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         Introduction

         
            	I only wish that philosophy might come before our eyes in all her unity, just as the whole expanse of the firmament is spread out for us to gaze upon! It would be a sight closely resembling that of the firmament. For then surely philosophy would ravish all mortals with love for her; we should abandon all those things which, in our ignorance of what is great, we believe to be great.

            — Seneca (First century Stoic philosopher)

         

         
            Philosophy For Dummies? What a concept! Is this the ultimate oxymoron, a contradiction in terms, or at least an impossibility in the making, an exercise in futility, on a par with Advanced Calculus For Toddlers, or Neuro-surgery For Nit Wits?

         No. Not at all. The ancient philosopher Socrates (fifth century, B.C.) thought that, when it comes to the Ultimate Questions, we all start off as dummies. But if we are humbly aware of how little we actually know, then we can really begin to learn.

         In fact, Plato (circa 428–347 B.C.), the close student of Socrates, passed on an interesting story about this. He tells us Socrates had learned that the Oracle at Delphi had proclaimed him to be the wisest man in Athens. Shocked at this announcement, he began to search out the men of Athens known for their wisdom and began to question them closely. He found out very quickly that, on truly important and basic issues, they didn’t really know very much of what they were thought to know, and what they themselves believed that they knew. On the basis of this experience, he slowly came to understand that his own wisdom must consist in realizing how little he really knew about the things that matter most, and how important it was to find out whatever we can about these issues. It’s not the complacent and self-assured intellectual who exemplifies wisdom, but the genuinely curious, open-minded seeker of truth.

         
            	Bill, reading aloud about Socrates:

            	“The only true knowledge is knowing that you know nothing.”

            	Ted, stunned:

            	“Dude — That’s US!”

            		— Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure

         

         The word philosophy just means “love of wisdom.” This is easy to understand when you realize that love is a commitment, and wisdom is just insight about living. Philosophy is, at its best, a passionate commitment to pursuing and embracing the most fundamental truths and insightful perspectives about life.

         Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) also had an insight we can use here. This great thinker, Plato’s long time student, and tutor to Alexander the Great (way back at a tender young age, when he was still just Alexander the Average) once said “Philosophy begins in wonder.” And he was right. If we allow ourselves to really wonder about our lives, about those things that we take for granted, and about those big questions that we usually manage to ignore during the busyness of our daily schedules, we are beginning to act as true philosophers. If we think hard about these things, and discipline our reasoning in such a way as to make real progress, we are beginning to act as good philosophers. But we can’t really live philosophically without acting in accordance with our insights. To be philosophers in the deepest sense, we must put our wisdom to work.

         
            	He is not wise to me who is wise in words only, but he who is wise in deeds.

            — St. Gregory

         

         
            About This Book

            I’ve spent a good number of my years on earth wrestling with the questions that I will raise in this book. At the University of North Carolina, as an undergraduate, I majored in religion but took the equivalent of a double major in philosophy, turning my senior honors thesis in the philosophy of religion into my first published book. At Yale, I spent six years becoming only the second person ever to earn two master’s degrees and a joint Ph.D. between the two departments of Philosophy and Religious Studies. I wanted to leave no ultimate intellectual stone unturned. My doctoral dissertation formed the basis of what would become my next two books and launched me into an international adventure of questioning and understanding that form the deep background of what I intend to cover with you in this book.

            The 15 philosophical books that I’ve written before this one provide the scholarly side of my preparation for this book. But the intellectual action in the lecture halls and seminar rooms of the University of Notre Dame, where I taught for 15 years, is what really began to rev my philosophical engine and show me the practical effect of great ideas in launching a good life.

            In that time as a professor of philosophy at Notre Dame, I sometimes taught as much as an eighth of the student body in a given year. My most popular course was my freshman Philosophy 101, Introduction to Philosophy. It was anything but a death march through the history of philosophy — no plugging along, putting one footnote in front of another, dragging my charges through names and theories, dates, and titles regardless of their relevance or interest to modern life. My students and I took, by contrast, a lively, energetic look, filled with all appropriate drama and humor, at the fundamental issues that pose the ultimate context for the most basic understandings of life.

            Philosophical questions often deal with serious issues, but we don’t need to be particularly somber in our approach to them. We can actually have fun thinking about things that matter. In my Notre Dame course, for example, I’d tell as many stories derived from the wild and weird events of everyday life at the end of the century as I’d take from the lives of the great philosophers throughout previous centuries. Personal tales from my own wild trajectory through this world often provided just the right imaginative boost necessary to help first-time philosophers see the importance of a particular philosophical question about life — and even glimpse the best path toward its resolution.

            
               	Philosophy is so awesome. Who would have guessed?

               — A Notre Dame undergraduate

            

            Since those days in the classroom, I’ve been living an incredible adventure as a public philosopher, engaged in soul searching and world-view building with people from all around the world and in nearly every walk of life. I’ve spoken to thousands of company presidents, military officers, and educators, as well as tens of thousands of managers, small-business owners, and front-line workers. And I’ve gleaned much more from them all than I ever imagined.

            Extensive work in the world of business has shown me especially how many extremely smart people live in our time — those who regularly show great intelligence and even brilliance in their professional activities and who don’t want to feel like dummies in dealing with the ultimate issues of life, even though they may never get to think about such concepts in any extended or disciplined way. In these pages, I intend to use everything that I’ve learned to help you bridge some of those huge gaps that too often exist between academic philosophy and the practical concerns of real life that everyone faces daily.

            The greatest philosophers always seek to understand life. They want to attain the deepest perspective they can about this world and about any other world that may exist. They take nothing for granted but question and probe in search of illumination, insight, and what some call “enlightenment.” We all want to understand the context within which we live and move and exist. And getting at least a good start on that task is the humble purpose of this book.

            
               	In the country of the blind, the one eyed man is king.

               — Michael Apostolius

            

            You don’t need to be a world-class visionary to benefit from looking more closely at the fundamental issues of your life. Any new measure of understanding is a move in the right direction.

            In our look at the great philosophical questions, we will allow ourselves to ask basic and probing questions about what it is to be a human being in this world, what life is all about, and how we can live in the most satisfying ways. We ponder the most important things in life. We tackle head on some of those most fundamental issues that we too often dance around and never really address.

            I love being a philosopher full time. People come up to me and ask me the most amazing questions. Sometimes they tell me the most incredible stories. It is such questions and such stories that will help us make our way forward, as I share them with you throughout this book for both intellectual and emotional leverage on the Big Issues.

            Philosophical issues are all connected with each other in interesting ways. But I’ve written this book so that you can start anywhere or read different chapters independently of each other. Of course, if you start here and read on you’ll be following the order of my own thinking. But the point is that you need not. This is a reference guide that is for your convenience and is intended to answer at least many of the questions you might have about philosophy and philosophical thought.

         

         
            Conventions Used in This Book

            I’ve put quotes from great philosophers and other insightful thinkers throughout the text as a spice to our stew. You don’t have to read them to get what is going on in the body of the book, but, boy, you’d miss some great wisdom nuggets if you didn’t. You can turn this book open to almost any page and get wisdom that doesn’t come from me, but that I’m happy to bring you. You can also skip the boxed inserts that are shaded, if you want. They add subsidiary information or perspective on what I’m presenting, and are often lots of fun, but they are not absolutely necessary either. Also, be on the lookout for icons that will guide you to stories, great ideas, and things you might particularly want to think about.

            I use the word “we” a lot in this book, and that’s not often done in the other ...For Dummies books. It’s for a special reason. In philosophy, ultimately, there are no authoritative experts. We are all in this together. I often ask you to consult your intuitions about something, and I sometimes suggest what we human beings usually arrive at when we do so. I sketch out the deep contours of experiences we all have. And I ask you to think through many issues for yourself. We are on a journey of understanding together. So feel free to talk back to me if you ever think I’m getting something wrong.

         

         
            What You’re Not to Read

            Sidebars, summaries, and bullet points are all for your convenience. They are not essential parts of what we have here, but are just helpful extras. Read them as you choose. And feel free to skip over them if time demands. You’ll still get the main ideas, but you’ll miss a lot of good stuff if you don’t check in to them at some point.

            Also, catch yourself if you spend too much time staring blankly at a page, mesmerized. Philosophy can sometimes have that effect. And, please, try not to ever fall asleep with this book in your hands. It might give other people the wrong idea about the exciting, rousing, exhilarating enterprise of philosophy.

         

         
            Foolish Assumptions

            I am assuming that you are new to philosophy. You’re not new to all the questions of philosophy — you’ve been asking some of them since you were little. But I’m assuming that you are new to the discipline of philosophical thinking. I don’t take for granted that you’ve ever sat in a philosophy classroom, or even that you’ve ever donned a toga. I assume only that you sometimes wonder about life and this world, and want to get your bearings a little better.

            In philosophy, it’s dangerous to make any foolish assumptions, so play along with me here. Hold on to your questions, use them to challenge this text, and be prepared to employ your own insights about life to evaluate what I say. If you are that rare reader who already has had a philosophy course, or proudly hold a (non-income generating) degree in philosophy, temporarily suspend everything you thought you knew, and let’s go at this afresh. If you did once have a philosophy course and have forgotten it all, it won’t be too hard for us to start anew. Welcome to my world of philosophy.

         

         
            How This Book Is Organized

            This book is divided into eight parts. Each part introduces you to an important area of philosophical thinking.

            
               Part I: What Is Philosophy, Anyway?

               This part gives you a basic orientation to what philosophy is and what philosophers do. Who were the great philosophers, and why have many of them been so controversial as well as influential?

               We look at the importance of asking philosophical questions about your life, and see the role that beliefs can play in determining our experience of the world. This part launches us on the philosophical quest for wisdom.

            

            
               Part II: How Do We Know Anything?

               What is a belief? What is knowledge? How can we be sure that we get the real truth as we go through life? Our beliefs are the map by which we steer through life. It’s very important that they be accurate and guide us well.

               In this part, I introduce you to some of the most important questions in the area of philosophy known as epistemology, or theory of knowledge. We ask what the role of rationality is in life, and what it takes for a belief to be rational. We examine some of the strangest and deepest questions ever posed to human beings by the ancient skeptic philosophers. And, finally, we look at the nature of evidence and proof and ask whether it is ever rational to believe anything without good evidence.

               In this part of the book, we develop some tools that it will be helpful to have as we tackle some of the most controversial big issues of philosophy.

            

            
               Part III: What Is the Good?

               What is the status of ethics in this world of ours? Are right and wrong just subjective, or are there objective standards for human conduct? In this part, we take a look at a few basic issues for understanding the role of ethics or morality in life.

               If you aren’t sure how ethical concerns relate to the rest of life, this is where I hope you’ll be able to get your bearings. We look at what character is and see the role of the Golden Rule in a good life.

            

            
               Part IV: Are We Ever Really Free?

               Morality presupposes freedom. You can’t be really praised or blamed for something that was not up to you. Many of our attitudes and emotions take it for granted that human beings have the freedom to chart their own way in life, or at least through the day. Do we? Or is free will an illusion?

