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INTRODUCTION

A woman was advising her anguished friend, ‘Be philosophical – then you won’t need to think about it.’

Well, being philosophical is sometimes taken to mean that you should adopt a resigned attitude to the world. The study that is Western philosophy, starting with the ancient Greeks and continuing today in universities, bars and cafés – even bedrooms – is, though, far from quiet and unthinking. Philosophers think – but not just that, for they think about thinking and they think about how we think about the world, about how we conceive of our selves, about how we possess a sense of right and wrong, about how we find meaning in life (if we do).

What philosophers think about is, largely, what we already know or think we know. But in thinking they bring out tensions in our thinking, in our understanding of the world. They sense those bumps of intellectual dust lurking under, or within, our conceptual carpet – and they try to find ways of smoothing them out. They may be successful in their smoothing, only to find, though, that they have moved the bumps, the dusty conceptual dubieties, to elsewhere under the carpet. Here is a simple example.

We often explain what people do in terms of the end in view. Joanna jogs for her health: health is the aim. Yet how can health be the explanation of Joanna’s jogging? After all, the anticipated health is in the future; how can something in the future cause something to happen, the jogging, right now? Worse is to come. The health may never be realized – she may collapse with exhaustion – so how can something non-existent (for she failed in her health quest) explain Joanna’s current jogging? Well, we can smooth over that intellectual bump. We may insist that, really, it is Joanna’s desire for good health – and it is that desire that precedes and causes the jogging. So, we may breathe easily, contented now, in that there is no problem with explanations in terms of ends after all. But then a philosophical whisper is heard, ‘Ah, but Joanna desires good health; yet how can she desire something that may not exist?’ Now we are finding a bump in the belief area of our intellectual carpet.

When reflecting philosophically on the topics in this book, we should keep in mind certain elements, certain distinctions, that often arise and can help to clarify. Let me hasten to add, though, that even these distinctions give rise to controversy. Still, let us note some important ones straightaway.

One is the distinction between what must be so and what merely happens to be so. Obama happens to be President of the USA in 2012, but he might not have been. It is a contingent fact that he is President. Obama might have gone in for pig farming, instead of politics. (We assume there is a distinction.) In contrast, it is surely a necessary truth – and not a contingent truth – that the number seven is an odd number. Obviously the word ‘seven’ might have meant ‘six’, but we are talking of the number seven, not of the word ‘seven’.

Another related distinction is that between a posteriori knowledge and a priori knowledge. The distinction is relevant when wondering quite how we came to know or believe something. Much of our knowledge and many beliefs derive from the world around us, the empirical world of tables and chairs, fields and fish, newspapers and forest walks. We go out and investigate or, at least, laze in front of the television and soak up. Such knowledge – knowledge that can only be derived through our experiences of the empirical world – is a posteriori knowledge. There is, though, another sort of knowledge – a priori knowledge – that we can arrive at independently of experience. Assuming that we have the concepts of multiplication and number, we can, in principle, work out that 9 × 7 = 63. In contrast, even if we understand what it is to be a president of the USA and what it is to be the elected democratic candidate, we cannot work out by reason alone that in 2012 they are one and the same individual. We need experience of election results to know that.

An important concern of philosophers is the avoidance of contradictions. A contradiction cannot possibly be true: it is a necessary falsehood. It cannot be true that this sentence is in English and not in English. The sentence is either in English – or not. That either/or statement just made is a necessary truth, one that must be true. To be consistent, we must avoid contradictions. After all, if we hold contradictory beliefs, one of our beliefs is bound to be false.

A mistaken quip is that there are no right or wrong answers in philosophy. Philosophers are able to point to mistakes in arguments – inconsistencies, impossible pictures of how things are or could be. But, having said that, it is true that philosophers still offer different pictures of how we are to understand the world – of free will, the self, the groundings of morality, and so forth. Philosophy is a living subject. Paradoxically it can breathe life as much through re-considering the thoughts of great philosophers in the past, such as the ancient Greeks Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, as through thinking hard about new and refreshing ways of approaching philosophical problems – indeed, new and refreshing ways to live.


CHAPTER 1
How to know that you exist…

‘I just think I do’


Your existence is known to you – well, so it seems. You are reading this – or at least you think you are – and maybe sipping a drink and yawning, with eyes closing. Therefore, you exist. The basic idea is the well-known maxim ‘I think, therefore I am’, most famously associated with the 17th-century French philosopher René Descartes. Descartes tried to doubt everything. In thinking about these things, doubting about this and that – even drunkenly seeing pink elephants – he must surely be existing. Well, so he reasoned.



