical difficulty
involving the notions of freedom and predestination; (2) the difficulty
that the doctrine of indifference has consequences which seem paradox¬
ical to common sense; and (3) the difficulty that stoicism appeals only
in unusual circumstances, and hence cannot be accepted as auniversal
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ethic. We will consider each of these, turning to the logical difficulty
fi r s t .

^e stoics held that ever)'eventjivhich occurs, whether itis-the falling,
of ajneteox of whctherlt is’’onc's thinking about having dinner tonight,
IS prefdestined to occur according to adivine plan. If this doctrine is
accepted, then it becomes impossible to alter any of the circumstances
in which we find ourselves. If these events were destined to occur, then
there is nothing we can do about it. In avery significant sense, we are
powerless to alter our lives. This can be put by saying that we are not
‘free’ but instead we are chained to our destinies in accordance with the

divine plan. But this outlook is inconsistent with the stoic view that a
person can alter his/her character. According to the latter, aperson can
learn to change his/her frame of mind in such away that he/she will
become indifferent to things that were formerly prized. In holding this
position, the stoics were implying that people are free to alter their
character; that they can change some of the natural events in the world,
namely those that go into making up their will. It thus appears there is
afundamental inconsistency at the basis of stoic theory; man is both free
and not free. It can be seen that if we accept the latter of these
alternatives (i.e., that man is not free) it is pointless to tell one to change
one’s character. If acharacter is rigidly determined by natural laws,
then how can it be changed. On the other hand, if aman is free to alter
his character, then the thesis that all events are predetermined by some
master plan must be false.

This dilemma, which is sometimes called the problem of freedom of
the will, is one of the most persistent and troublesome of philosophical
problems. It has not only appeared in stoic philosophy, but it also
occurs in religious philosophy, as well as in modem psychology. For
example, to take up the last case, modem psychologists have sometimes
contended that our environment and past experience cause us to be the
sort of people we arc. Thus, if Imurder somebody, the view is that I
have done so because of events in my past life. Given these events, plus
acertain physical and mental constitution, it was impossible for me not
to murder the person Idid murder. In short, my behaviour was
completely determined by factors over which Ihad no control; hence I
was not free. But if Iwas not free, then how can Ibe punished by the
law? For the law assumes that Ihave control over my actions. There is
no point in punishing ameteorite which kills somebody, since we
believe the meteorite had no control over its path. But we do believe that
some criminals do have control over their actions and when we punish
them it is because we hold them responsible for what they do. Thus, it
seems as if the ffndings of modem psychology are inconsistent with the
existence of criminal law. As we have tried to indicate, this difficulty
occurs at the basis of stoic philosophy, and the stoics were never able to
solve it.
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Modern philosophical techniques have enabled us to see that this
perplexity is in part ‘linguistic’, that asolution to it involves clarifying
the notions of‘freedom’, ‘compulsion’, and ‘casual determinism’.

Another major difficulty in stoicism stems from the doctrine of
indifference. People of common sense do not believe it is right to
cul t ivate ind i f ference to the exc lus ion of a l l o ther ‘v i r tues ’ . I f a f r iend

dies, it would appear callous to most of us to suggest that indifference
is the proper way to react to such an event. Moreover, it seems to follow
from stoic theory that acts which would normally be regarded as
immoral are right if performed indifferently. Murder committed from
asense of indifference would seem to be proper if we follow out the
implications of stoic theory -and such amoral outlook is obviously
inconsistent with our usual ethical bel iefs.

Finally, stoicism gives plausible advice for living only when one is
living under very special circumstances. If one knows beforehand that
he/she may be tortured for military secrets by the enemy in time of war,
it makes sense to try to develop an attitude which will enable him/her
to withstand the torture. The philosophy of indifference may be helpful
in such asituation; by trying not to think about the pain which is being
inflicted upon him/her, he/she may be able to avoid giving in to it. Or
again, it is frequently the case that men brood over events which are not
really important in their lives. Suppose aman’s car is accidentally
scratched and the paint is ruined -this may cause him extreme mental
distress. Stoic philosophy may be helpful here in contributing to his
equanimity. Stoicism suggests that it is stultifying to be easily upset by
events which are not basic to the conduct of one's life; by practising a
certain indifference to the minor distractions which occur in everyday
life one may avoid considerable unhappiness. But apart from these sorts
of circumstances, it would seem to most that to practise consistently a
doctrine of indifference would be to rob life of many of the things which
make it most enjoyable; love, friendship, achievement and so on. For
this reason, stoicism loses its appeal when the external circumstances in
which people live greatly improve. If all’s well with the world, people
feel it is pointless to be indifferent toward it; instead, they feel they
should enjoy it. Stoicism arose when the world of the G-eeks was in a
stale of collapse, and it offered useful advice for with landing the
rigours of life at that period. But once people came to feel that
circumstances could be changed, stoicism could not provide them with
apositive programme for building abelter world, and for this reason it
was replaced by amore dynamic moral philosophy -Christianity. Like
stoicism, Christianity is aphilosophy of consolation which offers
guidance in time of trouble; but unlike stoicism, it also suggests
constructive measures which people can take to overcome these
d i f fi c u l t i e s .



2 5Eth ics

Chr is t ian e th ics

When one studies the history of Christianity, one is quickly impressed
by the variety of doctrines which have been subsumed under that name.
It soon becomes evident that there is no homogenous philosophy which
can simply be labelled as ‘Christian ethics’, without considerably
distorting the facts, or at least without considerable qualification. For
this reason, it would be an almost impossible task to trace the many and
often subtle differences among these doctrines. Adiscussion of heresies
alone would fill atome, not to mention any attempt to follow the
variations within orthodoxy itself. But even conceding that such a
multiplicity exists, it seems possible, without undue violence to the
subject-matter, to distinguish three main streams of ethical thought
which can be labelled as ‘Christian’, and we will turn to adiscussion of
these now.

Let us call the first type of Christian ethical thought ‘pastoral
Christian ethics’. This name refers to the moral views of certain early
Christian sects -views which developed out of Judaism and Persian
mystical religions. They emphasize the Decalogue (i.e.. Ten Command¬
ments), ritualistic practices (e.g., baptism), and the moral teachings of
Christ. Christ is considered to be aholy prophet, giving divinely
inspired guidance for living (e.g., ‘As ye sow so shall ye reap’). We call
this sort of outlook ‘pastoral’ because it has little connection with
abstruse philosophical speculation. The subtle controversies which we
find in the later writings of the church Fathers are almost entirely
unrepresented in early Christianity. Instead, the emphasis is upon
mor̂ y correct behaviour. Metaphysics, when it occurs, is mainly
restricted to the beliefs in asupernatural order, apersonal God and
immortality. But in all these cases, systematic speculation about the
beliefs themselves is lacking -or at least is negligible when compared
with later developments.

The second type of Christian ethics is much more analytic than the
‘pastoral’ standpoint we have just considered. It appears only after the
Catholic Church has developed as asocial and political, as well as a
religious, institution. We may call the ethics of this period ‘church
ethics’. But even church ethics, it should be mentioned, has undergone
profound changes in its long history. These changes are due to a
number of factors. For example, the influence of Plato and Aristotle
upon the Christian Fathers altered the entire Christian concept of
‘other-worldliness’, bringing to it ametaphysical interpretation which
was lacking in pastoral Christianity. Again, the concept of the soul
changes from the time of Origen, who regards it as being the same in all
human beings, to the time of St Thomas Aquinas, who considers every
soul to be unique. This had important consequences for the doctrine of
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immortality. Other causes of the change in church ethics are the
following; (a) The rise of religious institutions such as the monastery
and nunnery led the church ofYlcialiy to favour asceticism and this view
greatly affected its doctrines concerning sexual morality, {b) The growth
of the church as afactor in political and social life caused its ethical
doctrine to vary depending upon the state of the continuing conflict
between church and state over the direction of people’s lives, (c)
Difficulties about the interpretation of Scripture of the sort which
finally resulted in Luther’s withdrawal from the church (the Protestant
Reformation) also caused some alteration in the official doctrine.

As aresult of these influences, the ethical views of St Augustine,
which could be regarded as expressing official church philosophy in the
fourth century, were considerably revised by St Thomas in the
thirteenth century, and differ so radically in certain respects as to
constitute almost anew ethical outlook. Amajor difference for example
was the shift from amoral philosophy based upon Neo-Platonism (in St
Augustine) to aphilosophy based upon Aristotle (in St Thomas).

Finally, the third great change in Christian ethics came about with
the Reformation and the development of Protestantism. Protestants
rejected the ethical views of Catholicism (as represented by St Thomas)
in many respects (whether the clergy could marry, for example), but
even within Protestantism no consistent ethical system has prevailed. It
is perhaps not an exaggeration to say that there are nearly as many
variations in ethical doctrine among Protestants as there are Protestant
s e c t s .

In spite of this considerable diversity, however, all these moral
doctrines possess certain features in common which serve to distinguish
them from other religious codes such as Judaism, Buddhism and Islam.
Because of the existence of these pervasive traits, we are justified in
speaking of ‘Christian ethics’ as asingle and distinct doctrine. But in
doing so, we wish to emphasize that our description will be ahighly
general one, which does not serve to distinguish the various ethical
strains within Christianity from each other; instead, its main function is
to bring to light certain basic features which form acommon doctrine
t o w h i c h a l l a d h e r e .

All such ethical views, as can be called ‘Christian’, assume the
existence of adivine being, and they further assume that this being is in
some manner identified with Christ. Because of the latter assumption,
Christianity can be sharply distinguished from Judaism, for example.
Christian sects vary in the powers they ascribe to the divine being, and
they also disagree about the exact relation the divine being has to Christ.
In some it is the relation of simple identity; in others this is not so (e.g.,
the conflicts that arose between the Monophysites, the Nestorians and
orthodox Christians). Similar differences exist with respect to an



2 7E i h u i

interpretation of the nature of Christ (to what extent He is human, to
what extent divine).

However, even those early Christian sects which denied that Christ
was identical with God agreed at least that God made His will known
by means of Christ; hence the preachings of Christ about the proper
way to live arc assumed by all Christian moral theories to be the
expressions of the divine will.

The preachings of Christ, together with certain other ethical
prescriptions such as the Decalogue and certain of the writings in the
New Testament, such as the Sermon on the Mount, arc regarded as
forming amoral ‘code’. Aperson is considered by all Christian
doctrines to be behaving ri^tly in so far as he/she behaves in
accordance with the code, and immorally in so far as he/she violates
any of its provisions, such as ‘Thou Shalt Not Steal’.

Christian ethics may thus be summarized as the view that there is a
divine being who has laid down certain rules for moral behaviour, and
that incorrect conduct consists in violating them.

In actual practice, however, Christian sects are not in agreement
about which rules make up Christian conduct. For example, the
practice of artificial birth control is regarded as immoral by proclama¬
tions of the Catholic Church but is not so regarded by most Protestant
sects. In order to understand why Christian religions can differ in
practice, even though they all agree to the above theoretical picture, we
must refer to adistinction between what has been called ‘ethical theory’,
and what has been called ‘casuistry’. Roughly speaking, casuistry is
applied ethics. Once one decides what is good or bad in general (and this
is the function of ethical theory -Hedonists, for instance, decide that
pleasure is the sole good), then one can go further and compile alist of
things which are conducive to the production of goodness and things
which are conducive to the production of badness. Casuistry Is the
practice of compiling such lists. Now the difference between the various
Christian moral codes concerning practical conduct can be regarded
not so much as adifference in theory as it is acasuistical difference; they
all agree that God has ordained asystem of rules which must be
followed; but they disagree as to which rules belong to the system, and
this latter disagreement may be regarded as one of casuistry, not of
theory. Of course, not all disagreements between various forms of
Christianity should be regarded as differences about which rules belong
to the system; quite frequently, they may agree that acertain rule
belongs, but still interpret it differently. This kind of difficulty often
arises when one tries to apply teachings of the past to those problems of
the present (such as the problem of birth control) that were not
envisaged when the original statements of the doctrine were made.

We cannot, of course, here follow out the casuistical differences
between the forms of Christianity, but in order to indicate the nature of
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casuistry, as opposed to ethical theory, we shall examine some of the
pronouncements of St Thomas concerning sexual morality. These
pronouncements still form the orthodox outlook of the Catholic
Church upon such matters. According to St Thomas, there are certain
general ways in which people should behave -for instance, they should
love God and their neighbours. There are also certain specific ways in
which they should not behave. For example, the moral code disap¬
proves of adultery. It also forbids sexual relations between husband and
wife save for the purpose of procreation -that is why artificial birth
control is prohibited. Divorce is not allowed because the father is
essential in the education of the children.

Turning from these injunctions to more theoretical matters, the
genera! view of Christian ethics (regardless of sect) is that the good life
consists in the love of God, and that this good life can be attained by
behaving in accordance with God’s precepts (i.e., by behaving in
accordance with the rules ordained by God. as interpreted by the
clergy).

In speaking of Christian ethics, we have not stressed what is perhaps
its most important element from astandpoint of theoretical ethics; its
authoritarianism. The church regards the moral code as an objective and
infallible guide to correct behaviour, which cannot therefore be
questioned. This is because the code is regarded as an expression of God's
will. Anyone who deviates from its precepts is by definition behaving
immorally.

In practice^ Christian sects have divided over how one is to discover
Gocfs^nr̂ Fundamentalist’ sects stress the written word, as found in
the Bible, as literally, reyealmg~G6d’s will. Catholics hold that the

_jdiurclus-lhe^'vicar’ of God, and that His will is expressed through the
edicts tjie church. Prot^tants \^o refuse to accept this doctrine
maintain the relation between geoplF and 'God is' apersonal one,

'‘requiring no intermediary; and thatTTihally.'in deciding what God
■■ wisTfes, one must coi^ult his/fier~6wh conscience. The theoretical
~exposition of a‘conscien« flieory’‘ts toh^ound most clearly stated in

the writing of Bishop Butleri

Cr i t ic ism of Chr ist ian eth ics

The success of Christian ethics can be measured both by its perdurance
through immense social and political changes over aperiod of almost
2000 years, and by the fact that it has been widely accepted all over the
world. In the latter respect, Christianity is strikingly more successful
than Judaism, which is similar in its ability to persist through difficult
times. But many philosophers have had serious reservations about
Christianity, for reasons which we shall consider now.

The major difficulty with Christian ethics stems from its assumption
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that the moral code expresses God’s will. Aviolation of the code is thus
equivalent to disobedience towards accepted authority. Immorality in
this view is equated with disobedience. Some philosophers have pointed
out that this is an acceptable moral position only if it can be shown that
God is good. Why obey the prescriptions of adivine being who may be
evil? And why is disobedience in itself bad if one is disobedient towards
amalevolent authority? At this point, Christian ethics is faced with a
dilemma. Either it must beprovedinstead of being assumet/that God is
good, or one must attempt to justify God’s precepts on purely ethical
grounds, rather than on theological ones. Both tasks offer major
difficulties. For example, the existence of evils such as pestilence,
plague, cruelty, premature death, and disease seem powerful arguments
against the unqualified goodness of God; if one adopts the other
alternative and attempts to justify Christian ethics on non-theological
grounds, then one seems to be sacrificing what is distinctive in the
theory.

However, there is another argument that is put forward by many
people to stress the need for anon*theological justification of Christian
ethics. We have seen the importance Aristotle placed on understanding
and his insistence that an action is moral only if done from free choice
and in full knowledge of the situation. Many people feel that this is an
essential prerequisite of any moral action. This view of the nature of
morality precludes actions done out of obedience -even to the will of
God -from being regarded as truly moral. To act morally we must do
something because it bright and not merely because God says we must.
Hence some non-theological justification of Christian ethics seems
necessary.

Thb becomes apparent when we consider the effects of arguments
which deny or at least question the existence of God. If God does not
exist, then it bimpossible to justify the moral code as expressing His
will. Philosophers who were athebts or agnostics, such as the British
Utilitarians, could not accept this sort of justification. They frequently
agreed with many of the particular moral laws of Christianity (e.g.,
‘Thou Shalt Not Steal’), but felt they had to be justified ultimately on
non-religious grounds.

Athird difficulty arises, even within Christianity, over how we can
decide what God ordains. If we accept the writings in the Bible as
evidence of God’s will, then God’s will can be shown to be inconsistent.
To avoid these inconsistencies some interpretation of the Bible is
required -and thb bin any case necessary if we are to show how the
teachings of the Bible relate to present-day problems -but then it is
open to acritic to challenge the authority of the interpretation. If we
take the Catholic position that the Church knows Gĉ ’s will, we fall
into similar difficulties, and if we finally abide by the authority of
conscience, then when people’s consciences differ, we have as many
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authorities as we have differing intuitions. Who is to decide whose
conscience really expresses God’s will?

Puzzled by such questions, some philosophen have felt that it was
necessary to think about ethical problems independently of any official
doctrine. This led, in some cases, to systems which were incompatible
with Christianity. We turn to one such now -the philosophy of Baruch
Spinoza.

The philosophy of Spinoza

The estimation of Spinoza as aphilosopher has varied considerably
since his death in 1677. Some critics unhesitatingly label him as the
greatest of all ethicists. Others who read the intricate body of discourse
in which most of his ethical opinions are found, The Ethics, consider it
CO be acollection of muddles. They hold that it is confused in two ways:
first, because it uses the geometrical method of Euclid to attempt to
arrive at ethical conclusions which these crit ics contend is amethod not

fitting to moral subjects. Second, they argue that the system is poorly
constructed. The definitions of crucial terms are often not clear, and
certain proofs of the theorems do not go through. But both of these
opinions are now regarded by the majority of philosophers as extreme,
liie consensus seems to be that, even granting the defects of this
methodology, Spinoza must be reckoned one of the towering figures in
the history of ethics. Those who adhere to this appraisal say it is no
overestimation to rank him as one of the two or three greatest writers on
morals to appear in the European tradition since the time of the Greeks.

Spinoza was bom on November 24, 1632, in Amsterdam, where his
family had settled as Jewish refugees from the Inquisition in Spain and
Portugal.

Spinoza studied in the school run by the Spanish and Portuguese
synagogue, which taught Jewish religious subjects as well as some of the
general courses then being followed in Spain. Spinoza became familiar
with the works of certain medieval Jewish thinkers, such as Abraham
Ibn Ezra and Moses Maimonides. He also seems to have imbibed some

of the early ideas of the biblical critics, and possibly some of the new
scientific ideas of the time. Apparently he retailed against the religious
teachings of the Jewish community, and was excommunicated in the
summer of 1656.

The excommunicating document reads, in part, as follows:

The heads of the Ecclesiastical Council hereby make known that
already well assured of the evil opinions and doings of Baruch de
Espinoza, they have endeavoured in sundry ways and by various
promises to turn him from his evil courses. But as they have been
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unable to bring him to any better way of thinking: on the contrary,
as they are every day better certified of the horrible heresies
entertained and avowed by him, and of the insolence with which
these heresies are promulgated and spread abroad, and many
persons worthy of credit having borne witness to these in the
presence of the said Espinoza, he has been held fully convicted of
the same. Review having therefore been made of the whole matter
before the Chiefs of the Ecclesiastical Council, it has been resolved,
the Councillors assenting thereto, to anathematize the said
Espinoza and to cut him off from the people of Israel, and from the
present hour to place him in Anathema with the following
m a l e d i c t i o n . . .

Let him be cursed by the mouths of the Seven Angels who
preside over the seven days of the week, and by the mouths of the
angels who follow them and fight under their banners. Let him be
cursed by the Four Angels who preside over the four seasons of the
year, and by the mouths of all the angels who follow them and fight
under their banners... Let God never forgive him for his sins. Let
the wrath and indignation of the Lord surround him and smoke
forever on his head. Let all the curses contained in the book of the
Law fall upon him... And we warn you, that none may speak with
him byword of mouth nor by writing, nor show any favour to him,
nor be under one roof with him, nor come within four cubits of
him, nor read any paper composed by him.

Driven out by the Jews, Spinoza at first lived with some unaffiliated
Christians, the Collegeants, and then spent the remainder of his short
life living quietly without any riches or luxuries. He ground lenses for a
living (in fact, is supposed to have died of alung infection contracted
from glass dust) and wrote philosophy in his spare time. In his personal
life, Spinoza of all the great philosophers comes closest to being asaint:
on the day of his death he was calm and unafraid; in his life, in spite of
vicious attacks made upon him, he rarely became angry, rarely lost his
reasonableness. When Jan de Witt, the leader of the Dutch Republic
was murdered, Spinoza is supposed to have become very angry, and
denounced the populace who cheered the deed.

In order to understand the attraction which Spinoza’s philosophy
has had for subsequent thinkers, we shall here quote at length from the
opening of his unfinished treatise called. On the Improvement of the
Understanding, which is one of the most brilliant pieces of philosophical
writing in existence. The undogmatic, honest attempt to discover the
good life, comes through to the reader with atremendous impact.
Spinoza writes:

After experience had taught me that all the usual surroundings
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of social life are vain and futile; seeing that none of the objects of
my fears contained in themselves anything either good or bad,
except in so far as the mind is affected by them, Ifinally resolved
to inquire whether there might be some real good having power to
communicate itself, which would affect the mind singly, to the
exclusion of all else: whether, in fact, there might be anything of
which the discovery and attainment would enable me to enjoy
continuous, supreme, and unending happiness. Isay ‘I finally
resolved,' for at first sight it seemed unwise willingly to lose hold on
what was sure for the sake of something then uncertain. 1could see
the benefits which are acquired through fame and riches, and that
Ishould be obliged to abandon the quest of such objects, if I
seriously devoted myself to the search for something different and
new, Iperceived that if true happiness chanced to be placed in the
former Ishould necessarily miss it; while, if, on the other hand, it
were not so placed and Igave them my whole attention, Ishould
equally fail.

Itherefore debated whether it would not be possible to arrive at
the new principle, or at any rate at acertainty concerning its
existence, without changing the conduct and usual plan of my life;
with this end in view 1made many efforts but in vain. For the
ordinary surroundings of life which are esteemed by men (as their
actions testify) to be the highest good, may be classed under the
three heads -riches, fame and the pleasures of sense; with these
three the mind is so absorbed that it has little power to reflect on
any different good. By sensual pleasure the mind is enthralled to
the extent of quiescence, as if the supreme good were actually
attained, so that it is quite incapable of thinking of any other
object; when such pleasure has been gratified it is followed by
extreme melancholy, whereby the mind, though not enthralled, is
d is tu rbed and du l led .

The pursuit of honours and riches is likewise very absorbing,
especially if such objects be sou^t simply for their own sake,
inasmuch as they are then supposed to constitute the highest good.
In the case of fame the mind is still more absorbed, for fame is
conceived as always good for its own sake, and as the ultimate end
to which all actions are directed. Further, the attainment of riches
and fame is not followed as in the case of sensual pleasures by
repentance, but, the more we acquire, the greater is our delight,
and consequently, the more we are incited to increase both the one
and the other; on the other hand, if our hopes happen to be
frustrated we are plunged into the deepest sadness. Fame has the
further drawback that it compels its votaries to order their lives
according to the opinions of their fellow-men, shunning what they
usually shun, and seeking what they usually seek.
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When Isaw that all these ordinary objects of desire would be
obstacles in the way of asearch for something different and new -
nay, that they were so opposed thereto that either they or it would
have to be abandoned, Iwas forced to inquire which would prove
the most useful to me: for, as 1say, Iseemed to be willingly losing
hold on asure good for the sake of something uncertain. However,
after Ihad reflected on the matter, Icame in the first place to the
conclusion that by abandoning the ordinary objects of pursuit, and
betaking myself to anew quest, Ishould be leaving agood,
uncertain by reasons of its own nature, as may be gathered from
what has been said, for the sake of agood not uncertain in its
nature (for Isought for afixed good), but only in the possibility of
its attainment.

Further reflection convinced me that if Icould really get to the
root of the matter, Ishould be leaving certain evils for acertain
good. Ithus perceived that Iwas in astate of great peril, and I
compelled myself to seek with all my strength for aremedy,
however uncertain it might be -as asick man struggling with a
deadly disease, when he sees that death will surely be upon him
unless aremedy be found, is compelled to seek such aremedy with
all his strength, inasmuch as his whole hope lies therein. All the
objects pursued by the multitude not only bring no remedy that
tends to preserve our being, but even act as hindrances, causing the
death not seldom of those who possess them, and always of those
who are possessed by them. There are many examples of men who
have suffered persecution even to death for the sake of their riches,
and of men who in pursuit of wealth have exposed themselves to
so many dangers that they have paid away their life as apenalty for
their folly. Examples are no less numerous of men, who have
endured the utmost wretchedness for the sake of gaining or
preserving their reputation. Lastly, there are innumerable cases of
men who have hastened their death through over-indulgence in
sensual pleasure. All these evils seem to have arisen from the fact
that happiness orlifihappihess is made wholly to depend on tife
quality of the object which we love. When athing is not loved, no
quarrels will a"r^ concerning it -no sadness will be felt if it

'̂ penshes'- no envy if it is possessed by another -no fear, no hatred,
in short no disturbance of the mind. AU these arise from the love

-of what is pemhable, such as the objects alr^dy mentioned. But
-love towards athing eternal and infinite feeds the mind wholly with

joy, and is itself uhmingled with any sadness, wherefore it is greatly
■16 be'deir^'aniTsought for all our strength. Yet it was not at
random thar lmsed the words, ‘If 1could go to the root of the
matter’, for, though what Ihave urged was perfectly clear to my
mind, 1could not forthwith lay aside all love of riches, sensual
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enjoyment, and fame. One thing was evident, namely that while
my mind was employed with these thoughts it turned away from its
former objects of desire, and seriously considered the search for a
new principle; this state of things was agreat comfort to me, for I
perceived that the evils were not such as to resist all remedies.
Although these intervals were at first rare, and of very short
duration, yet afterwards, as the true good became more and more
discernible to me, they became more frequent and more lasting;
especially after_l_had recognized that the acquisition of wealth,
sensual pleasure or fameTTs' only ahindrance, so long asTĥ  are
sought as en .̂ pot as means; if they be sought as means, they will
be under restraint. far from being hindrances, will further not
ajiule the end for which they are sought, as Iwill show in due time.

Iwill here only briefly state what 1mean by true good, and also
what is the nature of the highest good. In order that this may be
rightly understood, we must bear in mind that the terms good and
evil are only applied relatively, so that the same thing may be called
both good and bad, according to the relations in view, in the same
way as it may be called perfect or imperfect. Nothing regarded in
its own nature can be called perfect or imperfect; especially when
we are aware that all things which come to pass, come to pass
according to the eternal order and fixed laws of nature. However,
human weakness cannot attain to this order in its own thoughts,
b u t m e a n w h i l e m a n c o n c e i v e s a h u m a n c h a r a c t e r m u c h m o r e

stable than his own, and sees that there is no reason why he should
not himself acquire such acharacter. Thus he is led to seek for
means which wiL bring him to this pitch of perfection, and calls
everything which will serve as such means atrue good. The chief
good is that he should arrive, together with other individuals if
possible, at the possession of the aforesaid character. What that
character is we shall show in due time, namely, that it is the
knowledge of the union existing between the mind and the whole
of nature. This, then is the end for which Istrive; to attain such a
character myself, and to endeavour that many should attain to it
w i th me.

The essence of Spinoza’s moral philosophy is contained in the above
quotation, but in ahighly condensed form. Let us try in what follows to
expand and perhaps to clarify it.

To begin with, Spinoza is arigid determinist. As he says, ‘All things
which come to pass, come to pass according to the eternal order and
fixed laws of nature'. In holding this view, Spinoza was in the
metaphysical tradition of the Stoics and of Descartes. No one is free to act
capriciously or by chance; all actions arc determined by past experience,
by physical and mental constitution, and by the slate of the laws of
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nature at that moment. Secondly, Spinoza is arelativist. He holds that
nothing is good or bad in itself, but is only so in relation to someone. Thus,
it makes no sense, he avers, to say that castor oil is inherently good; it
is good relative to agiven person in particular circumstances. If one is
ill and castor oil helps one to recover, then in those circumstances it can
be declared to be good for that individual. But if one is suffering from
an inflamed appendix and takes castor oil, and in doing so should be
killed, then it would not be good under those conditions for one. Since
the same thing (e.g., castor oil) may at different times affect the same
person differently, the goodness or badness of such athing cannot be
considered as an inherent property of it, like its density, but only as a
property which comes into existence depending upon what relation it
has to ahuman being. This view of goodness or badness is important,
because it leads Spinoza to the position that riches, fame and sensual
pleasure are not inherently worthwhile. They arc not worth acquiring
for their own sakes, but only as means to make human life more happy.
When these things affect people in desirable ways, they are good; but
when they affect them in undesirable ways, they are bad. As Spinoza
says, ‘There are many examples of men who have suffered persecution
even to death for the sake of their riches, and of men who in pursuit of
wealth have exposed themselves to so many dangers that they have paid
their life as apenalty for their folly’.

Given, therefore, the two facts that all events arc determined by
natural laws so that people are not free, and also that things are not
good or bad in themselves, then what does the good life consist in?
According to Spinoza, such alife consists in the possession of acertain
attitude towards the world. This attitude is in part emotional and in part
rational. The rational part of it consists in the recognition of the truth that
all events are determined; the emotional part in an acceptance of this fact.
It is, as he says, ‘the knowledge of the union existing between the mind
and the whole of nature’ .

Otherwise put, Spinoza is arguing that aperson will be happy when he/
she comes to understand that there arc limits to human power; by
understanding that everything which happens must happen necessarily,
one will no longer dissipate one’s energy in struggling against these events.
If afriend dies, it is pointless to give vent to emotion; it is part of the
natural pattern. By looking at every event as part of alarge system (‘in
the context of eternity’, to use his phrase), one will no longer be upset
and frightened by the events that occur in life. In this way, one can live
ahappy life.

Spinoza’s philosophy can thus be interpreted as offering guidance
which, if followed, will enable people to avoid fear, anxiety and
unhappiness. These arise only when we become slaves to our emotions
-the person who does not take the broad view is ‘in human bondage’.
But one can liberate oneself by understanding that the course of nature
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is pre-destined and also by understanding that ‘nothing is good or bad
in itself’, but that it only becomes good or bad depending upon how it
affects us. By adjusting our outlook, we can finally develop an attitude
towards the world which will liberate us from our emotional slavery to
it -and when this happens we will be living the good life.

As we have already pointed out, Spinoza’s masterpiece is The Ethics.
This great work is regarded by many philosophers as one of the most
difficult philosophical texts to understand; hence any interpretation of
Spinozistic philosophy, such as the one we have given above which is in
part based on The Ethics, must be considered by the reader as abrief
introduction rather than as adefinitive passage, which briefly summar¬
izes the book, Spinoza writes:

1have finished everything 1wished to explain concerning the
power of the mind over the emotions and concerning its freedom.
From what has been said we see what is the strength of the wise
man and how much he surpasses the ignorant who is driven
forward by lust alone. For the ignorant man is not only agitated by
external causes in many ways and never enjoys true peace of soul,
but lives also ignorant, as it were, both of God, and of things, and
as soon as he ceases to suffer ceases also to be. On the other hand,
the wise man in so far as he is considered as such, is scarcely ever
moved in his mind, but, being conscious by acertain external
necessity of himself, of God, and of things, never ceases to be and
always enjoys true peace of soul. If the way which, as 1have shown,
leads hither seem very difficult, it can nevertheless be found. It
must indeed be difficult, since it is so seldom discovered, for if
salvation lay ready to hand and could be discovered without great
labour, how could it be possible that it should be neglected almost
by everybody? But all noble things are as difficult as they are rare.

Criticism of Spinoza
Spinoza’s ethics has difficulties similar to those we find in Stoicism. To
begin with, Spinoza did not effectively resolve the conflict that exists
between determinism and freedom. He believed that if an individual
could come to understand that what comes to pass must come to pass,
he/she could learn to accept this fact and in this way could achieve
‘peace of mind’. But if all events in nature are determined, then one is
essentially powerless to alter his attitudes. Either one will be determined
to have the sort of attitude Spinoza suggests or one will be determined
not to have it. But if the latter, there is nothing one can do about
acquiring it.

Asecond difficulty concerns the Spinozistic doctrine of taking the
broad view of human life, or the view 'sub specie aetemitatis' puts
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it -‘in the context of eternity’. At times this is useful advice to follow;
men do become enslaved by their emotions in trivial causes. But at other
times this is not so. Most people believe there are occasions when one
should feel deeply about the things that happen to them; to suggest that
one should never feel this way would be to eliminate some of the most
profound of human experiences. If followed, such an ethic might, for
example, make artistic creation impossible. Moreover, in asignificant
sense, it would seem to violate human nature, since some persons are
temperamentally so constructed that it is psychologically impossible for
them to adopt the Spinozistic outlook. For these reasons, such an ethic
could not be expected to have awidespread and permanent appeal -
and this has indeed been the fate of Spinoza’s system.

Utilitarianism: Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill

Utilitarianism has had along and vigorous existence as amoral theory.
It is still accepted by many American and British philosophers,
although the original form of the theory has been somewhat mĉ ified
in current venions. One of the earliest exponents of utilitarianism was
Francis Hutcheson, who is known to have advocated it in 1725; Hume’s
moral theory has also been interpreted as being aform of utilitarianism.
The most famous exponents of it, however, are Jeremy Bentham (1748-
1832) and John Stuart Mill (1808-1873).

Both Bentham and Mill had very interesting lives. Bentham was an
extremely shy and sensitive person, who always felt insecure in the
company of strangers. He wrote voluminously but published practi¬
cally nothing of his own volition; friends would literally force him to
publish material and when he refused, they would surreptitiously
publish it for him. Yet this man became one of the most controversial
figures of the nineteenth century in England. In spite of his recluse
tendencies, he became the head of agroup of reformers called ‘the
philosophical radicals' who were to agreat extent responsible for social
and political changes in England; the British criminal code, for instance,
was considerably improved because of the efforts of Bentham and his
g r o u p .

Bentham opposed both monarchy and hereditary aristocracy,
advocated complete democracy, including women’s suffrage, and
opposed British imperialism in India and the other colonies. In matters
of religion he was an atheist.

John Stuart Mill is perhaps the most incredible prodigy in the history
of philosophy. His father, who was adisciple and friend of Bentham,
was greatly influenced by the Benthamite doctrine that aman’s
character and even his intellect can be completely determined by his
education. As aresult, John Stuart Mill was not allowed to go to public
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school, but was very carefully educated from infancy under the tutelage
of his father. His achievements were amazing: at the age of eight he had
mastered several languages, and by the time he was twelve, had worked
carefully through many of the great literary and philosophical classics.
Mill’s Autobiograhy, which is mainly concerned with relating the story
of his education, is afascinating document revealing the psychological
effects of this kind of training upon ayoung man.

The utilitarians conceived of their philosophical work as an attempt
to lay down an objective principle for determining when agiven action was
right or wrong. They called this maxim the principle of utility. The
principle states: an action is right in so far as it tends to produce the
greatest happiness for the greatest number. Both Bentham and Mill
interpreted this principle as aform of hedonism by identifying
happiness with pleasure. Interpreted in this way, the principle states
that an action is right if it is productive of the greatest amount of
pleasure for the greatest number; otherwise it is wrong. However, it is
not necessary to interpret utilitarianism in this way, and as we shall
show later, many modern philosophers who are utilitarians are not
hedonists. The essence of utilitarianism as aphilosophy is that it lays
stress upon the effects which an action has. If an action produces an excess
of beneficial effects over harmful ones, then it is ri^t; otherwise it is not.
The fundamental point is this; the consequences of agiven action
determine its rightness or wrongness, "not the motive from which it is
dong, We’air know of cases wEereTnen act from the best intentions yet
do something which has horrible consequences. Hitler may well have
acted from adesire to improve Germany by killing the Jews, yet his acts
led to torture, pain, genocide, and to the ultimate collapse of Germany
itself. The util itarians would thus condemn his behaviour on the
grounds that the effects of his actions produced abalance of pain over
pleasure, and hence were wrong for that reason.

They regarded this principle as being completely objective. In terms
of it, anybody could measure whether an action was right or wrong. For
example, if we accept hedonism, it becomes apurely scientific matter to
determine whether agiven action caused an excess of pleasure over pain
for the greatest number. We merely calculate the amount of pleasure the
act caused, and the amount of pain, and we have our answer as to
whether it was right or wrong. Bentham even went so far as to develop
in detail amethod of making such calculations, which he called the
hedonic calculus. This calculus has seven ingredients which allow one to
measure the amount of pleasure or pain an act causes -ingredients such
as the intensity of the pleasure, its duration, and so on.

The main result of utilitarianism as amoral theory is to separate the
rî tness or wrongness of an action from the goodness or badness of the
agent who performs the action. Aperson may be morally good in the
sense that one may always act from good intentions (e.g., one may
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always act from asense of honesty or from the desire to tell the truth).
thc_WQTth of the action is tQ_be_distinguishcd from the worth of the

agenr, for as we have indicated aperson may be morally good and yet
do something which has undesirable effects. If so, utilitarians would
pronounce the action wrong in spite of its being done from good
m o t i v e s .

“Dtiliurianism has often been regarded as apolitical philosophy which
entails democratic government as apolitical institution. Whether this is so
or not is adifficult question to answer briefly, but it is easy to see how
the belief arose. To begin with, the great utilitarians were democrati¬
cally minded. They fought for civil liberties and for women’s suffrage,
for the conduct of government by law, and so on. This served to identify
their philosophical doctrines with democratic causes. Secondly, in
regarding each individual as of equal importance in calculating the
amount of pleasure and pain an action evoked, their views came to be
identified with the democratic tenet that each counts equally before the
law. And^iinally, the rightness or wrongness of an act is to be
determined by how it affects the majority -and this seemed to point to
rule by the majority, another provision of democracy.

Cr i t i c i sm o f u t i l i ta r ian ism

Let us turn now to some of the objections which have been made to
u t i l i t a r i a n i s m :

There are both theoretical and practical difficulties about how to
determine how much happiness (i.e., pleasure) an action causes. For
example, it is assumed by Bentham that in computing the amount of
happiness or unhappiness an action creates, each will count equally for
one unit of happiness. Thus, we add up the number of people who arc
made happy by the act, add up the number of those made unhappy, and
presumably we can then determine whether the act produces an excess
of happiness over unhappiness. Some philosophers, such as Nietzsche,
object̂  violently to this assumption. Nietzsche believed that some
people were inherently more important than others; their happiness or
unhappiness counted for more than the happiness or unhappiness of
the average person. He described John Stuart Mill as a‘blockhead’ for
this presupposition. Nietzsche wrote about Mill as follows:

1abhor the man’s vulgarity when he says ‘What is right for one
man is right for another.’ Such principles would fain establish the
whole of human traffic upon mutual services, so that every action
would appear to be acash payment for something done to us. The
hypothesis here is ignoble to the last degree; it is taken for granted
that there is some sort of equivalence in value between my actions
and thine.
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Asecond and perhaps more serious difficulty is this: it is assumed in
utilitarianism that it is the total number of effects which must be taken
into account before an action can be determined to be right or wrong.
If we merely count the immediate amount of pleasure and pain we may
be mistaken, since the long-range effects may give different results.
Thus, the explosion in 1945 of the A-bomb upon Japan may have had
beneficent effects in ending what could have been alonger war, yet the
long-range effects of such weapons may be highly undesirable. But this
leads to atheoretical difficulty, for if we can never assess the rightness
or wrongness of an act until we know all of its effects, we shall have to
wait infinitely long before declaring an act to be right or wrong, since
there may be an infinite number of effects. The principle of utility was
developed as apractical test for deciding whether an action is right or
wrong, but if we cannot apply the principle until all the effects are
known, then its practical value is useless, particularly as what we require
of amoral principle is that it should help us to decide in advance what
the right course of action is.

The objection we have just mentioned is usually countered by
utilitarians who say the rightness or wrongness of an action can be
determined with ahigh degree of probability without waiting for the
total consequences to happen. Thus, one should do the act that seems
most likely, according to probability theory, to have desirable consequen¬
ces in the long run. But when we interpret the theory in this way, we
introduce another difficulty which the theory was expressly created to
avoid. The rightness or wrongness of an action now apparently depends
upon subjective considerations. It seems to depend upon one’s belief
that the act in question is likely to have desirable consequences. One
may believe this, act in accordance with the best scientific information
about the probable consequences of his action, and yet the act may not
have the effects one believed it would have. One may be mistaken, as
future events will show. Are we then to say one acted wrongly in acting
upon the best probabilities, or are we to say one acted rightly? Either
answer has difficulties for the theory. If we maintain one acted rightly
-but was mistaken -then we have given up the view that aright action
is one which in fact has the most desirable consequences in the long run;
on the other hand, if we adopt the position that one acted wrongly in
acting from subjective considerations, we seem to be saddled with a
criterion which cannot be used for practical purposes.

Another objection to utilitarianism is that it violates the beliefs of
plain men who frequently think our actions cannot be properly
evaluated apart from some concern about the motives from which they
are done. We hesitate to say that an act is right when it is done from an
evil motive (such as the intention to cheat someone) just because it has
desirable effects. One consequence of utilitarianism is that aworld in
which everybody acted from evil motives and yet had all their acts turn
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to be desirable would be agood world but the thought of actually
living in such aworld would be highly repugnant to people of
wnse. Thus, the theory if pushed to the extreme seems to have
implications which many people would not accept.

Some philosophers have accordingly rejected utilitarianism on the
ground that consideration in assessing the moral worth of an action must
be given to the motive from which it came. Let us turn to one such view
now -the moral theory of Immanuel Kant.

o u t

c o m m o n

Kant ian eth ics

Although Kant is mainly famous for his work in the theory of
knowledge and in metaphysics, he believed that ethics was the most
important subject in philosophy. He even used ethical arguments to
establish the existence of God after showing that ail proofs derived from
so-called ‘pure reason’ are invalid. His argument is that the moral law
requires that people be rewarded proportionately to their virtuej_Since in
eveo-day life people who are-Doi-virtuous mayjjften be happier and
more successful than those who are, such rewards evidently

in this life. H^therelbre iitfers that there must be another
existence where jhey_arc..s<2Jfi r̂ds^and this leads him to the
cdnclusionriiat there is aGod and an eternal life.

Like his work in metaphysics and epistemology (the theory of
knowledge) Kant’s contribution to ethical theory is of avery high order;
but as one who has glanced at Kant’s writings in those areas might
expect, his writings in ethics are difficult to understand, and even more
difficult to summarize, This is in part due to the compactness of his
style, to the use of many technical terms, and in part to the awkwardness
of his mode of expression; but it is also due in part to the subtle cast of
his ideas, and to the fine distinctions he draws. Nevertheless let us try
here to state the main points of his theory as simply as possible,
illustrating these points with relevant quotations.

The main question which Kant’s moral theory was designed to
answer is: ‘What is the nature ofmorality?’This question can also be put
in different ways: ‘What is amoral action as contrasted with anon-moral
one?’ or again, ‘What is the difference between aperson who acts
morally and one who does not?’ Kant believed that this question, or set
of questions, could be answered and that the key to it lay in
distinguishing between acts done from ‘inclination’ and acts done from a
‘sense of duty’. What then is meant by these terms?

People often indulge in acertain course of action because they are
forced to. For instance, if Iam waylaid by athief, 1will be forced to turn
my money over to him if Ihave any, or if Irefuse, 1am forced to suffer
the consequences. In such acase, we would not ordinarily describe my

a r e n o t ,
a s s u r
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actions as being ‘voluntary actions’, or ‘actions done because 1wanted
to’- Nor would we say that 1was ‘doing my duty’. In this instance, Iam
not afree agent; !am properly described as not acting either from
‘inclination’ or ‘from duty’ but rather as ‘being compelled to do so’.
Hence, it is arequisite of any act being done from ‘inclination’ or from
‘duty’ that it be the act of afree agent. Now, obviously, individuals are
often free in the above sense -nobody is forcing them to behave in a
certain way, or otherwise constraining their behaviour. For instance, 1

free tonight either to go to amovie or to stay at home and read a
book, or even to continue to type this chapter. In asignificant sense, it
is up to me which of these Iwill do. But which of these ought 1to do?
If 1have promised my publisher to finish this chapter tonight, then Iam
under an ‘obligation’ to continue to work on it. On the other hand, if the
matter is not pre.ssing, if there exists no ‘demand’ on me, we could say
that it is amatter of ‘taste’ or ‘inclination’ which 1should do. 1should
do that which Iwant to do, or which it pleases me to do, provided, of
course, that no obligation exists which it is my duty to do. Now, as can
be seen from this example, ‘inclination’ is to be distinguished from
‘obligation’. An obligation is that which one ought to do despite one's
inclinations to do otherwise. Once under an obligation, one ought to
attempt to fulfil it. If no obligation exists, then it becomes amatter of
inclination or of taste which one should do.

Now some philosophers have held that in matters of morality one
should act upon one’s inclinations. He/she should do that act which
pleases himAer, or which he/she wants to do in those circumstances;
but Kant strongly rejects such an account of morality. He feels thaLa
jerson is acting morally only when he suppresses his/her feelings and
înciiiTatioiis, and does that which he/she is obliged to do. Thus ‘doing

'^one’s duty'.irdoing something which one is not inclined or willing to
--Tin, hm wluA FieAhc does because he/ste.1ECi5̂ ize£Lhgthe/she ought

to do it; an obligation exists and he/she must fulfil it. Thus aperson who
"d̂ s something fnereTy because he/sheTs afraid not io'dolt (such a.s the
■—fear'oTBeing imprisoned for not repaying’a debt) is not amoral person:

noFisa person moral who repays a'debt merely because he/shc wants .
to, or inclines towards doing that rather than something else. It is only

■—when a^person recognizes ought to repay adebt because he/
■—ShriTas incurred an obligation that'HeT^heis'genuinely amoral person.
!"TKus morality, as KmI sees it;Lî cIosely bound lip with one’s duties and

~~ 'objigatioiis.
■"'One further point must be made before we can proceed to other
elements of Kant's moral theory. It is important to distinguish actions
which are ‘in accord with duty' from those done ‘from duty’, as Kant
puts it. The former are not moral acts, but the latter arc. For instance,
most parents are inclined to take care of their children; they may be so
inclined because they are fond of them, or because they fear police

a m
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action if they neglect them. But anyone who takes care of one’s children
for these reasons is not acting morally. One is acting ‘in accord with
duty’, but not ‘from duty’. One would be acting from duty only if
recognized that one has aspecial obligation to one’s children because
they are one’s children. Aperson who understands the nature of this
obligation and acts upon it is moral; otherwise one is not. Kant explains
this brilliantly in the following passage from his Theory of Ethics.

Iomit here all actions which are already recognized
inconsistent with duty, although they may be useful for this or that
purpose, for with these the question whether they are done from
duty cannot arise at all, since they even conflict with it. Ialso
aside those actions which really conform to duty, but to which
have no direct inclination, performing them because they
impelled thereto by some other inclination. For in this case
readily distinguish whether the action which agrees with duty is
done from duty or from aselfish view, It is much harder to make
this distinction when the action accords with duty, and the subject
has besides adirect inclination to it. For example, it is always a
matter of duly that adealer should not overcharge an inexpe¬
rienced purchaser; and wherever there is much commerce the
prudent tradesman does not overcharge, but keeps afixed price for
everyone, so that achild buys of him as well as any other. Men
thus honestly served; but this is not enough to make us believe that
the tradesman has so acted from duty and from principles of
honesty; his own advantage r̂ uired it; it is out of the question inthis case to suppose that he mî t besides have adirect inclination
in favour of the buyers so that,asit were, from love he should give
no advantage to one over another. Accordingly, the action
done neither from duty nor from direct inclination, but merely
wi th ase l fish v i ew.

On the other hand, it is aduty to maintain one’s life; and in
addition, everyone has also adirect inclination to do so. But on this
account the often anxious care which most men take for it has
intrinsic worth, and their maxim no moral import. They preserve
their life as duty requires, no doubt, but not because duty requires.
On the other hand, if adversity and hopeless sorrow have
completely taken away the relish for life; if the unfortunate one,
strong in mind, indignant at his fate, rather than desponding
dejected wishes for death, and yet preserves his life without loving
it -not from inclination or fear but from duty -then his maxim has
a m o r a l w o r t h .

o n e

a s

s e t

m e n

a r e

w e c a n

a r e

w a s

n o

o r

As can be seen from the above quotation, Kant differs sharply from
the utilitarians in stressing that the essence of morality is to be found in
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more injurious to me than any mischief which Iseek to avoid at
present, it should be considered whether it would not be more
prudent to act herein according to auniveral maxim, and to make
it ahabit to promise nothing except with the intention of keeping
it. But it is soon clear to me that such amaxim will still be based
on the fear of consequences. Now it is awholly different thing to
be truthful from duly, and to be so from apprehension of injurious
consquences .

In short, we may summarize Kant’s answer to the question: ‘What is
amoral action as contrasted with anon-moral one?’ as follows: Amoral
action is one done from arespect for duty, and correspondingly, amoral
person is aperson who acts from duty, not from inciination or even in
accord with duty.

With the above distinctions, Kant has outlined the sphere of morality
for us. He has indicated the difference between behaving morally and
not behaving morally; but this outline does not complete his system of
morals. Aperson may still not know what his/her duty will be in agiven
situation. Is there any test for determining what one’s duty will be in a
particular set of circumstances? Kant answers that there is. Since
human beings are rational creatures they ought to behave in arational
way, and for Kant this means that one ought always to behave as if
one’s course of conduct were to become auniversal law. That is, every
action must be judged in the light of how it would appear if it were to be
auniversal code of behaviour. This is why lying, even if it is expedient,
cannot be accepted as moral under any circumstances; for if we were to
regard lying as auniversal law to which people ought to conform, we
could see that morality would be impossible. On this point, Kant writes
as fo l lows:

The shortest way, however, and an unerring one, to discover the
answer to the question whether alying promise is consistent with
duty, is to ask myself, should Ibe content that my maxim (to
extricate myself from difiiculty by afalse promise) should hold
good as auniversal law, for myself as well as for others? and should
Ibe able to say to myself, ‘Everyone may make adeceitful promise
when he finds himself in adifficulty from which he cannot
otherwise extricate himsell?’ Then Ipresently become aware that
while Ican will the lie, Ican by no means will that lying should be
auniversal law. For with such alaw there would be no regard to
my future actions to those who would not believe this allegation,
or if they over-hastily did so, would pay me back in my own coin.
Hence my maxim, as soon as it should be made auniversal law,
would necessarily destroy itself. Ido not, therefore, need any far-
reaching penetration to discern what Ihave to do in order that my
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will may be morally good. Inexperienced in the course of the
world, incapable of being prepared for all its contingencies, 1only
ask myself: Canst thou also will that thy maxim should be a
universal law? If not, then it must be rejected, and that not because
of adisadvantage accruing from it to myself or even to others, but
because it cannot enter as aprinciple into apossible universal
legislation, and reason extorts from me immediate respect for such
legislation.

The categorical imperative
Kant invented aphrase, ‘the categorical imperative', which makes the
above point in adifferent way. He distinguishes ‘the categorical
imperative' from so-calied ‘hypothetical imperatives'. Ahypothetical
imperative is adirective to the effect that if you wish to achieve such and
such an end, you must act in such and such away. Hypothetical
imperatives are thus concerned with prudential action. For example, if
you wish to drive from point Ato point Bby the shortest route,
directions for doing so can be given to you by means of ahypothetical
imperative: ‘If you wish to drive to point Bby the shortest route, take
roads X, Yand Z'. On the other hand, the categorical imperative
enjoins action without any ifs, or without regard to the effect such an
action may have. It enjoins you to do such and such without
qualification. It thus lays down arule which, if followed, will ensure that
the person behaving in accordance with it is behaving morally.

Kant formulates the categorical imperative in several different ways,
the first of which is this:

‘There is therefore but one categorical imperative, namely this: act
only on that maxim whereby thou canst at the same time will that it should
become auniversa l law. '

As we have pointed out, Kant means by this statement that aperson
should always act as if every action were to become auniversal law.
Thus no person should steal, because if he/she were to steal and if
everyone were to steal (if stealing should become ageneral rule) then
moral relations based upon the possession of private property would
become impossible. Similarly with regard to telling lies. One should
never lie, since if lying were to become auniversal law, all human
relations based upon trust and the keeping of promises, would become
impossible. In short, the view is that all acts should be entered into as if
they were to become general laws -this is what the ‘categorical
imperative' tells us. If an act which one commits can pass the test of thus
being universalized, it will be amoral act.

Another, and equally famous, formulation of the categorical imjjera-
tive is the following:

‘So act as to treat humanity, whether in thine own person or in that of
any other, in every case as an end withal, never as ameans only.'
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This formulation of the categorical imperative has along tradition in
the history of ethics. It is another way of stating such maxims as ‘Do
unto others as you would have them do unto you’. It is an injunction to
us to respect other people because they are rational human beings like
us. We should treat others as ends in themselves because that is how we

regard ourselves. To tjeat another person only as ameans to achieving
what we want is to disreg^Tiis/her humanity, to treat ajjerson as a
■flung’and to fail to show due respect for his/Tier status as arational
human being. Consequently this doctrine has had important conse¬
quences for democracy. It supports the democratic views that ‘all
people are created equal’, where this is interpreted to mean that no
person should be discriminated against before the law. Certain
criticisms directed against this formulation of the categorical imperative
have been based upon misunderstanding. If this version of the
categorical imperative is interpreted literally, it might be thought to
mean that no one’s interests and desires should be suppressed. But with
such an interpretation, the view has the consequence that when conflicts
between people arise it would be impossible for the courts (say) to
decide between them; for by deciding against one of the people they
would be acting against his/her interests. Such an interpretation of
Kant’s view would lead to aform of anarchy, thus making moral life
inconsistent with life in society. However, as we have pointed out, such
an interpretation of Kant is mistaken. In saying that each person should
be treated as an end in him/herself, Kant is not implying that each
person's interests should be granted or acceded to. He is merely saying
that in any sort of conflict between people each person must be counted
as being of equal value in the conflict. Regardless of aperson’s history,
his/her present social status, or his/her present economic worth, he/she
is not to be discriminated against. All must be treated equally with
others in the eyes of the law.

Cr i t ic ism of Kant

Kant’s moral view may be regarded as an attempt to save what is valid
in such conflicting accounts of the nature of morality as Platonism and
hedonism. The Platonist stresses the objectivity of moral standards, a
thesis which Kant accepts (the categorical imperative represents an
action as objectively necessary). At the same time, some account of
human motives must be taken into consideration in assessing the moral
worth of an action. The mistake of the Platonist, on the one hand, is to
divorce goodness and badness from human motives in his/her desire to
seek objectivity; the mistake of the hedonist is to identify moral motivation
with the search for pleasure. The Kantian theory is an interesting and
plausible one because it attempts to do justice to both of these factors:
(o) that morality to some extent depends upon human motivation and (b)
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that morality is not merely amatter of inclination or of taste, or
preference, but is something objective.

Common sense recognizes that morality involves both of these
elements. If objectivity is identified, as the utilitarian would have it, with
the kind of effects aperson’s actions have, then according to Kant
common sense would not identify morality with such objectivity- It
makes adifference what intentions aperson has when he/she acts. If
he/she acts from ‘the best will in the world’, but makes amistake, we do,
ordinarily, tend to excuse him/her. The surgeon who operates upon a
patient and kills her through amistake is not morally blamed. He is, as
Kant says, regarded as inefficient, as abungler; but we do not consider
him an immoral pwrson merely because he has failed. This shows that
some consideration of human motives is necessary in assessing an act as
right or wrong. At the same time, Kant points out that morality is not
entirely amatter of human motivation if human motivation is regarded
as stemming from desire, caprice, or inclination. Some motives are
wrong motives (e.g., the search for pleasure). It is only when one acts
out of respect for duty that we regard him as amoral being -and in such
cases, he is acting against his inclinations.

Afurther argument in favour of the Kantian view is the common
sense outlook that to behave morally one must behave consistently, i.e.,
‘universalize his behaviour'. It is alegitimate objection to adraft dodger
to tell him ‘What if everybody behaved as you do?’ We do feel that one
ought to behave in aconsistent way -it is not morally right at one time
to evade paying your taxes, and morally right at other times to do so.
We feel that one should always pay taxes if obliged to do so -one should
behave in accordance wi th aun iversa l ru le or max im.

These considerations show that the Kantian ethic is ahighly plausible
one. What criticisms can be directed against it? There are three main
cr i t ic isms which have been made of Kant ’s v iew. The firs t ho lds that

although Kant tried to prove that the moral worth of an action depends
only upon the motive from which it is done, in fact he surreptitiously
introduces considerations of the consequences which an act has into a
determination of its rightness or wrongness. For, according to this
objection, he is tacitly showing that the effect of not behaving in
accordance with the categorical imperative would be to make human
life as we know it impossible. For instance, he says, ‘Then 1presently
become aware that while Ican will the lie, Ican by no means will that
lying should be auniversal law. For with such alaw there would be no
promises at all, since it would be in vain to allege my intention in regard
to my future actions to those who would not believe this allegation, or
if they over-hastilydidso, would pay me back in my own coin’. Inciting
such an example, Kant is referring to the consequences of lying (e.g.,
‘being paid back in my own coin’), so that his theory seems inconsistent
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in so far as he has not held to his original claim that he is concerned
solely with motive.

The second major criticism which has been made of Kantian ethics is
that it does not handle cases where we have aconflict of duties -and
these seem to be some of the most pressing and serious types of moral
perplexity, Suppose Ipromise to keep asecret, and then someone else
asks me about it. Icannot both tell the truth and keep my promise -yet
according to the Kantian position, Ishould do both. In such asituation,
Icannot, logically, universalize my behaviour; if Itell the truth, Iwill
break my promise to keep the secret. If Ikeep my promise, Iwill not tell
the t ru th .

Athird dilTiculiy, analogous to the above, is that Kant is urging too
strong aclaim when he insists that we should never tell lies, or never
break promises. According to more moderate versions of objectivism,
no claim as strong as this need be made. Moral rules are to be
interpreted, this objection urges, as generalizations, rather than as
categorical propositions without exception. In general we should tel! the

tnith, but therc_rnay_pccur circumstances where we would leel morally
obliged to lie. For example, if amaniac, armed with arevolver, comes

'looking for arelative in order to kill her, we would consider it highly
immoral to inform th(^maniac_of_the whereabouts of the relative,

'~memIyJ>ccaus^one ought to tell ̂ he truth. Telling the truth, keeping
promises, repaying delys are obligations which _one. should keep,

"prbvidedlhat no other overriding factors are present. W.,D.^osslm ,
called sucH~bbligations,'*pmna.faae'̂ dutî *. One is obliged to perform

-̂ rsuchdblî tiqns.provided thaLno_pther̂ verriding factors are present,
^orjjrpvided that all other con îons are equal. Such acriticism still
allows room for ah objective morality, without adhering to what runs
contrary to common sense, i.e., that one must always tell the truth,
always keep one’s promises, no matter what circumstances or conditions
obtain. Would we not morally disapprove of the captured soldier who
gave away military secrets on the ground that he was following the
categorical imperative?

With this brief discussion ofKant, wecome to the end of the classical
view we shall deal with here. The above disquisition should not be
regarded as containing acomplete discussion of ail classical philo¬
sophers, but only as aset of introductory remarks to some of the more
famous moralists. Such writers as Butler, Herbert Spencer, Nietzsche,
Schopenhauer, Hume, Locke, Hobbes, Rousseau and Lucretius have
not been treated, mainly because they hold views which arc either
variants of those we have considered, or because they are not now
regarded as of first importance.

We tu rn now to acons ide ra t ion o f modem e th i cs .
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Modern e th ics

Defini t ion of ‘modem eth ics '

As we pointed out in an earlier discussion, so-called 'classical' ethical
theories are characterized by their efforts to answer two questions:
‘What is the good life for people?' and ‘How ought they to behave?’ If
we examine these questions from aslightly different perspective, we
might interpret them as requests for advice by people who are puzzled
by certain aspects of daily living. And the various answers which the
classical theories give can be regarded as statements of advice to the
individual. Thus Hedonism can be regarded as telling us that the good
life consists of alife of pleasure, and further that we ought to act so as
to acquire pleasure.

It is assumed in asking such questions and in giving such answers that
the meaning of the questions and the meaning of the answers is clear.
But in recent years, philosophers have come to realize that many of
these questions and answers are not clear at all; that before we can give
an answer to them we must find out precisely what they mean. To
discover what they mean requires that the questions be ciarified. The
process of clarifying the meaning of questions and answers is called
philosophical analysis. The use of this process persistently in modern
ethics causes it to differ enormously from ethics pursued in the classical
tradition. The main difference is that one can engage in philosophical
analysis without necessarily being committed to giving any sort of advice
for living -for instance, one may analyse atheory like utilitarianism
without necessarily advocating that doctrine. Of course, it is assumed
that the process of analysis Ls not an end in itself; once one becomes
clear about the meaning of the crucial terms and statements which
occur in moral theories, it is a.ssumed that one will be in abetter position
to decide which of them one ought to adhere to. Thus, 'modern ethics’
is not regarded as an alternative to propounding ethics in the classical
tradition so much as it is regarded as apreparation for the further study
of such theories-

We might therefore define ‘modem ethics’ as that branch of philosophy
which applies analysis to moral theory. In order to state somewhat more
clearly what this definition implies, let us give both an ethical and anon-
ethical example of philosophical analysis. Consider, to begin with, a
simple word like ‘brother’. What does it mean when it occurs in a
sentence like ‘John is the brother of Joan’. (It will have adifferent
meaning, of course, in asentence like ‘all men are brothers’.) In order
to answer this query, an analysis of the term ‘brother’ is required. In
order to analyse the meaning of the term, we must find aset of
characteristics which belong to all those people who are brothers and
only to those. Thus the property of 'having blonde hair’, while
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attributable to some brothers is not aquality which every brother must
have in order to be abrother (many things, such as women and dolls,
may possess this trait without being brothers). On the other hand, every
brother must be male. But being male, it should be noticed, is not
sufficient to determine whether someone is abrother or not, since a
given person may be male and yet be the only child in the family. If so,
he would not be abrother. To be abrother requires not only that he be
male, but also that he be asibling, i.e., stand in the relation to some
other person of having acommon parent. The complete analysis of
‘brother’ reveals that it means the same as ‘being amale sibling’. In
more technical language, ‘being amale’ and ‘being asibling’ provide the
correct meaning of the term ‘brother’ because they give us the necessary
and sufficient conditions which aperson must satisfy in order to be such.
To say that ‘being amale’ is anecessary condition means that no one
who is not amale can be abrother. This condition plus the other
necessary condition of‘being asibling’ together wsufficient conditions
for being abrother ~anyone who has both characteristics will be a
brother. Philosophical analysis is frequently considered to he the search
for the necessary and sufficient conditions which determine the meaning of
aterm, although this is not its only job.

Sometimes the phrase ‘philosophical analysis' is used to refer to any
process which attempts to clarify the meaning ofa term, whether or not
this process results in the sort of definition we have just considered (i.e.,
in adefinition which leads to the discovery of necessary and sufficient
conditions). Ihe function of analysis is to make the question precise so that
we will know how to reply to it.

Upon examination, classical moral theories like hedonism, utilitar¬
ianism, Stoicism, Christianity and so forth, turn out to be highly
complex doctrines. Before we can assess the merits of the advice they
give, we require first of all to understand the advice -and this can be
achieved only if we first analyse the meaning of the terms they use, such
as ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘right’, ‘wrong’, ‘ought’, and so on. Modern ethics, as
contrasted with classical ethics, stresses this task -the task we have
called ‘analysis’. Many modem philosophers believe that this process of
analysis shows that the methods of the classical moral philosophers
have been mistaken, that the questions they asked were not clearly
formulated and that, as aresult, their answers do not have the validity
they have claimed for them. In other words, many philosophers now
feel that in attempting to give us positive moral guidance the classical
theorists were attempting the impossible and that the most any moral
philosopher can do is to attempt to clarify for us the implications of the
language we use when we arc expressing moral Judgments. This is the
most important way in which what has been called the twentieth
century revolution in philosophy has affected moral theory.

If any one philosopher is responsible for this revolution in the
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approach to moral philosophy it is G. E. Moore who claimed in his
Principia Elhica, published in 1903, that the classical theories were
attempts to deduce moral precepts from theological, metaphysical or
scientific premises and that such arguments are fallacious, since one
cannot argue from premises of one logical type (i.e., from fractal
or descriptive judgments) to premises of another logical type (i.e.,
to prescriptions). This isa point which David Hume had made much
earlier, but Moore developed it to show that what was involved
was an attempt to define moral words like ‘good’, ‘bad' and so on
in non-moral terms, in terms of descriptive statements about God.
or about human nature, i.e., to make ‘good’ synonymous with
'approved by God’, ‘conducive to the greatest happiness of the
greatest number' and so on. To do this, he claimed, was to leave
out of consideration the essential moral or prescriptive element in
the meaning of such words. This is what he means when he tells us
that ‘good’, like all moral words, is indefinable and that goodness
is asimple, unanalysable property. To attempt to define it is to
commit what he called the naturalistic fallacy, since any attempted
definition of moral words will be in terms only of their descriptive
meaning and the moral element, which is what we are primarily
concerned with, will be lost.

Many philosophers have taken this as an indication that anew
approach to the problems of moral philosophy is needed, an approach
based on an analysis of the language of morals rather than an
examination of factual statements about God. about ‘goodness’ or
about human nature, and they have come to see that moral statements
are not analogous to theological, metaphysical or scientific statements
but have apeculiar logic of their own.

Let us now turn to adiscussion of some modern theories, beginning
with var ious c lass ificat ions of them.

Classification of modern theories
Modern theories are now commonly classified in three different ways.
They may be classified (a) as either subjectivistic or objectivistic or (b) as
naturalistic, non-naturalistic or emotivist or (c) as motivist, deontological
or consequence theories. In this section we shall briefly define each of
these terms and then show why the classifications are important for an
understanding of modern ethical theory.

Subjectivism and objectivism (moral realism)

In beginning adiscussion of this classification, it is important to
reiterate that modem ethical theories are primarily concerned with the
analysis of the language of morals. Therefore, atheory will be classified
as either subjectivistic or objectivistic (but not both, of course)
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depending upon how it analyses ethical language. We can define the
term 'objectivlstic' by saying that any theory which is non-subjectivistic is
objectivistic. This raises the question of defining ‘subjectivism’.

There are two characteristics which determine atheory to be
subjectivistic:

1If the theory holds that what are ordinarily called ethical
judgments such as ‘stealing is wrong’ are neither true nor fake, it is
subjectivistic.

2If the theory holds that ethical judgments are true or false, but
ât they â re ̂ways aDout the psydiology oi the person who utters theni
antLonlv that person, then again it is subjectivistic., Hobbes’s moral
theory is usually interpreted as being subjectivistic, because he held that
such judgments as ‘TTiis is good,’ can be analysed into ‘I desire this’.
Moral language, in his view, merely uses another form of words to
speak about one’s desires, inclinations, feelings, and so forth. The moral
theory of Kant is also subjectivistic according to some interpretations
because it analyses ethical judgments into commands, and commands
are neither true nor false (e.g., it makes no sense to say that ‘right face!’
is either true or false).

Both Platonism and utilitarianism are objectivistic doctrines accord¬
ing to the above definition. Plato held that moral judgments are true or
false in exactly the same sense as judgments like ‘two plus two equal
four’. Likewise, he held that such statements as ‘This is good,’ are not
about anyone’s psychology, if true, but are about acertain feature of the
world called ‘goodness’. Plato holds that there are moral facts in the
world, and that goodness is such afact. This is why such views are today
often label led as ‘moral real ism’. Ut i l i tar ianism resembles Platonism in

both of these respects. Judgments such as ‘This is right’, mean ‘This will
produce an excess of pleasure over pain,’ and on this translation are
simply ordinary scientific judgments; likewise, although these judg¬
ments are about psychological entities, such as pleasure and pain, they
are not about the speaker’s psychology alone -but about the
psychology of anumber of pwople. For this reason, such judgments go
beyond the speaker alone, and refer to agroup of individuals. In this
sense, moral language is not subjective, but objective. It is important to
note, however, that such theories are based on aview of moral
statements as analogous to scientific statements.

This classification is extremely important because it draws attention
to the status of moral standards. If moral standards are merely
subjective (like tastes) then there seems to be no way of settling disputes
about whether behaviour is immoral or not. If something tastes sour to
me, and sweet to you, we cannot say Iam wrong or that you are wrong
-this is just the way things are. Likewise, if in saying that ‘Stealing is
wrong,’ Iam merely asserting ‘I dislike stealing,’ and if in saying
‘Stealing is right,’ you are merely asserting that you like stealing, there
seems to be no way of showing that one of us is wrong, the other right.
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You feel about it one way, Ithe other and that is all there is to it.
The question whether moral judgments are merely subjectivistic

pronouncements or not is thus an important one -and we shall consider
in the next section arguments for and against both subjectivism and
objectivism.

Naturalism, non-naturalism and emotivism

The classification of theories into those which are naturalistic, non-
naiuralistic or emotivist, raises issues which are more academic, but
which are still important. Let us define these terms now, and then show
why the issues they raise are of significance.

A-theory wi l l be regarded as natural is t ic i f i t holds both that moral
judgmenta
^tirely to the concepts of wme natural science (usually psychology).
,A_theory-.wiIl be.defined as.non-naluralistic if it holds that moral

Judgmw^ are true or false, but that they are not reducible to any natural
jcjeace.—,

Atheory will be called ‘emotivist’ if it contends that moral judgments
are neither true noc false, but are merely expressive of the feelings of those
who utter them and evnealive of the feelings of those who hear them.
Since all the judgments of science arc either true or false, it follows that
if the emotivist analysis is correct, moral judgments cannot be reduced
to scient ific ones.

The importance of the issue which is raised by these classifications is
this: is ethics aunique discipline, with laws of its own, or is ethics merely
abranch of some science like psychology? If the latter, in order to make
valid ethical judgments one would be advised to study science; if not,
there is an autonomous body of human knowledge which must be
studied in its own right.

Utilitarianism and the Hobbesian moral doctrine can be seen to be
naturalistic theories; both contend that moral judgments are really
disguised ways of making psychological assertions (they merely differ
over the question of whether the judgments are subjectivistic or not).

Platonism and Christian ethical theories are non-naturalistic doc¬
trines. Plato believed that the world contained moral entities (goodness,
rightness, etc.) in the same way as it contains nafura/entities, like chairs
and tables. Moral judgments, when true, are about these entities and
not about the entities found in nature; hence ethics, which is the
discipline which concerns itself with moral entities, cannot be reduced
to one of the known sciences. The same considerations hold for
Christian ethics, which regard moral judgments as being expressions for
the divine will; these expressions are true or false, but they cannot be
confirmed or refuted by scientific experimentation -hence Christian

itcJal§e, and alsq^ that such judgments are reduciblea r p t n i A
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ethics again is non-naturalistic. However, in both Platonism and
Christian ethics moral statements, although not being in themselves
empirical scientific statements, are nevertheless analogous to state¬
ments of this kind since they are assertions about something, i.e., they
are descriptions of something.

The emotive theory, which has been supported by anumber of
twentieth century philosophers -A. J. Ayer, C. L. Stevenson, Rudolf
Carnap, to mention afew -avers that both naturalism and non-
naturalism arc mistaken. This theory takes up Moore’s point and
asserts that moral statements are not analogous to scientific statements
in that the moral element in them is not an assertion or adescription of
anything. It agrees with non-naturalism that moral judgments cannot be
verified or falsified by scientific procedures, and also agrees with
naturalistic forms of subjectivism (like Hobbes’s position) in holding
that moral judgments are about one’s feelings -but the sense in which
they are ‘about’ these feelings is not that which traditional naturalistic
theories have claimed JlounoraJ-Statements are noj_descriptions at all.
-They are .not eyen^ d«criptions of one’s feelings. Rather they are
expressiot^ of feelings, much as agrunt of pleasure after eating is an
expression of satisfaction^ Siiice one would not say that grunts are true
or false, il is amistake to say that moral judgments, which express
^Dogs, are true«r-false.

We shall consider arguments for and against these views in the next
sect ion .

Motivist, deontological and consequence theories

The classification of theories into motivist, deontological and conse¬
quence doctrines also raises issues of importance. After defining these
terms, we shall proceed to adiscussion of the issues in question.

A^heory will he called a‘motivist ethical theory’, if it holds that the
rightness or HTon̂ ess of an action depends upon the motive from which
the act was done. Kant's ethics is an example of such atheory.

A^heory will be-callai a‘consequence theory’ if it holds that the
rî tness or wrongness of an action depends entirely upon the eH'ects which
the action has. Utilitarianism is aclassic example of aconsequence
theory. It is worth mentioning that consequence theories usually fall
into two groups: hedonistic consequence theories and agathistic conse¬
quence theories. The former hold that the rightness or wrongness of an
action depends upon whether it produces consequences which are
painful or pleasant; the latter hold that goodness is not to be identified
with pleasure, or badness with pain, but is something unique, just as
redness is unique and cannot be reduced to anything else. Such atheory
was held by G. E. Moore who himself maintained that the rightness or
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wrongness of an act depends upon the amount of goodness or badness
the act produces. It is thus aconsequence doctrine, but of anon-
hedon is t i c sor t .

Deontological theories (held by W. D. Ross, A. C. Ewing and H.
Prichard among others) reject both motivist and consequence theories.
They claim that the rightness or wrongness of an act depends neither upon
the motive from which the act was done, nor upon the consequences of the
act -but solely upon what kind of an act it was. Thus, it is right to keep
one’s promises, because in making apromise one has performed an act
which by its very nature obligates one to carry it out, regardless of one’s
inclinations or the effects which carrying it out will have. Because they
stress the notions of ’obligation* and ‘duty’, deontological th^eories are
often descnbed as ‘duty_ethTcs’. ~
■The disagreements among these doctrines have important practical
consequences. Consider for instance, the question of punishment. How
can we justify punishing criminals? According to motivist theories, we
can justify punishing people if their intentions were evil. If aperson kills
someone accidentally, we do not punish him/her; but if his/her
inteniions were to kill someone whom he/she hated, we punish him/her
because he/she acted from bad motives. Consequence theories deny
this. They argue that the only justification for punishment is to prevent
further crime. If we leave akilling unpunished, then everyone will feel
free to kill those whom they hate. We punish people because the effect
or consequence of punishing them will be to deter further crime.
Deontologists disagree with both positions. Their view, put roughly, is
that we punish people for crimes l̂ cause the acts they performed were
wrong. It is inherently wrong to commit acrime, and by punishing
people for their crimes, we are acting justly. Aperson who does agood
deed deserves to be rewarded; aperson who commits acrime, deserves
to be punished, and this is the reason for imposing sanctions upon him/
h e r .

With these definitions explained, let us now consider some of these
issues in greater detail. Let us consider, as aspecimen case, the
arguments for and against subjectivism and objectivism.

Analysis of subjectivism and objectivism

Subjectivism

Arguments for
The main argument for subjectivism is the argument based on an
analysis of the language that we use to make moral judgments. As we
have already seen, such judgments are more than statements or
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descriptions of something. They are also prescriptions. They are
imperatives -commands to someone -and they are evaluations -
expressions of one’s own personal values. It is the latter which are the
truly moral elements in such judgments and, since these elements are
not descriptions, it does not make sense to ask whether they are true or
false. Consider what Iam saying when 1tell achild, ‘Stealing is wrong.’
Imay be telling him that stealing is forbidden by the law of the society
we both live in, but this is far from all that that sentence contains. For
1am also saying to him in the same words, ‘Do not steal!’ and, in
addition, Iam expressing my own disapproval of stealing. It does not
make sense to ask whether the sentence, ‘Do not steal!’, is true or false,
since it is not an assertion but acommand, and equally it is not sensible
to ask whether my feelings are true or false. Hence it would appear that
all moral judgments must be subjective.

The second argument which supports subjectivism may be called the
argument from sentience. Imagine aworld in which there were no
creatures which had feelings, desires, appetites, attitudes, knowledge -
in short, aworld in which there were no sentient beings. All the objects
which made up such aworld would be inanimate. Would it really make
sense to say that anything good or bad could happen to the things in
such aworld? Would it be ‘bad’ for water to erode away arock, or for
alandslide to fill avalley with boulders?JThe subjectivistic answer is that
it would not make sense to ascribe.such predicates as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ to

"these occurrences. It is only.if some sentient being is affected by these
events, of coiild be affected by them, that it makes senseip say, that they
afĵ jgobd.* orIbad!,.Gocklness and badness thus seenLto depend upon

_the feeljn ,̂ attitudesand d r̂w f̂ sentient beings. If we continue to ~
jeflect upon tHe problem, the subjectivist goes on to say, we can see that

''ulfimately what is good or bad depends up»n the individual psychology
ôfthe perspn̂ who has certain attitudes towards events; siich as liking or

disliking them From consjd_erations_such as Ih^, it is argued that
some form of subjectivism must be true.

Athird argument in favour of subjectivism is the egoistic argument.
This is used to reject objectivistic theories such as utilitarianism. What
is the point of working for the greatest happiness of the greatest number
if you personally become unhappy by so doing? In the final analysis,
who can be more important than youl If acourse of action leads to the
well-being of others, but not to yours, can it really be for the good? The
subjectivistic answer is afirm ‘No!’. We can justify working for the good
of the many only if we at the same time or at least in the long run
increase our own good; otherwise doing the action is wrong.

Arguments against
The first argument against subjectivism is that if we accept such atheory
we can never settle any moral dispute. How can we say that ‘Hiller was
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wicked in killing 6,000,000 Jews,’ if we accept subjectivism? All this
would mean would be: *I disapproved of Hitler killing 6.000,000 Jews’.
But if Hitler objects to this and claims he did right in murdering these
people, then he will mean by such ajudgment. ‘1 approve of killing
6,000,000.’ We thus have no real conflict, for he is saying; ‘1 approve of
this action,’ and we are saying, ‘1 disapprove of it.’ It turns out that we
are both merely talking about how we feel: we are not talking about the
act of killing these people. Both of us are expressing our feelings: 1
disapprove and he approves -but if so there is no real conflict between
us. Ordinary people think that such aconsequence makes subjectivism
as amoral theory paradoxical. In ordinary life, we seem to be talking
not only about our feelings when we say ‘Hitler was wrong,’ but about
Hiller and about the acts he committed. But to say that such atheory
is paradoxical is not to say that it is untenable nor that ordinary people
are not mistaken in what they think they are asserting in such contexts.

Asecond dilTiculty in subjectivism is this. Ordinary people believe
that words like ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘right’, ‘wrong’, and so on, have more or
less the same meaning for everybody who knows how to use the English
language. If they did not, it would be impossible to communicate with
other people. Since we obviously can communicate with them, these
words must have some interpersonal meaning. But it seems to be a
consequence of subjectivism that two different people would never
mean the same thing when they utter these words. For if 1say ‘That’s
good,’ Imean the same as ‘! like it,’ whereas if you .say ‘That’s good,’
you mean that you like it. The word ‘good’ in the first use refers to a
different person from the word ‘good’ in the second use. If this is indeed
aconsequence of subjectivistic theories, then ordinary people would
reject such views on the ground that these words do have common
meanings in the ordinary employment of daily English. It is not,
however, anecessary consequence. For the subjectivist will not want to
deny that the complexities of words like ‘good’ are such that they can
carry both of these meanings at the same time. When 1say that
something is good, Iam not only expressing my approval of it; often 1
am also drawing attention to the fact that most people approve of it too.

The third difficulty with subjectivism is that such theories cannot give
ajustification of the concept of‘doing one’s duty’. This is obviously an
important notion in morals. One may often, in everyday life, be faced
with issues which involve one’s duty. The person who has pacifist
inclinations and also believes it is his/her duty to defend his/her
country may suffer moral agony in trying to decide which of these
courses he/she should follow. The notion of ‘doing one’s duty’, seems
to involve acting against one's inclinations at least some of the time.
One may desire to drink alcohol, but it may be his/her duty (if he/she
is adoctor ‘on duty’ let us say) to remain sober. In short, the ordinary
person feels that at least sometimes it is right for an individual to do that
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which he/she does not want to do, or like to do -and if so, it is difilcult
to see how subjectivistic theories can explain such aconcept if they'
reduce all moral behaviour to liking and disliking.

Objectivism

Arguments for
The main argument in favour of objectivism is that it provides atheory
which corresponds more closely to the views of people of common sense
about moral matters than subjectivism. Consider the question of moral
disagreement. Subjectivists hold that what seem to be moral disputes, if
we judge merely from the sentences that each party uses (A saying
‘That's good’, and Bsaying ‘That’s bad’) turn out upon analysis not to
be such (A means ‘I like it’, and Bmeans ‘I dislike it’ -and each can be
right). Now objectivists contend that there is no essential difference
between adispute about moral matters and adispute about factual ones.
In both cases, there can be genuine disagreement in which one faction
is right and the other is wrong. Thus, if Isay, ‘There is extra-terrestial
life’, and you deny this, one of us is right and one wrong. Similarly, the
objectivists say, if Iassert ‘Stealing is wrong,’ and you deny this, one of
us is right and one wrong. We are not simply talking about ourselves
and how we f«l about stealing, but we are talking about stealing, and
wheth~er~lhat is right or wrong. In short, our sentences have an objective

■' reference in exactly the same way as sentences about extra-terrestrial life
~"do. Philosophers who defend this point of view are often called moral

foists
Now the ordinary person believes this too. He/she believes that it is

not just aquestion of individual preference as to whether Hitler was
right or not, but that in some objective sense, anybody who tortures and
murders people is committing deeds which are wicked. Hitler may have
defended his behaviour on the ground that he was acting properly, but
all this shows is that cither he did not understand the right way to
behave, in which case he lacked moral knowledge; or if he did and acted
against it, he was simply an immoral person. Objectivistic theories allow
us to account for the strong feeling we have that there are genuine
disputes about moral matters.
.Secondly, such theories allow us to explicate the nature of ‘duty’.

Ordinary people feel that there ̂ e certain duties in their lives which
-must be performed, regardless of whether one wants to or not. These,,,'
.,duties_arejDbiective facts, which exist whether one chooses to ignore

them or not. "̂ us, if Iam adoctor and see aman injured in an accident,
~it is my duty to treat that ,man, even if it should prove highly

inconvenient to do so. Imay have another course of action in mind (I
may_be,goingto aparty, ̂ y)^ îch is much more.pleasant; yet if 1
ignore the injured individual and proceed to the party, 1am behaving
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wrongly. Sometimes there are things we have to do even though we do
not wish to -and in stressing this fact, obiectivismseen^jnoxg in accord
with common sense than snhjprtivistir thpnnpy hmust be pointed out,
however, that the subjectivist is not committed to adenial of the fact
that we have feelings of duty and obligation; it is merely that he cannot
accept that such feelings have any objective status.

Arguments against
The main difficulties with objectivism or moral realism centre about
how we establish or prove that acertain action is right or wrong. The
objectivists claim that there is no real difference between the method of
establishing ascientific hypothesis and amoral one; but critics of
objectivism deny this. What seems essential in proving ascientific claim
is (fl) the acceptance by both sides of acommon method, sometimes
called the experimental method, and (6) the willingness of both sides to
accept the judgments of disinterested observers after they have
examined the evidence. Both of these characteristics seem lacking in the
case of moral disputes. For example, it is difficult for the disinterested
observe r o f amora l confl ic t to know wha t coun ts as ev idence fo r o r

against either side. Suppose one side holds that ‘euthanasia’ is right, the
other that it is wrong. Both sides may completely agree about the facts
of the case; they both agree, for instance, that the patient is dying of a
disease which has no known or foreseeable cure; the patient is in great
pain; he/she insists that he/she be killed to relieve him/her of his/her
agony; it is further agreed that the killer was acting from the highest
motives (i.e., to relieve pain). But none the less one side holds that the
killer did wrong in killing someone, the other side that the killer aaed
rightly. What further facts could be relevant to deciding this dispute? If
the evidence in scientific matters is not decisive, no one has any more
reason to believe any scientific hypothesis than its denial; the proper
course of action is the suspension of judgment -but, if we are members
of ajury trying the killer, can we actually take this course? It seems we
must decide, but how? The subjectivistic answer at this point is that we
finally examine our feelings and preferences and we decide in terms of
them -this is the only possible answer. The objectivist claims that this
will not do, but he/she is hard put to it to tell us what evidence would
show one side to be right, the other wrong. This is the kind of difficulty
that leads the subjectivist to believe that moral statements are not like
scientific statements and cannot, therefore, have the same objectivity.

Applied ethics

As the case of euthanasia we have just discussed indicates, theoretical
issues in ethics and practical dilemmas which people face are intimately
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intenwinecl. Practical problems give rise to theoretical questions, and
theoretical solutions must be tested against the all too-human issues*
which ordinary people face every day. The philosopher as we have seen
attempts to formulate systematic and coherent sets of principles which
will not only deepen one’s understanding of the issues at stake but will
allow for the justification or rationale of certain sorts of actions.
Practical problems of amoral kind arise in nearly all of the domains of
human life; Should asociety prohibit divorce? Should abortion be
legalized? Should homosexuals and lesbians be allowed to become
policemen/women or soldiers? Should physicians be given the right to
decide when acritically ill patient should no longer receive life support
systems? The list is endless, and with respect to nearly all such issues -
the above set is agood example -society has often been split, with some
persons vigorously supporting positive answers to the above questions,
and with some supporting negative answers.

Let us take the issue of gay rights as an example of amoral dilemma
of an applied kind. What is the issue, and can philosophers assist in
arriving at areasonable solution to it? Here, to show how aphilosopher
could argue an unpopular position, let us -for purposes of the exercise
-defend the gay right position.

The issue can be described in avariety of ways, but let us make it
explicit. Should gays and lesbians be allowed to become members of the
San Francisco police department, for example? Why should this even
be aquestion? Those who oppose such arecommendation would argue
that gays and lesbians are not normal people. From apsychoanalytic
standpoint, they have not reached the kind of personal maturity -
normally measured by the development of heterosexual relationships
leading to marriage, afamily, social integration in the community, and
so forth. From this perspective it can be argued that homosexuals and
lesbians are not merely psychologically immature but that they are also
'sick’, and this sickness issues in perverted sexual practices, the inability
to form normal relationships and especially the inability to work as a
full-fledged member of the ‘outside’ community. Even worse, it is
charged that many homosexuals and lesbians are potential child-
molesters and thus could not be trusted with normal police duties.

Aphilosopher weighing these various charges might begin by asking
what evidence there is for the claim that all homosexuals and lesbians
are psychologically immature. It can be pointed out that some of the
evidence depends on the truth of specific psychoanalytical theories,
such as Freud’s, whose scientific validity has itself been challenged. It
can also be pointed out that the range of human behaviour exhibited by
gays and lesbians is as vast as is found in the ‘straight’ population.
Finally, it can be pointed out that under the Constitution of the United
States, and especially under the J4th Amendment, it would be of
dubious legality to restrict the employment of any group of persons
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because of their particular sexual orientation. Aphilosopher who
'argues this way might end by urging that gays and lesbians be given a

chance to see how they would perform in the police department. Such
acourse of action could begin on an experimental basis, and if it were
found that their performances were acceptable, the practice of
employing them could be expanded. The philosopher in making such a
recommendation would, in the end, have to justify his/her proposal by
showing that is derived from aset of rational and consistent principles.
In this case, the principles might be those of fairness and justice,
supported by particular provisions in the United States Bill of Rights.
The practical consequence of this theoretical appeal thus would issue in
apractical decision that could affect the lives of many persons in
society.

Another example of applied ethics is the current discussion about
whether it is right to assist people to commit suicide if their lives are
medically hopeless, full of pain, and they rationally come to the
conclusion that they have nothing to live for. Society has regarded
suicide as terribly immoral, as contrary to the religious teachings
of Judaism and Christianity, as well as being illegal. It consists in
taking alife. It is murder, at least self-murder. Therefore the law
is quite clear that assisting anyone to commit suicide amounts to
being an accessory to murder. The person attempting suicide, if
stopped, or if unsuccessful, can be charged with acrime, but is
usually regarded as mentally unbalanced, and is sent to amental
institutionfor treatment. It is contended that the person, when prop¬
erly treated, will realize that it is wrong to try to end one’s life.

On the other hand, it is argued that whether one should continue
living is apersonal matter, to be decided according to one's personal
circumstances. So if one considers one’s medical situation, and is
fully cognizant of the medical prognosis for one’s ailments, one
should be allowed to decide whether it is worthwhile to continue
alife full of pain, with no known possible cure. If one objects that it
is not just apersonal decision but one that affects one’s family and
friends, then the person in question can put this also into the con¬
s i d e r a t i o n o f w h a t t o d o .

In spite of the legal sanctions, in recent years asociety has come
into being, the Hemlock Society, which distributes information
about how one can end one’s life. Abook, which has become a
bestseller in the US (but is banned in the UK), Final Exit, has de¬
scribed various painless ways of committing suicide. Adoctor in
Michigan has devised a‘death machine’, which aperson can use.
TTie doctor has assisted some people in ending their lives, and is
currently under investigation for possible criminal activity. He has
discussed the use of his machine with the would-be suicide at length,
ascertaining that the person fully understands what they are doing.
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and has thought through the objections. Then, it is the person who
makes the 'death machine’ operate.

The question of whether suicide and assisted suicide are morally
defensible has now become aserious issue. Some people no longer
feel restrained by religious teaching, and also feel that the law is
obsolete, in that it does not lake into consideration rationally
deciding to commit suicide. The ethical heart of the matter is
whether anyone is allowed to take alife, including one’s own, under
any circumstances. Is living, under any conditions, apositive value,
that supersedes any other values?

