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Activity

A practical task to help you to understand the arguments or concepts under investigation.
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These are key terms, appearing in CAPITAL LETTERS, that are highlighted in the AQA specification as ones you should be able to understand and use correctly.
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Experimenting with ideas

Plays around with some of the concepts discussed; looks at them from different angles.
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A direct quotation from a key thinker.
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Learn more

Introduces related ideas or arguments that aren’t required by the AS-level specification, but which provides useful additional material.
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Anthology extracts

When you see the Anthology icon in the margin of the book then you should refer to the relevant extract in the Anthology extracts section at the end of the book.



Glossary

Words or phrases that appear in CAPITAL LETTERS are key terms and ideas that are explained in the Glossary at the end of the book.






Introduction



What is philosophy? An introduction

This A-level may represent the first time you have formally studied philosophy, although you might have debated numerous philosophical issues with friends, family or even with yourself. Unlike some other A-levels, the nature of the subject is not immediately clear from the name alone. This is because ‘philosophy’ is used to cover a great many things and is used differently by different people. To see this, you only have to wander into the philosophy section of your local bookshop or library, where the chances are you will find books like this one alongside books on UFOs, tarot cards and personal therapy.

Even amongst philosophers themselves, there is no clear consensus as to what the subject involves. Indeed, the photographer Steve Pyke photographed over 50 philosophers and asked them each to describe the subject. Perhaps not surprisingly, over 50 different answers were given. Here is one of them by John Campbell, a Professor of Philosophy:


Philosophy is thinking in slow motion. It breaks down, describes and assesses moves we ordinarily make at great speed – to do with our natural motivations and beliefs. It then becomes evident that alternatives are possible.1



Philosophers like to make things complicated, but perhaps this is because they are careful: they want to get things exactly right. So rather than taking one approach to answer the question ‘What is philosophy?’, we think it would be helpful to look at four approaches:


	•  the stuff philosophy talks about (its subject matter)

	•  the way it has developed (its history)

	•  how it works (its method)

	•  and most importantly, what it is like to actually do philosophy (its activity).



In this introduction, we outline all four approaches to introduce some key philosophical ideas, and to help you to come to your own understanding of what philosophy is.


1 What is philosophy? Understanding its subject matter

Philosophy can be divided up into separate disciplines (or branches), each of which has its own area of interest, and in many respects its own language. Three of the most important branches of philosophy are: METAPHYSICS – the study of the ultimate nature of reality; EPISTEMOLOGY – the study of what we can know; and MORAL PHILOSOPHY – the study of how we should live and act (moral philosophy is also referred to as ethics). Underpinning all of these branches is a fourth discipline, reasoning, which encompasses the skills of critical thinking, of analysis and of logic (Figure 0.1). In this book, you will be studying Epistemology and Moral philosophy, and if you go on to the second year of the A-level, then you will be studying Metaphysics in the form of the philosophy of mind and religion. But throughout your studies you will be building up your reasoning, critical thinking and logical skills.


[image: ]

Within these key areas there are further subdivisions: in metaphysics we will find questions grouped around the philosophy of mind (Do I have a soul? How does my mind work? What is consciousness?) and the philosophy of religion (Is there any PROOF of God’s existence? If God exists, why is there so much pain and suffering in the world?). Other subdivisions of philosophy include: the philosophy of language, political philosophy and aesthetics (which can be grouped together with moral philosophy, under the heading ‘axiology’, meaning the study of value). However, some of this categorisation is artificial; for example, issues within the philosophy of language (what makes statements TRUE or FALSE, and whether certain terms refer to anything ‘real’) emerge in nearly all branches of philosophy.
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Figure 0.1 The different branches of philosophy
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A further difficulty with defining the boundaries of philosophy is that it has a tendency to stick its nose in and tread on the toes of other subjects – it deals with the cutting-edge and abstract questions at the forefront of most other fields of KNOWLEDGE. So there is a philosophy of history, critical theory (in English literature and the arts), philosophy of science, philosophy of maths, and so on. Indeed, if you ask enough difficult questions about any aspect of the world, you will end up with a philosophical question:



	Why did the car start?
	Because I turned the key.