               In this part, we examine some of the most interesting challenges to the common belief that we are, at some fundamental level, free. We look at different philosophical views on freedom and try to work our way toward something that can make sense of our experience.

            

            
               Part V: The Incredible, Invisible You

               Are you just a complex organic body, or do you also have a nonphysical mind or soul? Is there more to human beings than meets the eye, even the eye aided by microscopes and MRI machines?

               In this part, we address the age old question of whether there is a soul. We look at philosophical arguments on both sides of the question, and we try to evaluate what has been said. Am I a soul man or not? And what about you? This part can help you decide.

            

            
               Part VI: What’s the Deal with Death?

               In this part, we confront one of the most difficult topics we ever have to think about. We examine the fear of death in its many forms and then look at what philosophers have had to say to help calm us down when we contemplate the ultimate off-ramp from life.

               I introduce you in this part to the arguments for and against there being life after death. Do we survive bodily death, or is it an absolute end? We see what philosophers have said, and we try to get our own bearings on this crucial issue.

            

            
               Part VII: Is There a God?

               Some have called this the biggest issue of all. What is the most basic reality there is? Is it material, or could it be spiritual? We look at the great debate over this issue and examine the major arguments pro and con.

               One thing that we begin to see in this part is how all the major issues of philosophy connect up with each other. We are each constructing a world view as we live our lives. Is it accurate and insightful or not? This part can help you contemplate what the cornerstone of your world view ought to be.

            

            
               Part VIII: The Meaning of Life

               See, we don’t mess around in this book — we get straight to the big issues. I give you the major positions on the question of whether this life has a meaning, and then I give you answers. I actually say what I think the meaning of life is. Curious? You can skip straight to this, but I bet that, if you do, you’ll backtrack to put it all in perspective.

               In this part, we also look at one of the most fascinating and controversial arguments ever devised by a philosophical seeker, Pascal’s Wager. Pascal claimed centuries ago that life is a wager. Are you making the right bet? Read this part to see.

            

            
               Part IX: The Part of Tens

               This is the part of the book that will put you on a fast track for impressing your friends with how much you know about philosophy. Are you in the need for weekend, party-size nuggets of wisdom and nibblets of historical insight about the great thinkers? Read this part. But after you’ve used what you discover here, be prepared to quickly go refresh your drink and reload your plate, leaving your conversation partners alone for a few moments to admire your unexpected erudition.

            

         

         
            Icons Used in This Book

            Throughout the book, I place icons to direct your attention to particular points of interest.

            

            
               [image: TheThinker]
            

            	Next to this icon you can find information about some great philosopher.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	This icon points the way to some great concept or brainstorm that can help you break through an issue or think about it differently.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	A story from my life or reading accompanies this signpost. Expect vivid mental pictures. Or a concern over my sanity. Just remember, I am a philosopher.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	This icon guides you to a piece of advice for thinking through a difficult issue.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	This is our hazard sign. When you see it, beware of jumping to conclusions, or jumping off a bridge. This icon signals a philosophical fallacy or false step.

         

         
            Where to Go from Here

            This book is chock full of all those questions you may have long wanted to think about and talk with someone about, but have never had the time or opportunity to tackle head on. The best way to absorb all that I will be giving you is to share it with a friend or spouse. Talk about the issues you find here, share perspectives, compare thoughts and feelings with someone you respect. We all have to make our way in this world. And none of us is sure of all the answers. But if we can help each other think through the most fundamental questions, we can make amazing progress in gaining clarity about our lives.

            I am giving you the perfect excuse to bring up topics that you may never get to talk to anyone about, on a normal daily basis. Tell them you’re reading a strange book on philosophy and that the philosopher has given you an assignment to ask someone else their opinion on any topic you feel the least bit puzzled about. And when they get intrigued by your newfound wisdom, and ask to borrow this book, just smile and tell them where to buy their own copy. You’ll want it around to go back over.

            And tell me what you think. E-mail me your philosophical reactions at my own philosophical website, www.MorrisInstitute.com, where I and my band of merry philosophers can be reached at any time. I want to know what you are thinking about these issues. We’re all in this together!

         

      

      

   
      
         Part I

         What Is Philosophy, Anyway?

         

         
            [image: CN001-bestman-5153-1]
         

         

         In this part . . .

         
            In this part, we look at what philosophy is. What did all those bearded guys in togas actually start? And how should we view the philosophical search for wisdom now?

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 1

         Great Thinkers, Deep Thoughts

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Hearing some common misunderstandings of philosophy, courtesy of history’s  illustrious thinkers

            [image: bullet]	Examining the importance of the examined life — the life worth living

            [image: bullet]	Looking at the questions we consider in our quest for understanding

            	Conversation you’re not likely to hear in the 20th century:

            	Him: “Hey, Honey, what do you want to do tonight?”

            	Her: “How about some philosophy?”

            	Him: “Sounds great!”

            	Her: “Invite the neighbors!”

         

         Okay , let’s face it. For at least a hundred years, philosophy hasn’t exactly enjoyed the most appealing reputation in our culture. But that situation’s about to change. This deepest, most exciting, and ultimately most practical activity of the mind has been misunderstood for long enough. We’re going to do something about that. You and I. In this book.

         
             A Few Nuts Spice the Cake

            There may be no intellectual activity more misunderstood and wrongly maligned as philosophy. The great American historian Henry Adams once characterized the entire enterprise of philosophy as consisting of nothing more than “unintelligible answers to insoluble problems.” As far back as the 16th century, the prominent French essayist Michael de Montaigne proclaimed that “philosophy is doubt.” And, of course, who enjoys doubt? Doubt is often uncomfortable. Doubt can even be scary.

            The 19th-century philosophical wild man, Friedrich Nietzsche, took it one more step and even went so far as to characterize philosophy as “an explosive, in the presence of which everything is in danger.” So, then, it really comes as no surprise to see Nietzsche’s predecessor, the English poet John Keats, asking, “Do not all charms fly at the mere touch of cold philosophy?”

            In ancient times, the famous Roman statesman and author Cicero complained, “There is nothing so absurd that it hasn’t been said by some philosopher.” Of course, he, too, was “some philosopher.” But what about the other human beings who bear that label? What’s our view of them?

         
            More fans of philosophy

            The following quotes show what some prominent historical individuals have had to say about philosophy and philosophers:

            		Philosophy is such an impertinently litigious lady that a man had as good be engaged in lawsuits as have to do with her.

            		— Sir Isaac Newton

            		It has been said that metaphysics is the finding of bad reasons for what we believe on instinct.

            		— W. Somerset Maugham

            		Wonder is the foundation of all philosophy, inquiry the progress, ignorance the end.

            		— Montaigne

            		Philosophy will clip an angel’s wings . . .

            		— John Keats

            		All philosophies, if you ride them home, are nonsense; but some are greater nonsense than others.

            		— Samuel Butler

            		Philosophy consists largely of one philosopher arguing that all the others are jackasses. He usually proves it, and I should add that he also usually proves that he is one himself.

            		— H.L. Mencken

            		If I wished to punish a province, I would have it governed by philosophers.

            		— Frederick the Great

            		There is only one thing that a philosopher can be relied on to do, and that is to contradict other philosophers.

            		— William James

            		When he who hears doesn’t know what he who speaks means, and when he who speaks doesn’t know what he himself means — that is philosophy.

            		— Voltaire

            		There is nothing so strange and so unbelievable that it has not been said by one philosopher or the other.

            		— Descartes (the Father of Modern Philosophy, strange and unbelievable as that may seem)

            		I have tried, too, in my time to be a philosopher but, I don’t know how, cheerfulness was always breaking through.

            		— Oliver Edwards (18th century)

         

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	Philosophers? Crazy! Philosophers? Otherworldly! Philosophers? Gloomy! When we hear the word, we tend to have this modern image come to mind of badly groomed academics, carelessly dressed in tweed sport coats, wrinkled shirts, and rumpled pants, who go through life coated with chalk dust, stroking their beards, bearing scowls on their faces and arcane thoughts in their heads, all the while writing on blackboards in capital letters such weighty words as “DEATH,” and “DESPAIR.”

            In 1707, Jonathan Swift wrote the following comment:

            
               	The various opinions of philosophers have scattered through the world as many plagues of the mind as Pandora’s box did those of the body; only with this difference, that they have not left hope at the bottom.

            

            In our own era, the widely read American journalist and literary critic H.L. Mencken even once went so far as to announce, “There is no record in human history of a happy philosopher.” (But, hey, remember that these guys never met me!)

            So what’s the deal here? Philosophy, done right, should be the opposite of all this gloom and doom stuff. It should be exciting, liberating, provocative, illuminating, helpful, and fun. Philosophers themselves should be great company, the life of any party, a hoot and a half. (Okay, so maybe I’m getting a little carried away here.)

            
               	If Wisdom be attainable, let us not only win but enjoy it.

               — Cicero

            

            I must admit that I know of at least a few great thinkers in human history I’m glad I don’t have as neighbors. And some of their books can be . . . well, should I say, “less than scintillating”? And, all right, as long as I’m trying to be as candid here as possible, I should be willing to acknowledge — without naming any names, of course — that I have actually met a few exceedingly peculiar social misfits who seem to be fish out of water in ordinary life, and whose only discernible accomplishment appears to be an academic doctoral degree in philosophy from a major university. Along with, perhaps, a few unintelligible publications bearing their names. And, unfortunately, a teaching position that places them as ambassadors of philosophy in front of classrooms full of bewildered and yet sometimes bemused undergraduates. But things are not always what they seem.

            
               	There is often wisdom under a shabby cloak.

               — Caecilius Statius

            

            The enterprise of philosophy itself, philosophy as a genuine human activity, can and should be great. Not to mention the fact that philosophers can be our friends. On this topic, I should perhaps quote the great poet John Milton, who wrote:

            
               	How charming is divine philosophy!

               	Not harsh, and crabbed as dull fools suppose,

               	But musical as is Apollo’s lute,

               	And a perpetual feast of nectar’d sweets,

               	Where no cruel surfeit reigns.

            

            In other words, good stuff indeed.

            The same Cicero who voiced his irritation at bad philosophers didn’t shrink from praising a good one. He once described Socrates as “the first man to bring philosophy into the marketplace.” In many ways, it is Socrates’ example that we are following in this book. I want to bring philosophy back into the marketplace of ideas that are seriously contending for your attention. I plan to bring some pretty lofty ideas down to earth and examine their relevance for our day-to-day lives. My goal is to help you get clearer on some of the issues that matter the most, but that we ordinarily tend to think about the least. In this book, I hope that together we’ll be explorers of the spirit, charting our way forward as we go. We’ll take a close look at some exciting ideas, quite a few amazing questions, and several new perspectives for everything we do. We won’t be able to nail down a definitive answer for every question that may arise, but if you stick with me, you’re likely to find yourself making more progress in appreciating — and understanding — these topics than you may at first imagine. I might sometimes ask some nutty-sounding questions, but I promise you that, as you consider the answers, those queries are going to help you obtain some pretty amazing perspectives on this life that we’re living. Our goal, throughout, is nothing less than the quest for wisdom itself.