Another major current problem with some similar aspects is that
concerning abortion of unwanted foetuses. TTiose who favour
keeping the right to have an abortion legal emphasize that the
woman carrying the foetus has the right to chose what to do with
her own body, and that it is aprivate, personal decision in which
the state should have no interest. Opposed to this is the view that
the foetus has the right to live, and the state should have the duty
to protect the foetus. Central in arguments pro and con is the
question of whether the foetus is aliving person entitled to be
treated just as any other person. For decades scientists and medical
doctors and theologians have argued about (I) when life begins
and (2) when the foetus is aviable person. Even if the factual
questions could be answered to everybody’s satisfaction, there
would still remain basic ethical issues concerning the rights of the
woman carrying the foetus. Many who are opposed to legalized
abortion are willing to grant that, in some circumstances, an
abortion may be justified. Such circumstances may involve saving
the life of the mother, preventing the birth of aseverely deformed
child, and preventing the birth of achild who resulted from the
rape of the mother. These considerations of the health of the
mother or child, or the circumstances causing the pregnancy, can
lead to considerations of the mental health of the potential mother,
considerations of the economic and social viability of an offspring,
and many other matters. The ethicist would first have to determine
when life begins, and when an unborn child is aperson. If pre¬
serving life is taken as the principal value, then one has to consider
the competing life claims of the mother and the potential child. If
the quality of the life being preserved is taken into consideration,
then all sorts of medical, psychological, economic and social factors
have to be evaluated, and the Supreme Court of the United
States can only spell out what the present members think is lawful
under the Constitution, rather than what is right or good. Hence
the ethical debate is sure to go on as different aspects of the
abortion question are decided in courts, and different laws are
passed by Congress and the states, dealing not only with the right
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to abortion itself but also whether doctors, nurses, social workers,
etc. can advise people about whether or not they should have an
a b o r t i o n .

Arelated but rather different ethical issue is involved in dis¬
cussions of curbing violence on television, and limiting the pos¬
session of firearms. Those who are in favour of some limitations
stress that they are trying to save lives. The projecting of violence
as an ordinary part of life, they contend, leads to viewers acting
out violent scenarios they have watched. The fact that in America
guns are so easily obtained makes it possible to act out violent
scenes with tragic endings -the killing of other people.

However, people may argue that their right to freedom of
expression covers their right to produce violent television pro¬
grammes. The viewers' freedom should also cover the right to watch
what they wish. Also, as is part of the debate about pornography,
is there compelling evidence that people become violent from
watching violent programmes on television, or can it have aben¬
eficial effect, of letting people express their violent feelings by just
watching? Within this argument there is another as to whether
there are degrees of violence, some of which should be suppressed,
such as actual murder scenes of live people, rapes, etc.

How can one tell where to draw the line? It is partly afactual
question of what experiences influence people to commit bad acts.
It is also partly avalue judgement about what people ought to see.
Even if it could be proved that viewing had no bad influences,
would we want people to see others tortured to death, drawn and
quartered, etc? If it could be shown that people could be influenced
to behave better from what they experienced, would we want the
TV programmes to consist of nothing but uplifting experiences?

The gun-control question involves both whether easy access to
guns contributes to violent behaviour and whether there are other
rights involved that may be more important. Some people insist
that the use of guns for hunting, game shooting, and other rec¬
reational activities is beneficial, and desirable within the context
of agood life. Further, they would say that the ability to protect
themselves and their loved ones from bad people is also good and
important in society as it presently exists. They would insist that
theirs is an inherent right to self-defence. In the US they would
point out that the Founding Fathers saw the importance of gun pos¬
session when they made it part of the Bill of Rights, that citizens’
right to bear arms shall not be abridged, thus allowing them to pro¬
tect themselves from threats from other people and tyrannical
governments.

On the other hand, those advocating gun control would stress
how dangerous gun possession is in the present world. The number
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of people injured or killed by guns in private hands in the US is
enormous compared to countries which control gun possession.
Even in benign situations, accidental firings of guns occur, and
cause death or injury. In recognition of this, slight attempts to con¬
trol the situation have been offered and adopted, which seek to
keep guns out of the hands of criminals and violent people. But
these efforts do not work unless stringent actions are taken that
threaten everyone's freedom of action. In the current situation in
the US, there could be more adequate control of gun sales and
purchases, as there are of sales and purchases of prescription drugs.
With present-day computers, one could quickly ascertain if apro¬
spective purchaser had acriminal record. One probably could
not determine his/her mental status beyond obvious behavioural
symptoms. If one had atime period to check on would-be pur¬
chasers, more could be weeded out. But the problem would prob¬
ably not be seriously alleviated, since the availability of guns from
other sources, legal or illegal, is so great.

So, as an applied ethical problem, one would first have to deter¬
mine which is more important-the freedom to bear arms and to
protect oneself thereby or the protection of society through limiting
access to guns. If one decided that the second was the more import¬
ant. then one would have to determine how much people’s freedom
should be curtailed to bring about agun-free environment. Should
authorities be able to search every home? Should authorities be
allowed to seize people’s property?

Tlie issue of freedom versus control has had along history, with
both practical implications and theoretical stumbling blocks, from
the time of Plato to the present, and one of its most penetrating
forms arises in the case of pornography. As we have seen, in the
cases of television, films, and literature, language and behaviour
have become less and less inhibited. It is common today for
theatrical plays and films to contain language that would have been
ruled illegal in the US and in most Western countries not many
decades ago. Afilm such as Deep Throat exhibits overt sexual be¬
haviour, such as oral intercourse; and even on television, simulations
of such behaviour are now commonplace. There is no doubt that
such permissiveness takes cyclical forms in human history. In
Aristophanes and in Restoration drama, we find explicit sexual
comments and the depiction of various forms of intercourse, and, of
course, in the work of the Marquis de Sade extremes of such ac¬
tivity. Each society faces these changes with equanimity, approval
or disapproval. There are arguments on all sides of the question,
ranging from those demanding that such activities be outlawed to
those suggesting that they be fully tolerated.

The main theoretical issue that arises here is that of censorship,
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and it arises in an acute form for democratic societies. In non-
democralic societies, free speech is not, in general, tolerated, so
what is permissible is determined by autocratic authorities. Those
authorities usually argue that they, or some subset of those in auth¬
ority, such as the Church, believe that some types of behaviour
are immoral or injurious to society or to subgroups within society,
such as children, and therefore can justifiably be excluded by fiat.
But in ademocratic society the argument is that no sort of free dis¬
cussion should be constrained apriori, so that citizens can make
unfettered and free choices about the kind of lives they wish to lead.
The classic defence of this point of view is found in J, S. Mill’s
On L/btrr/y(1859),especiallyinChaptersTwoandThree. Apower-
ful argument in favour of this point of view, used by defenders of
democracies against autocratic forms of governance, is that no
society has ever instituted or justified total censorship. Even those
societies dominated by religious conviction have allowed some
persons -say, certain priests -to read and discuss everything in
order to decide what among those items should be allowed to be
disseminated. That this is so presupposes that in order to have a
good society at least those governing society should be immune
to censorship. They must be exposed to all the facts and to afree
and unfettered discussion of them in order to make the best judge¬
ments about what is desirable for that society. But since it is the
people who govern in ademocratic society, then the argument is
that they should not censor themselves. They must also have ail
the facts at their disposal if they are to make judicious decisions
about matters of public policy.

This is apowerful argument, but even proponents of democracy,
such as Walter Lippman and Alexander Mieckeljohn, have held
that freedom of information applies only to matters of public policy,
and that prohibitions on extreme sexual behaviour and talk, and
violence on television, the stage and in film, can therefore be
censored without inhibiting free discussion on political issues. But
this objection faces the difficulty of setting up agroup of censors
who can decide, independently of the people, what does or does
not affect matters of public policy, so it has its own liabilities. From
the time of the Greeks to today, these are the central issues and
they are still debated by philosophers and members of the public
along the preceding lines.

We, of course, are here not taking sides in any of the issues discussed
above. Our point is to show how theoretical and practical issues are
connected, and how the philosopher might make acontribution to the
elTorts of people to understand and get along with one another.
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Political philosophy

Definition of ‘political philosophy’

It is difilcult to formulate aprecise definition of‘political philosophy’
because political philosophy seems to have no special subject matter of
its own. Its main tasks are in pan to describe past and existing social
organizations, in which respect it seems to duplicate the findings of
economics, political science, anthropology, biology and sociology; and
in part to evaluate these organizations, in which respect it is like ethics.
For example, it describes the essential features of various types of
governments (democracy, monarchy, fascism, etc.) and at the same
time asks such questions about them as ‘What is the ultimate justification
for the existence of any form of govemmentr The answer to such a
question seems most naturally to emerge from ethical theory (e.g., a
utilitarian might answer ‘to provide the greatest amount of happiness
for the greatest number’) and for this reason, political philosophy has
sometimes been charged with being merely ‘applied ethics’.

But even though political philosophy has intimate connections with
the social sciences and with ethics, it would be amistake to conclude
that it does not have distinctive problems of its own. It deals, for example,
with such issues as ‘What are (or ought to be) the proper limits of
government power over the members of societyT ‘Is it possible to have
rigid control over the economic affairs of people without curtailing their
political freedomr ‘Should elected representatives to alegislature be
allowed to vote as they see fit, or should they merely reflect the majority
opinion of their constituencyr and so forth. No doubt, these issues in
part involve moral considerations, but it should also be remembered
that they pose special difftculties of their own as well.

We can further characterize political philosophy by dividing it, like
ethics, into ‘classical’ and ‘modem’ theories. Classical political theories
may be defined, rou^ly, as those which offer advice fw achieving an ideal
society. Modem theories, on the other hand, are primarily devoted to what



7 0 Philosophy

we have called ‘philosophical analysis', i.e., to the purpose of clarifying
the meaning of this advice and of the terms we use in political
discussions. Modem theories deal with such questions as ‘What is
meant by the phrase “universal human rights”?’ as this appears in the
Charter of the United Nations. ‘What is the correct analysis of the word
“state”?' and so forth. These issues raise questions which are often
extremely subtle, but the attempts by philosophers to deal with them
should not be regarded as mere quibbling. Rather they should be
looked upon as initial moves towards the clarification of problems of
political philosophy, so that the merits of the advice given in classical
theories can more adequately be assessed and so that we can achieve
greater clarity in our discussions of present social and political
problems. To illustrate this, we shall briefly indicate the practical
importance of providing acorrect and rigorous analysis of such aterm
as ‘the state’.

Some philosophers, notably Hegel, have been greatly impressed by
that fact that ‘the state’ is something different from any individual who
belongs to it. For one thing, he noticed that we can describe astate as
‘populous’ but that it would be nonsense to ascribe this property to any
individual citizen. From the fact that some characteristics belong to
states which do not belong to individuals, Hegel inferred that the state
was aseparate, distinct entity which (so to speak) had an existence of its
own. He also inferred that the state was more important than any
individual citizen since it not only united all of them into aparticular
culture, but also because its persistence guaranteed the continuance of
the culture even though its individual memben perished. From this, it
was anatural step to the glorification of the state. This glorification
resulted in apolitical philosophy whose practical effects come down to
us in such maxims as ‘Deutschland liber AUes’. Philosophers who reject
the doctrine that the state is more important than the individual often
do so on the ground that the above analysis of the state is incorrect.
They point out that what is called the state is afictitious entity -it is
merely aconvenient way of talking about agroup of individuals who
are related in certain ways (living in acommon area, having the same
government, abiding by certain laws, and so forth). There is thus no
separate existing thing called ‘the state’, apart from certain individuals
and the relations they have to each other. Hence to glorify the state at
the expense of its citizens is simply wrong-headed philosophy. This
attack is closely connected, of course, with the democratic view that the
individual is more important than the state -and in this respect,
philosophical analysis may be regarded as having the important
function of showing us that certain kinds of advice (‘Die for the
fatherland’) may be mistaken, i.e., philosophically and logically
untenable. In an̂ ysing such terms as ‘the state’, or ‘inalienable rights’,
political philosophy reveals itself to be aspecial discipline, which cannot
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be reduced entirely to the social sciences and to ethics. But for afuller
comprehension of its nature and functions, let us turn to some famous
political theories and consider them in greater detail.

Plato’s political philosophy

One of the most difficult and perplexing questions in political
philosophy is: ’Who should rule?’. Almost all the classical theories have
dealt with it, and almost all of them can be classified according to how
they attempt to answer it. If one holds that ‘the people should rule
themselves’, he is advocating democracy (John Locke); if he holds that
one man should, he may be amonarchist (Thomas Hobbes); and
forth. For Plato, this is the crucial question which every society must
face, and his entire political philosophy can be understood as an
attempt to answer it. Roughly, the Platonic answer is that aspecially
trained group of intellectuals should rule. Plato himself called his view
‘aristocratic’. This was because he believed that the intellectuals were
best fitted to rule; indeed the Greek words ‘ariston’ and ‘kratos’
together mean ‘the rule by the best'. But it is perhaps aclearer
characterization of Plato’s political theory to designate it as ‘authoritar¬
ian’, i.e., as defending the granting of absolute authority to aspecial group
for the purpose of ruling the society.

In order to see why the question ‘Who should rule?’ is of fundamental
importance for Plato, it would be fruitful to refer to the social
conditions which prevailed in Greece at that time. Greece was
composed of anumber of small city-states, which had autonomous
governments. These states engaged in constant warfare with each other,
and even with such large, powerful nations as Persia. Most of them also
suffered from agreat deal of internal strife. Life for the average citizen
was precarious. Dissatisfied with this state of affairs, Plato attempted to
outline asociety which would be free from such defects, in which people
could live peacefully with each other, and in which every one could
develop to the fullest capacity. This led Plato to ask: ‘What would
ideal society be like?’ if it could be brought into existence. The answer,
he believed, depended to agreat extent upon who ruled such asociety.

In trying to describe the perfect society, Plato was greatly influenced
by psychological and biological theories of the time. He assumed,
accordingly, that there was an analogy between an individual person
and the society in which he/she lived. The only real difference was
of size -asociety is nothing but ‘the individual writ large’. If so, the
question of what an ideal society would be like can be reinterpreted
the question ‘What makes an ideal or perfect man?’ And Plato’s
answers to this query came in part from the then current theories of
psychology and biology.
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The psychology of the day held that every one is composed of two
different ingredients; body and soul. Thus, what makes an ideal person
is amatter both of physical and of psychological perfection. By
■perfection’ Plato here meant the same as ‘health’. To describe such a
person, therefore, is to describe people who are physically and
psychologically healthy. Aperson is physically healthy if he/she is not
suffering from disease; but to determine when he/she is psychologically
healthy is somewhat more complicated. Plato’s reply was that the
human soul was divided into three parts -what he called ‘the rational
element’, ‘the spirited element’, and ‘the appetitive element’. The rational
element is that part of asoul which enables one to reason, to argue, and
to deliberate. The ‘spirited’ element is what makes one courageous or
cowardly and gives one strength of will, and the appetitive element
consists of his/her desires and passions, such as the desire for food,
drink and sex. In terms of this three-fold division of the soul, Plato
argued that aperson will be ‘psychologically healthy’ if the three parts
of one’s soul function harmoniously. Reason should be in command of
the appetites and the spirited element should with its strength support
the dictates of reason to ensure that the appetites are kept under control.
The appetites should not be repressed completely but should be
satisfl̂  only when reason says that it is appropriate. If aperson is too
exclusively controUed by reason, his/her emotional life will be impov¬
erished. James Mill, if we can trust the reports of his son, John Stuart
Mill, seems to have been aman whose rational life dominated his
emotional life to the detriment of the latter. On the other hand, men are
frequently dominated by their appetites: in order to satisfy their desires,
they engage in conduct which is detrimental to themselves and to
others. They are controlled by their passions, their feelings, and in this
sense could be described as ‘unbalanced’. In common sense terms, a
person is regarded as being ’sound in mind’ when he/she is not
unbalanced, i.e., if all the parts of his/her soul function harmoniously,
each of them playing its role without dominating the other or without
being so dominated. Thus, the Platonic answer to the question; ‘What
makes ahealthy or ideal individual?’ is ‘An individual is healthy if all of
the elements of his/her soul function harmoniously with each other’.

Since the state is nothing but the individual ‘writ large’, the same
analysis can be applied to it. An ideal state would be composed of three
classes: the rulers to administer it; warriors to defend it; and all other
citizens to provide the essentials of life, such as food and shelter. Each
of these classes corresponds to adivision of the individual soul: The
ruling class is the rational element of the society; the soldiers are its
spirited element; and the other citizens are its appetitive element. Like
the ideal individual, the ideal society will be one in which all these
elements funrtion harmoniously, with the warriors assisting the rulers
to keep the rest of the citizenry under abenign but firm control. It would



7 3Political ithilosophy

have no conflicts within it, and each class by doing what it is best fitted
to do, would be happy and contented.

But the fundamental problem which the establishment of such a
society raises is: ‘Who shall rule it?’ since it is the rulers who ultimately
will decide which individuals belong to which class; and it is they who
must formulate the laws by which the society functions. Poor leadership
will lead to poor laws; awrong decision in placing someone in agiven
class will lead to unhappiness, or worse, to rebellion. It is thus essential
that proper rulers be chosen if the society is to be ideal.

Plato gave careful directions for choosing rulers, and for making
sure, once chosen, that they would not work for their own advantage.
All children, male and female, should be raised communally -i.e., by
the state -until they are about eighteen. At that time, they will be
subject to three types of tests in order to determine prospective rulers
from those who are to become warriors and artisans. These tests
to take two years. They would be in part physical (since ruling imposes
asevere physical strain and also because Plato believed that physical
health was aprerequisite of mental health), in part intellectual, and in
part moral, ff aperson cannot withstand moral temptation, then hc/she
might sacrifice the interests of the society in order to satisfy their own
interests. The individuals who passed these tests would ̂ carefully
isolated for further training -most of it intellectual. They would be
schooled in the abstract sciences. They would study arithmetic,
geometry, solid geometry, astronomy and harmonics to prepare them
for the abstract thinking necessary for their subsequent study of
philosophy. The study of philosophy or ‘dialectic’, as Plato calls it, is the
culmination of their theoretical preparation for the task of ruling, since
it will lead them finally to acomplete knowledge of the good. As
in discussing Plato’s moral theory in the previous chapter (see page 4),
once they have this knowledge their actions must be good and they will
always, therefore, make decisions which are in the best interests of the
state. They will in fact be ‘philosopher-kings’. The second part of their
schooling would be practical: they would be appointed to administra¬
tive posts of alesser order and constantly observed in the performance
of their duties. Anyone who failed to achieve competence in any of the
above subjects would be dismissed as apotential ruler. After all the tests
had been passed, the rulers would take part in the active administration
of the society. But in order to avoid any chance of their placing their
private interests over the public welfare, they would not be allowed to
have private families, or to possess private property or wealth. Plato felt
that family interests and the desire for riches were the two great
obstacles to unbiased and impartial leadership. With these motivations
which work against the public good eliminated, the guardians were to
be given absolute authority in running the society. No one from the
‘lower’ classes was allowed to intervene in the administration of the
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government; for the members of the lower groups were not experts, as
the rulers were. Plato justified giving the rulers absolute powers on the
ground that oiling is askill, just as medicine is askill. In order to rule
properly, one had to be trained for it; just as in order to practise
medicine properly one required special instruction. To allow an
untrained person avoice in the direction of the government was as
foolish, in Plato’s eyes, as to allow an untrained person to give advice
for the proper conduct of asurgical operation.

Plato’s philosophy leads, by natural steps, to an anti-democratic,
authoritarian philosophy. It is government for the people, but not by the
people. It is assumed that the rulers will know better than the people
themselves what laws and policies will be in their best interest, just as a
doctor can decide better than the lay person can whether or not one
needs acertain course of treatment.

Cr i t i c ism o f P la to

Plato’s argument, when generalized, is perhaps the most powerful
argument ever directed against democratic government. Let us first state
it carefully and then see what can be said for and against it. The
argument goes as follows:

Premise I; Ruling is askill.
Premise 2: People differ innately in their capabilities or abilities to

acquire and to exercise various skills,
Premise 3: Those who exhibit the greatest capacity for ruling should be

trained in this skill, and when trained, they ought to be made rulers
of the society.

Premise 4: Because they have the greatest skill in ruling, they ought to
be given absolute authority so that their laws will be put into effect.

It can be seen that the basis of the argument is that ruling is askill. Plato
proves this by appealing to common sense; do not ordinary people
often decide that the ruler made amistake in passing such and such a
law? But to say that one can make mistakes is equivalent to asserting
that ruling does involve knowledge, i.e., is askill which can be leamed.
If one possesses knowledge one will not commit blunders; just as the
doctor who is properly trained will not make an incorrect diagnosis. If

grant this premise, then it seems that the rest of Plato’s argument
follows. For admitting that some people have agreater capacity for
ruling than others, is it not they that should be trained to rule?
Moreover, once so trained, will they not have the greatest skill in ruling,
and, if so, ought they not be given absolute authority to institute the
laws they pass? Plato’s point can be put very simply, and can be
summed up in the question: Do you want those who are not either fitted

w e
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or properly trained for ruling to rule? Will they not make mistakes and
thus produce the tribulations which we find in existing societies because
the rulers lack the knowledge to govern? One who opposes the Platonic
theory at this point seems pinned on the horns of adilemma. Either the
trained must rule or the untrained must rule. But if the untrained rule,
one will have improper government. If the trained rule, one will have
authoritarian and non-democratic government. Hence, one seems
committed either to non-democratic government or to improper
government. Is there any way out of this impasse?

There are several ways of rebutting the argument, some of them
stronger than others. The first is to deny that ruling is askill in the way
in which medicine is. Ruling is not simply reducible to ascience in the
way medicine is. One who prescribes for the subjects is doing something
difTcrent from one who prescribes for patients. The difference might be
put as follows. The physician directs the conduct of the patient when she
prescribes for him; she does not directly take account of the wishes and
desires of the patient; instead, she prescribes acourse of action which
the patient must take if he is to regain his health. But the ruler of a
society ought to have adifferent function from the physician. Instead of
directing the interests and activities of the citizenry, the ruler’s function
(it has been argued) is to reflect these interests and to make their
achievement possible. This is aview which has been sponsored by
democratic theorists. Substantially, it states that people's interests
differ; there is awide diversity in their aptitudes, abilities, desires,
attitudes and so forth. What will be good for one person may not be
good for another. Agood society is one which allows for the full
expression of all such interests. The function of the ruler is not to direct
the citizens’ interests or behaviour along particular lines, and thus to
impose the rulers standards upon the members of society, but only to
make it possible for them to live together as far as possible in accord
with their own standards. We must remember, however, acentral point
about Plato’s moral theory, mentioned in the previous chapter. For
Plato there are absolute standards of goodness and, as we have just
seen, the philosopher-king knows what these are. In ruling according to
them, therefore, he is not imposing his own personal standards on the
other members of society but directing their behaviour in those ways he
knows to be right. An adequate refutation of Plato’s argument requires
adenial that such knowledge is attainable by anyone so that we can
really show that ruling is not ascience based on knowledge in the way
that medic ine is .

Asecond and more powerful objection to the Platonic argument
attempts to show that the conclusion to the argument docs not follow
from its premises. Thus, for instance, even if it is admitted that ruling is
askill, that individuals differ innately in their abilities to exercise such
askill, and even if it is agreed that such individuals ought to be selected
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rulers, it still does not follow that these rulers ought to be given
absolute authority. They should always be responsible to the people for
their actions, and hence authority is to be vested in the people, not in the
rulers. This objection stems from the long experience of tyranny which
people have suffered at the hands of absolute rulers. As Lord Acton is
reported to have remarked, ‘Power corrupts, but absolute power
corrupts absolutely’. In spile of the safeguards which Plato envisaged,
experience teaches us that people who are intelligent can always find
ways of circumventing such safeguards and of misusing their authority.
The best way, it seems, of preventing rulers from misusing their power
is to invest them with as little of it as possible. Again we are rejecting
Plato’s basic beliefs that knowledge of the good is possible and that it
will necessarily lead to virtuous behaviour.

Athird objection to Platonism is that asociety run by afew will
stultify the development of most of the people who live in it. This
objection is closely connected with the objection that we have already
referred to. The Platonic view is that rulers can be trained in such away

to become infallible judges of what is best for the people. Modern
democratic theories hold that no one is infallible; and if no one is
infallible, it is pointless to have someone else making mistakes for you.
There is agoĉ  reason why one should be allowed to make one’s own
errors. By doing so, one learns from experience; and by learning, one
will become amore mature person and hence abelter citizen. The
Platonic conception of the relation between the ruler and the citizen is
that of aparent-child relation. The ruler is essentially aparent who
directs the life of the child-citizen. But if one’s life is always directed by

other person, one will never grow up; one will always remain a
child. The result will be asociety composed of immature people who
will never realize their capacities because they will never be given the
responsibility to act on their own initiative. As we saw in Plato’s moral
theory (see page 4), in such asociety most of the citizens will never be
able to make their own choices and decisions; they will never achieve the
kind of moral autonomy that we believe is an essential feature of
mature, responsible adulthood. In short, this objection contends that
self-government is essential to the development of amature citizenry
(‘self-government’ here meaning, of course, that the ultimate responsi¬
bility ought to rest with the people).

a s

a s

s o m e

The political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes

Not all philosophers have believed that the imposition of authority is
the worst possible social evil. Thomas Hobbes is an example of a
philosopher who preferred the evils of absolute power to the evils of life in
asociety which did not contain such an authority. It is easy to account for
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the Hobbesian dread of living in acountry without apowerful
sovereign. Born in 1588 (it is said prematurely when his mother was
frightened by the report of the Spanish Armada), Hobbes lived through
some of the most unsettled years in English history. He witnessed the
rebellion against King Charles, the resulting civil war in 1642, and
finally was forced to flee to the Continent, where he remained in exile
for eleven years. But he was not safe there, either. In danger of
assassination by his political enemies, he returned to England only to
see his writings condemned as subversive. In 1662, on the threat of
impri-sonment, he was ordered to refrain from further publication
about social and political problems. Against this background of
turmoil, it is understandable that what Hobbes feared most of all was a
chaotic society. In such asociety no one's life or property or family is
safe. The only way to assure domestic tranquillity lay in compelling
people to obey the laws of the society, and in punishing them if they did
not. But laws are only as effective as the enforcing agency makes them.
Asovereign without absolute power to enforce laws is no sovereign at
all in the last analysis, according to Hobbes; for he/she could not settle
disputes which might arise among the citizenry unless he/she had such
authority. In order to have apeaceful society, it is therefore required
that the ruler have absolute control over it. Whatever abuses arise from
his/her possession of such power, the society will nevertheless remain a
peaceful one -and hence the abuses of such power are to be preferred
to living in chaos.

It might be asked in questioning Hobbes’s outlook, ‘Why should a
society without an absolute authority necessarily be chaotic?’ Hobbes’s
answer depends almost entirely upon apsychological theory about the
nature of people. According to this view, aperson is by nature selfish and
egoistic. He/she is motivated by selfish desires which require satisfac¬
tion if he/she is to be happy. For example, all ofhis/her actions can be
explained in terms of the attempt to gratify some desire, such as the
desire for sex, for food, for shelter, for fame, for riches and so forth. If
people lived alone, or in small groups, this fact would not have
important implications; when they band together into larger and larger
groups, it becomes of paramount significance in explaining their
conduct toward each other. For two or more men may have desires
which they want to satisfy, yet cannot because the desires are
incompatible. Two men may desire the same woman, and therefore
(assuming monogamy) both cannot be satisfied. As aresult, when men
herd together in large organizations, conflicts will break out among
them in the effort to satisfy their desires at the expense of others. Life
becomes abattle in which the strong will win -but only temporarily; for
even the strong will finally succumb in the conflict (a defeated person
may organize agroup against the victor, for instance). This is the picture
of the life of 'natural man’, or as Hobbes called it, the picture of ‘life in
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the State of nature’. In afamous sentence. Hobbes sums up the horrors
of such an existence, telling us that the life of man in the state of nature
‘is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short'.

Such astate of affairs cannot continue indefinitely if people are to
survive. The development of what we call ‘society’ is away of ending
‘the war of each against ail’. People finally realize that in order to
survive the conflicts of the state of nature, they must abandon all efforts
to satisfy their egoistic impulses. Society is thus acompromise which
people enter into: in order to achieve peace, they must give up the
attempt to satisfy their desires. No person wishes to compromise; every
person would rather satisfy his/her desires; but the compromise is
necessary if he/she is to survive.

Hobbes is one of the most important of the political theorists who
used the theory of the ‘social contract’ to explain society and the basis
of aperson's obligations within society. The compromise, or ‘covenant’
as Hobbes called it, consists of an agreement among people to abide by a
certain set of rules, or ‘conventions'. These constitute what we now call
the ‘laws of the society’. People agree to abide by these laws in order to
avoid being harmed in conflicts which would rage were there no laws in
existence. But, as Hobbes points out, laws are effective if and only if
they are enforced. And the enforcing agency can do so only if it is
granted absolute power. If it does not have such power, then it cannot
prevent conflict. On this ground, Hobbes argued that the sovereign
authority of any nation must be absolute.

Hobbes also suggested that the sovereignty be in the hands of one
person -aking. In this respect, he is amonarchist. His reasons for
advocating monarchy over other forms of government, such as
oligarchy, or aristocracy, are these: If the sovereign consisted of a
group, then this group might have conflicts within itself. Thus, the
power of enforcement would be divided, and instead of apeaceful
society, conflict would again break out. On the other hand, amonarch
cannot be divided against himself. Secondly, asingle ruler has more
secrecy of counsel. Large groups invariably develop ‘leaks’ and
imp>ortant information may filter down to the people, again causing
dissension among them. Finally, amonarch’s decisions are ‘only as
inconstant as human nature, but agroup has that plus the inconstancy
of number’. For instance, the absence or presence of afew people can
alter the decision which agovernment will take in framing laws. This
can never happen with amonarch. Furthermore, there is no reason to
believe that the monarch will work for his own good at the expense of
the public welfare. As Hobbes put it, ‘The king is only as rich as his
country.’

Although the power of the monarch is to be absolute, Hobbes also
wished to grant (perhaps this is an inconsistency) the subject certain
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‘liberties’- These liberties he defines as ‘those things the subject may justly
refuse to do even though commanded by the sovereign’.

Since sovereignty is created by acovenant or contract, the subject
retains all those natural rights which cannot be transferred by covenant.
To put it differently, since the subject entered into the contract to
preserve and protect his life, he is entitled to refuse to obey the sovereign
when to do so would place his life in danger. For instance, the
monarch’s command to the subject to kill, wound or maim himself, or
not to resist those who assault him, can be justly disregarded by the
subject. Funher, he is not bound to testify against himself in acriminal
action (it was around this time, incidentally, that the historical
precedent of the Fifth Amendment to the US Constitution wa.s
established). Acommand for dangerous military duty may be refused if
the intention of the sovereign in issuing it was not to preserve the peace
(but no man can justly object to defending his country when it is
attacked by an outside aggressor). Liberty does not include the defence
of any man against the sovereign. Thus rebellion is a/wa ĵ unwarranted,
according to Hobbes; and, similarly, protection of acriminal from the
ofilcers of the law is likewise unjust (this tenet has also come down to
us from Hobbes and is embodied in most legal codes). People always
have liberty to defend their lives against the sovereign; but if they arc
offered apardon and refuse, then they are unjust. In acontroversy with
the sovereign, the subject has the right to sue (another provision which
is found in American law). The obligation of the subjects to the
.sovereign lasts only so long as the sovereign is able to protect them; ‘the
end [i.c., the purpose] of obedience is proteclira’. Thus, aprisoner
captured by the enemy has the liberty to become an enemy subject if the
sovereign is unable to protect him/her.

The powers ofthe sovereign are imposing. According to Hobbes, no
subject can make anew covenant or rebel against the monarch
(provided that the monarch is capable of protecting him). No breach of
the covenant is possible by the sovereign, for according to the
Hobbesian theory, he has not contracted with his subjects. They have
agreed among themselves to abide by certain laws, and have appointed
the sovereign the agency for enforcing such laws. Once appointed, he
has absolute authority. It follows from this that adissenting minority
must now acquiesce to the dictates of the sovereign or be destroyed.
Further, no matter how the sovereign behaves, he cannot -by definition
-act unjustly toward anyone. ‘Just’ behaviour consists, according to
Hobbes, in abiding by the laws of the community; but since the sovereign
makes the law, whatever he does will be law; hence in asignificant sense
the ruler is above the law and cannot violate it. The sovereign has
absolute right to eontrol all opinions (for it is his decision whether or not
the expression of an opinion will cause chaos in the commonwealth).
Further, he is to make all civil laws and also to adjudicate disagreements
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involving the law. He has the power to make peace or war with other
nations, and to levy taxes in order to conduct such wars.

Cr i t i c ism o f Hobbes

Since the above doctrine is composed of apsychological theory about
the nature of humans and also apolitical theory about who should
govern society, each of these parts should be evaluated separately.

Some philosophers have interpreted Hobbes as attempting to give a
true description of the origin of society. According to this interpreta¬
tion, Hobbes is asserting that people originally lived in groups without
laws regulating their behaviour. When it was discovered that life led in
this way turned into awar of each against all, people fabricated an
agreement among themselves to give up the satisfaction of their egoistic
impulses in order to achieve peace. When Hobbes is thus interpreted,
the theory may be attacked on the grounds that there is no historical or
anthropological evidence to support it. The earliest information we
have about primitive humanity comes only after people had reached a
fairly high degree of social organization. What life was like before
societies were formed, nobody knows; hence there is no reason to accept
Hobbes’s imaginative portrayal of ‘life in the state of nature’ as being
a c c u r a t e .

But such an interpretation of Hobbes is exceedingly superficial and
misses the main significance of the theory. Hobbes is not trying to give
an exact historical or anthropological account of the development of
societies; instead he is trying to give aphilosophical justification for the
existence of acertain type of government. In other words, the notion of
the social contract is an analogy designed to illustrate the basis of
political allegiance, to show us why we should obey the law. Whether
people in fact behaved in this way or not at some early historical
moment is irrelevant to the significance of his account. What is
important is his analysis of human nature and the necessity of having an
ab̂ lute authority in order to curb the excesses of human nature. In part,
therefore, his account may be regarded as psychological, in part as
philosophical. Let us treat each of these independently, beginning with
the psychological theory,

liie Hobbesian view is that people are basically motivated by the
drive to satisfy their desires. From this, he infers that people are by
nature egoistic. Is the inference justified? Suppose we grant that people
are motivated by desire, does it then follow that all their desires are
egoistic? The answer depends in part upon what is meant by saying that
‘people are motivated by desire’. To begin with, one might mean that it
is the non-rational aspects of human beings which motivate them; that
is, that emotions, feelings and attitudes cause people to act as they do,
not reason. So one might hold, as both Hume and Hobbes do, that
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although reason can reveal various alternatives for possible conduct,
and also something about the probable consequences of selecting any of
the alternative courses of action, reason does not itself initiate action.
The choice of agiven alternative, or of agiven course of action, is -
according to this view -amatter of emotion or feeling. Now if this is
what is meant by the phrase ‘people are motivated by desire’, it does not
follow that ail desire is egoistic. People may indeed be motivated only
by non-rationai factors -but these, such as the feeling of sympathy, may
motivate them to act for the good of others. On the other hand, one
might mean by saying that ‘people are motivated by desire’, that one is
always motivated to act for one’s own interest, and only his/^er interest
(regardless of whether it is reason or emotion which so motivates one).
But if this is what Hobbes intends, it can be seen that from a
psychological standpoint Hobbes is incorrect. People may desire to
contribute to the happiness of others as well as to their own. Do we not
often sacrifice our interests for the interests of our families, wives,
husbands, children, country? This can be put by saying that some of our
desires are ‘altruistic’, rather than ‘selfish’. We sometimes desire to
contribute to the well-being of others, and if so, it is false that alt desires
arc egoistic. What makes Hobbes’s psychological account of human
nature attractive is his vaci l lat ion between these two different accounts

of motivation; but if we accept the former, egoism does not follow from
it; and if we accept the latter, egoism is clearly false. Suppose however
that we did accept the latter, i.e., the position that all people are
motivated by egoistic desires (i.e., desires which work only for their own
advantage), would it follow then that only the creation of an absolute
authority would make for peaceful living in asociety? The answer here,
again seems to be ‘no’.

Human interests are diversified and they change from time to time. A
ruler who is given absolute power will generally not reflect this change
in people’s interests, but will impose his/her own standards upon them.
What seems required for satisfactory living in society is not that there
should be no conflict at all within the society, but only that the amount
of conflict should not be such as to make certain other goals impossible of
achievement. The Hobbesian view would rule out all conflict, but it
would also prevent the realization of many fundamental desires. A
.sovereign power which does not have absolute authority may yet have
enough authority to eliminate most conflicts and still allow for the
satisfaction of awide range of interests. For this reason, it does not seem
requisite -as Hobbes's account suggests -that absolute authority is
necessary in order to achieve agood society. We may thus reject the
philosophical part of the theory as well as the psychological part.

Hobl̂ 's political philosophy is essentially an expression of defeatism:
It is a‘peace at any price’ philosophy. On this ground alone, it would be
unacceptable to people of aless submissive temper. Compare, for
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example, the ringing words of Patrick Henry, ‘Give me liberty or give
me death!’ or those of Thomas Jefferson, ‘TTie tree of liberty must be
refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants!’
Hobbes, in attempting to avoid the evil effects of intemicine conflict, was
willing to submit to the evils of tyranny and to surrender liberty in return
for security. For him these were the only choices which acitizen faced.
But as Locke was to show these were not the only alternatives; it is
possible to have both law and order and the absence of tyranny.

The political philosophy of John Locke

It is accurate to say that John Locke is the theoretical architect of
democracy as it exists in the western world today. His ideas, as expressed
in his famous Second Treatise on Civil Government, were influential in
forming the political philosophy of the founders of the Amencan and
French Republics. Acareful study of the Declaration of Independence
and the American Constitution reveals both documents to be replete
with phrases such as ‘All men are created equal’, ‘Life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness’, ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident’, and so
forth, which are culled almost literally from the Second Treatise. In
using the word ‘men’ in what follows we shall follow the usage of Locke
and the constitutional forefathers who were thinking mainly of the male
sex. In contemporary political thought these views are usually taken as
applying to men and women equally.

Like Hobbes, Locke lived in aperiod of great .social unrest. Involved
in intrigue against the king, he was forced to flee England twice during
his life, once in 1675 and again in 1679. But unlike Hobbes, these events
did not sour his outlook on human nature. Both in this respect, and in
his theory as to the proper function of government, he is diametrically
opposed to Hobbes. Let us examine this theory in some detail.

Like Hobbes in the Leviathan, Locke begins the Second Treatise with
what seems to be ahistorical account of the origin of government,
using, like Hobbes, the notion of asocial contract. The account begins
with an important distinction which was undoubtedly directed at
Hobbes; the dist inct ion between l i fe in a‘state of nature’ and l i fe in a

‘state of war’. In the state of nature, men live on the whole peaceably.
They own private property, such as land, and also have private
possessions, such as cattle and sheep. Men by nature are not wholly
selfish: they sometimes work for the good of others and they co-operate
with each other; but sometimes, on the other hand, they do act
egoistically. What property they own they may dispose of without
asking the permission of anyone. The only law which governs them is
what Locke calls ‘the law of nature’. This is the provision that ‘no one
ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty or possessions’. Now
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although life in the state of nature is as arule peaceful, men occasionally
may transgress the law of nature; they may attempt to kill someone, or
to steal his property, When this occurs, the injured party has the right
to punish the transgressor. There would be no reason for men to leave the
state of nature and to form societies, except that difficulties arise in
applying punishment to those who transgress the law. These difficulties
are three in number: (o) Each man in the slate of nature is his own judge
of what is right or wrong, and this leads him to make biased judgments.
One man may claim that he was injured, another may deny it. Who is
to decide the merits of the dispute? (f>) Even where it is plain that
someone has violated the law, we may not have adequate force to
punish him. (r) Moreover, the degree of punishment will vary for the
.same crime. Aman who steals aloaf of bread may be hanged by one
group of individuals; but another man may merely be fined. In order to
overcome these impairments in (he stale of nature, men require (i) a
judiciary which will administer the law impartially, (ii)an executive who
can enforce the law when it is broken, and (iii) alegislature to lay down
consistent and uniform laws. Society originates in the attempt to develop
such institutions for the purpose of remedying the defects of life without
organized society. Men create asociety by avoluntary agreement among
themselves to erect these institutions.

Now all this, Locke argues, is entirely different from astate of war.
T h e s t a t e o f w a r i s l i k e t h e H o b b e s i a n ' s t a t e o f n a t u r e ’ . I t i s

characterized by one person or agroup of people seeking absolute
domination over others. In such acase, there is want of a‘common
judge’ and there consequently exists astruggle for survival. Men will
assault and maim each other, and life hangs by athread. But it is an
error to confuse this picture with that of life in the state of nature. This,
according to Locke, was Hobbes’s fundamental mistake. The state of
nature (and for that matter even civil society) may become astate of war
under certain conditions; but it is afallacy to identify them. The
conditions are that someone or some group will attempt to gain control
ofan absolute sort o\eto\hm. When this happens, such aperson creates
astale of war between himself and those whom he attempts to
dominate. Opposition to him is not only justilied, but even required; for if
men were to submit to him, they would in effect be giving up the
advantages of social life for the difTiculties which they previously
encountered in the state of nature. On this ground alone, monarchy
may be rejected, Locke argues, since the monarch by seeking absolute
domination over the citizenry has established astate of war with them.

The above account when expanded can be seen to contain most of the
important elements of democratic theory as we now know it. To begin
with, it stresses that law, not force, is (he basis of government. A
government without law will be tyrannical. This is characteristic of
monarchy. Aking can issue adecree stating that so and so is under
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arrest. There may have been no previous regulation to cover the alleged
crime; the person may not have known that he was doing something
which would evoke the wrath of the monarch. Yet the ruler can
fabricate at will regulations for the purpose of imprisoning someone
whom he does not like. Such agovernment operates by caprice, and the
society which it controls will be correspondingly unstable. In aproperly
conducted government (such as ademocracy) such astate of affairs will
be ruled out. Democracy is government by laws which are arrived at after
long deliberation by properly chosen representatives of the people, and
which are promulgated so that all men may become acquainted with them.
All of this is sharply at variance with government by decree.

Secondly, according to Locke, there are certain areas of human
conduct which are immune from governmental interference. Locke calls
these ‘rights’. This doctrine is the direct ancestor of the famous Bill of
Rights in the American Constitution. The Bill of Rights maintains that
the government is powerless to abridge certain types of conduct of the
citizenry, such as the freedom to speak, to worship as one pleases, and
so forth. The main right which Locke emphasized, however, was the
right to own private property. He believed that no government can
justly take away aperson’s private property. This is because private
property is, to agreat extent, the fruits of aperson's own labour. In a
significant sense, part of the person is invested in his property (in fact,
Locke often uses the word ‘property’ to refer to aman’s Itfe and liberty
as well as to his possessions), and to take it from him is tantamount to
an assault upon his physical person. Hobbes and Rousseau both
strongly disagreed with this doctrine. They held that property is a
creation of society. Before society exists, to quote Hobbes, there is ‘no
thine or mine’. Aman owns what he can hold by force; he has no right
to anything. This view, as we have seen, is strongly rejected by Locke.
His outlook has had profound influence not only upon the creation of
such adocument as the Bill of Rights, but also in the creation of the
democratic belief ‘that all men are created equal by nature’. Locke
aigued that all men are equal in the sense that they have rights which are
anterior to those given them by society, and since they are not given to
them by society, they cannot be taken away by society either. In our time,
this doctrine has been interpreted as the view that each man, regardless
of his station in life, is to be accorded equal treatment before the law -
‘due process' is an application of it.

But the most important democratic element in Locke's theory is his
attitude towards government. Society is created in order to eliminate
the defects of the stale of nature. When men leave the state of nature in
order to enter society, they thereby give up the power of punishment to
an executive whom they appoint. But the crucial fact which Locke
emphasizes here is that the executive is appointed by the people, and
therefore is responsible to them. As he says. ‘The whole purpose of
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government is to make laws for the regulation and preservation of
property, and for the defence of the community against external
aggression, all this only for the public good'. Locke’s theory is that the
government is, so to speak, aglorified secretary. Wc entrust it with
powers to do those things which we find it inconvenient or impossible
to do ourselves, just as we appoint asecretary to handle our affairs ifwc
are busy. But if the secretary violates our trust (if he embezzles money,
say) we can fire him; and if the government violates our trust by
attempting to usurp our rightful authority, we can dismiss it. Ulti¬
mately, the source of authority lies with the people who appoint the
government. It is merely ameans for carrying out their will. Locke’s way
of putting the point is to say that the relationship between the people
and their government is afiduciary relationship -the people entrust the
government with certain powers. But these are never entirely relin¬
quished; they are merely delegated.

In order to safeguard the people against the concentration of power,
Locke envisaged agovernment divided into three branches, each of which
would function as acheck upon the other. Locke called these divisions the
executive, legislative and federative branches of government. The
executive and legislative branches would have much the same function
as they do in the United States government, but the duties of the
federative branch consisted in carrying on negotiations with foreign
powers .

Locke greatly feared the possible concentration of authority in the
executive. Consequently, he sharply restricted its powers. To begin
with, the legislature is to be the supreme authority in the ideal
commonwealth. It and only it has the power to make laws; the executive
merely has the function of enforcing them. It cannot punish anyone
unless this person has violated an explicitly promulgated law, and even
this punishment is to be reviewed by an impartial judiciary. Further, the
executive’s right to obedience stems only from the fact that it is the
person or body vested with the power of the law. It has no authority of
its own and cannot claim obedience except when it is enforcing the law
of the society. In this respect, Locke’s system resembles British
parliamentary government. The executive may be removed imme¬
diately from office if the legislature, or the pwople, fed that he has
violated the limits of the power given him.

At the same time, in order to carry out the duties of the ofiice, the
executive is to be given certain powers. For one thing, he can dismiss the
legislature, and also evoke it. In order to avoid the possibility that he
will refuse to call it up, there is alimit upon the length of adjournment;
he must call it within those limits or be dismissed. If the executive
refuses, the people have the right to use force against him. Locke felt that
it was not necessary to have the legislature always in session, since it is
not necessary to make laws continuously; but the executive must always
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remain at his post, since it is always necessary to enforce the law. During
those times when the legislature is not in session, should anational
emergency arise, the executive is given the power to deal with it. This is
the famous doctrine of ‘prerogative’. Prerogative is defined by Locke as
‘the power to act, according to the discretion of (he executive, for the public
good without the prescription of the law, and sometimes even against it’.
Locke admitted that the use of executive prerogative could be
dangerous; but he felt in view of the other safeguards his theory
provided, any serious violation could be countered by the other
branches of government, and by the people.

Cr i t i c ism o f Locke

In the Second Treatise, Locke tried to show that men can live amicably
together without submitting to aruler having absolute authority. This
state of affairs can be attained through government by law. Laws
arrived at openly, and widely promulgated, make for astable society;
yet they are not absolute. If these laws prove eventually to be
inadequate, they can be changed. Hobbes, on the other hand, assumed
that the only alternatives were anarchy or despotism. Either men faced
awar of each against all or they gave up their rights to an absolute
monarch. But it was Locke's genius to see that the Hobbesian theory
failed in an essential respect: by giving up their rights to an absolute
sovereign, men were no more secure than they had been in the state of
nature; for now they were subject to the whims, and caprices of the
monarch. Once again, they lived precariously -but this time the danger
c a m e n o t f r o m t h e i r f e l l o w m e n b u t f r o m t h e i r r u l e r . I n s t e a d o f
exchanging, as Hobbes thought, anarchy for stability, they merely
traded one form of chaos for another.

In perceiving that stability and self-government were not incompat¬
ible, Locke became the source of inspiration for democratic societies
which have existed successfully now for more than two centuries. His
arguments in one form or another have frequently been repeated in the
struggle for self-government. Abraham Lincoln, for example, opposed
those who wished to keep the suffrage as small as possible, with words
that are almost aparaphrase of the Second Treatise:

Amajority held in restraint by constitutional checks and limita¬
tions, and always changing easily with deliberate changes of
popular opinions and sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a
free people. Whoever rejects it does, of necessity, fly to anarchy or
despotism. Unanimity is impossible; the rule of aminority, as a
permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible; so that, rejecting
the majority principle, anarchy or despotism in some form is all
that is left.
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In part, Locke’s reasons for rejecting the Hobbesian doctrine depend
upon his theory of human nature, but also in part they depend upon the
construction of an entirely new theory about political relations among
people, involving such notions as ‘rights’, ‘the law’, ‘the proper end of
govemment‘, and so forth. In rejecting the Hobbesian account that men
always act egoistically, Locke was doubtless correct. But leaving aside
this psychological question, which we have already discussed, what can
be said for and against the political theory of Locke?

Two main criticisms have been directed against it: one against the
doctrine of ‘rights’, and the other against the notion of majority rule.
Both of these doctrines, it is held, suffer from difficulties. Let us
consider the question of rights first.

The main objection to Locke’s doctrine of rights is that it is based on
the idea of ‘natural rights’, i.e., rights that men enjoyed in the state of
nature before the emergence of organized society. The objection is that
such aclaim is incomprehensible, since it is difficult to know how rights
could exist before there existed agovernment and asystem of law to
grant them and to uphold them. Examination of the term shows that it
does not have this kind of descriptive meaning; it makes aprescriptive
claim that men ought to have these rights. This must cast some doubt on
the validity of Locke’s argument, which seems to be based on abelief
that in astate of nature men do have these rights in some literal,
descriptive sense.

Even if we agree with Locke’s claim and accept that these are rights
that men ought to have, there are still difficulties to be overcome. For
example, the rights we feel men ought to have may be incompatible with
the notion of ‘the public good’. Locke had held that the purpose of
government is to preserve certain rights and at the same time work for
the public good. But there may be cases where we cannot do both, if we
are the government. Consider the famous case of aman who shouts
‘fire’! in acrowded theatre, knowing that there is no fire. People may be
stampeded in an effort to get out of the theatre; some will be injured and
others may be killed. If we accept the doctrine that aman has the ‘right’
to free speech, we cannot penalize him for speaking freely. But the
exercise of free speech is obviously in this case incompatible with the
public good. Such aman is amenace to the genera! public, and in
punishing him for his action we do so on the ground that he has acted
against the good of all. But it is clear that by so doing, we abandon the
view that he has the absolute right to free speech.

Democratic philosophers who have puzzled about this question
have, on the whole, been willing to abandon the doctrine of rights in
such cases. They have agreed that men cannot have absolute freedom
against the state; but, they argue, from this it docs not follow that the
state has absolute authority over men. Amore moderate interpretation
of ‘rights’ is demanded. Rights, in this view, are those areas which can
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only be infringed with majority consent -when the public welfare is
genuuiely at stake. Otherwise, men may remain free to speak. This more
moderate doctrine qualifies Locke’s views of rights, but still does not
condone tyranny. It holds that what is aright is amatter of degree;
certain areas of human behaviour can be interfered with only in times
of great crisis, otherwise they must be left untouched. This still allows
men very considerable freedom within society, even if it does not allow
them absolute freedom. In any case, freedom can never be absolute.
Complete absence of control is not freedom but licence. The notion of
freedom is perfectly compatible with the existence of restrictions on our
behaviour. The real problem is what kind of restriction can be justified.

The second main criticism that has been directed against Locke's
political theory concerns the notion of majority rule. In raising the
question ‘Who should rule?', Locke, unlike Plato and Hobbes, has been
on the side of the people as opposed to the few. On the whole, this doctrine
has had salubrious effects. The few traditionally have been the wealthy,
and the privileged, and in ruling they have worked for their own
interests, or for the interests of aspecial class, against the interests of the
majority. But what Lodte never realized is that the majority itself can
become atyranny; it can prove to be adespotism as fierce as any monarch
in submei^g the minority. Democratic government is not merely
government by majority rule, it is also government in which minority
rights must be equally protected. Unless this latter provision is stressed,
rule by the majority becomes despotic and democratic government
turns into government which in practice is indistinguishable from an
oligarchy. Locke emphasized majority rule as one of the basic tenets of
democracy; and in so doing he was right. But at the same time, no
government can be ademocracy without allowing for the protection of
minorities, and it was Locke's great critic, John Stuart Mill, who
completed democratic theory by emphasizing the latter facet. We turn
now to ad iscuss ion o f M i l l .

The political philosophy of John Stuart Mill

Every student of history has been struck, at one time or another, by the
paucity of civilizations which have granted political liberty to their
citizens. Freedom has indeed been aprecious thing. It existed only
feebly in the Ancient World, not at all during the Middle Ages, and even
today the societies which grant it are in the minority. Most attacks upon
freedom traditionally have come from the ‘right’; from societies which
have been dominated by tyrants or by small groups of people. Today
liberty is also threatened from the ‘left’, from so-called communist
societies. These threats, although menacing, are obvious. But some
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dangers to freedom are more insidious. They come from within
democracy itself. One such is the power which the majority has in a
democratic state. When this power is allowed to develop unchecked, it
may lead to aform of tyranny as evil as any kind of despotism, atyranny
of the majority over minority groups. Mill’s classic essay On Liberty can
be regarded as an attempt to find amethod for eliminating this threat.

Mill begins the essay On Liberty by pointing out that he is talking
about civil liberty (i.e., the limits of the power of society over the
individual) rather than about freedom of the will. The question of
authority versus liberty, like the problem of freedom of the will, is an
ancient one. Originally, ‘liberty’ was thought of in negative terms -as
the protection which the subjects had against the authority of their
rulers. Political thinkers conceived oftherulera-sbeingnecessary to the
well-being of society, but at the same time as being dangerous to it. He/
she was necessary to defend the society against external and internal
enemies; but in preserving the peace, he/she might overstep his/her
legitimate authority and become atyrant. The aim of early libertarians,
therefore, was to set limits to the power of the ruler over his/her citizens.
ThLs was to be done in two ways: (o) by adoctrine of rights, which if
infringed by the sovereign justified rebellion against him/her, and (6) by
constitutional checks upon him/her in certain important matters -such
as the declaration of war.

However, with the development of democratic societies, political
theorists refused to accept the position that the ruler’s interest was
opposed to that of the people. The ruler, on their view, was a
representative of the people, and his/her authority was revocable at
their pleasure. Since the rulers are delegates of the ruled, it is not
important to limit their power; and indeed, to do so is equivalent to
limiting the power of the people themselves.

Mill points out that although this standpoint is theoretically correct,
astudy of the actual development of the institutions within democracy
has shown the practical need for certain limitations being imposed upon
the powers of the government. ‘Self-government’ does not express the
true state of the case. The people who exercise power are not the same as
those over whom if is exercised. They not only develop their own
interests, but they arc frequently influenced by pressure groups (such as
lobbyists) to work against the welfare of the people. The notion of the
limitation of the power of the ruler is thus still important, even though
the rulers theoretically are accountable to the people.

Even more dangerous, however, than the threat to freedom from the
rulers is the tyranny which the majority of people may exercise over
minorities. One of the basic elements of democracy is that it allows
considerable latitude to its people in behaving as they wish; in developing
interests which differ from those of the majority, and in satisfying such
interests. All of this can be summarized under the name of ‘ individual-
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ism'. Now the majority may develop akind of tyranny which prevents the
development of individualistic behaviour.

This tyranny can work in two ways: (a) through pressure upon the
government (or originating within the government) to adopt laws which
operate against idiosyncratic or non-conformist or dissenting individuals,
even though these individuals may be harmless (e.g., the seventeenth
century ‘witch hunts’ in New England), and (i) merely by the pressure of
public opinion. Even though no law may exist, public opinion against a
non-conforming individual may be so strong as to deprive him/her of the
usual beneflts of the society. In the first case, the doctrine of rights can
to aconsiderable extent prevent the formation of laws which infringe
upon areas an individual may regard as sacred and therefore inviolable
(such as free speech, etc.), but the threat to him/her comes from public
opinion. And public opinion is notoriously susceptible to error; it may
reflect ancient prejudices, be dominated by superstition and tradition.
Consequently, Mill argues, public opinion ought not to be alaw which
individuals must conform to, even an unwritten law. It should be
possible in aproperly run democratic society, for the individual both to
have the protection of the law against the prevailing sentiments of
society, as well as to act freely in the face of majority opinion where no
laws, but only customs, exist. The problem which faces any democratic
state can be put this way: some types of behaviour by certain individuals
obviously cannot be tolerated (e.g., criminal behaviour) and yet all non-
conforming behaviour must not be suppressed, so that the problem is to
find the legitimate extent to which the majority can interfere in the
affairs of individuals or minority groups which do not conform to the
behaviour of the majority. As he writes:

Like other tyrannies, the tyranny of the majority was at first,
and is still vulgarly, held in dread, chiefly as operating through the
acts of the public authorities. But reflecting persons perceived that
when society is itself the tyrant -society collectively, over the
separate individuals who compose it -its means of tyrannizing are
not restricted to the acts which it may do by the hands of its
political functionaries. Society can and does execute its own
mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates instead of right, or any
mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, it
practises asocial tyranny more formidable than many kinds of
political oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such
extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating
much more deeply into the details of life, and enslaving the soul
itself. Protection against the tyranny of the magistrate is not
enough: there needs to be protection also against the tyranny of the
prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to
impose by other means than civil penalties, its own ideas and
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practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them; to
fetter the development, and if possible, prevent the formation of
any individuality not in harmony with its ways, and compels all
characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own. There
is alimit to the legitimate interference of collective opinion with
individual independence: and to find that limit and maintain it
against encroachment, is as indispensable to agood condition of
human affairs, as protection against political despotism.

Mill’s answer to the question: ‘What are the legitimate powers which
society has over the individual?’ is as follows:

The object of this essay is to assert one very simple principle, as
entitled to govern absolutely the dealings of society with the
individual in the way of compulsion and control, whether the
means used be physical force in the form of legal penalties, or the
moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is, that the sole
end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively,
in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is
self-protection. That the only purpose for which power can be
rightly exercised over any member of acivilized community,
against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either
physical or moral, is not asufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully
be compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for him to
do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the opinions
of others, to do so would be wise, or even right. These are good
reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him, or
persuading him, or entreating him. but not for compelling him, or
visiting him with any evil in case he do otherwise. To justify that,
t h e c o n d u c t f r o m w h i c h i t i s d e s i r e d t o d e t e r h i m m u s t b e

calculated to produce evil to someone else. The only part of the
conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that
which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself,
his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own
body and mind, the individual is sovereign.

Mill put certain limitations on this principle. For one thing, he
assumed that the principle would not apply to children. Being
immature, they must be guided. Similarly, certain ‘backward states’
required paternal government. These states, if allowed self-government,
would merely fall into chaos. The assumption throughout is that the
principle should be applied only to mature and rational persons; but
unlike Plato, who believed that only aspecially trained few satisfied the
requirement of rationality. Mill specifically states that in his opinion, in
all modern nations all cit izens have arrived at this state.
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In order to show how the principle would operate in practice, Mill
takes as atest case the suppression of opinion and discussion. He gives
three reasons why it would be wrong to suppress any opinion. Lei us
consider each in turn;

First, it is wrong to suppress an opinion which the majority does not
approve of because the suppressed opinion may be true. We all know of
cases where the majority of people hold false beliefs; if the contrary-
belief is suppressed we may never learn the truth -and this in the long
run may prove harmful to us (an example of awidely held belief which
was false was the belief that the world was flat). Afalse opinion is
frequently corrected through open discussion. Awise person is one who
will listen to all sides of aquestion, examine the evidence for or against
each, before making up his/her mind as to which side is the true one.
But if the contrary opinion to the received view is never allowed to be
expressed, one will never get the chance to exchange falsehood for truth.

To deny others the right to express their opinions is to assume one's own
infallibility. But no one is infallible, and if so, it is always possible that
the opinion one holds in agiven case is mistaken. Some might object to
this point on the ground that in actual practice it is necessary for people
to assume that they are not mistaken in pursuing agiven course of
action. If one believes that it is necessary to wage war against an
aggressor, should one suspend his/her judgment? This would be
impractical. Mill’s answer to this objection is one of the famous remarks
in the history of liberalism. He says:

There is the greatest difference between presuming an opinion to
be true because, with every opportunity for contesting it, it has not
been refuted, and assuming its truth for the purpose of not
permitting its refutation. Complete liberty of contradicting and
disproving our opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in
assuming its truth for purposes of action; and on no other terms
can abeing with human faculties have any rational assurance of
being right.

The second argument which Mill gives for not suppressing contrary
opinion is this. Let us assume that the contrary opinion is mistaken, and
that we do in fact hold the true view. Nevertheless, even atrue opinion
can be held in difierent ways; it can be held openly by amind which is
always willing to change its point of view depending upon the evidence,
orit can be held as sheer prejudice. Now when we hold the true opinion,
but are not willing to listen to contrary opinions, we hold it in the wrong
way -as aprejudice. To hold an opinion in this way may be harmful,
for by reflecting upon all the arguments against it, and by thus being forced
to think of ways of rebutting them, we actually come to understand our
opinion more fuDy. Aperson who fights for democracy, but does not
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understand what he/she is fighting for, could in other circumstances be
fighting against it. Hc/she is merely reflecting the majority sentiments
of the society he/shc lives in, without making any attempt to Justify the
validity of such sentiments. He/she thus may be fighting for democracy
but he/she may be fighting for it for the wrong reasons, or what is even
worse, for no reason at all, except that his/her society commands him/
her to do so. All this is an obstacle to future progress; what we require
in ademocratic society is an enlightened individual, who will be mature
and responsible because he/she reflects upon the issues which face him/
her. If hc/she does not consider the opposing opinion seriously, he/she
cannot become such aperson; and this is why we must not suppress the
opposite point of view without giving it achance to be heard.

Mill writes on this point:

To abate the force of these considerations, an enemy of free
discussion may be supposed to say, that there is no necessity for
mankind in general to know and understand all that can be said
against or for their opinions by philosophers and theologians.
That it is not needful for common men to be able to expose all the
mis-statements or fallacies of an ingenious opponent. That it is
enough if there is always somebody capable of answering them, so
that nothing likely to mislead uninstructed persons remains
unrefuted. That simple minds, having been taught the obvious
grounds of truths inculcated on them, may trust to authority for
the rest, and being aware that they have neither knowledge nor
talent to resolve every dilTiculty which can be raised, may repose in
the assurance that all those which have been raised have l^en or
can be answered by those who are specially trained to the task.

Conceding to this view of the subject the utmost that can be
claimed for it by those most easily satisfied with the amount of
understanding of truth which ought to accompany the belief of it;
even so, the argument for free discussion is in no way weakened.
For even this doctrine acknowledges that mankind ought to have
arational assurance that all objections have been satisfactorily
answered; and how are they to be answered if that which requires
to be answered is not spoken? Or how can the answer be known to
be satisfactory, if the objectors have no opportunity of showing
that it is unsatisfactory? If not the public, at least the philosophers
and theologians who are to resolve the dilTiculties, must make
themselves familiar with those difTiculties in their most puzzling
form; and this cannot be accomplished unless they arc freely
stated, and placed in the most advantageous light which they
admit of. The Catholic Church has its own way of dealing with this
embarrassing problem. It makes abroad separation between those
who can be permitted to receive its doctrines on conviction, and
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those who must accept them on trust. Neither, indeed, are allowed
any choice as to what they will accept; but the clergy, such at least
as can be fully confided in, may admissibly and meritoriously
make themselves acquainted with the arguments of opponents, in
order to answer them, and may, therefore, read heretical books;
the laity, unless by special permission, find them hard to be
obtained. This discipline recognizes aknowledge of the enemy’s
case as beneficial to the teachers, but finds means, consistent with
this, of denying it to the rest of the world: thus giving to the elite
more mental culture, though not more mental freedom, than it
allows to the mass. By this device, it succeeds in obtaining the kind
of mental superiority which its purposes require; for though
culture without freedom never made alarge and liberal mind, it
can make aclever nisi prius advocate of acause. But in countries
professing Protestantism, this resource is denied; since Protestants
hold, at least in theory, that the responsibility for the choice of a
religion must be borne by each himself; and cannot be thrown off
upon teachers. Besides, in the present state of the world, it is
practically impossible that writings which are read by the
instructed can be kept from the uninstructed. If the teachers of
mankind are to be cognizant of all that they ought to know,
everything must be free to be written and published without
r e s t r a i n t .

The third reason for requiring that the opposite opinion to our own
should not be suppressed without being heard first is that even if it is neither
wholly true nor wholly false, it may contain elements of the truth. Political
theories are extremely complex. Apolitical theory we do not agree with
may be mainly in error, yet it may contain elements of the truth within
it, and if we do not hear such an opinion, we may lose the opportunity
to discover even this much truth.

Cr i t i c i sm o f M i l l

As we have remarked previously. Mill can be regarded as completing
democrat ic doctr ine. Locke set down the main elements in democrat ic

theory, such as government by promulgated law, the doctrine of
'natural rights' and, most important of all, the rule by the majority of
the people. Mill added to this framework the proviso that the minority
must be protected against possible tyranny by the majority. Since he did
not accept the doctrine of natural rights, he attempted to justify
limitations on the power of the majority on utilitarian grounds.
Roughly his argument is that interference in personal matters will in the
long run prove harmful to ademocratic society. The development of
individual initiative and amature citizenry will both be prevented if the
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majority’s likes and dislikes are allowed to become so powerful that they
act as unwritten laws. This doctrine, since the publication of the essay On
Liberty, has been accepted by most democratic theorists; but it has also
been attacked on the grounds that it is impossible to put into practice.

Mill held that the majority could legitimately interfere in the affairs
of the minority only when minority behaviour proved harmful to the
fabric of society. But this raises the difficult problem: How can we tel!
when such behaviour wilt or will not be harmful? Ultimately, these
critics assert, the choice will rest with amajority decision, expressed
through the framing of laws by an elected legislature. Thus, in the last
analysis, minority safeguards will always crumble under attack by the
majority. From astandpoint of realistic politics, the minority is only as
safe as the majority will let them be; and ifso, there is no area of human
conduct which is (or even ought to be) immune from such interference.

Had Mil! lived to answer this objection, he might have agreed with it
in part. If the majority feels that an individual or group of individuals
is behaving in away which is harmful to society, it can pass laws which
will restrict such behaviour. Mill does not mean to deny the rightful
authority of the majority in ademocratic society. For example, it is
necessary for the protection of the majority that we pass laws against
the sale of adulterated food and drugs. But even in such cases, he would
argue, the burden of proof is upon the majority to show that their
interference is legitimate. They cannot justly interfere simply because
they do not approve of an individual’s conduct; they must show further
that it is harmful to society. If this cannot be shown, the minority ought
to be allowed to behave as it wishes. In practical terms, what Mill’s
philosophy reduces to is that in any legal issue between an individual and
the state, the burden of proof for showing that an individual's behaviour is
undesirable, always rests upon the state, not upon the Individual. This
presumption, once accepted (as it has been in Great Britain and the
United States), will provide the individual with considerable security
against majority interference, even if it does not guarantee him/her
complete immunity.

The history of political philosophy can fruitfully be looked at in
terms of the question ‘Who should rule?’ Plato, Hobbes -and in fact
most political theorists up to Locke -argued that individuals or special
groups should rule, Locke, on the other hand, gives powerful
arguments in favour of rule ‘by the people’, where this is interpreted as
rule by the majority. Mill, like Locke, believes that the majority should
rule because on the whole they will be less threatening to the fr̂ om of
human-kind than any single ruler or group; but even within democracy,
checks must be put upon the rule of the majority to safeguard personal
liberty. We now turn to aphilosopher who, like Mill and Locke, wished
to sec the ‘people’ rule -Karl Marx -but whose philosophy has had
practical consequences which are inimical to freedom.
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The political iMosotrtiy of Karl Marx

Karl Marx was bom in Trier, Prussia, in 1818 and was reared in a
comfortable, fairly conventional upper-middle-class atmosphere,
which proved afar cry from the conditions of economic hardship in
which he spent most of his mature years. He was sent to the universities
of Bonn and Berlin and graduated with distinction, receiving the degree
of doctor of philosophy. In the normal course of events, given this
background, he might have been expected to pursue an academic career
-and accordingly to have vanished into history in acloud of cross-
references and footnotes, as is the fate of most distinguished professors.
But such was not the case. Even at that early date, Marx was regarded
as being too radical for academic life, and consequently he chose to take
ajob on the Rheinische Zeitmg, aleft-wing newspaper which strongly
opposed the policies of the government. When the newspaper was
suppressed, Marx left Germany and went to live first in Paris, and later
in Brussels, until the Revolution of 1848 when he returned to Cologne.
When the Revolution failed, Marx again departed from Germany, this
time settling in London which became his home for the remainder of his

In England, Marx renewed his friendship with Friedrich Engels,
whom he had known in Europe, and who had been his collaborator in
the publication of the Communist Manifesto in 1847. Engels’s father was
aprominent manufacturer of cotton goods in Manchester, and as is so
often the case with fathers who have radical sons, was highly
conservative. Engels worked for his father, and with part of his income
supported Marx who at that time was living in incredible poverty. In
1870 Engeb moved from Manchester to London, and with Marx
founded the International Workingmen’s Association (sometimes
known as the First International) -an organization designed to better
the lot of working people. Marx died in 1883, and Engels -working
from Marx's notes -completed the fuial volumes of Capital, Marx’s
political masterpiece. Engels died in 1895.

Marx’s political philosophy is ahighly complex doctrine which
contains at least three distinct elements. The first is ametaphysics, which
Marx inherited from Hegel, and in which he attempts to prove that
political, social and economic events are to be understood in terms of
certain general laws of history, called 'the dialectic’. The second is an
economic theory, in which Marx offers adefence of socialism as opposed
to capitalism; and the third is an ethic, which stresses human values as
oppô  to the values allegedly existing in material goods. Let us consider
each of these in turn, beginning with the metaphysical part of the
d o c t r i n e .

Marx’s metaphysics: the influence of H^el. G. F. Hegel was, by all
odds, the most important German philosopher of the nineteenth

l i fe .
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century. Like most young intellectuals of the period, Marx was greatly
influenced by his writings, especially his writings on the philosophy of
history. Later on in his life, Marx was severely to criticize Hegelianism,
but he never really succeeded in shaking off its hold on him. Indeed, to
aconsiderable extent, Marx’s political doctrines can be understood only
in the light of Hegel’s metaphysics, as we shall now attempt to show.
Roughly, the influence was this: Marx believed that Hegel had found a
general historical law, called ‘the dialectic’, but he thought that Hegel’s
use of it was metaphysical, rather than scientific. He accepted the
existence of the dialectic, but attempted to make it materialistic by
explaining the historical process in economic rather than metaphysical
terms and by applying it to classes rather than to nations. He thus tried
to explain history in terms of the struggle between classes instead of the
struggle between nations, as Hegel had done.

As we have intimated above, the essential notion in Hegel’s works -
anotion which Marx utilized, but applied differently -is what Hegel
called ‘the dialectic’. Hegel had borrowed the term ‘dialectic’ from
Plato, but gave it amuch broader signification. In Plato, ‘dialectic’ is
regarded as aceitain kind of logical process. It is amethod of
argumentation, employing what modem logicians call ‘the method of
the contrary case’. It is used for the purpose of eliciting from someone
to whom it is applied, information which he possesses, but of which he
may not be aware. Thus, by questioning aslave boy, Meno, who had
never studied geometry, Socrates elicits from him certain theorems of
Euclid, or again, by questioning Cephalus, Polemarchus, and others in
The Republic, Socrates attempts to extract from them atrue account of
the nature of ‘justice’. The method operates as follows: someone
proposes athesis about the nature of Justice. For example, The Republic
opens with Cephalus suggesting that ‘justice’ means the same as ‘telling
the truth and paying one’s debts’. The next step in applying the method
is to find acontrary case to the thesis -i.e., acase which we would
ordinarily say involved justice, but did not involve telling the truth. This
is called by Hegel the ‘antithesis'. The reconciliation of thesis and
antithesis produces asynthesis which itself becomes anew thesis at a
more advanced level. By continually applying this method, by propos¬
ing thesis and antithesis, atrue account of the nature of justice is finally
arrived at -an account which encompasses and reconciles both thesis
and ant i thes is .

To give an example of this process, taken from The Republic, consider
the following: Cephalus proposes that ‘justice’ means ‘telling the truth
and paying one’s debts’. Socrates then produces acontrary case. He
points out that if you have borrowed aweapon from afriend who
subsequently goes out of his mind and demands it back, you would not
feel it right or just to give it back to him. Justice in such acase requires
that you ought not to pay your debt. If so, justice is sometimes
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compatible with not paying one’s debts and the thesis that ‘justice’
means ‘paying one’s debts’ is false. We are thus forced to produce anew
definition which will include both the original thesis, and the contrary
case. When found, this will be asynthesis of the original definition and
the objection to it.

For Hegel, the term ‘dialectic’ has much the same meaning that it has
in Plato. It is alogical process, which proceeds from thesis to antithesis,
and to asynthesis which combines them both. But Hegel regards the
dialectic as more than merely alogical process in the sense in which
verbal argumentation is alogical process. For him, it is an actual process
which events in the world follow. All change, especially historical change,
takes place in accordance with the law of the dialectic: athesis is produced,
it develops an opposition (its antithesis), aconflict between them ensues,
and the conflict is resolved into asynthesis which includes both thesis and
anti thesis.

Hegel, as we have mentioned, thought that history could best be
understood by observing the development of nations in the light of the
dialectic. Agiven nation can be regarded as occupying aposition in the
dialectic which is analogous to the position occupied in an argument by
the thesis or hypothesis which the argument is supposed to establish. As
the nation develops, it produces opposition to itself. An opposing
nation may be regarded as its antithesis. Finally, the two conflict, and
from the struggle, there emerges anew civilization which is of ahigher
order than either of the previous ones. It synthesizes what is of most value
in each. This new nation now becomes anew thesis, which in turn will
develop its antithesis, and so forth, ad infinitum. Furthermore, Hegel
believes that this is aprocess that is leading to perfection. It is through
this process that astate progresses towards the realization of what he
calls its ‘spirit’. The end or aim of the development of the essential
nature of every state is what he calls ‘the idea’ or ‘the absolute idea’.
Thus, for Hegel, the dialectical process is aspiritual or metaphysical
p r o c e s s .

Hegel believed that in discovering the dialectic he had discovered a
necessary law of nature. It was not merely the case that nations
sometimes opposed each other; but it was logically necessary that by its
very nature every nation will ultimately breed its opposite, will conflict
with it, and then proceed through the remainder of the dialectic. In
short, the course of history is determined by the dialectic, and nothing can
alter this course. People suppose that through social action they can
change the course of history, but they are simply mistaken through a
lack of historical knowledge. They are merely pawns of historical
necessity -it is really the dialectic which controls the course of events.

Marx accepted Hegel’s analysis of historical change as proceeding in
accordance with the dialectic. But he did not like the metaphysical
explanation of this process and he thought that Hegel’s application of



9 9Political philosophy

the dialectic to nations was essentially superficial. Marx prefers a
materialist dialectic; he prefers to explain the dialectical process of
history in economic rather than metaphysical terms. The reason why
nationschangcis that the classes within the nation begin to oppose each
other. Tlie history of the world should not be regarded as ahistory of
the rivalry between states, but more fundamentally as ahistory of the
rivalry between classes.

Barnett Savery has put this point very well. He writes:

The Marxists explain the doctrine of opposites in the following
way: everything contains two main opposing forces, one is called
the thesis, the other is called the antithesis. These two forces
destroy each other, but from the destruction arises anew situation
which is called asynthesis. Eventually, this synthesis breaks down
into its opposites -and we have anew thesis and anew antithesis.
And then out of these opposing forces arises anew synthesis -and
so on. The Marxists, as we shall indicate, make use of this idea in
order to demonstrate that communism, as asociety, is ethically
superior to all previous existing societies.

The historical king-state societies, according to the Marxists,
broke down into its opposites -the king-rulers, on the one hand,
and the dispossessed and slaves on the other hand. From the
struggle between these opposites, asynthesis was formed, and the
feudalistic society came into being. Feudalism, then, broke down
into its opposing forces, the lords and the serfs; and this struggle
was synthesized and modem capitalism was bom. And, now, the
Marxists claim that capitalism has broken down into its opposites;
the employers, on the one hand, and the employees, on the other
hand. The new society, according to the Marxists, will be Marxian
socialism. The Marxists argue that each new society is ethically
superior to the society that existed before. Feudalism, they claim,
is superior to the king-state; capitalism to feudalism; and commu¬
nism to capitalistic societies..

This aspect of Marxism indicates what is meant by the class
struggle; it is the doctrine of opposites as it reveals itself in societies.
The Marxisu claim that they do not create the class struggle; they
claim, rather, that they merely show its existence, and then make
use of it in order to foster the growth of communism. The
additional belief of the Marxists, that each distinctly new society is
ethically superior to the old social forms, makes excellent
propaganda for Marxism. Undoubtedly, many people become
adherents to communism because they believe that they are
working for aworld that is better than anything that has ever
existed.
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Let US show in somewhat more detail how Marx applied the dialectic
to classes, and what inferences he drew from such an application. To
begin with. Marx felt that every person belongs to acenain socio¬
economic group within the society. Such agroup is called a‘class’. The
system of classes that agiven culture has is completely determined by
the economic means and conditions of production in the culture. Thus,
each period of economic development has acorresponding class
system. For instance, during the period of hand-mill production,
feudalism was the system of classes which prevailed. When hand-mill
production was replaced by steam-miil production, capitalism replaced
feudalism. Capitalism is an economic system with three main social
classes: those who own or control the means of production, called by
Marx ‘the capitalists’; those who are entirely dependent for their
livelihood upon the earnings they get while working for the owners -the
working class; and certain other groups, such as small business people,
or white-collar workers (lawyers, doctors, professors, etc.) who may not
fit exactly into either scheme -the middle class.

Marx's thesis was that all class relationships are independent of people’s
wills, and in fact are really determined by the prevailing economic system
People think they can choose the class they wish to belong to, but such
opinions are merely self-deceptive. Classes are really determined by the
means of production, and the class aperson falls into will depend upon
where one stands relative to the means of production. Since the means
of production themselves follow the pattern of history, i.e., the dialectic,
every such means will generate its own opposition and this will lead to
aconflict. The conflict will itself engender new relations between people
and the means of production, with aresulting change in the class
arrangement of the culture. Classes being determined by their relation
to the means of production, they too will be subject to the domination
of the dialectic. The result is that history can be succinctly described as
taking the course which class conflict takes.

To illustrate what Marx means by class conflict, let us consider a
specific example, the rise of socialism due to class conflict within
capitalistic society.

According to Marx, because of technological advances in acapitalist
society, there will be aconstant increase in the productivity of that
society. This tendency toward an increase in productivity means that
there will be acorresponding increase of wealth in the class which owns
the means of production. At the same time, the conditions of life in the
working class will become worse, and instead of having more money the
workers will have less. In fact, finally most of the money in the society
wi l l be concentrated in the hands of the few who own the means of

production. The intermediate classes will be wiped out, and capitalism
will present apicture of two classes highly opposed to each other -a
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small but very wealthy class (‘the bourgeoisie’) and alarge but indigent
working class (‘the proletariat’). Tension and hatred will develop
between these classes and finally arevolution will take place, which will
lead to aclas.sless society, in which there is no exploitation of the
worker. This is socialism as Marx pictured it. The steps of the dialectic
are easily perceived in this picture: capitalism presents athesis -that one
ought to work in order to realize aprofit. The thesis if followed leads to
astate in which afew own the means of production, and everyone else
is subject to the control of those few. But if followed, the thesis produces
antagonism between the large, indigent class of workers and the small
capitalist class. This is the stage of the dialectic called the ‘antithesis’.
Finally, an open conflict breaks out and the capitalist class is
submerged. Anew classless society arises (the ‘synthesis’).

We may summarize Marx’s metaphysics as follows; Marx accepts the
Hegelian doctrine that world history follows apattern of opposing
forces, called 'the dialectic’. Hegel believed that the pattern primarily
applied to nations, but Marx showed that it applies to classes. Classes
are determined not by people’s wills or inclinations, but by the means
of production which exist in that particular culture. Classes produce
their own oppositions, leading to conflicts and finally to an overthrow
of the particular class system. In the case of capitalism, the overthrow
will lead to aclassless society, or socialism, in which the means of
production are controlled by the workers (i.e., everyone in such a
society).

We have designated Marx’s theory, as adumbrated above, a
‘metaphysical’ theory because it rests upon the thesis that all change takes
place through conflict, and moreover, conflict of acuriously logical sort.
Marx himself, of course, believed that he had discovered ascientific law
which applied to classes, and which explained history. He thought this
law was scientific because it referred to materialistic considerations
(such as economic factors) in explaining the movement of events;
whereas Hegel thought that nations were motivated by what he called
‘spirit’. Marx rejected an explanation in terms of‘spirit’ as unsatisfac¬
tory. and instead attempted to give a‘hard-headed’ account of the
nature of change. But, as we have shown, his explanation, like Hegel’s,
may itself be charged with being metaphysical, since it deduces the
nature of change from purely logical considerations. In terms of this
doctrine, Marx predicts the coming of aclassless or socialist society. But
even though this prediction is based upon metaphysical assumptions,
some at least of Marx's attack upon capitalism is based upon acareful
descriptive account of how capitalistic societies have worked. This
attack attempts, on economic grounds rather than on logical or
metaphysical ones, to show that capitalistic societies will inevitably
collapse. Let us turn now to Marx’s economic theory to see how it
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reinforced his metaphysical views with regard to the prediction that
capitalism must inevitably fail and give way to asocialist economy.

Marx's economic theory: the attack upon capitalism
The basic notions in Marxian economic theory are The labour theory of
value, the theory of surplus value, and the concentration of capital, and
the coming of socialism as aresult of that concentration. Let us begin
with the labour theory of value.

The labour theory of value is not original with Marx. It was
propounded by many famous economists who preceded him, among
them, for instance, David Ricardo and Adam Smith. The point of the
theory is to determine what is meant by ‘economic value’. Marx's
version runs something like this; "niere is adî nction between the ‘use
value’ of acommodity and_its_‘exchangFvalue’. Acommodity may be
i^ful to us, but it may have no value if we try to exchange it for
something else. For example, air has.u^ value: we require it in order to
live. But if we try to exchange it for abook, no one will accept it. This
is because it is readily available to anyone who wants it. What makes a
commodity have exchange value is that it can be obtained only at some
cost. This cost is what Marx calls its ‘economic value’. More basically,
what makes acommodity costly is the amount of labour power that goes
into its production. In order to save labour power people will accept for
exchange items which require labour power in order to be produced.
Thus ‘economic value’ is defined in terms of ‘the quantity of labour
necessary for its production in agiven state of society, under certain
social average conditions of production, with agiven social average
intensity and average skill of the labour employed’.

The theory of surplus value
According to Marx the ordinary worker, laddng capital, is forced to sell
his/her labour, and thus in asense, him/herself, as acommodity.
Roughly, the amount of money which an employer pays to the worker
is an estimation of the economic value of the labourer regarded as a
commodity which the employer must purchase. But the labourer
normally produces items having much more economic value than is
represent̂  by the wages he/she receives. The difference between the
amount of economic value he/shc produce and the amount he/she
receives for his/̂ er worinŝ lled ‘surplus value’ by Marx. Theemployer
does not pay him for this -in fact, the employer takes the surplus value
of alabourer’s efforts and utilizes it in various ways, the most important
of which is profit. Thus, according to Marx, workers actually produce
the wealth through the amount of labour they contribute, but the
capitalists take aconsiderable amount of it without rewarding the
worker correspondingly. This is the source of their profit.
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The theory of surplus value allows us to pinpoint the source of
conflict between capitalist and worker. The_ capitalist wishes to
accumulate as great aprofit as possible. This will be possible only if he/

'she ̂ys the lowest possible wages an< ŝells his/her commodities for the
'Tiigh'Hrpossî  price. On the other hancL.the.worker’s demands are
exactly the.x>ppQsite: to receive the highest possible wages for his/her !

.work and to buv produced goods as cheaply' as possible. Thus, within
cdpilanim we have afundamental inconsistency, and strife between
these classes is unavoidable.

The concentration of capital and the coming of socialism
According to Marx, capitalism as an economic system enjoins one to
seek the highest possible profits from his investment. For the capitalist,
this means engaging in constant competition with other business
people, since profit depends upon the amount of goods which can be
sold. Now in order to sell alarge volume of goods, it is necessary to sell
them as cheaply as possible. In effect, this means that one must
constantly try to undersell his/her competitor. But since the cost of
production is relatively similar for goods of similar quality, the only
place where an employer, in the long run, can significantly cut his/her
costs lies in his/her using the most inexpensive labour. As the power of
the capitalist grows, this becomes even more important. For after
freezing small business people out of business by underselling them he/
she will finally be left in competition with afew large-scale producers,
like him/herself. At that stage, in order to meet their competition and
in order to acquire greater and greater profits, he/she will have to pay
the worker less and less. He/she will demand agreater surplus of the
worker’s productivity. The result of this tendency, according to Marx,
is that in the later stages of acapitalist society, the worker will become
increasingly poorer and the capitalist increasingly richer. Tension is
bound to develop between them when the worker realizes that he/she
is being exploited (this realization is called ‘becoming class conscious’)
-and finally conflict will break out. As aconsequence of this conflict,
the worker will take over the means of production, and anew thesis will
be inaugurated -the age of the classless society, or socialism.

Apart from the defects in capitalism which the above economic
analysis indicates, there is an even more serious fault to be found with
it. According to Marx, capitalism engenders relations among people
which are ethically immoral ones. Humanity disappears in the treatment
of people by each other, and is replaced by an inhuman drive for profits.
Thus, in arguing that capitalism was not aworkable system, Marx was
in part basing his contention upon an ethical theory, as well as upon
economic and metaphysical doctrines. Let us consider briefly his views
on morality in concluding this section.
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Marx's elhical vieyvs

Marx maintained that industry and technological discoveries develop
much more rapidly than do the techniques for controlling them. As he puts
I t :

In our days everything seems pregnant with its contrary;
machinery gifted with the wonderful power of shortening and
fructifying human labour, we behold starving and overworking it.
The new-fangled sources of wealth, by some strange weird spell,
are turned into sources of want. The victories of art seem bought
by the loss of character. At the same pace that mankind masters
nature, man seems to become enslaved to other men or to his own
infamy. Even the pure light of science seems unable to shine but on
the dark background of ignorance. All our inventions and
progress seem to result in endowing material forces with intellec¬
tual life, and in stultifying human life into amaterial force.

Thus, even though industrial expansion should have made it possible
for people to live more comfortably together, with greater security,
exactly the opposite is taking place. The capitalistic system in order to
maintain profits for those who own the means of production induces
one war after another; children are forced into labour; the conflict
between classes is intensified. All this, according to Marx, is due to two
factors: to what he calls ‘self-alienation’, and to what he calls ‘fetishism’.
Socialism will remedy both. ‘Self-alienation’ is aterm Marx uses to
describe aperson’s plight in the modem industrial world. Instead of
finding industry helpful, instead of finding that it improves people’s
relations with each other, exactly the opposite has occurred. People are
cut off from other people; are isolated and made fearful and insecure. This
is not merely alienation from the world but je^alienation; for it is a
thing of people’s own making. Aperson creates ahighly technical
world, but he/she cannot control it -and thus, he/she alienates him/
herself from all those things which he/she prizes most and which this
technology was designed to achieve for him/her: security, comfort,
friendship, leisure, culture and so forth. Self-alienation is accompanied
by ‘fetishism’, the worship of the products of labour. For instance people
produce motor cars by their labour; and once having produced them,
people become ruled by such inanimate things. It is the things which are
given value, not the person who creates them. As Marx writes:

The object which labour produces, its product, is encountered as
an alien entity, aforce which has become independent of its
producer. The more the worker toils the more powerful becomes
the alien world of objects he produces to oppose him, and the
poorer he himself becomes.
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The most terrible effect of capitalism has been to depersonalize the
relations between people; to make people more like machines and
machines more like people. It is this tendency which Marx is arguing
against. Socialism, he feels, will not only remedy the economic affairs of
people, but will introduce anew morality as well -amorality based upon
human values, not upon machine values.

With these remarks, we conclude our exposition of Marx’s political
philosophy. Let us now turn, briefly, to some critical remarks.

C r i t i c i s m o f M a r x

As we have pointed out, political philosophies may be classified
according to how they answer the question ’Who should rule?’ As
have seen, Plato and Hobbes arc advocates of the doctrine that afew
should rule. Marx, on the other hand, like Mill and Locke, is
unashamedly on the side of the many. Marx’s political philosophy
without distortion be interpreted as holding that in acapitalistic society a
few will rule, i.e., those who own the means of production, and that this is
basically wrong. In stressing that it is the majority which is important,
Marx is firmly in the tradition of liberal and democratic philosophers.
Funher, many contemporary thinkers are inclined to agree with Marx’s
ethical outlook, which lays stress upon the importance of human values as
opposed to the world of the machine which modem industry has created.

The main criticisms of Marxist theory are aimed at its philosophy of
history and at its economic theory. The Marxist conception of history
has been attacked on two fronts. In the first place, it is argued that there
can be no justification for any attempt to establish broad general laws
of history. This may be auseful way of understanding the past but it
cannot provide any valid basis for priding the future, as Marx tries to
do. Marx sees historical development as an inevitable process which will
ultimately lead in all states to the establishment of the classless society.
There must be serious doubt about the validity of this kind of
interpretation of history and of the claim that the process will stop at
that point. The second criticism of his philosophy of history is levelled
at the introduction ofa moral evaluation of these stages of change. Each
one, Marx tells us, is ethically superior to the one that precedes it and the
final stage, the classless society, is perfection. In other words, this is a
theory of historical progress rather than of mere historical change.
There must be some standard by which we evaluate this progress so that
to speak in this way is to appeal to an absolute moral criterion which
Marx himself will not admit the validity of in his other discussions of
morals. For elsewhere he tells us that moral values are not expressions
of ‘eternal truths’ but are relative to the society in which they are held.
The objective ideals of his conception of history are not compatible with

w e
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his subjective view of social morality. This inconsi-stcncy lies at the very-
root of Marxism.