	But why?
	Because it links the battery to the spark plugs which ignited the fuel.



	Why does this happen?
	Because fuel ignites at a certain temperature.



	Yes, but why?
	Well, that’s a law of physics. Everything that happens follows a physical law.



	But why are there physical laws?
	That’s just the way the universe works. Nothing can happen without a reason or cause.




But why?

Could the universe not follow different laws? 
Why is there even a universe at all – does it have a cause?

Eventually, this discussion leaves science proper and drifts into the metaphysical and epistemological questions that make up the philosophy of science. Seen in this way, philosophy is all around us; it is just a matter of asking the right questions. Most of the time though, we are happy to get on with our lives and so we do not ask these difficult questions. As soon as we do, we start to realise that our explanations about life and the world come up a little short and we find ourselves philosophising.

But why should we bother with these questions? In one sense, we cannot avoid them. The unreflective life takes for granted common-sense assumptions which enable us to get on with the business of living. But these common-sense assumptions themselves represent answers to philosophical questions, and so relying on these assumptions is still to rely on a particular philosophy. However, the common-sense approach is just one possible view of things and one which is often beset with inconsistencies that we ignore. But if you scratch beneath the surface, problems can arise.

Consider someone who just wants to live their life and get on with things. Perhaps they want to get a job, earn some money, get a set of wheels and buy a house, and so on. But why does this person want to do these things? Is it because they think it will make them happy? Do they think happiness is a goal worth pursuing? Is it achievable? Is the term even meaningful? If the person has not asked themselves these questions, then it would seem they are just going about their life with no clear idea of what it is they are ultimately pursuing. We might want to ask: although such an unquestioning life is possible, is it a GOOD life? The Greek philosopher Socrates would say it was not:
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The unexamined life is not worth living.2
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In avoiding these philosophical questions that challenge the way we think and live, most people are choosing to live the unexamined life. But you have taken a different route – so congratulations for not hiding away from these issues and choosing to confront them head-on. Congratulations for choosing to live the examined life.



2 What is philosophy? Understanding its history

Like many academic subjects, philosophy has its origins in ancient Greece; even the word ‘academic’ has its roots in an Athenian term, Ακαδεμια, the ‘Akademeia’, which was the name of the garden where Plato founded his famous school of maths and philosophy. In ancient Greece, ‘philosophy’ had a meaning very different from the one it has today. Philia, meaning ‘love of ’, and sophia, meaning ‘wisdom’ gave rise to the word philosophy, meaning ‘love of wisdom’. But this love of wisdom encompassed nearly all fields of knowledge. If you were studying philosophy at Plato’s Academy or Aristotle’s Lyceum, then you might find on your timetable maths, physics, chemistry, biology, geography, psychology, law, politics (although most of them would be grouped under the heading ‘philosophy’). In ancient Greece, philosophy was the study of everything that humankind wanted to gain knowledge about.

Over the centuries, from 400 BCE to the present day, many areas of thought have peeled away from philosophy and developed into separate disciplines: for example, chemistry, physics, biology (once termed ‘natural philosophy’), and recently psychology, all became subjects in their own right, not merely subsidiaries of philosophy. Why was this so? Well, many subjects developed their own methodologies, their own tools and techniques enabling their own specific ways of answering the questions they were interested in.

How does this help us to understand philosophy? We could say that philosophy has always been the subject that asks the questions that humans cannot yet answer. In Greek times, these included questions like ‘What is light?’ and ‘Do other planets have moons?’ as well as questions like ‘What is existence?’ and ‘Can we know anything for certain?’ As thinkers discovered and agreed upon techniques and tools that could address questions about the planets and light, then these questions became scientific rather than philosophical. So nowadays we think we have an answer for the first two questions, but philosophers continue asking questions like the last two.