            
               	Life is a festival only to the wise.

               		— Ralph Waldo Emerson

            

         

         
            Socrates on the Examination that Counts

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Socrates liked to walk the streets and go to parties, engaging anyone he could in philosophical dialogue. For him, philosophy was not a dry, intellectual subject, a game for pedants and scholars, but a requirement for living well. He even went so far as to famously proclaim the following axiom:

            
               	The unexamined life is not worth living.

            

            But what in the world does this statement mean? Everyone knows what it means to say, “This car isn’t worth $40,000,” or “This shirt isn’t worth $150,” or “The tickets to this concert aren’t worth $80 each.” But what exactly does it mean to say about a certain form of life, a certain lifestyle — what Socrates is calling “the unexamined life” — that it’s “not worth living”?

            Essentially, an item is “worth” what it costs if the value or benefits that you derive from it are equal to or greater than the price you pay for it — which is ultimately the same value as the underlying effort or energy that you put into obtaining the resources you need to pay that price. Whenever I think about making a certain purchase, I always ask myself whether the item is truly worth the asking price: Is it worth that amount of money? Is it worth the work it took for me to earn that amount?

            A pair of shoes that a wealthy person could see as a “good deal” might be perceived by a poorer individual as far too expensive. The less well-off shopper may need to work far too hard or too long to provide that same amount of money. He may then conclude that the shoes aren’t worth the cost.

            But how exactly does this commonplace sort of judgment relate to Socrates’ famous claim? What is the cost — the worth — of the “unexamined life”? Well, first we need to understand what Socrates means by this phrase.

            What is “the unexamined life”? Unfortunately, it’s the form of life that far too many people live: Getting up, dressing, eating, going to work, breaking for lunch, working some more, going home, eating again, watching TV, leafing through magazines, exchanging a few words with fellow family members in the house or with friends on the phone, changing for bed, and falling to  sleep — just to repeat the same routine all over, and over, and over, without ever thinking about what it all means or how life should be really lived.

            We wake up already in motion in this life. The raft is already out on the river, and the current simply carries us forward.

            When we’re young, other people decide what we wear, what we eat, and when we can play. All too often, even after we’re older, other people still decide what we do during the day. We make choices, lots of them, but often from a limited selection of options that our environment, our friends, families, and employers, and simple habit, present to us. Rarely, if ever, do we stop to reflect on what we truly want in life, on who we are and want to become, on what difference we want to make in the world, and thus on what’s really right for us. And that is the unexamined life — the life that is lived at some level almost as a sleepwalker, somnambulating away the hours, days, and years. It’s a life that is experienced on automatic pilot — a life based on values and beliefs that we’ve never really looked at, never really tested, never examined for ourselves.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Many people seem to fear self-examination, as if looking at and evaluating their most basic beliefs and values is somehow a threat. But a philosophically reflective examination of our most basic assumptions and commitments doesn’t necessarily have a corrosive effect. It may, by contrast, have a purifying effect. The fundamental goal of philosophical examination isn’t criticism in a negative sense, or any sort of rejection or abandonment. The true goal is understanding. And yet a greater level of understanding often results in a refocusing, a shedding of unnecessary or unimportant activities and an adopting of others — rebalancing and changing our lives in a positive way.

            The unexamined life, on the other hand, isn’t one of deep personal understanding. It’s not a life of self-directed positive change.

            And you pay a big price for living such a life. What’s the price you pay? What’s the cost? Socrates identifies it when he states that this form of life, the unexamined life, is not worth what you have to pay for it — when he, in fact, plainly says that this form of life simply is not worth living.

            The price that you pay for an unexamined life, therefore, is precisely that — your entire life. And you can pay no greater price for anything. Notice, however, that Socrates didn’t say that the unexamined life is not worth anything. He wisely left open the viewpoint that some positive value exists in any life, however unreflective that life may be. This great philosopher said only that the unexamined life isn’t worth the high price that you must pay for it — the investment of all your energies in a direction that’s not of your own choosing.

            Philosophy, on the other hand, as an activity of reflection giving rise to a wiser way of life, involves investing your life energies in something that may prove worth the cost. Is the examined life, then, guaranteed to be worth living? Is such a life, alone, worth living? Well, Socrates never actually said so. His statement about the unexamined life does seem to imply, by contrast, such a conclusion. But the wise philosopher left us to draw that ultimate conclusion on our own, by examining ourselves and our own lives. And I hope that what you find in this book helps show you the way to such an examination.

            
               	Make it thy business to know thyself, which is the most difficult lesson in  the world.

               — Cervantes

            

         

         
            The Questions We’ll Ask

            In this book, as in my Notre Dame philosophy course, we look at questions dealing with issues of belief, skepticism, and knowledge; good and evil; free will and determinism, death and life after death; the existence of God; and the meaning of life.

            We touch on most of the main fields of philosophy — epistemology, ethics, metaphysics, and the philosophy of religion. And we consult many of the great thinkers of history. Throughout, I intend to keep the orientation of the discussion as practical as it is theoretical, because I believe that the best use of theory is in better practice. With each issue, we ask what difference it makes in our lives and how it helps us to chart our way forward in this world.

            
               	There is frequently more to be learned from the unexpected questions of a child than the discourses of men, who talk in a road, according to the notions they have borrowed and the prejudices of their education.

               — John Locke

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Here are some of the questions you can expect to find in these pages:

            
               	[image: bullet]	How can we really know anything?

               	[image: bullet]	What is the importance of rationality to a good life?

               	[image: bullet]	What does the word good really mean?

               	[image: bullet]	Is ethics just a matter of opinion, or do objective moral rules exist that are binding on every person?

               	[image: bullet]	Why should we be moral?

               	[image: bullet]	Why do people disagree so much on ethics?

               	[image: bullet]	Are people really free, or are our actions all determined by genetics and environment?

               	[image: bullet]	Can anyone predict the future, in principle, in every detail?

               	[image: bullet]	What’s the difference between a human being and a robot?

               	[image: bullet]	Do people have souls, or are we just physically complex organisms?

               	[image: bullet]	What is death?

               	[image: bullet]	Why is death so feared by so many people?

               	[image: bullet]	Do we somehow still exist after death?

               	[image: bullet]	Where does the concept of God come from?

               	[image: bullet]	Does God really exist?

               	[image: bullet]	Why does the world contain so much evil?

               	[image: bullet]	Can anyone prove what the truth is on such ultimate issues, or must we accept them just as matters of faith?

               	[image: bullet]	What, for that matter, is faith?

               	[image: bullet]	What is the meaning of life?

               	[image: bullet]	How can people be happy?

            

            These questions cover only a few of the basic concepts that I will consider with you throughout this book.

            
               	It is better to ask some of the questions than to know all of the answers.

               	— James Thurber

            

      
 

      

   
      
         Chapter 2

         Philosophy as an Activity

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Seeing what philosophy as an activity is

            [image: bullet]	Finding out how to do philosophy yourself

            [image: bullet]	Appreciating the power of belief

            [image: bullet]	Peering into Plato’s Cave

            	Philosophy is not a theory but an activity.

            			— Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951)

         

         Philosophy at its best is an activity more than a body of knowledge. In an ancient sense, done right, it is a healing art. It’s intellectual self-defense. It’s a form of therapy. But it’s also much more. Philosophy is map-making for the soul, cartography for the human journey. It’s an important navigational tool for life that too many modern people try to do without.

         In this chapter, we see exactly what that activity is, as well as how to do it well. I show you the power that belief can have in human life, and I bring you a distinction that Plato drew so vividly that it has echoed down the centuries, helping to free people from illusion and lead them into truth.

         
            Outward Bound for the Mind

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Philosophy can be a little like Outward Bound for the mind. Intellectual spelunking, mental rock climbing, cognitive rapelling, rafting, and reconnoitering. Sometimes it can seem like a conceptual version of Extreme Sports.

            On those occasions when we push philosophical inquiry to the very limits of our world views, we find ourselves temporarily letting go of our customary assumptions, intellectually free falling and hoping the chute will open when we need it. When we do that, the point is to experience the outer boundaries of our ordinary beliefs, to come to understand the status of our most important presuppositions, those background convictions that support the perspectives and decisions governing our day-to-day actions, and that we normally just take for granted.

            We question things as deeply as we can, in order to understand as deeply as possible. The ultimate goal is a firmer grip on who we are and what our place in the world really is.

            But more often, philosophy can be thought of as a package of existential survival skills, along with the determined application of those skills in a sort of a search-and-rescue mission for the soul. Philosophy is not just a game. It’s not just a mental sport. It is the most vital use of our minds for getting our bearings in life.

         

         
            Mapping Our Way Forward

            Consulting the great thinkers of the past, as we draw our own philosophical maps for the present and future, is like stopping to ask a cabbie or a cop for directions, rather than just wandering around lost. It’s getting the advice of those who know, people who have been in the neighborhood before and can find their way around. We inevitably do a little exploring of your own, but any good advice and direction we get can help.

            In any expedition into unfamiliar terrain, it pays to have a native guide to lead us, but ultimately we all have to pull ourselves up the side of the hill. We partner with the great thinkers who have gone before us and, with their help, try to see our own vistas and make our own way.

            The popular American essayist and philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson at one point wrote

            
               	Meek young men grow up in libraries, believing it their duties to accept the views which Cicero, which Locke, which Bacon, have given; forgetful that Cicero, Locke, and Bacon were only young men in libraries when they wrote these books.

            

            “Who am I to think about these things?” each of us is tempted to ask. Well, who did Socrates think he was to be tackling such ideas? Who was Plato? In the first century, Seneca wrote,

            
               	Philosophy did not find Plato already a nobleman; it made him one.

            

            It is every bit as much our business to ask about these things as it was theirs. But because they have already started the process, we can benefit from their thinking.

            
               	Who consorts with the wise will wise become.

               		— Menander

            

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	We consult the writings of the great dead philosophers not for any final word on the ultimate questions of philosophy, but rather to help get us started, using the insights and avoiding the pitfalls already discovered by those who have gone before us. Early in this century, William Ralph Inge explained,

            
               	The object of studying philosophy is to know one’s own mind, not other people’s.

            

            So when we are doing philosophy, we go to the books of past thinkers not to take inventory of their thoughts, or to gather up from them all the answers we might want, but, rather, we go for the assistance and inspiration we need to do our own jobs as thinkers.

            Emerson comments,

            
               	Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the worst. What is the right use? What is the one end which all means go to effect? They are for nothing but to inspire.

            

            I hope in this book to begin to inspire you as I have been inspired by the books of others to look into these matters for yourself and fight to attain a bit of your own wisdom for life. Likewise, I’ll be your guide, as I use many guides myself, to make our way forward together.