Marxist economic theory has been criticized by defenders of
capitalism on empirical grounds, that is by an appeal to facts which

to disprove it. According to Marx, the capitalistic system will
inevitably produce periodic depressions and will finally culminate in the
accumulation of wealth by the owners of the means of production, and in
the Increasing misery of the workers. All this will lead to revolution, and
to the development of asocialistic, classless society. Now, defenders of
capitalism attack this thesis on two counts; They point out that the
prediction of increasing misery in capitalistic societies has not been
confirmed. In fact, the lot of the worker is better than ever. He works
fewer hours, has more money, and in general lives on ahigher standard
than workers did acentury ago. Instead of producing lower standards
of living, and instead of exacerbating the relation between employer
and employee, capitalism has produced higher standards of living, and
better relations between owner and worker. They also point out that
capitalism has shown itself amazingly inventive in solving difficulties
which appear within it. Such developments as the growth of trades

anti-trust laws, and social-security mea.sures, have all proved
beneficial in contributing to the economic stability of capitalistic
societies. For example, trades unions have thwarted the tendency to sell
labour power more and more cheaply by fixing the rates for the use of
labour time. Such measures as these, according to critics of Marx, will
constantly be discovered by capitalistic countries and hence the
prediction of increasing misery will not be fulfilled.

The Marxian answer to both of these charges is the following;
although the standard of living in some capitalistic countries is higher
than it used to be, this is not true of all capitalistic countries.
This, they argue, is evidence that socialism is the preferred system
and that capitalism is slowly losing its hold. Against the view that
capitalism is imaginatively able to solve its problems, Marxists argue
that many of the measures which are used are socialist measures.
For example, deficit spending in atime ol crisis is asocialist device
for avoiding adepression; the growth of trades unions in order to
restrict the size of the labour pool is likewise another instance of
tampering with the normal development of capitalism. Marxists

that such devices as these are necessary in order to save the
system from destroying itself.

At the beginning of the IWOs political events in the so-called
‘Iron Curtain countries’ -F.ast Germany. Hungary, the former
Soviet Union, what was Yugoslavia, Romania and Czechoslovakia -
have had an enormous impact on the debate about Marxism. Three
negative criticisms of the theory emerge from these events. First,
it has been argued that the Marxist thesis that eventually the slate
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will wiiher away and be replaced by aclassless society has now been
shown to be false. Since 1917 alarge number of societies have been
organized on so-called Marxist lines, yet these have invariably
been ruthless dictatorships in which human rights have been sup¬
pressed. Indeed, as recent events have shown, because such so-caLed
Marxist societies failed to allow for democratic participation of the
people in government, they became increasingly unpopular. That
unpopularity in the late 1980s and early 1990s reached aboiling
point and (inally exploded, and the governments of these societies
were overthrown and have been replaced by non-Marxist, capitalist
and democratically oriented governments -Hungary and Russia
being prime examples. The Marxist notion that the dictatorship
of the proletariat would lead to increased freedom has been shown
to be false, and indeed just the opposite was the outcome. In a
political sense, Marxism as arubric to mobilize the majority of the
people has failed and nationalist, democratically oriented urges
instead have been the driving forces behind these movements.

Second, it is argued that Marxism as atheory has always under¬
estimated the driving force of nationalism and of ethnic rivalries
and identifications. It is these, rather than the identification with
one’s economic class, that have motivated the changes in the
countries mentioned above. The internecine conflicts that have
arisen in what was Yugoslavia, the former Soviet Union and
Czechoslovakia have more to do with nationalist yearnings and
tensions than with communist ideals.

The third criticism is that Marxist economics, as practised by
these governments, has uniformly been unsuccessful in practice.
All the former communist countries, such as East Germany, the
Soviet Union, Hungary and China, fell increasingly further and
further behind in competition with the West. People in those
countries endured an increasingly poorer standard of living. The
Soviet Union, after three-quarters of acentury of planned econ¬
omic activity, could not produce enough food to feed its popu¬
lation, while the capitalist, democratically organized nations, such
as the US, Canada, the UK and much of Western Europe have
managed to produce more food and commodities of ahigher
quality than they can sell.

Some Marxist theorists respond to these charges by insisting
that one cannot judge the merits of Marx’s theory by these political
events. They claim that the self-proclaimed communist countries
have never really followed Marx’s precepts. They insist that better
models of Marxist theories are to be found in countries where
socialism has taken the democratic political form envisaged by
Marx -such as in the Scandinavian countries, in Israel, and in such
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Western nations as France and Italy, where socialist ideals have
indeed been implemented.

Among philosophers today, these differing evaluations of
Marxism have been vigorously defended and attacked. Some
theorists now argue that Marxism is the most dangerous view ever
put forth, while others would defend it and say that it has never
been tested in its pure form. In between there are many who would
say that Marx is mostly important for his negative insights into
capitalism, pointing out its faults in perceptive ways, and also
indicating some of the ways these can be eliminated or minimized,
but adding at the same time that as an ideal Marxism is neither prac¬
tically possible nor desirable. The Marxist thesis that anew kind
of social human being can be developed by changes in economic
practice is, from this perspective, considered to be fanciful
Utopianism. Still, something of Marx's yearning for abetter world,
and his vision of what this would ideally consist in, must be given
serious consideration. How Marxist theory will eventually evolve
will, of course, depend to aconsiderable extent upon how these
political developments play out as we move into the twenty-first
cen tu ry.

Contemporary political theory

The political theories we have discussed, from Plato to Marx, have in
their various ways importantly influenced political philosophy of the
twentieth century. Nearly all these traditions continue to be represented
in the literature of this epoch. We have philosophers who have defended
private property and aminimal state apparatus such as Karl Popper in
his Open Sociely and Its Enemies (5th ed., 1966), Robert Nozick in
Anarchy, Slate and Utopia (1974), and Andre Glucksmann in The
Master Thinkers (1977). We have important works in aneo-Marxist
tradition, such as Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional A/a/i (I964)and
An Essay on Liberation {[969) and we also have defences of democratic
forms of awelfare state, such as John RawlsTheory of Justice {197\).
Because of the vast literature produced in this field in this century, we
cannot even begin to discuss these widely divergent traditions. Let us
confine ourselves, then, to John Rawls’ book, ATheory of Justice, which
is widely regarded as the most important book produced by an
American political theorist in this century.

Rawls' defence of aform of liberal democracy has strong roots in
such thinkers as Locke, Mill and Kant. Like Locke and Mill he believes
that it is acondition of any form of legitimate government that it be
democratic in principle. This entails that it must be asociety which is
self-governing, acommunity in which the people are free to choose their
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representatives and to be involved, in prr.-cediirally regular ways, in
fundamental political policies. But, unlike Locke, Rawls does not
believe that such asociety must be committed to the defence of private
property as aright. He believes that there are more important goals
than the preservation of property, and in particular that a‘good’ society
distributes its wealth in such away that poverty is minimized. In this
respect, Rawls is clearly influenced by the developments toward akind
of democratic socialism that one finds today in some Scandinavian
countries and found in England under the Labour Government after
the Second World War. Rawls thus takes the liberties that Mill speaks
about which protect the individual against government tyranny to be
fundamental, but unlike Mill he is not autilitarian. He does not try to
justify these freedoms on the ground that as political principles they will
maximize happiness for the greatest number in the long run. On the
contrary, Rawls feels that there arc paradoxes built into the utilitarian
scheme which no Just society can tolerate. On utilitarian grounds, for
instance, it would follow that asociety could knowingly execute persons
innocent of any crime if this tum^ out to be an effective way of
deterring future lawless behaviour. This is, in his view, aconsequence of
the principle of utility, and, accordingly, it violates abasic principle of
justice: that no innocent person should be the knowing victim of public
policy.

If Rawls is adefender of awelfare form of democracy, and is neither
adefender of property rights nor of utilitarianism, where does his view
find its historical antecedents? The answer is that he finds them in the
moral philosophy of Immanual Kant. As we pointed out in Chapter 1,
Kant argues for the objectivity and universality of certain moral
principles. One of these is what he calls the categorical imperative which
in one of its forms enjoins agents to treat each person as an ‘end in him/
herself and never as ameans’. The basic idea here is that ajust society
is one in which each individual, no matter what his/her station in life,
must be treated equally before the law, be given due process, and be the
subject of equal concern by society. It is this sort of moral principle
which underlies Rawls’ work. He is committed to ajust society, where
‘justice’ means ‘fairness', and this is asociety that cannot be justified on
utilitarian principles but only on Kantian grounds.

Given this set of presuppositions Rawls’ main concern is to explain
how such asociety can be economically jusl. It is politically]usl because
of its commitment to certain basic freedoms, but asociety could be
politically equitable in this sense and yet distribute its wealth in ways
that are unfair. Here Rawls’ outlook is tinged by the kind of moral
fervour we find in Marx who believes that unrestrained capitalism is
immoral in the way it exploits workers while providing excessive profits
and wealth for asmall number in society.

Unlike Marx, Rawls does not object to afree society which exhibits
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differentials it> wealth. What he objects to is asociety where inequalities
in wealth allow some persons to sink beneath aminimal level with
respect to the material conditions of existence. One of the fundamental
principles in Rawls’ book, is therefore what he calls ‘the difference
principle.’ This holds that inequalities in certain basic goods of society
will be allowed only when the distribution of primary goods also
benefits the worst off in society. Thus Rawls might hold, for instance,
that an advanced industrial society would be justified in restricting the
amount of money wealthy persons could acquire. These restrictions
would be lifted only when the wealth acquired by such persons also
benefitted those who were the poorest in society. Rawls’ emphasis is
thus on minimizing the differences in wealth among the members of a
politically free society. Rawls is thus arguing for aform of mitigated
egalitarianism -not of strict egalitarianism -where the wealth of society
is concerned. In this respect, his idea of agood society is one that
counteracts the natural inequalities deriving from birth, drive, talent,
and circumstances, all features that tend to distribute wealth unfairly.
The common good for him is measured in terms of certain basic benefits
to individuals who otherwise would be economically disadvantaged.

Cr i t i c ism of Rawls

Rawls has been subject to two different sorts of criticisms. The first is
one that derives from aPlatonic view of society. This holds that people
are innately different in their abilities, creativity, and capacity for
achievement, and accordingly make inequitable contributions to
society. According to this view, a‘just’ society would not disregard
these differences. It holds that persons who make more important and
valuable contributions should b« rewarded differently; that indeed they
are entitled to agreater share of society’s primary goods, whether ornoi
their receiving such ashare would benefit those who are worst off. This
is the kind of argument developed by Robert Nozick, for instance, in his
Anarchy. Stale and Utopia. Essentially, Nozick is working with a
different conception of justice than Rawls.

The second criticism of Rawls points out that the notions of equality
of distribution of wealth and the principles of political freedom in
certain cases may run into opposition with one another. Suppose some
few persons in society have an enormous amount of inherited wealth,
including vast landed esutes. It might be in certain circumstances that
their control of such vast properties might make it impossible for alarge
number of their citizens to live above the poverty level. Agovernment
might find that these persons not only control much of the wealth of
their society, but also control most of the organs of the state; the press,
law courts, banks and other institutions. There thus might be no
democratic way that the economic situation could be corrected without
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suspending the free exercise of voting rights in that society. In such a
case, one of Rawls’ fundamental principles -freedom to vote -would
have to be curtailed in order to bring about economic justice. It is thus
felt that the theory embodies certain inconsistencies in that in the end it
will have to give the government more power than afree society can
allow. The result will be amove toward centralization and ultimately
toward state control. Indeed, neo-Marxists like Herbert Marcuse argue
that this is the only way to obtain economic Justice; that the whole
system of political liberties is only asmokescreen for the control of
society by the wealthy. As interesting as these issues are we shall have to
leave them at this juncture; but we urge readers to look more deeply into
these matters since they go to the heart of present day issues in
democrat ic soc iet ies.

Applications

The previous discussion focuses upon political theories without much
emphasis upon their applications. But like moral theories, political
doctrines often arise from and are constructed so as to apply to practical
situations. Agood example of how theory and practice intertwine is to
be found in the conception of punishment. Punishment, of course, may
be applied in non-political circumstances, for instance, when aparent
spanlu achild. But it also is amajor problem for society itself where the
people who deserve punishment may be unknown to the punishing
agents. In either case, the question that philosophical theory deals with
is: What is the justification for punishing someone? There are several
theoretical answers to this question: (o) It is amatter of revenge. If A
injures B, then B(or those protecting B) should exact revenge. ‘An eye
for an eye, atooth for atooth’ is one version of this doctrine. Normally,
this would not be the motive for aparent’s punishing achild, but it
might still be personal; the members of afamily might take revenge
against somebody or some persons who have injured one of their
members, {b) Most civilized societies, however, deny that revenge is a
motive. Acommon reason that is given for punishing criminals is to
deter or prevent future crime. Here the idea is that if apotential criminal
realizes that punishment is likely to be swift and sure he/she may decide
not locommit the crime in the first place; or if he/she commits the crime
and is punished, then he/she may be deterred from future crimes. The
justification in such acase is that society is protecting itself by taking
this sort of action against potential or actual law breakers. Utilitarians
tend to give this sort of argument for punishment. Typically they hold
that the long range effects of punishment will lead to asituation in
which the good for all is maximized over the long run. (c) Athird sort
of defence of punishment is. roughly speaking, ‘deontological’ as we
defined that term in Chapter 1. Here the argument is that duty requires
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that there be retribution against those who have committed offences
against society. The justification is simple: they have done wrong -
violated alaw say -and therefore ought to be punished. Whether the
consequences of doing so in the long run would be beneficial or not, the
argument here is that such actions being wrong must be punished.

Let us see how these views appear in the following scenario. (1 am
indebted to one of my former students, David Barrett, for some of the
material which follows.)

Suppose that the United States Embassy in Beirut in the year 1995 is
attacked by terrorists which captured and then executed about forty of
its personnel. (This is ahypothetical case, of course.) The President, after
consultation with his advisors, decided to level the city of Beirut with
low-power, tactical nuclear bombs, but then changed his mind. The
National Security Council was reconvened to reconsider its earlier
dec i s ion .

The Secretary of Defense is strongly opposed to any change in the
decision. Complicating the issue is the fact that our allies are aware of
the earlier decision. The Secretary of Defense spoke as follows: 'Mr
President, you can’t seriously be reconsidering your previously stated
position. The world is watching to see our resolve in this matter. You
must not back down or compromise in any manner. It has been well-
chronicled, the great number of injustices and humiliations these
terrorists and theirsympathizers have wreaked upon this nation. No
longer can we bear this insolence and repudiation of all that we believe
and hold dear. They must now pay for the consequences of their
treachery. They should rightly suffer for their total disregard of
common morality and decency. It is they who began this provocation,
not us, but we must not be lacking in zeal to pursue it to ajust end.

To those who would raise objections for the innocent people of
Beirut. 1can only reply: What of the hostages? What of their rights?
What of their families? It would seem that these innocent people give
their support and allegiance to agovernment that either tacitly supports
terrorism or actually sponsors it. The Lebanese society as awhole bears
the responsibility for this atrocity. How long will we in the world
community allow such nations to stand defiantly breaking interna¬
tional law and the higher law of common decency and human rights?

As to our allies, do we gain their respect with our ‘patient tolerance’
and slipshod sanctions? Far from it: they are watching us even now in
this moment to see how we will respond. To them it will say volumes
more than all of our rhetoric. Aweak and morally feeble ally is no ally
at all.

As for international opinion, we can really not expect it to be
realistically much affected at all. Publicly, we will be denounced, but
privately both friend and foe alike will know we will no longer be
indecisive in rightly dealing with the wrongs aggrieved against us.
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Terrorism and barbarism will once again have consequences to be paid.
As it stands now, our image is so poor that there is little we can do to
improve it except to reestablish our credibility as the most powerful
nation on earth. Iurge you, Mr President, to pursue the course we have
plotted’.

The Secretary of State then spoke to the Council: ‘Mr President, no
one here today does not share the good Secretary of Defense’s outrage
at the horrible events that have brought us here, but our anger and
outrage must be tempered with good sense and practical consideration.
The future of the whole world is at stake. Rash, wanton decisions will
not do when so much is in the balance.

Itoo feel that our resolve must be firm. But it should be afirmness
that seeks justice, not avendetta. The guilty should and must be
punished, but we must be certain that we deal harshly only with the
guilty. Our over-reaction can do us and the whole world more harm
than no action at all.

We must ask ourselves whether or not the destruction of Beirut will
help us obtain the justice we seek? 1think so, only if the complicity of
the Lebanese can be proven, yet how will that serve our interests? Will
the adding of more innocent victims be an aid to us?

World opinion is now solidly behind us, but if we introduce nuclear
weapons and cinderize this city, we will lose favour in the sight of the
whole of humankind, becoming, in their eyes, guilty of afar more
serious crime than those we seek to punish. Mr President, we cannot
allow the wrongs to go unpunished, but our response must be
appropriate as well as decisive. For it to be any other way is to only
mount tragedy upon tragedy.’

Here the Secretary of State concluded his remarks.
The foregoing discussion may strike afamiliar note to readers of the

Greek classics. And it should, for it is based upon the famous Myiilenc
debate found in Book III of Thucydides History of the Pelopponnesian
War. There the issue was whether Athens, asuperpower, should wipe
out the small state of Mytilene. Cleon argued that it should, and
Diodotus argued against him. They gave reasons almost identical to
thosegivenby the Secretary of Defense and the Secretary of State in the
previous scenario. Among the issues are: Should awhole society be held
responsible for the actions of afew? What is the justification for any
action against an enemy? We leave the analysis of the scenario to the
reader but a l l the themes we have ment ioned are to be found in the

discussion. The scenario is designed to show how different sorts of
political theories can be brought to bear upon the issue of punishment.
And with this application, we leave the subject of political philosophy.
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Metaphysics

What is metaphysics?

Of all the branches of philosophy, none sounds more alarmingly
abstract than metaphysics. In ordinary usage atheory or view is called
‘metaphysical’ if it seems complicated beyond comprehensibility. Or,
the term ‘metaphysical' is used as synonymous with ‘fanciful’, or
‘imaginary’.

Actually, metaphysics, in the ordinary Greek, meant simply ‘that
which comes after physics’. It has been speculated that the word entered
the philosophical lexicon when the treatises of Aristotle, now called his
metaphysics, were found untitled among his papers. Since they
appeared among the manuscripts after the work entitled Physics, they
were simply called ‘metaphysics’, ‘meta’ being the Greek word for
‘a f te r ’ .

But there is another, aphilosophical sense in which metaphysics
means ‘after physics’. Many of the early Greek philosophical writings
were entitled ‘Concerning Nature’ (the Greek term for nature being
‘physics’) These works usually dealt with what we would now consider
physical science, but they were also speculations about the meaning and
nature of the universe -that is, with questions which arise after the
physical problems have been resolved, or which are concerned with
what lies after or beyond the physical world of sensory experience.

Plural ism and monism

To explain this, let us consider an example of ametaphysical question
with which the ancient Greeks were concerned. After developing a
crude system of scientific ‘explanation’ in terms of earth, air, fire and
water, they asked whether these were the fundamental elements of the
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natural universe, or whether something else accounted for the four
elements and the events of nature.

Some of the early metaphysicians were pluralism who held that more
than one feature of the universe accounted for scientific knowledge of it;
others were monists who insisted that there was one and only one basic
feature. What should be stressed is that the questions posed by the early
metaphysicians were ones that arose after physical problems had been
considered, and that these answers undertook to evaluate and interpret
(he physical theories in non-physical terms.

Scope of metaphysics

Beyond these speculations, the metaphysician attempted to work out
hypotheses that would account for (make intelligible) all scientific
knowledge as well as everything else that we may know or believe about
the universe. These metaphysical explanations purport to encompass
the most general and fundamental characteristics of the cosmos, both
physical and mental (or spiritual).

In order to survey this vast and ail-encompassing branch of
philosophy, we will first consider some of the basic metaphysical
problems that have persisted throughout the ages. Then we shall
examine some of the most famous metaphysical systems in the history
of philosophy. Lastly, we shall glance at some of the criticisms directed
by certain philosophers at the value of metaphysical investigations.

The problem of permanence and change

The first metaphysical problem to be considered is one of the earliest in
the history of philosophy, the problem of permanence and change.
Beginning with the first philosopher we know of, Thales, Greek
thinkers were impressed with two basic features of the world -the
occurrence of natural change, and the continuance of certain apparently
permanent conditions. The earliest theories attempted to account for
both the persistent and the changing features by portraying the world in
terms of certain stable, constant elements (or element) which constitute
the ‘real’, or permanent aspect, while the rest was flux in the world of
‘appearance’- The latter might continually alter, but the former always
retained the same basic, unchanging aspects.

However, certain difficulties appeared which suggested that the
changing and the permanent features of the universe were incompati¬
ble. On the one hand, it was pointed out, if everything changed there
could be nothing permanent; and on the other hand, if there was a
permanent element of the universe, it could not change, could not



118 Philosophv

account for alterations, and therefore could not be part of asystem that
involved change.

Heraclitus and Cratylus

The early Greek philosopher, Heraclitus, was the theoretician of
change. Everything alters and changes, he insisted. One can never step
twice into the same river, since it does not remain the same. The only
permanence was not some ‘stuff’ or substance that remained constant,
but rather the principle of law of change. Everything in the cosmos was
in flux. It came into being and it passed away. Only the universal
principle that everything changes remains unaltered.

Alater disciple of this philosophy of change, Cratylus, saw that if one
took this theory seriously, no permanence would be left, not even the
permanence of the law of change. If everything changes, even the words
we use, the meanings they have must be in constant flux, so that we
cannot even have aconstant language with which to describe the world
in which we live. So, Cratylus concluded, one cannot even step into the
same river once, because by the time one steps into it, it has changed. In
fact, if everything is constantly changing, one cannot even discuss
anything, since by the time one finishes speaking, the speaker, the
words, the meanings, and the listener have all altered. Hence, all that
Cratylus felt he could do in this world was wiggle his finger when he was
addressed, to indicate that he had heard. But it would be futile to try to
make the universe stand still long enough to make any response. Thus,
if one took the notion of change literally, one could not make sense out
of it, because there would be no lasting features which one could seek
to unders tand.

Parmen ides

If those who emphasized change as afundamental characteristic of the
cosmos encountered great difficulties, so did their opponents who
argued for permanence. Beginning with the early Greek philosopher,
Parmenides, an analysis was made of what could validly be said of the
fixed, unchanging and unchangeable features of reality. If the universe
consisted of some permanent, immutable base, Parmenides pointed
out, then this constant element could not alter, move, divide, separate,
and so on, since any of these properties would indicate change. Further,
if the subject of investigation is some fixed being or reality, then this
permanent element can have no properties other than existence, since
any other properties would suggest change or mutability. The sole truth
that could be discovered about the permanent being is that it is.

Everything else in the world of flux, Parmenides, claimed, cannot
belong to the real world of permanent being. Anything that can alter
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changes from not existing to existing to not existing again. The
permanent cannot change into anything without ceasing to be
permanent. What is, cannot change into what is not, without passing
out of existence. Hence, the permanent, the real, is, and cannot be part
of reality or become part of reality. What is permanent must remain
forever the same. It is what it is, and to become something other than
this would involve the contradict ion that i t became what i t is not. The

changing world is what the real or permanent world is not. The only
property the fixed aspect of the universe has is that it exists. Thus, the
changing aspect cannot be part of existence, since it does not belong to
the real, unchanging aspect, and must, therefore, be non-existent. As
Parmenides concluded in afamous phrase, ‘Being is, non-being is not’
and only the unchanging belongs to the world of Being.

Z e n o

If Parmenides had not gone far enough in asserting what happens when
one claims permanent features for the world, his disciple, the famous
Zeno of Elea, went still further. Zeno (not to be confused with the Zeno
whom we have already discussed as the founder of Stoicism) sought to
show that not only did the changing world have nothing to do with the
real, permanent world, but that the concept of change itself was
impossible. Zeno was not disputing that we experience change in the
course of our daily lives -in seeing things grow, move around, and
change qualities. Rather, he claimed that any attempt to explain change
or motion would lead to contradictions, and would thus compel
acceptance of the Parmenidean philosophy that only the permanent
and unchanging was real. The rest could be dismissed as an unfortunate
illusion that we can only ignore.

Zeno’s ‘paradoxes’
The arguments of 2^no, which still play arole in metaphysical
discussions, are his well-known paradoxes concerning motion. By these
he tried to show that starting with an ordinary situation in which we
suppose something to be moving or changing, it could be shown that
such motion cannot possibly occur. The most familiar of the Zeno
paradoxes concerns Achilles and the tortoise. If Achilles can run ten
times faster than the tortoise, and the tortoise has aten metre lead at the
outset -then when Achilles has run ten metres to catch up to the
tortoise, the latter has moved ahead one metre. When Achilles runs this
metre the slow tortoise has moved on one tenth of ametre. Each time
Achilles reaches the position where the tortoise had been, the tortoise
has moved on some small distance, so that Achilles will never catch up,
even though he moves so much faster.

Another of 2^no’s paradoxes holds that for an object to move from



120 Philosophv

one place to another, it first must move half of the distance involved.
Bui to move half of the distance, it must move half of the half, and so
on infinitely. Also, for it to move to each stage will take some time, no
matter how slight. Thus, not only will the object go through an infinite
number of distances, it will also require an infinite number of time
intervals. Therefore, for an object to go from one place to another, no
matter how small the distance, will require forever, and, according to
the argument, in no finite time will it ever be able to traverse the
d is tance .

The last of the Zeno paradoxes that we will mention here is the
argument that for an object, like an arrow, to go from one place to
another, it must move either where it is, or where it is not. If it moves
where it is, it will be standing still. If it moves where it is not, it cannot
be there. Therefore, the object cannot move. Aversion of this argument
was offered to show that it was impossible for aperson to die. Someone
dies either when he/she is alive or when he/she is dead. If he/she dies
when he/she is dead, then he/she must have died twice. If he/she dies
when he/she is alive, then he/she must be dead and alive at the same
time. Therefore, he/she cannot die. (There is an amusing account that
has come down to us of the Zenoist who was haranguing acrowd in
ancient Athens about why nothing can move, and in the course of
emphasizing his point with some wild gestures, he dislocated his
shoulder. Adoctor who was in the audience examined the shoulder, and
told the 2^noist that the circumstances were impossible, because he
either dislocated his shoulder where it was, or where it was not. If the
former, then his shoulder was not dislocated since it was still in the same
place. If the latter, his shoulder could not be there to be dislocated. The
patient, we are told, gave up his views at this point, and demanded that
the doctor fix his shoulder, no matter how it got there.)

Each of these arguments attempts to show that when one tries to
explain the common-sense fact of change or motion, one isjed to the
paradoxical conclusion that either nothing can move.'or that if it
move, It takes an infinite time to traverse any distance. There is avast
literature analysing Zeno’s arguments, and propounding solutions to
them. But, in their day, regardless of one’s opinions as to the ultimate
merits of the reasoning, the paradoxes produced acrisis tmong both
scientists and metaphysicians. The former were horrified to find that the
best mathematical account of moving objects seemed to lead to such
paradoxical conclusions. In Greek mathematics, there are ingenious
attempts to construct different theories of motion in order to avoid the
Zenoist conclusions. Among the metaphysicians, the problem became
one of discovering some intelligible explanation of how the two basic
features of change and permanence could be reconciled in aconsistent
theory about the ultimate nature of the universe. Heraclitus’ views
seemed to eliminate permanence as acharacteristic of the world, and
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ihe arguments of Parmenides and Zeno appeared to show that change
or motion could not be areal aspect of the world.

Democr i tus ’s so lut ion

One of the most important metaphysical theories in the ancient world
was the materialism of Democritus, who tried to resolve the conflicts
that had arisen between the theories of change and permanence by
offering anew conception of the fundamental characteristics of the real
w o r l d . T h e b a s i c f e a t u r e s o f t h e D e m o c r i l e a n u n i v e r s e w e r e b o t h

unchanging and unchangeable in one sense, and also constantly in flux in
ano the r.

According to Democritus, the ultimate constituent of the real world
was an indivisible physical unit, the atom (which originally meant ‘that
which has no parts’, or ‘that which cannot be divided’). Each atom had
fixed characteristics of form, shape, etc., which remained permanently
and perpetually the same. Thus, the Democrilean atoms had the
immutable property that Parmenides had insisted must belong to the
world of being.

But, in addition to their unchangeable nature, the atoms were
supposed in continual change of position, constantly moving through
empty space. For all time, they fell through space, colliding with other
atoms and being thrown into different courses and arrangements. Thus,
although one could always describe the form and shape of each atom in
the same manner, since it had apermanent character, one could also
attribute to it anever-ending change of position, or apermanent
impermanence of location.

With this compromise between the totally fixed and unchanging
universe of Parmenides and Zeno, and the constantly changing one of
Heraclitus, Democritus believed he could develop atheory about the
nature of reality that could account for all we know about the cosmos. On
the one hand, the eternal, immutable features of the atoms would
provide abasis for the permanent features" of the universe, astable
structure to which no changing properties could be attributed. The
constant motion of the atoms, on the other hand, accounts for
alteration in an unchanging world. The world of atoms always
remained the same; but the position and distribution of the atoms could
be altered without affecting the permanent, stable characteristics. In
this way, Democritus sought to explain apparent changes in terms of
changing combinations of atoms -for example the change of colour of
aleaf, the movement of visible objects. The changes we perceive do not
actually take place in reality, but something else does, which docs not
alter the permanent structure of the universe, but which produces, in
conjunction with our atomic constituents, the apparent changes of our
experience. Thus, Democritus agreed with Parmenides to the extent of
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insisting upon the unchangeable nature of reality, and the illusoriness of
apparent change, while, at the same time, claiming that atype of change
(that of position) is abasic feature of the real universe, and accounts for
our experience of reality.

Ar is tot le 's so lut ion

Another of the great metaphysical theories to resolve the problem of
change and permanence was that of Aristotle. For him, neither
experienced change, nor permanence could be sacrificed in constructing
an adequate theory of the fundamental characteristics of the world.
Even the apparent changing qualities had to be taken seriously, and not
simply dismissed as they had been in the writings of Democritus.

Accordingly, in Aristotle’s analysis, one had to recognize two basic
elements in any possible natural event. The first of these is that there
must be something which remains the same, and yet is somehow subject to
variation. The other is that there occur genuine changes of qualities.
Thus, for example, when an acorn grows into an oak, there must be
some permanent feature that has at one time the qualities that we call
an acorn, and later, those that we call an oak. Unless this were the case,
we could not even properly describe it as achange, since there would be
no relation between the former state and the latter. But, if there is some
fixed aspect, there must be another that changes, there must be
something different between the acorn and the oak, or there would be
no genuine alteration.

Matter and form
The two features, Aristotle said, are matter and form. Matter, in its pure
state, would have no characteristics whatsoever. But matter is that
which is capable of being ‘informed’ -of assuming various forms. The
matter of the acorn and oak (which is not really pure to begin with) has
the potentiality of receiving different forms, of having one form at one
time, and another at alater time. The form of the object at any given
time is its actuality, what it has become at that particular moment.

Each and every object in this world has thus apermanent nature
which persists through its realization or acquisition of different forms.
Each and every object can be understood only in terms of both its matter
and its form, and the processes by which it grows, alters, or moves, that is.
replaces one form with another. The permanent aspect of an object (with
one exception that will be discussed later) never exists independently, or
without assuming some form. The object always is in some state and is in
process of reaching some other state. Thus, the formal, changing aspeĉ

_jn^the matetiaLpermaneni aspect of any object are alwa’ys presenfand
always constkui£_the_basis for any_explanation of what is occurring.

In the analysis of ArTstotfe and Democritus, an attempt was made to
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resolve the metaphysical problem of change and permanence. Each
tried to develop some way of accounting for two of the basic features of
the universe without being led into contradictory or paradoxical views.
Each sought to construct ageneral explanation of the characteristics of
the objects of the world which would provide abroad basis in terms of
which all scientific information could be portrayed or understood.

The problem of permanence and change, like the other metaphysical
problems that we shall examine next, is one of the persistent problems
that any general system of the nature of the universe has to confront.
Those who wished to construct ametaphysical framework in order to
interpret or evaluate our knowledge and beliefs have found that the task
centres around finding some consistent set of answers to the difilculties
that have arisen from the beginning of philosophy. As we shall see, these
problems are to some degree interrelated. The question that we shall
consider next, the mind-body problem, in some measure involves the
theory of permanence and change.

The mind-body problem

The mind-body problem has been amajor concern of metaphysicians,
especially since the rise of modem philosophy in the seventeenth
century. In the form in which we shall discuss it, this problem has arisen
as the result of certain views of the great French philosopher, Rene
Descartes. In spite of our increasing knowledge about the behaviour of
the mental and the physical world, this metaphysical question continues
to plague philosophers.

Basically, the problem involves answering the questions, ‘What is the
fundamental nature of mind and bodyT and ‘How are mind and body
relatedT An elementary consideration of what we know about mental
and physical events mî t well lead one to suspect that the most general
characteristics of each are different from the other, and yet that they
seem to bear some relation to each other, or some influence upon each
o t h e r.

Our scientific knowledge would seem to suggest that the physical
world is inanimate, purposeless, yet determined or fixed in the order of
events within it. The mental world, on the other hand, involves
consciousness, planning, willing, desiring, etc. Yet, though these worlds
may be different in many respects, our experience appears to indicate
that they are interrelated or interconnected. When something happens
in the physical world, this alTects the mental world, and may change
one’s thoughts, wishes, etc. Similarly, adesire that one may have can
alter events in the physical world, as when one decides to strike amatch.
This decision, an event in the mental world, is then followed by a
physical event of amatch being struck and aflame being lit. Given the
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apparent differences between mental and physical events, and their
apparent relationships with each other, various metaphysicians have
tried to construct theories about the nature of mind and body and the
connec t ions be tween them.

Cartesian theory

Descartes, who is often blamed for having created the difficulties that
arose from this problem, asserted that mind and body are two totally
different types of entity. They are different substances. From acareful
scrutiny of the'clear and distinct’idea that he had of his own mind and
of physical objects, he decided that the basic feature of the latter was its
geometrical qualities (size, shape, and so on) and the basic feature of the
former was thinking. In each case, these seemed to him to be the
inseparable properties that accounted for all the other features of these
two ent i t ies.

In his work. The Principles of Philosophy. Descartes summed up his
theory as follows:

But although any one attribute is enough to give us knowledge
of asubstance, there is always one chief property of asubstance
that constitutes its nature and essence, and upon which all the
others depend. Thus extension in length, breadth and depth makes
up the nature of physical substance; and thought makes up the
nature of thinking substance. For, everything else that may be
attributed to bodies presupposes their extension, and is only a
form of this extended thing; just as everything that we find in mind
is only some form of thinking. Thus, for example, we can not
conceive of afigure except as an extended thing, nor of movement
except as taking place in an extended space; and in the same way
imagination, feeling and will occur only in athinking thing. But,
on the other hand, we are able to conceive of extension without
figure or action, and of thinking without imagination or sensation,
and so on, as is quite clear to anyone who examines the matter
carefully.

Thinking and extension
Thus, according to Descartes, the essential property of amind is that it
thinks, and the essential property of body that it is 'extended'. All of the
forms that bodies occur in involve only various extensional features,
never mental ones. Similarly, no form of thought involves extension.
The realms of thought and extension are completely different. Then, if
all this is accepted, how can mental events have anything to do with
physical ones and vice versa, since the one occurs in space and the other
is unextended thought with no physical properties whatsoever? To
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make the question more difficult, Descartes claimed in his physical
theories that all physical action occurs by the impact of one extended
object upon another. Since menial events are not extended, how can
there be any impact or contact between that whose nature it is to occur
in space, and that which does not occur in space? How can an idea move
ahammer, or ahammer strike upon an idea?

Conflicting evidence
In spite of the complete separation in his theory between mind and
body, Descartes was impressed by the common-sensical and scientific
evidence that indicated the reciprocal influence of mental and physical
events. Apin jabbed into the physical, extended finger is followed by a
thought or apain in the unextended mind. But, astudious examination
of the medical and psychological evidence convinced Descartes that the
mind is only aware of physical events in the brain. Various motions can
take place in the body without being followed by mental events, unless
the physical motions first cause movements in the nervous system and
then in the brain. Similarly, just by producing certain physical motions
in the brain, without affecting the rest of the body, one can stimulate
thoughts. The example which most impressed Descartes was that
persons who had lost alimb could be led to think that this ‘limb’ was
being moved, or pained, merely by stimulating parts of the nervous
system. This sort of information led Descartes to the conclusion that
there must be some kind of contact between the mental and physical
worlds, and that the contact must take place in the brain.

On the basis of this conclusion, Descartes developed atheory that the
interaction between mind and body took place in the pineal gland,
which is located at the base of the brain. Here, presumably, some sort
of impact occurred between the physical, extended brain, and the
unextended, thinking mind, which allowed physical events to lead to
thoughts and thoughts to alter the direction of the motions of extended
objects.

When it was pointed out to him that his solution to this metaphysical
problem was quite unsatisfactory, because he had still not explained
plausibly how it was possible for mind and body to interact upon one
another, if they were really of two totally different natures, Descartes
became more and more vague about the matter. He insisted that the fact
of interaction was known to everybody; we experience it all the time.
But how mind and body were united, he admitted, was most difficult to
explain. The pineal gland theory actually produced more problems than
is solved, since one could ask whether this gland was physical, and if so
how it could be next to something which did not occupy space. If it were
mental, how could it be next to any part of the brain? And so on. In a
letter, written late in his life to one of his admirers, the Princess
Elizabeth of the Palatinate, Descartes threw up his hands in despair.
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and told her that the union of mind and body is best understood by not
thinking about it, and that it is just one of those mysteries that has to be
accepted without being comprehended.

The materialistic theory

Other metaphysicians were not willing to give up as easily as Descartes,
and suspected that the difficulties in the problem arose from the initial
separation of mind and body in the Cartesian metaphysical system. If
one refused to grant that mind and body were really different kinds of
entity, then one would not have any trouble accounting for their
Interrelations. One way of avoiding some pitfalls of the Cartesian
theory was to adopt acompletely materialistic metaphysics, and claim
that both mental and physical events could be accounted for in terms of
purely physical concepts and laws.

This type of theory which was advanced in Descartes' time by his
belligerent opponent, Thomas Hobbes, and in our own day by some
behaviourist psychologists, maintains that what we call mental events are
really, like ]^ysical events, only various combinations of matter in motion.
The physical movements that occur in the brain are what we call
thoughts, and these are produced by other events in the material world,
cither outside our bodies, or inside, and, in turn, can produce further
physical motions in ourselves or outside of ourselves. Every idea -of
pain, of perception, of memory, and so on -is nothing but aset of
physical occurrences in our higher nervous system and brain. When we
say that we have asensation of yellow, for example, this is explained as
the result of certain light waves stimulating the optic nerve, which in
turn causes acertain pattern of motions in the brain.

The very simplicity of the materialistic solution to the mind-body
problem makes it appealing. Moreover, the vast body of evidence
accumulated about the physical basis of mental events by psychologists,
psychiatrists, physiologists, and other scientists, also makes this theory
seem most plausible. Recent developments in the treatment of mental
conditions, such as depression, disconnected thinking, and mood
changes, by biochemical drug treatment, strongly suggest some links
between the biochemical condition of the nervous system and the
mental condition of the individual. Various so-called ‘brain-washing’
techniques also indicate that one’s mental content, and mental
processes can be affected by physical stimuli such as sense deprivation
and sleeplessness.

Work on ‘artificial intelligence’ in computers, programming them to
do intellectual tasks, suggests that physical events -the circuits in a
computer -can resemble the mental processes in human beings.

All of these new developments make the materialist case strong, but
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they raise fundamental difficulties which have led many metaphysicians
either to attempt to modify it, or else to abandon it.

If one examines an idea and asks if this is actually the same as what
we mean by aphysical event, one discovers aproblem. The experience
of seeing or hearing something, and the bodily events that occur in the
nervous system and the brain at the same time, do not seem to be
identical. For instance, if aperson were watching atelevision show, and
ascientist were at the same time examining the viewer’s brain, they
would each see different things. The viewer would see aseries of
pictures, while the scientist would see aseries of ‘readings’ of various
measuring devices. It is conceivable that our information about the
physiology of the brain may reach the point where the scientist can tell
what the viewer is seeing, that is, from the physical reactions in the
brain, he might be able to construct the sequence of events that
comprised the television show. Even so, it would still be the case that
each of them would be seeing directly something else.

Computer experts like Marvin Minsky, of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, who coined the term ‘artificial intelligence'
in 1956, have been working on the possibility of designing self-
repairing machines, which, once in motion, could keep themselves
active without human intervention. They are also working on
computer programs that duplicate the way human beings deal with
problems. This would involve not just duplicating logical or math¬
ematical activities but also mixed logical and psychological ones.
Computer programs already exist which can outperform humans
in computation and in the solution of certain kinds of mathematical
problems, and computer programs are being designed which come
closer and closer to winning chess competitions even against the
best experts.

Around 1950 the English logician and computer expert, Alan
Turing, raised the question, ‘Can machines think?’ He proposed
that it might be possible to build amachine (now called aTuring
machine) which would make exactly the same responses as ahuman
being to various questions. If so, then would it not be fair to say
that if the human respondent thinks, then the Turing machine also
t h i n k s ?

All of this would suggest that many of the processes which we
relate to what we call “intelligence’ in human beings can be artifici¬
ally created, and that there is artificial intelligence. If intelligence
is the ability to solve certain kindsof problems through certain kinds
of activities, and the computer program does what human beings
seem to do to reach this end, then isn’t it fair to say that the com¬
puter program is intelligent? The investigation of this, and how to
accomplish it, has become ascientific and technological subject in
its own right. Various forms of what we take to be human mental
activity are being duplicated in computer programs.
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Philosophically, this has led to anew, modernized version of the
materialist theory about the mind-body problem, put forth as
neurophilosophy by Patricia Smith Churchland, using the latest bio¬
chemical and biophysical findings about how the higher processes
of the brain operate as the way to explain mental actions, and to
resolve the questions about mental life, and mind-body interaction
that philosophers have struggled with for centuries. Churchland
identifies mind and brain, and insists that explanations of how the
brain works account for mental events. She insists that brain pro¬
cesses are the mental processes. Hence scientific knowledge of how
the brain operates will yield the knowledge we seek about mental
e v e n t s .

In 1991 an important study by Daniel Dennett, Consciousness
Explained, appeared and has received alot of attention, in which
the author argues that the mind functions as asupercomputer, and
is in fact asupercomputer. The understanding of how the mind
functions dissolves, Dennett claims, the consideration of the mind
as different from the brain-computer. The brain-computer is an
organic machine that uses effects of cultural inheritance to store
and utilize information, and to solve problems.

C r i t i c i s m
What this seems to indicate is that our immediate awareness, our
consciousness, even if it is causally related to various physical events in
our environment and in our bodies, is still something different from the
physical events that may be open to direct or indirect public inspection.
The materialistic theory, in its simplest form, denies any distinction
between our mental life and the physical developments in our brain.
Nevertheless, the critics stress the fact that one’s immediate experience
seems to belie this claim. One is aware of all sorts of sensations, feelings,
etc., and not aseries of physical occurrences in the brain. Even if the
latter are the cause of the former, it still remains the case that they are
different and distinguishable. Hence, the critics claim, the materialists
cannot successfully reduce the mental world to the physical world
simply by asserting that all mental events are actually nothing but a
series of physical occurrences.

Another criticism of the materialistic solution to the mind-body
problem is that if it were true, the materialistic theory itself, which
presumably is amental event in somebody’s life, would turn out to be
nothing but one more set of physical events in the brain. Similarly, any
alternative theory would merely be some other physical event. In that
case, how can one set of motions in the brain be said to constitute the
truth, whereas others would constitute afalsehood? If any metaphysical
theory is just aphysical occurrence in somebody’s head, why should one
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of these occurrences be taken seriously, and the others discounted as
wrong?

Finally, the materialistic solution also carries serious implications for
ethics. If our thoughts are physical occurrences in the brain, they must
be ultimately explicable in scientific terms; it must be theoretically
possible to explain our thoughts in the same way as we explain events
in the physical world, i.e., in terms of cause and effect. This leaves no
room for evaluation of asituation, for consideration of its implications,
for decisions reached after careful thought. In other words, such a
theory must lead to an explanation of human behaviour in terms not of
free choices based on careful appraisal but in terms of physical cause and
effect, stimulus and response. This is in fact the kind of explanation
favoured by the behaviourist psychologist, but its implication for ethics
is that no such thing as amoral choice is possible. We shall consider this
problem in greater detail later in this chapter.

This would still seem to be the case whether one considers mental
life as coming from biochemical and biophysical processes in the
brain and the nervous system, or as analogous to some computer
programs. The former, in each case, may help to explain the mental
features. But it can still be asked, is the former identical with our
mental life? Agroup of philosophers have argued against both the
reduction of mental to physical states and against the possibility
of creating artificial intelligence in an interesting volume. Artificial
Intelligence, The Case Against, edited by Rainer Born.

Epiphcnomenalism

Because of such problems, amodified form of the materialistic theory
of mind and body has been developed -epiphenomenalism. This view
admits that our thoughts, feelings, etc. are not merely physical states in
our brain. Instead they are adjudged to be aby-product of the sequence
of physical occurrences, something like the smoke given off by fire. The
significant events which occur in the world are only those of matter in
motion. But along with this, for reasons not yet known to us, each time
there is acertain sort of physical situation in the brain, athought occurs,
which is caused by material events.

The cpiphenomenalistic solution may overcome some of the difficul¬
ties in the simple version of materialism, but it does not do justice to our
mental life. As we have just suggested, we take our thoughts seriously,
are bothered by them, brood about them, seem to initiate actions on the
basis of them. If they are nothing but avague by-product of the material
events which occur in our brains, bearing no actual relation to them, it
is strange that they should play such an important part in our lives.
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I d e a l i s m

If the materialistic theory in one form or another has its difliculties, the
opposite alternative, idealism, which insists that everything is basically
mental rather than (diysical, may be even less credible. This metaphysical
theory (which will be considered later in this chapter) when applied to
the mind-body problem, has the disadvantage of flying in the face of our
common-sense beliefs, and being in apparent conflict with scientific
evidence. Even before reflecting on these matters, we seem to be
convinced that there are physical events which influence our behaviour.
Scientific data concerning the influence of, say, drugs and surgery on
our mental life suggest that amentalistic, or idealistic, approach to the
mind-body problem is difficult to accept, unless the arguments in its
favour can far overweigh the initial conflicts with our ordinary beliefs.

Hie theories of Malebranche, Leibnitz and Spinoza

In the seventeenth century some interesting alternative theories were
offered to resolve the problem of the relationship between mind and
body, by some of the great metaphysicians of the period, Nicholas
Malebranche, Gottfried Von Leibnitz and Baruch Spinoza. Male¬
branche, aCatholic priest, was afollower of Descartes, but much more
consistent than his mentor. Where Descartes accepted apparently
conflicting theories in order to avoid denying or challenging our
ordinary experience, Malebranche insisted on reaching aconsistent
conclusion, no matter how implausible it might be.

Occas iona l i sm

Malebranche’s theory, which is called occasionalism, insists on the
Cartesian distinction between mind and matter. Each is totally different
-one is composed of nothing but ideas, the other only of extended
events. (In fact, they are so different, that Malebranche claimed that
mind cannot even know body. All that mind can know are ideas. When
we think of bodies, what we are thinking of is something called
intelligible extension, rather than physical extension. The sole evidence
that bodies exist, Malebranche found in the opening lines of the Book
of Genesis, which proclaim that God created aphysical world. Were it
not for this, we would never even know that there are any material
objects.) If these two realms are so distinct, Malebranche insisted, then
there cannot be any interaction or connection between them.

What actually happens, according to Malebranche, is that although
mental events have nothing to do with physical ones, whenever
anything happens in one realm. God makes something corresponding
occur in the other.-The events in one are not the causes_oLes;ents in the_
other, they are only the occasions of God’s actions, "̂ us, when Ihear
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the ring of the telephone, this is not due to the occurrence of sound
waves, which are part of the physical world, and have nothing to do
with thoughts that Imay have. Instead, when the events take place in
the mechanism of the telephone, God produces athought in me of
ringing. Since one has nothing to do with the other. He might just
well have produced the taste of apear in me, or the idea of the number
7. But. through the inscrutable wisdom of God, He has decided to order
my mental life and the series of physical events so that when aspecific
event occurs in one. He makes something else occur in the other.

C r i t f c i i m

No matter how peculiar Malebranche’s theory may appear it has the
advantage that it avoids the difficulties of Descartes’ speculations, and

experience can possibly disprove it. Descartes had insisted upon
holding both to the complete separation of mind and body and to their
interaction. By eliminating the latter, Malebranche is able to hold to the
former without encountering contradictions. The theory can be made
to account for literally everything. No matter what experiment one
might devise to show that mind influences body, or body influences
mind, it can always be explained in Malebranchian terms, as God
producing acertain effect in one realm when something else happens in
the other. On the other hand, no matter how consistent Malebranchc’s
theory may be, it remains extremely unconvincing in light of our
ordinary experience, which we naturally interpret in terms of some
relation between mental and physical events. Moreover, Malebranche's
conception of God as being constantly involved in producing all effects
in this world, as engaged in producing sounds, tastes, smells, and
motions in the physical world -is hardly in keeping with most
‘acceptable’ concepts of the deity.

Afurther difficulty arises when we ask how God achieves these
effects, how God acts causally on both mind and body. The source of
the mind-body problem lies in the fact that physical substance and
thinking substance cannot interact. The definition of substance that the
Cartesians had used logically precludes the interaction of one substance
with another. Two substances must by definition have nothing in
common with one another. For if they have anything in common they
cannot be separate substances. Now, as Spinoza tells us, ‘If two things
have nothing in common with one another, then one cannot be the
cause of the other; for since there would be nothing in the effect that was
also in the cause, everything that was in the effect would have arisen out
of nothing’. How, then, does God act causally on mind and body, on
thinking substance and on physical substance? If God Himself is either
thinking substance or physical substance, then there is only one of these
substances that He can act causally on. The Cartesians, however,
regarded God as neither, but as quite separate from both -in other
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words, as athird substance. On this account it is logically impossible for
Him to act causally on either mind or body. This was one of the
inconsistencies in Cartesianism, as developed by Malebranche, that
Spinoza seized on, as we shall see.

L e i b n i t z

Leibnitz’s theory of the relations between mental and physical events is
not much more plausible than Malebranche’s view. According to
Leibnitz, every entity, whether characterized as mental or physical, is
independent, and constitutes amonad. Each monad is determined or
fixed in its properties according to its nature. Everything that can
possibly happen to amonad follows from its own essential characteris¬
tics, and not from the influence of any other entity.

‘Pre-established harmony’
What accounts for the apparent relationships between different
monads -in Leibnitz’s theory -is that though they have no influence on
each other, there is apre-established harmony between the monads.
They have been so constructed that events occurring in one are
harmonious with the others. In the example used earlier, monads of the
telephone and of my mind are such that when certain physical
occurrences take place in the former, Ihear aringing sound. This is not
owing to the fact that the telephone caused me to hear anything, but
rather that our monads are in perfect order. Mine is so set that at agiven
time, Ihave the idea of acertain sound, and at just that time aphysical
clapper is beating on aphysical bell in the telephone. The following
illustration may clarify this theory: if there were two clocks that kept
perfect time so that when one pointed to the hour the other rang abell,
it might be the case that this is because the clocks have some connected
mechanism (Descartes’ theory), or that some outside intervention
makes one ring when the hands on the other reach acertain point
(Malebranche's theory), or that the clocks had been made perfectly at
the outset, and, although they had no relation whatsoever to each other,
they each kept perfect time (Leibnitz’s theory). Thus, each monad is so
created by God that it is in perfect harmony with every other for all
eternity, and the events in the career of one are bound to be in perfect
accord with the others. Brutus did not kill Caesar because of anything
Caesar did; instead, each monad was so constructed by God, that at the
same moment that Brutus’s monad had certain thoughts, and per¬
formed certain actions, Caesar’s was such that he was in acertain locale,
and dropped dead.

Leibnitz’s theory, like Malebranche’s overcomes the difficulties in
Cartesian metaphysics, by giving up any claim that there is a
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relationship between mind and body. Also, like Malebranche’s,
Leibnitz’s view, though it may not contain any inconsistencies, is
incredible from the point of view of our ordinary, common experience.

Spinoza

The last of these seventeenth century accounts of the mind-body
problem that we shall consider is somewhat different. Spinoza decided
that the difficulty in the Cartesian theory came from its total separation
of mind and body and, as we have seen, the total separation of both
from God, although this difficulty had not been appreciated by the
Cartesians. To overcome this, he did not wish to adopt the materialistic
or idealistic solution of subordinating one of these realms to the other,
but, instead, insisted that they were both aspects of the same thing. This
theory, sometimes called the dual-aspect theory, claims that mind and
body are both attributes of one and the same entity, which Spinoza named
God, substance or nature.

If the mental world and the physical world are both aspects of the
same entity, then what is the relationship between one and the other?
According to Spinoza, there is no influence between one and the other,
but there is aparallelism, so that for everything that happens in one
realm, acorresponding event occurs in the other. This is due to the fact
that the physical and mental worlds are really two different ways of
looking at the same thing, God or nature. Hence, Spinoza contended the
logical order of the mind was identical with the physical order of nature.
For every thought there is acorresponding physical event, and vice
versa. Thus, the ringing of the telephone that Ihear and the physical
motions that are taking place in the mechanism are not two different
things, but are two different aspects of the same thing, or two different
ways of looking at the same thing, as it occurs in God or nature.

Spinoza’s metaphysical solution may not lead to the same kind of
unbelievable views as those of Malebranche or Leibnitz, or the
inconsistencies involved in Descartes’ view; however, it led to certain
conclusions regarding the nature of God, which most of his contempor-
anes found completely unacceptable. (Some of these will be considered
in the chapter on philosophy of religion.) As aresult, it was not until the
time of the nineteenth-century German metaphysicians, that Spinoza’s
views were treated seriously.

The theories regarding the relationship between mind and body
illustrate the difficulty the metaphysician has in trying to develop an
explanation of this fundamental feature of our experience. The first
metaphysical question that we considered dealt with the general
character of the universe, and the second, with the relationship betwe
two of the basic features of it. Before examining some of the major
metaphysical theories that have attempted to account for all of the chief
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characteristics of the cosmos as we know it, we shall look at one further
problem that metaphysicians have debated throughout history -the
free will problem.

The problem of free will and determinism

The problem of free will deals primarily with the human element in the
universe -whether or not is it the ‘captain of its fate' to any degree. In
our experience of our own behaviour and own decisions we find two
opposing features. The first of these is our awareness of our own
freedom, of our own ability to decide for ourselves, to deliberate about
what to do in various situations, and to come to our own conclusions
about what to believe and what to do. On the other hand, the second
element is that we discover that in many cases what we believed at the
time to be afree decision had been influenced by various personal and
social factors, so that we did not actually decide the question 'freely'.
The more we learn about the workings of human nature, the more we
come to realize that agreat deal of what we do and think is the result of
our upbringing, our education, our environment, our biological nature,
etc. Hence, metaphysicians have been concerned with the problem of
whether, in view of the information at our disposal, human beings can be
said to be free agents, or whether their activities and thoughts are
determined completely by the many influencing factors that impinge upon
them.

Complexities

In most of our judgments about people we assume that, in some sense,
they chose freely to do what they did, or to believe what they do. We
punish, condemn, or blame individuals for making certain choices and
decisions, and insist that they ought to have done something else, and
if they had they would then be deserving of rewards and praise. Much
of the basis for our legal system presumes that people can be held
responsible for what they do, because, to some degree or extent, they
could have done otherwise.

At the same time that we conduct ourselves morally and legally on
the basis that human beings are free agents, and can make decisions of
their own free will, we are being made more and more aware that this
sort of assumption is very often erroneous. We are shown many forceful
indications of the way in which human nature can be guided and
influenced by propaganda, advertising, parental training and so on, so
that individuals are often more victims of circumstance and determina¬
tions beyond their control than responsible agents. Psychiatrists
testifying at criminal trials have tried to show that the defendant cannot
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be held morally responsible for actions which resulted from determin¬
ing factors beyond the control of the individual, so that it is meaningless
to hold that the person freely decided to commit the actions for which
he/she is being tried.

This conflict between our ordinary assumption of human freedom
and our often grudging recognition that this is not always the case, has
been brought sharply to public attention in discussions about the
culpability of soldiers who are captured in war, and who aid the enemy.
Some of those who were tried had evidently performed actions which
were not in the best interest of their country, and actions which
declared criminal in military codes. But were the soldiers in question
responsible for what they had done, and can they responsibly be judged
morally guilty? When it is made clear that they had been subjected to all
sorts of pressures, direct and indirect, that either forced them
perform the actions, or altered their conscious moral framework so that
they ‘chose’ to perform the actions, can they then be considered free
agents?

We are much less inclined to judge harshly when it is revealed that
someone’s actions were involuntary. If people are compelled to commit
actions by direct force, we do not hold them responsible. If torture,
coercion, and threats result in actions that in ordinary circumstances
would judge wrong, we are willing to excuse this behaviour because
extraordinary circumstances prevented the person from deciding and
acting as agenuinely free agent.

We often apply the same criteria to personal factors that prevent due
deliberation and decision. If someone commits certain actions when
under the influence of alcohol, narcotics, or extreme emotional stress,
we are willing to take these conditions into account, and again conclude
that the individual was not afree agent who can be held morally
responsible. Thus, we distinguish between types of crimes and degrees
of guilt according to whether there are mitigating factors that might
have influenced or determined one’s behaviour at the time the deeds
w e r e c o m m i t t e d .

The striking evidence of the effects of ‘brainwashing’ and of
psychological ‘conditioning’ in general create aproblem of judging to
what extent we can ever hold people responsible as free agents for what
they have done. When we learn that there are methods, some relatively
simple, by which their attitudes and outlooks can be altered so that they
can be made to ‘wish’ to perform certain actions which are condemned
by society, are people so conditioned actually responsible? Even if some
soldiers voluntarily aided the enemy, were they actually free agents if
they had first been subjected to influences which controlled their
attitudes toward events and the choices they made?

The problem of judging the extent to which our so-called voluntary

a r e

t o

w e
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choices and actions really are voluntary, in the sense of being
completely free, becomes even more difficult to decide when further
evidence about human psychology is considered. The findings of
modern psychoanalysis seem to indicate that our attitudes, our
standards of judging, and even our choices have been determined by a
host of conditioning processes. Our parents, our social group, our
teachers, our employers, all influence us, so that when we are acting
voluntarily, we may actually be making the choices that we must make,
given the factors which influenced our development.

By pursuing this sort of discussion, one can discover more and more
areas in which our ‘voluntary’ behaviour can be shown to be the
product of various influences. Even though we may be able to choose

actions, the framework in which we choose, that determines which
of several alternatives we will select, may be something entirely beyond

control. We may not be responsible for this framework, and hence,
not really free agents. The framework has been imposed upon us by

all sorts of psychological, social, biological and other factors.
In view of all this, the metaphysical problem of free will seems to

revolve about determining how far abelief in human freedom is
consistent with our experience, our knowledge and our views about
human nature. On the one hand, there is apoint of view which insists there
actually is no human freedom -the view called determinism. As against
this, there is the claim that in some manner, and to some degree, there is
some free element in human behaviour.

o u r

o u r

a r e

Hie arguments for determinism

Although most of the familiar evidence for determinism consists of
scientific findings about human behaviour, long before the rise of
modem science forceful arguments were constructed to support this
position. In fact, the area in which perhaps the greatest battles were
fought between determinists and those who believed in free will was that
of theological controversies. In many religious traditions, aform of
divine determinism has been advocated, claiming that God Himself is the
sole causal agent in the universe, and determines all actions, human and
na tu ra l .

The religious view
One form of divine determinism has argued that since God is all-
powerful and all-knowing, He is able to control everything that occurs,
and to know beforehand (predetermine) everything that takes place. If
there were any event, whether ahuman thought or the movement of a
leaf, that God did not know in advance, then there would be a
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limitation on divine power. Since (in this theory) such alimitation is
unthinkable, prior to the creation of the world, God must have known
all that would take place in the future. This being the case. He must have
known every choice that we would ever make in the course of human
history. Thus, everything that anyone does is predestined and predeter¬
mined by God’s prior knowledge and prior decisiwis.

If one claims that God is the ultimate cause of whatever takes place,
and that God has foreknowledge of everything that occurs, but that we
are still able to choose freely, the theological determinists, like the great
American Calvinist, Jonathan Edwards, argued that this is aspurious
form of freedom. We may think that we are choosing freely, but our
choices in fact have been determined in advance, so that we cannot
actually make an original decision. Even though we may engage in
elaborate deliberations about what choice to make, the ultimate
decision is fixed, since God already knows it. Though we willingly make
the choice that God expects, our willingness is merely another item that
God controls, has foreseen and foreordained.

The metaphysical basis

In addition to the theological argument for determinism, there is a
metaphysical basis for this view, deriving from the maxim, ‘Every event
must have acause'. If one accepts this principle then not only physical
events, but also mental events, such as our decisions, must have causal
explanations. To apply the principle to everything except human wishes
seems entirely unjustified and arbitrary.

If we accept the causal maxim as applying to the physical world
because we feel that there must be some explanation of where the
physical order comes from and why it functions as it does, then the
mental world, and especially the world of our deliberations and choices,
seems also to require acausal explanation. Why should 1choose this
instead of that? Why should Iwant this instead of that? How did Icome
to develop this sort of amental outlook instead of some other? All these
are perfectly reasonable questions. The answers appear to require a
deterministic theory about our nature, our character and our behav¬
iour, atheory which will account for one’s performing certain acts and
not others. Even if one insists that one’s choices and decisions are due
to factors within one’s own nature, one is conceding that some sort of
causal or deterministic explanation is possible.

In David Hume’s account of causality (discussed in Chapter 5) the
same kind of patterns of constant conjunction, or regular sequence, can
be found with regard to our volitions as well as other things. How
people will choose, or what they will want, can be predicted with
considerable accuracy. Not only can trained scientists, such as psychol-
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ogists and psychiatrists, discover laws of human volition so that they
predict the probable course of human affairs on the basis of certain

concomitant events, but even in the more ‘practical’ world of business,
there seem to be reliable clues about human volition. Manufacturers are
often able to foretell with impressive accuracy how many people will
buy their product, given certain stimuli in the form of advertising, etc.
If this sort of prediction were not possible, it would be extremely risky
to manufacture anything save items that are necessary to the preserva¬
tion of human life. Thus, even if we do not observe the force that makes
people decide as they do (and, as Hume pointed out, we don’t observe
the force that makes physical actions occur either), we find that there

patterns of constant conjunction between our voluntary decisions and
other events, and that these patterns provide adequate clues for making
reasonable or probable guesses about the future course of human choices,
within alimit̂  range of accuracy.

Apart from the theological and metaphysical arguments for determi¬
nism, of course, the strongest and most convincing evidence at the
present time is the almost overwhelming mass of scientific information
about the factors that influence or determine human behaviour. So
many discoveries have been made in psychology, physiology, neurol¬
ogy, pharmacology, biochemistry, biophysics, etc., that we appear
to be fast approaching the determinist’s dream of being able to pre¬
dict all human behaviour, not only the actions aperson will per¬
form, but his/her thoughts and feelings as well. It may soon be the

that athorough examination of the biological and psychologi¬
cal characteristics of an infant, may enable scientists to write his/
her autobiography before he/she lives his/her life, although they
would probably have to write it in conditional terms, such that, if
certain things happened in the world around him/her. then he/she
would have certain thoughts and feelings, make certain decisions,
and perform certain actions. Most of us would prefer to think that
this grim prospect is more science-fiction than science.

In the face of the scientific evidence now available about the laws of
human motivation, and the ways in which human attitudes can be
affected, the case for determinism appears to be extremely strong.
Anyone nowadays who would want to argue that human beings are
really free agents, in spite of all the knowledge we have to the contrary,
would be hard pressed to discover an area of human behaviour in which
there is not already some information indicating that there are
influencing or determining factors which account for the actions and
volitions of people.

c a n

a r e

c a s e

Arguments for free will
Regardless of the apparent strength of the arguments and evidence for
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the deterministic theory, the opponents of this view have been able to
formulate perhaps equally powerful arguments, and to point out that
there are experiences and attitudes of human beings that would make
no sense at all unless people were free agents. First of all, the libertarians
claim, everybody is aware of his/her own freedom. Even if someone can
predict the choices Iam going to make, when Imake these choices, Ifeel
that 1am free. The proponents of free-will insist that no determinist
arguments can eliminate or account for the actual experience of
freedom which we all sometimes have when we make our choices. (Of
course, the determinisis can point out that even if one grants that
have this experience, it in no way denies that in spite of how we may feel
about it, our volitions are none the less determined.)

w e

Free will and science

In recent years, the libertarians have also tried to enlist the support of
adiscovery in modern physics. This discovery is the Heisenberg
uncertainty principle which asserts that there is afundamental indeter¬
minacy in our knowledge about physical particles. If the position and
velocity of aparticle are to be experimentally determined, it is found
that all experimental methods of so doing will give us the position
accurately at the expense of error in the velocity determination; or they
will give us the velocity accurately at the expense of error in the
determination of position. It is not possible to determine both
quantities without uncertainty.

The interpretation that has been made of this scientific law in relation
to the free-will question is that there is an element of indetennuiacy in
nature. This is taken to suggest that there is adegree of freedom of
action on the most basic level of physical existence, and by analogy, that
such freedom occurs on higher levels, such as the human one. But the
Heisenberg principle is actually irrelevant to the main issues involved in
the argument between the libertarians and the determinists. It m a y
show that acenain formulation of complete determinism is no longer
adequate, or in keeping with present day physical theory. But this does
not indicate in the slightest that because we may never be able to
discover all the determining factors in the physical world, therefore
human volitions are free. The Heisenberg principle has not led to any
conclusion concerning the indeterminacy of our knowledge above the
level of particle motions, which, in fact, are predictable in large
numbers, but not in individual cases. Indeterminacy on the lowest level
of physical action certainly docs not show that free will is involved, or
that any decisions have been made by the particles to act the way they
do. Hence, no serious analogy between the results of modem physical
science and the basis of human volition seems possible.

The free-will case is stronger when it points to those features of our
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moral and legal judgments which make sense only if human beings are
in some sense free agents. Some opponents of theological determinism,
and now of scientific determinism, argued that most religious views of
the world are silly or trivial if people cannot make free choices. The
whole point of God’s condemning people for original sin, and His later
offer of salvation for people if they accepted or believed in certain
principles, seems to require afree participation from aperson’s point of
view. Otherwise, the theological drama, at least of the Judeo-Christian-
Islamic tradition, becomes apuppet-show which we are trapped in,
rather than amessage which we can do anything about.

Free wi l l and Wil l iain James

This argument when conducted on the ethical level becomes, perhaps,
more forceful. As William James insisted, in his essay on ‘The Dilemma
of Determinism’, there are two striking features of our moral experience
which are intelligible only if we assume that people arc free agents. The
first of these is the occurrence of remorse. Over and over again people
express the view that they regret that they did, or believed, certain
things, and wish that they had done or believed otherwise. If human
actions or thoughts could not be otherwise, then what possible point
can there be in regretting what might have been, especially since nothing
else could have occurred?

Besides the fact that regret or remorse would be meaningless if we
were not in some sense free, James also pointed out our attribution of
responsibility to people, and our punishing them for not exercising it
properly make no sense if we are all completely determined. We do not
condemn and punish determined physical objects like stones and cars
for the things they do, because we do not think that they are responsible
free agents. Why then do we punish people if they also could not have
done otherwise? If we punish them because we are determined by all
sorts of factors to behave in this fashion, then punishment loses all
moral significance, and becomes only an indication of the influencing
factors that determine the punishers. If we punish people in order to
alter the factors that condition their behaviour, then are we, the judges,
free in our decision to punish, or merely determined by other factors? If
the latter, then punishment is nothing more than inflicting the standards
of the group in power on the minority, and has no moral or ethical
significance. If the former, then the libertarian has made his/her point,
by showing that someone must be assumed to be free in order that
morality shall be meaningful.

Alast form of argument that can be cited in favour of the free-will
theory is that arguments about the question assume that people are able
to judge and decide these matters freely, according to the evidence. If
the determinist’s theory is true, then instead of propounding arguments.
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he/she ought to find out what factors produce philosophical decisions,
and then employ these, whether they be wooden clubs, alcoholic
beverages, drugs, etc. But the fact that he/she continues to
argumentation suggests that he/she, too, suspects there is some element
of freedom in human behaviour. Also, if one takes determinism
seriously, anyone who believes in free will is determined to accept that
theory, so what possible good could reasonable discussion accomplish?

u s e

Conc lus ion

The metaphysical problem of the freedom of the will, which has been
argued for centuries, may indicate the role of the metaphysician
clearly. In trying to work out ageneral account or explanation of the
elements of our experience, we find that there is overwhelming evidence
suggesting that human beings are completely determined in what they do
and think. On the other hand, some of the presuppositions that we
employ in our moral life seem to require that wc accept some degree of
free agency on the human level. The libertarian may be able to show that
complete determinism is incompatible with certain aspects of our
experience and belief, but, when he/she tries to specify in what our
freedom may consist, he/she seems to be unable to find any type of
human behaviour for which there is no scientific evidence of its source.
The metaphysician, faced with these two poles of explanation, is
obliged to develop some general theory about the nature of the universe
which can account for the evidence on both sides of the question.

m o r e

Types of metaphysical system

Having considered some examples of the kinds of problem that
metaphysicians deal with, we shall now turn to some of the major
metaphysical theories that have been constructed in the history of
philosophy. Since their number is large, we shall consider only some of
the basic ones, first of antiquity, and then of more recent philosophy,
that it, since the Renaissance. It has been claimed that all of the kinds
of metaphysics are actually merely permutations of the views of Plato
and Aristotle. Since that is in some degree the case, we shall start our
survey with them.

Plato's metaphysics

In alater discussion of the theory of knowledge, we shall see how some
of the basic elements of Plato’s metaphysical theory developed from his
attempt to work out an explanation of what true knowledge we have,
and what it is about. Fundamentally, Plato’s picture of the universe is
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that the real, stable, permanent part is the world of ideas or forms. The
world of ordinary experience is an illusory, transitory, unimportant
sequence of events which take place in the physical world, the realm of
appearance, rather than of reality.

The relationship between the supersensible world of ideas and the
visible, but only apparent, world of material things is set forth in Plato’s
dialogue, the Timaeus’. Both realms are described as if they are eternal.
But the world of ideas is responsible for, or is the cause of, whatever
order occurs in the material world. This is due not to any direct action
by the ideal world, which does not appear to involve any sort of change
or activity, but rather to some kind of agent who is able to introduce
some shadow or copy of the real world into the chaos of the material or
sensible universe.

On the one hand there is aworld of perfection, which is the
permanent realm of ideas, comprising the meanings or definitions of
things. On the other hand there is some amorphous, incoherent
‘something’ which is able to some extent to receive various aspects of
the forms. But, in order to explain how one of the realms comes in
contact with the other, Plato conceived of an agent, called the
Demiurge, who is able to exist on the borderline of both worlds. The
Demiurge tries to impose the various forms on the chaotic material
world, introducing triangularity, circularity, brownness, and so on,
untL there is some sort of order in the visible world. But, the material
world is not able to support or sustain these unchangeable ideas, and so
can only partake of them for limited periods of time. Hence, there is
bound to be the constant flux of the visible world as the temporary
order it receives from the world of ideas dissipates.

Later developments
Later Platonists in antiquity emphasized more and more the creative
agency of the world of forms, changing it from astatic world of
perfection into the source of all power and reality in the universe. In the
process of the absorption of Platonic metaphysics into Christian
theology, the ideal world was finally made into the divine creator not
oiJy of the temporary order in the universe, but of the physical universe
itself as well. Thus, from Plotinus in the third century, ad, to Saint
Augustine, 150 years later, there was amovement to transform the ideas
into active agencies, and finally into the divine power itself, which
creates the physical world out of nothing, and organizes it according to
the divine pattern of the forms.

Mind-body-soul
The human world, in Platonic metaphysics, is conceived of as a
borderline condition, somewhat akin to the position of the Demiurge.
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Aperson is part of the physical world in that he/she has abody, receives
sense-impressions, and so on. But at the same time he/she has an
immaterial mind which is capable of knowing forms. He/she also has a
directing agency, the soul, which is portrayed as achariot rider, guiding
and being guided by two horses, mind and body. The former wants to
soar into the heavenly realm of the ideas and to contemplate them. The
latter wants to immerse itself in the affairs of physical life. The human
soul is caught between these two opposing forces, trying to steer while
it is trapped in its prison house, the body.

Somehow, in these circumstances, what the soul is able to accomplish
in bringing about harmony remains afterwards -after its liberation
from bodily life. In terms of this metaphysical picture of human nature,
we are supposed to be able to rid ourselves of complete determination
by bodily needs. Most people, at present, have no freedom, because
their lives are completely fixed by their physical requirements. One’s
soul, however, can liberate itself from this bondage, and direct one’s
human life both in terms of one’s physical circumstances, as well as
one’s intellectual desires. Then, after the end of bodily existence the soul
can soar upward to the eternal, perfect world of Ideas.

The infusion of mysticism
This side of Plato’s metaphysics, though possibly not so intended by its
author, has led to an otherworldly and mystical view, which is usually
part of what is called Platonism. (As the term, Platonism, is ordinarily
employed in philosophy, it is aserious question as to whether Plato was
himself aPlatonist.) By stressing that aspect of Plato’s theory (i.e., that
which deals with the desire of the soul to escape from its prison house
in the body) many Platonisls have insisted that whatever is valuable in
the universe is to be found only in the ideal world, not in the physical
world. Somehow, they have insisted, we can enter into the higher
metaphysical realms only by rejecting completely all material concerns,
and contemplating the eternal characteristics of the fwrfect world of
f o r m s .

N e o - P l a t o n i s m

In the extension of Plato’s views known as neo-Plalonism, the
metaphysical theory propounded by Plotinus, the otherworldly point of
view is distinctly emphasized. The Neo-Platonists maintained that,
metaphysically speaking, one could become part of that level of the
universe with which one was concerned and understood. TTius, one
could change one’s fundamental nature by renouncing interest in the
physical world, and being concerned instead solely with the ideal world.
If one finally reached the point of being able to contemplate the idea of
ideas, the one, amystical union would take place between oneself and



144 Philosophy

the one. We are told that Plotinus was so convinced of this otherworldly
and mystical side of Platonism, that he tried to avoid showing even
enough interest in his physical life to take abath, and instead devoted
himself to his studies and to contemplation so as to achieve this mystical
u n i o n .

Aristotle’s metaphysics
In contrast to the dual nature of Plato’s universe of the world of ideas
and the shadowy world of physical things, Plato’s student, Aristotle,
constructed ametaphysical system devoted primarily to explaining the
natural world as the real world. Starting from the conviction that the
natural world we are all acquainted with in our daily life can be
accounted for, made intelligible without appealing to some metaphys¬
ical realms beyond human experience, he constructed atheory based on
what he regarded as the fundamental characteristics of nature. Besides
those that we discussed earlier (matter and form) Aristotle included also
the notion of purpose.

Teleology
All the objects of our experience consist of formed matter moving or
changing in apattern that is usually purposeful, or teleological, i.e., the
motions or changes occur in order to achieve some goal. As indications of
this, Aristotle pointed to persistent patterns of development. Acorns
always grow into oak trees, never into anything else. Children grow into
adults. Stones always fail down until they reach astate of rest on the
surface of the earth. In all these instances the motions or changes seem
to be directed towards the achievement of specific results, which appear
to be the same, or nearly the same, for all members of the group or
species.

Further, the examples one can think of that violate this claim of fixed
purposeful direction of change or motion, actually constitute evidence
for amore genera! thesis, that there is purposefulness which pervades ail
natural events and explains the course of nature. The instances in which
objects do not change or move to accomplish an end are those in which
objects have been interfered with by some outside agency. The acorn
that is eaten by asquirrel, the stone that moves upward instead of
downward, the child who fails to grow up because he is killed in his
youth, are all instances of violent, or, as Aristotle would call it,
uimatural interference with the object. But, when the object is left to
develop naturally, we note that it tends in acertain direction in order to
arrive at some final result, which seems to be the same for all members
of the same species.

The way in which this natural purposefulness or teleology exhibits
itself is through the forms which objects tend to acquire in the course of
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their development. Every object in its natural history seems to be trying
to realize or obtain acertain form proper to it, and its actions are all
directed towards this goal. The acorn, for instance, normally goes
through aseries of developments, culminating in its losing its original
form and taking instead the form of an oak. When it achieves acertain
size, it seems to have reached the goal towards which its changes were
tending. The stone when it falls to the surface of the earth also appears
to have completed aseries of changes which result in achieving its
desired form, aresting place.

Matter and goal
Put in most general form, the Aristotelian contention is that every
object in this universe, with the exception of God, is composed of some
form of an underlying stuff called ‘matter’. The matter of each kind of
object has the potentiality for acquiring aform proper to the object,
called its ‘end’ or ‘goal’. The process of change or motion is the
actualizing of the potentiality of the object. There is anatural tendency
or teleology which leads each and every object to seek the achievement
of its natural goal, or final form. The alterations that every object
undergoes cannot be understood except in terms of the purposes
i n v o l v e d .

Pure forms
There is arelative goal for every object, that of realizing the form proper
to its species. There is also an ultimate goal of every object, that of
realizing astate of complete rest from which it will be absolutely
impossible to change. But everything, in so far as it is composed of
matter, always has some potentiality, some capacity for change,
movement, or alteration. Hence, only by becoming pure form entirely
devoid of matter would it be possible for an object to arrive at this final
s t a t e .

As we look around the universe, we observe that to varying degrees
different species are able to achieve some aspect of permanence, or
immutability, or rest. The closest approximation to this state. Aristotle
thought, was to be found in the heavens. The stars and the planets, as
far as he could tell, changed in only one respect, that is. they changed
only their position. Their shape and size remained forever constant;
they neither decayed nor grew. The only manner in which they
appeared to seek for their ultimate form was in their continually circling
around the sky. In their movement, they always seemed to repeat the
same orbit, indicating that they were so close to complete rest that all
that separated them from this goal was the regular, circular movement
in which they engaged in their unending quest for the state of being pure
f o r m .

However, compared to the near-perfect state of the celestial objects,
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those on the surface of the earth are much further removed from the
achievement of the ultimate goal. All living things approach it only to
the degree that the species remains forever the same, even though the
individual members change, and finally decay and die. Since Aristotle
was not an evolutionist, he regarded the form of the species as forever
constant. Hence, it is through reproduction of the group, he claimed,
that living things participate in ‘the eternal and the divine’. But humans
can come closer to the ultimate state than any other organism. They arc
able to accomplish this through contemplating pure form. To the extent
that we can manage to reach such pure thought, our minds acquire or
realize astate of form alone, aconception of perfection.

The unmoved mover
Since, in one way or another, every object mthe world aims to achieve

siale of pure form, there must bean actual entity which is this goal of
all change or motion. This object is called the unmoved mover, because,
although it itself undergoes no change (since it contains no matter at all,
and hence, has no potentiality), it is the reason why everything else in
the universe moves. All things -from lowly stones to people and
heavenly bodies -go through the kind of developments they do because
of anatural tendency or desire to become like the unmoved mover.
Thus, it is out of love for the perfection of pure form that the natural
world goes endlessly about its movement, alteration and change. In
Aristotle’s metaphysical scheme, the perfect being, the unmoved
mover, does nothing, and plays no part mthe activities of the world, but
only serves it by being its purpose and goal. This teleological universe,
in which everything in nature happems purposefully, and can be
accounted for in terms of the relative and final ends being pursued, also
has afrustrating aspect. Although all natural objects, except the
unmoved mover, undergo change in order to actualize their potential¬
ities, they are bound to fail because they never can become pure form.
Even the heavenly bodies, so close to achieving perfection and rest,
never do so, but instead revolve forever in their circular orbits. The
world, thus, is seen by Aristotle as an eternal series of processes, always
pursuing the same goal, and never arriving at this end.

a

Epicurean metaphysics
In sharp contrast to the Aristotelian conception of the universe
explained entirely in terms of purposeful action is the materialistic view
of Epicurus. This theory, originally proposed by the early Greek
philosopher, Democritus, and best known through the De Rerum
Natura^ by the Roman poet, Lucretius, portrays auniverse containing
nothing but variously shaped atoms moving through empty space. The
conception of the indivisible atom as the fundamental feature of the
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universe, having no purpose, no qualities except its size and shape (and
possibly weight) sufilces, the Epicureans claimed, to account for all that
we know about the wor ld .

Physical theory
The permanent aspect of the universe is the physical atom, uncreated
and unchangeable- The Epicureans considered the atoms as solid
particles, which could not be broken down into smaller units, and which
occurred in an unlimited number of sizes and shapes. There were,
according to this theory, cube-shaped atoms, pyramid-shaped atoms,
hooked atoms, spherical ones, and so on. Every object in the world is
nothing but acombination of atoms distributed in empty space. This
includes living things, and even the human mind, as well as inanimate
objects like stones and tables. Though the atoms are eternally the same,
their combinations alter, and hence, the objects which we experience
may change and disappear, but the atoms themselves never do.

Movement is afundamental feature of the atom, which never had a
beginning but has been going on for ail time. In the original theory of
Democritus, the atoms all fell downward at different rates of speed.
Bccau.se of the varying velocities, the faster-moving atoms overtake the
slowcroncs, and acollision occurs. Owing to their differences in shape,
the colliding atoms are sent off in various directions, causing other
collisions, and so on. As aresult, all sorts of atomic combinations arc
formed and later broken up. This version of metaphysical atomism is
completely deterministic in that from the initial position of atoms in the
universe, and from the directions in which they are moving, it is possible
to predict exactly the entire future course of the movements of all
atoms. Hence, every event in the world, including thoughts, volitions
and all mental events, is completely determined solely by the locations
and motions of the basic physical particles.

Indeterminacy
However, Epicurus, for various ethical reasons, was oppressed by the
thought of atotally fixed universe, and, therefore, modified the ancient
atomic theory by introducing an indeterminable element into the
atomic world. According to him, besides moving straight downward
and colliding, the atoms also occasionally have ‘a gentle swerve’ which
alters their course. The swerve, supposedly, occurs for no discoverable
reason, but, whenever it takes place, it disrupts the fixed determined
character of the atomic universe, and prevents us from accurately
predicting what will happen in the world.

Both the deteminist and indetenninisi versions of atomism are
examples of acompletely materialistic metaphysics. According to both
Democritus and Epicurus, everything in the entire universe can be
accounted for solely in terms of the notions of matter and motion. All
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physical action can be explained in terms of‘the fortuitous concourse of
atoms’- Mental events, it is claimed, can also be characterized as the
result of the collisions of avery fine type of spherical atom, called asou!
atom. Living things possess these atoms, whereas inanimate objects do
not- When living things die. what happens is that the soul atoms depart
from this particular combination.

Purposelessness
Totally unlike the Aristotelian theory of the cosmos, Epicurean
metaphysics portrays aworld that is completely purposeless. It does not
seek for causal explanations of natural events in the end or purpose
towards which they are aiming; the explanation for why anything
happens can only be in terms of the prior events in the atomic world. On
both the cosmic level and the level of human events, nothing occurs in
order to achieve any goal, but solely because certain atomic collisions
have taken place. Man’s habit of regarding the world as made for him/
her, and the events in it as part of aplan in which he/she plays acentral
role, is condemned as an erroneous point of view. As far as our hopes,
wishes, desires, thoughts are concerned, they have nothing to do with
the actual course of events. Things have to happen because of the
patterns existing in the world of atoms, not because we or anyone else
want them to occur, nor because of any advantages that might result
f rom the i r occurrence.

This completely materialistic metaphysics also rules out as important
or relevant to the world’s affairs the thoughts and ideals of humankind.
These are only the results of atomic events within us, and rather than
being guiding clues to the nature of events, or bases for comprehending
the universe, they are merely the effects of certain material causes. The
worlds of Platonic ideas, of Aristotelian purposes, are nothing but
illusory visions taking place in the human brain and hence not deserving
of serious consideration or of serving as the basis for our highest hopes.

The Epicurean vision of apurposeless, material cosmos is one of the
great metaphysical systems. In spite of its sharp rejection of man’s
spiritual hopes and goals, this theory has contributed an all-
encompassing scheme which provides away of accounting for our
experience. It has also served as an antidote to some of the grandiose
metaphysical systems by returning people to an examination of the
material world as away of understanding their experience. It is quite
understandable that during the great religious era, the Middle Ages.
Epicureanism was almost totally neglected, but in the beginnings of
modern science, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there was a
strong revival of interest in ancient atomic metaphysics.

Stoic metaphysics
The last of the major classical metaphysical theories that we shall
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consider is that of the leading opponents of the Epicureans, the Stoics.
Like the former, they held to amaterialistic conception of the world.
But the Stoics also contended that the material world was pervaded by a
dynamic force, whidi acted not mechanically but purposefully, in order to
maintain auniversal rational pattern throughout all nature.

Matter and reason

The fundamental elements of the Stoic cosmos are matter and reason,
which are found everywhere. Matter is not aseries of atomic units, but
acontinuous amorphous stuff, which is pervaded by arational force
that gives it its characteristics. Physical objects, according to this theory,
represent various states of tension of matter owing to the action of the
rational forces that exist throughout the physical world. The dynamic
quality of these rational forces brings about all the changes that take
place.

The element of reason is sometimes called the soul of the universe,
sometimes the rational seeds within it, sometimes universal reason or God.
It is conceived of as acosmic power that organizes and governs the
entire universe, not from outside, but from within. As atotality, it is the
guiding principle of the world, and considered individually it is the
rational element or seed within each separate thing which governs
directs i t .

o r

S to ic determin ism

Since in Stoic metaphysics, everything that happens, happens for a
reason, and the reason is the plan of the cosmic rational element, there
is complete determinism in nature. But this determinism is not the result
of previous developments in the physical world; rather it is due to the
purpose of the cosmos, the end result that universal reason works
towards. Everything must be as it is because its occurrence is rationally
dictated by the all-pervasive reason in accordance with its rational
purpose. Thus, every event is rational and necessary in this completely
rational world. For anything different to take place than what does,
there would have to be some reason. But there cannot be any, since
universal reason directed the occurrence of what does happen, and
hence this must be the sole rational possibility.

Fatalism and optimism
This theory of the Stoics leads to acomplete fatalism and acosmic
optimism. The fatalistic view results from recognizing that everything
(hat happens must happen and there is nothing we can do about it. Since
the causal agency is beyond our control or influence, instead of
brooding about the course of events, past, present and future, we ought
to accept the prevailing state of affairs -what occurs, must occur.

The only area in which anything can happen that is not necessary is
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mthe realm of thought. One can either accept or reject, in the mind, the
course of events. The person who acquiesces in the universal law of
nature and ofreason, canbeat peace with the world. On the other hand,
the person who cannot or will not accept this fatalistic view is unhappy
and at war with the world. He/she spends his/her life disturbed at what
happens and wishing it were otherwise. Since it cannot be, all that
results is unhappiness, while the course of nature remains the same.

The optimistic side of the Stoic metaphysical outlook arises from
equating the necessity and rationality of what occurs with its goodness.
Since universal reason directs the activities of the world, they must be
directed in order to achieve some cosmic purpose. This purpose would
only be the goal if it were the right goal for the entire universe. No matter
what happens, it is the result of the necessary actions guided by the
universal reason pervadingal! of nature-therefore ihismust be the best
of all possible worlds.

The optimistic claim leads to the view that the universe can ily be
judged as awhole, and in terms of the direction in which it is moving.
To regard apart as significant, and to evaluate it, is to miss the essential
point that the purpose of universal reason is expressed and worked out
throughout the entire cosmos. Thus one who cannot understand how a
basically good universe can contain such awful events as earthquakes,
famines, plagues and wars does not realize that the entire material
world is interrelated and interdirected. Even the parts of the whole that
we may not approve of represent some aspect -anecessary one -of the
rational scheme of things. If the parts are seen in terms of the larger
context, then one, supposedly, will accept them as required features of
this best of all possible worlds, and not as defects.

Stoic metaphysics, then, represents acombination of apure
materialism and atype of teleology. Nature is conceived of as entirely
physical, and also as pervaded by some rational cosmic force. As a
result, instead of arriving at adeterministic, purposeless picture of the
world, as the Epicureans did, the Stoics make their determinism the
consequence of the universal guiding spirit; and the physical events that
occur are necessary and good parts of anecessary and good world,
moving towards the most reasonable, and hence best, of all possible
conc lus ions .

Cartesianism, modem metaphysics

Turning from the ancient metaphysical systems, which form the basic
patterns of the later ones, we shall next consider some post-Renaissance
theories. With the beginnings of modern science, and the realizations
that the older accepted systems of thought, especially medieval
Aristotelianism, were no longer adequate to account for man’s new
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knowledge, philosophers sought new metaphysical theories which
might be more appropriate to this new situation.