The history of philosophy is also the history of the people who studied philosophy, their thoughts, arguments and influences. We can trace the discussions in this book back hundreds of years, to the medieval and ancient philosophers, and their writings are treated as ‘live’ (which means you will often find philosophy books using the present tense to talk about the ideas of dead philosophers, because the ideas themselves are still alive and relevant). You will see throughout this book, quotes and drawings from philosophers past and present. Figure 0.2 shows some of the most important philosophers who talked about ethics and epistemology – people who have influenced the direction and parameters of these disciplines.


[image: ]

Figure 0.2 Key figures in the history of philosophy you will be studying in Epistemology and Moral philosophy



In order to help you remember what period these figures came from, we have followed the common practice of dividing up Western thought into three ages: the classical period (up to the fall of the Roman Empire); the Middle Ages (up to the Renaissance) and the modern period. Added to these three ages, we have included a large slice of contemporary philosophers, that is, those working in the last 50 years or so, as philosophy is not an archaic subject, but is very much alive and kicking today. You will notice that two philosophers, Kant and Hume, are central to the development of both epistemology and moral philosophy. You may also have noticed a lack of figures from the Middle Ages. This is not because this was a ‘dark’ age, but because the concerns of medieval philosophers were primarily religious concerns, which we look at in the second year of the A-level.



3 What is philosophy? Understanding its method

Every subject has its own distinct method and tools: in art, you use materials; in science, you use experiments; in music, you use instruments; in geography, you use … er … felt-tip pens. What is the medium or method that philosophy uses? The answer is REASON. Philosophers reason, argue and persuade. Earlier, we saw philosophy characterised as thinking in slow motion. ‘It [philosophy] breaks down, describes and assesses moves we ordinarily make at great speed’.3 For the remainder of this introduction, we will attempt to ‘think in slow motion’ and highlight some of the different methods of reasoning that you will meet in the book and that you will hone as you develop as a philosopher.
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But what is reasoning? In general, reasoning is the process of thinking by which we move from certain initial facts or ASSERTIONS and attempt to establish further CLAIMS. By ‘claim’, here, we mean the same as a PROPOSITION or what is asserted by a declarative sentence, as opposed to a question or a command. A simple example might be, ‘The cat is on the table’. A claim tells us that things are a certain way, and if we understand it, then we know what it is saying. One test of whether something is a claim is whether it can come after ‘that’ as a clause, as in ‘I believe that the cat is on the table’. Normally, what someone claims is what they believe to be true. Of course, they are not always right in their BELIEFS, so claims may be true or false. We will use the terms ‘claim’, ‘assertion’ and ‘proposition’ interchangeably to refer to these basic building blocks of arguments. Now, the initial claims in an argument are termed reasons or PREMISES, and those which follow from or are supported by the premises are termed CONCLUSIONS. Reasoning may sound like a peculiar activity from this outline, but it is actually something you do every time you plan a route, argue with a friend, calculate the correct change and so on. When thinking in this way, you are working out what conclusions can be drawn from your initial beliefs or evidence (that is, your premises), and in the process you are constructing arguments. In studying philosophy, you will be introduced to range of arguments, and your job is to evaluate how effective they are. These are not arguments in the sense of shouting matches or quarrels, but in the sense of ‘reasoned persuasion’ – that is, an attempt to defend a claim by offering evidence or reasons in support of it.


Identifying arguments

You will notice, particularly in philosophy, that arguments are buried in paragraphs of dense texts. So how can you tell whether what you are reading or hearing is an argument? The answer is that you can recognise an argument because of its structure, for every argument must have premises which support a conclusion, and this structure is revealed by the language employed. This ‘language of reasoning’ involves the use of certain indicator words. The most obvious clue that something is an argument is the appearance of the conclusion-indicating term ‘therefore’. But this is not the only such indicator, and while some of these indicators signal that a STATEMENT represents the conclusion of a piece of reasoning, others, like ‘because’, signal a premise. Figure 0.3 gives us a list of such indicators. Note that this list is not comprehensive, and you may find it useful to add to it as you encounter further argument indicators.
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Figure 0.3 Some argument indicators