‘I think, therefore I am’

These words – ‘I think, therefore I am’, or cogito ergo sum in Latin – are probably the most well-known words of any philosopher. Mind you, that is not altogether accurate, for numerous philosophers have doubtless often said ‘I’m so tired’ or ‘I need another drink’ – and such words are more familiar to most people.

The basic idea of the cogito – ‘cogito’ is the shorthand used for ‘I think, therefore I am’ – is to prove that you exist from the fact that you are thinking. It needs to be undertaken in the first person, using ‘I’. I know I exist because I know that I am thinking; and that I am thinking is taken to be self-evident, obviously true – well, it is when I am thinking. Even if this works and even if I am thereby certain that I exist – and Descartes is right in being certain that he exists; and you are right in being certain that you exist – it still leaves open the question of what is this ‘I’ that is thinking and is therefore existing. Some discussion of the I, of the self, occurs in later chapters. We have enough problems here in sorting out what is right and wrong about the cogito, but in doing this, we shall still have to say a little something about the I, the self.

The cogito has a simple argument form. The first premise is ‘I think’. The conclusion is ‘I exist’. That looks like an inference, our moving from the premise to the conclusion. Let us consider it in that way, though there is much debate whether Descartes meant it to be so taken.

If I know that the premise is true and if I can see that the conclusion follows, then I ought to know that I exist. I should be able to see that the conclusion follows for it is self-evident, it may be claimed, that thinking necessarily requires existing. In fact, in Descartes’ famous Meditations on First Philosophy, where he meditates, thinking through what he can know for certain, he does not use the exact cogito. ‘“I am”, “I exist”’, he writes, ‘is necessarily true each time that I pronounce it, or that I mentally conceive it.’

The cogito version is first given in an earlier work which, in part, sets the scene for his Meditations. Let us stick with the cogito version – and return to the Meditations later. We need to see whether the premise is known. Well, do I know that I am thinking?

The thinking


But I observed that, while I was thus resolved to feign that everything was false, I who thought must of necessity be somewhat; and remarking this truth – I think, therefore I am – was so firm and so assured that all the most extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were unable to shake it, I judged that I could unhesitatingly accept it as the first principle of the philosophy I was seeking.



Descartes uses the concept of ‘thinking’ in a very wide sense – to cover experiencing, having feelings. Why can we not make the cogito argument even more general? After all, I am typing, therefore I exist; I am drinking wine, therefore I exist; and I am surrounded by adoring women, therefore I exist.

All right, the last is a fantasy; but it reminds us that we have fantasies and wrong perceptions, and that we make mistakes. Therefore, if we are seeking absolute certainty, those arguments do not work: we may be wrong about the premises. In other words, we can doubt whether we are typing, wine-imbibing, and being surrounded by members of the opposite sex. I might be dreaming all those things.

What I cannot be mistaken about – surely – is that it seems to me as if I am typing, as if I am drinking wine, as if there are the adoring and adorable women. I cannot be mistaken about how my experiences strike me – just as I cannot be mistaken about whether I am in pain. And so, when thinking about these matters, surely I know that I am thinking – and can rightly conclude that I exist.

Some may say, though, that I need to know another premise – one that Descartes’ argument hides – namely, the premise, ‘Whatever thinks exists’. Well, can we be sure of that?

Arguably, we can. If something is thinking, then it exists. There are, though, two puzzles here. One derives from the fact that, in works of fiction, characters think. Jane Eyre did a lot of thinking, as did Oliver Twist, as did Shylock and Sherlock Holmes – yet they did not exist. May not Shylock have thought, ‘I think, therefore I exist’? The answer is yes; but we need to preface the remark by the words ‘in the play’. There is no Shylock in real life, as described by Shakespeare, having experiences of thinking. But that leads to the second puzzle: what is this ‘I’, this something, that is thinking ‘in real life’? Indeed, is there something at all? Have we not been too casual in accepting the ‘I’ in ‘I think’?

Thinking in the rain

A glib criticism of the cogito is raised by noting that we may speak of its raining, without being committed to an ‘it’ that does the raining. So, Descartes was only entitled to spot that thinking was going on – not that he, or any subject, was doing the thinking. His premise should be, ‘There is thinking going on’, not ‘I am thinking’.

The raining analogy initially appears poor. What is rain? Droplets of water. The droplets have properties such as being wet, being roughly spherical. So, even with the rain example, we do think of properties, such as being wet, or being spherical, as needing a subject. From ‘there is thinking going on’ it seems that we can infer something is thinking. We can so infer because just as it makes no sense to suppose green or round could exist without an item being green or round, so it makes no sense, it seems, of there being thinking without something doing the thinking.

The raining analogy may gain strength, though, once we reflect on what is involved in the thinking. Just as rain is a collection of droplets, thinking is a collection of thoughts – and maybe we could make sense of thoughts as individual entities with properties, yet without a ‘something’ having them all, holding them all together as a unity.