The philosophy of Descartes provided this kind of metaphysics. (In
calling it ‘new’, this is not to ignore the fact that much of Descartes’
fundamental outlook was based upon certain theories in the Platonic
tradition, especially those of the great Christian Platonisi, St Augus¬
tine.) It is from the views of Descartes that most of the metaphysical
systems of the last three centuries begin, trying to improve upon them,
or to overcome what they regard as difTiculties in the Cartesian system.

The three substances

In Descartes’ metaphysics, as we have seen, there are three basic
components in the universe, called substances -God, mind and matter.
Everything else is amodification, or particular example of these. God
is the creative substance, who has made the other two. The mental
substance has, as its essential property, that it thinks, whereas the
essential property of matter is that it is extended. Everything that
happens in either the material or the mental realm is entirely dependent
on the will of God, which orders and controls them.

The physical world is conceived of as avast, world machine, which
operates according to God’s constant laws. God constantly conserves
and controls aphysical order in which various portions of extension
move others by contact, producing the regular world that modern
science describes. According to Descanes, everything that is extended is
part of this machine, including all of the animal world, which he
thought of as aseries of smaller machines, operating entirely by
mechanical principles, but, possibly, more complicated than inanimate
objects.

The only aspect of the created world that is not part of the world
machine is -mind. Mind is completely unextended, and hence not in
contact with the material world. Mind engages in mental activities like
thinking, willing, and the like. As we have seen earlier in this chapter,
one of the gravest problems in Cartesian metaphysics is to explain
satisfactorily how the mental world and the physical world can be in any
way related and how God can be said to act causally on either of them.

Descartes’ mechanism, in denying completely any purposeful tenden¬
cies in the physical world, provided asatisfactory metaphysical basis for
the new physical theories of such scientists as Galileo. But, at the same
time, the sharp division of the created world between the mental and the
physical substance gave rise to many difficulties in constructing a
consistent theory of the entire universe. Also, the Cartesian conception
of the overpowering role played by God seemed to tend towards akind
of mysticism, rather than provide abasis for scientific knowledge. If ail
power rested in God alone, then neither aspect of the created world -



152 Philosophy

mind or matter -could have any causal efficacy. Any account of natural
events would ultimately reduce to saying ‘it happens because God so
wills’. Hence, instead of employing mental or physical terms, the end
result would be to convert all questions into divine mysteries, which
mortals can never comprehend.

Because of problems which appear to arise out of Descartes’ rigid
separation of the basic components of the universe, various metaphysi¬
cians sought to construct theories which would modify the Cartesian
conception by simplifying its fundamental conceptions. On the one
hand, some philosophers fclt that by eliminating the material substance
from the metaphysical system, amore satisfactory theory could be
developed. Others insisted that the solution lay in denying the mental or
spiritual components of the Cartesian world, and working out amore
advanced form of mechanism. Thus, out of the original Cartesian
metaphysical theory two divergent kinds of metaphysics have deve¬
loped, one mentaiistic, called idealism, and the other amodem form of
mate r i a l i sm .

Idea l i sm

The metaphysical meaning of idealism has little to do with the ordinary
meaning of the word. Instead, its philosophical usage relates to atheory
which holds that the most important element in the nature of reality is mind
or spirit. After Descartes, some philosophers developed aCartesian
system without the notion of aphysical substance. The full flowering of
this kind of theory appears in the metaphysical views of the Irish
philosopher. Bishop Berkeley (discussed more fully in Chapter 5).

Bishop Berkeley

Berkeley’s contention is that there is no such entity as aphysical world,
or matter, in the sense of an independently existing object. Instead, ail
that we ordinarily call physical objects are actually collections of ideas
in amind. Atable is the set of perceptions that 1have when Itouch,
look, and so on. But this is not to say that things are really different
from what they appear to be. Berkeley insisted that all tha' we can ever
know about objects is merely the ideas we have of them. The appearances
we experience are the very objects, and the appearances are sensations or
perceptions of athinking being.

M i n d a n d G o d

But what accounts for the series of ideas that occur, and the regularity
of the patterns? According to Berkeley, ideas themselves are only
passive effects of something, unable to produce or cause any further
ideas. We, the perceivers who are aware of the ideas, are only able to
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influence oraffect avery small number, if any, of the ideas that we have.
Whether we will it or not, when we open our eyes, we perceive certain
ideas. When our finger is pricked, even though wc may not enjoy it, or
wish it, we experience apainful sensation, and so on. Therefore,
Berkeley claimed, the order of ideas must be due to some mind other
than ours, who constantly perceives all the ideas, and at various times
makes us perceive the particular group of them which constitutes our
experience. This universal mind which ̂ ways perceives is God.

Further, according to Berkeley’s theory, mind is active, and is an
agent, while ideas are only the passive effects of mental activity. In fact,
the only sort of power which can produce anything exists solely in mind,
either in the finite spirits which are ourselves, or in the infinite mind of
God. The entire, magnificent world of nature, with its wonderful scientific
harmony is nothing but an expression of the ideas in the divine mind. As
he suggested, the natural world was presented to us as akind of sign
language for interpreting God’s mind.

Thus, the cosmos, in Berkeley’s metaphysics, consists of spirits, or
minds, some finite, and one infinite, which are all active agents. In
addition, there are the passive effects -ideas -which have the degree of
permanence that they exist as the constant perceptions in the mind of
God. They also, at various times, are the experiences of human beings.
These ingredients, mind and ideas, Berkeley claimed, provided a
completely adequate basis to account for all our knowledge about the
world, whereas ametaphysical system including another independent
ingredient -matter -would create all sorts of difficulties and problems.

Solipsism

The Bcrkelian theory, which its author called immateriaiism (the world
conceived without matter) led to further extensions -subjective idealism
and solipsism. The latter view is that the universe, as far as one can ever
tell, is nothing but myself, my mind, and its ideas. This view develops
from Berkeley’s argument that the only things that we can know to exist
are those that we can experience. This theory eliminates any other mind
but my own, and any other objects but my ideas, and leaves the universe
nothing but the sequence of thoughts which occur in me.

J. G. Fichte

Besides the implausibility of solipsism, there is the problem in such a
view of accounting for the origin or cause of one’s ideas. In order to
work out amore satisfactory theory of idealism, the German metaphy¬
sician, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, at the end of the eighteenth century
constructed his theory of subjective idealism. This view differs from
Berkeley’s and the solipsist’s by insisting that mind is acontinuously
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creative and evolving entity, somehow generating the various features
of the wor ld that we know.

Before expounding his theory, Fichte pointed out that there were two
major metaphysical outlooks: materialism -the view that everything is
to be accounted for in terms of materia) causes; and idealism -the view
that the explanation must be in terms of mental causes. Neither of these
theories can be proven or disproven, and each can develop arguments
against the other. The philosopher who wants to meditate on
metaphysical matters first must decide which outlook he accepts, and
then proceed to construct his theories.

Ego and non-ego
Having made his choice for the idealistic outlook, Fichte envisaged the
universe as the outpourings of the fundamental substance, called the
ego. From this source, he claimed, two aspects emerged, the self that I
am aware of, and the non-ego, the things that Iregard as other than
myself. Both of these depend upon, arise from, are intelligible in terms
of, the underlying creative agent behind the scenes. Thus, by the time
one develops any awareness or consciousness of the meaning of nature
of one’s experience, it is already in the form of object (the outside world)
and subject (oneselO- The subjective idealist comprehends this two-
sided world in relation to amental source or agent who created it, or
who provides the grounds or foundation for making it understandable.

The person of idealistic tendency tries to probe beyond and behind
the immediate features of his world in the quest for some explanation
for them. The characteristics of the so-called physical world, as we
know it, and of our individual mental worlds, as we are conscious of
them, are both known as effects of something. The entity which could
account for both the objective and subjective aspects of our experience
must lie behind both. Thus, the ego of Fichte’s metaphysics is not
simply the mind of the solipsist, transformed into acreative agent who
generated the entire universe. Instead, the ego is more impersonal, a
creative agency from which each individual mind is derivative. Each
person, and the world which he/she is aware of, is an expression of
something more general, of the creative activity of the ego. In his efforts
to avoid criticism from orthodox religious quarters, Fichte sometimes
Slated his theory so that he almost gives the impression that he is talking
about the traditional notion of God, rather than atranscendent, super-
personal mind, as the source of all aspects of the universe.

Objective or absolute idealism: Hegel
Perhaps the most famous modern metaphysician is Fichte’s successor,
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, whose views dominated metaphysical
thought throughout the nineteenth century, and who has become
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somewhat of avillain for many twentieth century philosophers. The
abstruse complexities of his writings have made Hegel aprofessional
joke, so that when somebody wrote abook entitled The Secret of
Hegel's Philosophy areviewer pointed out that the author had kept the
secret very well. Perhaps it is not possible to make complete sense out
of the entire Hegelian scheme. In ̂ is brief sketch, we shall not attempt
to enter into much of the involved structure of Hegel’s system, but only
to indicate afew of the central themes.

World and the absolute

One of the main Hegelian contentions is that everything in the universe
can be understood only in terms of an objective or absolute mind which
has been evolving throughout the world’s history into atranscendent,
self-contained being. As we saw (see page 96), each stage in the world’s
development is the expression of the inner struggle of the absolute to
achieve complete self-realization. In the process ofevolving, it has been
striving towards astage of complete understanding and intelligibility.

Hegel claimed that the earlier phases of the history of the absolute
could not explain or account for the events of nature and history. Every
attempt to construct asystem that would provide acomplete account of
the source, the nature, and the meaning of the universe, proved to be
incomplete or unsatisfactory. (In Hegel’s terms, each of these attempts
contains contradictions, or contradictory elements.) The absolute itself
was constantly striving to overcome this predicament by rendering
itself, through its expression, the world, intelligible and consistent.
Hence, the world that has appeared in the historical realm has
represented asuccessive series of approximations on the part of the
absolute towards realizing its goal of making itself acomplete,
comprehensive and rational foundation of the totality of world
experience.

To clarify this, let us consider Hegel’s picture in terms of the
evolution of the world. The universe commenced as aseries of discrete
particles, providing no explanation of how they were related, why they
were here, and so on. Any attempt to describe this almost chaotic state
of the universe would encounter difficulties, because any characteristics
that were present in the world would be insufficient to describe the
whole universe. Thus, if one asserted that squareness is acharacteristic
of the universe, this would be contradicted by other characteristics of
the world. The absolute, in order to make itself more intelligible,
synthesized the elements into adcscribable pattern -the physical system
of the wor ld .

Even so. this physical account was inadequate to explain why this
takes place, or to answer all the questions that could be asked. One
could still find contradictory elements, or at least conflicting or
apparent incompatible ones, in the attempt to work out acompletely
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rational explanation of the world. So the absolute evolved to ahigher
stage, the chemical one, and then the biological one, and finally the
human one. These stages represent the ‘march of reason through the
world’, the realization of afuller expression of the absolute or objective
mind, so that it can become amore consistent explanation of the
universe .

The dialectic

In the Hegelian conception, this process of the absolute is atype of
‘logical’ one, transformed in our experience into ahistorical one. The
‘logical’ development is the famous Hegelian dialectic, wherein each
attempt to formulate something about the universe (a thesis), is contra*
dieted by another formulation (an antithesis), and the conflict between the
two is resolved in apropositiem which incorporates the partial truth of both
of them (the synthesis). What is frequently presented as aconflict of
thesis and antithesis is actually an example of two incomplete accounts
which are then synthesized into amore general formulation. Thus, the
attempt to explain all physical processes quantitatively is opposed by
the purely qualitative physical events, requiring an explanation that
encompasses both.

The absolute is portrayed by Hegel as striving constantly to
overcome, or resolve, this dialectic of thesis and antithesis by higher and
higher syntheses, until it will finally achieve complete self-realization in
an all-encompassing synthesis, which will include all partial truths in
one vast truth. At this point the inner logical struggle will be over, as will
the history of the world. Since each stage of dialectical ascent is
expressed outwardly in terms of some stage in the development of the
historical world, when the absolute reaches completion, so will the
cosmos. The latter will then be acompletely coherent entity, which can
be entirely understood.

As the dialectical struggle goes on, and the universe develops, so does
our understanding of it. Until the world became completely intelligible
there could be only limited comprehension of its structure, since the
developments themselves were not yet completely rational. The
intelligence of any individual can reach only that degree of understand¬
ing and coherence that the absolute is then expressing. Therefore the
entire structure of the universe can be stated in ametaphysical system
only when the absolute has reached full self-realization. At that point
thought and being will become identical, since full comprehension and
the full state of the universe will be one and the same thing.

The Hegelian culmination
Hegel’s objective idealism is the final culmination of transforming the
Cartesian metaphysic into atheory where only mind is real, and only
mental actions and effects can form abasis for accounting for the world
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of our experience. Moving from Berkeley’s static world of ideas, as the
persistent thoughts in the divine mind, to Fichte’s creative ego,
generating both the subjective and objective features of the universe,
Hegel completely objectihed thoû t and mind into the basic independent
entity, devoid of all personality, and all subjective properties. The
HegeLan absolute mind becomes the real universe, manifesting itself
outwardly as world history, and inwardly as the rational dialectical
process, marching toward full self-realization. Somehow the metaphysi¬
cal system, when properly understood, is not just adescription of the
objective universe, but actually is the absolute, intellectually expressed.

M a t e r i a l i s m

In contrast to the idealist’s approach, the materialists sought to develop
amodified Cartesianism, eliminating mind, and possibly God, from the
basic metaphysical scheme, and attempting to explain everything in terms
of material events. Beginning with Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth
century, and continuing with the French materialists of the enlighten¬
ment, the type of theory developed does not differ substantially from
the Greek materialistic theories except in details.

Impact of science

Instead of employing the crude, speculative atomism of Democritus
and Epicurus, the modern materialists tried to show in more elaborate
terms, based upon the general discoveries and theories of modern
physical .science, that apurely materialistic account can be given of
everything we know. Using first the physics of Descartes and of his
contemporary atomist, Gassendi, and later the theories of Isaac
Newton, the materialists tried to show that all events in the universe
could be explained as the results of mathematically describable motions
of extended, solid features of the universe.

The rapid growth of the physical sciences, of physics and astronomy,
gave an initial appeal to the materialistic theory in the minds of agreat
many forward-looking thinkers, who had become exceedingly sceptical
of previous metaphysical theories. The difficulties in acomplete
materialism seemed to arise in extending the already triumphant
pattern of material explanation from physical things to living and
thinking things. The beginnings of the social sciences in the eighteenth
century, the development of modern chemistry in the nineteenth
century, and the tremendous progress in biology and psychology in
more recent times have all given greater authority to the materialist in
his belief that even if it has not yet been accomplished, it will soon be
possible to account for all events solely in terms of physical concepts
and laws.
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Bui from the lime of Descartes, certain problems in developing a
complete materialism had arisen. The Canesian metaphysic contains a
materialism about the natural world, both animate and inanimate, but
also recognizes that this cannot be extended to the mental world. In
order to extend it to the world of living things, Descartes had to claim
that animals are really ‘automata’, small machines. Since Descartes’
day, the materialists have had to try to make good the claim that all
living processes, like digestion, growth, reproduction, can be explained
in apurely mechanical fashion, and that similar kinds of explanation
can be offered for the events of one’s mental life.

Biology
As aresult, there has been arunning battle between two opposing
groups of theoretical biologists, the vitalists and the mechanists. The
contention of the latter is that it is gradually being shown that various
processes of animats and plants can be explained in physical and
chemical terms, and that there is no reason to suspect that this cannot
ultimately be done with all biological questions. On the other hand,
their opponents claim that either it is already the case that one has to
abandon purely materialistic concepts, and introduce certain other
ones, like ‘life-force’, that cannot be reduced to physical or chemical
notions, or that this will occur. Without such non-materialistic ideas,
the vitalists assert, it will not be possible to give asatisfactory account
of the information we already possess about the behaviour of living
things.

Psychology
Similarly, in psychological theory abattle has been, and is being waged,
between those who bel ieve that some sor t o f mater ia l is t ic sc ience of

human behaviour can be, or is being, developed, and those who insist
that the evidence indicates that this is not, or cannot be the case. Here,
the issues involved are extremely complex, and much of the merit of
each case will depend upon the future course of experimental research
in establishing whether or not asatisfactory explanation of human and
animal psychology can be developed along materialistic lines.

Physics
However, as modem physics moves further away from the simple
mechanical conceptions of Newton’s theory, the original materialistic
metaphysic has begun to lose some of its force and appeal. If the picture
of the physical world presented by the scientists is no longer one of
simple physical particles in motion, as the cause of all physical events,
then atheory about the basic characteristics of reality based on an
outmoded scientific theory is not as acceptable. As scientific theorists
move further away from aview that science provides accurate accounts
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of the intimate secrets of physical reality, to amore empirical conception
of science as ahypothetical model of what the world may be like, that
suffices for predicting the future course of experience, amaterialism
based on the developments in scientific research has become less
attractive. Those who base their theories about the fundamental
characteristics of the world upon an interpretation of our scientific
knowledge have tended to adopt apositivistic or pragmatic, or less
materialistic form of naturalistic theory, than the classical forms of
mate r i a l i sm .

Dialectical materialism

Although the type of materialism advocated by Karl Marx is discussed
in detail in Chapter 2, it is relevant to say something about it here,
before leaving this subject. Marx’s materialism is based on ‘standing
Hegel on his head’, and transforming the Hegelian idealistic pattern into
atheory about the natural world. Instead of attributing the dialectical
scheme to some absolute or objective mind, it is in nature alone that the
processes of overcoming contradictions take place.

Everything in the universe is interpreted as being the result of
physical forces in operation. But these forces, rather than operating
merely in amechanical pattern, proceed in adialectical fashion,
achieving or evolving more and more consistent and coherent features.
All the processes of nature can be explained as dialectical processes of
this type, but, as we have seen earlier, Marx emphasizes the economic
aspect of his dialectical materialism. The human world, which is, of
course, the chief concern of the theory, represents atype of materialistic
being, whose way of existence is determined by the material factors
involved in one's attempts to produce sufficient material goods for one’s
s u r v i v a l .

Economic theory

Each type of economy that has evolved in history contains conflicting,
or contradictory elements (a thesis and an antithesis) which have been
resolved in asynthesis, anew type of economy, which in turn has
involved new conflicting elements, and so on. The conflict between
slave and master, serf and lord, has finally given rise to the present
material system of production -capitalism. At each stage, the entire
culture, the intellectual and artistic forces, are an expression of the then
existing materialistic base which determines and accounts for human
societ ies.

The ‘synthesis' of communism

According to Marx, the present form of material life, based
capitalistic economy, contains afinal conflict that is to be resolved, a

o n a
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conflict between the producer, the worker, on the one hand, and the
employer, the owner of the means of production, on the other. This will
ultimately be synthesized in an economy in which this separation
between employee and employer disappears, and with it all conflict. At
this point, the Hegelian dream of the complete realization of the
absolute will take place in the natural world instead, with the
elimination of all contradictions, and the achievement of atotally
rational social order -for Marx, acommunist society.

N a t u r a l i s m

The last type of modern metaphysics that we shall consider is
naturalism. In this theory, it is claimed that all the features of the
universe can be explained or accounted for in natural or experiential
terms. Materialism is arestricted form of naturalism, in which only
basic physical concepts, of matter and motion, are thought requisite in
order to explain everything. Naturalism can allow for the employment of
any of the concepts that arise from our study of nature and experience, and
not merely the concepts of physical science.

The naturalists contend that beginning with the Cartesian system an
artificial division has been imposed upon our conceptions of the world
which has continually engendered unsatisfactory results. After Des¬
cartes completely separated mind and matter, metaphysicians have
tried to undo the damage by eliminating either mind or matter, or tried
to reduce one category to the other, with unfortunate consequences.
Instead, it is suggested, one should recognize that both are aspects of
our experience, and ought to be interpreted in these terms.

The influence of science
There have been many different types of naturalist accounts of the
universe, usually modelled on the prevailing scientific motifs of the
time. The basic natural or experimental conceptions have been, by and
large, drawn from the dominant scientific discoveries of the time, in
physics, biology, etc. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the most
common expressions of naturalism have usually tried to work out
consistent accounts of all of our knowledge about the world in terms of
biological and psychological themes, especially in the light of the
evolutionary aspect of the natural and human world brought to the fore
in nineteenth century geology, biology, history, psychology, etc. Such
philosophers as Henri Bergson, Friedrich Nietzsche, William James,
John Dewey, and others, have attempted to construct general theories
about the nature of reality in purely naturalistic terms, extending the
insights provided by these sciences into metaphysical theories.



Metaphysics 161

Experience
In the most common versions of naturalism, the fundamental category
is taken to be experience itself. Out of this, two aspects are distin¬
guished, the objective and the subjective. These are not separate entities,
the external world and the mind, but rather ways of looking at, or
regarding, certain relationships or processes that take place in experience.
On the basis of these aspects, further discriminations, or selections, are
made, which encompass other aspects in terms of scientifically
organized patterns, human values, purposes.

The evolving, developing character of experience becomes the basis
for regarding the describable or understandable world, both objective
and subjective, as determinate to some degree. Future possibilities are
open as to what further natural properties, orders and tendencies may
appear. Hence, there is also adegree of openness in naturalistic
explanation, that any attempt is always an approximation of the
characteristics of the universe, rather than afixed and final description,
which is bound to be correct for all times and all places.

Some naturalistic theories develop some of the suggestive leads of
Stoic metaphysics, in conceiving of the natural and experiential order as
having adynamic, emergent feature, which brings forth new facets in
nature in the course of time. Such anatural dynamism would account
for, these naturalists believe, the evolutionary character of our natural
knowledge, without appealing to any supernatural agency. It would
also provide abasis for the belief in both the openness of natural
developments, or their indeterminacy at any given moment, and the
need for revising one’s estimates of the fundamental nature of the
universe .

Some criticisms of metaphysics

These metaphysical theories attempt in one way or another to present
some general system that will account for the manifold characteristics of
the world, our knowledge of it, and our beliefs, hopes, aspirations, and
other aspects of our ‘subjective’ nature. For over two thousand years,
metaphysicians have debated as to which of these theories is more
satisfactory, more plausible. After all this time, though many of these
systems may appear as interesting speculations, there seems to be no
general agreement amongst philosophers as to which of them is true, or
at least truer than the others. Moreover, each school of metaphysicians
appears to be able to show that there are serious difficulties in the views
of all the others, but does not seem to be able to develop asatisfactory
justification of its own views.
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Because of this confusion, some philosophers have thought that the
fundamental problem is that there is something wrong with metaphys¬
ical reasoning itself. If this be the case, the question is not the truth or
plausibility of the theories, but rather what is wrong with the entire
metaphysical enterprise, and why is it bound, by its very nature, to lead
to unsatisfactory results? We shall consider the answers to this query by
two of the most famous critics of metaphysical reasoning and system
construction, David Hume and Immanuel Kant, who both claimed to
have discovered the basic limitations that prevent any successful
solution to any metaphysical problem.

Hume's criticism of metaphysics

Hume's criticism of metaphysics derives from his empirical and sceptical
point ofview, and is summed up in the famous concluding passage from
his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. There, he asked;

When we run over libraries, persuaded of these principles [that
is, Hume's empirical principles] what havoc must we make? If we
take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for
instance; let us ask. Does it contain any abstract reasoning
concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experi¬
mental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No.
Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but
sophistry and illusion.

The basis for the book-burning crusade is Hume's contention that the
only meaningful terms or ideas are either sense impressions or mathemat¬
ical concepts. Sense impressions are meaningful because they can be
tested by experience and observation; mathematical concepts are
meaningful because they express relationships between ideas that we
can intuitively see to be true and certain. No other concept can be
meaningful since we have no way of testing its validity. Hence, the key
notions of the metaphysicians -e.g., ‘substance’, ‘reality', ‘mind’,
’matter’ -actually are meaningless since we are unable to define them
in terms of anything that we know about. Therefore, the propositions
that metaphysicians propound might sound impressive, but they have
no significance.

Meaning and experience
Further, the questions that the metaphysicians are seeking to answer
are as meaningless as the concepts that they employ in trying to do so.
They wish to find out what is the nature of reality, what is the cause of
the world's characteristics, what is the relationship of matter and mind,
what degree of freedom does the human will exercise, what is the role of
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God in the affairs of natural and human existence, and so on. But, in
terms of the sorts of relationship that we are capable of discerning in our
experience, and in mathematics, none of these can be taken seriously.
We would not even know what they are questions about, how one
would go about answering them, or what acorrect answer would look
l i ke .

Over and over again in his philosophical writings, Hume explained
various metaphysical problems, and showed that when analysed in
terms of his empirical meaning-criterion, the questions dissolved into
meaninglessness. If our knowledge about the world is restricted to what
we experience, plus the inferences we make as aresult of the constant
conjunctions of events, and our own habit of expecting the future to
resemble the past, then how can we possibly tell if there is any
permanent structure to reality above and beyond what we are aware of?
There is nothing in our experience that suggests that our impressions
belong to some object outside of experience, or that they can be
explained in terms of such an object.

The critique of ‘substance’
The basic principle of metaphysical explanation up to Hume’s time, the
notion of a‘substance’, whether it be mental, physical or divine, which
is the fundamental element of the universe, Hume found completely
unintelligible. If our ideas come to us from our sensations or our
reflections, where does this notion come from?

If it be convey’d to us by our senses, Iask, which of them; and
after what manner? If it be perceiv’d by the eyes, it must be a
colour; if by thcears,asound;if by the palate, ataste; and so of the
other senses. But 1believe none will assert, that substance is either
acolour, or sound, or ataste. The idea of asubstance must
therefore be deriv'd from an impression or reflexion, if it really
exist. But the impressions of reflexion resolve themselves into our
passions and emotions; none of which can possibly represent a
substance. We have therefore no idea of substance, distinct from
that of acollection of particular qualities, nor have we any other
meaning when we either talk or reason concerning it.

Not only do we have no impression or idea of this thing called
‘substance’, but when wc look at what the metaphysicians say about it,
we arc further baffled. They say that asubstance is something that can
exist by itself, that is, something that can be conceived of apart from
everything else, and requiring nothing else to account for itself. But
Hume pointed out, if this means anything, it applies to every perception
that we can have. Each idea in our mind can be thought of separately
and can be distinguished from every other idea. When we conceive of



164 Pluloiophx

the idea apart from all others, it seems to meet the metaphysicians'
meaning of ‘substance’.

But, the metaphysical philosophers might say, Hume has missed the
whole point of what metaphysical explanations are about. Asubstance
is something entirely difTerent from aperception, and is that which
accounts for why the perception has the characteristics that it does, and
is that to which the perception belongs or inheres. When presented with
this view, Hume observed; ‘We have no perfect idea of anything but of
aperception. Asubstance is entirely different from aperception. We
have, therefore, no idea of asubstance'.

As to the second point, that ametaphysical account in terms of
substances is necessary to explain the existence or nature of our ideas or
perceptions, Hume again disagreed. We have our perceptions; our
impressions occur. Nothing seems to be required to explain or support
their existence. As far as we can tell, they simply are, and any question
about why they are, and why they are what they are, seems both
uncalled for and actually unintelligible. So Hume concluded: ‘What
possibility then of answering that question, Whether perceptions inhere
in amaterial or immaterial substance, when we do not so much as
understand the meaning of the question?’

When one looks further into these matters, Hume found, it only
becomes worse. The concept of matter, and the physical world, as really
composed of extended solid stuff in motion, Hume found as unintellig¬
ible as Berkeley did before him. If the qualities of immediate experience
-e.g., colour, sound, taste, smell -were excluded from being features of
the material world that supposedly existed independently from us, then
Hume insisted, we could not possibly conceive of what this matter is
like. All the qualities that the metaphysicians attribute to matter -
extension, motion, and solidity -turn out to be just as subjective as the
others, as Berkeley had earlier proved. But, once ‘we conclude, that
neither colour, sound, taste, nor smell have acontinu’d and independ¬
ent existence’, and ‘we exclude these sensible qualities’, then ‘there
remains nothing in the universe which has such an existence’.

The critique of idealism
When one leaves the problems of the materialists aside, and examines
the claims of the idealists, who would explain everything in terms of
mind, the same difficulties arise. The concept of mind is just as unclear
as that of matter. Ifwe search for some impression that gives rise to such
an idea, we find that there is none. We are not aware of some entity to
which all of our thoughts belong. Instead we are acquainted only with
the succession of our ideas. Hence, we do not know of any mental
substance, nor do we find any way in which our perceptions or thoughts
might belong to it.
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The mmd-body problem
When one examines some of the specific problems that metaphysicians
are concerned with, it appears that their concepts make no sense, and
that the difficulties are all of their own making. Consider, for example,
the mind-body problem, which had been so much debated in the
hundred years between Descanes and Hume. The question of how a
mental event can be related to aphysical event, and vice versa, is a
difficulty only if one first introduces the concepts of mental and
material substance, and then asks how, if these two are entirely
difTcrent, can there be any necessary connection between what happens

and what lakes place in the other? If one eliminates the
meaningless concepts of the two substances, and the equally unintellig¬
ible idea of anecessary connection between events, then what is left?
Only the question of whether it is possible that certain events that
call mental, such as tastes and smells, can be constantly conjoined with
others that we call physical, such as the movements of extended objects?
The answer, Hume insisted, was Yes, We experience this sort of
conjunction all the time, between the taste of apear, and the shape of
apear, between the sound of Csharp, and the striking of acertain key
on the piano, and so on.

If it is pointed out that the mere fact that these constant conjunctions
occur, does not explain how the physical event produces the mental one,
or vice versa, Hume can easily reply, ‘So what?’ In no other case,
whether it be of two constantly conjoined physical events, like a
hammer moving and pushing anail, or two conjoined mental events, do
we ever discover how one produces the other. No causal relationship can
ever be observed, even in the material world (see page 265). Thus, the
special case of conjunctions between mental and physical events raises
no new problem, unless it is complicated by the introduction of some
meaningless metaphysical notions.

Free will and necessity
Similarly, Hume contended, if one examined the free-will controversy,
one would find again that there was no real problem. The difficulties
have been due entirely to metaphysical notions introduced by the
philosophers, rather than to any grave, intricate matters concerning the
notions of liberty and necessity. Thus, Hume claimed:

in be not much mistaken, we shall find, that all mankind, both
learned and ignorant, have always been of the same opinion with
regard to this subject, and that afew intelligible definitions would
immediately have put an end to the whole controversy.

All that anybody ever meant by necessity, or necessary connection, is
that two events have been constantly conjoined, and that when we see
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one of them, we automatically expect or predict the occurrence of the
other. In this sense, there is as much necessity in human actions as there
is in any other aspect of the universe. Everybody has always been aware
that there exists aconstant conjunction between our motives and our
voluntary actions. If we examine human behaviour, both at the present
time, and in past history, we find that there have been regular
sequences, which have been repeated over and over again, of acertain
motive followed by acertain action. Thus, Hume argued, in the
ordinary meaning of ‘necessity’, there is anecessity in human
b e h a v i o u r .

Liberty
On the other hand, if one analyses what people mean by ‘liberty’, one
will find that there is. and always has been, agreement, that there exists
liberty in human actions.

For what is meant by liberty, when applied to voluntary actions?
We cannot surely mean that actions have so little connection with
motives, inclinations, and circumstances, that one does not follow
with acertain degree of uniformity from the other, and that one
affords no inference by which we can conclude the existence of the
other. For these are plain and acknowledged matters of fact. By
liberty, then, we can only mean apower of acting or not acting,
according to the determinations of the will; that is, if wc choose to
remain at rest, we may; if we choose to move, we also may. Now
this hypothetical liberty is universally allowed to belong to every
one who is not aprisoner and in chains.

But, in this common meaning of‘liberty’, there is no conflict between
saying that human actions are necessary, in that they are regularly
conjoined with certain motives, and saying that human beings possess
liberty, in that they can act as they wish, so long as they are not
constrained. The wishes people have can still be their own desires, and
also be conjoined with other factors. Thus, Hume insisted, as soon as
one turned from the metaphysical constructions to aconsideration of
the problem in ordinary terms, the entire question that had been so long
debated, disappeared.

Philosophers had complicated the issue by seeking either to establish
that every event, including human volitions, has acause, in the sense of
something that necessarily produces the occurrence of the event; or, on
the other hand, claiming that there could be an uncaused event, in the
sense of an event that takes place without the influence of any other
event in the universe. But since we can never tell from our experience
whether events are necessarily produced by others, and, at the same
time, every event we know of stands in some kind of relation of constant
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conjunction with some other occurrences, there really is no opposition
of alternatives such as the metaphysicians had proposed. Thus, once
this problem had been clarified, everyone could agree that, in an
ordinary sense, human beings are both free agents, in that they can do as
they please when not constrained, and at the same time their actions are
necessary, in that there are laws of human behaviour.

These examinations of metaphysical problems led Hume to the
conclusion that there was no point in trying to answer the questions.
Instead he sought to show both why they are meaningless quibbles, and
why it is that supposedly sane and intelligent people discuss them at
such great length. The study of metaphysics, for flume, becomes the study
of metaphysicians. This type of investigation constitutes an inquiry into
the possible causes of this strange kind of human aberration that has
manifested itself in so many philosophers from ancient Greece to the
eighteenth century. Many of Hume’s comments on metaphysics are
really research in the pathology of the metaphysical mind in operation.

According to one account Hume offered, one can discover psycho¬
logical explanations for why certain people get snared into searching for
solutions to metaphysical problems. In acase study that he presented of
the Aristotelian philosopher, Hume first showed the series of mental
steps involved by which the imagination of such aperson creates the
notions that he disputes about. Then, in comparing this sort of
behaviour to normal thinking, Hume believed that there must be
sort of metaphysical idiosyncrasy that leads these unfortunates astray,
into awilderness of their own invention.

What happens is that the metaphysician, like any good philosoph
notices that there is something peculiar about some of the things that
ordinary people believe. For example, practically everyone believes that
they perceive aconnection between objects that are constantly
conjoined. But the metaphysician sagely observes that this simply is not
the case -each object is entirely distinct and separate, and it is only
aresult of people’s habit of association, that they arrive at acontrary
conclusion. The metaphysician, having begun by realizing that we do
not see any necessary connection between events, nor the power that
producc.s them, then set.s off on awild-goose chase, searching for this
causal agency behind the scenes, seeking for some explanation for
ordinary experience.

They [the metaphysicians] have sufficient force of genius to free
them from the vulgar error, that there is anatural and perceivable
connection betwixt the several sensible qualities and actions of
matter; but not sufficient to keep them from ever seeking for this
connection in matter, or causes.

If the metaphysician were normal, he/she would accept his/her
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discovery calmly. He/she would realize that ordinary people are wrong,
but that this is not terribly important. One can continue to live normally
by recognizing, in theory, that we can only know the individual events
of our experience, and also realizing that in practice we are led,
naturally, to associate constantly conjoined events. The metaphysician
goes astray by insisting that if the ordinary view of the causes of events
is wrong, some other answer must be true. Then, he/she is tormented
forever, looking for his/her answer. ‘For what can be imagin’d more
tormenting, than to seek with eagerness what for ever flees us; and seek
for it in aplace where 'tis impossible it can ever exist?'

But, fortunately for the forlorn metaphysician, Hume suggests,
nature offers him/her some consolation. After he/she invented his/her
terminology, and used it long enough, he/she begins to think that he/
she is talking about something. The terms, which to begin with ‘are
wholly insignificant and unintelligible’, come to satisfy the metaphysi¬
cian, just because he/she uses them all the time. (Hume suspected that
these people imagine that the strange words they used have some secret
meaning, which might be discovered by deep reflection.) Merely by
talking to each other and themselves, Hume claimed, the metaphysi¬
cians think that they are saying something, and that they have found the
answer to their quest.

By this means these philosophers set themselves at ease, and
arrive at last, by an illusion, at the same indifference, which the
people attain by their stupidity, and true philosophers by their
moderate scepticism. They need only say that any phenomenon,
which puzzles them arises from afaculty or an occult quality, and
there is an end of all dispute and enquiry upon the matter.

The sort of inventive imagination that metaphysicians exhibit, Hume
suggested, was also found in the beliefs of children, and the fictions of
poets. But, Hume observed, in concluding his study of the metaphysi¬
cian, ‘We must pardon children, because of their age; poets, because
they profess to follow implicitly the suggestions of their fancy; But what
excuse shall we find to justify our philosophers in so signal aweakness?'

Kant’s criticism of metaphysics
The great German philosopher, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) took the
metaphysical quest more seriously than had Hume. Kant felt that what
was wrong with this intellectual enterprise was not some psychological
defect in some philosophers, but abasic problem in the nature of what
human beings could possibly know. Thus, from an investigation at the
fundamental level, Kant thought, it would be possible to discover what
certain knowledge we could attain, and thereby, also to discover the
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iimilations which would prevent the uncovering of any metaphysical
t r u t h s .

Mental faculties
Kant began his study of human knowledge, in his Critique of Pure
Reason, agreeing with the empiricists’ claim that our knowledge begins
with experience. However, as he stated at the outset, ‘although all
knowledge begins with experience, it does not follow that it arises from
experience’. It is also the case, Kant argued, that what we know is the
product of our own thinking faculty. Our contacts with the experiential
world supply the content of our knowledge, but our faculties supply the
form in which we know it.

o u r

Apriori knowledge
What Kant was primarily concerned with was to discover not what
knowledge wc derive from experience, but what apriori knowledge
human beings could possess -that is, knowledge that is universal and
necessary and independent of experience. He believed that both in
mathematics and the study of nature (physics) -owing to the role
played by the mind -there was some information which had to be true
of all possible experience. But, he wanted to discover whether there
could be any apriori metaphysical knowledge, necessary and universal
knowledge that was neither mathematical nor physical, and which went
beyond ordinary experience.

Andytic and synthetic knowledge
The types of apriori knowledge fall, Kant claimed, into two groups:
analytic and synthetic. The former consists of propositions of judgments
whose truth can be determined without reference to any experience, but
solely on the basis of the terms employed. For example, the proposi¬
tions ‘A red rose is red’, and ‘All bodies are extended’, Kant asserted,
are necessarily and universally true, solely because of the definitions of
the terms involved. This is the same point that we saw Hume making
about mathematical concepts. Such aproposition is true because what
is predicated of the subject is already contained in the definition of the
subject. It requires only the principles of logic to discover that
these judgments are analytic apriori truths.

But, in the case of synthetic apriori knowledge, the predicate of the
judgment must contain some information not contained in the subject. The
judgment must be the result of asynthesis of two quite separate notions,
one being the subject about which the other, the predicate, is asserted.
Thus, the analysis of the concepts included in the judgment would not
suBice to reveal whether it was true. But Kant admitted after studying
Hume, our ordinary empirical information, such as‘This piece of paper
is white’, though synthetic, in that the predicate contains aconcept not
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included in the subject, is not apriori, that is. is not universal or
necessary or independent of experience. (It could be false that this paper
is white, and even if true, it does not have to be true at all times and
places.) Therefore, asynthetic apriori judgment would have to contain
some information not purely of alogical nature, and yet not depend on
empirical or experimental information for its truth (since, according to
Hume, that would always render it less than completely certain,
universal or necessary).

In both mathematics and physics. Kant thought, there were judg¬
ments of precisely this character. Even the elementary proposition that
7+5=12. he insisted, was atruth that was not merely true because of
the definitions of the terms involved, but, rather was one that contained
more information in the predicate than was included in the bare
concepts of‘7’ and ‘5’. In combining these two concepts into another
one which is their sum, akind of intuition must take place, which
introduces something new in the conclusion.

That 5should be added to 7was no doubt implied in my concept
of asum 7+5, but not that that sum should be equal to 12. An
arithmetical proposition, is, therefore, always synthetical, which is
seen more easily still by taking larger numbers, where we clearly
perceive that, turn and twist our conceptions as we may, we could
never, by means of the mere analysis of our concepts and without
the help of intuition, arrive at the sum wanted.

Similarly, in geometrical truths, Kant claimed, one finds the same
sort of synthetic element, as for example, in the proposition ‘A straight
line is the shortest distance between two points’, where the concept of
‘straight lines’ does not include the notion of its being the shortest, and
yet the statement is anecessary and universal truth. .And, in physics, he
contended, it is also the case that there are propositions like ‘Every
event has acause’, which are synthetic, and are also apriori.

I n t u i t i o n
The general problem of understanding what we can know, especially
what we can know that is necessarily true, requires answering the
question, ‘How are synthetic apriori judgments possible?’ (Kant look it
for granted that there were such judgments.) The first level of his
explanation is the claim that the very order or form of our experience
has an apriori character, which arises from the mind, and not the
outside world. In order to have arecognizable, discussible experience,
it must of necessity fall into apattern. We find, for instance, that we
neither do have, nor can conceive of, any possible experience except in
spatial and temporal terms. Thus, it appears to be required that there be
aformal character to everything that we are aware of, and, in view of
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Hume sarguments, that experience itself cannot supply any necessary
reason for the features it has. Therefore, Kant claimed, there must be
some forms of all possible experience, or, as he called them, the forms
of intuition, which we impose upon everything that we are in contact
with. We can be cenain, in advance of any experience, that two sorts of
apriori characteristics will be present in any awareness that we may
have, that it will have temporal and geometrical features, and that the
truths of mathematics wilt apply to everything that we discover about
the world of experience.

Besides the forms of intuition, Kant believed, there must also be
principles or concepts by which we organize the general content of any
possible experience in order to recognize it as acoherent datum.
Otherwise, the argument goes, we would merely have the awareness
without any means of discussing or describing it. Hence, it must be the
case, on Kant’s theory, that since we are capable of attaining organised
and intelligible information about the world, we must have within
ourselves the organizing principles. Our minds structure and interpret
the observations of our senses. (The objects of our experience cannot
supply these factors, for once again, if Hume is right, there are no
necessary features in the experiences themselves.)

Categories
These further conditions which are imposed upon the data of
sensations are those which are needed in order for us to be able to make
any judgments at all. Every judgment is asynthesizing of two concepts
into aconnected proposition. This requires that the mind employ a
certain formal apparatus in putting together what it is aware of, an
apparatus such that its judgments must have certain quantity (that they
be about ‘air or ‘some’ or ‘none’ of something) and that they have
quality (positive or negative). Further, there must also be ageneral
conceptual scheme by which the types of items that we arc acquainted
with arc ordered and related. This last pan of the intellectual
framework consists of what are called the categories, which Kam listed
in four groups of three, involving such notions as causality, substance
and accident, possibility, etc. These are the ‘original pure concepts of
synthesis, which belong to the understanding apriori, and for which
alone it is called pure understanding; for it is by them alone that it
understand something in the manifold of intuition, that is, think an
object in it'.

Thus, Kant's theory is that the world of our experience, the so-called
phenomenal world, is the product both of something which
presented with, and the apriori conditions supplied by the mind. The mind
is viewed as something like avast blank form which determines the kinds
of answers that can be given, but not the specific content, which only
experience can determine. The forms of intuition, the logical functions of

o u r

s o m e

c a n

w e a r e



172 Philosophy

judgment, and the categories Hx the necessary conditions of both
experience and knowledge, but the actual content arises only from
something independent of us.

Transcendental inquiries
This theory is much like claiming that we look at everything with a
complex set of coloured glasses which we cannot remove. We perceive
the phenomenal world, the world of appearance. But what we
experience has two parts. The form of the world of appearance is
determined by the glasses, and hence, is ‘necessary and universal’. On
the other hand, the content of the phenomenal world is not in any way
conditioned or determined by the passes. Only the way in which we will
have to see and interpret it is. We can investigate both the content and
the form. Science studies the former, and what Kant called ‘critical
philosophy’, can examine the latter, by transcendental inquiries, that is,
investigations which seek to find out from our experience and our
judgments, what the necessary features of these must be in all cases.

Critique of metaphysics
Having claimed to have gone beyond Hume, by showing how we are
able to attain necessary knowledge about the world, Kant then went on
to agree with his predecessor that metaphysical knowledge about the
general characteristics of reality was impossible to attain. When we try
to expand our knowledge either inward or outward we come to a
complete impasse. If we seek inside ourselves for what is the cause of,
or the basis of, our mental machinery of forms and categories, we are
unable to discover anything. Similarly, when we try to move beyond the
phenomenal world, to the realm of things-in-themselves, we are again
unable to proceed.

The difficulty which prevents us from developing any metaphysical
knowledge is that we have no way of determining if our mental
apparatus is applicable to anything beyond the world of possible
experience, the phenomenal world. We possess no concepts, no forms
of intuition, no logical schema, that we have any reason to believe apply
to the self, or to the things-in-themselves, the real objects that may exist
behind the world of appearance. The apriori conditions that we can
uncover are exclusively conditions of an experienceabte world, not of
one that may exist in another realm.

Our forms of intuition, first of all, restrict us to what can be
experienced in aspatial and temporal context, namely, empirical
objects. Our logical forms and our categories are organizing principles
within this context. They constitute aset of necessary rules for thinking
about items within, and, as far as we know, only within, the
phenomenal world. Hence, the necessary conditions which allow us to
acquire apriori knowledge about the world of appearance, cannot be
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extended to tell us about apossible trans-empirical world, unless we
could discover some means of determining whether the metaphysical
realm can and must be thought of in the same way as the phenomenal
o n e .

The metaphysicians who try to build some sort of bridge from what
we know must be true of the phenomenal world to what must be true
of the noumenal (that is, non-empirical) world, always get into trouble.
There simply is no basis for any inference either from the content of
experience, or from its necessary conditions, to any metaphysical
conclusion at all. To make his point, Kant examined what he regarded
as the stock claims of the metaphysicians, and tried to show that either
they committed some elementary logical fallacy in reaching their
conclusions, or that they arrived at completely contradictory results.

A n t i n o m i e s

As soon as the philosopher takes the apriori conditions of pure thought
as objective conditions of the universe, all sorts of errors occur. The
arguments built upon such an assumption to establish the nature of the
mind or self necessarily commit certain logical errors, in order to move
from some purely logical considerations to some claims of objective
fact. The arguments which attempt to establish the nature of the
noumenal world, the real world of things-in-themselves, result in what
Kant called ‘antinomies', conclusions which can be both proven and
disproven. Thus, reasonings which purport to prove that the world is
finite, has abeginning in time, and so on, can be attacked by showing
that just as good arguments can be constructed to establish the denials
of these contentions. Hence, we have no way of telling which of two
contradictory views on these metaphysical questions is more likely to be
true, or even plausible.

With regard to the ultimate metaphysical basis of experience, Kant
claimed that all the evidence put forth actually established nothing at
all. Although we shall later consider Kant’s criticisms of the arguments
for the existence of God, it can be stated here that Kant insisted that all
the proofs that there must be some being whose nature accounts for the
fundamental characteristics of the universe, turn out, on careful
inspection, to be inconclusive. Once again, the metaphysician tries to
reason beyond his/her experience, and conceptual framework, and, as
aresult, achieves nothing.

All in all. Kant concluded, the metaphysical enterprise, in its
traditional sen.se, is doomed to failure. The summit of our understanding
consists .solely in our being able to discover the conditions that regulate
our knowledge of the phenomenal world. But any attempt to go beyond
this, to employ the necessary features of our judgments about
experience, to discover the constituents of the real world, always ends in
disaster. We can never tell if the noumenal world is spatial and
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temporal, but only that the world of appearance must be. We can never
tell if the noumenal world contains substances, causally related events,
and so on, but only that the sense world must be so interpreted. Hence,
any effort to discuss and reason about the realm of the self, the thing-
in-itself, or God, becomes, for Kant, only an unfortunate dialectical
illusion. The metaphysician who does not see this will merely waste time
meandering around in amaze of his/her own construction, arriving at
all sorts of odd and incompatible results.

Conc lus ion

As aresult of the criticism of metaphysics propounded by David Hume
and Immanuel Kant in the eighteenth century, and revived in many
forms in the present day, many philosophers have accepted the
judgment that the sort of knowledge sought by the metaphysician is not
attainable. They have either developed Hume’s critique into the
modem form of positivism (see pages 162—164) insisting that meta¬
physics is adisease to be treated, not adiscipline to be investigated
or they have followed Kant and held that our knowledge cannot
transcend the categories which we employ in thinking about our
experience. Therefore, some of the latter thinkers have suggested
(as Kant did in his Critique of Pure Reason) that one ought to
abandon the traditional investigation and transform metaphysical
research into ’categorical analysis’, the study of the necessary
conditions involved in knowing anything.

Others have refused to abandon the quest for metaphysical truths,
for information about the ‘real nature’ of things. Some metaphysicians
reject critiques of their undertaking while proposing new solutions to
the old metaphysical questions. (One of the most famous of these
philosophers in the twentieth century is the late Alfred North
Whitehead.) But, by and large, metaphysical interests have diminished
in contemporary thought, and are just beginning to show some slight
signs of revival in the English-speaking world.
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4

Philosophy of religion

The branch of philosophy called the philosophy of religion is not
necessarily concerned either with justifying or disparaging any particu¬
lar claims of any particular religion. Rather, the interest of this aspect of
philosophy is to examine the intellectual questions that arise in
considering religious views. These questions are usually either special
problems connected with the theory of knowledge as applied to religious
knowledge, or metaphysical problems involved in efforts to construct a
satisfactory and consistent explanation of certain concepts employed by
various religions.

Philosophy and religion

The age-old concern of humankind with religious questions, many of
which antedated the earliest beginnings of philosophy, has led various
thinkers to inquire into the meaning of the claims made by different
religions, the evidence upon which these claims are based, the standards
that can be employed in evaluating their merits, and whether these
claims can be made part of ageneral theory about the nature of the
universe. Some of the philosophers who have raised these questions
have been interested in showing the plausibility or reasonableness of
certain religious views. Others have sought to disprove, or render
doubtful, certain religious views. Some have regarded the problems
involved neutrally, merely trying to ascertain whether any special kind
of knowledge and concepts are involved in religious matters, and
whether any special standards need be employed. Thus, for some
philosophers, the philosophy of religion has involved an attempt to find
arational Justification or explanation of their religions, for some it has
been an attempt to justify or explain the grounds or basis of their
disbelief, and for others merely an attempt to examine another area of
human interest and experience.

In this section, we shall explore some of the problems of the
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philosophy of religion and some of the major theories that have been
offered, including some views that have been used to justify or explain
some of the major religious beliefs in the Judeo-Christian-lslamic
tradition, and some of those which have been advanced in favour of
atheism. We shall first deal with the problem of religious knowledge.

I1ie problem of religious knowledge

Various religions purport to possess some speeial and vitally important
knowledge about the nature of the world and of man's role in it. But
there is awide divergence of claims among different religions and
religious persons as to what this information is, and what assurance we
have that it is true. If one examines the kind of information involved in

religious knowledge and the kind of evidence for it, certain problems
arise which indicate that religious knowledge is of aradically dilTcrcnt
sort from that which we find in other fields of human experiences,
especially in the various fields of scientific investigation.

The problem of revelation

In many religions, the sort of information that is regarded as crucial
consists of reported revelations ofthe wordofGod. Ifone asks, how did
human beings discover this knowledge, and what guarantee do they
have that it is true, one finds some remarkable differences between
revealed knowledge and our ordinary knowledge. With regard to our
knowledge about historical questions, scientific ones, and the like, we
can give answers to these queries, which though they may be open to
serious difficulties, present abasis for general agreement that does not
.seem to apply to our religious knowledge. No matter what theory of
knowledge one holds to, one would usually agree that it is at least highly
probable that water is composed of hydrogen and oxygen, and that
Julius Caesar was assassinated. But the same type of agreement does
not hold for religious information.

Well then, what is the difference? In our scientific and historical
information, even if we cannot agree as to the ultimate basis for it, or the
standards for evaluating its fundamental truth, at least there is, by and
large, no serious disagreement as to what constitutes probable evidence.
The appeal to experimental data, to records, to public experience, is
sufficient to establish what we call ‘the facts in the case’. This will not

settle the issues outstanding in epistemology, but, except in special cases
will suffice to dispel any disagreement in the realms ofour scientific and
historical knowledge.

But, when one turns to religious matters, these methods no longer
appear to be applicable. Ifone asks whether the Bible contains religious
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information, this is no longer ascientific or historical question. There
are historical problems about when the various books of the Bible were
written, who wrote them, and the like, but these are different sorts of
problems from whether the Bible is asource of religious knowledge.
The historical questions can be investigated by the standard techniques
of historians, and within limits, can be given answers with afair degree
of probability. But, how can the other sort of problem be solved'’

Investigating the history of Palestine two and three millennia ago
may show that various statements in the Bible, reporting historical
facts, such as the location and description of Solomon’s palace, seem, to
the best of present-day historical knowledge, to be true. But, even if
every historical fact in the Old and New Testament.s could be confirmed
by careful examination of ancient records, archaeological findings, and
so on, the question would still remain, how can we tel! if the Bible
contains any religious information?

Scientific and religious knowledge

Some people might suggest that this is an ab.surd question, since the
Bible says clearly that it is not amere record of some events in the
history of ages gone by, but is also, and far more important, astatement
of the word of God. So all that one has to do to answer the question is
to read the book. But anyone can write abook, and record in the text
that this book contains religious information. The crucial question
would be whether this claim is true. And merely by reading the book
this could not be ascertained. The fact that the book contains asentence

asserting that it contains religious knowledge can be established; but the
truth-value of the sentence, the problem at issue, cannot be.

No historical investigation can establish that any particular person
had any religious information, or that any book contained it. All that
historical inquiry can tell us is that certain people and certain books
have made the assertion that they possessed religious knowledge. We
may become reasonably assured that the historical personage, Moses,
lived at acertain time, that he performed certain acts recorded in the
Bible, and that he asserted that he had received certain important
religious truths from God. But whether Moses was correct in his
assertion is not aquestion that can be answered by historical
investigation.

If one asks what differentiates the Bible from other ancient historical
records, like the writings of Herodotus, the Greek historian, it is not a
question of historical fact, but, rather that one of these documents is
supposed to be asource of religious information, while the other is not.
But the point of this discussion is that the difference indicates something
peculiar about religious information. The standards that we apply to
determine historical information and scientific information do not help



Philosophy of religion 179

US to determine if some particular book, or acertain person, possesses
some religious information. What seems instead to be involved in the
case of religious knowledge is some element of belief, faith, or religious
experience.

Religious knowledge does not seem to be atype of our ordinary
empirical knowledge in that we cannot examine and evaluate it in the
same manner. Claims about plant life outside the solar system, cures for
cancer, or anything else dealing with events within the world of our
experience, can be discussed and examined by certain standards that wc
call scientific. But the merits of various reported items of religious
inloimaiion can only be discussed and examined in terms of certain
beliefs, faith, or religious experience, even if the belief is that these
reported religious truths have no religious significance at all.

To clarify this point, we might consider ahypothetical example. If
some mountaineers, climbing Mount Everest, discovered adocument
purporting to contain the word of God. how would we test whether the
work did in fact contain religious information? An examination of the
mountain climbers, the mountain, and the document, would all involve
certain scientific tests and standards, and would give us some
reasonably reliable information about the people in question, the place
where they made their discovery, and the nature of the document. But
such an examinat ion would not decide whether the document was the

word of God, since this is not afeature or quality of the document that
can be tested chemically, historically, or in any other empirical fashion.

Those who accepted this hypothetical document as astatement of
some important religious information might offer as reasons for their
view that there were certain extraordinary features of the work that led
them to this conclusion, certain extraordinary signs, or even miracles,
that led them to distinguish this document from ordinary ones. In this
case, they would be asserting that above and beyond the available
scientific information, there is certain special information that enables
one to see. or realize, that there is aspecial significance to this
d o c u m e n t .

Others might claim that there are certain general theories about the
n a t u r e o f t h e u n i v e r s e w h i c h l e a d o n e t o c o n c l u d e t h a t t h e v i e w s

appearing in the hypothetical document contain genuine religious
information. Here again, the basis for judging the information to be
religious would not be simply observable and scientific.9lly testable
features, but rather some metaphysical or ethical views that one has
arrived at independently of the document.

Lastly, one might state that certain beliefs, or personal experiences,
convince one of the religious nature of the document. No appeal would
be made to special conditions or signs outside of oneself, or to any
general reasonings, which onecould explain to others. Instead, the basis
for accepting the document as areligious one would be one’s personal
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conviction, belief, faith, or religious experience, that this document
revealed the word of God.

Natural and revealed religion

These varying responses reflect some of the major explanations that
have been offered to explain the basis of, and warrant for, religious
knowledge. These explanations can be divided, roughly, into the
traditional distinction between natural and revealed religion. The
contention of those who attempt to provide anatural basis for religious
knowledge is that there are special events, facts, or other reasons that
provide afoundation for religious conviction. On the other hand, the
contention of revealed religion is that fundamental religious truths are
known to us only by revelation, faith or personal experience. This
distinction is not to suggest that there is any necessary opposition
between revealed and natural religious knowledge. In fact, the claim of
agreat number of theologians has been that much religious insight
be gained by natural procedures -e.g., through recognizing certain
signs or through reasoning -but that other religious truth can be gained
only by faith or revelation. They have contended the two types of
religious knowledge supplement, or complement, each other.

Since those claims regarding natural religious knowledge often
involve the presentation of evidence, and argument about the nature
and existence of adivine being, much philosophy of religion has dealt
with an examination and evaluation of the merits of this sort of religious
knowledge, and of the kind of support advanced in its favour.
Therefore, we shall examine these claims, especially those regarding the
natural evidence offered for the existence of God.

c a n

Natural religion: the argument from design
Throughout the ages, those who believed that it is possible to discover
religious knowledge by natural procedures have attempted to develop
various proofs of the existence of God to show that the most
fundamental religious knowledge -that there is adivine being -can be
demonstrated by acceptable arguments. Among these arguments is one
called the argument from design, which is probably familiar to almost
everybody in one form or another. This argument purports to establish
the existence of God from an examination of and induction from
information that we have gained about the universe. In fact, since the
beginnings of modern science, various versions of the argument from
design have been presented which attempt to prove the existence of God
from the latest findings in the physical and biological sciences.
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[fume's argument

One of the classical stalemems of the argument from design appears in
David Hume's Dialogues on Natural Religion. One of the characters.
Cleanthes, states it as follows;

Look around the world, contemplate the whole and every part
of it; you will find it to be nothing but one great machine,
subdivided into an infinite number of lesser machines, which again
admit of subdivisions to adegree beyond what human senses and
faculties can trace and explain. All these various machines, and
even their most minute parts, are adjusted to each other with an
accuracy which ravishes into admiration all men who have ever
contemplated them. The curious adapting of means to ends,
throughout all nature, resembles exactly, though it much exceeds,
the productions of human contrivance -of human design,
thought, wisdom and intelligence. Since therefore the efTects
resemble each other, we are led to infer, by all the rules of analogy,
that the cau,ses also resemble, and that the Author of nature is
somewhat similar to the mind of man, though possessed of much
larger faculties, proportioned to the grandeur of the work which he
has executed. By this argument aposteriori, and by this argument
alone, do we prove at once the existence of aDeity and his
similarity to human mind and intelligence.

The central claim of the argument from design is that our studies of
nature reveal an orderliness and apattern in the features of the physical,
chemical and biological aspects of the world. The more that nature is
studied, the more impressed one becomes with the intricate relation¬
ships within its parts, and with the general plan of the universe. The
order and design of nature resembles greatly the order and design of
human artefacts, such as houses and watches, in which each part is
perfectly adjusted to each other in order to achieve some purpose or end
of the whole object. Since the effects of human planning are so much
like the effects that we discover in the natural world, the argument runs,
we can therefore infer, or induce, that the causes which produce the
elTects in each case are alike. In the case of human achievements, the
cause is thought, wisdom and intelligence. Therefore, there must be
some kind of intelligent deity who is the author or cause of the elTccts
in the universe. Since the amount of design or order in the natural world
and its complexity far exceed human ingenuity, the cause of this must
also be of greater wisdom.

Even in ancient times, with the extremely limited information then
available about the many kinds of regularities and patterns in the
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natural world, many were struck with the force of the argument from
design. But after the beginnings of the scientific revolution in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, one finds more and more elaborate
appeals to scientific findings as the basis for concluding that there must
be some divine being or power who organizes and directs the complex
order of nature. In our own day, there have been various attempts to
show that the amazing unfolding of the secrets of nature by contempor¬
ary scientists has strengthened the evidence that there is some sort of
intelligent guidance to the world scheme. Some years ago agreat French
biologist, Le Comte de Nouy, published awork entitled, Human
Destiny, in which he argued that the intricate relationships found in
biochemistry relating to the development of living organisms, and the
general evolutionary history of plants and animals, suggest aplan
which could not have occurred by accident, but must irtstead have had
some overall direction and director to account for its orderliness.
Another version of this argument has been presented by the Jesuit,
Teilhardt de Chardin, in his The Phenomenon of Man.

In spite of the apparent force of the argument from design in terms
of our ever-growing knowledge about the natural world, various
thinkers have found many difficulties involved in this type of reasoning,
which, if examined closely, may well vitiate entirely the seeming
strength of the argument as aproof of the existence of God. Perhaps the
best presentation of these difficulties occurs in awork already cited,
Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.

Hume’s criticisms of the argument from design
All his life, David Hume was concerned with the merits of various
arguments which purported to establish the existence of adivine being.
In his early notebooks and letters, he continually reflected about the
problem, pointing out flaws or fallacies involved in the arguments of
various religious writers. In various works, Hume made some incisive
criticisms of the reasoning employed by some of the religious philo¬
sophers. Possibly because of its currency in his day. one of his major
undertakings was athoroughgoing critique of the argument from
design. He worked on this, off and on, for about twenty-five years,
perfecting his famous Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. Some of
his friends urged him to abandon this work, to destroy what he had
written, because it was Ux) dangerous and irreligious. For long periods
of time he set it aside. Then, when he knew that he was dying, he
completed the work tnul made plans to ensure its publication after his
death. He tried to induce his gtxxl friend, the eainomisl Adam Smith,
to guarantee to have it pnntcd after he died, but Smith was unwilling,
either because he feared the ainsequences to himself, or he did not see
what would be gained by making public such seditious material.
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Similarly, Hume’s printer, also an old friend, refused to agree to publish
the book. Finally, anephew of the Scottish philosopher, who
apparently had nothing to lose, published the work anonymously, three
years after Hume’s death. The publication of the Dialogues in 1779
brought to light one of the most important documents in the
philosophy of religion, one that has been studied and argued about ever
since.

In the Dialogues, the argument from design is examined and dissected
from almost every possible angle. Hume began his attack by criticizing
the analogy between human productions and nature. The works of man
and those of nature do not resemble each other suHlciently so that we
can have any strong reason to suspect that they have similar causes. As
the sceptic in the Dialogues, Philo, puts it:

If we see ahouse, Cleanthes, we conclude, with the greatest
certainty, that it had an architect or builder because this is precisely
that species of effect which we have experienced to proceed from
that species of cause. But surely you will not affirm that the
universe bears such aresemblance to ahouse that we can with the

same certainty infer asimilar cause, or that the analogy is here
entire and perfect. The dissimilitude is so striking that the utmost
you can here pretend to is aguess, aconjecture, apresumption
concerning asimilar cause.

Critique of the analogy

We have experienced the relationship between human planning or
design and the achievements which result from this. In case of nature,
we have no experience of the cause, but only of the effect. The natural
effects do not so resemble the man-made ones that we can be certain

that similar kinds of causal factors must be operative in both. For all we
know there may well be numerous causes of order and design other than
thought.

For aught we can know apriori, matter may contain the source
or spring of order originally within itself, as well as mind does;
and there is no more difilculty in conceiving that the several
elements, from an internal unknown cause, may fall into the most
exquisite arrangement, than to conceive that their ideas, in the
great universal mind, from alike internal unknown cause, fall
into that arrangement.

In fact, it is the height of human vanity to rush headlong to the
conclusion that since in the tiny part of the cosmos occupied by man the
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same factors that occur to bring about planned human achievements
api>ear similar to the natural effects around us, that therefore these
same factors are the dominating principles of the governance of the
entire universe about much of which we have no information at all.

Hume concluded this first general criticism of the kind of analogical
reasoning involved in the argument from design by observing through
his sceptical spokesman;

And will any man tell me with aserious countenance that an
orderly universe must arise from some thought and art like the
human because we have experience of it? To ascertain this
reasoning it were requisite that we had experience of the origin of
worlds; and it is not sufficient, surely, that we have seen ships and
cit ies ar ise f rom human art and contr ivance . . .

... Can you pretend to show any such similarity between the
fabric of ahouse and the generation of auniverse? Have you ever
seen nature in any such situation as resembles the first arrange¬
ment of the elements? Have worlds ever been formed under your
eye, and have you had the leisure to observe the whole progress of
the phenomenon, from the first appearance of order to its final
consummation? If you have, then cite your experience and deliver
your theory.

Up to this point, Hume’s criticism of the argument from design has
been that its fundamental contention that there is agreat resemblance
between the effects of human planning, and natural effects, and that
therefore the cause of human artefacts, namely thought, must be like the
universal causal agency, is not convincing. We have learned from
experience that human effects result from design, but we have no such
experience with natural effects and how they happen to arise. The
defender of the argument in the Dialogues, Cleanthes, retorts ‘that it is
by no means necessary that theists should prove the similarity of the
works of nature to (hose of art because this similarity is self-evident and
undeniable’. For the sake of the argument, Hume temporarily accepted
this claim, in order to show that even if there were astron, resemblance
between human and natural works there would stil l be basic defects or

disabilities in the argument to establish the existence of adivine being.

Cause and effect

The basic principle employed by those who believe the argument from
design is that like effects prove like causes. The more like the effects are,
the more like are causes. But even if we assume that there really is aclose
similarity between natural and human effects, then Hume showed that
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we would still have no grounds for coming to the traditional religious
conclus ions about the nature of God.

First, by this method of reasoning you renounce all claim to
infinity in any of the attributes of the deity. For, as the cause ought
only to be proportioned to the effect, and the effect, so far as it falls
under our cognizance, is not infinite, what pretensions have we,
upon your suppositions, to ascribe that attribute to the divine
being?

Not only would the argument from design, if valid, prevent us from
telling if God is infinite, it would also prevent us from concluding that
He is perfect.

Secondly, you have no reason, on your theory, for ascribing
perfection to the Deity, even in His finite capacity, or for
supposing Him free from every error, mistake, or incoherence, in
His undertakings ... At least, you must acknowledge that it is
impossible for us to tell, from our limited views, whether this
system contains any great faults or deserves any considerable
praise if compared to other possible and even real systems. Could
apeasant, if the Aeneid were read to him, pronounce that poem to
be absolutely faultless, or even assign to it its proper rank among
the productions of human wit, he who had never seen another
other production?

But were this world ever so perfect aproduction, it must still
remain uncertain whether all the excellences of the work can justly
be ascribed to the workman. If we survey aship, what an exalted
idea we must form of the ingenuity of the carpenter who framed so
complicated, useful, and beautiful amachine? And what surpri.se
must we feel when we find him astupid mechanic who imitated
others, and copied an art which, through along succession of ages,
after multiplied trials, mistakes, corrections, deliberations, and
controversies, had been gradually improving? Many worlds might
have been botched and bungled, throughout an eternity, ere this
system was struck out; much labour lost, many fruitless trials
made, and aslow but continued improvement carried on during
infinite ages in the art of world-making. In such subjects, who can
determine where the truth, nay, who can conjecture where the
probability lies, amidst agreat number of hypotheses which may
be proposed, and astiil greater which may be imagined?

Anthropomorphism
If one takes seriously the similarity between human and natural effects.
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and the principle that like effects have like causes, then the result will be
to conclude that the author or authors (since there is no reason for
limiting the cause of nature to one agent on the basis of this argument)
of nature are much like human beings. The more alike one insists that
the effects are, the more human or anthropomorphic one will have to
paint the portrait of the deity, until one is driven to apicture of God
totally at variance with all religious traditions. On the other hand, if one
denies that the causes -that is, God and man -are really alike, then one
has no basis for drawing any conclusion about the nature of adivine
being by means of the argument from design.

At best, Hume insisted, the evidence about the order and design in
nature a l lows one:

To assert or conjecture that the universe sometime arose from
something like design; but beyond that position he cannot
ascertain one sin^e circumstance, and is left afterwards to fix every
point of his theology by the utmost licence of fancy and hypothesis.
This world, for aught he knows, is very faulty and imperfect,
compared to asuperior standard, and was only the first rude essay
of some infant deity who afterwards abandoned it, ashamed of his
lame performance; it is the work only of some dependent, inferior
deity, and is the object of derision to his superiors; it is the
production of old age and dotage in some superannuated deity,
and ever since his death has run on at adventures, from the first
impulse and active force which it received from him.

One can go on endlessly inventing possible explanations in keeping
with the basic claim of the argument from design, that there is a
similarity between the order in nature and the order in human
productions. Any explanation, hypothesis, imaginative theory which
accounts for the occurrence of the degree of order that we find in nature
is equally satisfying, if one accepts the argument from design as avalid
argument for establishing that some sort of designer or designers of the
universe exist.

Other possible analogies
As if he had not gone far enough in showing that the basic analogy is not
really asound one, and that if it were, one would either be led to
conclude that God was just like ahuman being, or that an unlimited
number of hypotheses were equally plausible, Hume offered another
and perhaps more devastating assault on the argument from design.
Starting with the same evidence about the order in nature -he reasoned
-totally different kinds of analogy can be equally well established which
will yield totally different kinds of conclusion. Not only do some aspects
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of the natural world resemble the effects of human activities, but some
also resemble the effects of the biological activities of animals and
plants. One finds many similarities between the development of living
organisms and natural events. The organic and functional relationships
in the biological world can also be found in other aspects of nature.

One who accepts the argument from design asserts that the world:

Resembles the work of human contrivance; therefore its cause
must also resemble that of the other. Hence we may remark that
the operation of one very small part of nature, to wit, man, upon
another very small part, to wit, that inanimate matter lying within
his reach, is the rule by which Cleanthes judges the origin of the
whole; and he measures objects, so widely disproportioned, by the
same individual standard. But to waive all objections drawn from
this topic, Iaffirm that there are other parts of the universe (besides
the machines of human invention) which bear still agreat
resemblance to the fabric of the world, and which, therefore,
afford abetter conjecture concerning the universal origin of this
system. These parts are animals and vegetables. The world plainly
resembles more an animal or avegetable than it does awatch or a
knitting-loom. Its cause, therefore, it is more probable, resembles
the cause of the former. The cause, therefore, of the world we may
infer to be something similar or analogous to generation or
vegetation.

Like the vegetable world, or the animal world, the entire natural
world may possess some inner principles of development and of order.
There are sufficient similarities among biological entities to provide a
different theory of the cause of natural order than the claim that there
must be an intelligent designer of nature. Instead, there might merely be
some sort of inner self-regulation and growth, as one finds in carrot
seeds, that orders the direction of their development.

If one says that there is no evidence to support such an explanation
Hume was perfectly willing to agree, bui he also maintained that, by the
same token, there is no evidence for the argument from design. All that
we know is the evidence of patterns or regular orders in nature. What
we see a round us resemb les t o some ex ten t t he e f f ec t s o f human

productions, but it also resembles still more the effects of biological
organization. The crucial point is that:

We have no data to establish any system of cosmogony [a theory
about the origins of the universe]. Our experience, so imperfect in
itself and so limited both in extent and duration, can afford us no
probable conjecture concerning the whole of things. But if we must
needs fix on some hypothesis, by what rule, pray, ought we to
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determine our choice? Is there any other rule than the greater
similarity of the objects compared? And does not aplant or an
animal, which springs from vegetation or generation, bear a
stronger resemblance to the world than does any artificial
machine, which arises from reason and design?

Materialist hypotheses

In fact, if the only information that we have to Judge by is the character
of the events that we see, one could also offer acompletely materialistic
and mechanistic interpretation of nature. One could develop a
hypothesis like that of the ancient Greek philosopher. Epicurus, to the
effect that the cause of natural events is nothing but the blind motions
of solid, material atoms, moving through space, and occasionally
colliding, without plan or reason. The small portion of the universe that
we are able to observe has obvious features of order or organization.
But, from what we can tell about, we have no more basis for assuming
that the cause of this order is like the cause of the order in aship or a
watch, or in an ant, or an onion, or even the order due to pure chance.
If one threw several thousand small pieces of iron into the air, in falling
they would exhibit some sort of pattern or design, which we would not
say was due to any ordering principle, but rather to accident or chance.
Hume suggested that we cannot be certain that the so-called organized
universe is not also the result of some blind, cosmic accident. We cannot
even be sure that there is an agency that is responsible for the order in
the world; hence, we certainly cannot conclude that the agency is an
intelligent one.

Critique of religious traditionalism

As afinal feature of his critique of the argument from design, Hume
pointed out that the analogical reasoning employed in the argument
does not provide abasis for any conclusion about the moral attributes of
the designer of nature, even if one concludes that there is such adesigner.
The conception of amoral Just, good deity does not follow from the
comparison of natural and human effects. If the designer is supposed to
be like the human designer, then we would have no reason to suppose
that there is any special moral quality belonging to the author of nature.
When one examines the product -i.e., nature -and observes all its
unpleasant features, e.g., hurricances, earthquakes, the wars of one part
of nature upon another, can we conclude that the planning was that of
ajust and good intelligence?

After accumulating evidence of the unpleasant features of nature,
Hume made his criticism in the form of an analogy to show that if one
merely contemplated the character of the object presented to us, one
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would be hard-pressed to believe that it was designed by either avery
wise or avery good planner.

Did 1show you ahouse or palace where there was not one
apartment convenient or agreeable, where the windows, doors,
fires, passages, stairs, and the whole economy of the building were
the source of noise, confusion, fatigue, darkness, and the extremes
of heat and cold, you would certainly blame the contrivance,
without any funher examination. The architect would in vain
display his subtilty, and prove to you that, if this door or that
window were altered, greater ills would ensue. What he says may
be strictly true; the alteration of one particular, while the other
parts of the building remain, may only augment the inconvenien¬
ces. But still you would assert in general that, if the architect had
had skill and good intentions, he might have formed such aplan of
the whole, and might have adjusted the parts in such amanner as
would have remedied all or most of these inconveniences. His
ignorance, or even your own ignorance of such aplan, will never
convince you of the impossibility of it. If you find any inconvenien¬
ces and deformities in the building, you will always, without
entering into any detail, condemn the architect.

When this point is applied to aconsideration of the world we know,
the question can be asked:

Is the world, considered in general and as it appears to us in this
life, different from what aman or such alimited being would,
beforehand, expect from avery powerful, wise, and benevolent
deity? It must be strange prejudice to assert the contrary. And from
thence Iconclude that, however consistent the world may be,
allowing certain suppositions and conjectures with the idea of such
adeity, it can never afford us an inference concerning his existence.

Thus, given the unfortunate, unpleasant and undesirable events that
one witnesses, one is unable to infer that the design of the cosmos is
benevolent, just, or good. This not to deny that if we knew the nature
of the cause of the world’s order we might be able to explain
satisfactorily these apparent ills. But if all our knowledge of this cause
is supposed to result from an induction or inference from our
observations, then, Hume insisted, we have no basis forjudging that
there is any moral guidance to the course of nature. In fact, Hume
claimed, some other hypotheses are more plausible, such as that the
directing force or agency in the world has no moral or immoral
character, or possibly that there are two radically difTerent directing
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forces in the universe, one good, and the other bad. (This latter theory
is often called the Manichean view.)

Conc lus ions

Hume demonstrated that the argument from design is based on an
unsound analogy, that, if it were sound, it would lead to the conclusion
that the deity is much like ahuman being, that many other theories are
at least as likely, if based solely on experience, and that the evidence is
insufficient to allow us to infer that the directing force or agency is
infinite, perfect, or even moral. Hume finally concluded his criticism by
admitting that the argument from design, if not avalid argument, was
still to some extent convincing. The order in nature, in spite of all that
has been said, suggests, if it does not prove, ‘That the cause or causes of
order in the universe probably bear some remote analogy to human
intelligence’. Beyond this, we have no way to extend the argument in
order to establish anything about the characteristics of this cause or
these causes, or to develop any hypotheses about how they are related
to us and our problems. As Hume had indicated earlier, beyond this
‘one simple, though somewhat ambiguous, at least undefined, proposi¬
tion’, one can construct endless possible theories of nature. Unfortu¬
nately, if we are restricted only to what we can observe, we have no
standards for evaluating or judging which of the many hypothetical
possibilities may be the more probable.

Thus, in his masterful analysis of the argument from design, Hume
showed that this attempt to establish the existence and nature of a
divine being was most inconclusive, and the more plausible or
reasonable the argument might be made, the less it would tend to prove
that there is any kind of divine agency or guidance similar to that taught
by the various major religious traditions. Moreover, if our religious
knowledge is to be derived from scientific knowledge, we would be able
to find little or nothing that would lead us to conclude that there is some
deity who governs the universe, and who is concerned in governing in
our interests or in terms or certain ends in which we are, or may be,
i n v o l v e d .

If Hume’s analysis of the argument from design is sound, as many
thinkers since have found it to be, then those who attempt to discover
some kind of natural evidence or reasoning upon which to base
religious knowledge will have to turn elsewhere. Other philosophers,
therefore, have produced two different types of argument to establish
the existence of adivine being, the cosmological, or causal argument, and
the ontological argument.
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The cosmological (or causal) argument

This argument, like the argument from design, begins from the facts
of our experience, from what we observe. We see things move, change,
and so on. In order for these events to occur, there must be acause either
in the sense of aprior event, or areason for the occurrence of the event. As
we trace back from effects to their causes, we can cither continue
indefinitely, or there is some ultimate cause that requires no further
causal explanation. This ultimate cause is what is meant by God. In order
to rule out the alternative of an indefinite or unlimited succession of
causes, it is argued that if it were possible to trace back the causal
sequence indefinitely, then there would be no beginning to the series. If
there were no actual beginning, then there could be no succession since
each cause must follow after its predecessor. If there is no first element
to the causal sequence, then there could be no second, third, and so on.
Therefore the conclusion is that there must be afirst cause of events, and
this first cause is what is called God. Thus, from the experience we have
of caused events we can prove the existence of asupreme being, or afirst
c a u s e .

Aristotle, Maimonides and St Thomas Aquinas

This argument, often called the cosmological argument for the
existence of God, has been employed for along time by philosophers
and theologians. In one form or another it is in the proofs offered by
Aristotle, by Maimonides, by St Thomas Aquinas, and many others.
Sometimes it is employed to establish that there must have been afirst
cause in the history of the universe, that is, afirst event, from which all
the others have followed, like the Big Bang in the cosmology of most
present-day physicists. Others have used it to claim that there must
be an ultimate explanation for the events in the universe, whether
the cosmos had abeginning or hasbeen eternal. Their contention has
been that to account for the occurrences in the world, an expla¬
nation has to be made, and an explanation for that, and so on.
Unless there is some ultimate explanation, they as.sert, there can
be no other explanation, and nothing can be accounted for.

Although this argument has been subjected to severe criticism it is
still accepted as valid and decisive by many philosophers of religion. In
the form in which it occurs in the Summa Theohgica of St Thomas
Aquinas, the cosmological argument is regarded as conclusive evidence
for establishing the existence ofa supreme being by the Roman Catholic
Church. One finds, however, that with non-Catholic thinkers the
argument has lost ground since the criticism of it by David Hume and
I m m a n u e l K a n t .
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Some criticisms of the cosmological argument

If one agrees with the arguments Hume presented regarding the theory
of knowledge (see discussion on pages 162-168) then the main premise
and the conclusion of the cosmological argument lose their force. Hume
maintained that if his claims as to what we cannot know are legitimate,
then we are unable to establish that any particular being, whether it be
God, or anything else, must, of necessity, exist.

Ishall begin with observing that there is an evident absurdity in
pretending to demonstrate amatter of fact, or to prove it by any
arguments apriori. Nothing is demonstrable unless the contrary
implies acontradiction. Nothing that is distinctly conceivable
implies acontradiction. Whatever we conceive as existent, we can
also conceive as non-existent. There is no being, therefore, whose
non-existence implies acontradiction. Consequently there is no
being whose existence is demonstrable.

Thus, according to Hume, no valid argument can establish the
existence of asupreme being, or of anything else. Since we can always
conceive what it would be like for any describabte object to exist, to be
part of the temporal and spatial world, or not to exist, then no
demonstration that aspecific entity must exist can be decisive. The
denial of the conclusion of the demonstration cannot be disproven, and,
hence, nothing has actually been established by any reasoning that
purports to establish that some particular being must exist.

Critique of causality
Further, Hume argued that we cannot prove or establish the fundamen¬
tal premise of the cosmological argument, that every event must have a
cause. If what is meant by acause is something that produces an event,
or something that explains or accounts for an event, then we cannot
even tell whether it is the case that events have been produced by
something, or can be accounted for. We can only determine what events
occur in regular sequences with other events in our experience. But, on
Hume’s analysis, is there any reason to conclude that the sequence of
constantly conjoined events must have afirst term, or that there must
be some ultimate explanation of the entire sequence? We can trace back
the succession of events indefinitely, but why must we conclude that it
has to have had abeginning?

In such achain, too, or succession of objects, each part is caused
by that which preceded it, and causes that which succeeds it.
Where then is the difficulty? But the whole, you say, wants acause.
Ianswer that the uniting of these parts into awhole, like the uniting
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of several distinct countries into one kingdom, or several distinct
members into one body, is performed merely by an arbitrary act of
the mind, and has no influence on the nature of things.

Thus, it is Hume's contention that the observable succession of events
that we consider causes and effects requires no ultimate beginning, since it
can be conceived indefinitely, forward or backward. The entire causal
chain requires no explanation; it can be regarded as merely an arbitrary
fact of our exprerience, or an arbitrary act of the mind as it structures
that experience, that we see events occurring in some orderly fashion,
instead of occurring completely helter-skelter.

Finally, Hume, argued, even if the cosmological argument were
valid, it would still not establish what its supporters claim. If there had
to be some first cause, why could this not be the material, physical world
rather than God? If one answered, there has to be some explanation for
where the world comes from, or why it has the properties it has, then
Hume would retort that exactly the same is true of God. If one is willing
to accept as afinal explanation ofthe universe that God is its first cause,
then an explanation that the material world is its own cause should be
just as satisfactory.

Kant's critique of the cosmological argument
The great German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, following after
Hume’s analysis of the problem of knowledge and applying Hume's
conclusions to the problem of the existence of asupreme being, made a
series of criticisms of the arguments for the existence of God in his
Criiique of Pure Reason. With regard to the cosmological argument,
Kant contended that it contains invalid assumptions which prove
nothing.

The first of these assumptions, Kant wrote, was that from contingent
events we can infer that there must be anecessary cause of their
existence. The principle of causality, that every event must have acause,
applies, as far as we can tell, only to the world of sense experience. But, in
the cosmological argument, this principle about empirical knowledge is
used to carry us beyond the world of sense experience to something that
is supposed to transcend it. This extension, Kant insisted, is unjustified
and illegitimate. We have no basis for assuming that the principles we
employ in the analysis of our experience can be made to apply to
anything beyond experience.

The attack on ‘first cause’
Further. Kant pointed out, we have no justification for inferring that
there must be afirst cause. The principles which we follow with regard to
the use of reason do not support the argument in question, since we have
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DO rational means for arriving at the end of our quest for causes and
explanations, nor have we any way of determining when the series of
causes and explanations have been completed. Therefore, we can never be
justified in claiming that we have found the first cause.

Basically, what Kant considered to be at fault in the cosmological
argument for the existence of asupreme being is that it attempts to
reason beyond all possible experience, as well as beyond the limits for
which we have any guarantee that our rational faculties are reliable. By
illegitimately extending principles -whose only known application and
warrant is the realm of actual experience -to questions that transcend
all possible experience, one creates these proofs and comes to
conclusions about the necessary existence of some of our concepts. But
once one has left the limits of the application of reason, all sorts of
arguments can be constructed and things proved, and all sorts of
paradoxes and dilemmas created. In this realm, we have no standards
as to what is valid argumentation, and hence no way of determining
when we have successfully established anything at all. All that we can do
is recognize that all arguments that transcend possible experience
whether they be about God or anything else, are entirely speculative,
and fruitless, and prove nothing of which we can be certain.

The criticisms directed against the cosmological argument by Hume
and Kant derive from their theories of knowledge. To the extent that the
basic views of most modem philosophers are built upon claims of either
of these thinkers, the cosmological argument has found slight support
in recent years. Agreat many philosophers assert that the argument is
not conclusive and fails to establish the existence of asupreme being.

Ibe ontologica] argument

Another argument that has been employed to prove the existence of
God is the ontological argument. This proof tries to establish that solely
from the definition of asupreme being, it follows that He must necessarily
exist. No knowledge about the world is required in order to develop this
argument, and hence, it is considered as apurely apriori demonstration.
It has been afavourite of many of the great metaphysicians, such as St
Anselm, Descartes and Spinoza. Apparently they have preferred it
above all other arguments for the existence of God for what to most
non-metaphysically inclined persons may appear to be its most obvious
defect, namely, that the argument bears no relation to our experience,
but only to aconcept or idea of asupreme being.

St Anselm

The classical form of the ontological argument appears in the writings
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of the famous medieval thinker, Si Anselm. He contended that anyone
who understood what was meant by the terms ‘God’ or ‘supreme
being', would see that such an entity must exist. God is that being than
which none greater can be conceived. Since Ican comprehend this
definition, Ican conceive of God. Moreover, Ican conceive of God as
existing not only as aconcept in my own mind, but also as exisCing in
reality, that is, independently of my ideas. Since it is greater to exist both
as an idea and as areal thing, than merely to exist as an idea, God must
exist both in reality and as an idea. By definition God is that than which
none greater can be conceived. Hence, God must exist in reality, or else
something greater than God can be conceived (that is, an entity
possessing all of God’s properties, p/ui real existence); this, by the very
definition of God or the supreme being, is impossible.

Spinoza

Abriefer though probably less convincing presentation of the ontolog¬
ical argument appears in the Ethics of Baruch Spinoza, although it is
worth remembering that the meaning Spinoza gives to ‘God’ is very
different from its customary meaning, as we have seen (page 133). The
eleventh proposition of Book !reads: ‘God, or substance, consisting of
infinite attributes, of which each expresses eternal and infinite essentiality,
necessarily exists’. The evidence offered for this proposition is that ‘If
this be denied, conceive, if possible, that God does not exist; then His
essence does not involve existence. But this is absurd (that is, it is
contrary to the definition of God). Therefore God necessarily exists’.

Descar tes

Amore discursive version of the argument appears in Descartes'
Medi tat ions. There he reasoned;

But now, if from the simple fact that Ican draw from my
thought the idea of anything it follows that all that Irecognize
clearly and distinctly to pertain to this thing pertains to it in reality,
can 1not draw from this argument and ademonstration of the
existence of God? It is certain that 1do not find in me the less the

idea of him, that is, of being supremely perfect, than that of any
figure or of any number whatever; and Ido not know less clearly
and distinctly that an actual and eternal existence belongs to his
nature than 1know that all Ican demonstrate of any figure or of
any number belongs truly to the nature of that figure or that
number: and accordingly, although all that 1have concluded in the
preceding meditations may not turn out to be true, the existence of
God ought to pass in my mind as being at least as certain as 1have



196 Philosophy

Up to this time regarded the truths of mathematics to be, which
have to do only with numbers and figures: although, indeed, that
might not seem at first to be perfectly evident, but might appear to
have some appearance of sophistry. For being accustomed in all
other thin^ to make adistinction between existence and essence,
Ieasily persuade myself that existence may perhaps be separated
from the essence of God and thus God might be conceived as not
existent actually. But nevertheless, when !think more attentively,
Ifind that existence can no more be separated from the essence of
God than the essence of arectilinear triangle can be separated from
the equality of its three angles to two right angles, or, indeed, if you
please, from the idea of amountain the idea of avalley; so that
there would be no less contradiction in conceiving of aGod, that
is, of abeing supremely perfect, to whom existence was wanting,
that is to say, to whom there was wanting any perfection, than in
conceiving of amountain which had no valley.

Essence and existence

In each of these presentations, the same basic theme occurs. From an
examination of our concept of God as aperfect being, or that being
than which none greater can be conceived, we can see that one of the
elements of this perfection, one of the ingredients of the very definition
of God, must be His existence. Hence, unlike any other concept, whose
definition does not entail that it must exist, or does not include existence
as one of its properties, the concept of God includes in its very nature
that God is an existent being. Thus, merely from the idea of God, we can
tell that He must necessarily exist, in the same way that from the
definition of atriangle, we can tell that the sum of its interior angles
equals 180®.

Before considering some of the many criticisms that have been
levelled against this metaphysical argument for the existence of God, it
should be pointed out that some philosophers who employed the
argument did not do so as ameans to establishing afact (namely, that
there is aGod) but rather to explain the nature of divine being. Descartes,
for instance, did not offer the onotological argument as adisproof of
atheism, but introduced it only after he believed he had already
established the existence of God by other means, by an argument of a
causal type. Then, if one already accepted the fact that God existed, the
value of the ontological argument was that it made clear what sort of a
being God is, as distinguished from all others. God, alone, of all the
objects we know of, is such that the concept or idea of Him includes the
idea of necessary existence, whereas no other thing that we can conceive
of includes within itself, or within the definition of it, its necessary
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existence. Tliis showed, for metaphysicians like Descartes and Spinoza,
that God alone is the cause of himself, is aself-existent being.