When we move from the premises to a conclusion, we are said to ‘infer’ the conclusion. So the progression from a premise (or collection of premises) to a conclusion is called an ‘INFERENCE’. An inference is the move we make in reasoning when we reckon that one claim or belief provides evidence for us to assert some further claim. Inferences are like the cement which binds together the various building blocks of an argument (that is, the premises and conclusions), and which give it its structure, so all arguments ultimately have this same basic form: at least one premise and conclusion, and the inference which binds them together:
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However, arguments may have more than one of each of these elements. As they work towards their main conclusion, there may be staging posts, called intermediate conclusions or sub-conclusions, which provide a platform for the next stage in the argument. And there may be several premises being offered to support a conclusion or sub-conclusion. But ultimately, every argument can be reduced to these three elements, and this means that they can be represented in a diagram or map which reveals the structure. As an example, take this argument:

My senses have deceived me in the past and I will not trust completely what has deceived me. Therefore I will not trust my senses. And so I cannot be certain of the nature of what I now perceive around me.

We can label each element (Premises, Intermediate Conclusions and Main Conclusion) and then represent its structure diagrammatically, thus:
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As well as representing the argument as a diagram, we can also express the argument in a formal, standard, way:



	Premise 1
	My senses have deceived me in the past



	Premise 2
	I will not trust completely what has deceived me



	Intermediate conclusion 1  
	I will not trust my senses



	Main conclusion
	I cannot be certain of the nature of what I now perceive around me




There are three main types of inference used in arguments: deductive, inductive and abductive inferences, giving us three forms of argument or reasoning – deduction, induction and abduction. We will introduce each of these types of reasoning in turn before you get a chance to practise identifying each type on page xvii.



Deduction

We have seen that all arguments involve progressing from premises to a conclusion. But what is distinctive about a DEDUCTIVE ARGUMENT is that if the premises are true, then the conclusion must also be true. In other words, in a deductive argument, if we accept the premises, then we are forced into accepting the conclusion as well; it is impossible for the reasons to be true and the conclusion to be false. Such arguments are also called ‘deductively valid’, or simply ‘valid’.

Here is an example of a deductive argument. Notice that the argument is presented formally as a set of numbered premises and conclusion, rather than as an ordinary piece of prose. This is in order to reveal the structure and is a standard way of presenting arguments; you will find examples of arguments presented in standard form like this throughout the book.



	Premise (P) 1
	All birds have feathers



	Premise 2
	My Parrot, Kenny, is a bird



	Conclusion (C)  
	Therefore Kenny has feathers




This is a typical three-line argument, known technically as a syllogism. There are many different variations, but typically they have a general claim, a more specific claim and a conclusion. A little reflection on this simple syllogism should enable you to see that if both premises are true, than the conclusion would also have to be true. And this is the great strength of deductive arguments. For if we can be certain of the premises, then we can be equally certain of the conclusion. Deductive arguments, in other words, preserve truth.

Here is another example:



	P1
	If a mushroom has brown gills, then it is safe to eat



	P2  
	This mushroom has brown gills



	C
	Therefore, it is safe to eat
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In this deductive argument, the first premise is a known as a HYPOTHETICAL claim. Hypothetical claims have two parts: the ‘if’ part, known as the ANTECEDENT – in this case, ‘a mushroom has brown gills’ – and the ‘then’ part – in this case, ‘this mushroom is safe to eat’. Hypothetical claims do not so much tell us what is the case, but only what would be the case if the antecedent is true. In this argument, because Premise 2 tells us that the antecedent is true, we can conclude that the CONSEQUENT is also true.

Despite the strength of deductive arguments that they preserve truth, a criticism often made of this type of reasoning is that it does not provide us with any new information. All the information that we get in the conclusion is already contained in the premises; at best, the reasoning just draws out what might not be obvious at first sight. For this reason, it is often said that deductive arguments are not much use when it comes to discovering new truths.

We can now summarise the key features of a valid deduction as follows:


	•  The conclusion must follow from the premises.