         

         
            The Extreme Power of Belief

            Right up front, let me pass on an important lesson I’ve learned about the role of assumption and belief in our lives. It demonstrates our need for the discipline of philosophy, in an unusual way.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	For a long time, my family had wanted to own a gas grill, the kind that has a fat tank of propane under it. But people had warned me about the dangers of propane gas. It’s really combustible. And, breathed, they said, it’s toxic. I seemed to remember that I had heard or read somewhere that in its natural state, propane gas is without odor, but that refiners added a smell so that any leaking gas could be detected immediately and avoided.

            Socrates wasn’t the only philosopher who enjoyed being involved in a good grilling (bad joke: his relentless questioning of people), so when my family offered to get me the long-discussed gas grill for Father’s Day, I agreed with enthusiasm to do my part in making all their charred dreams come true. My wife called Sears and ordered a deluxe model. She also offered to pay to have it assembled and delivered. Philosophers are often not the best at assembling anything other than ideas.

            Some days later, we received a call from the store that the grill was in, assembled, and “ready to go.” My wife bought the burgers and hot dogs, and all the other normal cookout stuff, and prepared for a feast. When the delivery guys arrived, they pointed out that I would have to hook up the gas tank to the grill itself when I was ready to use it. They explained that they were required to deliver it unattached. I assumed it was dangerous to transport the tank hooked up. Poisonous gas might take out the delivery guys.

            They drove away, and with the assistance of written instructions and diagrams, I went to work trying to hook up the tank. I fumbled with the hose and connectors, and kept getting it wrong, and I felt myself getting short of breath. I was doing all this outside so that any leaking propane would dissipate quickly, but obviously there wasn’t enough breeze and I was getting too much of it into my lungs. My family watched as I adopted a new rhythm of action. I’d take a deep breath, run up to the grill, feverishly bolt and twist and hammer, and dash back to a chair 20 feet away, gasping for fresh air. I did this quite a few times until I thought the connection was complete. But when I tried to light the grill, there was no fire. As I hung over it inspecting all the connections, I could feel myself getting light-headed and nauseous from  the gas.

            We decided to call Sears. I explained what I had done, and that I was obviously breathing too much propane at this point, I was so sick. Mental confusion was starting to set in. As a philosopher, I feared I was losing precious brain cells. My lungs ached. In my mental fog, I could hear the Sears guy asking me a question.

            “Where did you take the tank to get your propane?”

            “What do you mean? The grill was just delivered this afternoon, and the guy said it was ready to go.”

            “Oh, it was, except for the gas. We sell only new tanks with our grills, and they come empty. You have to go to a gas station or mini-mart to get gas for it. That’s why it won’t light. You got an empty tank.”

            Oh. Well. Boy, did I feel silly. I was being asphyxiated by a false belief. I was having physical symptoms from something that wasn’t there. I smelled it. It made me dizzy. I felt sick. But a breath of fresh information was all it took, and I was fine. Physically, at least. Mentally, I was a bit mortified. My wife and kids laughed and laughed. And went to get some take-out food.

            
               	People can die of mere imagination.

               			— Chaucer

            

            In a way, it’s really good that this happened to me. As a philosopher, I learned something important about the power of our beliefs, and our imaginations, as well as about the hidden assumptions that can govern our thinking, acting, and feeling. The mind is indeed a powerful thing. And false beliefs can have a big impact on us.

            
               The image of Plato’s Cave
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               	Plato had a memorable image for the false beliefs and illusions we too often suffer. He wrote that we are all like people living in a cave, chained down to the floor, our gazes fixed on shadows flitting across a wall, shadows we mistake for realities.

               Plato’s image of the cave was actually quite elaborate. Imagine that behind us in this cavern, he went on, there is a fire burning that casts shadows on the walls that are all we ever see, until the day someone breaks free of his chains, sees our situation as it truly is, and escapes the cave altogether, emerging into real daylight. At first, he would be blinded by the glare of the sun, that object of which the cavern fire was but a poor copy. But then his eyes would begin to adjust and make out real objects, animals, rocks, and trees. Seeing the difference between the outside world and the poor dim shadow world in which he had been imprisoned, he returns back into the cave to convince his fellows to break their chains as well and ascend into the light of reality.

            

            
               The philosophical Houdini

               The man who first escapes the cave of illusion that Plato thinks we live in is the philosopher, the one among us who comes to realize that we are all in some way living lives of illusion, held captive by shadows and chains not of our own making. When he brings back into the cave his strange tale of other realities, he will be cheered by some, jeered by others. We have a way of becoming comfortable with our illusions. And so we are easily threatened by any strange reports of greater realities. But the true philosopher tries to free as many of his fellow captives as possible, liberating them to live in the broader, brighter realities that lie beyond the narrow confines of their customary perceptions.

               That is a vivid image of the ultimate task of philosophy. Its goal is to free us from illusion and to help us get a grip on the most fundamental realities.

               What illusions are you living under right now? What things do you value that really lack the importance you attribute to them? What could you be ignoring that is really of true value? What assumptions are you making about your life that may be based on appearances and not realities? Most people are chained down by all sorts of illusions. It is the goal of philosophy, well done, to help us all break those chains.

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	We actually have no choice of whether to have a philosophy or not, of whether to be philosophers or not. We inevitably operate out of some philosophical world view, however well formed or incomplete it might be. Our choice is between bad philosophy unreflectively absorbed from the culture around us and the prejudices of our time, or good philosophy built on critical questioning and sustained thought.

               We can be poor thinkers or good philosophers. But quality comes only with care. So, careful thinking makes for the best philosophy. Does your philosophy of life imprison you or liberate you? In this book, I try to dispel some of the myths and platitudes of our own age and get out of the cave of our false assumptions. We seek philosophical enlightenment, philosophical liberation.

               The first day of the rest of your life need not begin and end in Plato’s Cave.

            

         

         
            Plato as the source

            Plato is seen by many to be the ultimate fount of all western philosophy.

            		Out of Plato come all things that are still written and debated among men of thought. 		 — Ralph Waldo Emerson

            		The safest characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of 	a series of footnotes to Plato.				— Alfred North Whitehead

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 3

         The Love of Wisdom

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Grasping the three skills that philosophy cultivates

            [image: bullet]	Analyzing the nature of philosophical analysis

            [image: bullet]	Assessing the importance of philosophical assessment

            [image: bullet]	Appreciating the power of good, logical argument

            [image: bullet]	Understanding the role of wisdom, the true goal of philosophy

            	Things have their seasons, and even certain kinds of eminence go in and out of style. But wisdom has an advantage: She is eternal.

            		— Balthasar Gracian

         

         As you delve more deeply into the subject, you find many reasons to read, study, and practice philosophy in your life. Philosophy, as a way of thinking, for example, cultivates three intellectual skills that are very important for any of us to possess in the modern world. Philosophy also cultivates wisdom.

         First, in this chapter, I look for a moment at those three skills. Then I say a bit more about wisdom — in particular, what it is and why it matters.

         
            The Triple-A Skill Set of Philosophy

            Philosophy is, simply put, a way of thinking. More accurately, however, it is a bundle of ways of thinking. It’s a set of mental tools. And that fact is directly relevant to the question of why we study philosophy. It’s not just to amaze our friends with our own profundity, perplex our colleagues with a newfound depth, or irritate family members with crazy-sounding questions (although first-year college students seem to value that last possibility the most in connection with their beginning philosophy courses). We study philosophy because of the mental skills it cultivates in our lives as well as for the new perspectives it gives us.

            In my years at Notre Dame, every student was required to take two courses in philosophy. The fact that, long ago, Notre Dame required four courses in philosophy didn’t assuage the students’ initial complaints. Why should a pre-med or business major waste any time at all in a philosophy classroom? Wasn’t this rule much like requiring that every student take a course in Ancient Babylonian entomology? Wasn’t it just some esoteric relic of the humanities curriculum of the past, no longer relevant to modern life?

            Why, for that matter, should any busy business executive take time out to read philosophy? Why should a parent at home engaged in the demanding tasks of raising children ever sneak away with a book of philosophy? What’s its relevance? What could possibly be the payoff? The following sections may give you some answers.

            
               Paralysis without analysis

               Philosophy as a way of thinking cultivates our ability to analyze complicated problems. It helps us untie mental knots. It teaches us to get to the core of an issue. It shows us how to peel away peripheral issues and penetrate to the essence of a matter: What’s really important here? What’s ultimately at issue? How can I break this problem down into more manageable questions?

               Analysis is a skill that you need everywhere in life. Lawyers analyze complex claims and sort out the issues; physicians analyze symptoms; detectives look for patterns in the evidence; business people sort through the parts of an intricate deal; parents try to untangle and get a grip on the issues troubling a family. The skill of analysis is useful in every walk of life. Analysis is so prominent in philosophical ways of thinking that a major trend of 20th-century thought is even known as analytic philosophy because of its emphasis on the centrality of this skill. But all good philosophy involves close analysis.

               Ultimately, philosophy teaches us how to analyze our lives: Who am I? What do I really want? What is this life all about? What can make me happy? How can I make my greatest contribution to the world? What are my highest talents? How can I best make use of my time?

               In following a philosophical analysis of a major human question and learning from some of the greatest thinkers in history how to tackle a complicated issue, we can learn to be better analysts ourselves and more analytical in other aspects of our lives. Now, I don’t mean this statement as an endorsement of analysis as the most important mental skill or as a claim that a practice of philosophical analysis is somehow paramount in human life. It’s not. It is, however, important. We are genuinely paralyzed in many ways in life if we are unable to analyze properly the circumstances that we are in, and the opportunites that we face.

               
                  	Man is but a reed, the weakest thing in nature, but he is a thinking reed.

                  		— Blaise Pascal

               

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	Analysis is a vital mental skill. It must, however, be used appropriately. There is a well-known phenomenon, commonly called analysis paralysis, which results when too much thinking actually gets in the way of action — or in the way of feeling. A person can analyze a relationship to death. The unexamined life may not be worth living, as Chapter 1 explains, but the unlived life is definitely not worth examining. Thinking should never replace taking action; thinking should merely guide what we do. All good things can be misused. And certainly, logical, analytic thinking can be misused. It is up to each of us to use it well.

               My point here is that the better you become at analyzing complex problems, the better off you are for solving them. Analysis is a skill that philosophy cultivates. And it’s a skill for all of life. The real truth about thinking and action is that, if you don’t possess analysis as a life skill, you’re much more likely to experience fruitless paralysis in the face of difficulty. Analytical acumen, at its best, truly liberates.

            

            
               The skill of assessment

               Philosophy trains us to analyze. It also trains us to assess competing claims. Do people have free will, or are all our actions determined by heredity and environment? Does God exist . . . or not? Do humans survive physical death, or is everyone destined for personal extinction on the cessation of bodily functions? Does life truly have meaning, or is everything we do ultimately without any real sense and purpose? Is rollerblading great exercise, or is it the fastest route to the emergency room? (Okay, so not all questions are cosmic in proportion.)