Criticisms of the ontological argument
Ever since the original presentation of the ontological argument by St
Anselm in the Middle Ages, philosophers have attempted to show that
there was something peculiarly wrong with this form of reasoning. The
earliest critique was sent to Anselm by acontemporary of his,
Gaunilon, amonk of Marmoutier, who wrote in defence of the ‘fool’,
whom Anselm had claimed could say, but could not believe, that God
did not exist, since as soon as he understood what the concept of God
was, he would see that it followed from his definition that He existed.
In order to demonstrate what was wrong with the ontological
argument, Gaunilon pointed out that if this sort of reasoning were
legitimate, one could also show that all kinds of unreal or imaginary
objects must also exist. For example, if one could imagine that there is
aperfect island somewhere beyond the point where any explorer could
possibly go, it follows that if this island is perfect, or is that island than
which none greater can be conceived, then according to Anselm’s
argument, the island must exist. If it did not, then it would not be
perfect, or be that island than which none greater could be conceived.
But since by definition it is perfect, and no greater island can be
imagined, then from that concept alone, we can be sure that it must
actually exist. By indicating that one could develop all sorts of
ontological arguments about all sorts of ideas, Gaunilon sought to
show that the argument contained elements which are absurd and
contradictory. (Anselm, in his own defence, claimed that the ontologi¬
cal argument applied only to God, since no other concept could be that
of aperfect object.)

S t Thomas

Another kind of criticism was made by St Thomas Aquinas, who
claimed that the error of the ontological argument was that it assumed
we could know the nature of God, that He is aperfect being, before
knowing whether He existed. Actually, His nature can be learned only
after one knows His existence, and not vice versa. In fact, the ultimate
knowledge of God, the final undentanding we can come to, according
to St Thomas, is the definition of God as He is conceived in the
ontological argument. Hence, first we must establish His existence by
other means, then study His properties, and, at the end of this
investigation, we may know enough to define God, that is, to be able to
employ St Anselm’s argument. Until then, according to St Thomas, the
ontological argument is only an uninteresting hypothetical observation
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that if God is aperfect (that is, anecessarily existent) being, then God
necessarily exists.

K a n t

Perhaps the best known criticism of the ontological argument is that of
Immanuel Kant in which he undertook to demonstrate why existence is
not the kind of property that can be part of the definition of any concept.
The idea or conception that we have of anything involves aseries of
properties or predicates (e.g., that it is square, green, heavy). But can
existence be such apredicate? If we conceive of something, and then
conceive of it as existing, is our idea of the thing any different? In his
famous illustration, Kant pointed out that the idea of 100 thalers and a
real 100 thalers contain the same monetary elements. The idea that I
have in my mind is something that can be broken down into one
hundred one pound notes, into coins, etc. Its economic value is the
same, whether Iam merely thinking of it, or whether Ihave the money
in my pocket. One does not change the concept involved whether one
merely thinks of it, or thinks of it as existing. As applied to the argument
for the existence of God, the force of the concept or idea of God or a
perfect being is not increased by thinking of it as existing, or merely
thinking about it. Hence, no bridge can be built from the idea of aperfect
being to the actual existence of such abeing. We can either prove
something trivial, or nothing at all, by means of the ontological
argument. Either it is shown that we can define the term ‘God’ in such
away, that the proposition ‘God necessarily exists' can be derived from
the definition (which only shows an interesting, but metaphysically
unexciting fact about this definition, but nothing about what objects
may or may not exist in the universe) or nothing is shown, since the idea
of abeing than which none greater can be conceived is the same whether
we are thinking of this object as something in our minds, or whether we
are thinking of it as areal independent object.

Conc lus ions

Although many thinkers believe that the existence of God can be
established by means of rational or natural evidence, other philo¬
sophers maintain that no satisfactory rational evidence can be adduced
to prove God’s existence. Some of the latter believe that no satisfactory
proof is possible because the object in question does not happen to exist.
Others have concluded that the difficulties involved in all the proofs are
due to the nature of the subject, which is, perhaps beyond our rational
capacities. These thinkers have claimed that the problems involved in
finding rational or natural evidence establishing the existence of God
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may indicate that one must seek another type of evidence entirely, and
abandon the quest by means of reason.

A t h e i s m

If there are no valid proofs for the existence of God. then three
completely different conclusions seem possible. The first of these is
simply the outright denial that there is any divine being. This atheistical
conclusion does not, of course, follow as alogical consequence from the
unsatisfactory nature of the proofs. The fact that adequate rational
evidence cannot be found to establish that something exists, neither
shows that it does exist nor that it does not exist. In fact, most of the
criticisms that have been levelled against arguments purporting to
prove the existence of God are equally cogent when levelled at the use
of similar arguments to prove the non-existence of God. Therefore, the
atheist attempts to claim too much for the criticisms that have been
levelled against arguments for the existence of God, if he claims that
they prove that God does not exist.

Agnosticism

Aconclusion that may be more in keeping with the evidence is that of
the agnostic who contends that there is not sufficient rational evidence to
establish either the existence or the non-existence of asupreme being.
Therefore, he declares that he simply does not know (which is the literal
meaning of‘agnostic’) and that he will withhold opinion until such time
as there may be more decisive evidence to support one side or the other.

F ide i sm

Besides these irreligious or non-religious conclusions, there is also a
religious conclusion that has recognized the inadequacy of the proofs
for the existence of God. This is called fideism, aview that our religious
knowledge is not, and ought not to be, based upon rational or natural
information, but solely on faith. The general contention of the fideists has
usually been that religious knowledge is beyond the limits of person’s
rational faculities and understanding. Hence, what human beings must
do in order to obtain religious knowledge is first to recognize the
hopelessness of accomplishing this by rational means, and then seek
knowledge of God by faith alone.

Fideism represents acombination of acomplete scepticism about the
possibility of human knowledge, at least in the area of religious
knowledge, and an appeal to knowledge through faith, unsupported by
rational evidence. In fact, the fideists have portrayed the attempts by
human beings to comprehend God by their reason and their .sense
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infonnation as an impious and dangerous example of human vanity,
trying to measure the divine world by the puny standards of people’s
imagination, undersunding, and experience. Heresies have resulted,
the fldeists charge, from this human presumption and rashness, from a
person’s insistence on making his/her mental conceptions of the
universe the measure of all truth. In order to avoid this, one should
recognize, as Hume said (possibly with tongue in cheek, since he was
more likely an a^ostic than afideist) that ‘to be aphilosophical sceptic
is, in aman of letters, the first and most essential step towards being a
sound, believing Christian’.

In nearly all leading religious traditions in the western world, there
has been fideistic theorizing, usually by religious or mystical thinkers,
who have regarded the attempt to comprehend religious knowledge by
means of reason as amost dangerous trend. On the other hand, some
of those who have made out the best case for the fideistic viewpoint have
apparently been non-believers, who felt that this was the easiest or safest
way to state their doubts. This rejection of rational evidence for
religious knowledge appears in such religious thinkers as Pascal and
Kierkegaard and such irreligious thinkers as Hume and Voltaire. In
both the religious and the irreligious philosophers who have asserted
the irrationality of religious belief very similar arguments occur.

What this appears to indicate is that the nature of fideism is such that
it is based upon asceptical theory of knowledge that leads either to a
religious or to an agnostic conclusion, both of which are compatible
with the philosophical arguments employed. Ifoneisconvinced that we
have no rational evidence, and can have no rational evidence, regarding
either the existence or nature of God, then what follows? The fideists
claim that because of the lack of evidence, one ought to believe by faith
alone. But, one could just as well arrive at the conclusion that because
of the lack of evidence, one ought to suspend judgment, and reach no
conclusion at all. The arguments indicate neither that the fideistic nor
the agnostic conclusion is the correct one. The argument would be
compatible with either one or the other.

Pasca l

Perhaps this point will be clarified by apassage from the great
seventeenth century French scientist and religious thinker, Blaise
Pascal. After gaining fame as ascientific prodigy, Pascal suddenly
withdrew from the world of affairs, retiring to the stronghold of an
extremely pious religious group, the Jansenists, at the convent of Port-
Royal. In an unfinished work Les Pensees, he set down the reasoning
that led him to his religious outlook. The work, as we now have it, is a
series of comments on various themes about people, their understand-
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ing and their destiny. In one of the longest of these comments, Pascal
discussed the relationship between scepticism and religious belief.

The passage begins:

The main arguments of the sceptics ... are that we possess no
certainty concerning any principles apan from faith and revela¬
tion, except in so far as we perceive them naturally within
ourselves. But this natural intuition is no convincing proof of their
truth; because we have no cenainty, apart from faith, as to whether
man was created by agood God, or awicked demon, or chance,
and these principles are true, false, or uncertain depending upon
our ongin. No person is certain, apart from faith, whether he is
awake or asleep ... [and so, the sceptics have shown that
everything we know is uncertain. But, on the other hand, we find
ourselves drawn by nature to believe all sons of things. We arc torn
between an intellectual scepticism which renders everything
doubtful, and anatural dogmatism which inclines us toward
believing many things R. H. P.)

What then shall man do in this state? Should he doubt
everything? Should he doubt if he is awake, if he is being pinched,
or if he is being burned? Should he doubt whether he is in doubt?
Should he doubt his own existence? We are not able to go as far as
that; and 1put it down as afact that there never has been a
completely thorough-going sceptic. Nature sustains our feeble
reason, and prevents it from raving to that extent.

Should he then assert that he is in possession of certain truth -
he who, when pressed at all, can show no title to it, and is
compelled to let go his hold upon it?

What achimera then is man! What anovelty! What amonster,
what achaos, what acontradiction, what aprodigy! Judge of all
things, imbecile worm of the earth; depositary of all truth, asink
of uncertainty and error; the pride and trash of the universe!

Who will unravel this mess? Nature refutes the sceptics, and
reason refutes the dogmatists. What then will become of you, O
men, who try to discover by your own natural reason, what is your
t r u e c o n d i t i o n ? . . .

Know then proud man, what aparadox you are unto yourself.
Humble yourself, weak reason; be silent, foolish nature; learn that
man infinitely transcends man, and learn from your master what
is your true condition, of which you arc ignorant. Hear God.

This powerful passage from Pascal stresses our complete uncertainty,
and our complete inability to understand anything. But, Pascal insisted,
we are not able to rest in scepticism or agnosticism, but find ounsclvcs
impelled to believe. Since we cannot justify our beliefs rationally, we are
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therefore compelled to turn away from the unsatisfactory quest for
knowledge by means of rational evidence, to knowledge based on faith
alone. The sceptic or agnostic shares with Pascal the rejection of all
knowledge supposedly based on natural or rational principles, but does
not take the next step he proposed, that of pure belief. Instead, the
sceptic or the agnostic has no belief, or has suspended judgment on all
questions for which there cannot be satisfactory evidence. No argument

evidence can be given for determining which is the better or truer
path, that of the fideist, or that of the agnostic, but both start out from
the same sceptical basis. Hume’s comment that scepticism is the starting
point for true Christianity may be correct from the fideistic outlook, but
it was also the starting point for the irreligious and agnostic outlook of
H u m e a n d Vo l t a i r e .

o r

Reve la t ion

Another conclusion that is often drawn from the criticism of the
arguments for the existence of God, sometimes as part of afideistic
theory, is that religious knowledge cannot be based upon natural evidence,
but is, instead, based upon revealed knowledge. The contention here is
that the philosophers who debate the merits of rational arguments miss
the point. There is another source of knowledge that is the basis for our
religious knowledge, and if one accepts this source, one will not be
interested in whether aparticular argument advanced by aphilosopher
or atheologian happens to be valid.

Those who advocate this conclusion usually iasist that religious
knowledge is of adifferent order from natural knowledge, and that the
philosophers of religion have frequently failed to make this distinction.
Hence, they have dealt only with natural religion, which may well be as
unsatisfactory as Hume and Kam thought. But there is another area of
religion, revealed religion, which is unaffected by the criticisms that
have been levelled against natural religion.

Revelation is to be found either in certain documents which are
accepted as the word of God, or in certain experiences which are taken

communications or contacts with adivine being. The philosophers of
religion may raise various questions about how one recognizes that
certain knowledge is revealed, or how one distinguishes private
experiences that are illusory from those which are said to be genuine.
The believer in revealed religion can retort that he/she is as assured of
the revealed character of this knowledge as of the knowledge itself.
Even if he/she cannot prove by rational means that certain information
is genuine revelation (which would be aproblem in natural religion),
he/she has access to certain knowledge and to certain assurances, which
settle these questions as far as he/she is concerned.

In the last hundred years another view about religious knowledge has

a s
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developed, basing it on human needs and the special character of
human religious experience. The American philosopher and
psychologist, William James, (who will be discussed at length in
Chapter 7). examined the varieties of religious experience as reported by
religious persons. He sought to show that such experience was not
reducible to variants of sexual or abnormal psychological experiences,
but formed adistinct kind of human experience. In his essay. The Will
to Believe’. James argued that some people want to believe whether
there is adequate evidence or not. The effect of believing for such people
can be momentous in their lives, and so should not be denigrated just
because these believers cannot prove or substantiate what they believe.
Pascal and Kierkegaard, as well as James, insisted that believing is
difTerent than knowing. One believes in spite of the lack of knowledge,
if believing is of sufficient importance.

The German Jewish philosopher, Manin Buber, tried to portray the
special character of religious experience in his various works. In the
Tales from ihe Hassidim, he set forth the attitude of areligious
community, the Has.sidim of Central Europe. Readers all over the
world, who never heard of the group, have been struck by the way the
religious features of the group’s activities leap from the page as the
believers express their religious views through dancing. It is irrelevant to
Buber’s pieture that these believers do not offer evidence for their
beliefs. They are immersed in them. In alater work, Iand Thou. Buber
sought to show how the experienec of animate, sentient and spiritual
characteristics of the human world appear in human affairs. One
recognises various elements of experience as having an I-thou relation¬
ship with oneself. These elements are not things, but personalities.
Above and beyond this, one has aspiritual awareness of an everlasting
thou, whether one can characterize this in any traditional religious or
theological terms.

More recently the Rumanian scholar, Mircea Eliade, has tried to
show the religious nature of human beings, their craving for some
transcendental and sacred element, as opposed to the secular and
profane aspects of experience. Eliade has examined the history of
religions from the primitive to the most sophisticated to exhibit how the
sacred and the transcendental are manifested in different cultures and
belief systems.

Neither James nor Buber nor El iade offered answers to the
philosopical problems about the evidence concerning the nature and
existence of God, Instead they stressed the role of religious experience
and belief in human affairs, and insisted on its special and important
function in many human lives. Their views and findings arc compatible
with awide range of religious and irreligious theologies, even with
Nietzsche’s claim that God, as asupernatural being, is dead, or with
deist or theist views we will describe below. Religious beliefs may result



204 Philosophy

from human needs, but are not explained or explained away by these
needs.

ITie problem of the nature of God

Another question dealt with by philosophers of religion is that of the
nature of God. By and large this is ametaphysical question, in which the
attempt is made to develop atheory compatible either with our general
information as given in certain religious traditions, our scientific
knowledge about how the world operates, or our rational understand¬
ing of the character of the various aspects or our experience. Theories
about the nature of God range from different forms of scientific
atheism, contending that God is afigment of the human imagination
invented for various psychological, sociological, economic, and other
reasons, to very elaborate metaphysical theories purporting to explain
the characteristics of the divine will, the divine intelligence, and the like.

A the i sm

Atheism is the theory that either there is no God, or if there is, He cannot
in any way affect human existence. To support this contention, evidence
is offered consisting of our knowledge of the physical world and human
behaviour, or some sort of materialistic or naturalistic metaphysics, or
insoluble difficulties which confront those who affirm the existence of
G o d .

In modem limes, the increased understanding of the operations of
the natural and human world has led many thinkers to claim that all
problems can be resolved by natural, rather than supernatural,
concepts, and that supernatural concepts can themselves be explained
in natural terms. This view, is perhaps, summed up in the attitude of the
mathematician, Laplace, who, when he was explaining to Napoleon his
theory of how the astronomical universe came into existence, was asked
where God fitted into his scheme. He replied Thave no need of such an
hypothesis’. The atheistical contention is that the questions that
formerly were answered in terms of God can now be answered in terms
of scientific knowledge.

In addition, the atheists contend, we now have information that
explains why people hold religious beliefs, and this information
suggests, if it does not show, that the role played by religious belief in
human history has nothing to do with the actual existence of aGod.
_Pŝ chologicaL.thfiQric5..deveioped by Nietzsche. Freud. and..qtheis
û̂ t̂mat religious beliefs have arisen because of certain human

î man desire to feel secure in sucha Yastcosmos.and the like.
Thomas Paine, Karl Marx, and others have drawn attention to the role
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played by religious belief in securing certain institutions and keeping
classes in social and political power. Some psychologists like Leuba and
Freud tried to establish aconneaion between sexual problems and
religious ̂ nvictions. In this manner, the atheists have claimed that
Go^s_aji actual entity does not exist, but is only aconstruction of the

“human mind, invented to meet certain needs. '

Philosophical basis of atheism
Amore philosophical basis for atheism is given by any metaphysical
theory which provides an adequate rational comprehension of what we
know about the world by means of asystem containing no supernatural
concepts. Amaterialistic or naturalistic metaphysics which attempts to
account for our knowledge and experience in terms of acosmos
containing nothing but material or natural objects has been advanced as
arational justification of atheism. If one can satisfactorily account for
everything without requiring the concept of adivine being, then, the
atheist asks, why should we have need or believe in, such abeing?

As part of the philosophical justification for atheism, some philo¬
sophers have pointed out that no consistent or satisfactory theory of the
nature of God explains how adivine being can have the properties
usually attributed to divinity and yet have anything to do with the
human world. From ancient days, in the views of Epicurus, down to
such present-day thinkers as Bertrand Russell, philosophers have
argued that there are paradoxes and contradictions involved in the
notion of an all-powerful God, in the notion of ajust God who governs
an unjust universe, in the notion of an eternal, unchanging deity who
acts and creates the universe, and so on.

P a n t h e i s m

Another theory of the nature of God, which its opponent.s have
regarded as merely another form of atheism, is pantheism. This is the
view that God is not aseparate being, but is either the entire natural order
or an aspect of the entire natural order. Either the universe as awhole is
God, or the power or force that pervades the whole of the cosmos is God.
God is everywhere, and is everything, or is in everything.

Spinoza
Perhaps the most famous presentation of pantheism is the metaphysical
system of Spintv.a. A.s we saw in the previous chapter (page 133), he
sought to establish that God and nature were one and the same substance
and that everything that exists or takes place in the world is an aspect,
modification, or attribute of God, and that everything can be explained
or accounted for by showing the manner of its derivation from God or
nature. Every physical or mental event in the universe was interpreted
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in Spinoza’s great metaphysical system as an aspect of one of the two
known attributes of God or nature, thought or extension.

According to the Spinozistic view, God has no personal qualities,
since He is not abeing independent of or separate from, the universe.
Those views which describe the divine being as having properties
analogous to those of human beings were dismissed as being merely
anthropomorphic, and having nothing to do with the true nature of
things. The proper attitude toward the universal divine nature is what
Spinoza called ‘the intellectual love of Cod’, the appreciation of the divine
character of everything, through understanding the nature of reality.
Thus, through comprehending the structure of the universe, by means
of grasping the vast scientific system that determines the various specific
events of the cosmos, one is expressing the intellectual love of God, and
recognizing the pantheistic character of the world.
D e i s m

This theory of the nature of God maintains that there is adivine being
or divine power separate from the physical world, which it has created
or started, but that this divine being or power exercises no direct
influence or force on events occurring within the universe as it now
exists. With the development of modern astronomical and physical
systems in the seventeenth century, many thinkers saw that these
scientific views suggested apicture of the universe as aself-contained
mechanism, like aclock, and each successive state of affairs could be
completely explained in terms of the previous state of the mechanism.
In these terms, they developed the conception of the nature of God
called Deism to account for God’s relations to this mechanical cosmos.
God was pictured as the ‘perfect watchmaker’, who had created or
regulated this mechanism according to the best rational principles, and
then, having set the machine in motion, no longer played any role in the
affai rs of the natural wor ld.

The deist theory finds no place for the relationships believed to exist
between man and God by most religious traditions. Since God takes no
active part in the affairs of the world, there is no point to prayer or
supplication. In fact, assuming complete wisdom on the part of God,
some of the deists claimed that this must be the best of all possible
worlds, and that prayers to bring about certain changes in the world
actually constituted aform of dangerous blasphemy against the
perfectly ordained and ordered system of the universe.

T h e i s m

The theory of the nature of God that best fits most religious traditions
in the western world is that called theism. This is the view that there is

aGod, or there are Gods, who stand in some kind of direct or personal



Philosophy of religion 207

relationship with human beings. The theistic conception of Divinity can
be either polytheistic, that is, that there are many gods -e.g., the theism
of Greek mythology; or it can be monotheistic, that it. it can limit the
conception of divinity to one God, as is the case in the Judeo-Christian-
Islamic traditions. But in either the polytheistic or monotheistic
conception of God there are several further questions about the nature
of God that have to be resolved.

The nature of God

One of these is whether the God or gods are finite or infinite in power,
knowledge, and other attributes. In ancient Greek polytheism, each of
the deities was limited as to what he or she was able to accomplish. In
the conception of God in the Judeo-Christian-lslamic tradition, the
deity has usually been portrayed as all-powerful, unlimited in what He
is able to do. However, there have been several philosophers of religion,
even within this tradition, who have thought that the only way of
reconciling the conception of the divine nature with the evils that occur
in this world was to portray God as lacking complete or absolute power
or knowledge.

The ethical problem

Another question that has been much discussed by theists is the
relationship between the divine nature and the standards of goodnc.ss,
justice, morality, and the like. As the problem was put by Plato long
ago, is something right because the gods will it, or do they will it because
it is right? The question at issue is whether the standards of value arc
only the arbitrary pronouncement of God or the gods, or whether there
arc some universal standards of value which even the deity accepts and
obeys. On the one hand, there are theistic theories which conceive the
nature of God as co-ctcrnal with certain eternal truths, such as the
ultimate standards of value and truth, which God accepts and employs
in His relations with the world. On the other hand, there are theories,
sometimes called voluntaristic, which assert that the power of the deity
is totally unlimited, and that it is within this divine power that God
makes various things true or good. Anything which God wills is. by the
very fact that God has willed it. necessarily right and Just.

As is evident, the range of possible theistic theories is very large.
Conceptions of the number of character of the divine being can be
adjudged in terms of their consistency and their coherence with out
general understanding of the world. Most theistic theories have been
developed in terms of how they fit in with certain religious traditions,
which begin with what they believe to be certain knowledge about God
and his relation to the universe. The theistic philosophers' achievements
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can then be evaluated according to how well they fit in with the view of
God held by these traditions.

In the Judeo-Christian-Islamic tradition there has been along history
(dating back from the Book of Job, the Epistles of St Paul, the
philosophy of Philo Judaeus, and other works) of attempts to develop
atheistic point of view in harmony with the picture of the divine nature
as revealed in Scripture. Those who were concerned with working out
an intelligible and rational conception of God that was compatible with
our other knowledge about the world, and who were also believers
either in Judaism or Christianity, tried to construct philosophically
acceptable forms of theism. The conceptions of the nature of God, or
the gods, of Plato, Aristotle and the Neo-Platonists have been studied,
modified, and combined, in order to present arationally satisfactory
v e r s i o n o f t h e i s m t h a t i s a l s o c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n -
Is lamic God ’s na ture .

Philosophers and theologians within the three traditions of Judaism,
Christianity and Islam, tried, especially during the Middle Ages, to
work out acceptable rational explanations of the fundamental beliefs of
their religions. Some like Averroes, Maimonides and St Thomas
Aquinas based their explanations on Aristotelian and Neo-Platonic
philosophy. Where they could not reconcile Aristotle’s views with their
basic religious beliefs, they insisted that some knowledge of the nature
of God and God’s relations with the world could only be known by
faith and not by reason.

Crit ic isms of theism

Alongside the history of attempts to construct arational theology,
usually in theistic terms, there has been as long ahistory of either cynical
opposition, or attacks from mystics and fideists. Powerful objections
have been made that the proposed theory does not meet the require¬
ments of arational mind. Various religious thinkers have tried to show
that we cannot rationally know anything at all about the nature of God.
(Some of the most extreme of the mystics and the fideists have presented
atheory called negative theology, maintaining that God is beyond any
of the classifications or categories that man can conceive. No statements
that we can make can apply to God except negative ones that tell us
what He is not. Thus our sole knowledge about the nature of God is in
negative terms, telling us, for example, that ‘God is not an animal’.)

The theistic conception of God, since it best corresponds to the
various revealed religious traditions, has of course been of great
concern to philosophers of religion. Within nearly every Christian,
Jewish and Islamic group there have been many attempts to develop a
theistic theory which is consistent with the group’s concept of God. In
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terms of such atheory, each group has tried to construct asatisfactory
rational defence of its religion.

F u n d a m e n t a l i s m

Others, like Sir Isaac Newton, held the view that both Nature and
Scripture were presentations of God’s message to man, which was
to be learned scientifically or through the study of God’s revelation
as presented in the Bible and/or the Koran. Newton, in his
Principui Malhemaiica, offered aversion of the argument from
design to show what we could know of God scientifically. In his
Observations on the Prophecies of Daniel and St John, Newton
sought to show what we could know of God and His plans for
m a n k i n d f r o m t h e B i b l e .

Arising movement of Bible scholars, starting with Spinoza, de¬
veloped what was called ‘The Higher Criticism of the Bible’, astudy
of the work in terms of its history, and development, which ques¬
tioned whether we have an accurate text, and whether it is adivine
text or one written by human beings in certain historical situations.
If the latter, the Bible would not provide information about God
but about man at an early stage of human history. This, the Higher
Critics said, would account for the many discrepancies that people
have found in the text, and the claims that are counter to now-
accepted scientific findings.

At the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the
nineteenth aview was set forth that would now be called Funda¬
mentalism. that insisted that the Bible is the Word of God, that
the Bible that we possess is inerrant in all matters, and that the
meaning of the Bible can be ascertained by literal reading of the
text. This view presupposes that we know God exists, that He does
not change, and that He communicates His will to mankind through
atext, which he haspreservedforus through all of the vicissitudes of
history.

Fundamentalism was especially important in the US as away
of opposing Darwinism as an explanation of man’s nature and des¬
tiny. In the early part of the twentieth century it appeared as an
anti-intellectual way of opposing new scientific knowledge. In the
post-Second World War era it has become aserious and growing
view in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Its adherents take the
developments in the modern world, the return of the Jews to
Palestine, the rebuilding of Jerusalem, the Cold War, the emerg¬
ence of Islamic republics, all as evidence that the prophecies in the
Divine books are being fulfilled, and that our knowledge of God
and His plans comes to us by literally interpreting what has been
set down in Holy writings.
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Some fundamentalists take this way of knowing God and about
God in amost scholarly fashion. They learn the requisite ancient
languages and study biblical archaeology and biblical history to
grasp the literal meaning of the texts and to predict the future course
of events in terms of the prophecies in the texts. Their opponents
remain sceptical in view of the disagreements among fundamen¬
talists about what is the literal meaning of agiven text, and, in view
of the predictions that have been made by fundamentalist readers,
that have not been fulfilled. They would suggest that either the text
is errant or the literal interpreter is. In either case, other means
would be required to learn about God and his message.

Conc lus ion

In view of the age-old concern of humankind with religious problems,
this area of human experience constitutes asubject matter for
philosophical analysis. The philosopher -in examining the problems of
religious knowledge and metaphysical theories about the nature of God
-is not necessarily concerned to argue for or against any particular
religious belief or theory. Rather his/her interest is to analyse it, to raise
questions about it in order to understand it rationally.

Although much philosophizing about religious questions has been of
an apologetic character, that is, has been aimed at rendering various
religious beliefs intellectually acceptable, it is Just as likely that careful
rational examination may result in doubts that an intelligible theory is
possible. The philosophy of religion is committed neither to developing
evidence for atheism, nor for religious belief. Instead, its crucial
concerns are to examine the knowledge-claims that are made in this area,
to see if there are standards in relation to which they can be Justified, and
to evaluate and interpret these claims within the framework of rational
understanding. It is always possible that the best conclusion one maybe
able to reach is afideistic or sceptical one -that no defensible rational
comprehension can be gained in the area of religious knowledge, and
that no satisfactory rational interpretation or explanation can be made.

We may best follow the attempts to understand the special character
of religious experience and its effect on human affairs, rather than
seeking arguments for or against various religious-knowledge claims.
With the present rise in religious activities ail over the world, we may
better profit from examining the role religion is now playing and why it
is again avery vital force in the human world, than by re-examining ad
nauseum the arguments for the existence of God, and the various
theological conundrums that have bedevilled philosophers for two
m i l l e n n i a .
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The theory of knowledge

One of the most important branches of philosophy is epistemology
(theory of knowledge). Philosophers have attempted to discover the
means by which our knowledge is acquired, the extent of our
knowledge, and the standards or criteria by which we can judge the
reliability of knowledge claims.

We tend to be well satisfied with what we think we know about the

universe and do hot ask how we obtained our knowledge, or question
its reliability. Occasionally we are shocked to discover that what we
thought was certain is proved dubious or false. If this happens often
enough we may become suspicious of all claims to certainty.

Suppose, for example, that someone whom we trusted told us that all
the news in our daily newspaper was false. We might -in consequence
-begin to distrust our friend, or distrust the newspaper, or distrust
ourselves. We would certainly begin to think about the kind of evidence
we would need to help us to discover what the truth of the case was. We
would begin, in fact, to ask the sort of questions that have led
philosophers to develop atheory of knowledge.

Perhaps the most fertile source of material for developing atheory of
knowledge has been the history of human opinions. No theory or
doc t r ine has been so absurd tha t there has no t been someone who

believed it. and argued for it. The history of science is replete with
theories that have been thoroughly believed by the wisest men and were
then thoroughly discredited.

Repeatedly people have attempted to impose their beliefs on others
and punish those who rejected them. The early Greek philosopher,
Anaxagoras, was exiled from Athens for saying that the moon was a
stone. In the twentieth century ateacher in Tennessee was punished for
leaching the Darwinian theory of evolution. In the last fifty years there
have been many martyrs whose ‘crimes’ were that they challenged the
‘infallible wisdom' of the rulers of their society.

Philosophers are concerned to determine the basis of all knowledge-
claims, and to agree upon standards forjudging these claims. If so much
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of wha( had been taken as certain has instead proved false or doubtful,
then how can we ever be certain?

Ren6 Descartes: the problem posed

The great French philosopher and mathematician, Rene Descartes,
(1596-1650) posed the problem in amost striking form. Descartes lived
in arapidly changing world, one marked by almost continuous religious
conflict between the Catholics and the Huguenots, and by intense
controversy between the advocates of Aristotle’s views about the nature
of the physical world, and those who supported the new theories of
Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo. The fact that there were new theories
suggested that there were other methods of seeking after knowledge
than those that had been employed by the Greeks and by everyone else
since that time; this encouraged philosophers to begin to inquire into
the nature of these methods and the validity of the knowledge they led
to. Descartes, trained in Aristotelian philosophy, set out to study the
world for himself. After extended investigation he came to suspect all
accepted views which claimed authority merely because they were
ancient and honoured. When he returned to Paris in 1628 he found that

the most independently thoughtful of his contemporaries were similarly
agitated by the conflict between the older ideas which they felt they
could no longer accept, and the new theories. Most of them despaired
of finding certainty and turned to scepticism -aview that doubts
whether any of our beliefs can be supported by adequate or sufficient
evidence. Descartes, however, did not surrender to scepticism. He had
an intense desire to be certain, to be so certain that no discovery could
ever shake his beliefs again. He left Paris, adesperate man in quest of
certainty. In his retreat in Holland, he tells us, he inquired into
everything he knew to see what, if anything, he could accept as reliable
knowledge.

Descartes felt that he could be certain only of that which could never
be false or doubtful. Most of what we accept, Descartes thought, could
not meet this standard -despite our certainty, it still might be false. He
determined to test the knowledge that he like anyone else ordinarily
would accept -knowledge derived from our sense experience. The
results of his test (if he is right) are so devastating that philosophers have
been compelled ever since to investigate the problem of the foundation
of knowl^ge.

Descartes's test

Before examining some of their theories, we must first consider
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Descartes’s test. He begins his Meditations on the First Philosophy (1640)
by writing:

It is now some years since Idetected how many were the false
beliefs that Ihad from my earliest youth admitted as true, and how
doubtful was everything Ihad since constructed on this basis; and
from that time Iwas convinced that Imust once for all seriously
undertake to rid myself of all the opinions which Ihad formerly
accepted, and commence to build anew from the foundation, if 1
wanted to establish any firm and permanent structure in the
s c i e n c e s . . .

Now for this object it is not necessary that Ishould show that all
of these opinions are false -1 shall perhaps never arrive at this end.
But inasmuch as reason already persuades me that Iought no less
carefully to withhold my assent from matters which are not
entirely certain and indubitable than from those which appear to
me manifestly to be false, if Iam able to find in each one some
reason to doubt, this will suffice to justify my rejecting the whole.
And for that end it will not be requisite that Ishould examine each
in particular, which would be an endless undertaking; for owing to
the fact that the destruction of the foundations of necessity brings
with it the downfall of the rest of the edifice, 1shall only... attack
those principles upon which all my former opinions rested.

That is, IDescartes feels that there is no need to test every opinion that
he formerly held -an ‘endless undertaking* -but will instead consider
general types of belief. If there is any reason for doubt, then the entire
category ou t̂ to be treated as doubtful and unreliable. The first category
to be treated is those opinions which we derive from sense experience.

All that up to the present time Ihave accepted as true and
certain Ihave learned either from the senses or through the senses;
but it is sometimes proved to me that these senses are deceptive,
and it is wiser not to trust entirely anything by which we have once
been deceived.

Reliability of sense data
Descartes assumes that everyone is familiar with the phenomenon of
being deceived by his senses. One may see something at adistance which
turns out to be quite otherwise when seen close up, or see things
differently when they are in water from when they are out of it, e.g,,
when one is rowing, the oar appears to be bent. Since this sometimes
happens, Descartes suggests we cannot really be certain that we arc not
always mistaken. If one grants this is sometimes the case, but objects
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that in most cases we can be quite certain that our senses are not
deceiving us, Descartes presses his test:

But it may be that although the senses sometimes deceive us
concerning things which are hardly perceptible, or very far away,
there are yet many others to be met with as to which we cannot
reasonably have any doubt, although we recognize them by means
of the senses. For example, there is the fact that Iam here, seated
by the fire attired in adressing gown, having this paper in my
hands and other similar matters. And how could Ideny that these
hands and this body are mine, were it not perhaps that Icompare
myself to certain persons, devoid of sense, whose brains are so
troubled... that they constantly assure us that they think they are
kings when they are really quite poor or that they are clothed in
purple when they are really without covering, or who imagine that
they have an earthenware head or are nothing but pumpkins or are
made of glass. But they are mad, and Ishould not be any the less
insane were Ito follow examples so extravagant.

Perhaps; but Descartes is beginning to shake our assurance. Can we
be certain that we are not also subject to delusions? If his test has not
already led to some doubt, Descartes raises another, more troubling
problem:

At the same time Imust remember that Iam aman, and that
consequently Iam in the habit of sleeping, and in my dreams
representing to myself the same things, or sometimes even less
probable things, than do those who are insane in their waking
moments. How often it has appeared to me that in the night I
dreamed that Ifound myself in this particular place, that Iwas
dressed and seated near the fire, whilst in reality 1was lying
undressed in bed! At this moment it does indeed seem to me that
it is with eyes awake that Iam looking at this paper; that this head
which Imove is not asleep, that it is deliberately and of set purpose
that 1extend my hand and see it; what happens in sleep does not
appear so clear nor so distinct as does all this. But in thinking over
this Iremind myself that on many occasions Ihave in sleep been
deceived by similar illusions, and in dwelling carefully on this
reflection Isee so manifestly that there are no certain indications
by which we may clearly distinguish wakefulness from sleep that I
am lost in astonishment. And my astonishment is such that it is
almost capable of persuading me that Inow dream.

The problem thus posed is troublesome. How can we be certain that
everything we see and do is not part of adream? Any means that we
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employ as acheck might, for all we can tell, also be parts of the dream.
People have dreamt that they have pinched themselves to see if they are
dreaming. Descartes concludes that no matter how we feel about it,
there is no guarantee that our sense experience is not part of adream.
Therefore, we have grounds for suspecting the reliability -that is, the
accuracy... of the information we acquire through our senses. But even
if it is all adream, one might ask, are not some aspects of the dream
trustworthy? Accordingly, Descartes proceeds with his test;

Now let us assume that we are asleep and that all these things,
e.g., that we open our eyes, shake our head, extend our hands, and
so on, are but false delusions; and let us reflect that possibly neither
our hands nor our whole body are such as they appear to us to be.
At the same time we must confess that the things which are
represented to us in sleep are like painted representations which
can only have been formed as the counterparts of something real
and true, and that in this way those general things at least, that is,
eyes, ahead, hands and awhole body, are not imaginary things,
but really exist. For, as amatter of fact, painters, even when they
study with the greatest skill to represent sirens and satyrs by forms
the most strange and extraordinary, cannot give them natures
which are entirely new, but merely make acertain medley of the
parts of different animals, or if their imagination is extravagant
enough to invent something so novel that nothing similar has ever
before been seen, and such that their work represents athing
purely fictitious and absolutely false, it is certain all the same that
the colours of which this is composed are necessarily real.

Descartes, at this point, seems willing to admit that even if it were
possible that the particular content of our experience might be adream,
still the dream itself must be based on something. All the objects that we
are acquainted with -ourselves, chairs, tables, trees -might be part of
avast delusion or dream, but at the same time, the fantasy seems to be
based on something. But on what? Descartes suggests that the particular
objects that we experience, talk about, live with, may be part of a
continuous dream world. We may invent in our dream th> objects that
populate it. But our invention, if it is such, follows certain patterns, and
has certain fixed properties. Elephants are always bigger than butter¬
flies, and squares never have round comers. Descartes concludes from
these considerations that the actual items of our experience may be
illusions, and the studies we make of them (e.g., astronomy, botany,
physics) may also be illusions if their objects are figments of our
imagination which exist only in our dreams. Still, the world of our
dreams -if we assume for the sake of the discussion that everything we
experience is part of adream-world -has some order and is constructed
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according to certain geometrical and numerical patterns. ‘For whether
Iam awake or asleep, two and three together always make five, and the
square can never have more than four sides, and it does not seem
possible that truths so clear and apparent can be suspected of any falsity
or uncertainty.'

The question of deity

But lest anyone think that the test is over, and we at last have something
that we can rely on, Descartes raises afinal and more devastating reason
for doubting even the knowledge of which we are most certain:

Nevertheless Ihave long had fixed in my mind the belief that an
all-powerful God existed by whom !have been created such as I
am. But how do Iknow that He has not brought it to pass that
there is no earth, no heaven, no extended body, no magnitude, no
place, and that nonetheless, Iperceive all these things and they
seem to me to exist just exactly as Inow see them? And, besides,
as Isometimes imagine that others deceive themselves in the
things which they think they know best, how do 1know that Iam
not deceived every time that Iadd two and three, or count the
sides of asquare, or judge of things yet simpler, if anything
simpler can be imagined? But possibly God has not desired that
Ishould be thus deceived for He is said to be supremely good. If,
however, it is contrary to His goodness to have made me such that
Iconstantly deceive myself, it would also appear to be contrary to
His goodness to permit me to be sometimes deceived, and
nevertheless Icannot doubt that He does permit this.

Having suggested the most harrowing possibility of all, that the
world is commanded by adeity who deceives humanity, Descartes
prepares to conclude his test. If, notwithstanding all our efforts, we
cannot avoid being misled, then how can we trust anything If when I
add two and three, Iam compelled to make amistake that Iam
incapable of detecting, how can Iavoid mistaken conclusions? Once the
possibility of systematic deception is admitted, all appears lost and even
our most ‘reliable’ information seems dubious. Hence, Descartes
conc ludes :

At the end Ifeel constrained to confess that there is nothing in
all that Iformerly believed to be true, of which Icannot in some
measure doubt, and that not merely through want of thought or
through levity, but for reasons which are very powerful and
maturely considered; so that henceforth Iou^t not the less
carefully to refrain from giving credence to these opinions than to
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that which is manifestly false, if Idesire to arrive at any certainty
in the sciences.

D o u b t

Descartes's test appears to have ended in disaster. If we inquire into the
truth of our opinions, seeking evidence which would guarantee that it
is impossible that these beliefs are false, we find that such evidence
appears to be lacking. Instead, reasons can be offered which suggest,
whether plausibly or not, that our most cherished and fuin beliefs could
be false. Sense illusions, and fantasies due to insanity or drunkenness,
cast some doubt on the reliability of our sense information. We may
merely be ‘seeing things'. The possibility that the whole of experience
may be part of adream leads to further doubts as to whether we are in
fact seeing aworld that exists, or even whether there is any world
outside of our imagination. Lastly, the possibility that an evil genius is
deceiving us leaves us entirely without assurance in the foundations of
our knowledge.

Descartes's purpose

The purpose of Descartes’s test is not to promulgate science-fiction
fantasies, but to illuminate acrucial problem. We are willing to take for
granted agreat deal that might be false or uncertain. In showing the
difficulties that exist in establishing acceptable views, Descartes did not
wish to convert us to scepticism and total doubt, make us unwilling to
accept an opinion for fear that it might prove false. Instead, he
undertook to find asatisfactory basis for our knowledge, abasis so
certain ‘that all the most extravagant suppositions brought forward by
the sceptics would be incapable of shaking it’.

The problem

Let us now examine theories that Descartes and other philosophers
have formulated about the nature of our knowledge, the foundation for
it, and the extent of it. In order to make clear what their theorizing has
been about, it is first necessary to understand the nature of the problem
of knowledge.

When we say we ‘know’ something, what sort of claim are we usually
making?

Popular usage

In ordinary discourse we use the verb ‘to know’ loosely. When we say
that we ‘know’ something, we usually mean we are sure that something
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is true, as when two people dispute about the Davis Cup Final of 1984
and one says, iknow the US won' -with complete assurance. Without
help from Descartes, it is clear that when we use the word ‘know’ to
express personal conviction, our claim may in fact be groundless. We
are all acquainted with extremely opinionated people who are in fact -
extremely mistaken.

There are still less positive usages of‘know’, as when people use the
word as equivalent to ‘believe’, ‘think’, and the like. When lay persons
say they ‘know’ that the Salk polio vaccine is effective, they in fact mean
that they ‘think so’, having perhaps heard that this is the view of some
authoritative persons. Ifone is asked if Smith isgoing tobeat the party,
and the answer is, ‘Yes, Iknow that he is’, this may merely be a
convenient way of saying, ‘I believe he is; at least, Iheard him say that
he was planning to be there’. One is not expressing complete assurance,
but only aconviction. One would hardly be willing to guarantee the
accuracy of such astatement on the mere basis of having heard Smith’s
plans. Clearly Smith may have to change his plans, or something may
happen to prevent his attendance.

Of course, the word ‘know’ may be used to express what is nothing
more than ahunch, or ahope, or apig-headed opinion. The gambler
who ‘knows’ the next number on the roulette wheel is merely guessing
or acting on a‘hunch’. Politicians, during election campaigns, who
‘know’ who will win, and who ‘know’ what will happen to the country
if they are wrong, are only expressing their hopes and fears. Similarly,
the person who ‘knows’ that Italy has abetter soccer team than Brazil
when Italy has lost all its games, and Brazil has won all, is simply
expressing afanatical loyalty that transcends, and is indifferent to, mere
fac ts .

The problem of knowledge: acloser look

The philosophical sense

But the popular usages of ‘know’ are hardly what philosophers have
been debating. ‘Knowledge’ of that order could not survive Descartes’s
test. Philosophers have been concerned to find out if we can really
‘know’ anything in the sense of possessing information that is not open
to question. ‘Knowledge’, in this usage, is sharply distinguished from
opinion. Many sceptics have claimed that people’s ‘knowledge’ only
expresses opinions which may or may not be true. Against this, some
philosophers have insisted that there is obtainable information which is
not mere opinion, but which is beyond question true. It is the quest for
this type of certain knowledge that has given rise to the problem of
knowledge.
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To illustrate this usage, an anecdote may be helpful (a story which
our informant insists is true). Aphilosopher and afriend were driving
in acar. At an intersection the car was struck by another one, which had
apparently driven through ared light, since the light facing the car with
the philosopher and friend was green at the time of the accident. The
friend owned the car, and sued the person who had struck him. The
latter, at the trial, insisted that the lî t was green for him, and red for
his accuser. In fact, he insisted that he knew he was right. (This was
probably the usage of ‘know’ in the sense of hope, or believe.) To
corroborate his friend’s story, the only other witness, the philosopher,
was put on the stand. The lawyer for the plaintiff asked the philosopher
about the colour of the light and the witness answered that it seem^ to
be green. The lawyer asked him to be more precise, did he know the
colour of the light? The philosopher said that he did not know, but it
looked green, and he thought it was probably green. The more the
lawyer pressed the philosopher-witness for apositive answer, the more
the latter insisted that he did not know, he merely had an opinion which
might be wrong. The jury and judge, faced with the absolute assurance
of the defendant, and the uncertainty of the philosopher, could only
decide against the philosopher’s friend. The rub was that the philo¬
sopher insisted on using ‘know’ in the strict sense in which one who
knows is absolutely certain -by Descartes’s standard. In fact, our law
courts usually avoid the philosopher's difficulties by seeking to establish
the defendant’s guilt ‘beyond reasonable doubt’, without seeking
absolute assurance that aperson must be guilty, and cannot possibly be
i n n o c e n t .

The philosophers who have sought to discover what sort of
knowledge, in this strict sense, we possess -and what sort of evidence
we can adduce, and what standards we Judge it by -have offered
various theories about the nature, source and basis of our knowledge.
We shall now consider some of these theories. The first group makes
positive claims to the effect that human beings can discover absolutely
certain knowledge, knowledge that under no circumstances can be false,
and that this knowledge can be acquired through the use of our rational
facu l t ies .

Ancient Greek philosophy

Hie Sophists

One of the oldest positive theories of knowledge was developed in the
early days of Greek philosophy. In the fifth century bc agroup of wise
men appeared in Athens called the Sophists. They were extremely
doubtful about the possibility of discovering anything that was really true.



The theory of knowledge 221

Instead, they taught their followers how to ‘get along’ in the world,
without certain knowledge. They taught their followers how to win
disputes, how to speak well and convincingly and, generally, how to
succeed. Theirunderlying theory developed from two remarks of two of
the leading Sophists. Protagoras, perhaps the greatest of the Sophists,
said, ‘Man is the measure of all things,’ and Gorgias, another great
Sophist, proclaimed, ‘Nothing exists, and if it did, no one could know it,
and if they knew it, they could not communicate it’. From these
statements the Sophists developed the view that knowledge in the strict
sense was unattainable, and, therefore, man should not bother to seek
what he can never find. Instead, the Sophists insisted following
Protagoras’s dictum, everyone should ‘measure’ matters according to
his nature and needs, since man alone was the measure of all things.

Socrates and Protagoras

Thus the Sophists proposed that man should accept the fact that all his
alleged knowledge was only relative to man’s outlook. Since no one,
according to Gorgias’ statement, can know any truth, or report it if he
did know it, the Sophists solution was to train for success. In one of
Plato’sD/a/oguescailcd’Protagoras’, Plato describes ameeting between
Socrates and the great Sophist, Protagoras. Afriend, named Hippo¬
crates, tells Socrates that Protagoras is in Athens, and they must rush to
see him. When Socrates asks why, Hippocrates answers that he must
become astudent of the great Sophist and acquire his wisdom. Socrates
asks his friend what he expects to learn. Hippocrates is unable to answer
clearly and they go to see Protagoras to find out what he can
accomplish. Socrates tells Protagoras that his friend, Hippocrates, is a
well-tĉ o Athenian who desires to achieve political eminence, and
‘who is desirous of making your acquaintance; he would like to know
what will happen to him if he associates with you’. Protagoras
answered: ‘Young man, if you associate with me, on the very first day
you will return home abetter man than you came, and better on the
second day than on the first, and better every day than you were on the
day before.’

Socrates is baffled and inquires, ‘When you say that on the first day
on which he associates with you he will return home abetter man, and
on every day will grow in like manner -in what, Protagoras, will he be
better? and about what?’ The great Protagoras answers, ‘You ask
questions fairly, and Ilike to answer aquestion which is fairly put. If
Hippocrates comes to me he will not experience the sort of drudgery
with which other Sophists are in the habit of insulting their pupils; who,
when they have just escaped from the arts, are taken and driven back
into them by these teachers, and made to learn calculation, and
astronomy, and geometry, and music ... but if he comes to me, he will
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leam that which he comes to leant. And this is pnidence in affairs
private as well as public; he will leant to order his own house in the best
manner, and he will be able to speak and act for the best in the affairs
of state. ’

Criticism of Sophism

Socrates worried about such ‘schools for success’ (which resemble
many present-day educational institutions). What troubled him is that
people like Protagoras profess they do not possess genuine knowledge
and yet presume to instruct people in worldly success. The students and
the teachers might, after all, be doing the wrong thing, since they did not
have any positive knowledge. Learning ‘how to get away with it’,
Socrates thought, was not wise, unless one was sure that it was right to
get way with it’. Being able to speak well, to convince people, to be a
leader, is not enough, unless one also knew what to speak about, what
to convince people of, and where to lead them. Otherwise, Socrates
argued, the results of such skills might be disastrous.

What was dangerous about the Sophists, Socrates thought, was that
neither they nor their students had any knowledge; hence the blind were
leading the blind. But with the skills for success the Sophists had
mastered, they became public menaces, unless they knew what was
right. This they could be sure of only if they had genuine knowledge
which could not possibly be false. If the Sophists prevailed upon people
to accept their views, they mi^t well follow them down aroad to utter
ruin, if the opinions were wrong.

P l a t o

Socrates was convinced that one could act only on the basis of the truth.
In various Dialogues, Plato, in his presentation of the conversations of
Socrates tried to construct atheory of knowledge -what knowledge
was available, how we could obtain it, and why it was true.

Plato’s view, put briefly, was that knowledge consists in the
apprehension of those aspects of the world which never change, never
alter. Plato believed that the world contained such constituent elements,
which he called ‘ideas’ or ‘forms’. What, then are ‘forms’, and why does
knowledge consist in the apprehension of them, rather than of changing
things?

The problem may appear clearer if we consider aseries of statements;
(a) ‘Rover is adog’, (6) ‘Fido is adog’, and (c) ‘Spot is adog’. If Fido
and Rover and Spot are all different animals, what are we saying about
them? We are saying that they have something in common, and that
each animal falls into acommon classification (e.g., ‘being adog'). But
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what does the general term ‘dog’ refer to? If we are asked what ‘Rover’
referred to, we could simply point to that dog. But what would we point
to in order to show what ‘dog’ referred to? If we pointed to Rover, and
then to Fido, and then to Spot, would that make clear what the general
term ‘dog’ referred to? We might be indicating that they all had tails, or
spots, or all said ‘Woof’.

Plato suggested that our ordinary statements include the use of
general terms, and that in order for our ordinary statements to be
meaningful, one must know what these general terms signify. To do
this, Plato insisted, one must do more than merely point to various
particular things. Those things would only be, at best, examples of
things that fall into general classifications, but would not themselves be
the c lass ificat ions.

The ‘Euthyphro’

In one of Plato’s ‘dialogues' -the "Euthyphro' -Plato made this point
forcefully. The dialogue is adiscussion between Socrates, on his way to
the courthouse, and apriest of Athens, Euthyphro. The latter tells
Socrates that he is going to court to have his father tried for murder.
When Socrates asks for details, we see that it is extremely doubtful
whether Euthyphro’s father is actually guilty; but Euthyphro insists
that he should accuse his father because that is the holy thing to do in
this case. Socrates asks him, what is holiness? Euthyphro responds, it is
doing what Iam doing. Socrates responds that Euthyphro’s act may be
an illustration of holiness; but to determine if the act is holy, one must
know the meaning of the general term ‘holiness’. When Euthyphro
attempts to make clear what ‘holiness’ means, Socrates shows him that
his definition is inadequate. Finally, Euthyphro gives up, because, he
says, each time he puts his words down, they get up and walk away.

U n i v e t s a l s

To prevent the words from marching off, Plato claimed, we must
discover the meanings of our general terms. If we employ these terms to
classify items in ourexperience(e.g., to point out that we call this adog,
and that acat) by virtue of the fact that they fall into certain
classifications, then these remarks can only be meaningful if we know
the meaning of the general terms, also called ‘universals’. The general
terms seem to refer to something different from the items of our
experience, since they are the means for saying things about items in our
experience. We call Rover adog in virtue of certain characteristics.
Plato’s thesis is that only if we know what is required for something to
be adog, can we tell that Rover falls into this classification.

How can one discover what these general terms or ‘universals’ mean,
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SO that one can tell if acertain item falls into some classification? Plato
argued that, first of all, we could not know these universal (or as they
are sometimes called, forms or Platonic ideas) through our ordinary
sense experience. All that we discover by these means arc particular
instances, which keep changing all the time. Rover grows, sheds his hair,
moves around, and so on. In these circumstances we cannot know the
general nature or characteristics by virtue of which Rover is adog. Our
sense experience does not reveal universal or forms, but only particular
examples. Therefore, if we are to know Platonic ideas, it must be by
some other means.

SoCTates’s theory of universal forms

In adialogue called the Meno, Plato portrayed Socrates as claiming that
we cannot acquire knowledge through learning. He argued that in order
to learn something we must discover atruth that we did not previously
know. But in that case, we could not recognize it. Thus, if one were
taught something that one did not already know -such as the truth in
Euclidean geometry that the area of arectangle is equal to the height
multiplied by the length of the figure -Socrates claimed that one could
not tell that this proposition was true when one learned it unless one
already know it to be true. In brief, the Platonic thesis is that one cannot
learn what one does know since one already knows if. And one cannot
learn what one does not know, since if one doesn’t know it, one cannot
recognize it as atruth when one learns it. Therefore, learning is
impossible, and any knowledge that we can have we must already have.

Reco l lec t i on

Socrates concluded that we do not learn anything -we remember what
we already know; all the knowledge of forms or universals, is already in
our minds. Our sense experience can, at best, only have the incidental
effctt of jarring our memory, and bringing to our conscious attention
information that is within us, but of which we have not yet become
a w a r e .

The ‘Meno ’

To demonstrate this theory of knowledge by recollection, Socrates, in
the Meno, talks to aslave boy, who reveals that he has never been taught
any mathematics. He is then asked to solve the following problem; If
there is asquare whose sides are each one inch tong, how long are the
sides of asquare whose area is double that of the original square? The
stave boy answers twice as long; that is, two inches long. Socrates shows
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him that is incorrect by getting him to figure out the area of this new
square (the height times the length) or 2inches times 2inches. Hence,
the new square is four times the area of the original one. Without ever
indicating the answer, but only by criticizing whatever the slave boy
says, Socrates finally leads him to discover the right answer -asquare
built upon the diagonal of the original square. The fact that the slave
boy, who had never studied or been taught mathematics, could
recognize the right answer and be completely sure of it, and could find
the right answer without being told, is offered as evidence that he must
already, in some sense, have known the answer.

The source of knowledge
If we gain our knowledge through recollection as this theory holds,
where does our knowledge of universals or forms or Platonic ideas
come from? According to the argument, it cannot come from
experience, nor from education, since it is already within us. But when
and how did it come within us? According to Plato, since we have never
acquired the forms in our life-time, they must have already been with us
when we were bom. To account for the fact that infants do not seem to

know very much, we are told that the soul (which Plato believed must
have existed prior to one’s birth, in order to contain the Platonic ideas)
forgets its knowledge of forms at birth, and must somehow regain
consciousness of the knowledge that is already there.

He philosopher-king

With this much of Plato’s theory of knowledge before us, we may ask
again, how can we gain knowledge of universals or forms? How can one
jar one’s memory to recall the Platonic ideas and thus come to possess
real knowledge? An answer to this question is presented in Plato’s great
dialogue. The Republic. As we saw in Chapter 2(pages 71-74), in the
course of outlining the nature of the ideal state, Socrates is asked how
this new and better world might be achieved. He answers; ‘Until
philosophers are kings, or the kings and princes of this world have the
spirit and power of philosophy, and political greatness and wisdom
meet in one... then only will this our state have apossibility of life and
behold the light of day.’ To show how one might become aphilosopher,
Socrates discusses the problem of how the intended rulers of his society
may come to possess true knowledge, and to employ it in guiding the
republic.
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Kinds of knowledge

There are, according to Socrates’ account two main types of informa¬
tion that we can possess -visible or sensible (i.e., acquired through the
senses) and intelligible. The visible or sensible information is divided into
images or shadows, and opinions. The lower level of our visible
information is avague, blurred conglomeration of patterns; the higher
level is the clear patterns -with identifiable objects and coherently
organized images. But none of this constitutes knowledge, because
none of it is indubitable -it is not understood in terms of the forms or

universals. Hence all that we can report is how it seems to us, what it
appears to be.

The intelligible information, on the other hand, deals with Platonic
ideas, and it is here that knowledge is possible. The lowest level is the use
of Platonic ideas as hypotheses without understanding their nature. If
squares have certain properties, then we can draw certain conclusions
about geometrical relationships. One assumes, but still does not know,
the nature of these universals. The highest level, complete knowledge,
occurs when one knows the Platonic idea, in the sense of being fully
aware of it in one’s mind, and understanding its nature.

The allegory of the cave

This division, and the road to complete knowledge, is further explained
by Socrates by means of atale which is sometimes called ‘The allegory
of the cave’. It begins:

And now, 1said, let me show in afigure how far our nature is
enlightened or unenlightened; Behold! human beings living in an
underground den, which has amouth open towards the light and
reaching all along the den; here they have been from their
childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that they
cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the
chains from turning round their heads. Above and behind them a
fire is blazing at adistance, and between the fire and the prisoners
there is araised way; and you will see, if you look, alow wall built
along the way, like the screen which marionette players have in
front of them, over which they show the puppets.

1see.

And do you see, Isaid, men passing along the wall carrying all
sorts of vessels, and statues and figures of animals made of wood
and stone and various materials, which appear over the wall? Some
of them are talking, others silent.

You have shown me astrange image, and they are strange
prisoners.
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Like ourselves, 1replied, and they see only their own shadows,
or the shadows of one another, which the fire throws on the
opposite wall of the cave.

True, he said, how could they see anything but the shadows if
they were never allowed to move their heads?

And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they
would only see the shadows?

In such aworld, Socrates claimed, ‘the truth would be literally
nothing but the shadows of the images’. But what would happen if the
prisoners were suddenly released and no longer took the shadows for
the real objects?

At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled suddenly
to stand up and turn his neck round and walk and look towards the
light, he will suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he
will be unable to see the realities of which in his former state he had

seen the shadows; and then conceive some one saying to him, that
what he saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is
approaching nearer to being and his eye is turned towards more
real existence, he has clearer vision -what will be his reply?

Obviously he will be confused when, emerging from the cave of the
visible world, he first sees the forms.

And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not
have apain in his eyes which will make him turn away to take
refuge in the objects of vision which he can see, and which he will
conceive to be in reality clearer than the things which are now
being shown to him?

True, he said.
And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a

steep and rugged ascent, and held fast until he is forced into the
presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to be pained and
irritated? When he approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled and
he will not be able to sec anything of all of what are now called
real i t ies .

This state of being blinded by real knowledge will not last long.
Socrates c la imed:

He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper
world. At first he will see the shadows best, next the reflections of
men and other objects in the water, and then the objects
themselves: then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and the
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stars and the spangled heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars
by night better than the sun or the light of the sun by day.

Certainly.
Last of all he will be able to see the sun, and not merely

reflections of him in the water, but he will see him in his own
proper place, and not in another; and he will contemplate him as
he is.

Plato stated the essence of the allegory by having Socrates interpret
it in terms of his theory of knowledge.

The entire allegory, Isaid, you may append, dear Glaucon, to
the previous argument; the prison-house is the world of sight, the
light of the fire is the sun, and you will not misapprehend me if you
interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into the
intellectual world according to my poor belief, which, at your
desire 1have expressed -whether rightly or wrongly God knows.

Making of aphilosopher-king
It is necessary to escape the jail of the cave (i.e,, the world of visible
information) and turn upward to the world of intelligible knowledge, to
find the forms or universals that are within us, and to grow accustomed
to contemplating them, so that we may at last achieve real knowledge.

To achieve this goal, Socrates outlined ascheme of training for
would-be philosopher-kings, so that they would arrive at the knowledge
of Platonic ideas. What must be done is to bring about ‘the turning
round of asoul passing from aday which is little better than night to the

day of being’. Those who genuinely desire knowledge must be
trained to discover the forms or univerals in their minds. But, if, as had
been previously claimed by Socrates, learning is not really possible, then
the ‘education’ of the future philosopher-kings must be apeculiar
process, which does not actually teach them. Instead, what will be done
is to train them to recollect the knowledge that is, and always has been,
w i t h i n t h e m .

t r u e

The use of reason

The first step is to lead them to realize the inadequacy of sense
information, and to notice the recurrence of certain oddities in the
visible world. By observing the changing quality of the same object in
the world of shadows, one begins to wonder. The fourth finger, for
example, is large when compared with the little one, but small
compared with the middle finger. Is the fourth finger large, or is it small?
When one ponders such aproblem, Socrates claimed, ‘these intimations
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which the soul receives through the senses are very curious and require
to be explained'. The eye saw the object as large, and also as small. To
explain this, according to Socrates, the mind seeks to understand what
‘largeness’ and ‘smallness’ mean. TTius, the mind has begun the search
for universals or Platonic ideas.

A r i t h m e t i c

Having started the future phLosopher-king on his journey towards
understanding and knowledge through the use of reason rather than the
senses, Socrates proposed asecond, more lengthy and difficult step.
This stage consists of training the mind to deal with abstractions, to
reason about universals or forms. To do this, the student is to be trained
first of all in arithmetic. Here, instead of looking at shadows, he must
look inward at his ideas and learn to deal only with thoughts and
meanings rather than with visible objects. Socrates held that ‘arithmetic
has avery great and elevating effect, compelling the soul to reason
about abstract numbers, and rebelling against the introduction of
visible or tangible objects into the argument’. In teaming to do sums ‘in
his head’, instead of counting his fingers and his toes, the student will be
liberated from the cave, and will catch aglimmering of the forms within
h i m .

Geometry

After one has become skilled in arithmetic, Socrates proposed to teach
the would-be philosopher-king geometry, since ‘the knowledge at which
geometry aims is knowledge of the eternal, and not of anything
perishing and transient’. Geometry will lead one to discover necessary
truths about universals such as lines, squares, triangles and circles.
When one discovers such truths not from looking at pictures or
diagrams, but solely from ideas, then one will have acquired knowledge
which can be demonstrated, and which is unchangeable. The pictures or
diagrams may change, but the geometrical truths, depending only on
the ideas, or the meaning of the terms, will not change.

Solid geometry and astronomy
From geometry the course of study proceeds to solid geometry. It is
clear from what Plato says about this that very little research had been
done in this field in his own day. However, he is convinced of the need
to advance research in this area and to encourage his philosopher-kings
to come nearer to the abstract forms by proceeding from astudy of two-
dimensional figures to astudy of those of three dimensions. This is a
necessary preliminary to astudy of astronomy, astudy of the
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movements of solid bodies. The heavenly bodies may be the most
perfect of visible things, but because they are visible they are greatly
inferior to the true realities, the true objects of knowledge. But astudy
of their movements must be undertaken by the intellect rather than by
the senses, so that such astudy will again lead our philosopher-kings
towards the unchanging, eternal truths.

H a r m o n i c s

The last stage of this course of studies is the study of harmonics. Just as
the study of astronomy will help the philosopher-king to come nearer to
abstract thought by starting from those things which are visible, so will
astudy of harmonics by starting from those things which are audible.
Again the emphasis is not on astudy of sounds themselves but on the
relationships between them.

The d ia lect ic

The would-be philosopher-king is finally ready for the last and most
important step -complete liberation from the shadows of the cave
through the study of ̂ aiectic. Through this study one is not merely
aware of, or familiar with, the forms or universals -now one knows and
understands them. Now one is able to recall completely the true;
indubitable, knowledge within oneself.

What does the study of dialectic consist in? Socrates pointed out that
one could only answer this question accurately if one had already
reached complete understanding. Negatively, the difference between
the study of mathematics and that of dialectic can be briefly indicated,
and positively its general characteristics can be stated. But the actual
content of dialectic is what each person would know when he finally
obtained real knowledge, ‘when aperson starts on the discovery of the
absolute (i.e., forms or Platonic ideas) by the light of reason only, and
without any assistance of sense, and perseveres until by pure intelligence
he arrives at the perception of the absolute good’. Then ‘he at last finds
himself at the end of the intellectual world’.

Mathematics and dialectic

The difference between dialectic and the various branches of mathemat¬
ics is that the latter are based upon assumptions and hypotheses which
the mathematician takes for granted without examining them to find
out why they are true. The forms or universals are employed, but the
mathematician assumes their characteristics, without being able to
explain what their nature is, or why they have it. Thus for example, in
arithmetic, it is assumed that when equal quantities are added to equal
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quantities, are added to equal quantities, the results are equal (e.g., if A
=B, and C=D, then A+C=B+D). When Socrates asked the
mathematicians what ‘equality’ meant, and how they knew that
assumptions like these were true, he discovered they did not know, but
had accepted agreat many hypotheses from which they developed their
subject matter. In the dialogue, Theatetus, in adiscussion with one of
the greatest of the Greek geometers, Socrates showed that he did not
understand the basic concepts, and had never questioned or examined
the basic assumptions of the subject. To this extent, then, mathematics
is only what Socrates called ‘dreams about reality’.

If, on the other hand, one examined one's hypotheses and assump¬
tions and concepts, until one had arrived at full and complete
understanding of them, then one would be involved in the study of
dialectic. Mathematical studies prepare one for this understanding by
providing some facility in dealing with forms or universals. But the last
step, that of understanding and gracing the nature of Platonic ideas, is
the work of the dialectic.

Then dialectic, and dialectic alone, goes directly to the first
principle, and is the only science which does away with hypotheses
in order to make her ground secure; the eye of the soul, which is
literally buried in an outlandish slough, is by her gentle aid lifted
upwards; and she uses as handmaids and helpers in the work of
conversion, the sciences which we have been discussing (i.e., the
various branches of mathematics).

The way to obtain complete and true knowledge, according to Plato,
is, first, to give up any reliance upon sense information and turn instead
to examining the intelligible world through the aid of one’s reasoning
power only. When one turns away from the sensory world, one begins
to discover the forms or universals in one’s own mind. To become used
to examining the world of ideas, one first learns to manipulate and
relate various ideas in the light of several assumptions and hypotheses
-those of the different branches of mathematics. When one is finally
able to examine and understand the forms or universals, and grasp their
nature, then one has arrived at real knowledge, full recollection of the
Platonic ideas which are within oneself, and have always been there.

Appearance and reality

To the question, what would one know upon acquiring this type of
knowledge, Plato replied that one would know the real world and not
merely the ‘shadows’ or ‘images’. The Platonic ideas, for him, are not
mere items in one’s mind -they are real things, which exist eternally,
without change, apart from the visible, physical world. Just as sense
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infonnation is considered iliusory by Piato, so are the objects that we
encounter in our sense experience. The real, the important, the valuable
objects of this world are those that we discover when we have real
knowledge. Thus Plato conceived of the universe as divided between
appearance and reality, and our information about it as divided between
opinion and knowledge. We can only have opinions about the worid of
appearance, but our souls can have true knowledge about the real
world, the world of Platonic ideas.

Plato claimed that we can possess knowledge in the strict sense, that
is, knowledge of which we can be absolutely certain, but such
knowledge is different from the sort of information in which we are
usually interested. Knowledge in this strict sense can be obtained about
universals or Platonic ideas, but only through the arduous means of
forcing one’s ‘memory’ through an extended study of mathematics.
When one becomes aware of the Platonic ideas, the experience of
knowing them makes one completely certain -that is, incapable of
being wrong. But such knowledge, which seems to be guaranteed solely
by the experience of having it, is nevertheless limited. What we know
thereby is, according to Plato, the real world, the world of forms or
universals. The visible world can never really be known. The forms which
it partakes of, and which are copied in the shadowy appearances always
before us, can be known; but we cannot know, in this strong sense of
‘know’, the world of shadows, since they are not the forms, but merely
reflections of them, often inaccurate ones. Our best knowledge -
actually, our only complete and true knowledge -is that discovered
throu^ the study of dialectic -our knowledge of Platonic ideas.
Mathematics, the next highest, is not yet complete knowledge, but it
does deal with the forms. (Sciences like physics -Plato thought -could
not involve true knowledge, since physics would be astudy of the world
of shadows, the changing world of appearance.)

Descartes’s theory of knowledge

If we turn from Plato to amuch later theory of knowledge, that of
Descartes, we find another positive theory claiming that we are capable
of discovering absolutely certain knowledge. Descartes's views about the
nature, source and basis of our knowledge in many ways resemble those
of Plato.

The quest for certainty

At the beginning of this discussion, we examined Descartes's test for the
reliability of our knowledge, and saw the devastating results he achieved
in showing that all of our ordinary information -including scientific
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and even mathematical information -is open to challenge. Descartes’s
point in proposing such acatastrophic test was not just to introduce
doubts about everything: ‘I did not imitate the sceptics, who doubt only
for the sake of doubting, and pretend that they are always uncertain. On
the contrary, my purpose was only to obtain good ground for assurance
for myself, and to reject the quicksand and mud so that Imight find the
rock or clay’. Descartes was seeking an absolutely certain basis for all
knowledge. He felt that such afoundation could be secure only if
had first used his test in order to eliminate anything that might possibly
be false or doubtful. Descartes writes:

Ishall go on setting aside everything which might, in the
slightest degree, be supposed to be doubtful, just as if Ihad found
out that it was completely false; and Ishall continue to follow in
this path until 1find something which is certain, or at least, ifl am
unable to do anything else, until 1have learned that it is certain
that there is nothing in the world that is certain.

o n e

The certainty of existence

In this manner Descartes carried on his test in search of some
information which would be indubitable and certain. If he could find
such knowledge, he could use it as astarting-point for justifying the
entire structure of human knowledge. After having cast doubt
sense information, our scientific information, and on mathematics,
Descartes continued his quest until he found exactly the kind of
certainty for which he soû t.

o n o u r

Iwas convinced that there was nothing in the entire world, that
there was no heaven, no earth, that there were no minds, nor any
bodies. Was Inot then also convinced that Idid not exist? Not in
the least. It was certain that Imyself existed since 1convinced
myself ofsomething (or just because 1thought of something). But
there is some kind of adeceiver, who is very powerful and very
cunning, and who always uses his ingenuity in order to deceive
me. Then, for certain, Iexist also if he is deceiving me, and let him
deceive me as much as he wishes, he can never make me be
nothing as long as 1think that 1am something. So that, after
having considered this well, and having carefully examined
everything, we have to arrive at the definite conclusion that this
proposition: ‘I am, 1exist’ has to be true every time that Iutter it,
or that Imentally think about it.

Tthink, therefore 1am.’ The only piece of information which Descartes
found had to be true was Texist.’ Whenever Ithink about it or try to
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conceive according to Descartes’s test, how it could possibly be false, 1
realize that in order to think about it, or in order to perform the test, I
must be. No matter what the alleged ‘deceiver’ may do, no matter how
hard he may try to deceive me, he cannot deceive me into thinking that
Iam, if in fact Iactually do not exist. If Ithink, Descartes insists, then
Ican be absolutely positive that Iexist. As soon as 1try to conceive of
any condition under which ‘I think, therefore Iam,’ (or in its famous
Latin form, cogiio. ergo sum) may possibly be false, Iam completely
assured that Iexist. Any attempt to doubt or deny this is still another
thought which confirms and assures me that 1must exist in order to
think. No matter how hard Itry to disprove the statement ‘1 think,
therefore Iam,’ as soon as 1think, the truth of the statement has been
demonstrated again.

Perhaps, one way of underlining Descartes’s point is to consider the
following story. Afamous American philosopher, Morris Raphael
Cohen, was reported to have engaged in adiscussion with astudent
after class. Professor Cohen had been teaching Descartes to his class
and had developed all the reasons for doubting that have been outlined
earlier in this discussion. Then he sent the students home to read
Descartes's Meditations. The next day, according to the story ,avery
haggard student, unshaven, eyes bloodshot, came to Professor Cohen
after class and said that he was very worried. He had been up all night
studying and thinking about the assignment, trying to decide whether
he really existed. ‘Professor Cohen,’ he said very anxiously, ‘tell me.
please tell me, do 1exist?' Professor Cohen considered the question and
then answered, ‘And who wants to know?’

In any case, Descartes was convinced that he had finally discovered
atruth that ‘was so certain and so assured that all the most extravagant
arguments brought forward by the sceptics were incapable of shaking
it’. He hoped that, by examining this one absolutely certain truth, it
might be possible to discover arule or criterion by which to Judge the
tru th o f o ther s ta tements .

1am certain that Iam athing that thinks; but then do Inot also
know what is required to make me certain of atruth? Certainly in
this fundamental knowledge, there is nothing that convinces me of
its truth, except the clear and distinct perception of that which 1
assert, which would not, indeed, be sufficient to assure me that
what 1say is true, if it could ever happen that something which I
conceived so clearly and distinctly could be false. And, therefore,
it seems to me that 1already am able to establish as ageneral rule
that all things which Iconceive very clearly and distinctly are true.

Descartes’s contention is that by inspecting the one truth (‘I think,
therefore Iam’) we can discover arule or criterion about a//truths. Why
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am Iso certain that ‘I think, therefore Iam’ is true? According to
Descartes, the only feature of this statement which convinces me that it
is true, is that Iclearly and distinctly see, or understand, what is being
said. If this clarity and distinctness are the only conditions that produce
my conviction, and they are not general conditions which all truths
must have, then Imî t be mistaken in this case. If clarity and
distinctness are not the standards or criteria of truth, and they are all
that indicates that ‘I think, therefore Iam’ is true, then that assertion
may actually be false. Therefore, the argument concludes, clarity and
distinctness must be the marks of truth, the distinguishing characteristics
by which you can tell the truth from the false. Hence the general rule can
be formulated, ‘Whatever is clearly and distinctly conceived is true’.

Clarity and distinctness

But what are these characteristics of clarity and distinctness? In a
somewhat baflling section of his Principles of Philosophy, Descartes
gave as clear and distinct an explanation of what clarity and distinctness
are as one can find in his works. The section reads as follows;

What aclear and distinct perception is. There are even some
people who, in their entire life, perceive nothing so accurately as to
be able to judge of it properly. For the knowledge on which a
certain and uncontestable judgment can be formed, ought not only
to be clear, but distinct as well. Icall that clear which is present and
apparent to an attentive mind, just as we say that we see objects
clearly when, being present to the perceiving eye, they operate on
it with sufficient strength. But the distinct is that which is so precise
and different from everything else that it contains nothing within
itself but what is clear.

At first glance, this explanation may not seem to help very much; but
careful consideration may aid in grasping Descartes’s point. Appar¬
ently, an experience or athought is clear if it is so forceful, that we cannot
avoid being aware of it. The illustrations Descartes offered of aclear idea
fall roughly into two types -one of vivid sense experiences, such as
toothache, and the other of thoughts, such as mathematical ideas, or
mental activities like thinking, wishing, and so on. In both types, the
mind is made aware of something either mental or sensory. But, as we
are told soon afterwards, while an idea can be clear without being
distinct, the reverse cannot occur. An idea that is clear, but not distinct,
is an experience that is so vivid or forceful that we cannot avoid being
aware of it; but at the same time we are not certain of what we are
experiencing. The example which Descartes employed in this connec¬
tion, is that of the toothache. The experience is clear. One is forced to
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be aware of it. Nevertheless, one is not certain of what the ache is, or
where it is. One cannot tell whether the pain is in the tooth, or in the
mind. (In terms of Descartes’s theory of the relation of mind and body,
which was examined in Chapter 3(see pages 123 -126), he was convinced
that the pain could not be in the physical tooth, but only in the mind).
What is lacking here is an ability to distinguish what the experience is,
from anything else in the world. If one could accomplish this, that is, so
define the experience that it could not possibly be coiifused with anything
else, then it would be distinct as well as clear. On the other hand, any idea
which we could so define would of necessity also be clear, since in order
to be able to distinguish it from anything else, we would have to be
intensely aware of the idea.

Extensions of certainty

Pursuing further the notion of clear and distinct ideas, Descartes asked
what else is true besides the truth that Iam athinking being. In the
course of this investigation, he developed atheory about the universe
we can know with complete certainty, atheory which in the end would
provide further justification for his criterion of true knowledge. In order
to complete this discussion of his theory of knowledge, we shall briefly
state the remaining argument of his Meditations.

Innate ideas

When 1examine my ideas in order to find which of them are clear and
distinct, Descartes claimed, Idiscover that most of them are either
unclear or indistinct, and that they either come from experiences 1have
had, or they have been invented by myself. These include ideas such as
those of the sun, of mermaids, of the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris,
and of goblins. In addition to such ideas, Descartes insisted that there
is another type called innate ideas, which can come neither from
experience, nor can they be constructed or invented in my imagination.
As we shall see shortly, these innate ideas are the ones that are really
clear and dist inct .

G o d

The kind of ideas that Descartes believed must be innate are those of
mathematical objects, like the idea of acircle, and also, and most
important for his argument, the idea of aperfect being, God. These ideas
have properties that do not appear in our experience. No circle that we
see is perfectly round. But the one that we can think about, is. We
ourselves are not perfect enough, Descartes claimed, to invent the sort
of perfection that appears in some of our ideas, especially that of God.
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We are merely finite, temporal creatures, and yet we have an idea of an
infinite and eternal God. How then, Descartes asked, can we create
concepts of properties, which we neither discover in our experience, nor
in ourselves? From such reasoning, he concluded that mathematical
ideas and the idea of God must be of aspecial category, called ‘innate’,
which must be implanted in us by some agency other than ourselves and
other than the events of our lives.

Developing the concept of aperfect being, Descartes concluded that
this idea can only be caused by something that had at least the same
perfections as the idea itself exhibited. The idea is that of ‘a substance
that is infinite, eternal, immutable, independent, all-knowing, all-
powerful, and by which 1myself and everything else, if anything else
does exist, have been created’. Ido not have properties like these to
make use of in inventing an idea, and in my experience 1never see
anything with such perfection. Therefore, the idea of aperfect being
must come from something that is at least as perfect as the idea. Hence,
Descartes reasoned, there must be aGod, who has created me, and who
has implanted in me the idea of aperfect being.

Fur ther cer ta in t ies

Having now established two truths, ‘1 think, therefore Iam,’ and ‘God
exists,' Descartes searched for still further certainties. ‘It seems to me
that 1have now found aroad that will lead us from contemplating the
true God (in whom all the wonders of science and wisdom are
contained), to knowledge of the other objects of the world.’ The first
stage along this road is to realize that if God is aperfect being, then He
is incapable of deceiving human beings. Fraud and deception, Des¬
cartes insisted, are imperfections, and hence cannot be characteristics of
aperfect being.

This discovery -on the basis of the clear and distinct idea of God -
that the perfect being cannot be adeceiver, guarantees to Descartes that
God is not, and cannot be, the evil demon he had envisaged earlier. If
God is not that, then agreat deal of the information that had earlier
been considered suspect, can now be considered reliable. All that is
needed is to find out what God, the non-deceiver, wants and makes us
to believe is true. Since God cannot deceive us, we can place complete
faith in the knowledge He gives us.

From an analysis of our rational faculties, Descartes found that the
only judgments we are forced to make are those regarding clear and
distinct ideas. We are compelled to assent to any clear and distinct ideas
and to believe that whatever is clear and distinct is true. Since the all-
powerful God forces this upon us, we cannot be mistaken when we
believe that something that we clearly and distinctly conceive is true,
because God cannot be adeceiver. On the other hand, we can withhold
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our judgment with regard to matters that are unclear and indistinct.
God does not force us to come to any conclusions in this area; if we do,
it is our responsibility, not His. Therefore, with respect to such ideas, we
have no guarantee that what we believe is true. The faculty of judgment
functions reliably in relation to the clear and distinct innate ideas that God
has implanted in us. But since we are imperfect creatures, we insist on
using our faculties beyond this range, and judge matters about which we
have no assurance. TTierefore, we make mistakes when we misuse our
faculties. But, we cannot make mistakes when we use them as God
intends and forces us to do.

Some examples may help here. According to Descartes, God has
given us clear and distinct mathematical ideas. When we examine our
ideas of '2' and ‘3’ and ‘5’ we find that it is clear and distinct that 2+3
=5. Since God has given us the idea and the judging faculty, and has
forced this belief upon us, and since He cannot be adeceiver, then ‘2 +
3=5* must be true. But when we see agroup of colour patches that look
like some people walking, it is not clear and distinct that these are
people, that this may not be part of adream -hence we are not forced
to judge that whal we see is ‘some people’. If we judge in this case, it is
at our own risk, since we have no divine guarantee.

... Ihave found the source of falsity and error. And certainly
there cannot be any other than that which Ihave explained, since
as long as restrain my will within the limits of my knowledge it
makes no judgment on any matters except those which are clearly
and distinctly conceived by the understanding, Ican never be
deceived. Every clear and distinct conception is certainly some¬
thing, and therefore cannot come from nothing, but must
necessarily come from God —God, 1say, who is supremely
perfect, and cannot be the cause of any error. Thus, we must
conclude that such aconception or judgment is true.

The argument for objective reality

Of what, then, can we be certain? We can be certain of our own
existence, of God's and of God's guarantee that whatever is clearly and
distinctly conceived is true. On this basis, Descartes claimed, we can be
positive that the entire realm of mathematical knowledge is true, since
it deals only with clear and distinct innate ideas. This knowledge is true
whether 1am awake or asleep, since it is clear and distinct in either case,
and God would not deceive me. But this mathematical knowledge only
gives me truths about concepts in my mind. Is it possible that 1can also
be certain that there is aworld outside me, and that certain things are
true about i t?
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By an elaborate argument which we shall not examine, Descartes
sought to establish the reliability of our natural belief that there is a
world outside our minds, and that our experience consists of ideas
which come from this world. The basic reason offered is that since the
belief in an external world is anatural one, God would be deceiving us
unless it were true. Since God cannot be adeceiver, there must be an
external physical world. The properties that we can safely attribute to it
are those which we find in our clear and distinct ideas of bodies -
namely, that they are extended, that geometrical and arithmetical truths
apply to them, and so on.

Although Descartes began with the most extreme doubts about
knowledge and belief, he concluded with an extensive theory about the
degree of certain knowledge we can possess, claiming that we can be
absolutely certain of our own existence, of God’s, of God’s not
deceiving us, and hence of all clear and distinct knowledge, including all
mathematical knowledge which can also be applied to physical objects
as well as to mental ones. On the basis of clear and distinct innate ideas,
we can possess awealth of certain knowledge. However, regarding
matters that are not clear and distinct, such as our sense experience, we
can never have complete certainty. We can know the laws of physical
bodies in so far as they are mathematical relationships, but we cannot
know with any certainty the indistinct or unclear features of the world
(e.g., its colours, sounds, smells), which may be for all we can tell,
illusions or dreams. The world of innate ideas, the clear and distinct
ideas that God implanted in us, provide all the certainty we can have,
but it is absolute certainty. The method of doubt, and testing of our
information by questioning it, enables us to distinguish what is certain
from what is not. When we are done, Descartes claimed, we have avast
amount of certain knowledge about our clear and distinct ideas, some
of which can be applied to the external world, giving us the basis for
certain knowledge of nature. If we avoid judgments based on unclear
and indistinct ideas, we will never make any mistakes.

Rationalist theories of knowledge

Theories of knowledge like those of Plato and Descartes are called
‘rationalistic’ because they assert that by employing certain procedures
of reason alone we can discover knowledge in the strongest sense,
knowledge that can under no circumstances possibly be false. Usually
such rationalistic theories (and both of the theories presented here do
so) maintain that we cannot find any absolutely certain knowledge in
sense experience, but have to seek for it only in the realm of the mind.
Both Plato and Descartes claim that true knowledge is already within us
in the form of innate ideas which we do not acquire, but are born with.
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It is further maintained by rationalists that what we know as certain by
various rationalistic procedures is the real world. The world that cannot
be known with certainty is generally judged to be an illusory or unreal
or unimportant world.

Criticism of ‘rationalist' philosophy
The c la ims o f the ra t iona l is ts to have d iscovered such cer ta in t ru ths

have met with objections. Opponents have challenged philosophers like
Plato and Descartes, denying that we ever actually possess such
certainty or that there are any ‘Platonic ideas’ or ‘innate’, ‘clear’ and
‘distinct’ ideas. (In fact, aseventeenth-century French sceptic wrote
some large books offering hundreds of reasons why the statement, ‘I
think, therefore Iam’ may not be at all certain.)

Sceptical criticism

Sceptical opponents of the rationalists suggested that what philo¬
sophers like Plato and Descartes were offering as certain knowledge,
was really nothing more than their personal fantasies. The vast range of
opinions that rationalistic philosophers presented as indubitable truths
have made many people extremely suspicious. The alleged certain
knowledge might well be mere beliefs taken much too seriously by those
who held them. The world of ‘Platonic ideas’ or of Descartes’ ‘innate
ideas' are neither visible nor tangible. The evidence for the existence of
such worlds has not struck all philosophers with the force and
conviction that it had for Plato and Descartes. Hence, many thinkers of
asceptical turn of mind have rejected rationalist claims of complete
certainty.

This opposition to the doctrine of certain knowledge is grounded in
the development of human knowledge, and the revolutions in thought
that have occurred throughout history. When we examine critically the
matters that were regarded as assured truths in Plato’s day, and
compare them with our modem knowledge, it is difficult to understand
how the science of dialectic can lead to certain truths already existing in
the mind. The advance of scientific knowledge and the changes in
scientific theory over the centuries, have made many thinkers reluctant
to consider anything an absolutely certain and permanent truth.

Rationalists like Plato and Descartes might claim that the develop¬
ment of scientific theory does not really discredit their theories since
science deals only with the visible world, which can never, according to
them, be known with absolute certainty. The certain knowledge of the
rationalists deals with adifferent realm entirely -the real world of‘pure
ideas’ -and this world never changes, nor does our knowledge of it
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change. When one has grasped atruth about this ‘real world’, it is true
for al l t ime.

But the opponents argue that, first of all, there has been aconflict of
opinion among the rationalists as to what is true about the real world.
The history of philosophy from Plato to Descartes does not inspire
confidence in the claims of any particular rationalist -almost every
truth that has been asserted with complete assurance by one philo¬
sopher has been disputed by another who, with just as much assurance,
has advanced contrary claims. Almost every truth concerning the real
world that has been held by arationalist to be self-evident, has proved
to be open to some question or doubt. When one examines the alleged
‘self-evident’, ‘absolutely certain’ truths of such rationalists as Aristotle,
St Augustine, Descartes, and others, one sees that these propositions
are actually very much open to question.

Even in an area of human knowledge that various rationalists have
used as amodel -mathematics -there is some basis for disputing claims
of absolute truth. The history of mathematics indicates that develop¬
ments and changes have taken place in our mathematical knowledge,
and that some theorems that were regarded as true have had to be
modified or discarded. Even today mathematicians disagree as to which
branches of the subject, and which theorems, are really certain. No
doubt there has been less diversity of opinion here than in any other
area of human inquiry, and hence mathematics has always served as the
model for the complete assurance relationalist philosophers have
sought. But the fact that disputes and revisions are possible, tends to
support the doubters, and in any case, as we saw in Chapter 1(see page
7), not all knowledge is analogous to mathematical knowledge.

Non-Euclidean geometries

In particular, an important modem development has made most
theoreticians of mathematics doubtful of rationalist claims. In the early
nineteenth century it was discovered that various alternative systems of
geometry could be developed in which different theorems would be
tme. Ifone replaced the axiom of Euclidean geometry which stated that
one, and only one, line could be drawn parallel to another line through
agiven point, with another axiom which stated that either no line could
be drawn parallel to another line through agiven point, or that an
unlimited number of lines could be drawn parallel to agiven line
through agiven point, then perfectly consistent systems of geometry
could be constructed. But these alternative systems of geometry, the so-
called non-Euclidean geometries, contain theorems which are not true in
Euclidean geometry. If one asks, which of these geometries contains the
truths about the real world? -there does not seem to be asatisfactory
answer. Each of the geometries is as logical, as consistent as the others.
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The theorems in each seem as true as those in the others. To call one set
of theorems absolutely true, and the others not true, appears to be
completely arbitary and indefensible. Thus, the development of
alternative systems of geometry has cast grave doubts on the claim that
mathematics contains aunique set of absolutely certain truths about the
rea l wor ld .

Certainty and probability
Besides the conflict of theories, and the developments in science and
mathematics, one of the major reasons for doubting the claims that
human beings can possess ‘certain’ knowledge has been the question of
whether we ever nê  or use absolutely certain knowledge. The informa¬
tion that we employ for ordinary purposes, the critics point out, is not
indubitable. We manage to live our lives without truths which under no
possible conditions could be false. With the aid of scientific information
about the visible world, which may some day prove false or inadequate,
we resolve the questions which confront us. Plato and Descartes
pointed out the dangers of basing our actions upon information which
may not be completely reliable; nevertheless, the opponents claim, for
all ordinary purposes, all that we seem to possess and employ is
probable knowledge. If there really is 'certain' knowledge, it does not
appear to be required for the ordinary purpose of life, nor does it even
seem to be sought by people in the quest for answers to their questions.