	•  If the premises are true, then it is certain that the conclusion is also true.

	•  All of the necessary information is in the premises and no new information is gained in the conclusion.




Valid and sound arguments

Two key terms that you need to understand in relation to deductions and other forms of argument are ‘validity’ and ‘soundness’. Validity relates to the form of the argument. Soundness relates to an argument’s premises and its form (to remember this, you could think of premises as a building – for example, ‘Keep off the premises’ – and hopefully the premises will have a sound foundation and a solid form, or else the building/argument will fall down). Let us take the example:



	P1  
	All bunnies can speak French



	P2
	Tiggles is a bunny



	C
	Tiggles can speak French





[image: ]

Here, the form of the argument is the same as the one above about my parrot Kenny, so it is a deductive argument. Deductive arguments have a form which is valid, which just means that if the premises are true, the conclusion must also be true. However, in this argument at least one of the premises is not true (in case you did not spot it, it is Premise 1 – bunnies cannot speak French), and this has meant that the conclusion has turned out to be false. Arguments with false premises like this one are said to be unsound. So although the form of the argument is valid, it is not a sound one. It’s worth noting here that we commonly refer to SOUND ARGUMENTS as proofs. A sound argument is also said to PROVE its conclusion.

Here is another example:



	P1  
	All bunnies are mammals



	P2
	Speedy the lizard is not a bunny



	C
	Therefore Speedy is not a mammal




Is this a valid argument? Well, the premises and the conclusion appear to be true. However, this is not enough to make it valid. For, although true, the conclusion does not actually follow from the premises, so, as far as this argument can show, it might have been false. To see this, we can replace some of the terms while keeping the same structure:



	P1  
	All bunnies are mammals



	P2
	Wilbur the cat is not a bunny



	C
	Therefore Wilbur is not a mammal




As we know that cats are mammals, we can see that the conclusion is false, even though the premises are true, and this shows that this form of argument is invalid.
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Learn More
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Why does deduction work?

Philosophers such as Leibniz argue that deduction works because of a few fundamental principles or laws of thought. Here are three of those laws:


	•    Law of non-contradiction – an object cannot be both B and not B at the same time. So a ball cannot be blue all over and not blue all over.

	•  Law of identity – an object is the same as itself.

	•  Law of the excluded middle – an object is either A or not A. A ball is either round or it is not round.



Consider this deductive argument:



	P1  
	All living birds have a heart



	P2
	My parrot, Kenny, is a living bird



	C
	Therefore Kenny has a heart




This seems sound enough, but why does it work? How is the conclusion ‘drawn’ from the premises? Well, Kenny either has a heart or not (this follows from the law of the excluded middle). Consider the possibility (X) that Kenny does not have a heart. We know that Kenny is a living bird and that living birds have hearts, so we are now in the awkward position of asserting both that All living birds have hearts and that Some living birds do not have hearts (that is, Kenny). But this is a contradiction (‘Living birds have hearts’ and ‘Living birds do not have hearts’). The law of non-contradiction says that this cannot be the case, so we must reject possibility (X). So it must be the case (by the law of the excluded middle) that Kenny has a heart.

You can see that deductive arguments, though intuitively obvious, rely on some very fundamental laws of thought and are often based around avoiding a contradiction.




Induction

A second kind of reasoning, and one you use every day, is known as induction. This type of reasoning involves generalising about how the world is and/or will be. The two key types of induction are:



	A  
	Generalising from the past to the future – for example, observing that the number 343 bus has been late every day this week, so believing it will be late again today.



	B
	Generalising from a restricted number of cases to an unrestricted number (all cases) – for example, observing that all life forms on earth are carbon-based so claiming that all life forms in the universe are carbon-based.




The belief about the bus in A) above is based on only a few examples, so might be termed weak induction. In contrast, believing that a stone will fall to the ground when dropped is based on a large number of experiences, so would be a stronger claim.

