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Introduction

The word ‘philosophy’, like so much else in Western philosophy, is Greek in origin: the original word ϕιλοσοϕια (philosophia) means ‘love of wisdom’, but while that may be a nice description of the subject, it doesn’t tell us much about what it actually is.

Perhaps it is best to think of philosophy as being ‘what philosophers do’ – an activity, rather than a study – which is to use the human capacity for rational thought to pose and attempt to answer fundamental questions about the universe and our place in it. This may be a broad definition of a very broad subject, but it is a useful way to distinguish philosophy from other ways in which we try to make sense of the world we live in. At its heart, philosophy is thinking: thinking about why things are the way they are, how best we should live our lives, how we can be certain about what we know, and what meaning, if any, there is to our existence. The same questions are asked by religion and science, but while religion gives answers based on faith or belief, philosophy uses reasoning, and where science provides description, philosophy seeks explanation.

Philosophy as an academic subject studies the ideas of the great thinkers, and it is these that will dominate this book, but it is also something that almost everybody indulges in: we all spend some of our time wondering about the same questions addressed by the great philosophers or discussing them with friends in the pub or over the dinner table. Often, we will disagree, and just as often, we will find no definite answers – philosophers, too, have widely differing opinions, and frequently come up with more questions than answers. But philosophers throughout history have provided us with different ways of looking at these questions, and by understanding their thought processes we can learn how to organize our thoughts and arguments.


Branches of philosophy
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Raphael’s famous fresco The School of Athens depicts key figures in the history of classical philosophy.



The first philosophers that we know of appeared in the sixth century BCE in ancient Greece. As civilizations became well established and more sophisticated, thinkers began to question traditional explanations for the workings of the universe and society, and sought answers based on rational thought rather than convention or religion. The first question they addressed was ‘What is the world made of?’ – the branch of philosophy we now call metaphysics. From this, they also began to question how we can be sure of what we know (the branch of epistemology) and the nature of our existence (ontology). Slowly, they developed a systematic way of analysing their arguments, logic and techniques of questioning to elicit fundamental ideas. This opened up the field of moral philosophy, or ethics, which is concerned with concepts such as justice, virtue and happiness, and this in turn led to many philosophers exploring what kind of society we want to live in (giving rise to the branch known as political philosophy).



Metaphysics
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For the first philosophers, the burning question was: ‘What is everything made of?’ At its most basic, this is the central question of a branch of philosophy known as metaphysics. Many of the theories proposed by the ancient Greek philosophers – the notions of elements, atoms and so on – formed the basis of modern science, which has since provided evidence-based explanations for these fundamental questions.

Metaphysics, however, has evolved into a field of enquiry beyond the realms of science: as well as dealing with the make-up of the cosmos, it examines the nature of what exists, including such ideas as the properties of material things, the difference between mind and matter, cause and effect, and the nature of existence, being and reality (a branch of metaphysics known as ontology). Although some philosophers have challenged the validity of metaphysics in the face of scientific discovery, recent developments in areas such as quantum mechanics have renewed interest in metaphysical theories.



Epistemology
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It soon became apparent to philosophers in ancient Greece that there was an underlying problem with all the questions they were attempting to answer, best summed up by the simple question: ‘How can we know that?’ This, and similar questions about what sort of thing we can know (if anything), how we can acquire knowledge and the nature of knowledge itself, have preoccupied Western philosophy ever since, forming the branch of philosophy known as epistemology.

Some philosophers believe that we acquire knowledge by experience and through the evidence provided to us by our senses – a view known as empiricism; others think that knowledge is primarily acquired by a process of reasoning, a view known as rationalism. The division between empiricism and rationalism helped to define various schools of philosophy until the 19th century. Other areas of epistemology, meanwhile, deal with the connection between knowledge and concepts such as truth and belief.



Ontology
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Considered to be the major branch of metaphysics, ontology is the field of philosophy that examines the nature of existence and reality. It is distinct from epistemology in that it is not concerned with our knowledge of a thing, but addresses the questions of whether something actually exists, and what sort of things can be said to exist.

As well as trying to establish what can be said to exist, ontology also attempts to identify the properties of the things that exist, and categorize them according to these properties and the relationships between them. Naturally, this entails an examination of the meaning of the terms ‘existence’, ‘being’ and ‘reality’ – a central concern of ontology – and concepts such as the substance or essence of an object, its identity and the difference between concrete and abstract objects: can concepts such as ‘love’ and ‘memory’ be said to exist in the same way as a table or a rock?



Logic
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In seeking answers to questions about the universe and our place in it, philosophy is distinguished from religion or mere convention by its use of reasoning. A philosopher proposes ideas as a result of thought, and has to justify his or her assertions with rational argument. Various techniques have been devised to show whether an argument is valid or fallacious, forming the branch of philosophy known as logic.