Empirical philosophy

Owing to doubts about the rationalist theory of knowledge, many
philosophers have searched for atheory of knowledge which would be
consistent with ordinary human behaviour. Instead of .seeking abso¬
lutely certain knowledge about an alleged real world, they have tried to
discover where we do in fact get our information from, and what degree
of reliability it actually possesses. Rather than rejecting the data we
acquire through our senses in favour of some completely certain
knowledge about anon-visible realm, these philosophers have begun with
our sense experience as the source and basis of what we know, and have
tried to construct an account of knowledge in terms of sense experience.
This type of theory, which attempts to explain knowledge in terms of
sense experience, is called empiricism.

The social context of empiricism

The empirical approach to the problem of knowledge has usually
developed in countries where the dominant interests have been practical
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and worldly ones. Thus, empiricism has been the prevailing theory of
knowledge in England, and to some extent and in various forms, in the
United States, but has played arelatively minor role in the intellectual
history of other countries. The modem theory of empiricism grew out
of the philosophical struggles in seventeenth-century England, at atime
when that country was rapidly developing, commercially and indus¬
trially. People were just beginning to realize the possibilities that lay in
controlling and utilizing the physical world. The great English scientists
such as Robert Boyle, Robert Hooke, and Isaac Newton were
developing the basis of our modern scientific and technological world.

In such an atmosphere, many philosophers came to regard the age-
old quest for absolute knowledge as fruitless; information offered by the
leading British scientists seemed to be useful and important. Over and
over again, one finds the scientists of the time proclaiming that their aim
is not to discover the real, indubitable truths of the universe, but only to
develop probable hypotheses about the world around us. With the
tremendous advances that resulted from this new knowledge, some
philosophers felt that one had to abandon the search of the rationalists,
and work out atheory of knowledge more in keeping with the actual
achievements of the scientists.

So, in seventeenth-century England, one finds afew brave thinkers
striking out along new lines to discover atheory of knowledge in
keeping with the new knowledge discovered by the practising scientists
of the time. These philosophers in quest of adifferent point of view
were, by and large, not professional philosophers, but men of affairs
who were not concerned with the classical problems which baffled
philosophers, or over which philosophers had disputed over the
centuries. Starting with Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) who was Lord
Chancellor under King James 1, the leading lights of the ‘new
philosophy’ in England were, almost without exception, men removed
from the ivory lowers of the academic world, men who gained their
fame in the world of practical affairs.

John Locke

Bacon was the first important proponent of the empirical approach in
seventeenth-century England. Later in the century, John Locke (1632-
1704), amedical doctor by profession, tried to work out an explanation
of our knowledge in terms of sense experience in his Essay Concerning
Human Understanding. In this work Locke argued that our knowledge
comes to us through our senses and that we have no innate ideas.
Systematically he attempted to show how various concepts or ideas
come from or are built up from different kinds of experience, starting
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from the simple sense awareness of one quality, such as yellow, to the
most elaborate compounds of qualities, such as acity.

By examining the nature and origin of our knowledge in these terms,
Locke believed that he could greatly aid mankind in realizing what sort
of things they could actually know about, and what sort of assurance
they could have.

If, by this inquiry into the nature of the understanding, 1can
discover the powers thereof, how far they reach, to what things
they are in any degree proportionate, and where they fail us; I
suppose it may be of use to prevail with the busy mind of man to
be more cautious in meddling with things exceeding its compre¬
hension; to stop when it is at the utmost extent of its tether; and to
sit down in aquiet ignorance of those things, which upon
examination, are found to be beyond the reach of our capacities.

Denial of innate ideas

When we examine our information, Locke insisted, we discover first
(hat we possess no innate knowledge. There are no principles or ideas that
we have any reason to believe we have prior to, or independent of, our
sense experience. The examples which previous rationalists had offered
of truths that were implanted in the mind, Locke claimed, arc not
actually known by all human beings. Neither children nor idiots arc
aware of these alleged innate truths. To say that these truths arc in their
minds, even thou^ they do not know them, is nonsense. ‘To say a
notion is imprinted on the mind, and yet at the same time to say that the
mind is in ignorance of it, and never yet took notice of it, is to make this
impression nothing'.

The white paper
Instead, Locke maintained, if people will look at their own observations
and experience, they will realize that originally their mind was just a
‘white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas'. All the many
things that anybody knows about or thinks about come from
experience. All of our information is based upon our experiences, either
through our senses, or by reflecting on what goes on in our minds. Thus,
according to Locke, there are just two sources of our knowledge: one is
sensation, and the other is reflection.

Let any one examine his own thoughts, and thoroughly search
into his understanding; and then let him tell me, whether all the
original ideas he has there are any other than of the objects of his
senses, or of the operations of his mind, considered as objects of his
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reflection; and how great amass of knowledge soever he imagines
to be lodged there, he will, upon taking astrict view, see that he has
not any idea in his mind, but what one of these two have imprinted,
though perhaps with infinite variety compounded and enlarged by
the understanding.

Simple ideas
In order to justify his empirical claims, Locke patiently tried to show
how all our information derives either from experiences of reflection or
of sensation. The most basic elements of our knowledge are what Locke
called simple ideas. These are ideas that are not compounded of any other
elements. As examples of such simple ideas, Locke offered the
experience of the taste of sugar, the smell of arose, the whiteness of a
lily, or the coldness of apiece of ice. These simple ideas are presented to
us only in sensation and reflection. The mind has the power, we are told,
to store up, to repeat, and to combine these basic ideas, once it has
experienced them.

Certainty

In the course of his lengthy Essay Concerning Human Understanding,
Locke tried valiantly to show how the various parts of our knowledge
come from different experiences of sensation or reflection. Abasic
difTiculty that he ran into, which has plagued empirical philosophers
ever since, was that of showing which of our ideas are real, that is, which
parts of our information ‘have aconformity with the real being and
existence of things’. We have agreat many ideas in our minds which we
do not believe relate to anything that actually exists in the world, such
as our ideas of mermaids, unicorns, and the like. How do we tell just
from the examination of our ideas which ones of them ought to be
considered as real, and which are only the result ©four imagination, or
of the mind's ability to combine various experiences it has had in the
past? The answer Locke gives to this question enables him to work out
atheory about the character and reliability of knowledge.

Primary and secondary qualities

Locke divided the sensations that we have into two groups -the ideas
of primary qualities, and the ideas of secondary qualities. The primary
qualities are those items in our experience which must belong to the
objects that we are experiencing, whereas the secondary qualities ‘in
truth are nothing in the objects themselves, but powers to produce
various sensations in us by their primary qualities’. For example,
according to Locke’s account, size and shape are primary qualities,
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while the colour that we see in objects is not. The colour is the result of
certain conditions, or as he called them, ‘powers' in the objects, which
act upon our minds so that we see colours, when the actual objects that
we are experiencing do not. in fact, have any colour in them. The
distinction that Locke was trying to draw is that between the scientific
description of an object, what properties scientists report an object has,
and our ordinary experience of the same object.

The particular bulk, number, figure, and motion of the parts of
fire, or snow, are really in them, whether anyone’s senses perceive
them or no; and therefore they may be called real qualities, because
they really exist in those bodies; but light, heat, whiteness, or
coldness, are no more really in them than sickness or pain is in
manna. Take away the sensation of them; let not the eyes see light
or colours, nor the cars hear sounds; let the palate not taste, nor the
nose smell; and all colours, tastes, odours, and sounds, as they are
such particular ideas, vanish and cease, and are reduced to their
causes, i.e. bulk, figure, and motion of parts.

If, then, there are certain qualities, called primary ones, which we
experience and which belong to objects, how do we get our ideas of
objects? Locke claimed that when we observe that several simple ideas
cmistantly appear together, and always seem to be conjoined, we presume
that these ideas belong to one thing. We are unable to conceive of these
simple ideas existing without belonging to, or being attached to, some
one thing. Thus, we suppose that there must be asubstance, or a
substratum, something which either holds all the qualities together, or
which gives rise to them. When we experience the qualities together that
we ordinarily call ‘gold’ (the colour, the hardness, and other qualities),
Locke claimed that we also suppose that there is a‘substance’ or
‘substratum’ to which these qualities belong, or from which they come,
something that underlies all these qualities and holds them together. We
can give no clear or precise notion of what these substances are. except
in terms of the qualities that belong to them. If one is pressed to give an
exact description of asubstance, all one can say, Locke pointed out. is
that one does not know what it is, but one still finds that one must
suppose that there is something that the various elements of our
expenence belong to. To make clear what the type of difficulty is that
occurs when one tries to describe asubstance, Locke compared it to the
case of ‘the Indian before mentioned, who, saying that the world was
supported by agreat elephant, was asked what the elephant rested on?
to which his answer was, agreat tortoise. But being again pressed to
know what gave support to the broad-backed tortoise, replied,
something, he knew not what.’ On this rather vague and hazy basis, we
attribute various elements of our experience to different substances.
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either as that to which they belong, in the case of primary qualities, or
that by which they are caused, in the case of secondary qualities.

Kinds of knowledge
But how much knowledge can we have by means of sensation and
reflection, and how reliable will it be? The fourth book of Locke’s Essay
is devoted to trying to work out an answer to these questions. All of our
knowledge deals with various ideas that we have acquired through
experience in the course of our lives. Knowledge is the result of the
examination of ideas to see if they agree or disagree in some respect. The
first sort of knowledge is achieved by the inspection of two or more
ideas to see if they are identical or different. Thus, for example, one
could compare the ideas of‘white’ and ‘black’, and see immediately that
they are different. The second sort of knowledge about ideas deals with
the co-existence of two or more ideas, that is, the discovery that two or
more ideas belong together. This usually amounts to finding out that
these ideas are parts of, or caused by, the same substance. Athird kind
of knowledge about our ideas is the discovery that two or more ideas are
related together in some manner. The fourth and last type of knowledge
is the discovery of whether or not any of our ideas are experiences of
something that exists outside of our minds, that is, if they are ideas of some
real existences.

Within these four sorts of agreement or disagreement is, I
suppose, contained ail the knowledge we have, or are capable of:
for all the inquiries that we can make concerning any of our ideas,
all that we know or can affirm concerning them, is, that it is, or is
not the same with some other; that it does, or does not, always
coexist with some other idea in the same subject; that it has this or
that relation to some other idea; or that it has areal existence
without (here meaning ‘outside’) the mind.

Intuitive knowledge
If these are all the different kinds of knowledge that we can have,
according to Locke, how much knowledge can we have of each type,
and how certain will it be? The greatest degree of assurance that we can
have is when our knowledge is intuitive, that is, when simply by looking
at two or more ideas, we see immediately that something is true about
them. ‘This part of knowledge is irresistible, and like bright sunshine,
forces itself immediately to be perceived, as soon as ever the mind turns
its view that way; and leaves no room for hesitation, doubt or
examination, but the mind is presently filled with the clear light of it.’
This typ>e of complete certainty, Locke claimed, we can have about
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truths like ‘white is not black’, ‘a circle is not atriangle’, and ‘3 =2+ 1’,
which intuitively we see are true.

D e m o n s t r a t i o n

Unfortunately not all of the agreements and disagreements between
ideas can be known in this intuitively certain manner. Sometimes when
we merely consider certain ideas together, we are unable to tell if they
do or do not, have something in common, and must, instead, first
connect the ideas we are comparing with some others before we can
come to any knowledge. This process Locke called demonstration.
When we go through several steps in order to reach aconclusion about
the agreement or disagreement of one idea with another, we do not
immediately see or recognize atruth. Instead we discover the truth only
indirectly. But, Locke insisted the type of assurance we acquire through
reasoning is just astring of intuitions. Each step in aproof is seen
immediately by the mind to be certain, and so, if each part of a
demonstration is certain, the conclusion will also be. However, it is
often the case that in carrying out the chain of steps we leave something
out, or do not notice that there is no intuitive certainty between some of
the steps. Because of these sorts of error, Locke pointed out, we cannot
rely on demonstrative knowledge with the same degree of assurance
that we have in simple intuitions.

‘Sensitive’ knowledge
In astrict sense, Locke was willing to admit, only intuitions and
demonstrations could give us knowledge we could be sure of. But, in
addition to these two, there is another degree of assurance, which
though not as certain, is still relied on by nearly everyone, and hence,
ought to be included as adegree of knowledge also. This is what Locke
called ‘sensitive’ knowledge, which assures us of the actuai existence of
particular things. In spile of all the doubts raised by Descartes and the
sceptics, we are still pretty sure that some of our experiences are of
things that exist outside of our minds, while others are rot.

But whether there be anything more than barely that idea in our
minds, whether we can thence certainly infer the existence of any
thing without us, which corresponds to the idea, is that whereof
some men think there may be aquestion made; because men may
have such ideas in their minds, when no such thing exists, no such
object affects their senses. But yet here, 1think, we are provided
with an evidence, that puis us past doubting: for Iask any one,
whether he be not invincibly conscious to himself of adifferent
perception when he looks on the sun by day, and thinks on it by
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night; when he actually tastes wormwood, or smells arose, or only
thinks on that savour or odour? We as plainly find the difference
there is between any idea revived in our minds by our own
memory, and actually coming into our minds by our senses, as we
do between any two distinct ideas.

Even though it may possibly be the case that nothing really exists
outside of our minds, or that we may be dreaming all the time, or some
other strange possibility, it is none the less true, Locke insisted, that
there is acommon-sense assurance that we all have by which we know
about the existence of things outside of our mind. This type of
assurance, chough much weaker than that of intuition or demonstra¬
tion, is our sensitive knowledge. It may be false, but it is sufficient for
our ordinary purposes.

With these three degrees of assurance or certainty, how much are we
actually capable of knowing? First of all, we can only know about those
matters of which we can have ideas. But, even regarding just the ideas
that we can and do have, Locke observed, our knowledge is quite
limited. We can ‘intuit’ or ‘demonstrate’ very little about the various
ways in which ideas may agree or disagree. By means of sensitive
knowledge, we can only be sure of the existence outside of us of some
of the ideas immediately present to the mind.

We can be sure, Locke claimed, intuitively whether any two ideas are
identical or different. With regard to the coexistence of ideas, our
knowledge is, however, sharply limited. Our only way of judging which
ideas belong together is by the conjunctions that occur in our
experience. From these we cannot tell which of our ideas have to take
place together. Thus our knowledge about coexistence is limited to
what we have already experienced. This is especially the case, Locke
pointed out, in relation to the coexistence of primary and secondary
qualities, because ‘there is no discoverable connection between any
secondary quality and those primary qualities which it depends on’.
Only through experience can we tell which objects will appear yellow to
us. will taste sweet, and so on.

We are able to find out agreat deal about the relation between
different ideas, mostly in terms of mathematical ideas. Here, large
bodies of knowledge have been developed. Locke believed that in
addition to the mathematical disciplines, we can acquire agreat deal of
information about ethics and politics by examining the relations
between ideas -for example, of the relations between the ideas of
‘government’, ‘justice’, ‘liberty’, and the like.

The limitations of knowledge

In what is probably the most important area of knowledge, we arc most
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severely limited. When we examine what we can know about the real
existence of things, Locke was willing to admit only one case that we can
be intuitively certain of, namely, our own existence. In addition, we can
have demonstrative knowledge of God’s existence. For anything else,
we can only have sensitive knowledge, which extends only to the objects
that are present to our senses. For those items for which we do not have
even sensitive knowledge, we can never be sure whether they have real
existence. All we can do is accept the limitations to our knowledge, and
rest content in our ignorance.

Since our knowledge of coexistence and real existence is limited,
Locke concluded that ascience, in the sense of absolutely necessary and
true information, is not possible for either the physical world or the
spiritual world, if all of our information is restricted to empirical
elements which we have acquired from sensation or reflection. We can
never discover, except from experience, what qualities occur together.
But, from our experience, we never know enough to find out why these
qualities have to occur together. We can never be absolutely sure that
some things have to happen, and that others cannot happen. Therefore
any sciences that man can develop about the world must always fall
short of complete certainty, and must be based only on his limited
experience of the relationship between qualities previously experienced.
Complete understanding of the natural world will, unfortunately,
always be beyond the limits of our knowledge.

Thus, in Locke’s empirical theory, knowledge is limited to the
respects in which various ideas of ours agree or disagree. Perhaps, if we
can only rely upon experience, it may actually be the case that we cannot
know anything about what goes on outside of the ideas in our minds. As
Locke put the possibility:

!doubt not but my reader by this time may be apt to think, that
1have been all this while only building acastle in the air; and be
ready to say to me, ‘to what purpose all this stir? Knowledge say
you, is only the perception of the agreement or disagreement of our
own ideas: but who knows what those ideas may be? Is there any
thing so extravagant as the imagination of men’s brains? Where is
the head that has no chimeras in it? Or, if there be asober and wise
man, what difference will there be, by your rules, between his
knowledge and that of the most extravagant fancy in the world?
They both have their ideas, and perceive their agreement and
disagreement one with another. Ifthere be any difference between
them, the advantage will be on the warm-headed man’s side, as
having the more ideas, and the more lively.’
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External reality

In order to prevent his empirical theory of knowledge from ending in
the above-suggested conclusions (i.e., that what wc call knowledge is
just one man’s opinion based on what goes on in his own mind), Locke
attempted towards the end of his Essay to show that even with our
limited information gained from experience, we have some basis for
claiming that we know something about what goes on outside of our
minds. His argument is that our knowledge of our own ideas is more
than just our own imagination, and there is aconformity between our
ideas and the real nature of things. How do we tell when our ideas really
represent something outside of our minds? Locke’s answer is first that
we can be sure that all simple ideas represent something real. The mind,
he insisted, is incapable of inventing simple ideas, since they cannot be
formed from any other ideas that we already possess. ‘From whence it
follows, that simple ideas are no fictions of our fancies, but the natural
and regular productions of things without us, really operating upon us.’
If we cannot invent the simple ideas, then they must be the effect of
something outside us. In the case of secondary qualities, we can be sure,
Locke claimed, that these ideas are the results of some powers that
external things have. In the case of primary qualities, these are not just
ideas of ours, but also properties of objects as well. With respect to
mathematical and moral studies, in which all of our knowledge consists
of either intuitive or demonstrative truths, Locke claimed that his
knowledge was about real objects if there happen to be actual triangles,
squares, or property and justice, in the external world. From this, Locke
concluded that ‘Wherever we perceive the agreement or disagreement
of any of our ideas, there is certain knowledge; and wherever we are sure
those ideas agree with the reality of things, there is cenain real
knowledge’.

John Locke tried to work out atheory of knowledge which would
show how all of our information comes from our experiences. If our
knowledge is based on our sensations and reflections, Locke attempted
to show that there were certain conditions under which we could be sure
of what we know, and even sure that what we know applies to
something outside of ourselves.

Conclusions and cr i t ic ism

In the course of working out his empirical theory of knowledge, and
trying to show how knowledge derives from our sense experience,
Locke revealed certain characteristics and difficulties of the empirical
approach. In the first place, if all of our knowledge comes from
experience, then agood deal of the knowledge that philosophers such as
Plato and Descartes claimed that we had, or could have, would have to
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be considered as illusory or fictitious. The knowledge that depended
upon Platonic ideas or innate ideas, would have to be declared invalid,
since such ideas do not appear in, or develop from, our sense
experience. In general, an empirical theory of knowledge, Locke’s work
pointed out, would yield only limited results, in that those claims to
knowledge which could not be justified in terms of our experiences
would have to be discarded. All the beautiful pictures of what the world
is ‘really’ like, which previous philosophers had presented, would have
to be rejected as imaginative day-dreams or nonsense, if they could not
be derived from experience. On the other hand, if Locke is right and
they are imaginative day-dreams, then, of course, we should reject
t h e m .

Secondly, Locke’s attempt to develop his theory of knowledge
indicated that the empirical approach might engender certain diOlcul-
ties. If all of our information is based upon the ideas that we acquire
from experience, and our knowledge is about the agreement and
disagreement of our ideas, how could we ever tell if our knowledge is
actually about something outside of us? Locke claimed that we had to
suppose that there is something called substance, or substratum, that
our ideas, or at least some of them, belong to. By an examination of the
nature of our ideas, he insisted, we could distinguish those that do in
fact represent some actual features of this substance or substratum, and
hence, discover some actual knowledge about the real world. But some
of Locke’s opponents pointed out that his ‘way of ideas’ made such
knowledge-claims dilTicull to support, since all we had to go on were the
ideas in our mind. The supposition that there is anything outside of us
to which we can attribute ideas seemed to have no justification, if one
adhered strictly to the empirical thesis that all of our knowledge comes
from experience. The claim that by inspection of the ideas -and the
agreements and disagreements among them -we can discover truths
about the real world also seemed questionable. All our ideas appeared
to be on the same level: they are all in our mind. Then, the opponents
asked, how can we tell which to take seriously, which to use as abasis
for knowledge about the world and which to discard as personal fancy
or imagination? The attempt to work out these implications of the
empirical theory of knowledge appeared in the works of two eighteenth-
century philosophers, Bishop Berkeley and David Hume.

Bishop GetHge Berkeley

George Berkeley (1685-1753) was born and educated in Ireland. While
he was aFellow of Trinity College, Dublin, in his early twenties, young
Berkeley worked out his philosophical theories, and wrote his two most
important works, ATreatise Concerning the Principles of Understanding,



The theory of knowledge 253

1710, and Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, 1713. After
failing to create much interest in his theories, he spent several years in
such minor jobs as secretary and tutor. Then he became interested in
founding acollege in the New World, in Bermuda. In 1729, he went to
America, living in Rhode Island for acouple of years. Although he
never succeeded in his plan, he exerted significant influence on the
development of institutions of higher education in America, especially
at Yale, to which he gave money and alibrary, and on Columbia, whose
first president was adisciple of Berkeley's. Afew years after his return
to England, Berkeley was appointed Bishop ofCloyne in Ireland and
stayed there most of the rest of his life. One of his most intense interests
in later life was trying to convince people of the virtues of tar water as
acure for many of the ills of mankind.

Berkeley’s philosophic system

The philosophical theory that Berkeley offered was intended, he wrote,
‘to demonstrate the reality and perfection of human knowledge, the
incorporeal nature of the soul, and the immediate providence of adeity:
in opposition to sceptics and atheists’. Part of the cause of these
pernicious views, that is, scepticism and atheism, Berkeley charged, was
due to the theories of John Locke and of many other philosophers
before him. Locke and others had claimed that some of the ideas that
we have are not reliable, while others give us true knowledge of real
things. As soon as any doubts have been cast on the reliability of our
sense information, ‘Then’, Berkeley wrote, ‘we are insensibly drawn
into uncouth paradoxes, difilculties, and inconsistencies, which mul¬
tiply and grow upon us as we advance in speculation; till at length,
having wandered through many intricate mazes, we find ourselves just
where we were or, which is worse, sit down in aforlorn scepticism.’
What makes all the trouble, Berkeley insisted, is that philosophers
refuse to believe what everyone else does, and persist in distinguishing
the real nature of things, from the experience of their senses. Even
Locke, in separating primary and secondary qualities, and claiming
that only the primary qualities really are qualities of actual substances,
has developed atheory in which real things are different from the items
of our sense experience. This sort of distinction leads to ‘scepticism and
paradoxes’, and leaves philosophers spending their lives ‘in doubting of
those things which other men evidently know, and believing those
things which they laugh at and despise’. The dangerous effect of this is
‘that when men of less leisure see them who are supposed to have spent
their whole time in the pursuits of knowledge profess an entire
ignorance of all things, or advancing such notions as are repugnant to
plain and commonly received principles, they will be tempted to
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entertain suspicions concerning the most important truths, which they
had hitherto held sacred and unquestionable’.

Thus, Berkeley’s thesis is that the theories of philosophers like Locke
lead to paradoxes and doubts, which in turn produce ageneral
scepticism. When the ordinary person sees what sort of odd theories the
so-called wise philosophers advance, and sees that philosophers deny
the most basic things that ordinary people believe, this will make him/
her doubtful too. And, finally, when philosophers have engendered this
sort of scepticism, this will lead to doubts even about religious truths.
Hence, atheism will be the ultimate outcome.

Hiree dialogues
In order to advance his claims by the most striking means, Berkeley
wrote the Three Dialogues, in which adiscussion takes place between
Philonous (‘lover of mind’), who represents Berkeley’s views, and Hylas
(which means ‘matter’), representing the opposition. The first dialogue
begins with Hylas saying that he has heard that Philonous is an extreme
sceptic in that he holds that there is no such thing as material substance
in the world. Philonous says that he certainly holds that opinion, but
that it is neither sceptical nor opposed to ordinary common sense, and
that he will show that it is the philosophers who believe that there is
something called material substance, or matter, who are really the
sceptics.

(A sceptic, we are told, is ‘one who doubted of everything... or who
denies the reality and truth of things’. Hylas, then, accuses his friend
Philonous of denying the real existence of sensible things, or of
pretending to know nothing about them. A‘sensible thing’ is defined as
athing immediately perceived by the senses -that is, something seen, or
heard, or felt directly in our immediate sense experience. Now Berkeley
is ready to state his case.)

Does matter exist?

What do we perceive immediately by our senses? Only colours and
shapes, sounds, tastes, odours, tangible qualities, and the like. Then
what constitutes the reality of sensible things besides their being
perceived? Hylas, the believer in some sort of material substance, insists
that the real existence of sensible things is independent of their being
experienced. They exist ‘distinct from, and without any relation to, their
being perceived’. Then, Philonous suggests, consider the case of heat.
On Hylas’ theory, heat must exist outside of the mind, as something
independent of our experience. But when we experience extreme heat,
what we actually feel is agreat pain, and no one believes that material
substance contains pains. Hylas protests, and says that one has to
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distinguish between the pain that is in the mind, and the heat which is
in the material object. Just try, Philonous suggests, putting your hand
near afire, and see if you feel two things, heat and pain, or only one
thing, apain. Hylas yields and is willing to admit that our sensible
experience of extreme heat, apain, exists only in the mind, and not in
the object. Philonous immediately shows him that the same reasoning
applies to all the various degrees of heat which are fell as either pleasant
sensations of warmth, or as pain, and that Hylas certainly does not
believe that there is either pleasure or pain in material objects. Further,
Philonous points out, if one hand is warm, and the other cold, and they
are put into abowl of water at room temperature, the water will feel
cold to one hand, and hot to the other. Hylas would not want to claim
that both qualities, heat and cold, are in the same object, the water, at
the same time. Hylas finally concedes ‘that heat and cold are only
sensations existing in our minds’.

Ta s t e

But what about other qualities that we experience? Philonous shows
Hylas that the same point can be applied to taste. Sweet and bitter tastes
are experienced as different kinds of pleasure or pain. No one believes
that sugar contains various pleasures, so that pleasant experience must
be in the mind, rather than in the sugar. At this point Hylas suddenly
thinks of aresponse to this sort of reasoning, much like atheory of
Locke’s, namely, that these qualities as perceived by us, are pleasures
and pains, but as they exist in external objects they are something
different. Philonous regards this new line of defence with complete
scorn. We are talking about sensible things, that is, things which we
immediately perceive by our senses.

Whatever other qualities, therefore, you speak of, as distinct
from these, Iknow nothing of them, neither do they at ail belong
to the point in dispute. You may, indeed, pretend to have
discovered certain qualities which you do not perceive, and assert
those insensible qualities exist in fire and sugar. But what use can
be made of this to your present purpose, Iam at aloss to conceive.
Tel! me then once more, do you acknowledge that heat and cold,
sweetness and bitterness (meaning those qualities which are
perceived by the senses) do not exist without the mind?

Poor Hylas is crushed and yields.

Other sensations

Then the same point is raised in connection with odours, and Hylas
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admits that they are just pleasant or painful sensations, and vary with
different observers. Therefore, they are only in the mind. But when
Phitonous continues this line of reasoning into the subject of sounds,
Hylas balks. Sounds, the noises that we hear, Hylas is willing to admit,
are only sensations that we have. But, at the same time, he insists, there
are sound waves which exist in the exterior physical world, apart from
us. But, Philonous points out, this means that real sound, the sound
waves, are never heard. Only noises are heard. The sensible thing that
we perceive is noise. The sound wave we do not hear. So once again
Hylas must admit that the sensible thing, the noise, exists in the mind;
the ‘real’ thing, the sound wave, is not asensible thing, and hence not
relevant to their discussion. (The reader may be familiar with another
version of this point, namely, ‘Is there any sound when atree falls in a
forest and no one is there?’ What Berkeley is pointing out, is that if we
mean by sound, experienced noise, then the answer is ‘no’, if no one
hears it.)

After this they go on to discuss colours, with the same results. The
colours that we experience differ depending upon lighting conditions,
our own state, the type of optical devices that we employ, and other
factors. No one would want to claim that the object had all the different
colours that we see. Hylas tries to answer this by introducing the theory
of light waves. The colours that we see may be in our minds, but there
are real colours outside of us, in the serrse of light waves. Philonous
again points out that Hylas is admitting that the sensible colours that we
perceive exist only in our minds, not outside of us in some material
object.

To avoid the conclusion that Berkeley is aiming at, that the objects
that we perceive are only ideas in our minds, and do not exist outside of,
and independent of the mind, Hylas comes forth with Locke’s theory of
primary and secondary qualities. The secondary qualities -such as
colours, smells, tastes -exist only in the mind. But the primary qualities
-e.g., extension, motion, gravity -really exist in bodies, "nierefore.
some of our sense information is only of ideas in our minds, but some
refers to the actual qualities of external, material objects.

Berkeley's criticism of Locke
Berkeley then tries to show that if one is aconsistent empiricist, one will
not be able to maintain this theory of Locke’s. If one admits that some
of our sense experience consists of ideas which exist only in the mind,
then one will have no basis for making an exception of the primary
qualities. Exactly the same reasoning that convinces one that the
secondary qualities are in the mind, applies to the primary qualities as
well. Our experience of size, shape, motion, and so on, varies depending
upon where we are, how we feel, and other factors. Thus, the primary
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qualities appear to be just ideas in our mindsjust as colours and sounds
were, and no special reason can be given as to why we should regard our
ideas of extension and motion as being real qualities in material bodies,
if we admit that other qualities are only parts of our experience and exist
in us.

To put his case another way, Berkeley points out that all our
experience consistsofsensations. Sensations belong only to sentient (i.e.,
capable of feeling) beings, not to inanimate objects. Therefore, we
cannot attribute to material objects, which are not thinking beings,
sensations, which as far as we know, only thinking beings can have.
Material objects do not have pleasures or pains, or sensations in
general. If we admit that the sensible things we know are only
sensations, then we cannot claim that they are unthinking, unfeeling
materia] things.

But after all this, Hylas, like anyone else confronted with Berkeley’s
reasoning, is unwilling to give up.

Iacknowledge, Philonous, that upon afair observation of what
passes in my mind, Ican discover nothing else, but that 1am a
thinking being, affected with avariety of sensations; neither is it
possible to conceive, how asensation should exist in an unperceiv¬
ing substance. But then, on the other hand, when Ilook on sensible
things in adifferent view, considering them as so many modes and
qualities, Ifind it necessary to suppose amaterial substratum,
without which they cannot be conceived to exist.

Thus, like John Locke before him, Hylas still finds it necessary to
suppose that our sensations belong to something outside of us,
something that we call matter.

Philonous responds by saying that we do not learn of this material
substratum by our senses, which only tell us about sensible things,
sensations, not something that exists apart from sense experience. Also,
if we try to conceive of what this matter is like, we can only think of it
in terms of our sensations, not as something unlike them, which exists
apart from all experience. Finally, to make his point, Philonous
challenges Hylas, ‘If you can conceive it possible for any mixture or
combination of qualities, or any sensible object whatever, to exist
without the mind, then Iwill grant it actually to be so.’

Mat te r and mind

Hylas thinks this is simple. ‘What more easy than to conceive atree or
ahouse existing by itself, independent of, and unperceived by, any mind
whatsoever? Ido, at this present time, conceive them existing after that
manner.* Philonous replies that this tree or house is being conceived by
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Hylas, and is in his mind. Nothing can be thought of, or experienced,
except by some mind that thinks of it, or experiences it. Therefore, one
cannot even imagine or conceive of what it would be like for something
to exist outside of, or independent of, the mind. As soon as one imagines
this, it is an idea in amind.

Hylas still is unwilling to surrender. He admits by now that whatever
is immediately perceived is an idea, and that ideas cannot exist outside
of amind. But why can't there also be something called 'real things’, or
‘external objects’, that exist independently of the mind, and are known
or represented by our ideas? Why can’t this be like looking at apicture
of Julius Caesar (an idea) that represents Julius Caesar (a real, external
object)?

But how did we ever find out about these alleged real objects? By our
senses? No. Our sense information consists entirely of ideas, and so
could not tell us about something that is not an idea. If one is an
empiricist, and believes that all of our knowledge comes from the
senses, then how can he/she accept this claim that we can know about
something that is not part of sense experience? The example of the
picture of Julius Caesar does not help, Berkeley argued, since we
learned about both pKOple and pictures from sense experience, but we
do not learn about real objects from any of our sensations, if all of our
sensations are ideas.

If our ideas are said to represent these supposed real objects, then,
Berkeley argued, this is aweird claim. The ideas are fleeting, changing,
ephemeral, and the real objects are supposed to have afixed and real
nature. Ideas can be perceived, but the real objects cannot be. Thus, the
ideas cannot be like the objects they are supposed to represent. ‘Can a
real thing, in itself invisible, be like acolour; or areal thing which is not
audible, be like asound? In aword, can anything be like asensation or
idea, but another sensation or idea?’

Philonous claims that he has shown that this notion of areal,
material object makes no sense. This enables us to see that Hylas’s views
lead to scepticism. Hylas had originally asserted that the reality of
sensible things consisted in their existence outside the mind. But Hylas
has now been forced to deny that sensible things, our experiences, exist
outside the mind. Hence, he has been forced to deny that they are real.
By his own definition of ‘sceptic’, he has been shown to be asceptic.

‘To be perceived’. By this stage in the argument, Hylas has been
reduced to complete doubt. His belief that there were real, external
material objects has been destroyed. Now he is convinced that there arc
no real objects, and that everything is just adream. But Berkeley is at
great pains to point out that this sad result is due to holding some of the
views that Locke had formulated. As long as Hylas believes that there
must be some real, material substratum that exists outside the mind,
then he is forced to admit that none of our sense experience can belong
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to this matter. As long as he believes in the theory of primary and
secondary qualities, he is led to the conclusion that all of our experience
consists of secondary qualities that exist only in the mind. One of the
rea.sons that Hylas has been forced to complete scepticism is that he,
like Locke, was not completely an empiricist. He insisted on believing
that there must be independent material objects that our sensations
belong to. When he was shown that there cannot be such objects, he
suddenly feels that then there cannot be anything in the univene, and
that everything that he perceives must be illusory, since it cannot consist
of objects existing outside of the mind.

What Berkeley has shown, up to this point, is that if one seriously
accepts the empirical theory of knowledge, all that we can know is what
we experience. What we experience are not independently existing
material objects, but rather ascries of ideas. All that we can know about
these ideas is what we perceive. Hence, we cannot tell from what we see,
if they exist apart from minds which perceive them. In fact, as he has
pointed out, we cannot even conceive or imagine, in terms of our
experience, what it would be like for our sensations to exist apart from
being thought of. Thus, in Berkeley’s famous phrase, the exbtence of
things consists in their being perceiv̂ , or as he put it in Latin, 'esse esi
percipC (literally, ‘to be is to be perceived’).

Berkeley’s positive theory

Does this mean that if we rely on the information we gain from our
sense experience we can never be sure that things exist other than ideas?
Does this mean that we cannot be sure that the chairs and tables in the
room exist except when we perceive them? At this point in the
discussion, Berkeley revealed that he had aradically different theory
from that of Hylas, and hence does not concur in the complete
scepticism to which Hylas had been reduced. Speaking through
Philonous, Berkeley declared:

Ideny that Iagreed with you in those notions that led to
scepticism. You indeed said that the reality of sensible things
consisted in an absolute existence out of the minds of spirits, or
distinct from their being perceived. And pursuant to this notion of
reality, you are obliged to deny sensible things any real existence:
that is, according to your own definition, you profess yourself a
sceptic. But Ineither said nor thought, the reality of sensible things
was to be defined after that manner. To me it is evident, for the
reasons you allow of, that sensible things cannot exist otherwise
than in amind or spirit. Whence Iconclude, not that they have no
real existence, but that, seeing they depend not on my thought, and
have an existence distinct from being perceived by me, there must
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be some other mind wherein they exist. As sure, therefore, as the
sensible world really exists, so sure is there an infinite omnipresent
spirit, who contains and supports it.

I m m a t e r i a l i s m

This explanation that Berkeley presented is atheory called immaterial-
ism. All that we can perceive is an idea. Ideas can belong only to minds,
and cannot have an existence independent of minds. Since the ideas that
1am aware of do not depend upon my wishes, these ideas must have
some kind of existence apart from my mind. But ideas can only belong
to some mind. If Iam not responsible for the ideas Iperceive, and
cannot invent and control all my ideas at will, then there must be some
other mind that possesses, controls and maintains the ideas. And so,
Berkeley claimed, there must be some universal mind, or God, in whose
thoughts the ideas are located. Thus, the things that 1perceive exist
distinct from me in the mind of God, and do not leap in and out of
existence when Iexperience them. My house is always perceived by
God. Hence, although the house is only an idea, it continues to exist
whether Iperceive it or not, since God always perceives it.

This thesis of Berkeley's has been summed up in afamous limerick by
R o n a l d K n o x .

There was ayoung man who said, 'God,
Ifind it exceedingly odd
That this tree 1see should
Cont inue to be
When there’s no one about in the Quad.’
Reply.
'Dear S i r :
Your astonishment's odd:
Iam always about in the Quad.
And that’s why the tree
Wi l l cont inue to be

Since observed by
Yours faithfully.

G O D

Berkeley’s claims

Berkeley claimed that his strange theory, besides being aconsistent
empirical philosophy, was also the only theory of knowledge that was
in agreement with ordinary common-sense beliefs. Other theories led to
scepticism, and to paradoxes, and ended up denying what everybody
knew and was sure of. His view, on the contrary, combined the best
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demenls of philosophical reasoning, and common sense. Philosophers,
like Locke and Descartes, had concluded that ‘Ihe things immediately
perceived are ideas which exist only in the mind'. On the other hand,
ordinary people believe that 'those things they immediately perceive are
the real things'. Berkeley insisted that his theory, and only his theory,
was in agreement with both the philosophers and ordinary folk, and did
not lead to any of the sceptical or paradoxical conclusions that he had
shown were involved in the theories of knowledge offered by previous
th inke rs .

Theories of knowledge had always distinguished things from ideas,
and had tried to learn how we discover any knowledge about things
from our information about ideas. All that we are immediately aware of
are ideas. If things are different from ideas, then how do we relate
knowledge about ideas, to something outside of our ideas? Berkeley, by
reasoning astutely from the empirical claim that all of our knowledge
comes from our experiences, which are ideas in the mind, showed that
if things are different from ideas, we can never know anything about
them. This reduced Hylas to his ‘forlorn scepticism’.

In order to avoid this sad conclusion, that we can never know
anything at all about what real things are like, Berkeley offered his
theory of immaterialism. First of all, he insisted, things are only the
ideas we have of them. It is the philosophers who have invented this
strange unknown item, called ‘an independently existing material
object’. Everybody believes that what he perceives (an idea) is areal
thing. He thinks there is atree in his garden because he sees it, touches
it. It is his experience, his ideas, which give him his information about
things. The real things of the world are only the ideas that we have. But
then, Berkeley claimed, the world is not only the sequence of the ideas
in my mind, but is areal continuously existing series of things, because
the ideas that Iperceive are also perceived by God, and hence it is still
perceived. The information that Igain through my senses is accurate
information about the ideas in God’s mind, and consists of true
knowledge about real things. In terms of the various ideas that Ihave,
Ican develop sciences about the order and relation of ideas in God’s
m i n d .

Berkeley’s theory of notions

However, as Berkeley saw, he had to hold that we have knowledge
which did not come from our sense experience. Our knowledge about
God was not derived from sense experience. Rather, Berkeley insisted,
in addition to the ideas in our mind, there are also other items called
‘notions’. The basic notion is our awareness of ourselves. We do not see
ourselves as we perceive chairs and tables, as aseries of sensory
qualities, colours, shapes, and the like. What we are aware of, Berkeley
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claimed, is that we are active agents who think, will, act. This
conception, or awareness, of the active spirit called ‘myself’ or ‘me’
gives us our primary notions. We also develop anotion of God, as the
omnipresent spirit, who thinks and perceives all the ideas. It is through
notions that we learn about the structure of the world. This accounts for
all of our ordinary information, and explains how we get our
knowledge about the world of experience, or things, and why it is irue.

In spite of Berkeley’s high hopes that he had succeeded in solving all
the difiicuities that had arisen in earlier theories of knowledge, and had
developed atheory that would be compatible with ordinary common
sense, his contemporaries regarded his theories as fantastic. The
immaterialistic conception of the universe was regarded with suspicion,
and Berkeley's philosophy -if one rejected his world of spirits, with
God always perceiving everything -seemed to terminate in the weird
claim that everything is nothing but an idea in the mind, with no real
existence outside the mind. It is said, for example, that once when
Berkeley visited Dean Swift, he was left to stand on the doorstep, on the
grounds that if his philosophical views were correct he could enter
through the closed door. There are other stories of similar reactions to
his views. Some thinkers, who took Berkeley’s arguments seriously,
were willing to admit that he had made out agood case, and had offered
aseries of proofs which might ‘admit of no answer’, but at the same time
they saw that Berkeley’s reasoning also ‘produced no conviction’.

D a v i d H u m e

But one of the philosophers who came shortly after Berkeley, pursued
his reasoning to an even more disastrous and shocking conclusion, and
thereby exposed some of the limitations of all empirical theories of
knowledge. This was the Scottish sceptic, David Hume (1711-76) who
is probably the most influential philosopher of modern times. Hume
grew up in Ninewells, near Edinburgh, and briefly attended the
University of Edinburgh, leaving there at the age of fifteen. After a
series of ill-starred attempts to enter various careers, he went to France
to write agreat philosophic work. By the time he was twenty-six he had
finished his ATreatise of Human Nature, which he thought would
radically change the course of philosophy. Instead, when it appeared in
1739, it ‘fell dead-born from the presses’, as Hume lamented, and
elicited no great interest from any of his contemporaries. His later
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding attempted to present his
views in more popular form, but still failed to get Hume the recognition
he sought. Finally his political writings and his popular History of
England brought him fame, and made him one of the best known
writers in the English language in the latter half of the eighteenth-
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century. When he served as secretary to the British Embassy in Paris in
the 1760s he was hailed by the French intellectuals as the most
important writer of the British Isles. Hume’s irreligious views made him
ahero to the French sceptics and ‘Enlightenment’ leaders. Back in
England, he served briefly as under-secretary of state, and became a
leading advocate of freedom for the American colonies. Hume’s
unorthodox views in religion and politics gained him great notoriety, so
that by the time he retired he was generally known as ‘the gentle sceptic’
and the ‘great infidel’.

Hume’s theory of knowledge
Hume’s philosophy appears to have grown out of two strands. One, a
deep interest in scepticism, and an extreme doubt that philosophers
were capable of discovering the truth about any matter whatsoever.
Secondly, aconviction that what was needed in order to uncover what
knowledge, if any, we were capable of, was an inquiry into what he
called ‘the science of man’. This science would examine the processes by
which we think and try to find out how people form their views, and
come to believe what they do about the nature of events.

Psychology

Hume’s greatest philosophical work, his Treatise of Human Nature,
claims at the outset to be the application to the mental world of the
scientific method that Isaac Newton had so successfully employed in
solving physical problems. What is to be examined is the mental nature
of human beings, their psychology, in order to see the actual processes
by which our alleged knowledge develops. All the sciences that we have,
like physics, and disciplines like mathematics have been discovered by
human beings; and so, Hume suggested, by understanding what human
beings are like, we may find out something important about the nature
of the knowledge that human beings possess. From the outset, Hume
conceded that he probably would never be able ‘to discover the ultimate
original qualities of human nature’, but by examining our experiences,
we may be able to find some general hypotheses about human nature
that could be of the greatest value. This is what had earlier been done
in developing ascience about the physical world, and could have even
more significant results in the mental world.

We must therefore glean up our experiments in this science from
acautious observation of human life, and take them as they appear
in the common course of the world, by men’s behaviour in
company, in affairs, and in their pleasures. When experiments of
this kind arc judiciously collected and compared, we may hope to
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establish on them ascience which will not be inferior in certainty,
and will be much superior in utility to any other of human
comprehension.

Impressions and ideas
Hume begins by pointing out that everything that we are aware of can
be classified under two headings, impressions and ideas. The difference
between these two is the ‘degree of force and liveliness, with which they
strike upon the mind'. The impressions are more forceful and lively
than the ideas. Also, there are simple impressions and ideas, and
complex ones. The difference is that the simple ones ‘admit of no
distinction or separation’. Thus, the perception of the quality, blue, is
simple, whereas the perception of ablue picture is complex, and can be
separated into parts. When we examine our impressions and ideas,
Hume claimed, we find agreat resemblance between them. However,
some of our complex ideas, we find, never appear as impressions, as for
example, our complex idea of amermaid. But, on careful inspection of
our ideas and impressions, we find that in every case, our simple ideas
are just like our simple impressions, and that the impression always
occurred first. Thus, our first acquaintance with asimple quality, like
orange, first occurred as aforceful and lively impression, and later
occurred as an identical idea. As Hume pointed out, this law that simple
impressions always precede the simple ideas which resemble them in
our experience amounts to adenial that there are any innate ideas, and
also to the claim that all of our ideas come from experience.

Memory and imagination
Further, we find, with regard to our ideas, that we have two different
faculties, one called memory, in which we have present in the mind a
series of ideas in afixed order or sequence. The other faculty is called
imagination by which we can arrange our ideas in any order we like. But,
in spite of this freedom of the imagination, we find that our ideas come
in patterns. When we think of an idea, we have atendency to think also
of aresembling idea, or of an idea that was continguous to it in time or
space, or of an idea that is causally related to it. These patterns are the
aggfwiatimni of ideas. We find that one of the principles of human nature
is that there ‘is akind of attraction (in other words, something like
Newton’s theory of Universal Gravitation), which in the mental world
will be found to have as extraordinary effects as in the natural, and to
show itself in as many and as various forms’.
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Hume's analysis of causation

The importance of this claim about the association of ideas is brought
out when Hume investigates what constitutes our knowledge, and
especially our information about what events are causally related to
each other. Knowledge, according to Hume, consists of information
that can be gained from the inspection of two or more ideas. If we look
at two or more ideas, we can tell immediately whether they resemble each
other, whether they are different, whether one is darker than another,
whether one is larger than another. This type of knowledge by immediate
inspection of two or more ideas, Hume insisted, was intuitive and certain.
It could not be false, since it merely depended on bringing two
ideas to mind in our imagination, and then examining them. On the
basis of this sort of knowledge, coupled with aseries of demonstrations,

can develop an indubitable branch of knowledge like arithmetic.
But when we ask, how do we discover that two or more ideas are

causally related together, we discover something very peculiar. This sort
of information about what is going on does not merely depend upon
looking at two or more ideas. If we examine asituation in which we
frequently say, ‘This event causes that event’ (for instance, the
experience of seeing arock striking against awindow pane) do
actually perceive, as afeature of the impression, apart called the
‘cause”? There is no quality, such as green, which we find in every
experience that we call ‘a causal sequence’. Then, Hume suggested,
perhaps the causal connection between events is arelation between the
elements in an impression, or between successive impressions. But when
we examine asituation like that of the rock striking the window, we find
that the elements, window and rock, arc contiguous, that is, the rock at
some moment is next to the window, and also we find that there are
some motions of the rock prior to the shattering of the glass. But,
besides the contiguity and succession of the events, is there anything else?
Well, we feel that there must be more, some element or property by
which the cause produces the effect. But all that we see, Hume pointed
out, is only the contiguity of two things, and the succession of events.
This point is well illustrated by astory of two children who were
travelling on atrain with their mother. TTie mother gave each of them
abanana. As the first child bit into the banana, the train rushed into a
tunnel. ‘Don’t eat that banana!’ he cried out in panic to his brother. ‘It
makes you go blind.’ The contiguity and the succession were there.
Why, then, do we not accept the causality? This is Hume’s point.

Shall we then rest contented with these two relations of
contiguity and succession, as affording acomplete idea of
causation? By no means. An object may be contiguous and prior
to another, without being considered as its cause. There is a

o r m o r e

w e

w e
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necessary connection to be taken into consideration; and that
relation is of much greater importance, than any of the other two
a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d .

This crucial element in our reasoning about causally related events is
not immediately evident. It does not seem to be one of the parts, or
relations, that we discover in our impressions. But, if the empirical
theory of knowledge is accepted, our idea of necessary connection must
derive from some impression, or some feature of our impressions. Since
the source of this basic idea is not located simply fay examining and
dissecting impressions, Hume felt that he might find the answer to his
question by first finding out the answers to the two following problems:
(o) 'For what reason we pronounce it necessary, that every thing whose
existence has abeginning, should also have acause?* And (i) ‘Why we
conclude, that such particular causes must necessarily have such
particular effects; and what is the nature of that inference wc draw from
the one to the other, and of the belief we repose in it?’

The problem of cause

The mere asking of the first question is abit startling. Everyone had
taken for granted that every event has acause, and that everything that
exists has acause for its existence. But, Hume asked, why do we believe
this? What evidence do we have for this causal principle? It is not
intuitively obvious. When we look at the various impressions and ideas
in our minds, we do not see as afeature of the impressions or ideas that
they must have acause. There is no connection between the ideas that
we have of anew existent -i.e., something that has just begun to exist
-and the idea of acause. This can be shown by the fact that since all
ideas that are distinct can be separated by the imagination, anyone is
capable of thinking of the idea of anew object without also thinking of
its cause. Hence, the two ideas are not linked together.

Then, why do we think that every object that begins to exist must
have acause? Hume examined the various arguments that such
philosophers as John Locke had offered to prove this causal assertion.
Their proofs, Hume found, are inconclusive, because somewhere in the
proof they assume the very claim they are trying to establish. For
instance, in Hume's version of Locke's argument, the proof is that if
things were produced without any cause, then they would have noihiny
for acause. But nothing is not something, and therefore cannot act as a
producing agent. But, as Hume pointed out, this argument proceeds
only by supposing that every object must have acause, and then
showing nothing cannot be acause. And what has to be proven is the
supposition that everything has to have acause.

After examining the types of arguments presented by various
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philosophers, and showing that they are invalid. Hume concluded,
‘Since it is not from knowledge or any scientific reasoning, that we
derive the opinion of the necessity of acause to every new production,
that opinion must necessarily arise from observation and experience.'
The next question, then, should naturally be, ‘How does experience give
rise to such aprinciple?’ In order to answer this question, Hume found
it was first necessary to solve his other problem -Why do we think that
particular causes must necessarily have particular effects, and why do
we form an inference from one to the other?

Elements of causal analysis
Our causal reasoning seems to involve three sorts of element. One is a
present impression, which we believe is connected with another item,
some idea we have of arelated event. The third element is the connection
or inference and this is what Hume was searching for. When adetective
discovers abody -the present impression -he/she immediately reasons
to the idea, some cause of death. If the body contains abullet, the
detective immediately infers that there must have been agun from
which the bullet came. It is this reasoning process, from impression to
idea, that Hume was trying to analyse. The body does not apfwar with
asign on it announcing that it is the result of agun having been fired.
The detective, like anyone eke, could have thought of an unlimited
number of ideas instead of agun. Then, Hume asked, why is it that
although we do not see the cause, we think immediately of an idea
which we think was necessary to produce the experience that we do
have? Merely from an examination of the particular impression, no
specific ideas have to be called to mind. The imagination is capable of
thinking about any idea that one has. One could just as well think of the
taste of apear, instead of agun. But one doesn’t. The sort of inference
the detective makes is like that any of us make. When we see one event,
although it does not force us to think of any particular idea, we do in
fact tend to think of something that we call the ‘cause’ or the ‘effect’ of
the impressions we are having. When we hear acertain sound, we think
of apiano being played, even though the impression, the sound that we
hear, does not contain the visual element of the piano and the player.

Then, how and why do we make this sort of inference? Hume asked.
Not by reasoning, because just from the impression, no necessary
conclusion follows. Any other ideas could be thought of. Then, it must
be due to something in our experience.

We remember to have had frequent instances of the existence of
one species of objects; and also remember, that the individuak of
another species of objects have always attended them, and have
existed in aregular order of contiguity and succession with regard
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to them. Thus we remember, to have seen that species of object we
call ‘flame’, and to have felt that species of sensation we call ‘heat’.
We likewise call to mind their constant conjunction in all past
instances. Without any further ceremony, we call the one cause
and the other e/fecl, and infer the existence of the one from that of
the o ther.

Constant conjunction

Then, what happens, according to Hume, is that in experience we are
a w a r e

When this has happened often enough in the past, we come to consider
them as causally related, and when we experience just one of these
items, we immediately infer that the other one must also exist. But why,
to explore the problem further, should past experience have this effect
upon us? If it were by means of arational procedure, it would require
that aprinciple like that of the uniformity of nature must be true, that
is ‘that instances, of which we have had no experience, must resemble
those, of which we have had no experience, and that the course of
nature continues always uniformly the same’. Thus, in order to prove
from our past experience that when we hear acertain sound, someone
is now playing the piano, we would have to presume that the same sort
of experience we had in the past, must be taking place in the present, and
that the constant conjunctions that we discovered in the past continue
in the present.

But is there anything that we can ever discover from our experience
that gives us any guarantee, that the principle of the uniformity of
nature is true? No, Hume insisted, because no matter how uniform our
experience has been in the past, it is always possible that the future will
be different. We can examine our experience from now until doomsday
and we will never be able to show that future events must be similar to
previous ones, or that the apparent uniformity of nature up to any point

experience is adequate evidence that nature will continue to be
uniform in our future experience.

of two items occurring together, that is, constantly conjoined.

t n o u r

Uncertainty
Here Hume discovered something most peculiar. The principle of the
uniformity of nature is involved in nearly all of our inferences as to what
is going on in the world beyond what we immediately perceive. Almost
all our interpretations of the impressions we have -the sounds, the
colours, the smells -are based upon assuming that matters which were
constantly conjoined in past experience, are still conjoined in the
present, and will be in the future. But, if we are asked for evidence for
this all important principle, we find that we have none. We cannot
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demonstrate it, since it is always possible that when we wake up
tomorrow the universe will be radically difTerent from what it has been
until now. It is always possible that the constant conjunctions of items
in our experience will be altered in the future, and that salt will taste
sweet, that water will bum, and so on. No amount of observation and
study of experience will help establish this principle, because all that we
will learn thereby is that nature has been uniform, we still cannot be sure
that it will continue to be so. Thus, to make Hume’s point more
forcefully, even the best-tested scientific laws, such as the law of gravity,
depend upon the principle of the uniformity of nature. We can never be
sure, no matter how many objects have been tested to see if they
gravitate towards the earth, that the law will be true in the future.

Human na tu re

If the principle of the uniformity of nature is so basic to our information
about the world, and if we can neither prove it, nor offer sufficient
evidence for it, then why do we believe it? Hume’s answer is that the
belief is due to apsychological custom or habit that people have, so that
after they have experienced the constant conjunction of two impres¬
sions often enough, and one of the conjuncts occurs again in their
experience, they are immediately led to think of the other as an idea in
their imagination. But we think of the idea usually associated with the
impression in aspecial manner, We could, since our imagination is free,
think of any idea. But only the associated idea is thought of with ’force
and vivacity’, or is believed in. Thus, when 1hear acertain sound, I
could if Iwished, conjure up any idea Iwished, say that of the taste of
apear. But naturally, Hume pointed out, 1think of this idea of someone
playing the piano, and 1think of the idea with ‘force and vivacity.’ I
believe that someone is actually playing the piano, whereas Ido not
believe that apear is being tasted. The belief that occurs in one case and
not the other is only the result of the different ways the two ideas are
conceived. Only the associated idea (that is, associated in past
experience) is thought of forcefully. Any other idea would merely be
thought of.

What is it that makes us conceive some ideas forcefully and
vivaciously? In order to explain this phenomenon, there must be some
basic habit or custom of human nature so that whenever any impression
is presented to us, the mind is not only led to think of the idea or ideas
associated with this impression, but is also led to think of the idea with
some of the force and vivacity of the impression. Somehow the strength
of the impression is carried over to the idea, whenever the idea is one
that has usually been constantly conjoined with the impression in the
past, Thus, our reasoning about what goes on in the world beyond what
we immediately see, is not due to any rational procedures, but instead.
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is due to some basic quirk of human nature which makes us believe that
‘instances of which we have no experience, must necessarily resemble
those of which we have’. We do not reason that this has to be the case,
but rather find that we are so constituted that we automatically believe
certain ideas, or conceive of them more forcefully than others. Thus:

Tis not solely in poetry and music, we must follow our taste and
sentiment, but likewise in philosophy- When 1am convinced of
any principle, ’tis only an idea, which strikes more strongly upon
me. When Igive the preference to one set of arguments above
another, Ido nothing but decide from my feelings concerning the
superiority of their influence. Objects have no discoverable
connection together: nor is it from any other principle but custom
operating upon the imagination, that we can draw any inference
from the appearance of one to the existence of another.

If our reasoning beyond our immediate impressions, and our
conclusion that particular causes have particular effects, is the result of
this habit or custom by which certain ideas are automatically brought
to mind, and certain strong feelings attach to them, which constitute
our belief, then what is our idea of necessity which leads us to say that
certain objects are necessarily connected? It is not one of the features of
our impressions, since we do not perceive any necessity or power which
makes events occur, we only perceive the succession of events. But when
we have seen several similar instances of successions of impressions, we
then begin to consider the events as necessarily connected. Thus, the
idea of necessary connection seems to be involved with something that
occurs with the repetition of resembling events.

But what happens when the same sequence of impressions occurs
repeatedly? If the sequences are similar, Hume pointed out, then we
perceive approximately the same thing each time. If we do not perceive
the necessary connection between events in one case, we will not
perceive it any more from ahundred, since, if the cases are resembling,
then the same qualities must be present each time. We do not see
anything new after watching the same process over and over again, that
we did not see the first time. But what happens is that we have adifTercni
mental attitude than we did before, and it is this different mental
attitude which constitutes our belief that events are necessarily
connec ted .

For after we have observed the resemblance in asufficient
number of instances, we immediately feel adetermination of the
mind to pass from one object to its usual attendant, and to
conceive it in astronger light upon account of that relation. This
determination is the only effect of the resemblance; and therefore
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must be the same with power oi cfTicacy, whose idea is derived
from the resemblance. The several instances of resembling
conjunctions lead us into the notion of power and necessity. These
instances are in themselves totally distinct from each other, and
have no union but in the mind, which ob.serves them, and collects
their ideas. Necessity, then, is the effect of this observation, and is
nothing but an internal impression of the mind, or adetermination
to carry our thoughts from one object to another.

Denial of cause

Thus, ‘necessity’ is something that exists in the human mind, and not as
aquality or feature of objects, as far as we can ever tell. The necessity
that we believe exists, that aglass window must break when struck with
ahammer, is only, Hume insisted, adetermination of the mind to think
of one idea when experiencing acertain impression, and to think of that
idea most forcefully, owing to its constant conjunction with the present
impression. If we examined our impression of the hammer, and of the
glass, we would not find any part or feature of the impression that was
the necessity of the glass breaking. The necessary connection between
these two events, the hammer and the broken glass, lies in the way the
mind thinks about them, and not in the events themselves. Hume
asserted that we have apropensity to join our internal experiences to the
external ones that occur at the same time. Thus, although the necessity
occurs only as amental determination upon experiencing certain
impressions, we have atendency to locate this mental event in the
observed events, and to think of it as occurring there with the events,
even though it is actually taking place in our minds.

As Hume well realized, this analysis of our idea of necessary
connection, and the nature of our causal reasoning, might sound
strange and incredible. ‘I doubt not but my sentiments will be treated by
many as extravagant and ridiculous. What! the efficacy of causes lie in
the determination of the mind!’ But, odd as this analysis may seem at
first reading, Hume insisted, it is the only way of making sense of the
reasoning that we carry on about our sense experience. If we honestly
examine what we perceive, we do not experience any necessary
connections between the various items of our sensory world. We find no
reason why one event must follow another. But we do discover that we
have amental determination to think of certain ideas which have in the
past been constantly conjoined to the present impressions, and to think
of them in aforceful and lively manner, Hence, the only actual
connection that we ever discover between events is apsychological one,
away in which we think, and not aphysical one, an actual link between
one event and another. Thus, all that we mean by the notion of cause is
’An object precedent and contiguous to another, and so united with it
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in the imagination, that the idea of the one determines the mind to form
the idea of the other, and the impression of the one to form amore lively
idea of the other*.

Application of Hume’s theory to science

As startling as Hume’s claim may be, he maintained that this was
perfectly in keeping with the actual achievements of scientific investiga¬
tion. What scientists are finding out are the constant conjunctions of
events that occur in human experience, and the expectations that people
have as to what will happen next, in view of how they think about these
events. Thus, the scientific ’fact' that alcohol boils at 80® centigrade
under normal atmospheric conditions, means, according to Hume, that
it has been observed many times that acertain impression, called
alcohol boiling, has been constantly conjoined with another impres¬
sion, of athermometer reading of 80° centigrade. No one actually sees
the temperature cause the alcohol to boil. But, because these two
impressions have been conjoined over and over again in the past, we
have adetermination to think of one as soon as we either see or recall
the other, and to expect that they will be conjoined again in the future.
We can neither prove that they are necessarily connected, nor that the
conjunctions observed in the past will continue into the future. But
owing to our mental determinations and habits, the observed constant
conjunctions of events are taken as guides for future expectations and
predictions. Our scientific information does not tell us about any
necessary relationships in nature, but rather about some regular
sequences that have been observed to occur over and over again in the
past. On the basis of this information about observed regularities, we
expect and predict that similar regularities will occur under similar
circumstances in the future. The expectations and predictions are based,
not upon finding some hidden connections in nature, but only upon
certain psydiolo^cal habits of human nature, that lead us to think of
certain ideas in amore lively and forceful manner after having
experienced their constant conjunction in the pa.st.

One might protest that this account of what scientific discoveries are
about may fit some of the more elementary laws that have been
observed, but that present-day sciences are much more complicated
than mere compilations of various sets of regularities observed in
human experience. Contemporary followers of Hume, however, many
of them quite prominent scientific theorists, maintain that in spite of
manifold involvements of sciences like physics and chemistry, they
essentially conform to Hume’s claim. The systematic organization of
these sciences consists only in discovering the most general regularities
in human experience, from which others can be derived. But even such
sciences as atomic and nuclear physics can be conceived of as the
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discovery of certain basic regularities in abody of knowledge, on the
basis of which predictions can be made, presuming that our mental
determination to believe that the future will resemble the past, proves to
be the case.

Hume’s complete scepticism
David Hume, starting out from an examination of our sense experience
and how we organize it, concluded with complete scepticism about the
possibility of human beings knowing anything about the universe. All that
we are aware of is aseries of impressions with no necessary relations to
each other. From these we derive our ideas, which we associate together
noton the basis of any actual propertiesofthe impressions, but because
of our mental customs or habits. When we search for some object
outside of us to which our impressions belong, we find no impression of
something called abody, or amaterial object. When we search inside
ourselves for something which contains these impressions and ideas,
something called aself, we find no such item in our experience.

The nature of experience
I f a l l o f o u r i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e w o r l d i s r e s t r i c t e d t o w h a t w e

actually experience, then we must recognize that what we experience is
only asequence of impressions, unrelated to each other, and as far as we
can tell, not attached to, or belonging to, either external objects or an
internal object called the self, or mind. Even the spirits that Berkeley
had claimed were ‘experiencers’ who possess the experiences, cannot be
known through experience. The only basis that we have for ordering or
interpreting the sequence of unrelated experiences is our mental habits
or customs. There is one habit that leads us to ordering our experiences
causally, to relating the constantly conjoined sequences. We have other
habits, Hume claimed, that lead us to believe that there are external
bodies, that lead us to believe that there is some sort of continuous thing
inside us that holds our experiences together, called aself; and that lead
us to believe that there is probably some sort of intelligent ordering to
our experience. These habits or customs give akind of order and
coherence to the sequence of impressions and ideas in our minds. Some
habits yield one kind of order; others, another. Sometimes these habits
even give us conflicting orders to our experience, and lead us to believe
something on the basis of one habit which we disbelieve on the basis of
a n o t h e r.

‘Norma l ’ and ‘abnorma l ’

With such apicture of human nature, what is meant by being
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‘reasonable’ is operating on the basis of the set of mental habits which
we call ‘normal’. The person who believes that fire will burn, that 2+2
=4, that the sun will rise tomorrow, that there are external objects
which exist even when not experienced, and that there is some sort of
internal continuity to his/her experience, called ‘him/herself’, has the
‘normal’ set of beliefs, and is considered areasonable human being.
Someone else, operating with different mental habits and customs, who
thereby has adilTerent set of beliefs, is ‘abnormal’ and ‘unreasonable’.
But which of the two has true knowledge? Which of the two believes
something that actually corresponds to what is going on in the world?

The compulsion to believe
As Hume pointed out, we can never answer these questions. Any beliefs
that we have only show what mental quirks we operate by. There is no
justification for believing one thing rather than another, except that we
find that we have astrong feeling or tendency to do so. When we try to
find areason for, or evidence for. believing something, we discover that
we can find none, and can only report that our minds work in the
cur ious manner tha t we th ink tha t the be l ie f i s t rue . The fu r ther we

explore the bases for belief, the more we find out about the irrational
and unjustifiable foundation of our mental behaviour. But, at the same
time, we discover that no matter how little basis we may have for our
beliefs, we also cannot avoid believing. No matter how sceptical we may
become about the merits of, or the foundations for. what human beings
believe, at the same time our human nature prevents us from giving up
these beliefs. We may not be able to tell if they arc true, and may even
have some good reason to suspect that at least some of our beliefs are
false. But all the same, we are compelled to believe certain things, and
to act and talk and live on the basis of that belief.

Thus, in theory, Hume became acomplete sceptic, when he
concluded that the in format ion about the wor ld which we der ive f rom

our experience is based only on apeculiar set of mental habits or
customs to conceive of certain ideas in aforceful and lively manner. But
Hume, like everyone else, found that when he stepped out of his
philosophical study, he was compelled to be abeliever in the uniformity
of nature, in the exi.stence of external objects, in the continuous
existenceof himself, and so on. Even his belief in his own philosophy he
found to be indefensible by reason; but it was at the same time atheory
about human nature which he could not avoid accepting, when it struck
most forcefully upon him. Thus he advocated his views as the feelings
he had on those occasions. He concluded the first book of his Treatise

of Human Nature by saying:

If the reader finds himself in the .same easy disposition, let him
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follow me in my future speculations. If not, let him follow his
inclination, and wait the returns of application and good humour.
The conduct of aman, who studies philosophy in this careless
manner, is more truly sceptical than that of one, who feeling in
himself an inclination to it, is yet so overwhelmed with doubts and
scruples, as totally to reject it. Atrue sceptic will be diffident of his
philosophical doubts, as well as of his philosophical conviction;
and will never refuse any innocent satisfaction which offers itself,
upon account of either of them.

Nor is it only proper we should in general indulge our
inclination in the most elaborate philosophical researches, not¬
withstanding our sceptical principles, but also that we should yield
to that propensity, which inclines us to be positive and certain in
particular points, according to the light, in which we survey them in
any particular instant. Tis easier to forbear all examination and
enquiry, than to check ourselves in so natural apropensity, and
guard against that assurance, which always arises from an exact
and full survey of an object. On such an occasion we are apt not
only to forget our scepticism, but even our modesty too; and to
make use of such terms as these, 'tis evident, ’tis certain, 'lis
undeniable-, which adue deference to the public ought, perhaps, to
p reven t .

A m a t t e r o f m o o d

Thus, for Hume, even the philosophy one believes in is amatter of taste
and of habits and customs. With his habits and customs, even though
he knew that he could not justify them, these are the beliefs he held at
various times. If others have the same feelings, all well and good; if not,
there is nothing that one can do, except to point out that other people
operate according to different principles and habits and propensities.
For Hume himself, in those moments when the doubts about the
reliability of human beliefs were paramount, he was asceptic. At other
moments, he was anormal believer, like anybody else, when the force
and vivacity of certain ideas were foremost in his mind. Hume’s ‘gentle
scepticism’ consisted in doubting everything when he felt he must, and
believing all sorts of things, including his own theory about the nature
of human beliefs, when he had to.

Summary of the empirical theory of knowledge

Beginning with John Locke, those philosophers who developed
theories ofknowledgc maintaining that all knowledge comes from sense
experience were led gradually to Hume’s conclusion. If our only source
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of information about the world is the impressions that we gain through
our senses, then agreat deal of what we think that we know turns out
to be illusion. What we gain through our senses are qualities such as
colours, sounds, shapes. As Berkeley showed, there is nothing in our
sense experience which show us that these qualities belong to any so-
called material, or external objects. All that we see are the qualities
themselves. As Hume showed, our experience does not contain any
necessary relations or connections between the various items of our
sense experience. Any connections that we impose upon our experien¬
ces are due, not to what we see, but to our mental habits or propensities.

llie empiricist critique of rationalism

The empiricists, beginning with agrave doubt about how much the
rationalist philosophers claimed we could know, concluded with a
theory which proposed grave doubts as to whether we could really
know anything, in the strict sense, at all. In turning away from
magnificent realms of perfect knowledge (e.g., those which Plato and
Descartes had conceived) and looking instead at the more familiar
world of ordinary experience for information as to what actually took
place, the empiricists found that only avery limited amount of
information was available through this source, and our assurance about
it would always be far less than perfect.

But at the same time, the empiricists could always insist that limited
as their picture of human knowledge might be, it at least could not be
accused of being fanciful. Plato’s world of ideas could not be pointed to,
or demonstrated, in the ordinary world of affairs. But the ingredients
and elements which the empiricists perceived were the actual features of
everyone’s experience. One might not be sure what it was an experience
of, or whether its properties would persist into the future, but at least the
items were open to everybody’s inspection.

Our information about our experience may never be more than
merely probable, but, the empiricist claims, this probable information
has been, and probably will always be, more important and useful to
mankind than all of the alleged certainties of the rationalists. For all
their claims of absolute certitude, the rationalists have not been able to
agree as to what it is that is so certain. Many of their claims have had to
be retracted. But, the empiricists maintain, the more tentative claims
made upon the limited basis of human sense experience and human
fallibilities, are more open to correction and development, and to the
test of further experience. As evidence for the empiricist’s viewpoint,
one can point to the fact that the area of the most obvious improvement
in human understanding over the last few centuries, has not been in our
grasp of the so-called ‘real’ world of Plato or Descartes, but in the
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empirical sciences. Fully realizing the limitations of such understand¬
ing, in terms of Hume’s analysis of our empirical knowledge, one can
still point out that even if such information is uncertain, dependent on
our senses and psychological habits, it is still the information that has
most affected human life. Those who have developed the extremely
complex picture of the physical world from the nuclear particles of the
atom, to the grand picture of the solar and stellar universes, from the
protein molecule to the latest medical and psychological theories about
the behaviour of human beings, have, by and large, not been seeking for
absolutely certain knowledge about the real world, but for uniformities
and regularities in the world of appearances. No matter how little faith
various rationalist philosophers may have had in the merits of sense
information, one cannot avoid being impressed, possibly even over-
impressed, with the achievements of empirical research in the last three
hundred yean.

Summary

We began this discussion by raising the question of what human beings
could know with certainly. In spite of our ordinary assurance, we found
that to some degree nearly everything we claim to know is open to
doubt. For this reason, philosophers have tried to develop atheory of
knowledge to account for the source, basis, and certainty of our
knowledge. Some philosophers -the rationalists -have tried to find a
completely certain foundation for our knowledge, in terms of certain
procedures of human reasoning. They sought for knowledge in the
strongest possible sense, i.e., information which under no circumstan¬
ces could be false. Usually, the rationalists found that such knowledge
could not be discovered in sense experience, but only in some mental
r e a l m .

As areaction against such rationalist theories, another approach to
the problem of knowledge was developed, that of the empiricists.
Beginning with John Locke, empiricists hoped to discover abasis for
our knowledge in sense experience. But from Locke to Berkeley to
Hume, they found that our sense experience yielded far less information
about the world than we might have hoped for. Hume indicated that a
thorough examination of what we in fact know from sense experience
would lead to amost depressing scepticism about the possibility of any
genuine knowledge. If we can believe Hume, it is only the curious
psychological make-up of human beings that leads to our views as to
what occurs around us. What we consider our knowledge is only a
manner of organizing the experience that is thrust upon us.

The devastating results of the English philosophical tradition in the
eighteenth century, especially the work of Berkeley and Hume, have
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inspired philosophers either to develop amore perfect form of
empirical theory of knowledge -as John Stuart Mill tried to do in the
nineteenth century and as modern positivists have tried to do in this
century -or to find some way of modifying, or circumventing, the
conclusions of Berkeley and Hume in order to work out some
compromise theory of knowledge, admitting the claims of the empiri¬
cists, yet trying to salvage some of the elements of the rationalistic
theory of knowledge. Beginning with the great German philosopher,
Immanuel Kant (who said that Hume awoke him from his dogmatic
slumbers), thinkers have attempted in many ways to construct atheory
of knowledge which would guarantee the certainty of some of what we
know, while at the same time accepting the force of Hume’s scepticism.

By and large, philosophers have found that when they try to account
for the assurance that ordinary mortals have in what they know, their
task is extremely difficult. The attempt to construct an adequate theory
of knowledge raises some of the most didicult problems that human
beings have had to cope with. Whether anyone has succeeded in settling
all these problems is still amatter in dispute. Possibly the trouble, as
Bertrand Russell once suggested, is that no one has succeeded in
developing atheory which is both credible and consistent. Some of the
more believable theories appear to contain grave inconsistencies, and
some of the most logical theories appear to be unbelievable.
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6

Logic

The definition of ‘logic’

As we have tried to demonstrate throughout this book, reflection is the
very stuff of which philosophy is made. Aperson who behaves
mechanically or habitually in everyday life is not aphilosopher; he/she
does not philosophize until he/she begins to reflect or speculate about
him/herself, about his/her place in the scheme of things, about
experiences and relations to others. For almost every type of such
reflection there is acorresponding branch of philosophy. For example,
when one thinks about the nature of his/her conduct, he/she is engaged
in ethical speculation; when one reflects on the nature of the universe,
he/she is involved in metaphysics. Logic may be defined as that branch
of philosophy which reflects upon the nature of thinking itself. It attempts
to answer such questions as: What is correct reasoning? What
distinguishes agood argument from abad one? Are there any methods
to detect fallacies in reasoning, and if so what are they? It can be seen
from these remarks that logic is perhaps the most fundamental branch of
philosophy. All branches of philosophy employ thinking; whether this
thinking is correct or not will depend upon whether it is in accord with the
laws of logic; hence the need for athorough grounding in logic.

In defining logic as the branch of philosophy which 1eals with the
nature of thinking, certain important qualifications must be made. We
have noi intended to imply that logic is abranch of psychology, or that
logic deals with all types of thinking. Logic differs from psychology in
that it does not deal with all types of thinking such as learning,
remembering, day-dreaming, supposing and so forth, but only with that
type of thinking called ‘reasoning’. Furthermore, while the psychologist
is concerned with the mental processes of the thinker, the logician’s
interest is in the reasoning itself; he/she is concerned not with why
people think in certain ways but with the formulation of rules that will
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enable us to test whether any particular piece of reasoning is coherent
and consistent, i.e., whether it is logical.

In order to illustrate how reasoning differs from other types of
thinking, such as remembering, or day-dreaming, it will be useful here
to discuss an actual example.

Suppose Ihave agreed to meet afriend one hour hence at aplace
which is three miles away. Upon reflection Iwonder whether 1can be
at the designated place in time for our appointment. Ihave only two
means of getting there, since Ido not own acar; either Imust walk or
Imust take abus. Now, as aresult of previous military service, Iknow
that Ican walk at amaximum average speed of two and ahalf miles per
hour. But since my destination is three miles away, and since 1must be
there in exactly one hour, 1cannot reach it in time by walking.
Therefore, if Iam to reach it on time, 1will have to do it by bus. The next
bus will pass my present location in fifteen minutes, and then will take
another thirty minutes to travel to the place where Iam to meet my
friend. Thus Iconclude that Ican keep my appointment by taking the
bus .

Let us consider this example in closer detail in order to show why it
is an instance of reasoning. To begin with, we have acertain problem:
can Iarrive at the place of my appointment within an hour, given the
means of transportation which are available? Ifirst raise the question of
whether 1can keep the appointment on time by walking. Idecide I
cannot, and the reasons why Icannot arc: the distance is three miles; 1
must be there in an hour; and Ican only walk at aspeed of two and a
half miles per hour. In giving these reasons, Iam .supplying evidence for
my conclusion that Icannot arrive there on time by walking. On the
other hand, in supplying the following reasons: Abus will pass in fifteen
minutes; it will take thirty minutes to arrive at the appointed place; and
the appointment is scheduled for an hour hence -Iam providing
evidence for the conclusion that 1can keep the appointment by taking
the bus.

What is characteristic of reasoning, as may be inferred from the word
itself, is that we produce reasons as evidence for acertain conclusion we
wish to establish. As the above example makes clear, reasoning is closely
connected with inferring. The reasons we provide allow us to infer acertain
conclusion. If true, they serve the function of providing evidence for the
truth of the conclusion. Now logic is the discipline which attempts to
distinguish had reasoning from good reasoning, or (what is equivalent)
good inferences from bad ones. It attempts to formulate rules which can
tell us whether the reasons we have given are ‘good’ reasons for
inferring the conclusion we wish to establish. Logic might be defined,
without too great distortion, as the science of ‘good reasons'.

It should be noted that the reasons we give in support of aconclusion
are always expressed in language. Because this is so, logic has sometimes
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been characterized as adiscipline which deals with the relations between
sentences, or propositions, as the logician prefers to call them, since he/she
is not concerned with interrogative or exclamatory sentences, but only
with those that make assertions. Inference is considered to be aprocess
which allows us to establish the truth of acertain proposition, called the
conclusion of an argument, from the truth of other propositions which
constitute the evidence for the conclusion. On this interpretation, one
might define logic as the branch of philosophy which attempts to
determine when agiven proposition or agroup of propositions permits us
correctly to infer some other proposition.

Deductive and inductive It^c

Philosophers have traditionally divided logic into two branches. These
are called ‘deductive logic’ and ‘inductive It^ic’ respectively. Both
branches are concerned with the rules for correct reasoning, or correct
‘argumentation’ as philosophers frequently say. Deductive logic deals
with reasoning which attempts to establish conclusive inferences. To say
that an inference is ‘conclusive’ means that if the reasons given are true,
then it will be impossible for the inference based upon these reasons to be
false. Such reasoning is called ‘valid’ reasoning. Deductive logic is thus
concerned with the rules for determining when an argument is valid.

Not all reasoning in daily life attempts to provide conclusive evidence
for the truth of agiven conclusion. Sometimes, by the very nature of the
case, conclusive evidence cannot be produced. But very often for
practical purposes we do not need conclusive evidence. We merely want
the evidence to show that the conclus ion we have arr ived at is wel l

founded, that it is more probable than some other conclusion we might
have reached. It is easy to imagine situations in which it is important to
make adecision even where conclusive information is not available. For
instance, if we are the judge in amurder trial, we may wish to know
whether aconclusion we have arrived at is reliably inferred from
whatever evidence we have on hand. Inductive logic deals with cases such
as these; it is not concerned with the rules for correct reasoning in the
sense of ‘valid’ or conclusive reasoning, but rather it is concerned with
the soundness of those inferences for which the evidence is not conclusive.
In particular, while deductive logic is concerned with inferences from
the general to the particular (i.e., from as.sertions about the whole of a
class of things to assertions about some of them), inductive logic is
concerned with inferences from the particular to the general, and the
inference of ageneral proposition from particular assertions can never
be conclusive. Perhaps an example or two will help make the distinction
somewhat c learer.

Suppose one wishes to establish the truth of the sentence, 'All
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Europeans are mortal’. He/she can do this in two difTerent ways: either
by deductive reasoning or by inductive reasoning. Let us illustrate the
former technique first. One may assert, as reasons in support of the
above sentence, that the following statements are true: (a) ‘All
Europeans are human beings,’ and {b) ‘All human beings are mortal.’
Now if both of these sentences are true, then it will be impossible for the
sentence, ‘All Europ>eans are mortal’ to be false. In short, the truth of
the sentences (a) and (i) provides conclusive evidence for the truth of
the sentence, ‘All Europeans are mortal.' Here we have an inference
from an assertion about all human beings to an assertion about some
human beings, i.e,, Europeans and this, therefore, is an example of the
use of deductive reasoning.

On the other hand, one may not believe that the sentence, ‘All human
beings are mortal’, is true. After all, one could know this with certainty
only after every human being had died -adifficult matter if one
includes him/herself among the class of humans. So, in order to
establish the truth of‘All Europeans are mortal,’ one may wish to adopt
adiflerent procedure. One may wish to use as evidence propositions
which are known to be true and to argue from the particular to the
general. He/she may say (a) ‘Every European bom before 1830 has
died.’ (i>) Europeans are still dying.’ The truth of (a) and (b) makes it
probable that ‘All Europ>eans are mortal’ is true; but unlike the reasons
provided in the deductive argument above, the truth of these reasons
does not make it certain that ̂ Europeans are mortal. It is still possible
that (a) and (b) may both be true, and yet that someone alive today or
who may be bom in the future, will be immortal. Hence, even though
our reasoning is sound, and even thou^ we have correctly inferred our
conclusion from the evidence we have, it is possible (although highly
improbable) that the conclusion may be found to be false at some future
time. Inductive logic is thus not concerned with valid inferences, but with
inferences which are probable, given as evidence the truth of certain
propositions, upon which they are based.

Inductive logic has one of its most important uses in connection with
science. The scientist employs deductive methods, and even intuitive
guesses, in order to investigate the world, but it is inductive logic which
is his/her most important tool. Some writers have in fact spoken of
‘scientific method’ and ‘inductive logic’ as if they were synonyms -a
mistake, but one which is not far from the truth. Let us describe some
of the major steps in scientific activity in order to show why inductive
logic is essential to scientific inquiry.

The most rudimentary stage of scientific investigation consists of the
description of individual happenings and occurrences. For example,
Galileo described the rate at which aparticular body accelerated when
he droppKd it. He then dropped other bodies and in each case measured
their rate of acceleration. Ifwc were to reconstruct his activity, we might
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say that he arrived at anumber of true individual statements describing
the rate at which particular bodies accelerated. He noticed, for instance,
that body Awhen dropped accelerated at arate of 32 feet per second per
second; body Bfell with the same acceleration, so did body C, and so
forth. Now from the truth of such individual or particular propositions
(i.e., propositions describing particular events) he inferred ageneral
truth of nature, sometimes called a‘law of nature'. He inferred that all
bodies when dropped will fall with an acceleration of 32 feet per second.
From thestandpoint of inductive logic, we might say that the individual
propositions provided him with sound reasons for inferring the general
conclusion that all bodies fall with acertain degree of acceleration.

Put most generally, we may say that inductive logic is atheory about
what reasons provide evidence for agiven conclusion's truth when the
reasons in question are not conclusive ones. In practice inductive logic
thus coincides with what has been called ‘probability theory’. Inductive
logic is concerned with the relation between the evidence and aconclusion
drawn from the evidence. The main question which such adiscipline is
concerned with is that which asks ‘When does the evidence make the
truth of the conclusion more probable than not?’ -or more exactly,
‘What is the probability that the conclusion is true, given the evidence
in question?’

Because of the highly intricate nature of probability theory and of
statistical analysis (which is based upon probability theory), in this
section we shall confine our discussion of logic to deductive logic. It
should be stressed before so doing, however, that logic in recent years
has been one of the most actively pursued studies in the whole area of
philosophy, and therefore, even our discussion of deductive logic alone
must be severely limited.

Deductive logic: the syllogism

In this section, we cannot study all types of deductive reasoning. In
order to introduce the reader to the study of deductive logic, we shall
therefore restrict our discussion to one of the most famous types of
deductive reasoning: the syllogism. Roughly, asyllogism may be defined
as an argument which contains two premises and aconclusion -but we
hasten to add that this is not an exact definition. Since the exact
definition can only be understood after some technical terms have been
defined, we shall postpone giving such adefinition. Let us now consider
some of these technical terms in order to begin adiscussion of the theory-
of the syllogism.
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Hie tenninology of logic

Every syllogism must be composed of three propositions -no more and no
less. The proposition which one is trying to prove or establish is called
the conclusion of the argument, while the other two propositions
provide reasons for asserting that the conclusion is true. These
propositions are called the premises of the argument. Consider the
following examples of asyllogism:

(a) All dogs are vertebrates.
(b) AH vertebrates are animals,
(c) All dogs are animals.

Propositions (c) and (f>) are the premises of this syllogistic argument,
while proposition (c) is its conclusion. It should be noticed that the
reasons in this case are conclusive, i.e., since they are true, it will be
impossible for the conclusion to be false. In such acase, we say that the
premises imply the conclusion, or equivalently, that the conclusion
follows from the premises. What has been called ‘the theory of the
syllogism' is the system of rules which enables us to tell when syllogistic
arguments are such that their premises imply the conclusion, and when
they do not. In short, by telling us which arguments are valid and which
are not, the theory of the syllogism provides us with atechnique for
distinguishing good from bad reasoning.

It should also be noticed that each of the propositions which make up
asyllogism contains four parts. For example, proposition (a) is
composed of four words, ‘all’, ‘dogs’, ‘are’ and ‘vertebrates’. Proposi¬
tion (b) is similarly composed of four parts, the words ‘all’, ‘vertebrates’,
‘are’ and ‘animals’. And likewise for proposition (c). Every syllogism
must be composed of propositions having these four elements; they
determine what is called the ‘standard form’ of asyllogistic sentence.
This form must be the following: The proposition must begin with what
is called aquantifier. The word ‘all’ plays the role of aquantifier in each
of the projvositions in the syllogism we have examined above. Secondly,
the propvosition must contain aword which is its subject. This is called
‘the subject term’. The word ‘dogs’ is the subject term of proposition (a).
Thirdly, the proposition must contain a‘pr̂ cate term’; in this case the
word ‘vertebrate’ is the predicate. And finally, it must contain aword
which connects or relates subject to predicate, and this word is called the
‘copula’. The word ‘are’ p>erforms this role in our sample syllogism
above. In short, asyllogism must contain exactly three propositions, all of
which are in standard form -i.e., they must have aquantiller, asubject
term, apredicate term, and acopula.

Aword of explanation about the use of these technical terms may
assist the reader. The subject term refers to that thing or entity about
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which we assert something. The predicate term designates that which is
asserted of the subject. The copula will always take some form of the verb
‘to be' -usually it will be either ‘are’ or ‘is’. The function of the quantifier
is to indicate the extent to which we refer to the members denoted by the
subject term. The usual words which are employed are ‘all’, ‘some’,
‘none’, ‘no’, or ‘nothing’.

Throughout this section, in order to assist readers, we shall provide
exercises which will serve as acheck on their understanding of the
subject matter. The answers to the exercises will be found at the end of
this chapter. See pages 320-325.

Exercise 1

Identify the subject term, predicate term, copula and quantifiers (if
any);

1Some mad dogs are happily married.
2Al l bats are members o f the c lass o f rodents .
3 J a m e s i s w i c k e d .
4 H o r s e s a r e m a n ’ s b e s t f r i e n d .

5Some tables are not mahogany.
6Nothing green is in the room.

Affirmative and negative propositions

In part depending upon the purpose for which they are used, and in part
depending upon their grammatical structure, the sentences of the
English language may be divided into various classes. Let us begin with
aclassification of these sentences which depends upon their grammat¬
ical form. We can thus distinguish (a) declarative or indicative sentences,
(b) interrogative sentences, (c) imperative sentences and {d) optative
sentences, from one another. If we turn to the uses of these sentences we
can distinguish (a) assertions, (h) questions, (c) commands and (</) wishes
from each other. Since it would take us too far astray to attempt to
define the above uses of language precisely, or to attempt to delineate
the grammatical structure of such sentences exactly, we shall here
characterize them roughly. The point of these remarks is that, as we
have already mentioned, logic deals only with declarative sentences, i.e.,
with those types of sentence which are used for the purpose of making
assert ions.

The reason why logic does not deal with all of the types of sentence
above is that only declarative sentences, which are used to make assertions
about the worJ'J, can be either true or false. An interrogative sentence is
used to ask aquestion. If 1say ‘Is the door open?’, Iam not making any
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claim about the door. Iam not asserting or stating that it is open. As a
result, what Isay cannot be either true or false. For asentence to be
either true or false it must make some claim about the world. It must
assert that something is the case. For instance, if Isay ‘There are twelve
cars in the garage’, Iam making aclaim about the number of cars in the
garage. My sentence is thus either true or false. It is true if and only if
there are twelve cars in the garage; otherwise it is false (i.e., either if there
are less than or more than twelve cars in the garage). Similarly, an
imperative sentence is generally used for the purpose of issuing a
command. If Isay ‘Right face!’ this utterance is neither true nor false.
1am not making an assertion such as ‘He always obeys my commands’,
but rather Iam issuing acommand. Acommand may either be followed
or not followed; but whether it is followed or not, we do not say that a
command is true or false, since it makes no declaration about the
entities in the world. An optative sentence is asentence used for the
purpose of expressing awish. If Isay ‘Oh, would Iwere king!’ Iam
again not making astatement such as ‘I am king’. Iam merely
expressing the hope that 1might become king, and this is different from
asserting that Iam or that Iwill be king.