               We are often confronted in everyday life by competing claims and alternative proposals that we must assess: Should we appropriate more funds to increase the quality of our product, or should we concentrate instead on beefing up our advertising? One group claims that we need more research and development; another declares that only more marketing is necessary. One group of experts says that children need more freedom. Another group claims that they require more clearly defined limits and discipline. How do you evaluate and assess such competing claims? Philosophy trains the mind in the fine art of assessment.

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	All that glitters is not gold. Appearances and realities can diverge. We live today in a world of hype, exaggeration, and hyperbole. Plato’s Cave is bigger and deeper than ever before (see Chapter 2). Illusions rule the world. Everyone has something to sell, and we’re bombarded every day by claims that we must be able to evaluate. In a world of conflicting views vying for acceptance, how do we separate the wheat from the chaff, the sheep from the goats, the collectibles from the trash? Caution is necessary. We need discernment. And discernment — assessment — also is a skill that philosophy can nurture.

               
                  	The judgment of man is fallible.

                  		— Ovid

               

               In philosophy, we assess a view by asking for evidence and reasons to think that it’s true. We evaluate how one proposal for our acceptance may fit or fail to fit with other things that we already have strong reason to believe or even know to be true.
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               	In assessing a world-view or major philosophical position, just as in evaluating a business proposal, we must ask the following three basic sorts of questions, which we can call the 3 Cs:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	(C1) Is it coherent? Do the various components of the view or position hang together logically? Does it make sense? Is it internally consistent? Is it inwardly congruent?

                  	[image: bullet]	(C2) Is it complete? Does it touch on and deal with all the relevant issues that it ought to take in, or does it contain gaps and blind spots? Are any concerns swept under the rug? Is it comprehensive enough?

                  	[image: bullet]	(C3) Is it correct? For a position to merely be coherent and complete isn’t enough; the available evidence must point in its direction as the correct contender for truth. Coherence is necessary; completeness is important; but only correctness, in addition, gives you what you fully need. An internally consistent viewpoint that’s comprehensive in its sweep but at odds with the facts doesn’t do you much good in a practical way.

               

               These, therefore, are the 3 Cs of assessment: coherence, completeness, and correctness. A philosophical position, similar to a business plan, may be correct as far as it goes without going nearly far enough. A viewpoint may be correct, within limits, without being complete enough. Such an assessment tells you that the view needs more development. It may be correct in its main principles but incoherent in some of its less vital components — in which case, it needs some logical retooling before we can accept it as a whole. We must check for and identify all three qualities in a position to evaluate it decisively. Keeping this concept in mind, we can greatly enhance our skills of assessment through our philosophical examinations of any position.

            

            
               The use of argument

               Philosophy cultivates our skills of analysis and assessment. It also schools us on the correct use of argument.

               

               
                  [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
               

               	Arguments are not, in philosophical terms, shouting matches, verbal tug-o-wars, or altercations. When I was in graduate school in the late ’70s, I often started my day by watching a talk show on television. Even in those early days of audience participation and debate-oriented talk shows, I was amazed at what people seemed to think constituted a reasonable exchange of differing ideas. The squared jaws, red faces, and bulging veins that accompanied such rejoinders as “Oh yeah?”, “Who says?”, and “That’s just your opinion!” seemed impervious to the call of real argument. This was, of course, long before chair-throwing, kicking, spitting, and hair pulling began to serve as the vehicles of televised argument. And I’m not just referring metaphorically to the syndicated talk shows of political pundits here. As a culture, Americans these days seem to misunderstand what argument at its best really is.

            
               Reason

               Analysis involves the use of reason. So does assessment. As does argument. But what exactly is reason? The philosophers all use it and urge the rest of us to use it, even as they point out its limits as well as its strengths.

               We can think of reason clearly as one of the powers of the mind, as is perception or imagination. It is the power of moving logically from one idea to another, of seeing connections of logic or cause and effect, and of inferring conclusions from given premises. By the power of reason, we can see where truth is to be found.

                “Use your head!” we may urge a friend, meaning to advise the use of reason. (“Use the common sense God gave a squirrel!” is sometimes a less complimentary version of the same advice.)

               In the history of philosophy, some philosophers have thought that reason could do everything — from discerning the truth of “First Principles” to deducing all less fundamental truths from those same principles. Others have insisted that experience of the empirical world — seeing, hearing, and so on — is necessary for discerning substantive truth about life. Swinging from one extreme to the other characterizes a good deal of the history of philosophy, as it does most of life, for that matter. We often call a person a “rationalist” who views reason as very powerful and who wants an argument for the proof of almost anything he believes. We sometimes call a person an “empiricist” who, by contrast, just keeps hammering away on the importance of sense experience for confirming anything that we believe. “I’ll believe it when I see it” is a typical empiricist sentiment. But even the most experientially oriented philosophers value the role of reason in analysis, discernment, evaluation, and inference or logical argument.
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               	In philosophy, an argument is a reasoned presentation of ideas, where you marshal evidence in favor of the truth of a conclusion. Arguments, in their essence, aren’t something that you direct at people as you would a gun that you’re aiming at a target. You don’t primarily argue with someone or at someone; you present an argument for a conclusion, which you often intend as a means to persuade someone else, but sometimes employ just as a means of discovering for yourself where the truth lies.

               
                  	The aim of argument, or of discussion, should not be victory, but progress.

                  		— Joseph Joubert

               

               So, in philosophy, arguments aren’t the sorts of things that you win or lose. They’re not like games or athletic contests of the mind. Even if you engage in an argument with another person in the colloquial sense over a substantive issue — and you truly want to convince your interlocutor of the persuasiveness of your viewpoint — you’d better be able to construct a good argument in the philosophical sense as well. And studying some philosophy helps you know how to do so better than you may already.

               In every walk of life, we need to be able to give a reasoned presentation of our beliefs in such a way as to persuade other people. Lawyers aren’t the only ones who must worry about convincing others to accept a particular point of view. Persuasive argument is an important part of every management job, is a requirement in the arsenal of any challenged parent, and is as important to preachers and teachers as to practicing scientists. A good argument helps us to intellectually “see” where the truth lies.

               

               
                  [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
               

               	In my first year at college, I discovered an important truth about the limitations of argument. For some reason, hair had always been an issue in my family — head hair and facial hair. Until I went away to college, my parents had insisted that I shave daily and keep the hair on my head cut fairly short. Off on my own, I let my hair get long and began to grow a Fu Manchu mustache. This bit of rebellion occurred during the early ’70s, when a good deal of “the ’60s” actually took place. Bell-bottomed pants, ridiculous shirts, and long hair ruled. I shudder now to think what I looked like, but I was exercising my newfound freedom and experimenting with my appearance. A few months later, I saw my mother for the first time since the inception of my new, hirsute look. She offered me a hundred dollars on the spot to shave off my mustache and refused to go to any public place with me until I did. I wish I hadn’t taken a stand on principle. Two weeks later, my ’stache itched me half to death, and I shaved with no reward. But that day, mother was adamant and trying any strategy she could. She even went so far as to say to me, point blank, “Something’s psychologically wrong with anyone who has a beard or mustache!”

               I was in my first philosophy course at the time, and was learning how to argue a point, so I wasn’t about to let this one pass. I suddenly remembered what philosophers call “argument by counterexample” — that is, you can refute any general claim of the form All As are Bs by producing one example of a B that’s not an A. Employing the standard “But, Mother . . .” opening of any frustrated adolescent bent on proving a point, I started enumerating aloud all the great personages of history I could think of who had mustaches or beards and yet who were, by any fair estimation, paragons of psychological health and worldly success. Working my way from ancient Greece through the American Civil War, and not forgetting Southern paradigms such as Robert E. Lee, I was taken up short and momentarily struck mute by a sudden realization.

               “Mother,” I said with all the conviction I could muster, suddenly certain that I had unassailable proof of my own conviction that facial hair and sound psychological health can go quite well together, “Dad has always had a mustache!”

               “You see what I’m saying?” she instantly replied.

               

               
                  [image: Warning]
               

               	An old country-music lyric says, “One man’s ceiling is another man’s floor.” Sometimes traffic can flow both ways in the analysis or assessment of an argument. What I’d thought was the most decisive possible refutation by counterexample of a general claim that I knew to be false was taken by my dialogue partner as a particularly clear confirmation of her own emphatic view to the contrary.

               
                  	There are two sides to every question.

                  		— Protagorus

               

               Of course, people can sometimes reasonably differ on the obviousness of a piece of evidence cited in an argument, or they can blind themselves to the truth and can even refuse to listen to rational argument at all. The best intellectual reasoning can fail completely to overrule strongly opposed passions.

               Emotion and logic are sometimes at odds. But I intend to discuss such profound matters later in various parts of this book. My point now is simple.

               In the right context, the ability to argue cogently can prove of great importance for seeing where truth lies and for convincing others to join us in its pursuit. Good argument isn’t always guaranteed to produce the good result you may desire, but good argument is better than bad argument any day of the week. And argument, along with imagination and emotion, can provide part of a total case for enlisting the whole person in believing or acting on an important truth. Rational argument is one of the most distinctive of genuinely human abilities and one strongly cultivated by philosophy.

            

         

         
            The dangers of argument: A short survival guide

            How can you actually use argument well and maybe even make progress in an argument with another person — or at least not get your shorts all twisted and wind up with an intellectual wedgie? You can find all sorts of advice on this subject from throughout the centuries. A bit of this advice is philosophical, some of it is psychological, and part of it is just plain pragmatic.

            First is the pragmatic advice, such as, “In arguing, answer your opponent’s earnest with a jest and his jest with earnest” — Leontinus Gorgias (as quoted in Aristotle’s Rhetoric). In other words, keep the person with whom you’re arguing off balance. But this practice is indeed a subset of rhetoric, which is the art of persuasion, and not of philosophy, which is a search for the truth. Most of the pragmatic advice available about argument presupposes precisely that you’re after a win and not after the truth.

            The psychological advice warns us most often about the limits of argumentation in dealing with another person and the truth at the same time. Sir Thomas Browne, for example, warned, “In all disputes, so much as there is of passion, so much there is of nothing to the purpose.” Debate, you often hear, typically generates more heat than light. Know that likelihood going in. Passion clouds reason. And in the context of an interpersonal argument, or debate, people sometimes are willing to do anything to save face. Joseph Addison once observed, “Our disputants put me in mind of the scuttlefish, that when he is unable to extricate himself, blackens the water about him till he becomes invisible.” So, as Publilius Syrus concluded long ago, “In a heated argument, we are apt to lose sight of the truth.”

            Finally, some modest philosophical advice of a practical bent: Protagorus did affirm that every question has two sides. And Henry Fielding added in the 18th century that “Much can be said on both sides.” Whenever you see sincere, intelligent people supporting a cause or arguing a point of view, you can expect as a maxim of common sense to find more than sheer foolishness in that position or cause. By extrapolation, I think I can say that, in all the history of philosophy, with all the competing schools of thought and opposed points of view, you’re never going to come across large numbers of sincere, intelligent, and relatively well-informed people who are just completely wrong in every way. So always try to remain open-minded and look for the truth that any opposing view may capture. On the other hand, Oscar Wilde warned us, with more than a bit of hyperbole, that “The man who sees both sides of a question is a man who sees absolutely nothing at all.” Neither reason nor common sense dictate or even advise that we aspire to balanced indecision anywhere in life.