In simple terms, logic is the process of inferring a conclusion from statements known as premises, either deriving a general principle from specific examples (inductive reasoning) or reaching a conclusion from general statements (deductive reasoning). The classical form of logical argument, the syllogism, consisting of two premises and a conclusion, was formalized by Aristotle (see Logic and the syllogism) and remained the mainstay of philosophical logic until advances in mathematical logic brought in new ideas in the 19th century, and symbolic logic opened up new fields of philosophy in the 20th century.



Moral philosophy and ethics
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While the earliest philosophers sought to understand the wider universe, it was not long before philosophy turned its attention to humans themselves, and the way we lead our lives. The idea of virtue was central to life in classical society, but difficult to define; concepts of good and evil, happiness, courage and morality became the subjects of debate in the branch of philosophy known as ethics, or moral philosophy.

In trying to ascertain the nature of a virtuous life, philosophers raised the question of what the goal of life should be – what is its ‘purpose’? How should we lead our lives, and to what end? The concept of the ‘good life’, eudaimonia, figured largely in Greek philosophy, and embodies not only a virtuous life, but also a happy one. Several different schools of thought emerged as to how this ‘good life’ could be achieved, including the cynics, who believed in harmony with nature, the Epicureans, who believed pleasure to be the greatest good, and the stoics, who believed in acceptance of things beyond our control.



Political philosophy
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Where ethics and moral philosophy seek to define virtue and what constitutes the ‘good life’, the closely related branch of political philosophy examines the nature of concepts such as justice, and what sort of society can best allow its citizens to lead ‘good’ lives. The problems of how society should be organized and governed were of paramount importance not only to classical Greece, but also in the development of nation-states in China at much the same time, and elsewhere as new civilizations emerged.

As a branch of philosophy, political philosophy deals with ideas of justice, liberty and rights, and the relationship between a state and its citizens. It also examines various forms of government, such as monarchy, aristocracy, oligarchy, tyranny and democracy, how each affects the rights and freedoms of the individual, and how they exert their authority through rule of law.



Aesthetics
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As the classical Greek philosophers sought to define concepts such as virtue and justice, giving rise to the branches of moral and political philosophy, they also asked the question: ‘What is beauty?’ This is the fundamental question of aesthetics. As a branch of philosophy, aesthetics tries to establish what, if any, objective criteria there are for judging whether something is beautiful, but in a wider sense also examines all aspects of art – including the very basic question ‘What is art?’

At various times in history, the emphasis of aesthetics has moved from what constitutes art to the religious or socio-political significance of works of art, a general theory of our appreciation of art and how we perceive it, and the process of artistic creativity itself. Philosophical and ethical problems are also raised when considering such matters as the authenticity of a work of art or the sincerity of its creator.



Eastern and Western philosophies
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In India and China, the differences between philosophy and religion are less clear than in the West.



Although the tradition that began in ancient Greece still tends to dominate philosophical discussion in the Western world, philosophy is by no means restricted to that single tradition. Thinkers such as Laozi and Confucius in China also founded their own traditions of philosophy from different starting points, as, arguably, did Buddha in India. For them, and subsequent Eastern philosophers, questions of metaphysics were considered to be adequately explained by religion – hence the Eastern traditions are much more focused on concepts of virtue and the way in which we should lead our lives. In China especially, this moral philosophy was adopted by the ruling dynasties and took on a political dimension. Eastern and Western philosophies developed very separately until the 19th century, when European philosophers, notably Schopenhauer, began to take an interest in Indian religious and philosophical thought (see The Universal Will). Elements of Eastern philosophy have subsequently been incorporated into some branches of Western philosophy.



Philosophy vs religion
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Religion and philosophy offer two distinctly different approaches to answering our questions about the world about us – religion through belief, faith and divine revelation, and philosophy through reason and argument – but they often cover much the same ground and are sometimes interrelated. Eastern philosophy developed side by side with religion, and Islam saw no incompatibility between its theology and the philosophy it inherited from the classical world, but the relationship between Western philosophy and Christianity was very often uneasy. Church authorities in the medieval period saw philosophy as a challenge to their dogma, and Christian philosophers risked being branded as heretics for attempting to incorporate Greek philosophical ideas into Christian doctrine. But more than that, philosophy also brought into question issues of belief as opposed to knowledge, faith as opposed to reason – questioning, for example, whether there was any evidence for miracles or even whether the existence of God could be proved.



Philosophy and science
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Throughout much of the history of philosophy, there was no such thing as science in its modern form: in fact, it was from philosophical enquiry that modern science has evolved. The questions that metaphysics set out to answer about the structure and substance of the universe prompted theories that later became the foundations of ‘natural philosophy’, the precursor of what we now call physics. The process of rational argument, meanwhile, underpins the ‘scientific method’.

Since the 18th century, many of the original questions of metaphysics have been answered by observation, experiment and measurement, and philosophy appeared to be redundant in these areas. Philosophers have since changed their focus to examine science itself. Some, like Hume, challenged the validity of inductive reasoning in science (see The problem of induction), while others sought to clarify the meaning of terms used by science, opening up a ‘philosophy of science’ that considers areas such as scientific ethics and the way science makes progress.
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