Induction is a type of reasoning that can occur quite formally – often in science – where experiments are repeated many times to see if the same results follow. But induction is also something that our minds do automatically for us. We all, often subconsciously, look for patterns in the world and expect to see them in the future. Do you believe that your friend will answer your next message? That your teacher will turn up on time? That the pavement will support your weight when you walk? That rain makes things wet? That fire burns? Where do you get these beliefs from? From observing the world and then believing that the future will be similar. This is the process of induction. It is a process of reason, because, like all reasoning, you are moving from initial claims to new judgements.

INDUCTIVE ARGUMENTS are based on observations of how the world is, and the truth of the conclusion is never guaranteed, even if the premises are true. Take this inductive argument as an example:



	P1  
	All humans have died before the age of 140



	C
	Therefore I will die before the age of 140




Now, while it is no doubt very likely that I will die before I reach 140, it is not guaranteed. Maybe, if I eat my muesli every morning, I will live to be 141. This possibility is perfectly conceivable, even if we accept the truth of the premise, and this is because how the world has behaved in the past does not determine how it must behave in the future. Bertrand Russell provides a comical example of the perils of induction by imagining a turkey which, having been fed every morning of its life, wakes up confident of being fed again. Unfortunately, the turkey is in for an unpleasant surprise, as this morning is Christmas Day.

The conclusion of an inductive argument goes beyond the evidence presented in its premises, and this is why it is not guaranteed to be true, even if the premises are true. But while we risk going wrong in inductive arguments, the pay-off is that we can extend our knowledge beyond what we already know. So induction promises to extend our knowledge in a way in which deduction cannot.

The key features of an induction are:


	•  Even if the premises are true, the conclusion is never guaranteed to be true.

	•  Inductions can come with different degrees of probability, depending on the strength of evidence.

	•  Inductions attempt to go beyond the premises to make claims about how the world is, or will be.

	•  Inductions move from cases/examples/effects in the past or present to conclusions about the present or future.





Abduction

A third type of reasoning is ABDUCTION, which is often described as inference to the best explanation (and, unfortunately for those of you looking for an injection of excitement and mystery into this introduction, it has nothing to do with being taken away by aliens in the middle of the night). Abductive reasoning usually draws on an inductive understanding of the world, but is distinguished from induction, in part, because of the direction that your reasoning takes you (that is, the direction of the inference).

For example, a deduction might have the form of If A, then B. A is true, so B must be true too: If it rains on my house, my roof gets wet. It is raining on my house, therefore my roof is wet. (We encountered this form of deductive argument above, on page xi.)

Let’s consider another example. Inductions too might move from A to B: In the past, when it has been sunny after rain, I have seen a rainbow. Today it has been sunny after rain, so I can expect to see a rainbow.

In contrast, abductions generally move in the opposite direction from an effect (B) to a possible cause (A): Sherlock Holmes notices the pavements outside 221B Baker Street are wet, and after much pondering, chin-stroking and consideration of all the alternatives, he concludes that this is because it has been raining.

These three different directions are illustrated in Figure 0.4.
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Figure 0.4 The direction of inference in three types of reasoning



Let’s consider another example. Imagine you let yourself into your home. You go straight to the kitchen. No one is there, but you notice that:



	B  
	The kettle is boiling.




Your mind immediately wonders what the best explanation for this might be. Did the kettle turn on by itself? Did the cat turn it on by accident? Was it a ghost? However, after brief consideration, you conclude that the best explanation is:



	A  
	Someone has recently turned the kettle on.




Here your mind moves from an effect (the kettle being on) to a possible cause. Again, this method is used in science. In trying to understand the natural world, scientists come up with theories which account for or explain what we observe. Why does the sun rise every morning? There are various possible explanations that have been put forward over time. The ancient Egyptians thought the sun was a god reborn each morning who sailed his chariot across the sky. The ancient Greek astronomer, Ptolomy, thought the sun was a fiery disc set in an invisible sphere which rotated around a stationary earth. These days, most of us accept that the best explanation involves the claim that the earth turns on its axis every 24 hours.

The key features of abductions are:


	•  The conclusion is never guaranteed, and an even better explanation is always a possibility.