            And, of course, life consists of much more than argument. Socrates once remarked, “You are fond of argument, and now you fancy that I am a bag of arguments.” You don’t want to avoid argument, and yet neither do you want to constantly seek it out as the only thing in life worth your time. Tell your undergraduate philosophy-major friends: Not even Socrates was a bag of arguments.

         

         
            Wisdom Rules

            To praise and recommend philosophy as an activity worthy of human attention just for its ability to enhance our skills of analysis, assessment, and argument is a bit like praising brain surgery by saying that it’s a good thing because it cultivates the hand-eye coordination of the surgeon. Philosophy can seem like aerobics for the intellect and weight-training for the soul. But its most important feature is the one built into its name.

            
               	Wisdom is the perfect good of the human mind; philosophy is the love of wisdom and the endeavor to attain it.

               		— Seneca
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            	Philosophy is one of the noblest activities in which we can engage because it promotes wisdom in our lives. And wisdom brings with it two benefits: Depth and practicality.

            Wisdom is first and foremost simply insight about living. Insight itself is a sort of perceptiveness or perspicacity of judgment that penetrates beneath appearances and latches onto realities. Wisdom cuts to the core.

            In the ancient world, Seneca referred to wisdom as “the only liberty.” Juvenal called wisdom “the conqueror of fortune.” In the pages of the New Testament, Jesus once remarked, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free.” Wisdom is knowing the truth about what really matters in life. It is glimpsing the foundations and comprehending at least some of the significance of all that’s around us.

            A wise person does not readily fall prey to false appearances. Wisdom isn’t easily spooked or unhinged. Wisdom sees the hidden side of any situation. It is patient and measured in its responses.

            Wisdom is neither rushed nor stampeded into foolish action.

            A wise person has depth. In his 17th-century manual on success, The Art of Worldly Wisdom, Balthasar Gracian wrote the following concerning depth:

            
               	You are as much a real person as you are deep. As with the depths of a diamond, the interior is twice as important as the surface. There are people who are all facade, like a house left unfinished when the funds run out. They have the entrance of a palace but the inner rooms of a cottage.

            

            A wise person is never all ornament and no substance. Any veneer is backed by a strong reality. A wise person sees everything in its ultimate context and so does not easily mistake value.
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            	Superficial living has too often become the way of the world. People suck the foam off the beer of life and never drink deeply of the real brew. Philosophers, on the other hand, insist on depth.

            
               	Wisdom is to the soul what health is to the body.

               		— La Rouchefoucauld

            

            Wisdom is, above all, practical. It gives us guidance for living well. That’s why its pursuit is worth our time and effort. The great philosophers are just people who’ve sometimes done extraordinary things in this pursuit. Some of them got some things wrong. But others found truth. Even those philosophers who erred deeply in their own conclusions often bring us into the neighborhood of great truth by showing us how to find paths of discovery concerning important issues.

            Don’t get me wrong here. I don’t mean to say that all philosophers pursue practical questions and create points of view that can help us with our day-to-day lives. The Greek philosophers who lived before Socrates most often pursued questions of cosmic import not directly related to daily life. The Presocratics asked mostly about the nature of the universe in which we live and not about how best to live in it. And they came up with some pretty wild answers, as the following samples indicate:

            

            
               [image: TheThinker]
            

            
               	Thales: Everything is made out of water.

               	Anaximander: Everything is made out of The Boundless.

               	Anaximenes: Everything is made out of air.

               	Heraclitus: Everything is always changing.

               	Pythagorus: Everything is made of numbers, and don’t eat beans because they’ll do a number on you.

               	Parmenides: Nothing ever really changes, and appearance in the physical world is always illusion.

            

            The Presocratics sought an understanding of the universe. And they engaged in remarkable feats of intellectual discovery, not always involving such strange-sounding conclusions. In a sense, they were doing scientific cosmology without having yet developed the scientific equipment and method necessary to explore and uncover the secrets of the natural world. And yet much of what they did launched the process of intellectual inquiry that led eventually to the rise of modern science.

            For many centuries, philosophy was not sharply distinguished from what people now think of as many other domains of human thought and knowledge. The early philosophers were protoscientists, and they were mathematicians and psychologists before separate disciplines of biology, chemistry, zoology, physics, math, and psychology existed. Even now, some of the academic professorships of science in England and Europe are still called “Chairs of Natural Philosophy.” Philosophy’s domain was for a long time limitless.

            But the philosophy that began in earnest in ancient Greece with Socrates and Plato and Aristotle — the focus on wisdom that you can also find in the writings of Confucius and Lao Tsu and many other ancient Oriental thinkers — resulted in the tradition of philosophical inquiry that people follow today, a tradition that seeks, at its best, both depth and usefulness in matters concerning human life.

         

         
            The Socratic Quest for Wisdom
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            	Socrates was a pretty amazing example of a person living the search for wisdom. He himself did not leave any writings. He did his philosophizing orally, in the company of other people — and not always in the company of people who were enjoying the journey with him. As he went about Athens questioning reputedly wise people on topics of importance and finding them not so wise after all, he insisted on pointing this fact out to them. And this proclivity, as you can well imagine, did not lead to widespread popularity.

            Many of the young people in Athens were impressed with Socrates’ razor-sharp intellect and often followed him about, imitating his probing style of conversation and offending even more people. In fact, by the age of 70, Socrates and his followers had angered so many prominent citizens in Athens that he was accused and tried on the two trumped-up charges of corrupting the youth and of not believing in the gods of the city but following other gods instead.
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            	Plato provides a riveting account of the trial of Socrates. His fate was in the hands of a crowd of 501 citizen-jurists, who were to weigh the evidence and decide his fate by vote. The evidence seems clear that, if Socrates had just promised to stop philosophizing in public and stirring up trouble, he’d most likely have been freed. In his speech to the jurists, he considered this possibility and said that, if the offer were made, his response would be simple. His words ring through the centuries. He said that his reply would be as follows:

            
               	Gentlemen of the jury, I am grateful and I am your friend, but I will obey the god rather than you, and as long as I draw breath and am able, I shall never cease to practice philosophy, to exhort you and in my usual way to point out to any of you whom I happen to meet: Good Sir, you are an Athenian, a citizen of the greatest city with the greatest reputation for both wisdom and power; are you not ashamed of your eagerness to possess as much wealth, reputation, and honors as possible, while you do not care for nor give thought to wisdom or truth, or the best possible state of your soul?

            

            He went on to say:

            
               	Then, if one of you disputes and says he does care, I shall not let him go at once or leave him, but I shall question him, examine him and test him, and if I do not think he has attained the goodness that he says he has, I shall reproach him because he attaches little importance to the most important things and greater importance to inferior things. I shall treat in this way anyone I happen to meet, young and old, citizen and stranger, and more so the citizens because you are more kindred to me. Be sure that this is what the god orders me to do, and I think there is no greater blessing for the city than my service to the god. For I go around doing nothing but persuading both young and old among you not to care for your body or your wealth in preference to or as strongly as for the best possible state of your soul, but I say to you: “Wealth does not bring about excellence, but excellence brings about wealth and all other public and private blessings for men.”

            

            The verdict rendered after this speech was guilty. The penalty that the prosecutor proposed was an extreme one: Death. By trial procedures in that day, the accused could propose an alternative punishment. If it was reasonable  at all, the jury would almost certainly have preferred it over this maximal sentence.

            Asked what he thought he deserved for what he had done, Socrates pondered it a bit and replied that he deserved free housing and free food of the best kind, like what the Olympic athletes received, for life.

            He was given poison instead.

            
               	Be wiser than other people if you can; but do not tell them so.

               		— Lord Chesterfield

            

            Wisdom is worth the pursuit. Yet, despite its enormous relevance in helping us to live good lives, nothing may be as rare in the modern world as true wisdom.

            Former U.S. president Calvin Coolidge once remarked that “Some people are suffering from lack of work, some from lack of water, many more from lack of wisdom.” And one can make the same point even more strongly today.

            Although it’s sometimes considered nothing more than enhanced common sense, nothing may be less common in our time than real wisdom about living. We should seek as much as we can to enhance the wisdom we have, by exploring all the ultimate issues most fundamental to our understanding of life and our place in the world.
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            	Is the search for wisdom worth your time? Socrates thought that it was worth his life.

            As you launch into the series of philosophical questions that I ask throughout this book, you can expect to keep an eye on issues of depth and practicality at each turn. We want wisdom for the journey that we’re now on. And we must never settle for less.

         

      

      

   
      
         Part II

         How Do We Know Anything?
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         In this part . . .

         
            In this part, we look at our beliefs about belief, the truth about truth, and our knowledge about knowledge. What is it to be a rational person? Whenever you have a belief, do you have to be able to prove that it’s true? This part puts together some of the tools we need at various points throughout in the book. If you want to know how we can hold rational beliefs, then this part is for you.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 4

         Belief, Truth, and Knowledge

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Developing tools for the wisdom quest

            [image: bullet]	Exploring what beliefs are

            [image: bullet]	Analyzing knowledge

            [image: bullet]	Getting clear on truth and rationality

            	Man is what he believes.

            		— Anton Chekov

         

         The philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach once said, “Man is what he eats.” But I prefer the Chekov claim. I’d rather envision myself as the sum total of all my beliefs than as an enormous collection of various cheeseburgers, tacos, and chocolate chip cookies consumed throughout the years. Wouldn’t you?

         In this chapter, we ask some vital questions about belief, truth, and knowledge. We launch our philosophical quest together by getting clear on some of the basic building blocks of philosophical analysis. Finally, I introduce some fundamental concepts, and we start making some deep inquiries.

         
            Our Beliefs about Belief
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            	Your beliefs are your map of reality. They guide you through the day. They are the lenses through which you perceive the world. They are also the deep well from which your actions, attitudes, and feelings flow.

            There is nothing more important about you than what you believe. What you value is equally important. But some philosophers think that this is just because a value is nothing more than a special sort of belief. When you value something, you just believe that it is important and worthy of honor.

            Your feelings are certainly an important part of who you are. And so are your desires, hopes, and dreams. But they are all either results of your beliefs, or else are in some other way dependent on those beliefs. You desire what you believe to be good or pleasant. You hope for something because you believe it will contribute to your personal happiness, or your overall success. Again and again, belief is foundational to who you are.

            Philosophy is the love and pursuit of wisdom. At some level, we all want wisdom for living. No one wants to wander this world as a fool, hobbled by false beliefs about important matters and misled by counterfeit values that can lead to nothing but misery. Because of this, philosophers have always suggested that it is important for us to examine our beliefs. Are those beliefs justified? Are they true? Are they capable of giving us good guidance in life? Do we have among our current beliefs real knowledge about the world in which we live, as well as about ourselves, or are we all just stuck with nothing better than mere opinion? These are questions we all need to ask, and answer.