Logic thus deals only with declarative sentences, i.e., sentences used
for the purpose of making some claim or assertion about the world.
This is why the logician prefers to use the term ‘proposition’, to
distinguish such sentences from those he/she is not concerned with. In
the case of arguments of asyllogistic type, such declarative sentences or
propositions must always be of the subject-predicate form. They must
always be such that the predicate asserts something of the subject. Thus
if Isay ‘The table is brown’, Iam asserting that the colour ‘brown’
belongs to the thing called ‘the table’. Or again, if Isay ‘All cats are
mammals', Iam asserting that the property of being mammalian
belongs to each and every cat.

The reason why logic deals only with declarative sentences is clear if
one reflects upon the remarks we made earlier about the nature of logic.
We pointed out that logic deals with correct reasoning. Correctness of
reasoning is closely connected with truth and falsity, although it is not
to be identified with them. The connection is this: when me reasons
correctly, if the premises of his/her argiunoit are true, it will be impossible
for the conclusion to be false. Since other types of sentence are not
capable of being either true or false, it would be impossible to define
correct reasoning in relation to the truth of such sentences; and this is
why logic restricts itself to those sentences which are used to make
assert ions.

Declarative or assertive sentences or propositions may be further
divided into those in which the predicate affirms something of the
subject, and into those in which the predicate denies something of the
subject. We call the former ‘aflirmative’ and the latter ‘negative’. An
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example of an affirmative proposition is: ‘All lions are ferocious'. The
presence of aword like‘no’ or‘none’or‘not’or‘nothing’ indicates that
the proposition is negative, as in ‘No teachers are wealthy’, or ‘Some
teachers are not wealthy’, and so on.

When we describe aproposition as ‘affirmative’ or ‘negative’ we are
speaking of the ‘quality’ of the proposition. We shall see in the next
section that quality must be distinguished from the 'quantity' of a
proposition.

Sometimes it is difficult to determine whether aproposition is
affirmative or negative. The two propositions ‘Some Moslems are non¬
drinkers’, and ‘Some Moslems are not drinkers', are equivalent in
meaning; they both say that part of the class of Moslems is excluded
from the class of those who drink. But the former is affirmative. It
asserts that some Moslems belong to the class of non-drinkers; while the
latter is negative: it denies that some Moslems belong to the class of
drinkers. In the first case the word ‘non’ modifies the predicate; in the
second case, the word ‘not’ modifies the copula. Thus, from the fact that
an adjective or noun is modified by such aword as ‘non’ we cannot
always infer that the proposition in question is negative. What
determines aproposition to be negative is whether the word ‘not’ or ‘no’
modifies the copula. When it does, it is negative. Thus, such a
proposition as ‘No dogs are feline’ is negative because it denies that
feline qualities can be asserted to dogs.

Exercise 2

Determine whether the following propositions are affirmative or
negative.

James is very unhappy.
Lions are not untrustworthy.
She was not disinclined to come.
None but the lonely heart is filled with sadness.
Nothing tried, nothing gained.
He has been unwel l for months now.

Some philosophers are intuitive.
No non-addicts can understand the problem.
A l l non -S a re non -P.

All except women may attend.

1

2
3
4

5
6
7
8
9

1 0

Universal, particular and singular propositions

We have just pointed out that declarative sentences may be classified as
either negative or affirmative. Such aclassification is referred to by
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logicians as one of ‘qualiiy’. But there is another important classifica¬
tion of such sentences -into those which are ‘universal’, or ‘particular’
or ‘singular’. This distinction is termed one of ‘quantity’.

Whether aproposition is universal, particular or singular depends
upon whether we are speaking about all of the entities referred to by the
subject term, about some of them only, or about asingle individual. If
Isay ‘All film stars are wealthy’, 1am uttering asentence whose subject
term refers to each and every film star. This is why we say such a
sentence is ‘universal’ in scope. On the other hand, if Iqualify my
remarks by saying that ‘Some film stars are wealthy’, Iam not
necessarily referring to each and every film star. Iam referring to a
certain set or group of them -this is why we term such aproposition as
‘particular’. On the other hand, if 1say ‘Paul Newman is wealthy’, Iam
referring to one and only one person, and thus my judgment is said to
be ‘singular’.

In the theory of the syllogism, for purposes which we shall explain
immediately, singular propositions are always interpreted as ‘universal’
ones. This achieves considerable theoretical simplification, since it
reduces the number of classifications of sentences according to their
‘quantity’ to two: those which are universal and those which are
particular. Singular propositions are regarded as universal ones for two
reasons. First, because in such aproposition as ‘Paul Newman is
wealthy’, we are referring to all of Mr Newman, not merely to apart of
him. This being characteristic of universal propositions, as well, it is
natural to designate singular propositions as ‘universal’. Secondly,
singular propositions are regarded as universal for another reason.
Syllogistic logic deals with the relations between classes of things. When
Isay that ‘All men are mortal’, the terms ‘men’ and ‘mortal’ refer to
classes of entities -the class of men and the class of mortals. On the class
interpretation of the proposition, Iam asserting that the class of men is
included within the class of mortals. Iam thus specifying arelation
between the two classes, the relation of ‘being included within’. On the
other hand, when 1say ‘Jack is an American’, Iam ordinarily
suggesting that Jack is acitizen of the United States, or more accurately,
amember of acertain group. The relation ofbeing amember of aclass
is different from the relation of one class being included within another.
Syllogistic logic would become much more complicated if it had to
distinguish between such relations. In order, therefore, to deal with
singular propositions, this sort of logical system interprets singular
propositions as universal ones. Such aproposition as ‘Jack is an
American’, can be interpreted as saying that aclass containing only one
member, namely Jack, is included within the class of Americans.

When the subject class has no quantifier as in ‘Tenors love spaghetti’,
we are uncertain sometimes whether the proposition is to be interpreted
as being universal or particular. The rule in such cases is that ‘all’ is
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intended, unless ‘some’ is clearly indicated. Hence, ‘Tenors love spagh¬
etti’ is to be interpreted as ‘All tenors love spaghetti'. On the other hand,
such aproposition as 'Men have climbed Mi Everest’, is to be
interpreted to mean ‘Some men have climbed Mt Everest’, rather than
‘Al l men have c l imbed Mt Everest ’ .

Exercise 3

Determine whether the following propositions are universal or
particular:

F ish a re mammals .

Some dragons are fierce.
This table is brown.

That system is useless.
They are crazy.
Hard-working students are successful.
Albert Einstein was agenius.
Those tins seem heavy.
That bottle of aspirin is not full.
No human beings are infallible.
Some cats are not wise.
Men have c l imbed Mt Everest .

All policemen are not cruel.
All golfers are wealthy.
Some babies are small.

1

2
3
4

5
6
7
8
9

10
I I

12
13
1 4

15

The four standard propositions of logic

According to the logical system we are now considering, every
declarative sentence will be either universal or particular, and either
afTirmative or negative. All syllogistic reasoning or argumentation will
thus involve the use of these types of proposition. If we combine them
in various ways, we can see that there are four and only four possible
types of proposition dealt with by logic. It is assumed by logicians that
much of the discourse in anatural language, such as English, can be
translated into one or another of the four propositions of syllogistic
logic. It is thus assumed that the type of logic we arc considering is
capable of dealing with numerous cases of reasoning which one might
encounter in his everyday activities. The four types of proposition are:

(a) Those which are universal and affirmative.
{b) Those which are universal and negative,
(c) Those which are particular and affirmative.
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(d) Those which are particular and negative.

(It will be recalled that singular propositions are interpreted as
universal ones in this schema.)

Traditionally, logicians have given names to each type of proposition
for purposes of convenience in discussing them. The names are the
vowels, ‘A’, ‘E’, ‘r and ‘O’. Thus, universal-afrirmative propositions are
called ‘A’ propositions (the name being derived from the initial letter of
the Latin word affirmo, meaning ‘I assert’); universal-negative proposi¬
tions are termed ‘E’ propositions (from the initial vowel in nego, Tdeny’);
particular-affirmative propositions are designated by the letter ‘I’ from
the second vowel of qffirmo', while particular-negative propositions are
denoted by the letter ‘O’ from the last vowel in nego. The affirmative
forms are Aand I; the negative forms Eand O; the universal forms are A
and E; the particular are Iand O.

Exercise 4

Determine whether the following propositions are to be designated as
A, E, I, O, and also determine their quantity and quality, i.e., whether
they are universal and affirmative, etc.

1No Americans are explorers.
2All doctors are interest^ in medicine.
3Some lawyers are golfers.
4Mohammed Ali is no longer heavyweight champion.
5Martin Luther King was achampion of freedom.
6Some conductors are non-luminous.
7All football players are excluded from the class of authors.
8Some tennis players are not authors.
9That paper was well read.

10 Each and every lion is ferocious.

The distr ibut ion of terms

As we shall show later, it is possible to develop aset of rules which
enable the student, in avery simple way, to determine whether a
syllogistic argument is valid or invalid. One of the basic notions
involved in the statement of such rules is the notion of ‘distribution’. It
is very important therefore, to understand the following section if the
student wishes to be able correctly to apply the rules we shall develop
later.

Distribution is avery simple idea. We say that aterm is distributed
when the term refers to ail the members of (he class denoted by (he term.
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^orexample, if Isay‘All Englishmen are insane’, the term ‘Englishmen’
IS distributed because Ihave referred to all Englishmen. On the other
hand, if Isay ‘Some Englishmen are wise’, the term ‘Englishmen’ is not
distributed since Iam referring only to part of the class of Englishmen.
Let us now see how all the A, E, 1,0 propositions distribute their terms.
Since each of these propositions contains two terms, asubject term and
apredicate terra, we shall have to determine for each type of
proposition whether one or none of its terms is distributed, or whether
both are.

Distributi<n of the terms in the ‘A’ proposition

In an ‘A’ proposition (i.e., auniversal proposition such as ‘All lions are
carnivorous’), the subject term is obviously distributed since we are
referring to all lions. But the predicate term is not distributed. Wc are
not referring to all carnivorous things when we say that ‘All lions are
carnivorous’. We are merely saying that the class of lions is included in
the class of carnivorous things; but we are not speaking about alt
carnivorous things and hence the predicate term is not distributed. This
can be seen if we were to reverse the subject and predicate terms in atrue
'A' proposition. If Isay ‘All lions are carnivorous’, the proposition is
true; but, on the other hand, if 1say ‘All carnivorous things are lions’,
the proposition is false. This shows us that we were not referring to all
carnivores in the proposition ‘All lions are carnivorous’. For this
reason, as we have said, the predicate term is not distributed.

Distribution of terms in the ‘E’ proposition

Both the subject and predicate terms are distributed in the ‘E’
proposition (a universal-negative proposition, e.g., ‘No dwarfs are
blonde’). Here we are saying that the class of dwarfs is entirely excluded
from the class of blondes. We are thus referring to all dwarfs and to all
blondes and are saying that both classes are disjoint.

Distribution of terms in the ‘F proposition

Both the subject and predicate are undistributed in the ‘1’ proposition
(i.e., aparticular-affirmative proposition: ‘Some birds are black’). Here
we are asserting that the class of birds and the class of black things have
acommon member. But we are not speaking about a//birds and about
all black things, but only about some in each class. Hence both subject
and predicate are undistributed.
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Distribution of terms in the ‘O' proposition

In the ‘O’ proposition (i.c., aparticular-negative proposition: ‘Some
paths are not steep’), we find the subject term to be undistributed and
the predicate term to be distributed. It is easy to see that the subject term
is undistributed, since it refers merely to part of aclass; but why is the
predicate term distributed? This is because we are saying that some
paths are excluded from the entire class of steep things. In short, we are
speaking about the whole class of steep things and thus the predicate
term is distributed.

We may summarize our results as foLows:
Both universal propositions distribute their subject terms, but the A

proposition docs not distribute its predicate; although the Eproposi¬
tion does. Both particular propositions do not distribute their subject
terms, and the Idoes not distribute its predicate, although the Edoes.
The following diagram may help to make this somewhat easier to
u n d e r s t a n d :

Distribution of terms in A, E, I, Opropositions
Subject term

D i s t r i b .
D i s t r i b .
U n d i s t .
U n d i s t .

Type of proposition Predicate term
A U n d i s t .

D i s t r i b .
U n d i s t .
D i s t r i b .

E
I

O

Exercise 5

Indicate which terms arc distributed and which are undistributed in the
following examples;

1All Americans are good swimmers.
2No conductors are overpaid.
3Some swans are not black.
4 S o m e s w a n s a r e b e a u t i f u l .
5 J a n e i s a m o d e l .
6All lowans are non-farmers.
7Some Nevadans are not farmers.

Middle, major and minor terms

In order to comprehend the rules for determining when asyllogism is
valid, one must understand three pieces of logical terminology; (a) the
distinction between affirmative and negative propositions, (b) the
meaning of the term ‘distribution’ and (c) what is meant by the ‘middle
term’, ‘major term’ and ‘minor term’ of an argument. We have already,
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in the preceding sections, discussed (fl) and (fe). We shall therefore now
proceed to explain (c) -i.e., what is meant by ‘middle term', ‘minor term’,
and ‘major term’. After that we shall be in aposition to lay down the
rules for assessing the validity or invalidity of asyllogistic argument.

As we explained near the beginning of this chapter, asyllogism can
roughly be characterized as an argument containing two premises and
aconclusion. We are now prepared to make this characterization more
exact, and in so doing, we shall also be explaining what such terms as
‘minor term’, ‘major term’ and ‘middle term’ mean. Since asyllogism
contains two premises and aconclusion, it is composed of three
propositions of the subject-predicate form. It thus contains six terms,
i.e., three subject terms, three predicate terms. Consider the following
syllogism as an example;

All idiots are happy.
All football players are idiots.
Therefore, all football players are happy

It will be noticed that there are three different terms among the six terms
which occur in the three propositions making up the argument. Each of
the three different terms (i.e., ‘idiots’, ‘happy’, ‘football players’) occurs
twice. Now by the ‘middle term’ we mean the term which appears in both
premises. Hie middle term does not appear in the conclusion since each
term is used twice and only twice. In the foregoing example the word
‘idiots’ is the middle term, since it occurs in both premises. By the ‘major
term’ we mean the term which occurs as the predicate of the conclusion.
The major term is also found in the first premise of our sample
argument. In the example above, the word ‘happy’ is the major term.
The phrase ‘major term’ is applied to the predicate of the conclusion since
it is the term designating the class with the largest extension. In the
argument above we are saying that the class of football players is
included in the class of idiots; the class of idiots is included in the class
of happy people; hence the class of football players is included in the
class of happy people. The word ‘happy’ thus refers to the largest class,
and this is why the predicate of the conclusion is called the ‘major term’.
The subject of the conclusion, on the other hand, is called the ‘minor term'.
The minor term also occurs, it will be noticed, once in the premises, as
well as being the subject of the conclusion. In the example we have
selected, the term ‘football players’ is the minor term.

As afurther matter of terminology, we should mention that the major
premise is that premise which contains the major term, while the minor
premise contains the minor terms. Each premise, of course, contains the
middle term.

It is frequently convenient for purposes of exposition to let certain
letters stand for the corresponding terms. Traditionally, logicians have
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designated the letter ‘M’ to stand for the middle term, ‘S’ for the minor
term and ‘P’ for the major term. Our argument could thus be
symbolized, using the above letters as follows:

All idiots are happy.
( A l l M a r e P )
All football players are idiots,

a r e M )
Therefore, All football players are happy,

a r e P )
The form of the argument put symbolically is:

A l l M a r e P
A l l S a r e M

Therefore, All Sare P

(All S

A l l S

Exercise 6

Identify the middle, major and minor terms of the following syllogisms.
Also, designate the premises as major and minor:

1All men are fall ible.
I a m a m a n .
Therefore, Iam fallible.

2Some politicians are ignoble.
No one who is ignoble is wise.
Some politicians are not wise.

3All singers are temperamental.
No lorry drivers are temperamental.
No singers are lorry drivers.

4 A l l s i s M .
N o M i s P.
No S i s P.

Rules for determining validity and Invalidity

We are now ready to state and discuss the rules for determining when
asyllogistic argument is valid or invalid. It will be understood, of
course, that no argument can be both invalid and valid. If it is valid then
it cannot be invalid, and conversely. The rules we are about to lay down
are such that if one cannot prove by them that an argument is invalid,
then he can assume that the argument is valid. In short, if asyllogistic
argument does not violate any of the five rules we are about to give, it is
avalid syllogism. If it violates any of the rules, then it is invalid.
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These rules can be divided into two sets: those which refer to the
quantity of aproposition (i.e., rules of distribution) and those which refer
to the quality of aproposition (i.e,, whether it is affirmative or negative).

Rules of quantity
Rule !The middle term must be distributed at least once.
Rule 2If aterm is not distributed in the premises, it must not be

distributed in the conclusion.

Rules of quality
Rule 3No conclusion can follow from two negative premises.
Rule 4If either premise is negative, the conclusion must be negative.
Rule 5Anegative conclusion cannot follow from two affirmative

premises.

Before discussing each of the above rules, it is important to mention
to the reader that the above rules apply only to syllogistic arguments.
Therefore, before applying the rules to an argument one must first
check to make sure that the argument is of the syllogistic form or can be
expressed in syllogistic form (i.e., it must have two premises and a
conclusion, three and only three terms, each of which is employed twice
in the argument, and finally the middle term must appear in both
premises). If an argument satisfies the above conditions, then one can
apply the five rules we have stated in order to determine whether such
reasoning is valid or invalid.

We turn now to adetailed discussion of the rules.

Rule 1The middle term must be distributed at least once

The following syllogism violates the rule;

All men are human beings.
All women are human beings.
Therefore, all women are men.

The middle term in the above argument is “human beings’- Since it is the
predicate term in both premises, and since both premises are A
propositions, neither premise distributes its predicate. Thus, the middle
term is undistributed. The error or fallacy in the argument is this; even
though it is true that all men are human beings and that all women arc
human beings, it does not follow that they cannot both belong to the
same class, i.e., human beings, and yet be difTereni from each other,
since at no stage does the syllogism assert that either men or women
constitute the whole class of human beings. In short, the two premises are



Log ic 297

not connected by the middle term. This fallacy is called ‘the fallacy of theundistributed middle'.

At this point, it is necessary to mention explicitly adistinction we
hinted at earlier. It is very important to distinguish between the validity
of an argument, and the truth or falsity of the premises and conclusion of
the argument. It is possible for the premises of an argument to be true
(as in the above example) and yet for the argument to be invalid. Or
again, all the premises of an argument may be false, and yet the
argument may be valid. VaLdity depends upon how one reasons. To say
that reasoning is valid is not to say that the premises one employs are
true. It is to say that if they are true, and if one’s reasoning is valid, it wiU
be impossible for the conclusion to be false. The following examples will
illustrate the distinction between validity and truth:

1is greater than 2, and
2is greater than 3,

Then 1is greater than 3.

It will be noted that both premises and the conclusion are false; yet
the argument is valid; for if the premises were true, it would be
impossible for the conclusion to be false, as can be seen from the
following example:

3is greater than 2, and
2is greater than 1,

Then 3is greater than 1.

On the other hand, it is important for the reader also to realize that
simply because an argument has true premises and even atrue
conclusion, it may not embody valid reasoning.

We cite here an example of an argument violating rule 1in which
both premises and the conclusion are true. But since the argument does
not distribute its middle term, it is invalid:

All Texans are mortal.
Al l Americans are mortal .
Therefore, all Texans are Americans.

I f
I f

I f
I f

Rule 2If aterm is not distributed in the premises, it must not be
distributed in the conclusion

The following syllogism violates this rule:

All cats are mammals.
No dogs are cats.
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Therefore, no dogs are mammals.

The fallacy involved in the violation of this rule is sometimes called
‘illicit process', or ‘illicit distribution’. It should be noted that the term
‘mammals' is distributed in the conclusion, but not in the major
premise. This is because the major premise is an Aproposition and does
not distribute its predicate; but the conclusion is an Eproposition which
does. The error of ‘illicit process’ is one in which the conclusion attempts

information than is contained in the premises. Theto give us more
premises do not tell us about all mammals; but the conclusion does. The
argument would be valid if and only if we could infer that all mammals
are cats; but this statement goes beyond our information which is
merely that all cats are mammals.

Rule 3No conclusion can follow from two negative premises

The following syllogism violates this rule:

No dogs are cold-blooded.
No cold-blooded things arc capable of barking.
Therefore, no dogs arc capable of barking.

When we have two negative premises, we fail to establish any connection
between the terms of the argument. For example, in order to show that
no dogs are capable of barking, we have to show that dogs belong to the
class of cold-blooded things; but this would be to assert an affirmative
premise, i.e., All dogs are cold-blooded -which contradicts the
information given us in the premises. Hence, no conclusion follows.

Rule 4If either premise is negative, the conclusion must be negative
The following syllogism violates this rule:

All head-hunters are primitives.
Some Australians are not primitives.
Therefore, some Australians are head-hunters.

It should be noted that the above argument satisfies all the other rules
have discussed. The middle term isdistributcd.no term is distributed

in the conclusion which is not distributed in the premises, and at least
premise is affirmative. Nevertheless, the argument is invalid, since

the premises are true and the conclusion is false. The fallacy consists in
inferring that because some Australians are excluded from acertain
group, some must belong to the group. This does not follow, since even
though we only assert that some are excluded from agroup, all may be.

w e

o n e
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Rule 5Anegative conclusion does not follow from two afiimiative
premises

The following syllogism violates this rule:

All men are mortals.
All mortals are fallible.
Therefore, some fallible things are not men.

Again this syllogism satisfies the previous rules. It distributes the
middle term 'mortals’, and it does not contain adistributed term in the
conclusion which is undistributed in the premises. Likewise, it violates
neither of the two rules of quality we have just discussed. But again it
commiU afallacy, since we go beyond the information givai us when we
infer that some fallible things are not men. We know, on the basis of the
two premises, that all men are fallible. But we cannot conclusively infer
either that there are some fallible things which are not men, or that there
are not some fallible things which are not m e n .

Exercise 7

Detennine whether the following syllogisms are valid or invalid. If
invalid, state the fallacy they commit.

1 All accountants are tennis players.
All youngsters are tennis players.
All accountants are youngsters.
All plants are substances.
All animals are substances.
All plants are animals.
All poets have creative imagination.
No poets are good business people.
No good business people have creative imagination.
Some modem poetry is interesting.
Everything interesting has value.
Nothing which has value is worthless.
Some modem poetry is not worthless.
All Buddhists arc vegetarians.
George Bernard Shaw is avegetarian.
George Bernard Shaw is aBuddhist.
Some Moslems are non-drinkers.
All Arabs are Moslems.
Some Arabs are Moslems.
Some Arabs are non-drinkers.

2

3

4

5

6
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All footballers are well paid.
Some teachers of philosophy are not footballers.
Some teachers of philosophy are not well paid.
Some bus riders are alcoholics.
Some train riders are not alcoholics.
Some bus riders are train riders.
No Russians are democrats.
Some democrats are not fascists.
Some Russians are not fascisis.
Some teeth are not white.
All white things are beautiful.
Some beautiful things are not teeth.

7

8

9

10

Translating ordinary into logical sentences

We have presented the formal theory of the syllogism. In terms of the
five rules given, every syllogistic argument can be shown to be either
valid or invalid. It is easy to apply these rules once discourse has been
put into the standard A. E, I, Opropositions of logic, but there is
difficulty in applying the rules directly to examples of reasoning in
everyday life. Generally, such reasoning does not take place in
propositions having neat logical forms of the sort we have discussed.
Logicians are thus faced with the problem of translating ordinary
English into the standard, and somewhat artificial, propositions of logic
-since it is only when sentences are in such standard form that
arguments containing them can be determined to be valid or invalid by
the methods we have outlined above.

In this section, therefore, we shall give some rules for translating
irregular sentences of ordinary discourse into the standard A, E, I, O
propositions of formal logic.

Rule a: Clearly identify the subject and predicate of the English sentence
Consider the following: ‘Seldom have sailors had such acclaim’. The
subject here is not ‘seldom’ but ‘sailors’. The sentence should be
transformed to read: ‘Sailors have seldom had such acclaim’, or if we
introduce the appropriate part of the verb ‘to be’ as copula, ‘Sailors arc
persons who have seldom had such acclaim’. Another example is; ‘All
take great risks who put their eggs into one basket’. This again should
be rendered so that the subject and predicate are clearly indentifiablc.
When we do this, the sentence will read:

!All persons who put their eggs in one basket are persons who take great
n s k s ’ .



Logic 301

Rule b; Supply the missing quantifier

When no quantifier is present, supply the missing quantifier. Unless it
is clear from the context that ‘some’ is intended, the rule is that ‘all’ is
meant. Thus, in aproposition such as ‘Psychotics are dangerous’, one
should add the word ‘all’. This will put the proposition into standard
logical form, e.g., ‘All psychotics are dangerous’. In such aproprasition
as ‘Americans are great sprinters', however, ‘some’ is intended, not ‘all’.
The revised proposition should read ‘Some Americans are great
sprinters’, unless, of course, we mean by it ‘All American sprinters
great sprinters’.

Further examples of such revisions follow:

(<i) ‘Dogs bark’, should be rendered as ‘All dogs bark’.
(6) ‘Cats are carnivorous', should be rendered as ‘All cats are

c a r n i v o r o u s ’ ,

(c) ‘Germans suffer from Buerger’s disease’, should be translated
‘Some Germans suffer from Buerger’s disease’.

a r c

a s

Rule c: Add the missing complement

Since the terms of logic designate classes, it is sometimes necessary to
add what is called a‘complement’ to an adjective or to adescribing
phrase to show that they refer to classes. For example, if Isay ‘Some
lions are docile’, since we cannot point to ‘a docile’, strictly speaking
must say ‘docile creatures’, or ‘docile animals’. Consider the following
examples;

(a) ‘Communists are losing ground’, should be rendered as ‘Commu¬
nists are persons who are losing ground’,

(ft) ‘The foolhardy are losers in the end’. This should be rendered as ‘All
foolhardy persons are losers in the end’.

w e

Rule d: Supply the missing copula
In propositions such as ‘Dogs bark’, or ‘Some ancients believed in
devils’, the copula (i.e., the word ‘are’ or ‘is’) is missing. These
propositions should be rendered as ‘All dogs are barking animals’, and
‘Some ancient peoples are people who believed in devils’.

Rule e; Exclusive sentences

Some sentences begin with words such as ‘only’ or ‘none but’. For
example, if 1say‘Only men are priests’, or‘None but non-smokers need
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apply', these sentences are not in standard form. It is important in such
cases that we reflect upon the meanings of these sentences before
putting them into standard logical form. For example, ‘Only men are
priests’, surely does not mean that ‘All men are priests’. Rather it means
that ‘All priests are men'. The rule therefore with regard to such
sentences is: drop the word ‘only’ or ‘none but’, and add ‘all’ as a
quantifier; then reverse the order of subject and predicate. Thus, in
order to transform such sentences into standard form, two steps arc
required: (a) Drop the words ‘only’ or ‘none but’ and replace them by ‘all’.
(b) Interchange subject and predicate terms.

Example: ‘None but adults are admitted’, is equivalent in meaning to
‘All those persons admitted are adults’.

Rule f: Negative sentences

To begin with, such words as ‘nothing’, ‘none’ or ‘no one’ are to be
treated by replacing them with the quantifier, ‘no’. Thus, such a
sentence as ‘None of the damned is happy’, is to be rendered as a
standard proposition as follows: ‘No person who is damned is ahappy
person’. Or again, such asentence as ‘Nothing human frightens me’,
will require the following steps in order to transform it into astandard
proposition;

IThe quantifier becomes‘no’.
2Subject is ‘human being’.
3Add the copula.
4Complement the predicate.

The result of these operations is aproposition in standard form: ‘No
human beings are things which frighten me’.

Secondly, it should be noted that propositions of the form ‘All... are
not’, are frequently ambiguous. It is not clear sometimes whether they
should be interpreted as an Oproposition or as an Eproposition. The
rule is that we should interpret them in every case as an Oproposition,
unless an Eis clearly intended. Thus if 1say ‘All Germans are not
Christian Democrats’, 1do not mean that ‘No Germans are Christian
Democrats’, but rather ‘Some Germans are not Christian Democrats,
which is, of course, an Oproposition.

Rule g: Exceptive sentences

Sentences which contain the word ‘except’ cannot be exactly translated
into any one of the A, E, I, Opropositions. For instance, if 1say;
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'Everyone except women may attend’, Imean something which is
expressed by the following two propositions;

1All who are not women may attend (and)
2No women may attend

The first proposition is an Aproposition, and the second is an E
proposition. Since asyllogism can contain only three propositions, if we
were to allow boih propositions as being the translation of the exceptive
sentence, arguments in syllogistic form would no longer be syllogisms
since they would contain more than three propositions. Hence the rule
is that either the Aproposition or the Eproposition may be used, but not
both. Any argument which contains an exceptive sentence and which is
valid will remain valid if the exceptive sentence is interpreted either as an
Aproposition or as an Eproposition.

Rule h; Sentences containing 'anyone', 'anything', 'whoever',
‘the’, ‘if... then’, ‘whatever’

Consider the following sentences:

1Anyone who comes must participate.
2Anything which comes must participate.
3Whoever comes must participate.
4Whatever comes must participate.
5Everyone who comes must participate.
6If anyone comes he must participate.
7The person who comes must participate.

Sentences containing the above terms can all be translated into A
propositions, e.g., 'Aii who come must participate’, or‘All persons who
come must participate’, and so on.

Rule i: Sentences containing ‘someone’, ‘something’, ‘there is’,
or ‘there are’

Consider the following;

1Someone opened the door.
2Something opened the door.
3There are things which opened the door.
4There is something which opened the door.

All such sentences are to be translated into Ipropositions, e.g.,‘Some
persons are persons who opened the door’.
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The reader should study the above rules carefully, since by following
them he will be able to translate sentences of ordinary discourse into
propositions of standard logical form. Once this is accomplished, it is
simple to determine whether arguments containing such propositions
are valid or invalid. The above list of rules, it should be mentioned, is
not complete: and thus the reader who examines abody of discourse
taken from literature or the daily newspaper, will frequently have to
exercise his/her ingenuity in order to transform irregular sentences into
the standard position of logic.

Exercise 8

Put the following into standard logical form.

Ships are beautiful.
Joan i s ab londe .
The wha le i s amamma l .

Whoever is achild is silly.
Snakes coi l .

None but golfers appreciate the game.
Only indicative sentences make assertions.
Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
All but the brave die many deaths.
Al l swans are not white.

I

2
3
4
5
6
7

8
9

1 0

Equivalent sentences

There is one further logical technique which we must consider before
concluding the formal theory of the syllogism. This is atechnique
which, like the foregoing discussion, enables us to put reasoning which
is not in syllogistic form, into such aform that its validity can be
assessed. The purpose of the technique is to transform certain
propositions into other propositions which are equivalent in meaning,
but which may have adifferent logical form -with the advantage that an
argument which may not be in strict syllogistic form can be transformed
into asyllogism by the use of these techniques. Perhaps this can be
explained more clearly by an example. Consider the following:

No unwise people are trustworthy.
All wise people are unaggressive.
No trustworthy people are aggressive.

This argument clearly seems to be valid, but we cannot test it by the
rules we have formulated above, since it contains more than three
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terms. In fact, it seems to contain five terms, ‘unwise people’,
‘trustworthy people’, ‘wise people’, ‘unaggressive people’, and
‘aggressive people’. But the second premise means the same thing as ‘All
aggressive people are unwise’. Consequently if we substitute this latter
proposition for the original proposition we get the following argument:

No unwise people are trustworthy.
All aggressive people are unwise.
No trustworthy people are aggressive.

The argument now contains three and only three terms, and hence is
asyllogism. We can now test it with our five rules, and can thus
ascertain that the argument is valid.

The techniques which allow us to transform agiven proposition into
an equivalent one are called obversion, conversion and contraposition.
Let us turn to an examination of these techniques now, beginning with
o b v e r s i o n .

O b v e r s i o n

In obverting agiven proposition we do two things:

(fl) We change the quality (but not the quantity) of the proposition.
That is, if it is negative, we make it aflirmative; and if affirmative, we
make it negative.
We then negate the predicate.{b)

Example: ‘No marines are unreliable.’
First we change the quality. Thus the proposition becomes:

‘A l l mar ines are unre l iab le . ’
Then we negate the predicate:

‘A l l mar ines are not unre l iab le . ’

The proposition ‘All marines are not unreliable’ is equivalent to ‘All
marines are reliable', (two negatives make apositive) and thus our final
proposition ‘All marines are reliable’, is equivalent to our original one,
‘No mar ines are unre l iab le ’ .

It is possible to obvert every A, E, I, Oproposition. There follows a
diagram with the original proposition and its obverse:

Type of
s e n t e n c e Original

A l l men a re mor ta l .
No men are mor ta l .

Obve rse
No men a re non-mor ta l .
A l l men a re immor ta l .

A
E
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Some men are mor ta l .
Some men are not mortal.

Some men are not immortal.
Some men are immor ta l .

I
O

Care must be exercised in obverting propositions in ordinary speech,
since one may use an English term which does not negate the predicate.
Some of the English prefixes such as ‘im’ or ‘un’ or ‘in’ do not always
express simple negation. Furthermore, words such as "small’ and ‘poor’
are not the negations of ‘large’ and ‘rich’. In such cases, in order to
negate the predicate, the prefix ‘non’ is ordinarily employed by logicians.
Thus, the negation of’wealthy’ is not ‘poor’ but ‘non-wealthy’.

In obverting, there must be no change in the quantity of the sentence,
but only in its quality. Thus, auniversal sentence remains universal, a
particular remains particular.

C o n v e r s i o n

When we convert we merely interchange subject and predicate. Thus, the
proposition ‘No cats are dogs', is equivalent to the proposition, ‘No
dogs arc cats’. Unlike obversion, not every standard proposition of logic
has an equivalent converse. In fact, only the Eproposition and the I
propositioncanbeconverted. Thus, "No horses are mice’, is equivalent to
"No mice are horses’. Likewise, the Iproposition ‘Some horse.s are
animals', is equivalent to "Some animals arc horses’.

The Oproposition cannot be converted. From ‘Some men are not
priests’, we cannot infer ‘Some priests arc not men’

The Acannot be converted simply. From such aproposition as ‘All
horses arc animals’, we cannot infer ‘All animals are horses’. However,
It is possible partially to convert the A. Logicians call this‘Conversion by
limitation'. When we convert atrue Aproposition, we can transform it into
atrue Iproposition. Thus, 'All horses are animals’, when partially
converted gives us ‘Some animals are horses’. Partial conversion,
however, does not result in astatement which is exactly equivalent in
meaning to the original, since the quantity of the original statement is
changed.

The following is atable of permissible conversions:

Type of
s e n t e n c e Original

No men are morta l .
Some men are mortal .
A l l men are mor ta l .

C o n v e r s e
No morta ls are men.
Some mortals arc men.
Some mortals are men.

(Partial converse)

F.

I

A

The O, it must be remembered, cannot be converted.
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Contraposition

Contraposition is the third method of altering propositions into their
equivalents. To obtain the contrapositive of aproposition three
operations must be performed: fint we obvert, then convert, then obvert
once again. The contrapositive of agiven proposition has, for this
reason, sometimes been defined as the obverse of aconverted obverse.
Let us illustrate this by an example:

Original sentence: All dogs are animals.
Step I, Obvert:
Step 2, Convert:
Step 3, Obvert:

No dogs are non-animals.
No non-animals are dogs.
All non-animals are non-dogs.

Contraposition, like conversion, cannot be applied to all four standard
propositions of logic. The Aand Opropositions have contrapositives. The
Ihas no contrapositive. The Ehas apartial contrapositive. Since
contraposition is generally applied only to Apropositions, we shall not
discuss this form further here.

The above discussion completes our informal disquisition upon
methods of translating irregular propositions into regular ones, and of
translating certain propositions into equivalent ones. Given the above
machinery, as well as the formal theory of the syllogism explained
earlier, it should now be possible for the reader to transform large parts
of English discourse into arguments of asyllogistic form, and then to
test their validity.

Exercise 9

AObvert the following:
1Some humans are braggarts.
2 N o t r a i n s a r e b u s e s .

3Some magazines are not articulate.
4Only dwarfs are kind.
5 A l l f a i r i e s a r e i m m o r t a l .

6All except John will be admitted.
7Whoever is intelligent is appreciated.

BConvert the following:
1 S o m e c a l s a r e w h i t e .
2 N o l i o n s a r e t a m e .
3 S o m e R u s s i a n s a r e n o t C o m m u n i s t s .

4All cars are expensive.
6Some golfers are champions.
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1Some cars are not expensive.
8Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

CContrapose the following:

1All superstitions are ridiculous.
2All prejudices are unwarranted.
3Some horses are not unintelligent.
4Some horses are not intelligent.
5Only the considerate deserve the fair.

Fa l l ac ies

In the preceding pages, we discussed the rules for determining when
reasoning of the kind called ‘syllogistic reasoning’, is valid or invalid.
The five ru les we fo rmu la ted a re tes ts wh ich de te rm ine whe the r an

argument is valid; and they are likewise tests which determine whether
an argument in syllogistic form is invalid. When an argument which has
the form of asyllogism seems valid, but is not, we say that it is ‘fallacious’.
Such errors as ‘undistributed middle’, or ‘illicit process’, are examples of
fa l lac ies.

However, the word ‘fallacy’ has amuch broader signification than
merely the violation of one or another of the five rules above. Afallacy
is any sort of mistake in rea.soning or inference; it is aterm used to denote
anything that causes an argument to go wrong. The number of types of
fallacy, in this sense of the term, is so great that no complete list has ever
been drawn up. For this reason, it is difficult to specify in genera! why
an argument is fallacious. It may be fallacious for all sorts of different
reasons. The usual way of treating fallacies, therefore, is to discuss
specific fallacies in order to show how they employ incorrect reasoning.
We shall follow this procedure here, but at the same time we shall
attempt to classify some of the more common types of fallacy.

Fallacies of ambiguity
Ambiguity is one of the major sources of fallacious reasoning. We say
aterm is ambiguous if it has more than one meaning. Thus, if Isay ‘He
has agood grip’, it is not clear whether Imean ‘He has astrong
handshake’ or ‘He has agood suitcase’. The word ‘grip’ is thus
ambiguous since it may be interpreted in at least two different ways.
Ambiguity, it should be mentioned, is not always asource of confusion
or of invalid reasoning. Words may have more than one meaning, but
it may be clear which meaning is intended from the context in which
they are used. It is only when we cannot tell which meaning is intended that
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confusion may result. Consider acommon noun such as 'brother'. It
may be used in anumber of different ways without leading to
confusion. For instance, examine the following utterances;

John is the brother of Jane.
All men are brothers under the skin.

Bill and Max are fraternity brothen.
‘ O h b r o t h e r ! ’

Although the word ‘brother’ is being employed differently in each of
the above cases, no confusion results; but consider what happens when
the sense of ‘brother’ in the first sentence is confused with the sense of
‘brother’ in the second. We may be led into afallacious argument of the
following sort:

All men are brothers in acommon fraternity.
All brothers in acommon fraternity are college students.
All men are college students.

The fallacy here is one of ambiguity. When we say that ‘all men are
brothers in acommon fraternity’, we mean that there are no
fundamental differences among men with regard to their being human
beings, and with regard to their having certain universal human rights
(e.g., freedom of speech, religion, etc.). But when we say ‘all brothers in
acommon fraternity are college students’, we mean that each and every
member of acollege fraternity is acollege student. The resulting
argument is invalid because the same word is used in two different
senses. (The word ‘fraternity’ is also ambiguous in the argument.) The
fallacy which occurs when an inference is invalid because asingle word
may be used in two different senses is called ‘equivocation’.

Asecond type of fallacy involving ambiguity occurs when the whole
sentence, as contrasted with single words, is ambiguous. Each and every
word in the sentence may not be ambiguous, yet the whole sentence will
be because of its grammatical structure. Such afallacy is called an
‘amphiboly’.

TTiere is alegend that the oracle at Delphi, in Ancient Greece, was
never wrong. One reason for its infallibility was that it made its
predictions in an amphibolous way -they could be taken in at least two
different senses; hence if either event happened, the oracle’s prediction
could be confirmed as correct. During the conflict between the Greeks
and Persians, aGreek commander is supposed to have asked the oracle
who would emerge as the eventual victor. The oracle replied, ‘Apollo
says that the Greeks and Persians shall subdue.' Here it is not clear
whether the Greeks are to be the victors or the Persians. Again when
Cyrus the Great contemplated war against acertain King, the oracle
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answered his request about who would conquer by saying, The King
yet lives that Cyrus shall depose.'

It should be noted that amphibolies occur because or the construc¬
tion of asentence. The ambiguity in such cases is not due to the fact that
individual words are taken in two senses, but that we do not understand
the meaning of the whole sentence.

Two common types of amphiboly are due to (a) dangling participles,
and (b) the inexact use of negation signs in ordinary speech.

In committing the grammatical error called ‘dangling participle' one
fails to attach anoun to aparticipial phrase which precedes it. For
example, Iwould have committed this error, if 1had written the
previous sentence as follows; ‘In committing the grammatical error
called "dangling participle”, aphrase is left unattached.' Here it looks
as if it is aphrase which has committed the error, rather than aperson
using the phrase who has committed the error. Since aphrase is not the
sort of thing which can commit errors, the ambiguity here is not
seriously misleading, but it is grammatically incorrect and in other
contexts this kind of misleading sentence structure can make it
impossible to be clear about the meaning of the sentence. Sometimes
amphibolies which are due to adangling participle can be very amusing.
Acertain newspaper once described aboat-race as follows;

‘The Newport Beach was far ahead of the others when she crossed the
finish line. Her nose up in the air, salt-water pouring across her bows,
Mrs Williams guided her skilfully past the cheering crowd.'

The use of ‘not’ in ordinary speech is another source of confusion.
Sentences which begin ‘All ... are not ...’ can be interpreted in two
different ways, as an Eproposition or as an Oproposition. Since we
have discussed this point earlier, we shall not comment upon it here
again, except to mention that one must be on guard against an improper
interpretation of negative sentences beginning with ‘ail’.

Contex tua l fa l lac ies

Some very common types of fallacy do not depend upon grammatical
misuses of language, or upon formal mistakes in reasoning. They
depend upon the context in which an utterance is made. The context
may tend to suggest that the utterance has acertain significance, but in
fact it may not have such significance at all. Hence, the utterance will be
misleading to one who hears or reads it. Such fallacies wc call
‘contextual fal lacie.s'. Let us consider some of these now.

One of the most common is the fallacy of‘significance’. Suppose 1say
‘Twenty-eight per cent of the people in Birmingham have cavities in
their teeth!' Before one can know whether this is a‘significant' remark
or not. one would have to compare Birmingham with cities of asimilar
size in order to see whether it has ahigh or low proportion of people
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suiTeiing from dental defects. Advertising claims very often commit the
fallacy of significance. It is not uncommon to see such aslogan as ‘62
per cent of those doctors who smoke, smoke Raspies!’ This is
misleading since it does not say how many doctors do not smoke, nor
does it say that they smoke only Raspies. It may well be that most
doctors who smoke, smoke some other brand more frequently than
Raspies, although they may try them, too, when they wish to change
b r a n d s .

Another common contextual fallacy depends upon the incorrect
emphasis of the words in asentence. Thus, an insurance firm may make
s u c h a c l a i m :

PROTECTION GUARANTEED AGAINST
E V E R Y T H I N G

except death, injury, disease

By printing the first sentence in large type they suggest that they arc
giving full protection, but by printing the exceptions in very small type,
they are taking back most of their claims. Again, advertising firms often
employ this fallacy -the Tallacy of emphasis’ -to full advantage in order
to sell their product.

The fallacy of ‘quoting out of ctmtexf is another common fallacy
which depends upon the context. Acritic in reviewing anovel may
w r i t e :

‘I would enjoy this book if and only if it were the only book in
the world, or if Iwere on adesert island and had nothing else to
read . ’

But the publisher, in order to sell the book, might lift certain of the
critic’s remarks from the whole sentence, and the review would then
look as fo l lows:

‘I would enjoy this book ... ifl were on adesert island ..

By careful manipulation of the context, the publisher thus gives the
reader the impression that the review was favourable, when the
contrary is the case.

Fallacy of argumeotum ad bomineni

One of the most difficult fallacies to expose, as well as being one of the
most common, is what is called 'argumentum ad hominem’. These words
refer to an argument that is directed against aperson, rather than against
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what aperson says, in order to show that what he/she says cannot be true.
Politics affords us many examples of argumenla ad hominem.
Suppose aDemocratic representative in Congress should argue: it
is extremely important that we abolish or limit nuclear bomb tests
since it is possible that their long-range effects will poison the
atmosphere. Aconservative Republican might retort by saying:
'Oh well, you can’t believe what he says since he is aleft-wing
Democratic and you know that they are always trying to control
military expenditure.’ The Republican has directed his argument
against the man; he has tried to refute what the Democrat has said
by pointing out that the speaker is amember of the opposing party.
But such arefutation is based on afallacy, since the proper way
to refute such an argument would consist in marshalling facts to
show that what the speaker said is false -namely, that atomic tests
are not likely to poison the atmosphere.

What makes the argumentum ad hominem so persuasive, and so
difficult to refute, can be shown by the following example. Suppose
awitness in atrial is testifying that he saw acrime committed by
the defendant. Suppose, further, in cross-examining the witness the
defence proves that he has testified in other cases, and that in some
of them, his testimony was false (assume, for purposes of the
example, that he has even been convicted of perjury). One’s temp¬
tation, as ajuror, would be to disregard what the witness has said in
this case on the ground that he is an unreliable source of information.
But to disregard his testimony entirely is to commit the fallacy of
argumentum ad hominem. Whalhesaysonthisoccasionmaybe true;
if possible, his testimony should be tested against other evidence
that might be or might become available during the course of the
trial. The important thing to recognize is that one should consider
what is said apart from who says it. Astatement cannot be shown to
be false merely because the individual who makes it can be shown to
be aperson of defective character.

The fallacy of arguing from authority

Argument from authority is another common type of iillacy. It has
the following form. Smith says that acertain statement is true. If
questioned he answers, ‘Because X, who is an authority, says so.’
One cannot prove the truth or falsity of agiven statement merely
because someone, even an authority, says so. It is not the prestige of
an authority which makes astatement true or false, but rather the
citing of evidence either to confirm or confute the statement. Thus, if
Isay ‘Jack Nicklaus was agreater golfer than Sam Snead,’ and some¬
one challenges this remark, 1would be committing afallacy to say
‘Because Arnold Palmer, who played against both of them and
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therefore is an authority, has said so.’ One could prove the prop¬
osition only by citing tournaments won by Nicklaus and Snead, by
comparing their records in other respects, and so forth. The fact
that an authority has made astatement cannot be itself regarded
as evidence: what constitutes evidence are the facts which the
authority produces -and these are quite different from amere
verbal pronouncement. We might be prepared, however, some¬
times to take on trust the pronouncement of an expert on some
matter within his expertise, but there can never be any good reason
for accepting his assertions in other fields. Imight not go far wrong if
Iaccepted Arnold Palmer’s word on agolfing matter; Iam likely
to go very wrong if Iplace as much credence on his views of
politics.

Arguments which appeal to sentiments

There are anumber of arguments which commit the following fallacy.
These arguments attempt to establish that agiven statement is true or fal̂
by reporting how people feel about it. Thus, if Isay. 'The world is flat’,
and you challenge my remark, 1might attempt to beat down your
challenge by saying, ‘But everybody believes that’. Such an answer
would be to commit afallacy, since one cannot prove whether the world
is flat or not by citing the beliefs of the majority of people -but rather,
by citing evidence from geography, astronomy and so forth. There are
numerous cases, the above example being afamous one, where the
majority have held beliefs which are false.

The appeal to pity, or to emotion, which is avariant of the above
argument, is sometimes called ‘The argumentum ad mtsericordiam’. An
attorney who implies that the defendant could not have committed the
crime because he has awife and six children is employing the
argumentum admisericordiam. His family responsibilities are irrelevant
with regard to his guilt, although they may ̂ relevant with regard to
determining his punishment.

Ai^mentum ad ignorantiam

Acommon type of argument, which commits afallacy, is called the
‘argument from ignorance'. This argument cont^ds that some statement
must be true because there bno evidence to dbprove it. The argument
from ignorance bplausible because it apes alegitimate type of
argument. One might hold (legitimately) that acertain view is true
because we have considerable evidence, all of which shows that the view
btrue, and none of which shows that it is false. Thus, one might hold
that, under specified conditions, the statement ‘Water boils at lOO”
Celsius’ is true because every time we have tried to boil water it has
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boiled at 100°, under these specified conditions -and, moreover, there
have been no contrary instances. But the argument from ignorance,
which looks like this argument, holds that acertain statement is true
simply because there is no evidence against it. But this is fallacious, since
it is not enough Co show that aview is true simply because there is no
contrary evidence; we must also show that there is positive evidence in
favour of it. Otherwise, we could prove (hat dragons, elves, sea-serpents
and unicorns exist, since there is no contrary evidence against them.
Religious disputes often employ the argument from ignorance. People
will assert that ‘God exists’ is true since there is no evidence that He does
not. But if this is the matter of proof, it is inconclusive, for the reasons
we have stated above.

Petitio principii
The fallacy of begging the question. This fallacy occurs when either the
same statement is used both as apremise and aconclusion in an argument,
or when one of Che premises could not be known to be true unless the
conclusion were first assumed to be true. This fallacy is sometimes
described as ‘assuming what you are trying to prove', or ‘circular
argumentation’. The closer the premises of acircular argument are to
the conclusion, the easier the fallacy is to detect; but sometimes when
premises and conclusions are widely separated by along chain of
argumentation, it may be difficult to discover that the whole argument
is circular. An example of the fallacy of begging the question is the
following:

Asays: ‘Moses is divinely inspired.’
Bsays; ‘How do you know?’

‘Because the Bible says he is.’
‘But how do you know the Bible is reliable?
‘Because it was written by Moses who is divine.’

A :
B:
A :

The fallacy of composition

In the fallacy of composition what is assumed to be true of apart is
asserted to be true of the whole. This fallacy is made plausible because it
looks like asound inductive argument. Let us exhibit the difference
between the fallacy of composition and asound inductive inference by
the following two examples:

(fl) John O’Brien is an Irishman and belligerent; therefore, Ireland is
belligerent.

(6) John O’Brien is an Irishman and belligerent; therefore. Irishmen
are belligerent.
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(a) commits the fallacy of composition, because it says that what is true
of amember of acountry is true of the whole country. This is simply
mistaken. From the fact that Xis wealthy, we cannot conclude that-thc
country in which he resides is wealthy (e.g., Pablo is wealthy, therefore.
Spain is wealthy). On the other hand (b) is asound inductive inference.
Whether the conclusion is true or false, of course, will depend upon how
many Irishmen besides John O’Brien can be found to be belligerent; but
the inference is itself sound.

The fallacy of dirtsioa

The fallacy of division commits the opposite mistake from that made by
the fallacy of composition. It holds that what is true of awhole must be
true of all its parts. Thus if Isay, ‘The United States is awealthy country;
therefore, Joe Smith is wealthy’, Iam committing the fallacy of division.
It does not follow that because the whole country is wealthy each and
every citizen of it will be wealthy. Tourists, who are frequently charged
exorbitant rates in foreign countries, may protest against such charges
on the grounds that the fallacy of division is being committed (although
this protest will probably be unsuccessful). From the fact that one
comes from awê thy nation, it docs not foUow that one is wealthy.

The fallacy of division is plausible and easy to commit because it
looks like one type of valid argument, called argument by ̂ Kciflcation.
If we say, ‘All Americans are wealthy, Joe Smith is an American’, we
can valî y infer that Joe Smith is wealthy. This is because the statement
‘All Americans are wealthy’, attributes wealth to each and every
American. And if it is true, and if Joe Smith is an American, then it will
be true that he is wealthy. But what is true of the whole country (i.c.,
that the United States is wealthy) is not true of each and every one of its
m e m b e r s .

Tlie fallacy of ignoratio elenchi

This fallacy, also called ‘irrelevant exclusion’ is an argument in which
one starts out to prove that something is the case, but instead proves
something else. For instance, if Iattempt to prove that the French
League has better footballers than the Italian League, but instead
establish that the French League is wealthier than the Italian League, I
have committed the fallacy of irrelevant conclusion. For even if it is true
that the French League is wealthier than the Italian League, it still does
not follow that wealthier leagues have better footballers than poorer
ones. What happens in an ignoratio elenchi is that the disputant thinks
he is provingp (the French League has better players) when in reality he
is proving r(that the French League is wealthier). Thus, he arrives at a
conclusion which is irrelevant to the conclusion he was trying to prove.
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The fallacy of non sequitur

Almost every fallacy involves, in some respect, anon sequitur. The
phrase 'non sequitur' means the same as ‘does not follow'. Thus, the
fallacy of ignoratio elenchi, which we discussed above, involves atype of
non sequitur. From the fact that the French League is wealthier than the
Italian League it does not follow that French League footballers are
better than Italian League players. This would have to be shown by
marshalling sets of statistics concerning the relative performances of the
players in both leagues. Sometimes the phrase 'non sequitur' has a
formal meaning. In this case we say that the conclusion of an argument
does not follow from the premises when it is possible for the premises to be
true and the conclusion to be false. But generally, 'non sequitur’ is used in
abroader sense; for example, where aconclusion may be true, but
irrelevant, we will say that a‘non sequitur' has been committed. This
fallacy is also sometimes called ‘argumentative leap'.

Stat is t ica l fa l lac ies

It is commonly asserted that ‘you can make statistics prove anything'.
This is so, to be sure, if one misuses the statistical method. There is a
famous story which exhibits amisuse of statistics. Two philosophers
decided to find out why they kept becoming intoxicated; and they
decided to apply the statistical or scientific method to discover the
cause. They proceeded to their favourite tavern, where they had dinner
and during the process consumed several drinks composed of Scotch
whisky and water. They became intoxicated and had to be taken home.
The next night they repeated the process. They had exactly the same
food, but this time, as abeverage, they drank Irish whiskey and water.
Again they became intoxicated and had to be carried from the premises.
The third night they repeated the same steps, varying only the drink.
This time they drank rye whisky and water, again becoming drunk.
They concluded, in accordance with the statistical method, that since
water was the only constant factor in all their drinks it must be water
which was making them intoxicated!

One must handle the findings of statistics with extreme caution unless
one knows the methods that were applied, the controls over the data
that were exercised, and so forth. These are highly intricate and
technical matters, which demand careful supervision to maintain
proper controls over all possible variables. Thus, such astatement as
‘Schnooko, the great washday detergent, washes 91 times cleaner than
any other soap', must be disregarded, un!e.ss one knows what .sort of
tests were applied, how one defines ‘cleaner than' and .so forth.

With the above remarks, we shall conclude our discussion of types of
fallacy. We reiterate that the list is not complete, indeed it may be
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impossible to provide such alist; but in any case, we have tried to select
some of the commoner types of mistakes in reasoning. Areader who
seriously studies the above mistakes in reasoning, and who applies what
he has learned to everyday speech, is not apt frequently to be misled.

Exercise 10

Identify the fallacies committed in the following:

Water the plant when thoroughly potted.
H e : ‘ D a n c e ? ’
She: ‘Love to ! ’

He: ‘Marvellous, that’s better than dancing!’
Jones was not intoxicated today.
Your contention that alcohol is injurious is without merit since you
d r i n k .

It has been argued that the Crusades were anoble endeavour, since
men of high purpose founded them and whole peoples supported
t h e m .

‘Educated people do not believe in ghosts,’ he said. ‘Ah,’ Ireplied,
‘some college people do.’ ‘Oh, but they are not educated just
because they went to college,’ he answered, ‘for if they were they
would not believe in ghosts.’
‘There can be no doubt that atomic bombs can poison the
atmosphere. Einstein himself said so.’
But Doctor, surely your advice to me to stop smoking cannot be
serious, since Ihappen to know that you smoke.
Socrates is aman; man is aspecies; therefore Socrates is aspecies.
Every attempt to prove that people are not immortal has failed. No
evidence can be found which shows that people’s souls do not exist
after death; hence immortality must be true.

I
2

3
4

5

6

7

8

9
10

Logic, semiotics and semantics

Our account of the nature of logic would be incomplete without abrief
reference to the relationship between logic and semantics. We should
preface such an account by pointing out that the word semantics is
currently used in anumber of different senses -by ordinary persons,
teachers and linguists. But philosophers, who invented the concept, use
the term in anarrow and precise sense. As they employ it, the term is
used to denote one of three branches of the general science or study of
language. This general science is called ‘semiotics’, and it has three
subdivisions of which semantics is one. The other branches are
pragmatics, which deals with the relationship of speakers and hearers to
the words they utter or hear, and syntax which deals with the
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relationship holding between words and words. In contrast, semantics
as adiscipline concerns itself with the relationship between language
and what language refere to or signifies. More generally, the relation¬
ships of reference and signification are taken to be identical to the
notion of 'meaning'. Words may mean in areferential way -for
instance, the word ‘John’ may be used by me to denote acertain person;
naming would thus be one kind of semantical, meaning, or referential
relationship. But 1may be able to speak about things that do not exist
-for instance, amythological object like Medusa, or afictitious object
like Hamlet. Here my words express acertain sense or concept.
‘Hamlet’ (the word) expresses acertain concept 1understand, e.g., ‘the
Prince of Denmark in aplay by Shakespeare’. Semantic theory explains
how, via concepts, we can significantly speak about things or persons or
places that do not exist.

According to semantic theory, words thus ‘mean’ in at least two
different ways. This can be illustrated by considering aword like
‘brother’. If someone were to ask us, ‘What do you mean by the word
“brother"?’, we could answer in two different ways: either we could
point to someone who was abrother, or we could define the term
verbally. We could say in the latter case, ‘By the word “brother” Imean
anyone who is amale and asibling’. In the latter case, we employ words
to do the job which pointing does in the former case. Logicians employ
atechnical vocabulary to distinguish between giving the meaning of an
expression in the former case and giving the meaning in the latter.
Where we point, we are giving the extensional meaning of the word; we
are indicating the object or event which the word refers to. In the latter
case, where we produce averbal definition, we are giving the intensional
meaning. The notions of extension and intension (also called ‘denota¬
tion’ and ‘connotation’ respectively) are among the basic concepts in
semantical meaning analysis: for one explains the meaning of aterm by
giving either its denotation or its connotation.

Syntax

Syntax, as we have indicated, is the branch of the science of language
which deals with the relations between words. Here we are no longer
concerned about the relation of aword to its user or interpreter, or even
about what the word or phrase or sentence refers to or means (as in
semantics). Instead, we deal in syntax with the grammatical structure of
the arrangement of the elements of language.

Logic, it should be clear by now, is atype of language. It is not a
language, of course, of the same kind as English or French, which are
languages that have developed naturally. It is instead awell-formed or
artificial language, but alanguage it is since it employs signs or symbols.
These signs or symbols have certain properties. Depending upon the
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propenies which we are interested in when we study logic, logic falls
either into syntax or into semantics. Let us illustrate each of these points.
We have in the foregoing discussed the syllogism. The syllogism is an
argument containing terms which refer to classes of things, "nie relation
between aterm and its referent (i.e., the relation of ‘referring’, or ‘naming*
or ‘designating’) is asemantical relation.

On the other hand, the relation of‘inclusion’ whidi we have ako studied
in logic, is asyntactical relation rather than asemantical one. We can
abstract from any semantic considerations when we speak about such
arelation as ‘inclusion’. We can slate that an argument will be valid
regardless of what the terms in the argument refer to, provided that the
terms are arranged in acertain order. Thus, an argument having the
following form (regardless of what descriptive meaning we give to its
constituent terms) will be valid:

A i l M i s P
A l l S i s M

A l l s i s P

On the other hand, merely by analysing the syntactical arrangement
of the terms in the following argument, we can state that it is invalid:

A U P i s M
A l l s i s M

A l l s i s P

We may summarize our long discussion of the nature of logic by
pointing out that logic falls both within semantics and within syntax,
depending upon what sort of logical relations we are emphasizing at the
time. If we are dealing with ‘referring’, we are concerned with semantics;
if we are dealing with ‘logical form’, we are in the branch of the study
of language called ‘syntax’.

Summary

In this chapter, we have tried to present abrief account of the nature of
logic. It should be understood that we have done little more than
introduce the reader to the barest essentials of logic. Hie system of
inference which we have studied is called the ‘syllogism’. This is one
common type of argument. Logic in its more advanced branches deals
with many different types of inference, as well as with syllogistic
in fe rence .

In the foregoing, we have tried to define ‘logic’, and to show how
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logic diffeis from psychology. In doing this, we have called attention to
the difference between reasoning and other types of thinking, such as
supposing, remembering, guessing, doubting, believing and so forth.
We then distinguished between deductive logic and inductive logic. In
deductive logic, we argue from general to particular statements so that
the reasons adduced as evidence for the truth of the conclusion of an
argument are conclusive, whereas in inductive logic, where we are
attempting to argue from the particular to the general they merely make
the conclusion more probable. We then considered the syllogism as one
type of deductive inference, and then discussed various types of fallacy.

The result of the above discussion has been to prepare readers for
further study of logic, and to give them asubstantial amount of
equipment for distinguishing good from bad reasoning. One who
studies the above material carefully will not only find that it has
numerous applications to discourse in everyday life, but moreover, that
by continuing to apply logic to such discourse he/she will become
clearer and sounder in his/her own reasoning.

Answers to exercises

Exercise 1

Identify the subject term, predicate term, copula and quantifiers, if any.
The following letters will stand for the corresponding term: ‘S’ for

subject term; ‘P’ for predicate; ‘C for copula; ‘Q’ for quantifier.

PS CQ
1Some mad dogs are happily married.

PQ s c
2All bats are members of the class of rodents.

S C P
3 J a m e s i s w i c k e d .

PS c
4Horses are man ’s bes t f r iend .

PS CQ
5Some tables are not mahogany.

Q s c p

6Nothing green is in the room.

Exercise 2

Determine the following to be affirmative or negative.

1James is very unhappy, (affirmative)
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2 Lions are not untrustworthy, (negative)
She was not disinclined to come, (negative)
None but the lonely heart is filled with sadness, (affirmative)
Nothing tried, nothing gained, (negative)
He has been unwell for months now. (affirmative)
Some philosophers are intuitive, (affirmative)
No non-addicts can understand the problem, (negative)
All non-S are non-P. (affirmative)
All except women may attend, (affirmative)

3
4

5
6
7
8
9

10

Exercise 3

Determine whether the following are universal or particular.

Fish are mammals, (universal)
Some dragons are fierce, (particular)
This table is brown, (universal)
That system is useless, (universal)
They are crazy, (universal)
Hard-working students are successful, (universal)
Albert Einstein was agenius, (universal)
Those tins seem heavy, (universal)
That bottle of aspirin is not full, (universal)
No human beings are infallible, (universal)
Some cats are not wise, (particular)
Men have climbed Mt Everest, (particular)
All policemen are not cruel, (particular)
All golfers are wealthy, (universal)
Some babies are small, (particular)

1

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
1 2
13
1 4

15

Exercise 4

Determine whether the following propositions are to be designated as
A, E, I, or O, and determine their quantity and quality.

No Americans are explorers. (E, universal-neg.)
All doctors are interested in medicine. (A, universal-affirm.)
Some lawyers are golfers. (I, particular-affirm.)
Mohammed Ali is no longer heavyweight champion. (E, universal-
neg.)
Martin Luther King was achampion of freedom. (A, universal-
affirm.)
Some conductors are non-luminous. (I, particular-affirm.)
All football players are excluded from the class of authors. (E,
universal-neg.)
Some tennis players are not authors. (O, particular-neg.)

1
2
3
4

5

6
7

8
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9That paper was well read. (A, universal-afiinn.)
10 Each and every lion is ferocious. (A, universal-affirm.)

Exercise S

Indicate which terms are d is t r ibuted and which are undis t r ibuted. "D’
will stand for “distributed’, and ‘U’ for ‘undistributed’.

D U
1 A l l A m e r i c a n s a r e good swimmers.

D D
2 N o c o n d u c t o r s a r e overpaid.

U D

3 S o m e s w a n s a r e n o t b lack .

U u

b e a u t i f u l .4 S o m e s w a n s a r e

UD

5 J a n e i s a m o d e l .

D U
6 A l l l o w a n s a r e n o n - f a r m e r s .

U D
7 S o m e R u s s i a n s a r e n o t f a r m e r s .

Exercise 6

Identify the major, middle and minor terms of the following syllogisms,
and also designate the major and minor premises. ‘M’ will stand for
middle, ‘Ma’ for major, and ‘Mi’ for minor.

M M a

iAll men are fallible, (major premise)
M i M

lama man. (minorpremise)
M i M a

Therefore, lam fallible.
M i M

2Some politicians are ignoble, (minor premise)
M i M a

No one who is ignoble is wise, (major premise)
M i M a

Some politicians are not wise.
M i M
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3All singers are temperamental, (minor premise)
M a M

No lorrydrivers are temperamental, (majorpremise)
M i M a

No singers are lorrydrivers.
M i M

4All Sis M. (minor premise)
M M a

NoM is P. (majorpremise)
M i M a

N o S i s P .

Exercise 7

Determine whether the syllogisms in this exercise are valid or invalid. If
invalid, state the fallacy they commit.

Invalid. Undistributed middle.
Invalid. Undistributed middle.
Invalid. Illicit process (Rule 2violated).
This example has more than three terms, hence not asyllogism.
I n v a l i d . U n d i s t r i b u t e d m i d d l e .
I n v a l i d . U n d i s t r i b u t e d m i d d l e .

Invalid. Illicit process (Rule 2violated).
Invalid. Afllrmative conclusion derived from anegative premise.
Invalid. No conclusion can be drawn from two negative premises.
Invalid. Illicit process (Rule 2violated).

1
2
3
4

5
6
7
8
9

10

Exercise 8

IAll ships are beautiful things.
2 J o a n i s a b l o n d e w o m a n .
3 A l l w h a l e s a r e m a m m a l s .

4All children are silly creatures.
5All snakes are coiling things.
6All persons who appreciate the game are golfers.
7AU sentences which make assertions are indicative sentences.
8No non-ventured things are gained things.
9Nothing which is brave is athing which dies many deaths.

o r

All things which arc not brave arc things which die many deaths.
10 Some swans are not wh i te .
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Exercise 9

AThe following are the results of obverting the corresponding
sentences in Exercise 9.

1Some humans are not non-braggans.
2 A l l t r a i n s a r e n o n - b u s e s .

3Some magazines are non-articulate.
4No kind persons are non-dwarfs.
5 N o f a i r i e s a r e m o r t a l .

6No one who is not John is anon-admitted person.
7No one who is intelligent is anon-appreciated person.

The following are converted propositions.

Some white things are cats.
No tame creatures are l ions.
T h e O c a n n o t b e c o n v e n e d .

Some non-metallic objects are non-conductors. (Panial
conversion.)
Some expensive things are cars. (Panial conversion.)
Some champions are golfers.
T h e O c a n n o t b e c o n v e n e d .

Nothing gained, nothing ventured.

B

1
2
3
4

5
6
7

8

CThe following are contraposed propositions.
1All non-ridiculous things are non-superstitious.
2All warranted things are non-prejudices.
3Some intelligent things are not non-horses, (i.e., some intelligent

things are horses.)
4Some non-intelligent things are not non-horses, (i.e.. some

unintelligent things are horses.)
5All non-considerate persons are non-deservers of the fair.

E x e r c i s e 1 0

Identify the fallacies.
I A m p h i b o l y.
2Emphasis .
3Significance or amphiboly.
4 A d h o m i n e m .

5Appeal to sentiment.
6Begging the question.
7Appeal to authority.
8 A d h o m i n e m .
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9Equivocat ion.
10 Ad ignorantiam.

Suggested further reading

Elementary texts

Bergman, M. and Moon, J., The Logic Book, 1980. More advanced than
the following two, but lucidly written and easy to follow.

Copl, Infroduction to Logic, 6th ed., 1982. Asolid, simple introduction
to the elements of traditional and modern logic.

Hurley, P., AConcise Introduction to Logic, 1985. Excellent modern
treatment of elementary logic, with accompanying handbook of
exercises.

Martinich, A. P., Philosophical Writing, 1989. The best simple
introduction to elementary logic and critical thinking.

Thouless, R. H., Straight and Crooked Thinking-. 1959. Adiscussion of
the many ways in which argument can go wrong.

More advance texts

Copi, I., Symbolic Logic, 1965.
Jeffrey, K., Formal Logic, 1981. Another very sound text.
Mates, B., Elementary Logic. One of the best treatments of formal logic

at an intermediate level.
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Contemporary philosophy

In this final section, we shall examine some of the major movements in
modern philosophy. In selecting pragmatism, the various forms of
philosophical analysis, and existentialism, we are not, of course,
exhausting the possibilities. Many forms of traditional philosophy
continue to hold the interest of twentieth-century philosophers, and still
command many adherents.

However, primary consideration is owing to those developments
which have had adecisive effect upon modern philosophical activities.
Pragmatism, amovement of American origin, has deeply influenced
intellectual life in America. Philosophical analysis, originated in Eng¬
land and Vienna, and has had agreat impact on thought first in Britain,
and more recently in the United States; existentialism, which has its
roots in various nineteenth-century ideas, in the twentieth-century
became prominent in Continental European thought, especially in
France and Germany, and has also received considerable attention in
the English-speaking world.

Pragmatism

In the late nineteenth century amethod of philosophizing called
!pragmatism’ developed in America as arevolt against what some
thinkers (e.g., William James, Charles Sanders Peirce, and John
Dewey) felt to be asterile philosophical tradition in the American
colleges, and the useless metaphysical tradition then flourishing in
Europe. The pragmatists felt that their method and theory could be of
tremendous utility in solving intellectual problems and in forwarding
man’s progress.

Background of pragmatism
The America in which this movement developed was just beginning to
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awaken in the post-Civil War period to its cultural potentialities. For a
long time, American philosophical activity -such as it was -merely
refleaed European influences. Early in the nineteenth century, the very
astute observer of the American scene, Alexandre de Tocqueville,
remarked that in no country in the civilized world was philosophy taken
less seriously than in the United States. Philosophy probably seemed
too abtruse and too remote from the immediate concerns of a
vigorous nation.

The views of the seventeenth-century New England Calvinists, for
example, were acontinuation of English philosophical discussion, and
the objective was the application of Aese views to then current
problems of their new society. Even the man who was perhaps the most
original metaphysician in American history, the great New England
preacher, Jonathan Edwards, was greatly influenced by such European
contemporaries as John Locke, the Cambridge Platonists, and possibly
Nicholas Malebranche. In the eighteenth century American philosophy
felt the impact of the French enlightenment philosophers and in the
early nineteenth century it felt that of the German romantics. By the end
of the eighteenth century, ‘academic’ philosophy had become asterile
and rigid version of the ideas of the Scottish common sense realists,
whose purpose was to refute the ‘dangerous’ scepticism of David
H u m e .

In the mid-nineteenth century there were gathering indications of a
philosophic revival which would repudiate the exhausted academic and
European traditions. German immigrants (refugees from the failure of
their revolution of 1848), disciples of Hegel who were impressed with
the implications of new scientific theories, especially with the theory of
evolution, provided the essential impetus for the revival. Known as the
St Louis Hegelians, they founded the first philosophical journal in the
United States, the Journal of Speculative Philosophy, which presented
translations of contemporary European philosophers, and provided an
outlet and audience for American philosophers who were venturing on
fresh approaches.

y o u n g .

W i l l i a m J a m e s

Amid this intellectual ferment, the man who was to contribute
fundamentally to the new philosophical movement, pragmatism,
developed his system. William James (1842-1910), brother of the great
novelist, Henry James, was the son of Henry James, Sr., who was
himself aphilosopher and aman of immense learning. Trained as a
doctor, he taught at the Harvard Medical School, but later turned his
attention to psychology, in which field he became one of the most
important theorists of his day. From his studies of the psychology of
man’s intellectual and religious life, James turned to philosophy.
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becoming professor of philosophy at Harvard, and the foremost
advocate of pragmatism.

What is pragmatism?
Pragmatism is, first of all, amethod for solving or evaluating intellectual
problems, and atheory about the kinds of knowledge we are capable of
acquiring. William James shared in the American distrust of purely
theoretical or intellectual activity, and asked bluntly, what is the point
of theorizing? What difference does it make? Why is it important to deal
with the intellectual problems that theorists bother about?

‘Cash-va lue ’

Before determining if any given philosophical claim is true, James first
thought it necessary to determine the ‘cash-value’ of the claim -that is,
what function it had and what difference it would make if it were true.
According to the pragmatic theory, our intellectual activity, our
philosophizing, has as its purpose the attempt to resolve difficulties that
arise in the course of our attempts to deal with experience. The cash-
value of our ideas is to be found in the use to which ideas can be put.
With regard to any theory, we can ask what difference would it make if
Ibelieved it, and what consequences would follow from my activities if
Iact on the theory. If atheory has no cash-value, this means that it
would not make the slightest difference whether one believed it true or
false and it would not at all affect one's actions.

Theories as ‘ instruments'

According to James, we think only in order to solve our problems, so
that our theories are instruments that we employ in order to solve
problems in our experience, and the theories, therefore, ought to be
judged in terms of their success at performing this function. If one is
walking in the woods and loses one’s way, then, according to the
pragmatic view, one way of dealing with this situation is through
theoretical activity. Taking into account such data as the sun’s position,
the direction in which one has been walking and one's previous
knowledge of the terrain, one can develop atheory about how to
extricate oneself from this predicament. The cash-value of the theory
can be evaluated in terms of the possible differences it would make if it
were true or false. The theory will be judged according to whether it
serves as asuccessful way of dealing with the problem.

In contrast to such instances in which theories have obviously
foreseeable consequences for experience, many classical philosophical
theories have little or no cash-value. What difference would it make if
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one believed that the universe was really only one vast mind, or if one
believed such atheory false? The immediate problems that one is faced
with would remain exactly the same, and one would get no clues as to
howto resolve them. At b«t, ametaphysical belief, such as the one just
mentioned, might make one happy or sad, but beyond that would have
almost no cash-value. There would be no foreseeable consequences to
evaluating the merits of such ametaphysical theory about the ultimate
nature of the universe.

From Judging that the function of theory is to deal with experience,
the pragmatists conclude that atheoiy is true if it works. If we ask, what
do we mean by saying that agiven theory or belief is true, the
pragmatists answer that it has been verified if it has been found to deal
successfully with experience. Conversely, the falsity of certain ideas is
determined by showing that attempts to verify them fail, or that they do
not ‘work’ in our experience.

Pragmatism and science

This criterion of evaluation of the truth of theories, the pragmatists
claim, is essentially that of science. When ascientist tests atheory, he
designs an experiment which tests whether the theory works under
specified conditions. Thus, in the test of the Salk polio vaccine, the
method employed was to see whether the vaccine worked
preventative for the disease. The success of the experiments was the
basis for the claim that the theory was true.

a s a

Pragmatism and traditional philosophy
Pragmatists such as William James opposed the traditional philosophi¬
cal view that the truth of ideas is aproperty independent of human
experience. Philosophers such as Plato had held that atheory was true
absolutely, whether anyone knew it or not. The pragmatists contend, in
opposition to such atheory of truth, that the only reason people have
for calling one view true, and another false, is that the one works in
human experience and the other does not, not that it does or does not
conform to some absolute standards independent of all human
experiences. Our only basis for judging the alleged absolute truths of

any other great philosophical rationalist is by
evaluating them in relation to their effect on concrete aspects of life.
James maintained the only reason we have for asserting that anything is
true is that it works. Any claims about the independent, objective,
absolute nature of truth are meaningless, as far as we can ever determine
from our experience and judgments.

Plato, Descartes, or
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Pragmatic truth

One consequence of the pragmatic theory of truth is, then, that truth is
something that happens to an idea, rather than being afixed property
of an idea which we are trying to uncover. Before one discovers whether
an idea, atheory, or belief, works, it is neither true nor false. Through
the process of testing the view in terms of its consequences and its
comparability with other beliefs, the idea becomes true or false, or more
true or less true. Thus, prior to the discovery of America, the view that
There is alarge land mass located between Europe and Asia.' was
neither true nor false. However, as acoasequence of the discoveries of
Columbus and other early explorers, this theory became true. When
this view became true, its denial became false.

In the course of time, various ideas have difTerent developments- As
they are employed in relation to the problems and difficulties that
confront mankind, as means for dealing with these difficulties and
problems, the ideas become true in so far as they work, and false in so
far as they do not. Thus, an idea might work for awhile, and hence
become true. Later it might cease to yield satisfactory results, or no
longer be verified by further experience, and so, then, become false.
Various now-discarded scientific theories have had such acareer. The
phlogiston theory of chemistry worked fairly well for awhile, but after
certain experiments in the eighteenth century it no longer yielded
satisfactory results, and so it was discarded.

Truth, then, is not something static and unchangeable; instead, it
grows and develops with time. At various times in human history,
certain theories and ideas may be satisfactory for the problems then
current. However, with further experience and difficulties, that which is
true expands and grows to meet the new conditions. Presumably, at no
time will we ever reach acompletion or culmination of this process.
There has been, and will be. acontinuous process of developing new
ideas to meet new situations. The attempts of human beings to cope
with their universe will lead to unending inquiries, which in turn will
lead to newer theories, which in turn will become either true or false, or
truer and falser. At each stage in the development without end what wc
will call truth will be that which enables us to deal satisfactorily with the
problems that are then current.

Pragmatism and ethics
There is also, according to James, an intimate connection between the
pragmatic conception of truth and the notion of goodness. Since truth
is that which works, or yields satisfactory results in terms of our
experience, what is true, in these terms, turns out to be what is profitable
for us to believe, or what is good. So put, atype of ethical theory can be
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developed from pragmatic theory. The pragmatist’s method of deter¬
mining what is good or bad, or right or wrong, is the same as that for
determining if an idea is true or false. Thus, given aproblem in human
behaviour, we can ask ‘Would performing certain actions be right in
order to solve agiven problem?’ The answer to the question is to be
judged in terms of whether the actions yield satisfactory results in the
resolution of difficulty. If one ponders whether the right way to solve
one’s financial problems is to rob abank, the test is the pragmatic
Here, presumably, acareful evaluation of the possible consequence of
bank-robbing would lead one to the conclusion that such atheory does
not work, because of all the possible unsatisfactory consequences to
oneself, like imprisonment, and the unsatisfactory consequences to
others. Therefore, one would conclude, that the bank-robbing solution
to one’s difficulties is ‘wrong’. On the other hand, one might just as
readily conclude that this solution is ‘right’. Clearly, then, pragmatism
cannot offer any absolute moral principles. We must always act on the
hypothesis which works, and this must involve apurely subjective
e v a l u a t i o n .

o n e .

The pluralistic universe

Corresponding to his theory of truth and goodness, James developed a
conception of the universe. To begin with, experience is not an object
that we examine; instead there is just a‘humming-buzzing confusion’
out of which we differentiate various aspects that we call ‘ourselves’,
‘physical objects’, etc. These differentiations are made with reference to
problems or difficulties that arise in experience and are carved out of
experience as ways of dealing with the problems. The organization and
selection of the items that make up our universe relate to our need to
deal satisfactorily with various obstacles to successful action. There Is no
Hxed world to be uncovered through experience, but rather acontinuous
quest for woritable solutions to difliculUes. No single concept of the
universe is to be regarded as the final and complete answer. Instead, the
continuing development of our knowledge of the world represents the
meaningful idea that we have of the natural world. As new ways of
organizing and seleaing aspects of our experience are tried, new
features of the universe emerge. Both our knowledge and the world are
regarded as having an evolutitmary quality of growth and development to
meet new situations and new needs.

This novel conception of the universe was in direct opposition to the
more rigid and all-encompassing metaphysical schemes of earlier
philosophers. The materialists, the idealists, and others offered apicture
of the universe in which certain determinate features pervade it for all
time. In contrast to this, the pragmatists envisage apluralistic universe,
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one with many kinds of features and possibilities which cannot be
examined and unravelled all at once. Instead the universe has to be
studied tentatively, as it emerges and develops. As the process of nature
unfolds, our understanding of it will also, in the same progressive and
developing manner.

I n s t r u m e n t a l i s m

In the twentieth century, the form of the pragmatist view which has
been most prevalent was constructed by John Dewey, aview sometimes
called instrumentalism. Dewey, who was perhaps the most influential
American thinker in recent times, developed atheory of knowledge
essentially in terms of the biological and psychological role that the
knowing-process plays in human affairs, and then tried to employ this
conception as aguide in directing the application of human intellectual
activities to contemporary social problems.

Dewey’s concept of experience and thinking
According to Dewey, what constitutes our brute experience is the
interaction between abiological organism and its environment. Expe¬
rience is not an object known, but rather an action performed. In the
c o u r s e

c a n n o

disturbing situations, by working out hypotheses, or guides to future
actions. The merits of these intellectual acts are determined by a
practical criterion, by whether the organism can now function satisfac¬
torily again. Thought, especially scientific thought, is instrumental in
problem-solving. The occurence of problems sets off achain reaction of
mental activity directed towards discovering afunctional solution to the
difficulties that confront the organism.

Much of earlier philosophizing, Dewey claimed, is actually a
hindrance to the task of problem-solving. In separating theorizing from
practical concerns, and searching for absolute solutions to philosophi¬
cal questions, philosophers have got away almost completely from the
human needs which give rise to thought, and have also tried rigidly to
impose certain preconceived schemes upon human thought, and have
refused to allow any new beliefs and new solutions in human affairs.
What is needed nowadays, Dewey insisted, is areconstruction of
philosophy in terms of the problems that now confront us. In this role,
philosophy will no longer be an abstruse subject, of little or no value in
the immediate concerns of the day, but will, instead, be the overall
directive force in developing new instrumental techniques for assisting
the human organism in its struggles with its environment, and in

of the organism’s activities, it encounters situations in which it
longer act. Thinking arises as ameans of dealing with these
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building abetter world in which some of the problems now confronting
us will gradually be resolved.

Some applications of pragmatism
In terms of the more practical point of view of much of American
culture, one can easily conceive of the appeal of pragmatism in
America. Some of its success has been in the application of its
philosophy to certain social problems. By and large, the earlier
pragmatism of William James was directed towards resolving certain
individual questions of belief, whereas the later instrumentalism of
John Dewey was concerned more with broader social questions
confronting America in its rapid development in this century.

Possibly owing to his personal heritage, James devoted much effort
to examining religious beliefs in pragmatic terms. Unlike the theologi¬
ans who insist upon the truth of certain religious beliefs, and the
scientifically-inclined persons who insist upon judging religious views
by the latest scientific findings, James was concerned to examine the
‘cash-value’ of belief. Why do people accept certain beliefs and not
others, and what difference does it make to them in their lives?

James on religious belief

In his studies on The Varieties of Religious Experience and The Will to
Believe, which were mentioned in Chapter 4, James claimed that there
were some people, ‘tough-minded people’, who were temperamentally
inclined not to believe anything except on scientific evidence. They were
more concerned not to risk holding possibly false beliefs than to hold
beliefs which, if they turned out to be true, might be very pleasant, but
for which not much evidence was available. On the other hand, there is
another group, the ‘tender-minded’, who want to believe, and who want
to believe things about the world which make them happy. Which
group is right? Apragmatic analysis, James suggested, revealed that it
was actually aquestion of which attitude worked b«t. If one could
regard the problem of belief undogmatically, that is, without worrying
about whether agiven belief is actually true or not, one can see that for
some people, acertain set of beliefs works, that is, acertain set of beliefs,
when accepted, provides amore satisfactory life. In so far as these
beliefs work as guides to life, or as satisfactory attitudes, then,
pragmatically speaking, these are true beliefs for certain people. Thus,
James felt, his pragmatic analysis could remove questions of moral and
religious belief from the realms of theological controversy or scientific
scrutiny.
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Dewey and 'progressive' education
John Dewey regarded his type of pragmatism as having far-reaching
applications in our society. One such employment of his theory was in
the realm of education. Previous educational techniques, Dewey felt,
were aimed primarily at inculcating amass of factual information into
students, without giving them any means of utilizing it. They were
crammed with the experience of the past rather than prepared to meet
the problems of the future. Instead, he proposed that the educational
system should try to develop methods for problem-solving. If the student
learned how to solve problems, presumably he/she would be better fit
for living in our ever-changing world with its manifold perplexities and
ever-new problems.

Out of this application of Dewey’s theory grew the progressive
education movement. Rather than being trained in various disciplines,
the child would be trained by being confronted with various situations
in which he/she would have to develop methods for overcoming the
difficulties that beset him/her. The child would learn how to make
satisfactory ‘adjustments’ to its environment, and thus develop various
means which would aid him/her in solving the larger problems of the
social world in which he/she would have to live.

This type of education would train people for living in ademocratic
society, and it would strengthen the development of this type of social
and political organization. Ademocratic society is one that is belter
able to confront new situations, and try new solutions, since it does not
have any rigid or preconceived ideology. It is essentially asystem of
social organization that is open to exploration of new means for
meeting difficulties. It is designed to evolve, to meet change and to
adapt to new developments. The student trained in problem-solving
will be able to be an active citizen of such asociety, utilizing his/her
techniques for dealing with unresolved problems in co-operation with
the larger social group in their common search for satisfactory ways of
dealing with the practical difficulties which hinder the best functioning
of society.

Some criticisms of pragmatism

In spite of the evident appeal of the pragmatic point of view for
Americans, and its apparent success in becoming for awhile the
dominant philosophy in America, some philosophers have objected to
this theory. They have attacked the basic pragmatic conception of what
constitutes true knowledge, and asked if we can really evaluate ideas in
terms of whether they work. At what point, they demanded, can one tell
if an idea has worked? In considering the example offered earlier, of the
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man who believed that the way to solve his financial difficulties was by
bank-robbing, we saw that it would be easy to conclude that this
solution was ‘right’, and one cannot deny that there have been
occasions on which it has worked. In attempting to deal with this
anomaly, the pragmatists insist that one should take into
only immediate consequences, but also the long-run effects. In response
the critics point out that one could never be sure whether an idea
worked, since its long-run consequences can go on forever. At certain
times the idea might work successfully, then fail, and then again be
successful. One would have to wait indefinitely in order to be able to
evaluate the consequences of any belief, and to determine whether it
worked. Furthermore, it is not possible to make an evaluation, to say
whether something works or not, unless one has some sort of criteria to
appeal to. Such criteria the pragmatist expressly denies us. What is
meant by ‘what works’? Are we to be concerned with what works for
as individuals, for our society, for humanity, or what? We need some
moral framework, some idea of what is good and bad, desirable and
undesirable, some notion of aims and objectives, in order to know what
it might mean to say that something works or does not. But the
pragmatist wants us to settle our moral disputes also in the same way,
by an appeal to ‘cash-value’; he/she sees ‘good’ itself as synonymous
with ‘what works’; and thus hc/she denies the validity of all other
criteria and makes it impossible for us to decide what works.

In addition, some of the critics hold, in assessing the working of ideas
in terms of the satisfaction certain beliefs afford people, all sorts of
personal idiosyncrasies and preferences will become the standards for
Judging truth and falsehood. Some people may enjoy believing that the
moon is made of green cheese, but does that make it true? The critics
contend that the pragmatists are confusing the human problems and
feelings that are often involved in our attitudes toward various ideas,
with the merits of the ideas themselves, and are making human
‘adjustment’ the ultimate goal of all investigations, instead of seeking
objectively true knowledge.

The pragmatists, in response to these objections, insist that there is no
way of investigating the truth or falsehood of theories and beliefs except
in terms of how they affect human beings, and that their critics
introducing abstruse and artificial standards which have nothing to do
with the real problems of human experience.
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Philosophical analysis

What is philosophy?

Although people in the Western World have philosophized for m o r e
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than 2500 years, the exact nature of philosophy is still amatter of
dispute. Philosophy began originally as acurious mixture of scientific,
theological, magical and ethical ‘explanation’ of the common and

features of the world. The early Greek thinkers, such as
Thales, Heraclitus, Anaxagoras, Pythagoras, and others, thought of
philosophy as we now think of contemporary science. They assumed
that throû  philosophical reflection the nature of the world would be
revealed to them. Thales, for example, invented an ingenious hypothesis
about the fundamental composition of the universe. He believed that all
objects are variations of one basic ingredient -water. For water, he
argued, if heated becomes steam, and thus all entities which are
gaseous, such as the atmosphere, can be described as rarefied water;
water in its natural state is aliquid, and all things which flow must be
made up of it; and finally, if water is cooled sufliciently it becomes a
solid, ice. It seemed plausible, therefore, that all solids must be
condensed forms of water. Thales, with aminimum amount of factual
information, was able by reflection to devise an ingenious hypothesis to

for such diverse things as the gaseous, liquid and solid
characteristics of the earth.