	•  Abductions attempt to go from an effect or observation to a possible reason or cause.

	•  Abductions rely on our current beliefs concerning the way the world normally works.



Because it cannot guarantee the truth of its conclusion, abduction, like induction, is not deductively valid. But it can on occasions masquerade as deduction (Sherlock Holmes mistakenly calls his abductive inferences ‘deduction’), so we need to be careful to recognise abduction when it occurs, and not be fooled into thinking that it gives full support to its conclusion. The abductive inference is, in other words, a logical FALLACY, just meaning that from a deductive point of view, it is a piece of flawed reasoning. To see this, consider the example given above, of rain making my roof wet. This can be expressed as an A-to-B deduction.



	Premise (A)
	If it is raining above my house, my roof will be wet



	Premise (A1)
	It is raining above my house



	Conclusion (B)  
	My roof will be wet




The first premise is a hypothetical, if … then … statement. The second affirms that the antecedent is true, so the consequent necessarily follows. However, it would be wrong to work this reasoning backwards like this:



	P1  
	If it is raining above my house then my roof will be wet



	P2
	My roof is wet



	C
	It is raining above my house




After all, something else might have caused my roof to be wet. My neighbour could have sprayed it with a hose. A flock of seagulls may have urinated over it. Just because A implies B, this does not mean that B implies A. To think that B does imply A is a logical error known as affirming the consequent or the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy. This is not to say your reasoning is entirely worthless. My roof may well be wet because it was raining; however, as a deductive argument it fails, as it does not show that it must have been raining.

However, this fallacy of reasoning is exactly what abduction consists of. Abduction involves going from the consequent to the antecedent or cause. But in the case of abduction it is not a fallacy, as the reasoner is not claiming that a particular cause must be the case, only that it is the best explanation – and it is important that they are clear that this is abductive rather than deductive reasoning. In a deductive argument, the conclusion must follow. However, in good inductive arguments, the conclusion is only probable. And in a good abductive argument, the conclusion is only the best explanation given the available evidence – it is not guaranteed to be the case.




4 What is philosophy? Understanding its activity
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Philosophy is not a theory [a body of doctrine] but an activity 4

Wittgenstein

[image: ]




One of the many important philosophers that you will not find in the timeline (Figure 0.2) is Ludwig Wittgenstein, who created not one, but two, distinct approaches to doing philosophy which influenced much of twentieth-century thinking. Wittgenstein’s writings are full of pithy, intriguing insights, and in the quote above he is drawing our attention to the mistake we make if we think that it is possible to ‘learn’ philosophy by learning a whole load of ideas and theories.

We do not think you can learn philosophy by reading a textbook like this, and then writing an essay that summarises our summaries of other people’s philosophical arguments and concepts. Perhaps you can do that with other subjects, but we do not think that when you study A-level Philosophy you should just memorise some theories, learn about what some historical figure has said and practise your exam techniques. It is true that you do need to understand, and learn about, what the great philosophers have written, thought and argued. But in the process of doing this with your teacher and classmates – in evaluating and assessing, in tearing apart and reconstructing, and in arguing and clarifying the arguments of those key figures – together you are engaging in the activity of philosophy. So to learn philosophy you must do philosophy.

Throughout this book, we have tried to create ways that help you engage in the activity of philosophy: to bring the concepts and arguments to life, with diagrams, thought experiments and some ridiculous examples which will hopefully also make the ideas easier to remember. The point of these activities is to test your understanding, to allow you to practise being philosophical, and to try to connect the concerns of the philosophers with the concerns of everyday life.

The activities in the book are best done with other philosophy students: sharing the tasks rather than just doing them individually, and to get you started, here is an activity related to the three types of argument and inference that you have just read about: deduction, induction and abduction.