            
               	Nothing is so firmly believed as that which we least know.

               		— Montaigne

            

            How many beliefs do you have? Hundreds? Thousands? Millions? More than that? You have a great deal many more beliefs than you realize. If this comes as a surprise, the explanation may be quite simple. We sometimes use the word belief to refer to an important conviction, as in the sentences:

            
               	[image: bullet]	They share the belief that stealing is wrong.

               	[image: bullet]	She holds the belief that there is a God.

               	[image: bullet]	It is his belief that democracy is the best form of government.

            

            But we have also have trivial beliefs as well as important convictions. For example, I believe that 1 is less than 2, that 2 is less than 3, that 3 is less  than 4, and so on. I believe that I am indoors now. I believe that m, n, o, and p are consecutive letters in the English alphabet. None of these beliefs are convictions crucial for the overall living of my life, but they are nonetheless beliefs. Of course, we also believe that we know these things. Some beliefs fall short of knowledge; others count as instances of knowledge. But for the relationship between belief and knowledge, wait until the section “The complete definition of knowledge,” later in this chapter.

            There are two sides to belief, a subjective side and an objective side. The subjective side is just the mental state of conviction. The objective side is the content of what is believed, a claim or representation about reality that philosophers refer to as a proposition. Throughout this book, when I speak of “the belief that there is a God,” or “the belief in an objective moral order,” or “the belief in life after death,” I typically mean to speak of the proposition believed, the claim that there is a moral order or that there is life after death.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Our main focus is what some philosophers call truth claims. Occasionally, I find it important to comment on the subjective side of belief, on the mental states of people who typically accept certain propositions about the world, but for the most part, my concern is with the ultimate claims themselves. And this is true even though we will be vigilant throughout to keep in mind our own relations to these propositions — whether we ourselves believe them, disbelieve them, or maintain a suspended judgment concerning them, and whether we ought to have a very different relation to them instead.

         

         
            The Importance of Belief

            It’s crucial at the outset to realize that we all have an enormous number of beliefs about all kinds of things, including things we’ve never even explicitly thought about. And if Chekov was right when he once said that we are what we believe, then we’d better be comfortable with what our most important beliefs are. We’d better examine them and make sure that we feel good about having them. Some of these beliefs are ones we are well aware of having. Others ordinarily may be hidden from view, but a little philosophical investigation will reveal what they are.

            Our beliefs are important for a number of reasons Wars are fought over beliefs. Deals are made or broken because of beliefs. People gather together over beliefs they have in common. They also separate because of divergent beliefs. We chart out our lives in every way in accordance with our beliefs.

            

            
               [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
            

            	Many philosophers have analyzed human action as a natural consequence of our beliefs interacting with our desires:

            Beliefs + Desires = Actions

            What we do in this world is a result of what we believe and what we want. If what we want is a consequence of what we believe to be good or pleasurable, then belief is indeed the ultimate wellspring of action. Having the right beliefs is thus not just a matter of intellectual importance, but it is of the utmost practical importance.

            But here’s the problem. We have false beliefs. All of us. No one is completely infallible. Even a Catholic who thinks the Pope is infallible about matters of faith still realizes he could misplace his socks, believing they are in the dresser when they are not.

            

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

            	In my youth, I often saw my father running around the house, wearing a hat, looking for his hat. “Where’s my hat? Has anyone seen my hat?” “It’s on your head.” “Oh.” We can have false beliefs about obvious, easy to check things like that. Imagine how we can get it wrong about more subtle matters.

            
               [image: Anecdote(Nutrition)]
            

         
            Superstition: A true story

            False beliefs can creep into our minds in all sorts of ways. And they can affect our lives deeply. On September 13, 1996, I was flying across the country on a plane that was nearly empty. Shortly after take-off, I mentioned to the flight attendant how unusual it was to see all the unoccupied seats. She said, “Oh, that often happens on Friday the 13th. People are afraid to fly.” My seatmate, a gentleman I had just met, laughed loudly and said, “What superstitious nonsense! Unbelievable! Ridiculous!” The left lens of his glasses promptly fell out onto the cabin floor. He looked shocked, and said, “Gee, I just lost a lens, and these glasses are less than a year old.” Reaching down to pick up the loose piece of glass, he launched back into his tirade against superstition, saying. “I guess I’m supposed to think that this happened because it’s Friday the 13th! Ha!” As he fumbled to insert the lens back into his frames, he looked up at me with astonishment on his face and said “I’ll be damned. The frame just totally broke.” Indeed. It might have been enough to make a less philosophical man . . . superstitious.

         

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	We’re sometimes absentminded. We’re often misinformed. Occasionally we seem to see what’s really not there, or miss what is. At other times, we may draw false conclusions from what we do in fact know. We have prejudices. We have blind spots. And one of the strongest forces in human life is the power of self-deception — our ability to believe what we want to believe, and hide from ourselves what we’d rather not face, regardless of what the facts might indeed be.

            How can we avoid the false beliefs that might steer us wrong and even derail our lives? How can we resist erroneous opinion? This is a question that philosophers have asked for millennia. For the answers, read on.

         

         
            The Ideal of Knowledge

            We want our beliefs to be true, to connect us to reality, to clue us in on what’s really happening in our world, and in our own lives. We don’t want our most important beliefs to be mere opinions; we want them to constitute real knowledge. But what is knowledge?

            Our concept of knowledge is first of all an attainment concept. In basketball, we shoot in order to score. Shooting is the activity; scoring is the attainment intended. In the life of the mind, we believe in order to know. Believing is, in a sense, the activity; knowing is the intended attainment.

            
               Philosophical analysis

               Philosophers analyze ideas. We take them apart and then try to put them back together, to understand how they work. Like auto mechanics, we conceptual grease monkeys often aim to adjust and repair rough-running ideas.

               The analysis of knowledge as properly justified true belief breaks it down into what are called necessary and sufficient conditions, or, to be more exact, into individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions.

               Maybe I should explain that. Take the concept or idea of bachelorhood. To analyze bachelorhood philosophically is to break it into necessary and sufficient conditions. We start with a definition: “A bachelor is an unmarried male human being of marriageable age.” What are the components here? Male. Human being. Unmarried. Of marriagable age. There are four conditions. Each of them is necessary for bachelorhood. You can’t be a bachelor unless you’re male. But this is not alone sufficient. My dog is male. You have to be human, too. But I’m a male human, and I’m not a bachelor. So we still don’t have sufficiency. A guy has to be unmarried as well. But a little baby can be an unmarried male human without counting as a bachelor. So one more condition is necessary. An unmarried male human being has to be of marriageable age to count as a bachelor. Each of the four conditions is necessary, and all four together (jointly) are sufficient for bachelorhood. Philosophers use this same process of analysis to understand important concepts like our ideas of knowledge, freedom, or God.

            

            Just as you can shoot a basketball and not score a basket, you can believe something and not thereby have knowledge. So knowing is not the same thing as believing. What then in fact is it?
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            	Philosophers have a traditional analysis of knowledge that says,

            Knowledge = Properly Justified True Belief

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	To break down this analysis of knowledge as properly justified true belief, part by part, we can start at the end of our definition and work forward. That way, we can come to understand it, and thus come to grasp more deeply what knowledge, as distinct from opinion, or conjecture, or prejudice, really is.

            You can’t know something unless you believe it. You can’t know that philosophy is the love of wisdom unless you believe that it is. I can’t know that there is a God unless I believe that God exists. Belief is necessary for knowledge. It is a part of the package deal.

            

            
               [image: Warning]
            

            	But belief alone isn’t sufficient for knowledge. You can believe something that is false. And you can think you know it. But you can’t genuinely know something that is false. You can know of something false that it is false. But to know something is to know something to be true. And you can’t know something to be true unless it is; which is to say, you can’t know something unless it’s not false. Got it?

            
               	What is truth?

               		— Pontius Pilate
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            	Anyone who wants to know what truth itself actually is should be confronted with Aristotle’s explanation, captured in these inimitable words: “To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false; while to say of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true.” Clear enough? Try to say that real fast ten times in a row. Not even a philosophy graduate student can pull it off. And that’s the truth.

            
               	When you know a thing, to hold that you know it, and when you do not know a thing, to allow that you do not know it, is knowledge.

               		— Confucius (Sixth century B.C.)

            

            
               The truth about truth

               But is there really any such thing as truth? The philosophy of relativism claims that all so-called truth is relative, that there really is no absolute truth, but that different things may be true for me and true for you. This is sometimes also known as perspectivalism. Perspectives differ, this viewpoint alleges, and one is as good as another.

               But notice a problem with the mere statement of relativism. There really is no such thing as absolute truth. Is relativism suggesting that this is the ultimate, absolute truth about truth? In that case, it actually asserts what it denies, and so it’s self-defeating, simply logically incoherent as a philsophical position.

               Why then are so many college students relativists? Why has relativism been so attractive to a number of intellectuals in the 20th century? I think the answers here are quite simple.

               
                  	The mind is a dangerous weapon, even to the possessor, if he knows not discreetly how to use it.

                  		— Michael de Montaigne
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               	A little philosophy is a dangerous thing. Too many undergraduates are exposed to relativism in a way that they tend to misunderstand. The philosophy professor often raises the specter of relativism, or perspectivalism, just to jolt his students into a deeper grasp of what is at stake in making truth claims. It is meant to be a rhetorical challenge to natural childhood feelings they’ve long had that what we believe is typically the absolute truth. In philosophy, everything can be challenged. But some views can meet the challenge and stand firm. The professor may actually want his students to see through or refute the relativist challenge and thus understand truth more deeply. But too many students come away grasping just enough of the challenge, while failing to see its fatal flaws, that they themselves begin espousing relativism-with-an-attitude back in the dorm, or back at home with the family. Relativism too often is nothing more than a fancy last gasp of adolescent rebellion.

               
                  	There is no worse lie than a truth misunderstood by those who hear it.

                  		— William James (1842–1910)

               

               But some serious adults have fallen into relativism, too, and a number of otherwise very smart people have found it tempting. What could possibly attract them to a logically inconsistent position? First, relativism can serve as a very persuasive intellectual excuse for very bad behavior. If there is no absolute truth, there is no absolute moral truth, and we can get away with anything  we want. Some people are relativists because it’s a wonderful form of self-deception, licensing anything they want to do. And it’s a view they can use speciously to attempt to convince otherwise good and sensible people to join them in their shenanigans.

               There is a second path to adult relativism that is certainly more respectable, however wrong it nonetheless also is. Many academics have wanted to promote the virtue of tolerance in our pluralistic world, and have wrongly thought that relativism is the royal road to cultivating a firm and resilient openness to other people’s beliefs. But the sort of tolerance that is indeed a virtue is best grounded in respect, and it’s not showing respect for any point of view to say that no points of view can possibly capture reality the way  that it is.