Subsequent philosophers, pursuing substantially the same method
(i.e., reflection) devised even more striking theories. Democritus, for
example, worked out acrude version of the atomic theory some 2000
years before careful investigation could produce any empirical confir¬
mation of it. As man’s curiosity about nature grew, and as knowledge
of it increased, explanations became both more sophisticated and more
satisfactory. In time, the study of nature became an activity which
broke away from philosophy, and anew discipline was developed called
‘science’. But this, it should be pointed out, is acomparatively recent
development. Even as late as the nineteenth century, university courses
in physics, for instance, were described as ‘natural philosophy’. Now

itself has been fragmented into ahost of subdisciplines; each
to speak, has selected some aspect of nature for intensive
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science, so
study -physics, for example, deals with the nature of inanimate objects;
botany with plants, astronomy with celestial phenomena, and so on.
Nevertheless, all these scientific activities, as different as they are from
one another, each utilize acommon method; amethod which is too
complex accurately to be described here, but which not only employs
reflection about the world, but more importantly which also involves the
patient observation of and experimentation with it. The main presuppo¬
sition of scientific activity is that it is only through such observation of,
and experimentation with, the objects in the world (as well as reflection
about them, of course) that we can acquire accurate information about
the characteristics of these objects. Put briefly, knowledge of the world
can be acquired only through the use of scientific method.
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The problem of knowledge

Now this method differs importantly from philosophical activity. The
philosopher does not perform experiments; he/she does not patiently
observe the behaviour of natural objects, either animate or inanimate
(except his students). And yet philosophy purports to give us knowledge
about the world. What kind of knowledge does philosophical activity
result in? Is philosophy like science except that it deals with adifferent
subject matter -that is, is it like physics, or botany or astronomy, but
treating of different kinds of things (e.g., universals, concepts, theories)?
Or is philosophy different from science? Does it give us akind of
knowledge, but one which is different from scientific knowledge of the
world? Or is it possible that philosophical activity does not result in
knowledge at all? But if not, then how can philosophy be justified? Put
simply -what then is philosophy and what does it tell us about the
w o r l d ?

Recent developments

In the twentieth century, several influential philosophical movements
have developed, each with adifferent answer to the above questions.
Some contemporary theorists, Saul Kripke (1940-) for instance, think
that philosophy is and ought to be concerned with an analysis and
investigation into the most general features of the world -the concepts
of identity, personhood, natural kinds. W. V. O. Quine (1908-)
philosophical activity as atheoretical extension of science; that the
difference between what aphilosopher does or ought to do and what a
scientist does are merely differences in emphasis and interest. Ludwig
Wittgenstein (1889-1951) whom many regard as the greatest philoso¬
phical genius of the twentieth century, thought of philosophy
autonomous discipline, as dealing with its own peculiar sorts of
problems. He did not think that science could solve philosophical
problems, and indeed felt, in his last works, that philosophy could not
give us any factual information about the world at all. In the early
1990s agroup working in the philosophy of mind and calling them¬
selves ‘empirical philosophers' took the view that recent scientific
findings in cognitive science and neurobiology will bear importantly
on classical philosophical problems about perception, knowledge
and consciousness, and indeed may even solve some or all of these
issues. This is still aminority position but it is growing in import¬
ance. Thus as we approach the end of the twentieth century alively
debate has been generated about the nature of philosophy, whether
it is asubstantive discipline with results that give us information
about the world or whether its problems are unique and are basi¬
cally different from those of science. Let us trace the history of the

s e e s

a s a n



338 Philosophy

subject, briefly, during the twentieth century. In the first part of the
century three important movements laid the groundwork for what
foUowed in the second part. These are logical atomism, logical posi¬
tivism (or logical empiricism) and ordinary language philosophy.
In various forms they are still with us today, having resonances in
the work of W. V. O. Quine, Donald Davidson, Hilary Putnam,
Richard Rorty, Daniel Dennett, Paul Churchland and others.
Unquestionably, the single most influential philosopher in the
second half of the century is Ludwig Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein
died in 1951 and with one exception {The Tractatus) his most
important writings have been published posthumously. Many of
these have recently been edited and published and more are
scheduled to appear in the near future. The impact of his work,
especially that deriving from his Philosophical Investigations (1953),
has been phenomenal. In 1989 the centenary of his birth was
celebrated with innumerable worldwide national and international
conferences and more than thirty books dealing with his life and
thought were published in that year alone. In speaking about
recent developments, we shall focus our attention on the ‘later
philosophy’ of Wittgenstein. This discussion will be followed by a
description of the state of the field as we approach the year 2000.

Logical atomism; The philosophy of Bertrand Russell and the early
Ludwig Wittgenstein

It is difficult to explain the philosophy of logical atomism in asimple
and brief way for the average (non-specialist) person. This is because in
order to understand it such aperson must know the essentials of a
highly-technical new discipline called mathematical or symbolic logic. In
asense which docs not too greatly distort the facts, logical atomism may
briefly be described as the philosophy of mathematical logic, or perhaps
more accurately, of Principia Maihemalica, the great work on mathem¬
atical logic by Alfred North Whitehead and Bertrand Russell, published
in three volumes between 1910 and 1913. Let us try here to give an
account in asimple way of the main ideas of Principia Maihemalica.

The new logic
It had been assumed, even as late as the nineteenth century, that
Aristotle had said the last word on logic. Kant, for instance, had
asserted that logic as developed by Aristotle was, of all philosophical
disciplines, afinished and complete subject, even down to its details.
This view was shown to be wholly mistaken by Russell and Whitehead.
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Around the turn of the twentieth century, and after more than ten years
of work, they developed anew type of logic which was much broader in
scope than Aristotelian logic; indeed, it contained classical logic as avery
minor part. This new logic resembled amathematical calculus, such
Euclid's elements, except, again, that it was of much greater generality:
it did not mention lines, points and planes, but talked merely about the
relations of symbols to each other, (This is why it has been named
symbolic logic.) The main difference between Aristotelian logic and the
new logic can be put as follows: Aristotelian logic was essentially alogic
of classes, whereas Russell’s logic was alogic of propositions. By aclass

mean an entity denoted by aterm such as ‘man', or ‘brother', or
‘mortal' etc. The basic propositions of Aristotelian logic such as ‘All
men are mortal’, or ‘Some men are mortal', state the relations of classes
of things to each other. For example, the proposition ‘All
mortal', states that the class of men is included in the cla,ss of mortal
things, while the proposition ‘Some men are mortal', states that some of
the class of men are included in the class of mortal things. Russell’s
logic, on the other hand, talked about the relation of propositions to
each other (e.g., ‘If it is raining, then the streets are wet’). The sentences
It is raining’, and ‘the streets are wet’, both express propositions, which

stand in acertain relation to each other- arelation which Russell called
implication. Russell was able to show that in terms of this logic, the
relation between classes of things could also be explicated; hence his
logical system not only included Aristotle’s treatment of logic, but at the
same time went beyond it.

Principia Mathematica was of great importance for philosophy for at
least two reasons: (a) It aî ed that mathematics, which had been thought
to be adistinct discipline, is in fact apart of logic. Russell showed this by
deducing from purely logical notions aset of postulates laid down by
the great Italian mathematician, Peano; and from these postulates it
was known that arithmetic could be derived, (b) Russell daimed, further,
that everyday or ‘natural’ languages, such as English, have abasic
structure similar to that of Principia Mathematica. Although natural
languages resemble Principia in this respect, they are defective for
purposes of philosophical analysis, since they arc less precise. It
accordingly believed that mathematical logic would provide philosophy
with atool of razor shaipness for clarifying the meaning of the sentences
of any natural language, for instance English and French. This in turn
gave rise to the hope that philosophical disputes at last could be treated
definitively with the use of anew logical machinery. Since
interested in the influence of Principia upon philosophy, rather than in
its treatment of the foundations of mathematics, we shall restrict our
discussion to that aspect of it.
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The nature of sentences

What, then, is meant by the ‘basic structure’ of the sentences of any
natural language, such as English? This can be explained as follows:
Russell distinguished between what he called ‘atomic prt̂ >osit!ons’, and
‘molecular propositioGs’. An atomic prt̂ rasition is aproposition which has
no parts which are themselves pit̂ Ktsitions. Thus, ‘John is human’, is an
atomic proposition, since its parts are individual words, not proposi¬
tions. On the other hand, aproposition like ‘John and Mary are going
to the cinema’, is amolecular proposition. Upon analysis, it can be seen
to be acomplex prt̂ ititm containing two parts, each of which is itself a
proposition, i.e., (a) ‘John is going to the cinema’, and (b) ‘Mary is going
to the cinema’. Amolecular proposition is built up out of atomic
propositions by the use of what Russell called connecting words, such as
‘and’, ‘or’, and ‘if... then'. In part, symbolic logic can be regarded as the
study of such words, since the rules for the employment of these words
allow us to build up complex propositions out of more simple ones.
Through the logical machinery of Principia, Russell laid down aset of
rules which, if followed, would allow one to build molecular proposi¬
tions out of atomic ones. He was thus able to analyse any molecular
proposition into aset of atomic propositions, plus the logical connectives.
Thus the meaning of amolecular proposition could, so to speak, be
unravelled by breaking it down into its constituent atomic propositions.
The question now remained -how do we analyse the meaning of an
atomic proposition?

Russell’s answer was that an atomic proposition is always of the
subject-predicate form. For example, ‘John is mortal, can be analysed
into asubject term, which is aproper noun or proper name, ‘John’, and
into apredicate term, such as ‘is mortal’. The subject term in such acase
always refers to an individual thing -in this case the person, John -and
the predicate term to acharacteristic or ‘property’ which the subject
term possesses, in this case the characteristic of being mortaf

At this point, the philosophical implications of Russell’s system
become apparent. When an atomic proposition is true, the subject term
denotes an individual thing or object, and the predicate term refers to
s o m e characteristics of this thing or object. And in showing that atomic
propositions refer to such objects and characteristics. Principia gives us
information about the real world. It informs us that the world is made up
of ‘facts’, and that all such facts are atomic in nature, i.e., every fact can
be described by an atomic proposition. There are no molecular facts in
nature, since every molecular proposition can be translated into, or
reduced to, aset of atomic propositions, plus the logical connectives,
such as ‘and’, ‘or’, ‘if ... then', and so forth. These connectives, of

.themselves refer to nothing in the world; they are linguistic
devices which enable us to combine atomic propositions in
c o u r s e
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ways; iheir use is ihus, as Russel! put it, ‘syntactic’ only. It should also
be stres.sed that there arc no ‘general’ facts in the world either. There is
no fact corresponding to the general proposition ’All men are morial’.
since this proposition again reduces to aset of atomic propositions such
as ’John is mortal’. ‘James is mortal’, and so forth for every individual
human who is mortal. The ultimate constituents of the world are thus
'facts', and afact is made up of an individual thing with its individual
charac ter is t ics .

Through the study, then, of mathematical logic we are able to
discover the essential structure of the world, i.e.. we are able to discover
that the world is made up of atomic facts. The answer of logical
atomism to the set of questions we po,sed about philosophy can now be
stated: the function of philosophy is to inform us about the world. In
particular, it is to inform us that the structure of the world is mirrored
by the structure of the basic propositions of Prindpia.

The theory of descriptions

But this was not the sole use to which Prinapia Maihemuiica could be
put tor philosophical purposes. Further, and perhaps as importantly, its
machinery could be used to solve problems which had puzzled thinke
lor centuries -problems which had important ontological consequen¬
ces. We can illustrate this by adiscussion of what Russell called ‘The
theory of descriptions'.

The point of the theory of descriptions is to show that philosophers,
through the faulty analysis of language, have been misled by specious
arguments into believing that the sorts of things which ordinary people
regard as fictitious or non-existent, in some sense actually do exist. The
problem which these philosophers found perplexing is an ancient one;
it occurs even in Plato. It can be stated as follows: We seem to be able
to make significant and indeed sometimes even true, statements about
‘objects' such as Medusa, Hamlet, the mythical country of Atlantis, and
so forth. When we say, for example, that ‘Hamlet murdered Polonius’,
this proposition seems to be true; and yet, upon reflection, we realize
that there never was any such thing as Hamlet. But how can the
proposition be true unless it is about something existent? Or again,
when we say ‘Medusa does not exist’, are we not saying, ‘There exists
something. Medusa, which docs not exist’. But this is an obvious
contradiction. Is it then impossible for one to deny the existence of
anything without contradicting oneself? There is something obviously
wrong here, and through the machinery of Prindpia Mathematica,
Russell set out to eliminate the difficulty.

Russell put the puzzle in this way. He asked: How is it possible for a
sentence such as ‘The present King of France is wise', to be significant
even though there is no King of France. Now the answer given to this

r s
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question by agroup of philosophers who preceded Russell notably
Alexander Meinong, was that such entities as ‘The present King of
France’, or ‘Medusa’, or ‘Hamlet’ are real things. True, they do not exist
in the actual world, but at least they do exist; they exist in some shadowy
realm. Meinong described them as ‘subsisting’ instead of‘existing’ -but
his point is that in some sense they are. ‘Medusa’, ‘Hamlet’, ‘the present
King of France’, etc. arc genuine constituents of the world, but they do
not exist in the same sense as you and your friends do. Meinong and
those influenced by him were led into this curious way of thinking
(something called {Mosoidiical idealism) by an argument which might
be stated as follows;

{a) The phrase ‘The present King of France’ is the subject of the
sentence ‘The present King of France is wise’.

{b) Since the sentence ‘The present King of France is wise’, is
significant, it must be about something -i.e., it must be about the
present King of France,

(c) But unless the present King of France existed, the sentence would
not be about anything and hence could not be meaningful at all.

(<0 Since ‘the present King of France is wise’, is meaningful or
it thcrefotc must be about some entity -the present King of

France, hence such an entity must exist (or ‘subsist’).

Symbolic logic
Russell now showed, through the techniques developed in his symbolic
logic, that this argument rests upon afallacy. In order to understand his
criticism, and accordingly to understand the theory of descriptions
which is part of the criticism, it is necessary to make adistinction
between what Russell called the grammatical form of asentence, and its
logical form. Asentence may be of the subject-predicate form from a
standpoint of English grammar, and yet when translated into the
language oiPrincipia Mathematica, may be of adifferent form, logically
speaking. Thus, consider the sentence ‘God exists’. In such asentence,
the word ‘God’ is grammatically the subject of the sentence and ‘exists’
is the predicate. If we were to rephrase this sentence, and put it into its
proper logical form, i.e., if we were to make clear the proposition it
asserts, the word ‘God’ would no longer be the logical subject, but
instead would be the logical predicate; and the word ‘exists’ would no
longer be the logical predicate, but would have adifferent function. It
would be what Russell called a‘logical quantifier’, that is, it would have
the same function as an indefinite pronoun such as ‘someone’ or
‘something’. Such words are used to refer ambiguously to an indetermi¬
nate class of things, and because they refer indefiniiely, are words
expressing generality. Thus when put into its proper logical form the
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sentence ‘God exists’, says; ‘Something, and only one thing, is
omnipotent, omniscient and benevolent’. In short, when we analyse the
meaning of the sentence ‘God exists’, we see that it means that acertain
indefinite something has acertain set of properties (being omnipotent,
omniscient and benevolent). The sentence is thus, logically speaking, not
of the subject'predicate form but is ageneral proposition, aproposition of
an entirely different structure from that of an atomic proposition.

Now the same thing is true of the sentence ‘The present King of
France is wise’. Its grammatical structure leads us to believe that the
phrase ‘The present King of France’ is logically the subject term, and ‘is
wise’ is logically the predicate term, and that such asentence therefore
is an atomic proposition, denoting afact of the world. But such a
sentence is not logically of the subject-predicate form. When it is
analysed according to the techniques developed in Principia Maihemai-
ica it analyses into the following propositions:

ISomething is current monarch of France.
2Not more than one thing is current monarch of France.
3Whatever is current monarch of France is wise.

It should be noticed that each of these three propositions which
together compromise the meaning of‘The present King of France is
wise', is agenera! proposition, not an atomic proposition. This can be
seen since no proper names occur in them, but instead such general
words as ‘something’, ‘whatever’, etc. The phrase ‘The present King of
France' which occurred in the sentence ‘the present King of France is
wise’, is thus, from alogical point of view, not the subject of the
proposition at all, for upon analysis it is eliminated from the analysing
propositions. Instead we have propositions containing no proper names
at ail, but only indermile pronouns and predicates. Thus, the phrase, ‘the
present King of France’ is not logically aproper name, although from
agrammatical standpoint it has the same function as aproper name.
Meinong would have been right, Russell argued, in inferring that if such
aphrase were aproper name it would refer to something, and thus right
in inferring that the present King of France ‘subsists’. But analysis into
logical terminology shows us that the grammatical form of the sentence
is misleading with respect to giving us the actualform of the proposition;
for when so analysed, it turns into aset of general propositions. Now
general propositions do not refer to anything directly in the actual world
since only atomic propositions can designate facts. Meinong’s fallacy
was to conclude that the phrase ‘the present King of France’ was a
proper name because it functioned as the grammatical subject of a
sentence. In showing that ‘the present King of France is wise’, is
logically agenera! proposition, not an atomic proposition. Russell was
in effect showing that such aphrase does not directly denote any object
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in the world. Only the subjects of atomic proposidoos are capable of
direct denotation or reference.

Russell called such expressions as ‘the present King of France'
deflnlte descriptive phrases. They are ‘deiinite’ because they connote that
one and only one individual satisfies the descriptimi -this is the function
of the word ‘the’. Russell’s point about descriptions not being logically
proper names can be put in yet adifferent way. He elsewhere described
them as ‘incomplete symbols’, rather than as ‘proper names’. Such
phrases are ‘incomplete’ because they have no meaning by themselves.
They function much as brackets do in asentence, which also have no
meaning by themselves. However, definite descriptive phrases can take
on meaning in the context of awhole sentence which contains them.
Thus, if one were to ask: ‘What does the phrase “the present King of
France’’ mean?' then, according to Russell, aproper reply would be, ‘It
means nothing at all -by itself.' This is because only proper names mean
independently of awhole sentence, they mean the object they are used
to refer to (for instance the name ‘Julius Caesar' means the object Julius
Caesar). Now since the phrase ‘the present King of France’ can be
shown by analysing it (as above) into the language of Principia not to be
aproper name, it has no meaning of its own -i.e., it does not by itself
directly refer to anything in the world. However, sentences containing
such aphrase may have meaning. Thus, the sentence ‘The present King
of France is wise’, means the same as ‘One and only one thing is the
current monarch of France, and this thing is wise'. In this way, through
the notion of an ‘incomplete symbol’ Russell was able to solve
Meinong’s perplexity about how it is possible for asentence like ‘The
present King of France is wise’, to be significant even though the phrase
‘The present King of France’, does not directly denote anything.

Logical atomism

The assumptions upon which the theory of descriptions rests are those
of logical atomism. It is assumed by Russell that Principia Mathematica
gives us the sketch of aperfect language; it is perfect because it mirrors the
structure of the actual world. When we translate asentence of ordinary
English into this perfect logical language, its meaning becomes clear. If
it turns out, upon such translation, not to be of the subject*predicate form,
then there is nothing that its grammatical subject will directly refer to,
since in the perfect language every subject term will denote an actual
object in the world, and every predicate term will denote an actual
characteristic of that object.

Logical atomism received its most careful and complete statement in
acryptic work written by aphilosophical genius named Ludwig
Wittgenstein, who was apupil of Russell's. Wittgenstein in abook
called The Tractatus Logico-Philosophkus, published in 1922, developed



3 4 3C/mii’i'ii'oriiry philosophy

aversion of logical atomism which is now called the picture theory.
According to Wittgenstein, the ideal language (Prindpia) pictured or
mirrored the world, just as amap mirrors it. If we wish to discover
whether town Ais north of town Bin Scotland, we can do so by
referring to amap, since amap in asense pictures the terrain. It pictures
it because there is identity of structure between the points on the map
and the points on the ground. Aperfect language is like amap. It
pictures the structure of reality. For every proper name in the language
there is acorresponding entity, and for every predicate acorresponding
property. The ideal language thus gives us the structure of facts, since
facts are composed of objects and their properties.

We may summarize the main tenets of logical atomism as follows;
Philosophy is agenuine activity, just as science is. Unlike science,

though, philosophy does not discover new facts for us. The knowledge
we acquire through the study of philosophy is not knowledge of new
facts. Instead, philosophy tells us about the structure of the world, how
its basic ingredients are constructed. Roughly speaking, it tells us that
the world is composed of aset of atomic facts, i.e., objects and their
properties.

The proper function of philosophy is analysis
Analysis consists in rewriting sentences of natural languages in such a
way that these sentences will exhibit their proper logical form. When
put into their logical form, their meaning will become clear, and
philosophical perplexity will be eliminated.

As can be seen from the above remarks, the philosophy of logical
atomism is ametaphysical system in the traditional sense. It contends that
philosophy is an activity which gives us knowledge of the world; not the
same kind of knowledge which science gives us, to be sure, but knowledge
none the less.

The philosophy of logical atomism flourished, especially in England,
in the 1920s and 1930s; but it has declined steadily in popularity since
then. One of the main reasons for its eclipse was the rise of logical
positivism, another philosophy influenced by the development of mathem¬
atical logic. But this doctrine utilized mathematical logic to show that
metaphysics was nonsense, and since logical atomism was clearly aform
of traditional metaphysics, it was rejected by thinkers who accepted the
newer view.

Logical positivism: Schlick, Carnap, A. J. Ayer

Logical positivism is often thought to have been initiated by aremark
of Wittgenstein in the Traclatus to the effect that philosophy is not a
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theory, but an activity. Logical positivism was the philosophical
movement initiated by agroup of thinkers who lived in Vienna in the
1920s. (This group later became famous under the name of the ‘Vienna
Circle’.) Among its members were Moritz Schlick, professor at the
University of Vienna, Hans Hahn, Friedrich Waismann, Herbert Feigl,
Otto Neurath and Rudolf Carnap. These men held informal seminars
and, in particular, closely studied the writings of Wittgenstein. They
elaborated upon the view that philosophy is not atheory but an activity.
They held that philosophy does not produce propositions which are true or
false; it merely clarifies the meaning of statements, showing some to be
scientific, some to be mathematical and some (including most so-called
philosophical statements) to be nonsensical. Their views, put in brief,
were that every significant statement either is astatement of formal logic
(in the broad sense of Principia Malhematica, and thus including
mathematical statements) or is astatement of science (again the phrase
‘scientific statement’ was broadly interpreted to include singular
sentences such as ‘This is white’, as well as statements of physical laws).
All other types of statement were, strictly speaking nonsensical. If they
had any meaning whatsoever, it was described as ‘poetical’, or ‘emotive’,
or ‘pictorial’, or ‘motivational’, but it was not cognitive. The statements
of theology such as ‘God exists in aheavenly place’ fell into this
category as did such traditional philosophical statements as ‘We can
never directly observe physical objects’, ‘1 can never know that you have
amind’, ‘No men are free, but everyone is determined by his past’, and
so forth. It was not held, it must be made clear, that such statements
were false\ they were literally without sense, just as the statement ‘T’was
brillig and the siithy toves’, is without sense. Philosophy pursued in the
traditional manner was thus deprecated; philosophy had alegitimate
function, to be sure, but it was not afunction which resulted in
propositions. Rather it was an activity which led to the clarification of
the meaning of questions in order to show how these could be answered
by the appropriate disciplines. Herbert Feigl’s witty remark about the
nature of philosophy, practised in the traditional way, beautifully
epitomizes the outlook of this school of philosophers. ‘Philosophy,’ he
remarked, ‘is the disease of which it should be the cure.’ Let us trace the
steps which led to this position.

The verification principle

In order to understand the powerful attack which logical positivism
made upon traditional philosophical systems, including logical atom¬
ism, it is necessary to analyse two of their basic tenets: first, adistinction
which they adhered to between what are called ‘analytic’ and ‘synthetic’
propositions, and secondly, their criterion for determining when a
proposition was cognitively meaningful, sometimes called ‘the verification
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principle’. Let us explain first the distinction they drew between analytic
and synthetic propositions.

Consider, by way of introducing the distinction, the following two
propositions; (a) All husbands have heads and (b) All husbands arc
m a r r i e d .

Now both of these propositions are similar in being true; yet they
differ in the way they are true. Proposition (<3) happens to be true of
every husband. We never see ahusband without ahead. But, and this
is the important point, it would be possible to imagine ahusband who
had no head. Imagine aman born without ahead, who lived, who was
fed through tubes, who married. This man would be exactly like other
men, except he would lack ahead. But, because he would have married
someone, he would be ahusband. On the other hand, proposition (b) is
not merely true as amatter of fact; but it is impossible to imagine or
conceive of any circumstances whatever in which somebody could be a
husband and yet not be married. It does not merely happen to be the
case that all husbands are married; it follows from the very meaning of
the word ‘husband’ that anyone who is ahusband necessarily is
married. We can thus see that if anyone were in doubt about the truth
of these propositions he would establish them in quite different ways. In
order to prove the first proposition true, he would actually have to
observe every single husband. This would require, as we say. empirical
investigation; some son of actual survey of existing husbands. But one
does not have to conduct any investigation to prove that the
proposition ‘All husbands are married’ is true. He merely has to
understand the meaning of the words which make up the proposition.
Once he understands these words, he can see that it is pan of the
meaning of the word ‘husband’ that all husbands are married -for
‘husband’ means the same as 'married male’. Thus the proposition can
be seen to be true without any sort of empirical investigation at all.

Propositions which require some sort of empirical investigation for their
confirmation are termed ‘synthetic’ while those whose truth follows from
their meaning arc called ‘analytic’. It is the contention of logical positivism
that every significant proposition must be either analytic or synthetic, but
none can be both. Broadly speaking, all analytic propositions belong to
formal logic -they are true in virtue of their formal structure, while all
synthetic propositions are like the propositions of science -they require
empirical investigation before their truth can be established. To put it
differently, analytic propositions are so called because, since their
predicate is contained in the definition of the subject term, all that the
proposition is doing is to assert something of the subject that is obtained
by analysis of the subject term (e.g., ‘All husbands -i.e., married males
-are married). Hence we verify such propositions by examining the
words they contain. Synthetic propositions, on the other hand, are so
called because they are the result of joining together, i.e., making a
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syntheas of, two lo^cally unrelated things (e.g., ‘This desk is brown').
Hence they can only be verified by observation and empirical
investigation of whether in fact this relation is true.

One further consequence of this distinction must be mentioned.
Analytic propositions, it was held, do not refer to the world in the way
in which synthetic propositions do. From the truth of an analytic
proposition, we caimot infer that the items mentioned by the terms in
the proposition exist. Thus from the analytic truth that ‘All giants are
giants’ we cannot infer that there are any giants. On the other hand, if
such aproposition as ‘This desk is brown’ is true, we can infer that the
world contains at least one desk. The logical positivists described the
difference between the two types of proposition by saying that
analytical propositions are ‘trivial’, whereas synthetic propositions are
‘informative’. The former are trivial in the sense that although they
appear to be talking about items in the world, upon analysis it can be
seen that they make no claim about the world; this was put by saying
that they are true merely in virtue of their logical form, or by definition
(i.e., the definition of a‘husband’ is that husbands are married males)
or by saying that they are assertions about words. On the other hand, a
syndetic proposition is ‘informative’ in the sense that it purports to make
some claim about reality, and when true, in fact does make such aclaim.

Now it is easy, through the mathematical and logical techniques
developed by Russell and Whitehead, to tell whether aproposition
is analytic or not. But how can we tell when asynthetic proposition,
or one which purports to be about the world, is significant?

Is such aproposition as ‘God exists in aheavenly place’ significant?
It purports to be about the world -but is it?

In order to answer this question, the positivists developed atest for
the significance of synthetic propositions: the famous verifiability
criterion of meaning. Any proposition which passed this test was held
to be significant in afactual sense. If it failed to pass the test, it must
either be analytic (and hence not about the world) or non-significant,
i.e., nonsensical. All propositions which therefore aim to express
genuine knowledge about the world must pass the test of being
empirically verifiable before they can be admitted to be significant.
What then is the verifiability criterion?

This criterion has been formulated in various ways by different
philosophers. Schlick in afamous paper called ‘Realism and Positivism'
formulates the principle in at least five different ways. One of its most
famous statements is to be found in abook by A. J. Ayer, published in
1936, called Language, Truth and Logic. According to Ayer asentence
will be factually (i.e., not analytically) significant to agiven person if and
only if he knows how to verify the proposition which it purports to express;
that is, if he knows what observations would lead him under certain
conditions to accept the proposition as being true, or reject it as being false.
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The important word in the above formulation is the word ‘observa¬
tion’. The point of the principle is that it must be possible to describe
what sorts of observations would have to be made in order to determine

whether aproposition is true or false. If some observation could be
described which would be relevant in determining the truth or falsity of a
proposition then the proposition will be significant; if not, it will be
meaningless. Schlick produced astriking example to illustrate the use of
this principle. Suppose somebody asserted ‘The universe is shrinking
uniformly’. Suppose further that by ‘uniformly’ he means that
everything will remain exactly proportional to everything else; all our
measuring sticks would shrink at the same rate; all people would grow
smaller proportionately; and thus there would be no discernible or
measurable difference between things after the universe had shrunk and
things before it had. Would it then make sense to say that the universe
had shrunk? Obviously not, since no possible observation could prove
that it had shrunk. Since the word ‘universe’ denotes everything which
exists, no one -even in principle -could get outside of it; thus no one
could measure any such shrinkage; and thus to assert such aset of
words is to assert something nonsensical.

Philosophical theories, according to Schlick, make just such asser¬
tions. To say ‘We never directly perceive physical objects’ is either to
utter atriviality or to make aremark which is, if significant, false. But
if aphilosopher holds that it is neither trivially analytic or false, then,
according to Schlick, since it could not be verified, it would be
nonsensical, since no possible observation could be described which
would determine it to be either true or false.

In explaining the verifiability criterion afurther distinction must be
made. It is necessary to distinguish between propositions which are
\cnfied and those which are verifiaWe, or to put it in other words,
between practical verifiability and verifiability in principle. Consider the
following proposition: ‘There is extra-terrestrial life’. Now this propo¬
sition has never been verified by anyone; yet it is aproposition which is
verifiable. We can describe the steps we must take in order to verify it.
We must first find some means of getting to other parts of the universe
and then looking to see if there is life there. If there is determined to be
suchlife then the proposition will be true; if not, it will be false. The
proposition in any case is significant, since we have described the
condi t ions under which i t would be known to be ei ther t rue or fa lse.
Even though we cannot at the present time actually verify the
proposition, since we do not now have the available means for
travelling to outer space none the less it is in principle verifiable, and
hence is significant.

Now consider by way of contrast such aproposition as ‘God exists in
aheavenly place ’. What conditions would reveal this proposition to be
true? What steps could we possibly take in order to show it to be
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verifiable, even in principle. There is no relevant observation we could
make which would show the proposition either to be true or false (to
argue that if we died, we could then determine which it was, is simply
another way of stating that no observation, in the present sense of that
word, would be relevant). Since no conceivable way of verifying the
proposition, even in principle, exists, this sentence expresses no
propositions -it is not acognitively significant utterance.

Implications

What are the consequences for traditional philosophy if we accept the
tenets of logical positivism? The main effect of accepting such adoctrine
will be that in so far as philosophy purports to tell us something about
reality, and in so far as it claims that the propositions purporting to tell
us something about reality, are neither empirically verifiable nor
analytic, we can reject such claims as being without sense. Thus,
consider the following example of philosophical prose from abook by
acontemporary existentialist, Heidegger, fVhal is Metaphysics'! Hei¬
degger writes:

Why are we concerned about this nothing? The nothing is
rejected by science and sacrificed as the unreal. Science wants to
have nothing to do with the nothing. What is the nothing? Does
the nothing exist only because the not, i.e., negation exists? Or do
negation and the not exist only because the nothing exists? We
maintain: the nothing is the simple negation of the totality of
being. Anxiety reveals the nothing. The nothing itself nets.

Rudolf Carnap in an examination of the above discourse shows that
its propositions are not capable of confirmation, since it is not possible
to formulate an observation statement by which the proposition can
be tested. He thus rejects them as nonsensical, and the above piece of
writing, he believes, is typical of traditional philosophy. Traditional
philosophy purports to tell us something about the world, but because its
utterances are in general empirically unverifiable, they are either trivially
analytic or meaningless.

Does this then mean that philosophy has no legitimate function
whatever? The positivist thinks that philosophy does have alegitimate
function -what we have called analysis. But by ‘analysis’ he does not
mean analysis in Russell's sense, i.e.. the translation of statements in
ordinary language into statements which accurately exhibit their logical
form. Rather, the function of analysis is to take any problem, to show
which questions in it are capable of being answered by mathematical or
logical reasoning, and which questions are capable of being answered hy
some sort of empirical investigation. It is not the function of philo-
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sophcrs, as such, to answer these questions: it is merely their function to
clarify the meaning of the questions so that one will know what sort of
questions they are, and how to proceed to answer them. Philosophical
problems of the traditional sort, as we have tried to show elsewhere in
this book, are extraordinarily complex. They are acomposite of awhole
host of queries, puzzles, questions -some of which are answerable only
by empirical investigation, some of which require mathematical or
logical techniques for their solution. Some questions are the products of
emotion and bias; some are simply senseless, for one reason or another.
Philosophical analysis is thus conceived as aprocess which is prelimi¬
nary to any sort of answer to aquestion. One must first analyse the
question in order to discover what it means-indeed as David Rynin in his
excellent statement of the verifiability criterion puts it -to discover what
aquestion means is identical with discovering how one would go about
answering it. The analyst himself suggests no answers -and hence when
he philosophizes properly no propositions are forthcoming. Philosophy
thus makes no claims about the world -it merely attempts to unravel
those perplexities of everyday life and science which bother people, and
which people cannot sensibly answer without first discovering what sort
of an answer would be relevant. In so far, then, as philosophy solves
puzzles and clears heads, its function is therapeutic. Those who
advocate the use of philosophy for such purposes have often been
described as ‘therapeutic positivists'.

Ordinary language philosophy: Moore and the later Wittgenstein

Athird important contemporary movement in analytical philosophy
has sometimes been styled ‘the ordinary language-school’ of philosophy.
Although many of the philosophers described as ‘ordinary language
philosophers’ would deny that they form aschool, or that there is one
method they follow, they have enough in common to justify grouping
them together in some rough fashion. Basically, what they have in
common is arejection of the notion that philosophical problems can be
understood or solved by the use of techniques deriving from formal
logic. So they share anegative outlook, but though differing widely in
their positive views, they also share the positive commitment that one
must begin from an analysis of ordinary speech in order to see what
light it casts on philosophical issues. One of the founders of this
movement, if it can be called amovement, was G. E. Moore (1873-
1958). Moore defended acommon sense view of the world, holding that
ordinary persons who claimed that they knew -and knew with certainty
-that tables, chairs, etc., existed, were correct. They were correct
because they were using the word ‘know’ in its common, ordinary ways
in making such aclaim. Therefore those philosophers -sceptics or
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idealists -who denied that we can have knowledge of the external world
were either mistaken in such claims or were using the word ‘know’ in
some peculiar, technical sense which did not undermine the claims of
those, speaking ordinary English, that they did know that tables,
persons, planets existed.

Moore’s approach was greatly extended by John L. Austin (1911-
1960) whose meticulous and subtle investigation of how words are used
by ordinary speakers had an enormous influence upon philosophy in
the post Second World War period. Austin’s philosophical writings rest
upon two assumptions:

1That everyday speech is built up over along period of time and
accordin̂ y that the different words and other types of expres¬
sions it contains are not merely accidental occurrences in the
language but are there to serve specific purposes. It is thus part of
his approach to assume that different words tend to be subject to
different uses and that these in turn mark out different logical
distinctions. One of the main purposes of philosophy is to explore
such distinctions and then to see how they bear upon traditional
philosophical issues. Agood example of his technique is to be
found in 'Three Ways of Spilling Ink,' where he describes ascene
in which ayoung boy in school pours ink on the hair of the girl
sitting in front of him. Did he spill the ink deliberately or on
purpose or intentionally? One might have thought that these
words are synonymous, but Austin shows they are not. Aperson
who spills ink deliberately does so after weighing various options
(he/she doesn’t act hastily), one who spills ink intentionally is
operating from aplan (he/she has thought out the scheme in
advance) and one who does it purposively has an end or goal in
mind. Via these distinctions Austin brings out brilliantly different
ways that persons can be held responsible for what they do; his
work thus amounts to anew and inventive approach to such old
problems as the free will problem, which raises questions about
whether one can be held responsible for one’s actions.

2Austin’s second assumption is that philosophers tend to
approach aphilosophical problem before they are clear about the
facts of acase, especially the linguistic facts. In his Sense and
Sensibilia (1960), Austin points out that the so-called argument
from illusion which is designed to show that some of our
perceptions of the world are delusive assumes that cases of
illusions and cases of delusions are the same thing. Awheel that
appears to be rotating in the opposite direction that acart is
moving is an illusion all right, but not adelusion. There is nothing
wrong psychologically with the person who sees the wheel
rotating ‘backwards’. But people who have delusions are suffer¬
ing from an illness and may need treatment. Aperson seeing his/
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her face in amirror is not seeing an illusion at ail and if normal
is not suffering from adelusion. Unless one gets these linguistic
facts straight, Austin argues, one cannot come to grips with
serious issues about our knowledge of the external world.

The later Wittgenstein

In the 1930s Wittgenstein came to realize that the search for aperfect
language which accurately mirrored the world could not be realized.
We cannot here reliably state in detail his reasons for abandoning
logical atomism -the view he propounded in his Traciatus Logico-
Philosophiats, published in 1922 -but his later works are primarily
directed toward attacking his own earlier views. He was to claim that his
'older’ theory was the only possible alternative to his newer outlook,
was indeed an attractive view, but that it was deeply and fundamentally
mistaken. The new approach is to be found in his masterpiece,
Philosophical Investigations, published after his death in 1952. This has
had enormous influence on contemporary philosophy. Literally
hundretls of books and articles have been devoted to Wittgenstein’s
later philosophy in the years since his death in 1951.

Wittgenstein's later philosophy is difficult to summarize because it is
not presented in adidactic or argumentative form. It is presented as a
ser ies o f numbered remarks o r comments . Somet imes i t i s no t c lea r

whether it is the author who is speaking or whether he is alluding to an
opponent (perhaps his earlier self) that he is attacking. It is therefore
often difficult to tell whether aline of reasoning represents amain
theme, and if it does where it begins and ends, and what its point is
supposed to be. Wittgenstein himself recognized that the reader would
find it difficult to follow his thought, but he believed that it was
necessary to present his views in this fashion -that aphilosophical
investigation is aseries of ‘sketches of landscapes’ as he says in the
introduction to the Investigations. Wittgenstein begins the Investiga¬
tions by quoting from St Augustine’s Confessions (Book I, Ch. 8).
According to Wittgenstein, Augustine presents the following view
about the nature of language. Wittgenstein writes as follows:

These words, it seems to me, give us aparticular picture of the
essence of human language. It is this; the individual words in
language name objects -sentences are combinations of such
names. In this picture of language we find the roots of the
following idea: every word has ameaning. This meaning is
correlated with the word. It is the object for which the word stands.

Augtistine docs not speak of there being any difference between
kinds of words. If you describe the learning of language in this way
you are, Ibelieve, thinking primarily of nouns like ‘table’, ‘chair’,
‘bread’, and of people’s names, and only secondarily of the names



354 n i losophy

of certain actions and properties; and of the remaining kinds of
words as something that will take care of itself.

But though explicitly speaking about St Augustine, Wittgenstein is
really describing the view he advanced in the Tractatus -the so-called
picture theory -which in turn was connected with the doctrine of logical
atomism. According to the picture theory, significant discourse is
possible about the world because the elementary sentences of such
discourse mirror the world; and this is due to the fact that their elements
-conceived of as logical atoms -stand in aone to one correspondence
with the individual elements of the world. As we remarked earlier, the
resulting picture of language is that it has asimple essence; namely, its
basic propositions can be significant because they stand in an
isomorphic mapping relation to the world.

It is this whole conception of what language is, and how it works, that
Wittgenstein now rejects. The new view shows that language has no
simple essence; that it is an enormously complicated activity, learned in
avariety of ways and used in ways too numerous to count. It is the
search for an essence, the search for the ‘real’ meaning behind the
everyday flow of experience, which characterizes the activity of the
philosopher. He is driven by the impulse to find asimple picture, a
simple mode! which will fit all phenomena and in terms of which he can
understand them. The theory of meaning thus ultimately gives way to
atheory about the nature of philosophical activity, and this becomes
the central theme of the later philosophy.

For Wittgenstein, typical philosophical ‘problems’ have the
peculiarity that they cannot be solved either by mathematical or
empirical procedures (in part, this is why any attempt to solve them by
means of an ideal language will prove abortive). The reason for this is
that they involve ‘perplexities’ that arise from the attempt of areflective
person to give atheoretically satisfactory picture of facts which are
known to him/her. In giving such apicture, the person in question is not
attempting to discover new facts (to make ascientific contribution).
Insiead, he/she is trying to order these facts in away which makes them
seem significant to him/her. Hc/she is, in short, trying to give ageneral
explanation of the world. But the results of this activity often issue in
statements that arc unverifiable and run counter to common sense. As
Wittgenstein says in aremarkable passage: 'Language is alabyrinth of
paths. You approach from one side and know your way about; you
approach the same place from another side and no longer know your wa>
about’. Thus, the person who says‘everybody is basically selfish' is aware
of the fact that some people are motivated to act only in their own
interest, and that some people arc motivated to act so as to further the
interests of others -yet he is inclined to describe both sets of people as
‘selfish’. In doing this something has gone wrong with his way of
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characterizing or describing these facts. The result is perplexity, because
he is inclined to say both that such people are selfish and yet, in view of
the obviously contrary facts, that they are not selfish. In the end, he does
not know what to say.

How, then, is such perplexity to be resolved? Not by an appeal to the
facts, since the person suffering from such perplexity knows the facts as
well as anyone. His problem is that he does not know how to describe
them. The solution to this problem, accordingly, does not consist in
giving him new information, but (as Wittgenstein puts it) ‘by arranging
what we have always known.’ We must convince him that the ordinary
way of describing these facts is the correct way. ‘What we do',
Wittgenstein says, ‘is to bring words back from their metaphysical to
their everyday use.’

What has caused our reflective person to fall into this kind of
intellectual confusion are certain subtle misuses of ordinary language.
In one way or another hc/she has gradually extended the ordinary uses
of words in ways which importantly change their meaning. Hc/she
may, as aconsequence, begin to doubt that his/her normal, unhesitat¬
ing application of these words is in fact correct. When this occurs, he/
she is in the state of perplexity described above. The way to resolve such
perplexity, therefore, is to exhibit the ordinary, correct use of the key
terms in his/her discourse in order to show how, in subtly misusing
them, his/her activities give rise to such conceptual bewilderment.

The aim that lies behind Wittgenstein’s writings is thus mainly
therapeutic. It is to rid philosophy of conceptual confusion by
diagnosing its causes. In the Investigations all sorts of procedures for
achieving this result are adopted. The main one is the technique that
Wittgenstein calls the use of‘language games’. This technique assumes
that everyday language is learned analogously to the way in which
certain games are learned. The rules which wc learn for the proper
employment of certain terms have much the same function as the rules
we learn in order, say, to play chess. To illustrate, then, how the
philosopher misuses ordinary expressions, Wittgenstein shows,
through developing various language games, what the actual rules for
the use of these expressions are: what they will and will not allow us to
do with these expressions. In the light of this sort of description (which
replaces explanation), he is able to pinpoint those deviations from
actual use which lead to conceptual confusion -those confusions which
arise, as he puts it, ‘when language goes on aholiday’.

The therapeutic impulse in the Investigations is thus not dissimilar to
that we have found in the Tractatus. In the Tractatus, the claim was that
philosophical pronouncements were literally senseless; and some such
notion pervades thtlnvesiigaiions as well. Wittgenstein says (paragraph
109):
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And we may not advance any kind of theory. There must not be
anything hypothetical in our considerations. We must do away
with all explanation and description alone must take its place. And
this description gets its light, that is to say its purpose, from the
philosophical problems. These are, of course, not empirical
problems; they are solved, rather, by looking into the workings of
our language, and that in such away as to make us recognize those
workings: in despite of an urge to misunderstand them. The
problems are solved, not by giving new information, but by
arranging what we have always known. Philosophy is battle
against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language.

And in paragraph 124 he adds:

Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of
language; it can in the end only describe it. For it cannot give it any
foundation either. It leaves everything as it is.

Philosophy after Wittgenstein
As was indicated earlier, Wittgenstein holds that philosophical
problems are different from scientific problems, and that no 'fac¬
tual' solution to aphilosophical problem is possible. Wittgenstein,
of course, does not deprecate science per se\ he thinks that science
is an important activity for an investigation of the world; his view
is that philosophers should not take it as amodel of how to proceed
in pursuing their characteristic activities. There is along tra¬
dition of twentieth-century philosophy which disagrees with this
Wittgensteinian attitude. Among its earlier, main, proponents were
Bertrand Russell, Rudolf Carnap and A. J. Ayer. Though differing
from one another in certain ways, they held that science is indeed
the model that should inspire philosophical activity. Carnap and
Ayer, in fact, held that the only significant statements that could
be made about the world would belong to one or another of the
physical sciences.

With the death of Wittgenstein, this tradition that sees philos¬
ophy as modelled upon science has had its most influential pro¬
ponent in W. V. OQuine (bom 1908), who until his retirement
in 1978 was Edgar Pierce Professor of Philosophy at Harvard
University. Quine's main influences are three: the logical work of
Russell, the positivism of Carnap and the pragmatism of Dewey
and James. TTiese unite in his philosophy in complex ways, but the
main thread through these somewhat differing points of view is
the notion that, when done correctly, philosophy is just an exten¬
sion or subdiscipline of science. The distinction is one of abstract-
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ness with respect to subject matter, not one of method. Given that
there are physical objects, it is the scientist who discovers whether
there are quarks and other subatomic particles, and what their
properties are. On the supposition that there are sets and classes, it
is the mathematician who decides whether there are negative num¬
bers and what their properties are. But whether there really are
sets or classes is amatter to be addressed by the philosopher. In a
famous paper, ‘On What There Is’ (1948), Quine addressed the
question of whether it is possible to decide if there are abstract
entities such as classes and universal, and laid down an important
criterion -too technical to be discussed here in detail -to decide
this question. Roughly speaking, the criterion says that certain
idioms we use in ordinary language, words such as ‘some’ and 'there
is', which Quine calls ‘quantifiers’ allow one to decide what a
given ‘ontology’ is committed to. So if we quantify over physical
objects, saying there are such things, our ontology must contain
physical objects. Quine thus disagrees with Wittgenstein, who says
that the sentence ‘There are physical objects’ is nonsense (see
Wittgenstein’s On Certainty, entry 35). He thinks that this sentence
is both meaningful and true, and can be proved to be such by his
criterion of ‘quantifying over’.

Quine's idea that science and science alone is the key to reality,
and that philosophy when done correctly is an extension of science,
is sometimes called ‘Quine’s naturalism', i.e. the idea that the
exploration of nature (including human nature) is properly done
only by science. In aseries of famous articles and books, such as
‘Two Dogmas of Empiricism' (1950), Word and Object (1960) and
The Roots of Reference (1973) this idea has been applied to awide
range of traditional philosophical topics. In ‘Two Dogmas’, for
instance. Quine challenged the received view that there is adistinc¬
tion of kind tietween analytic and synthetic prc.fH)sitions, contending
in aseries of brilliant analyses that all arguments to this effect are
either question begging or incoherent. Mis own view is that prop¬
ositions do not differ in kind but only in degree, and that, in prin¬
ciple, depending on how future experience judges these matters,
any proposition can be given up or revised. Tlie point of view here is
asophisticated fonn of pragmatism.

Quine’s inlluence in contemporary analytical philosophy has
been enormous. One of its most prominent developments is in the
philosophy of mind, where awide variety of views, ultimately
tracing back to Quine’s thought, can be found today. Hilary Putnam
(born 1925), for instance, says in Represenlaiion and Reality {1989}.
‘the way to solve philosophical problems is to construct abetter
scientific picture of the world’ (p. 107). Putnam, who is the inventor
of atheory of the human mind called ‘functionalism’, assumes on
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scientific grounds that the human mind works like acomputer. This
is aform of materialism which rests on the notion that computer
science, or more generally cognitive science, will give us atrue
picture of the mind -an idea that has its origins in Quine’s philos¬
ophy. Another major contemporary philosopher. Donald Davidson
(born 1917), follows Quine in rejecting any form of Kantian tran¬
scendental idealism. In afamous paper, ‘On the Very Idea of a
Conceptual Scheme’ (1974), Davidson argues that the Kantian con¬
ceptual scheme, which assumes that the physical world is somehow
to be contrasted with the mental, and that mental activity somehow
conditions the human apprehension of the world, rests upon afal¬
lacious distinction. The world is as science describes it, and any
idealist or philosophical gloss which holds that the mental is not
subject to scientific investigation, such as Kant’s, is to be rejected.
Even stronger neo-Quinean views about the nature of the mind
are to be found in later writers, called ‘eliminative materialists’.
They hold that ascientific approach to the so-called ‘mind’ will
reveal that the mind is nothing but the brain. We have no need
for thoughts, ideas, intentions and other types of ‘metaphysical’
notions in developing acorrect explanation of human behaviour
and cognition. All that is needed is ascientific investigation of the
brain and its activities. This view has been criticized by those who
claim that such eliminativists believe that there are no such things
as beliefs, aview that is either self-contradictory or self-defeating.
Eliminativists have rejected this analysis, and in the decade of the
1990s avigorous debate on the question is taking place in advanced
philosophical circles.

Conc lus ion

The twentieth century has seen aremarkable surge of philosophical
activity, much of it of great power and originality. We are still too close
to the most recent developments to assess their ultimate significance,
but there can be no doubt that the greatest philosophers of the
analytical tradition will continue to be read and studied for many years
t o c o m e .

Existentialism and phenomenology

The last types of contemporary philosophy we shall consider are the
views called existentialism and phenomenology. These are the names
given to anumber of verv differctu philosophies and should not be seen
as implying that the.se philosophies have more than avery tenuous
connection with each other. They have l i t t le more in common than that
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they are all ‘philosophies oflife’; (hey all try to answer in difTerent ways
the questions (hat men are inclined to ask about human existence; they
are all, therefore, opposed to ‘rational’ philosophy, and they see
philosophy as having amore positive role to play than any of the
modern analytical movements are willing to ascribe to it. This kind of
view has been extremely popular in France, Germany and Latin
America since the Second World War, and is becoming influential in
the English-speaking world as well. In order to understand these
philosophical theories it is best to go back to their origins in the
nineteenth century, and then examine certain of the most general
features of contemporary existentialist and phenomenological thought.

Seren Kieritegaard

The underlying theory of this movement goes back to abrilliant Danish
philosopher and theologian, Soren Kierkegaard, and his war against
rational philosophy and theology. Kierkegaard was born in 1813, lived
most of his life in Copenhagen, and wrote aseries ofstrange books until
his death in 1855. By and large, these writings and the career of their
author made avery slight impression on his times. In Copenhagen,
Kierkegaard was regarded as apeculiar crank, as anuisance to the
Danish church. Outside of his homeland he was hardly known at all.
However, near the beginning of this century, his works were translated
into German, French, English and other languages, until now, a
century after his death, his influence is deep and widespread. The
histories of philosophy written eighty years ago hardly mention him,
but current philosophical journals and publications contain more and
more studies of his work each year. So, although Kierkegaard has been
dead over acentury, he is really acontemporary thinker.

The works

One of the puzzling features of his works is that they are attributed to
aseries of authors with names like Johannes Climacus, Johannes de
Silentio, Anti-Climacus, and the like and occasionally to himself. The
works vary from almost fictional writings such as Eilher/Or, to
philosophical studies such as the Philosophical Fragments and Fear and
Trembling, to religious rhapsodies such as his Edifying Discourses, to
bitter satirical diatribes such as the Attack upon Christendom. However,
as Kierkegaard argued in one of his works, there is amethod in all this
apparent madness, aproblem and amessage which the author felt could
only be conveyed in this peculiar fashion through the points of view
presented by the various pseudonyms.
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The centra] questi<«
Fundamentally, in its most simplified form, the problem that Kierke¬
gaard raised in his works was, ‘What is the point of man’s life?’ ‘What
sense can people make out of human existence?’ ‘What is the purpose
of human events?’ Kierkegaard attempted in his literary works to reveal
an image of human life as anguished and absurd, harrowing and
meaningless. In his philosophical writings, he developed arguments on
the basis of this view of human existence. His religious writings and his
satires attempted in other ways to make the reader acutely conscious of
these questions.

‘Johannes CUmacus'

For our purposes, the clearest presentation of Kierkegaard’s view is set
forth in the Philosophical Fragments-, his proposed solution also appears
there. This work is alleged to have b«n written by one Johannes
Climacus. This name was probably chosen because there had been such

author at least athousand years earlier who wrote awork called The
Ladder to Paradise. On the title-page of Kierkegaard’s book, the
supposed author, Climacus, posed the problems of the book in three
questions: Is an historical point of departure possible for an eternal
consciousness? How can such apoint of departure have any other than
amere historical interest? Is it possible to base an eternal happiness
upon historical knowledge? What Climacus wished to point out is that
the solution to aperson’s problem lies in somehow being able to find a
link between historical or temporal life and some sort of eternal
knowledge. As the argument of the book is intended to make out, the
answer to each of the questions must be both completely negative and
also completely afllrmative.

a n

The Socratic paradox

In order to develop his paradoxical theory, Kierkegaard begins the
Philosophical Fragments with aclassic philosophical pi zzle posed by
Plato. In the dialogue, the ‘Mcno’, Socrates had asked, car. we learn that
which we do not know? He argued that if we really do not know it, then
we would not be able to recognize this knowledge when we learn it. If
Ido not now know what 7689 times 4547 is, how can 1distinguish the
right answer from the wrong answer when 1see it? If Ican tell the right
answer from the wrong one, then, Socrates insisted, in some sense I
must already have known the rî t answer (see pages 224-226). On the
basis of such an argument, Socrates came to the conclusion that learning
is impossible -that is, it is not possible to acquire true knowledge
that one does not already have. Either one learns what one already
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knows, in which case one does not/cam, or one has no way of learn¬
ing anything, since one has no way of recognizing the truth of what
one is trying to learn. The significance of all this, for Socrates and
Plato, was that one did not actually learn anything new, but must
have all possible knowledge within oneself, and that what we cal!
learning is really nothing but recollecting true knowledge that we
already have within us. The stimulus of certain occasions, such as
conversations with Socrates, only have the effect of jarring our
memories, so that we become aware of something we already know.

Kierkegaard's solution

Kierkegaard accepted the problem raised by Plato as genuine, but
suggested that adilTerent solution could be offered in place of the
Platonic theory of recollection. Let us suppose that the learner does not
have all knowledge within him/her. Then prior to acquiring knowledge,
the learner has no means of recognizing truth when he/she encounters
it. But if one does learn anything, then, according to Kierkegaard's
hypothesis, something extremely strange must occur. Something must
happen at the moment of learning that makes the learner different from
what he/she was before, that makes him/her capable of recognizing a
truth which he/she previously could not do. Prior to this change in the
nature of the learner, he/she must have been in complete ignorance,
incapable of telling truths from falsehoods, knowing no truths. Then,
suddenly, amoment of enlightenment must have taken place, which has
removed the previous ignorance, and made it possible for him/her to
distinguish truth from falsehood. In other words, Kierkegaard's
hypothesis, instead of explaining knowledge as recollection, explains
knowledge as miraculous, as due to some inexplicable transformation
that takes place in the learner at some decisive moment in his/her
existence.

Once the moment of enlightenment has taken place, what one knows
is absolutely certain for the learner; it is eternal knowledge for him/her.
In view of the learner’s inability to bring about his/her own enlighten¬
ment, since he/she was completely ignorant before it occurred, and in
view of his/her own inability to comprehend what has happened to
him/her, or how it has taken place, Kierkegaard suggests calling
whatever is the cause of one’s enlightenment -God. Such aGod,
whatever He or it may be, must enter into the series of historical events
that constitute man’s life in order to produce this radical and complete
transformation in the learner.

The decisive moment

One further element to the Kierkegaardian hypothesis must be
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introduced. Kierkegaard claims that his explanation differs from that of
Socrates in one crucial detail. For Socrates, the moment of recollection
is not really important, since the learner had all the knowledge within
himself all the time. But, in Kierkegaard’s theory, the moment of
enlightenment is decisive for the learner in two respects; he is completely
changed from total ignorance to possessing eternal knowledge; and the
moment is decisive as part of his life. What this latter claim means is that
although the transformation is miraculous from the human point of
view, it must still be significant for the individual as the dramatic
culmination of something which occurs in his/her own life.

To make the moment of enlightenment decisive from aperson’s
point of view, he/she must desire this transformation, but because of
his/her ignorance must desire it without knowing what it would involve
and what it would be like. In order to illustrate this, Kierkegaard offers
apossible interpretation of his theory in terms of astory. Suppose a
mighty king (God) wants to marry ahumble maiden (the human
learner) but can marry her only if she loves him for himself, and not
because of his wealth and power. If he shows her his power and his
wealth, she may marry him for the wrong reasons -she will merely be
overpowered by his grandeur. If he forces her to marry him, again she
will not do it because of love of the king. The only way the king can
achieve his end -gaining her because she wants him for himself -is to
conceal all those elements that might lead her to make her choice for the
wrong reasons. Similarly, if the learner can see the benefits of
enlightenment, he will be enticed. If God, causes the enlightenment
without any desire for it on the part of the learner, it will have no
significance for him. So, Kierkegaard claimed, if the moment is to be
significant for ahuman being, if must involve his prior desire for
enlightenment, without his either being forced to desire it or being
enticed into desiring it because of its possible advantages.

Scepticism and faith
Put in less picturesque terms, the theory Kierkegaard set forth is that
human beings of and by themselves are incapable of knowing anything
that is certain, and that only through some sort of miraculous event in
their lives can they ever acquire such knowledge. But this miracle of
knowing can only be significant or decisive for ahuman being if he/she
desires its occurrence without being able to form any judgment about
the advantages or disadvantages of the transformation. Agood deal of
Kierkegaard’s philosophical writing is devoted to developing atype of
complete scepticism, to showing that human beings by themselves can
know nothing. After developing that scepticism he maintained that the
solution to man’s total ignorance lies first in recognizing our tragic
plight and then, blindly, irrationally, seeking away out of that wretched



('fmiemporory philosophy 363

predicament through faith alone, faith that there can be aform of
contact between man and God in man’s histor ical existence.

The only information we have in our benighted state of ignorance is
either factual, historical information about our experience, or logically
derived information about concepts. Bui whether any of this is
necessarily true about anything in this world, we can never tell. In our
unenlightened state we are completely unable to tell if God exists. In
fact, our ignorance is such, that His non-existence is more compatible
wi th our in fo rmat ion than H is ex is tence.

Uncertainty

Our sense experience and historical information are always changing.
We cannot tell whether any of our sense information is necessarily true.
We lack means for establishing the necessary truth of any knowledge we
acquire by experience. In order to be absolutely certain we would have
to be able to show that it is impossible that it could be false. But the very
fact that our sense experience deals with changing things, with things
that come into being, change and disappear, shows that anything wc
believe that we know could be false. There is nothing about the
changing world that has to be the way it is since it keeps altering its
qualities. Hence, as regards anything historical, anything that takes
place in time, we can only notice the temporary arrangements of
qualities, but can never be sure that experienced objects musi have
certain properties, and cannot be otherwise. (The point Kierkegaard is
making is much like Hume's claim that we can never have necessary
knowledge about matters of fact (see pages 265-269).

With regard to the apparently certain knowledge that we have in
mathematics and other such disciplines, here all that we know
according to Kierkegaard’s analysis, is that i/'we define certain concepts
in certain ways, then certain consequences follow. This tells us about the
logical relationships of concepts, but tells nothing at all about whether
any items in our experience have these properties. Geometry may allow
us to formulate certain theoremsabout’points’.’lines’, and‘planes’, but
it does not allow us to tell whether there are objects in our experience to
which these theorems apply. Even if there are no ‘points’, ’lines’ or
‘planes’ in our world. Euclidean geometry is still valid. But the geometry
of objects in our experience is amatter of sense investigations, which
can never yield any completely certain or necessary conclusion.

Kierkegaard’s scepticism is summed up in his claim that alogical
systemof knowledge is possible, that is, abody of knowledge is possible
in which the conclusions can be justified as necessarily true since they
are logical consequences of the initial concepts and definitions. On the
other hand, an existential system, abody of necessary knowledge dealing
with experience, is not possible, because we are incapable of discovering
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any necessary truths about historicai or changing events. As the logical
positivists have contended, all our information consists either of
logically true propositions which have no factual content, or of factual
propositions which cannot be shown to be true by logical procedures.

The problem of God
In view of these extreme limitations on the possibility of human
knowledge, we have no way of proving the existence of God as an object
which operates in our historical world. If we define God as many
theologians do, as an eternal, unchanging being, it may be possible, if
the definition is carefully contrived, to show that aproposition of the
form ‘God necessarily exists’ follows from the definition. But this
procedure has no bearing on whether there is such abeing in the world
of our experience (see page 198). It merely shows the logical relatioaship
that exists between concept and conclusion. If we try to discover from
our experience whether God exists, we are confronted with adifferent
kind of difficulty. Everything we experience is temporal and changing,
and hence not God, since God is eternal and unchanging. Some of the
items that we experience may be the effects of God’s activities, but this
we could only tell if we already knew that there is aGod.

With respect to the theologian’s concept of God as an eternal and
unchanging being, we can see that it would be logically impossible for
God to be part of the historical world. By definition, no historical or
temporal properties apply to God. If one believed that God existed in
time, that God was able to act in human historical situations, one would
be believing something that is logically absurd.

The human predicament

It is now possible to present the full flavour of Kierkegaard’s theory,
and then iu? more general formulation in contemporary existentialism.
As human beings in our state of total ignorance, all that we can do is
realize the necessity of complete scepticism, our inability to know
anything about the world that is true or necessary. However, if we
reflect on our plight, we realize also that we are trapped in an awful
condition. We have no real knowledge, and yet we have aneed for such
knowledge to be certain of what we ought to do, what we ought to
believe, and so on. The quest for knowledge, in the strongest possible
sense, is unavoidable, if wc arc concerned to find the meaning of human
existence. But, in view of our ignorance, we have no means for
discovering asolution. This can only occur if the miracle of enlighten¬
ment occurs, and we cannot even tell if there is an enlightener in the
universe .
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The ‘risk’ of faith

Since there are no guides for us, no way of determining what we ought
to do, or how we can become enlightened, all that we can do is either to
remain in our darkness as sceptics forever, or take ‘the leap into
absurdity’, accept abelief, blindly and irrationally, that there is some
agent called ‘God’ who can and does act in time, and who will, if we desire
it, effect our enlightenment. How docs one know what to believe in? One
cannot. All one can do is believe. Man’s solution lies solely in the
decision to believe, to have faith. One can never be sure before the event
that it is the right decision, or if as aresult of the decision, one’s life may
become meaningful, and the quest for knowledge be at the end. One
may also have made the wrong decision, opted for the wrong belief. The
risk is enormous, and there is no way of establishing abasis for belief.

Chr i s t i an be l i e f

The faith that Kierkegaard advocated was an interpretation of Christian¬
ity in terms of his theory. Assuming his hypothesis about how
knowledge occurs, he believed that the miracle of enlightenment took
place through the incarnation of Jesus, through God’s appearing in
human history and saving those who beiieve. The crucial stumbling-
block for Kierkegaard’s version of Christianity is involved in finding
out what to believe, what form the incarnation took. God, like the king
in Kierkegaard’s story, has created asituation in which He is
unrecognizable, so that human beings will believe in Him through faith
alone. Those who were alive in Palestine in the first century ad were no
better off than we in determining what to believe. The contemporary of
Jesus saw only ahuman being and was aware that God cannot be a
human being. At any time, the problem of being abeliever is the same.
There is no evidence. All that one can do is believe by faith alone. The
evidence of Scripture is not convincing unless one already believes that
the New Testament reveals the life of God. This one can never find out
from the book. If one points out that it is acontradiction in terms for
God to have had ahistory, Kierkegaard answers with Tertuliian’s
assertion ibelieve that which is absurd’. If one points out how
implausible and ridiculous it is to believe that Jesus of Nazareth was
God, Kierkegaard replies, quoting an earlier German irrationalist,
‘Lies, fables and romances must needs be probable, but not the
f o u n d a t i o n o f o u r f a i t h ’ .

‘Absurdity’
This idea of pure belief as the solution to man’s problems is developed
in Kierkegaard’s brilliant portrayal of his hero, the Biblical Abraham,
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in Fear and Trembling. The knight of faith is somebody who believes
and acts ‘in virtue of the absurd’. The test of faith is whether one's
beliefs can be held in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary,
in the face of complete irrationality. Abraham -in consenting to
sacrifice Isaac on God’s command and God’s promise that if Abraham
sacrificed his only child he would then become the Father of the
Faithful -was performing an action that was brutal and meaningless
according to human standards. Its sole justification was that it was an
act of faith.

In view of the irrationalism of the solution Kierkegaard is offering, he
saw that it would be aviolation of his theory to claim that he could teach
the truth. People could only find this in blind faith. For this reason he
claimed that his writings represented indirect discourse. All that he
could do was raise certain questions, pose certain problems, but each
person would have to find the solution in his own way. The point,
apparently, in the use of various pseudonyms for his works was that
each, in his own way, could raise certain questions, suggest certain
answers. But the reader, himself, would have to find his own solution.
Truth exists solely in the subjective, personal certainty of the believer.

Contemporary existentialism

If Kierkegaard’s leap into religious faith was not acceptable, one might
instead turn to Friedrich Nietzsche’s atheism. Nietzsche insisted that
the God of traditional religion was dead, no longer had any role in the
lives of serious people. Instead human beings had to create a
meaningful world through their own will, and they had to be brave
enough to live with and revel in the results. Nietzsche’s somewhat
nihilistic view shared with Kierkegaard’s the subjectivity of the basic
human decision about what to believe. Nietzsche rejected all supernat¬
uralism, and saw all theories as man-made. His view led to aform of
humanistic existentialism, when joined with certain aspects of the
philosophical theory called ‘phenomenology’.

This movement was developed by Edmund Husserl in Germany
early in the twentieth century. Husserl himself believed philosophy
could be an exact science, based on certainty which rested on no
presuppositions. Descartes had found such certainty in the cogiio (I
think, therefore Iam). If we examine what we are aware of when we
know the cogito, we see that such knowledge is completely certain. This
needs no proof, but is evident just from examining it. If there arc such
intuitively certain truths in human consciousness, we should study them
as objects of consciousness, just as they appear to us, and not as aspects
of some hidden metaphysical world.

When we find out what is true in immediate experience and why it is
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true, we need no suppositions to justify or explain this. We perform a
‘phenomenological reduction* of consciousness and uncover what is
intuitively certain, and what are the essences, or invariant features of
experience. These features give experience the genuine meaning it has.
Husserl envisaged his phenomenological method as adescriptive
procedure for examining conscious experience. It was not apsycholog¬
ical method, but rather one that brought out certain and necessary
aspects of experience. It did not deduce these from presuppositions, but
revealed them by phenomenological reductions, amost arduous
process as carried on by Husserl and his disciples. This would not lead
to some kind of traditional metaphysics about the knower and what is
known. Instead it would delineate what is certain in conscious and
intelligible experience. Husserl in his later writings seemed to be moving
towards akind of idealism in which the ego, the pure self, was the
ultimate certainty. His last writings only published after the Second
World War, stressed the community of ego, and the world as the
intcrsubjective community of individual egos. This could be studied
without traditional metaphysical assumptions by describing what was
indubitable in individual and group consciousness. And this would be
ascientific study of knowledge.

Husserl died in 1938. As aJew he had been persecuted by the Nazis.
An enormous amount of his writings was smuggled out of Nazi
Germany, and is still in the process of being published. His one-time
assistant, Martin Heidegger, built on Husserl’s efforts, as well as on the
insights of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche to set forth modern existential¬
ism. The French philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre, studied Husserl’s and
Heidegger’s views and developed his own version of existentialism.

Heidegger, aCatholic originally trained to be aJesuit, studied with
Husserl. He became Husserl’s successor at the University of Freiburg.
After intensive studies in medieval philosophy as well as in phenome¬
nology. Heidegger published his major work, Sein mdZeit, {Being and
Time), in 1927, one of the most complicated philosophical treatises ever
written. During the Nazi period, Heidegger supported Hitler at the
beginning and was made rector of the University of Freiburg (and
banned his teacher, Husserl, from using the library). Heidegger
withdrew from active political activity, but remained amember of
the Nazi party up to the very end of the Second World War, and
was astaunch German nationalist. The extent of his participation
in Nazism is currently being examined and debated, with various
explanations being offered by his philosophical followers and his
detractors. Some see his political activities as tainting his philos¬
ophy, while others insist on the value of his philosophical achieve¬
ment, independent of whatever links he may have had with
N a z i s m .

Heidegger published no philosophical works during the Nazi
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period, but made several public statements. After the Second
World War he indicated that his views had significantly changed
from their original presentation in Sein und Zeit. That work starts
from the methodology of Husserl’s phenomenology, but then rad¬
ically moves away from it. The work is presented in terms of a
baffling vocabulary, building on German concepts and words, and
Greek motifs, that are extremely difficult to translate into English
(or any other language) without seeming to be meaningless or too
opaque to understand. (This helps explain Rudolf Carnap’s reaction
cited above in the section on ‘logical positivism’.) We will not try
to present Heidegger’s entire theory, but will only explain some
selected key portions of his views.

Heidegger claimed that the basic problem of philosophy is to
discover the nature of being. Philosophers from Plato onward had not
succeeded because they abstracted and categorized being, but they did
not see it where it really is. Using the phenomenological method it
becomes possible to seek for being without any presuppositions. It can
be found in consciousness apart from conceptualizing. The key aspect
of being for Heidegger is Dasein, human being. This does not refer to
individual human beings, but rather to the type of existence humans
have. It is noticeable that only human beings try to find being. So, if we
examine Dasein, we can start on the search for being itself.

Dasein in German has the meaning ‘being there’. Human beings are
always in aworld that is already structured in various ways. People do
not create their world, and to that extent Dasein is authentic. It is there
and has to function in asituation whether it wants to or not. It adapts
and participates by anticipating what is to occur. In this way one
understands one’s world, but does not comprehend the general relation
of Dasein and Sein.

Man is to some extent determined by the character of the world. Yet
man is also free in so far as abeing can constitute its world. But people
are enslaved by their relations to human being, Dasein, in general, and
by the world they exist in. This is ordinary, inauthentic existence.

Human being would become authentic if it turned away from the
distractions of ordinary life, and examined itself honestly, as atotality.
Then it would recognize the human condition in terms of the kind of
existence humans have. They have alife leading to death, and adread
of that situation. But in examining this, one realizes that one’s potential
death gives one authenticity. Each of us has aforthcoming death that is
uniquely our own. We are each abeing-unto-death. But realizing this
makes us aware of our finitude, our responsibility, and our freedom and
authenticity. We can each establish for ourselves what is meaningful for
us, without an ultimate framework. Heidegger adapted Nietzsche’s
view that man creates his/her own values. Dasein has no purpose
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beyond being in the world in atemporal sense. There is no trans-human
God or structure to be discovered.

When one sees that human being is being-unto-death, then tempor¬
ality and destiny become the fundamental features of one’s world. Time
as lived, existential time, is the measure of human being. In terms of
existential time, each of us has ahistory that can be meaningful and yet
can cease. Living in it, Imay not be able to control it yet, in so far as it
is my history, Iam responsible for it. 1and everyone, Dasein, is free to
act in time and to make life meaningful in the face of death. With this
freedom comes guilt, the realization of what could and should have
been created freely. There is no objective role for humanity, only what
humankind creates freely itself in time as history.

Heidegger’s picture of the human condition is pretty bleak. Ahead
for ail of us is apointless death. As we approach it through life, if we are
aware of the situation, we freely, guiltily create what we can without any
ultimate guideposts. We are responsible for the choices we make, but
there are no ultimate or guaranteed right choices, only human choices.

Heidegger in later works became still more dilTicult to follow as he
tried to carry on the quest for being, beyond just human being. He
talked of humankind having fallen out of being, having lost the
nearness and shelter of being. Philosophers and scientists probe into
particular aspects of being rather than being itself. Poetry, Heidegger
suggested, provided more possibility of providing aglimpse of being.
Humankind through realizing its imminent non-being can become
aware of nothingness, the opposite of being, If we examine nothingness,
we can make room for being and maybe be in contact with it.

Heidegger’s later works are very complicated, with mystical and
nationalist motifs. They have been and are being variously interpreted.
He himself kept revising his writings up to his death in 1976, but did not
really make the message of his later years sufficiently clear, except for
dissociating himself from the best known off-shoot of his philosophy,
French existentialism, which we turn to next.

French ex is tent ia l ism

This movement, if adisparate group of thinkers can be called such,
developed, generalized and applied some of the views of Kierkegaard,
Nietz.sche, Husserl and Heidegger, and used them to search for
solutions to people’s problems. Some like Jean-Pau! Sartre and Albert
Camus, rejected Kierkegaard’s irrational religious beliefs, and insisted
that any solution to the human situation must come from human beings
themselves.

Many contemporary existentialists have grave doubts that there is
any God to help us. Having taken seriously Nietzsche’s message that
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God is dead, thinkers like Sartre have insisted that Kierkegaard’s
portrayal of man’s plight properly describes our situation, but reject the
claim that the solution lies solely and completely in the act of belief, in
the decision to accept faith.

Sartre, p>erhaps Ae best known French existentialist, was bom in
1905, and studied philosophy, receiving his degree in 1929. He heard of
the new approaches being developed in Germany, and from 1932-1934
studied Husserl’s and Heidegger’s formulations. He was active in the
French Resistance to Hitler during the Second World War, and after
the war emerged as one of Europe’s leading thinkers. He played an
active role in European politics for three decades after the war, usually
advocating left-wing and humanitarian causes. His treatise Being and
Nothingness and his novels present Sartre’s own version of
ex i s ten t i a l i sm.

The existential ist view

We are ‘trapped in existence’, living in acompletely meaningless world.
No principles that we use for ordering or comprehending events have
any basis. But we cannot escape having to deal with ‘existence’, having
to make sense out of it. AU that we can tell is that this world which we
are confronted with is utterly arbitrary. When we realize the unintellig¬
ibility of the world, our inability to withdraw from contact with it, and
our need for finding some principle of order or intelligibility, we are
then ready for the existentialist message. One first has to be overpo¬
wered by the ‘nausea of existence’, has to acknowledge that the pattern
of our lives is due to totally arbitrary ways of living and that any others
would do as well.

At this point, we are confronted with our ‘dreadful freedom’,
recognizing that we are completely free to choose our world-view, our way
of living in the world. However, there is no way in which we can find guides
for our choice, no way we can avoid making achoice, and no way of
escaping from the consequences of the choices -our basic decisions.

‘Nausea ’

Sartre’s famous novel. Nausea, portrays most forcefully this condition
of man’s plight. The hero has been moving through life on the basis of
an unquestioned acceptance of acertain outlook. But his dissatisfaction
with events forces him to ask whether this is the proper outlook. The
quest for some justification for his way of life brings about its
disintegration into pure nausea, as the arbitrary framework into which
he has previously organized his world disappears. All that he is left with
is the complete confusion of his inescapable existence, and the
realization that it has no meaningful order. When he becomes aware
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that only by his decision can he find ameans of organizing experience
and away of life, he is overwhelmed with the magnitude of the
predicament that confronts him. He cannot avoid being afree agent. He
cannot act unles.s he exercLses his freedom and chooses some arbitrary
outlook in order to make sense out of his world. Possibly most
frightening of all, he is permanently burdened with all the consequences
of his decision for which he, and he alone, is responsible. Even the
saving grace of Kierkegaard’s irrationalism is impossible, that there
might be aright faith to choose, and once having chosen it, the
responsibility for what follows is God’s not man’s.

Ahumanist philosophy
The existentialist concern is not .so much to understand the philosophi¬
cal questions that interest the analytical philosophers (although in part
this too is involved in their theory), as in answering the question. How¬
ls man to live in this irrational, meaningless world? Some of the
existentialists feel that the answer lies in religious faith, in the manner of
Kierkegaard. Others, like Heidegger, Camus, or Sartre, being atheists,
or agnostics, search for more humanistic beliefs, ways of dealing with
one’s experience so as to make life meaningful. In general, the
existentialists regard other philosophers either as wasting their time in
defending intellectual systems that are indefensible, or as refusing to
face the real problems that confront humankind, and instead occupying
themselves with unimportant concerns about language and logic, which
cannot supply asolution to man’s predicament.

On the other hand, many philosophers regard the existentialists as
having abdicated the philo.sopher’s quest, as having turned their backs
on arational examination of man’s world. According to some, the
existentialists are more poets of aharrowing variety than serious
th inke rs .

Regardless of who is right, or whether the existentialists are the
ones who are fulfilling the philosopher’s role, one can appreciate
why they have so deeply influenced the contemporary intellectual
life of Western Europe, and are gradually making inroads into the
philosophical scene in England and America. The horrible experi¬
ence of the Nazi dictatorship in the Second World War, the present
turmoil throughout much of the civilized world, the frightening,
apocalyptic aspects of the Cold War, the ever-present fear of atomic
annihilation, have left people with asense that their views and
values are meaningless. The world in which they, and we, have to
live no longer seems susceptible to rational examination. Instead,
only arbitrary beliefs seem able to give us akey to how to live in
the face of an unintelligible universe.
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D e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s m

Afurther development from the ideas of Heidegger and the
Existentialists appears in deconstructionism, atheory presented
by the Algerian-French thinker, Jacques Derrida (born 1930). The
search for ultimate meaning that has been the central feature of
Western philosophy since its beginnings is no longer viable. From
Descartes to Husserl and Heidegger, the search has become more
and more centred in subjectivity, without reaching ultimate meaning
or ultimate certitude. What one can now do is ‘deconstruct’ phil¬
osophy (and literature, language and psychology as well).

Rather than arguing within aconstructed philosophical world,
and arguing about its components, methods of proceeding and its
assumptions, the ‘deconstructionist’ seeks to make explicit the
metaphysical suppositions and apriori assumptions that are
involved in all philosophizing, whether it be the dogmatic presen¬
tation of atheory or the sceptical rejection of aphilosophical claim.
All philosophizing goes on verbally, in either written or oral form.
There is an arbitrariness in all philosophical language, plus, as
Foucault had pointed out, ahistorical conditioning of all concepts,
as well as non-philosophical functions of them (such as using them
as political signs as well).

Deconstruction not only elicits the tacit assumptions involved
in so-called rational thinking but is also supposed to make one
aware of logocentrism involved in philosophizing, namely the
assumptions involved in using words and supposing that meaning
and rationality somehow inhere in the text and in the world inde¬
pendently of human attempts to represent them in words. Derrida
and the late Paul de Man of Yale deconstructed various philo¬
sophical and literary texts, exposing the many kinds and layers of
assumptions and contradictions involved. What emerges from this
process is asuperradical scepticism about human communication.
In its most extreme form, the contention is that atext, verbal or
oral, is just marks on paper, or sounds in the ear. Whether the text
had an author is no longer relevant. The text only gets any signifi¬
cance in the mind of the reader or hearer, who is amember of
an interpretative community that creates rather than discovers
meaning. It makes no sense to talk of, or look for, some ‘objective
meaning' that some ‘objective’ author has set forth. What one can
do is deconstruct texts in order to reveal what assumptions or
presuppositions readers or hearers have put into them.

In this process, does one find aright or true meaning? Right or
true for whom? Aradical relativism seems to emerge from this
process. Various interpretative groups, with various assumptions
and presuppositions, make different meaning claims. Further,
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these groups have various values which appear in their creative
process of establishing texts. These value assumptions and pre¬
suppositions can be made apparent, but are not thereby justified
or rejected.

Deconstructionism has so far had little impact on the philo¬
sophical profession in America and the UK, but has had astrong
effect on literary criticism and literary studies. It has seriously
challenged previous claims that there are fixed texts, with fixed
meanings and messages. It has challenged previous ‘objective’ ways
of interpreting texts, including logical analysis, linguistic analysis,
etc. If carried over from literary examples to philosophical ones,
the problematics of how to understand apassage in Plato, Hume
or Wittgenstein would no longer be just one of understanding the
terms, the relations of the terms or the purported conclusion. It
would no longer involve historical research to find out what the
historical author might have meant. Rather, it would consist of
eliciting the assumptions, conflicting thoughts, etc. that the present
reader or listener finds there. The passage would not be considered
for its objective worth or truth value, but more for what it
represents in present human contexts.

Some have contended that deconstructionism is akind of nihilistic
way of treating cultural artifacts. The assumptions underlying the
Western philosophical enterprise are no longer taken for granted,
even that of seeking rational (in the We.stem sense) understanding.
Opponents have argued that since the theory of deconstruction
derives from Heidegger, who was aNazi, and was expounded in
the US by de Man, who was an anti-semitic propagandist in Belgium
at the beginning of the Second World War, the view may represent
away of justifying adismissal of all accepted values. Others have
suggested that deconstructionism is anew cultural outlook in the
post-colonial world, where the values and standards of Western
thought are no longer universally accepted or are applicable.

Nonetheless, at least in the field of literary criticism, decon¬
structionism has sometimes had apurgative effect in making one
question oneself and become aware of what is involved in express¬
ing any position. It can lead to unending deconstruction of all
attempts to find any objective basis for interpreting or understand¬
ing anything. Then this might lead to complete subjectivism in
which each deconstructist could express his/her point of view or
understanding of texts with no way of assessing which might be
better or worse, or more true or false.

R o r t y

The American philosopher, Richard Rorty. has attempted



374 Philosophy

to reconcile the anti-metaphysical and anti-absolutist trends in
twentieth-century English, American and Continental philosophy,
principally as expressed by John Dewey, Martin Heidegger and
Ludwig Wittenstein. Rorty sees them all agreeing that the goal of
Western philosophy -to reach an accurate and assured picture
of reality -has had to be abandoned. In his book. Philosophy
and the Mirror of Nature (1979), he portrayed traditional philos¬
ophy as holding that knowledge is an accurate representation of
reality made possible by special mental processes. The mind in tra¬
ditional philosophy is agreat mirror, containing various represen¬
tations, some of which provide accurate pictures of reality. From
Descartes onward, philosophers have looked inward, into the sub¬
jective mirror for any kind of certitude. Locke made this subjective
study, according to Rorty, astudy of ideas as representations of
reality. The attempt to gain knowledge by this way of ideas has
f a i l e d .

Twentieth-century thinkers, starting with Dewey, had tried first
to find new ways of achieving the traditional goal, and then ended
up showing that the quest for certainty was illusory and could not
reach its purported end. Dewey turned to the social uses of philos¬
ophy, and offered the view that knowledge is what we are justified
in believing in varying social circumstances. Justification is then a
social phenomenon instead of arelationship between afixed
knowing subject, amind and reality.

In his later work, Wittgenstein presented the view that language
is atool, not amirror. As such, we should not expect that there

necessary conditions about the possibility of linguistic represen¬
tation. In Heidegger’s view, according to Rorty, the effort to make
the knowing subject, the mind, asource of necessary truths is just
another self-deceptive attempt to avoid dealing with strangeness,
which in the beginning led people to begin thinking.

When, following the insights of these three leading twentieth-
century thinkers, one has given up the traditional philosophical
task, stops studying the mind as the mirror that can or might some¬
how give us aglimpse of reality, and drops the epistemological path
that was trod from Descartes to Russell, one will realize that
philosophers do not have special knowledge, or special access to
knowledge, or aspecial method, or point of view. In asense, as
Rorty has argued more recently, philosophy in its traditional guise
is dead. The privileged position of philosophers as special guardians
of the secrets of how we know and what we know has eroded.

What is left, then? For Rorty, it is an edifying role of philosophy
and philosophers -to help people and society as awhole ‘break
free from outworn vocabularies and attitudes, rather than to pro¬
vide "grounding” for the intuitions and customs of the present’.

a r e
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This edifying role keeps inquiry and pursuit of wisdom open to
and newer possibilities, rather than trying to enclose it within defini¬
tive systems, and makes it possible to see each system as part of
some historical present that will be superseded.

n e w

C o n c l u s i o n

Regardless of which kinds of contemporary philosophers are right
in portraying their mission and their methods, one can appreciate
why the existentialists and post-existentialists have so deeply influ¬
enced the intellectual life of Western Europe in the last few dec¬
ades, and are gradually making inroads into the philosophical
scene in the UK and America. The experience of the Nazi dictator¬
ship during the Second World War, the present economic and social
turmoil throughout much of the civilized world, the frightening
apocalyptic aspects that emerged during the Cold War, the fear
of atomic annihilation and planetary environmental disasters, and
the chaotic developments in various parts of the world after the
Cold War have left many people with asense that their views and
values are meaningless. The world in which they, and we our¬
selves, have to live no longer seems to many to be susceptible to
rational examination. Instead, they have concluded that only arbi¬
trary beliefs seem able to give us akey to how to live in the face
of an unintelligible universe.
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346; the verificalion pnneipic. 346 -51;
cunccpiion of tradiilunal phUosorhy.
3 5 0 - 1

Purposelessness: of ihc cosmos. 148: of life.
3 7 0 - 1

Oualily. 288, 296; rules of. 296
Ouamifier: defined. 285; rules for supplying

missing quamiricr, 301-2
Ouanlily. 289; rules of, 296
Q u i c l i s m , 1 8

Major term, 294
,Mateiialism; defined. 1.54; discussed 157-9;

in Man. 1.59-60; and naiuralism. 160;
Berkeley’s crilicism of, 256-9: and
Immalerialism, 26(1

Mean, ihe doc(rine of, 9-10. 11
Means-ends. 14, 35
Memory, Hume's analysis of, 264
Metaphysics; origin of Ihe term, 116;

defined, 116; erilicisms of. 161-74;
Hume's trilicism of. 162-8; Kant's
criticism of. 168-74; and logical
positivism. 348-9

Method of language games, 355
M i d d l e - l c r m , 2 9 4
Mind-botly, problem of; stated, 123;

Descartes’ view of. 124-6; in Hobbes'
theory, 126; epiphenomenalism as a
solution, 129; idealism as asolution, 1.30;
occasionalism, 130-1; Spinoza’s dual
aspect theory. [33-4; Hume's critique of,
1 6 2 - 3

M i n o r t e r m , 2 9 4

Moderation, Ihe philosophy of, 10. 12
Monads, 132
M o n i s m , 1 1 6 - 1 7

Rationalism: defined, 239; Plato and
Descartes' versions of. 239 -40

Reasoning. 280-1; and inferring, 281; and
validity, 282; and probable inferences, 283

Recollection, theory of, 224-5
Relativism, in ethics, 10, 34
Revelation. 177-8; and natural religion.

2 0 2 - 3

Rights, 84, 87-8

Scepticism, 273
Self-alienation. 104-5
S e m a n t i c s : d e fi n e d , a n d n a r r o w e r a n d w i d e r

senses distinguished, 317-18; relation to
logic. 3i8; to syntax, 318-19

Semience. Ihc argument from. 57
Social contract theory: in Hobbes. 79—80; in

Locke, 83-4
Socialism. Marx's analysis of, 96-105
Solipsism, 1.53
Sophisis. 220-1; criticism of, by Socrates.

2 2 2

State of nature: according to Hobbes. 79; in
L o c k e . 8 2 - 3

Sloicism; origin of. 20; metaphysics of, 22.
148-50; ethical views of, 20-1;
difficulties in, 22-4; and Spinoza. 34;
matter and reason in, 148- 50;
determinism, 22-3. 1.50

Subject lerm, defined. 285
Subjectivism, in ethics, 52-4
Subsisience. 343
Substance: defined, 131; in Descartes.

124-5; in Spinoza. 132. 195, 205; and
idealism, 1,52; Hume's critique of. 162-4;
Berkeley and material, 253-4

Sufficiem conditions, 51
Syllogism; formal theory of. 284 passim
Syntax. 318-19
Synthetic proposilions, 169- 70, 346-7

Teleology, 144--5
Thais, 20
T h e i s m , 2 0 6 - 7
Therapeutic positivism, 351
Thinking; and cxiension, 124-5; and

reasoning, 280-1; and experience. 332

IJniversals; defined, 223-4; Plato's
t r e a t m e n t o f . 2 2 4 - 3 2

Unmoved mover, 146
Utilitarianism. 29. 37-41, 48, 50, 51, 53,

54, .55

Naiuralism: in ethics. 54-5; in metaphysics.
1 6 0 - 1 ; a n d s c i e n c e . 1 6 0 - 1

Naturalistic fallacy, 52
Necessary condilions, 51
Negative sentences, 285
N e o - P l a t o n i s m . 5 . 1 4 2
N o n - n a t u r a l i s m . . 5 4 — 5

Notions. Berkeley's theory of. 261-2
N o u m e n a . 1 7 3

Objectivism, in ethics, 58-9
Obversion. 305 -6
Ontological argument: staled. 194; Aaselm's

version of. 194-5; Descartes' use of.
195 -7,236 -7; erilicisms of by fiauiiiUm,
197; Si 'nuimas. 197; KanI, 198

P a n t h e i s m , d e fi n e d , d i s c u s s e d . 2 0 5 - 6
Paradoxes, of Zeno. 119-21
Passive pleasures. 13
Pfiiiia Pnncipu. 314
Pineal gland, 125
Platonism; in ethics, 3-7, 47, 53, 54; in

metaphysics, 141; later developments of.
1 4 2

P l u r a l i s m , 1 1 6 - 1 7 , 3 3 1 - 2

Pragmatism: backgrountl of. 326 —7;
defined. 328; theory of Iruth in. .330:
elhicai theory of, ,330- 1; criticisms of,
3 3 4 - 5

Prerogative. 86
P r i m u F a c w d u t i e s , 4 9

Probability. 40, 283
Progressive education. 334
P r u d e n c e , 4 6
P u n i s h m e n t , 5 5 - 6

Value: labour theory of. 102; surplus. 102-3
Verification principle, 346-51
V i t a l i s m . 1 5 8
Vo l u n t a r i s m , 2 0 7
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