We may, though, still insist that there needs to be a subject – a thinker for each thought – but that is miles away from being committed to the existence of one and the same thinker, persisting through time, having the different thoughts such as ‘I think’, ‘I exist’, ‘what a clever French philosopher I am’ – and so on. In Chapter 2 we shall encounter the problem of what constitutes a persistent self through time. Indeed, a hundred years after Descartes, David Hume was challenging the existence of the self, writing:


… when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular perception or other… I can never catch myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception.



Let us proceed, assuming that we can move from ‘There is thinking’ to there is a thing that thinks which is being referred to by the first person pronoun ‘I’. Now, I think of myself as an item that persists through time; but, from the fact that I am thinking now, nothing can be concluded about my existing in the past or the future. So, at best Descartes’ argument shows only that I can argue to my existence now, for this moment. That is not very impressive, for, of course, we all think of ourselves as having a past and a (dwindling) future. Still, let us see what more Descartes draws forth from his cogito.

Descartes’ bath-time mistake

I am thinking, and, according to Descartes’ reasoning, I can conclude that thinking is essential to my existence. That is, were I not thinking, I should not be existing. Immediately there is the hint – nay, the loud shout – of paradox. Do I not exist when I am sound asleep and not dreaming? Descartes seems to assume that, in such cases, really we are conscious, dreaming, but it is just that, on waking, we have forgotten that we dreamt.

Descartes’ argument to show that thinking is his essence appears to rest on a simple mistake. Whenever Descartes thinks about these things, he notices that he is thinking – but that is hardly surprising. Just because he may notice that he is thinking, when he is thinking – and hence can argue that he is existing at such times – it does not follow that he does not exist when he is not thinking. Obviously, he does not notice that he exists when he is not thinking about matters: in order to notice, he would need to be thinking.

Descartes’ mistake is akin to arguing in the following way. Suppose you only thought about philosophical matters when in the bath. When thinking about those matters, you may notice that you were always wet when you existed. But it would be crazy to conclude that being wet was essential to your existence. Still, let us grant that thinking is essential to me. Descartes goes further still. Not merely is thought essential, but it is my whole essence. That is, no other properties are essential to me in order for me to exist. I am wholly a thinking thing. True, as it happens, I am a thinking thing connected to a biological body; but the body is not essential to me.

Descartes reaches his ‘whole essence’ conclusion by another mistaken move – well, so it appears. He argues from the fact that the only thing he notices about his essence, when pretending that he may be dreaming or being deceived, is that he is thinking. But from the fact that the only thing I notice about my essence is thinking, it does not follow that thinking is the only thing to be noticed about my essence. I may have overlooked many other things that are essential to me.

A lesson about necessity

People who know a little about Descartes’ argument sometimes say that Descartes proved that he must exist – that he necessarily exists. God alone, though, is a necessarily existent being (if he exists); so, Descartes cannot have meant that existence is necessary to him in that divine way. (Descartes was French, but he was not that conceited.) What presumably is meant – and can mislead – is that when Descartes existed, he must have existed. Let us lead into the misleading. ‘If I am thinking, then I must exist’ is ambiguous. The correct understanding is: ‘If I am thinking, then it necessarily follows that I exist.’ That is very different from saying, ‘If I am thinking, then it necessarily follows that I necessarily exist.’ What is the source of that second ‘necessarily’? Nothing justifies popping in the extra ‘necessity’. Although I do exist, it does not follow that I must exist. I might not have existed. My parents might never have met, might never have engaged in funny things with their bodies. My existence – your existence, Descartes’ existence – they are all contingencies: they happen to be, but not necessarily so.

When Descartes writes in the Meditations, ‘“I am”, “I exist”, is necessarily true each time… I mentally conceive it,’ he does not mean that he must exist. Rather, ‘I exist’, when thought, conceived or uttered, is self-verifying. That is why Descartes’ cogito need not even be judged as an inference; rather Descartes is presenting ‘I exist’ as a distinctive and basic self-verifying thought – just as, if you shout out ‘Someone is shouting’ what you say is bound to be true; and, in reverse, if you shout out ‘No one is shouting’, you ensure that what you shouted is false.

Did Descartes steal the cogito?

Descartes is regarded as the father of modern philosophy because he sought to understand the world afresh, without reference to previous philosophers, or to the Bible. It has been pointed out that St Augustine also presented the cogito in his fifth-century writings. How much Descartes was stimulated by St Augustine is not known; but it was drawn to his attention. Descartes, though, used the cogito in a radical way – as the basis of his search for certainty and truth. His search has been influential in philosophy – and also among comedians. How often, I wonder, have waiters suffered drunken philosophers saying ‘I drink, therefore I am’?
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