               My remarks here are meant to apply to any utterly general relativism. That is what is self-defeating. There are, certainly, small areas regarding issues of personal taste and comfort where a very limited perspectivalism seems appropriate. The statement “This ice cream tastes good!” might be an appropriate example. It could be true for you — from your perspective, given your tastes — but not for me. But that is very different from the statement, “This ice cream is three years old!” which is a standard truth claim and is not subject to relativistic restriction. Compare the difference between “It’s too hot in here” and “It’s over 90 degrees.” It is the latter statement that is a better example of standard claims about reality. And it is either true or false. No relativity muddies the water.
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               	Truth is our tie to the world. Believing a truth, or stating a truth, is like hitting a target. Falsehood misses the mark. Truth anchors us to reality. Falsehood cuts our connection to the way things really are. We need truth like we need air, or food, or water. Falsehood, by contrast, kills.

            

            
               The complete definition of knowledge

               One necessary condition for knowledge is belief. (See the earlier section “Our Beliefs about Belief.”) A second is truth. (Laid out in the preceding section.) Knowledge is built on true belief. But these two conditions are not alone sufficient for knowledge. I can believe something, and my belief can be true without my actually knowing the thing believed. How so?

               Suppose that I somehow conjure up for myself right now the belief that, at this very moment, Fidel Castro is brushing his teeth. Imagine that I actually make myself believe this, by sheer force of will. And suppose further that, by extraordinary coincidence alone, he happens at this very moment to be polishing those communist molars, nearly ready to rinse and spit. I have the belief. And the belief happens to be true. But I had no evidence that it was true. I had no intuition that it was true. No physical or psychic connections conveyed the truth to me. I just got lucky and happened to form the belief at a rare moment when something was going on that made it true. Philosophers deny that I had therein real knowledge. I did not know that Castro was brushing. A wildly lucky correspondence is not an attainment. An amazing coincidence is not a connection sufficient to create something as solid as knowledge.

               
                  	Luck never made a man wise.

                  		— Seneca

               

               Philosophers insist that, in order for a state of belief to qualify as knowledge, there must be a link, a connection, a tie between the mental state of affirmation and the state of reality, which makes that affirmation true. Furthermore, this link must be of the right sort to properly justify my having that belief.

            
               Famous last words: A random sample

               The difference between truth and falsehood can indeed be the difference between life and death. Consider the following statements, which, if false, in the right (or wrong) circumstances could be your last:

               		
                  “This is not as dangerous as it looks.”
               

               
                  		“He does it all the time; he knows what he’s doing.”
               

               
                  		“We’re not that close.”
               

               
                  		“I’m sober enough.”
               

               
                  		“We’ll be perfectly safe under here.”
               

               
                  		“No, this is how you connect the wires.”
               

               
                  		“If it wasn’t safe, they wouldn’t let us do it.”

               My point? There is an absolute difference between truth and falsehood. And it matters!

            

               Knowledge is properly justified true belief. If I was looking at a live broadcast on CNN of Fidel Castro over his bathroom sink, brushing away, my true belief would then have been properly justified and could thus have counted as real knowledge. I could also use that link to defend my claim to know that Castro was brushing. The question “How do you know?” would then be answered by “I’m seeing it right now live on CNN.”

               What exactly is proper justification? What counts as sufficient reason, or sufficient grounds, for a belief to be held, and to count as knowledge? That is a question we answer in the rest of Part II.

            

            
               Truth and rationality

               
                  	Do not believe hastily.

                  	— Ovid
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               	We live in a world of irrational beliefs. People believe all sorts of crazy things. Have you ever bought a tabloid newspaper at the checkout lane in a grocery store, and actually read the articles? Okay, you don’t have to answer that. But have you watched other people buy these papers? They don’t always seem to be doing it as a joke. There seems to be no limit to what some people can believe. In fact, it has often been observed that there is a strong tendency in human life for people to believe what they want to believe, whether those beliefs are even remotely rational or not.
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               	Here is the problem. Irrational belief is belief without a reliable tie to truth. Therefore, irrational belief can be dangerous belief. Our natural tendency to believe is like our natural tendency to eat or drink. Not everything you come across is safe to eat. Not every liquid you find is safe to drink. Likewise, not every proposition that comes your way is safe to believe. Our eating and drinking should be subject to the guidance of our beliefs. And that is even more reason for our beliefs to be subject to reason.

               We want to be reasonable people because reason can connect us to truth. We value rationality as a reliable road to truth, and thus to knowledge. But what is reason? What is rationality? And why exactly should we think it’s important in our ongoing quest for truth in this world?

               Human reason is just the power we have to organize and interpret our experience of the world (what we see, hear, touch, taste, smell, or sense in any other way), as well as the ability to draw reliable conclusions that move beyond the confines of immediate experience. It is also the power to govern our actions and expectations in such a way that they make sense, given all the realities with which we have to do.

               
                  	The mind is a strange machine which can combine the materials offered it in the most astonishing ways.

                  		— Bertrand Russell
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               	“Please be reasonable” is something we say to a person whose actions, attitudes, expectations, or beliefs are out of line with what we think the realities of their situation manifestly are. When we say this, we typically want the unreasonable person to bring himself into line with whatever the evidence is that would indicate the preferability of a course of action or thought other than what he has chosen. Reason is supposed to better connect us with reality, and thus better guide us into the future.

               
                  	Be led by reason.

                  		— Solon
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               	Reason is of great importance in human life. But it is neither as extensive nor as pure as some philosophers of the past have given us to believe. What we are able to perceive, how we organize our perceptions, and what we conclude from our experience, is often as much a result of our feelings and attitudes as it is of rational rules and constraints.
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            The great thinkers on our tendencies to believe

            Great minds have always commented on the human tendency to form beliefs even when there is no good evidence to think they are true.

            		It is natural for the mind to believe, and for the will to love; so that, for want of true objects, they must attach themselves to false.

            			— Blaise Pascal (1663–1662)

            		Men freely believe that which they desire.

            			— Julius Caesar

            		Man prefers to believe what he prefers to be true.

            			— Francis Bacon

            		We are born believing. A man bears beliefs as a tree bears apples.

            			— Ralph Waldo Emerson

            		Every man, wherever he goes, is encompassed by a cloud of comforting convic- tions, which move with him like flies on a summer day.

            			— Bertrand Russell

            		Each man’s belief is right in his own eyes.

            			— Cowper

            		The greatest part of mankind have no other reason for their opinions than that they are in fashion.

            			— Samuel Johnson (1709–1784)

         

               Logic cannot lead us all the way in life. But logic, or the laws of reliable thought, can indeed keep us more closely aligned with reality if our perceptions themselves are in tune with the way the world really is. Logic alone can’t turn a dead fish into a diamond. But it can take us from diamonds to diamonds.

               
                  	Logic is the art of making truth prevail.

                  	— La Bruyère (1688)

               

               The standard philosophical analysis of knowledge presents it as nothing more, or less, than properly justified true belief. The concept of justification here is that of rational justification. So philosophers have asked throughout the centuries, “What is required for rational justification?” What is needed to support a belief if that belief is to have a chance of qualifying as knowledge? What makes a belief rational or reasonable to hold? What indicators of truth does rationality demand?
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               	Some people think that something like logical proof is required for rationality. Their mantra is “Prove it.” An old friend of mine, a former professor of philosophical theology at Yale, told me that he once received an unexpected phone call from his little son’s Sunday School teacher. The teacher said, “Professor, everytime I say anything new in Sunday School class, your little boy blurts out, ‘Prove it!’ Could you please have a talk with him and explain that no one can prove everything?”

               
                  	He that, in the ordinary affairs of life, would admit of nothing but direct plain demonstration would be sure of nothing in this world but of perishing quickly.

                  		— John Locke
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               	It seems clearly excessive to think that no belief is rational to hold unless the believer is in possession of some decisive proof that it is true. I have beliefs about the galaxy, nuclear energy, my computer, and even about my own body that I cannot prove in any decisive sense. I can most often produce evidence, or the reported testimony of some expert, or at least a vague memory of having once had either evidence or testimony to the truth of what I believe, but I am rarely in possession of a knock-down, air-tight proof. Life just doesn’t work like that.

               

               
                  [image: GreatIdea(Philos)]
               

               	Well, some philosophers have suggested, perhaps it is excessive to require proof for rationality, but it may indeed be necessary to have sufficient evidence in order to be justified in believing anything.

               On this philosophy, which is widely known as evidentialism, it is irrational ever to believe anything without sufficient evidence that it is true. Heresay is not enough, faith is not to be trusted, and intuition is not admissable at all. Hard evidence or nothing is the demand. Is it a reasonable demand? Is rational belief dependent on evidence?

         
            Logic 101

            Simply put, logic is the study of human reasoning. The laws of logic are those patterns of reasoning that will allow you reliably to stick to the truth if you’ve started with the truth. In other words, logic itself is not a source of substantive truth of any sort at all, but it is like a mechanism, or set of rules, or procedures, for moving from known truths to previously undetected truths.

            The subject matter of logic is arguments. Not altercations, or shouting matches, but something very different from these displays of human disagreement. In a philosophical argument, no one actually needs to be disagreeing with anyone. An argument can be a search for truth.

            In logic, an argument is a series of propositions, or statements about reality, one of which is a conclusion drawn from the others, the latter thereby serving in that context as premises for that conclusion.

            Here’s a little lingo to impress your friends. In deductive logic, a valid argument is an argument of such a form or nature that, if all its premises are true, then we have an absolute 100 percent guarantee that its conclusion is, too. Here is an example of a valid argument, based on a simple, valid form of deductive reasoning, or inference, called by logicians modus ponens:

            		(1) If A, then B

            		(2) A

            		Therefore

            		(3) B

            Suppose it’s true that (1) If it’s raining, then my car is getting wet (because I parked outside). If it’s also true that (2) It is raining, then the conclusion follows logically from (1) and (2) that (3) My car is getting wet.

            A valid argument with all true premises is called a sound argument. Simply put, in arguments, soundness = validity plus truth. Only a sound argument gurantees the truth of its conclusion. An argument can be unsound in either of two ways. It can have a false premise. Or it can be invalid, such that even if all its premises were true, its conclusion could still be false.

            In inductive logic, the truth of the premises just raises the probability of, or renders more likely, or gives evidential support to, the conclusion, without giving a 100 percent guarantee that it is true. Here is an example of inductive reasoning:

            		(1) All objects of type A that we have seen have had property B.

            		(2) There is likely nothing atypical about these A-type objects.

            		Therefore, probably,

            		(3) The next A that we see will have property B.

            Inductive logic is not as iron clad as deductive reasoning, but it is the basis of science and technology and thus has achieved tremendous results.

         

               It will take us on one of the most unusual intellectual journeys of our lives to answer that question, a journey we can undertake in the next two chapters. So, if you’re up to it, buckle up your mental seat belt, keep reading, and prepare for the philosophical ride of your life.
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"You know, Socrates said,' The unexamined
life 15 not worth living', howevey; in yoor
cage, Edwin, 1t mighb be a blessing.”
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15 particularly helptul when confronted
With bacon on sale”
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