Using deduction, induction and abduction 
in everyday life

We use all of these three types of reasoning (and others) all the time, often without realising. Read through Robin’s day at school and identify what type of reasoning is being used at each stage.
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Experimenting with ideas: Robin’s day at school [image: ]


	1  For each of the bold capital letters, decide whether it is a deduction, induction or abduction.

	2  Give each belief a certainty rating of 1–10, where 1 is extremely uncertain and 10 is extremely certain.

	3  Overall, would you feel more certain about the beliefs formed by deduction, induction or abduction?



Robin walked down the road. She waited for the number 3 bus. A) She did not expect to wait long, as number 3s generally came every few minutes. B) She heard a rumbling noise behind her and reckoned this was the bus. The ticket cost £1. C) She gave the driver £2 and worked out that she should get £1 back in change. D) She got off at the corner of the park – the school was at the opposite corner. The park was square in shape and 1 km wide. Robin reckoned that by walking diagonally through rather than round the perimeter she would only walk approximately 1.4 km, as opposed to 2 km. E) In the park she came across a section that contained lots of wild flowers and grasses; she looked at the pattern and concluded that a gardener must have planted them. F) The grass was a little wet underfoot, however she knew that the ground would support her weight and she would not sink into the mud. G) At school, her first lesson was due to be with a new science teacher. There were some rumours spreading round that the teacher was a bachelor. If true, she reckoned this meant that the teacher was both a male and unmarried. H) During the lesson they lit the Bunsen burners. Robin knew that her hand would start to feel pain were she to touch the flame. Wisely, she decided not to. She carried her test tubes carefully to the bench, knowing that if she dropped them they would I) fall down and J) break. K) For the second half of the lesson the class was split into two, based on ages. Robin’s friend Tamsin was put in the younger group. Robin was younger than Tamsin, so she worked out that she should be in that group too. L) During the period she heard a loud crash from the other side of the classroom. A beaker had fallen to the floor. No one owned up to it. Robin thought that something must have caused it to fall though, as every event is caused by something.
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Structure of the book

This book covers sections 1 and 2 of the A-level Philosophy specification published by the AQA. Together, these comprise paper one of the examination. Paper one can be sat alone as an AS-level qualification or with paper two as an A-level. The book has two main sections: Epistemology and Moral Philosophy, and within these two sections there are chapters that correspond to the AQA specification.

Towards the end of the book, Section 3 gives you guidance and tips on passing the AS exam, and includes an important subsection on ‘How to read philosophy’. Here we have provided some ideas, or ‘lenses’, which will help you to read and understand these texts and so improve your philosophical analysis. You might want to read this when you first come across an ‘anthology icon’. The anthology icon appears when we are summarising a philosopher’s ideas. It prompts you to flick to Section 4, where we have provided extracts of most texts found in the AQA online Anthology, so you can read the philosopher’s original words and identify for yourself the arguments and types of reasoning that they use.


A final note on philosophical terminology

As you can see just from this introduction, philosophy, along with other A-level subjects, has its fair share of fancy terminology. This can be a bit daunting at first, and as we have mentioned, we have included various diagrams, charts, activities and thought experiments throughout the book to help you to unpack some of the philosophical terms (these activities are indicated by the symbols on page iv). Look out for the ‘essential terminology’ symbols too: we have placed these when we first use one of the key terms that you should be able to understand and use, and the meaning of these terms is outlined in the ‘Essential Terminology’ section of the glossary. We have already encountered some of these, and here is a complete list:
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assertion/claim/proposition

antecedent/consequent

analytic/synthetic

a priori/a posteriori

necessary/contingent

consistent/inconsistent

objective/subjective

tautology

dilemma

paradox

prove/proof

true/false

justification

sound argument/proof

One good thing about learning terminology in the all-encompassing subject of philosophy is that the terms also apply across a range of other areas too. The best way get to grips with the technical terms within philosophy is to take ownership of them. Say the words aloud, use them in discussions and also try using them in your writing. This means you will be practising writing as if you are a philosopher, until eventually these terms become a part of your language and the way you think. As Aristotle would say, you become a philosopher by first of all doing philosophy – so just by reading this introduction, and trying to answer the question ‘What is philosophy?’ you have started your own journey towards becoming a philosopher. Good luck!
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