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Preface

One Saturday morning in April 2016—a little cold, a little wet, surrounded by flowers—I unfolded a table at the Grand Army Plaza farmers market, across the street from the central branch of the Brooklyn Public Library. For the next few hours, a handful of philosophy professors and grad students and I sat behind a banner that said ASK A PHILOSOPHER, and we waited for people to talk to us. Before long, they did—about God, the presidential election, Ayn Rand, keeping fish as pets, moral education, free will, destiny, the meaning of life, and a few other things. So we set up the booth again, and then another time, and then a few more times after that. In the years since, we’ve traveled all over New York City, to farmers markets, stores, subway stations, parks, book festivals, and street fairs. It’s hard to describe how rewarding the whole experience has been. I’ve met, for a few seconds or a couple of hours, thousands of weird, friendly, cranky, curious, lonely, unhinged, effervescent, wise people of every conceivable demographic category. Each new installment brings new questions, new insights, new stories.

I started the Ask a Philosopher booth because I want philosophy to be responsive to the needs of ordinary people. It’s important to enable and encourage people to find out about the problems that preoccupy professional philosophers, but it’s at least as important to enable and encourage philosophers to find out about—and help with—the problems that preoccupy everyone else.

This book offers an answer—or a fragment of an answer—to a bunch of the stickiest questions posed by visitors to the booth.* The questions reflect the enormous range of what we care about. Sidebars throughout paint the little scenes that help make each booth and each question memorable. You’ll occasionally see lines ([image: Illustration]), which represent the responses of an imaginary interlocutor. Feel free to read the book in whatever order you want.

Some of the magic of the booth is hard to capture on the page—the spontaneity, the interactivity, the funky theater of springing philosophy on people who have other things on their minds. But the book captures something. I hope the discussion below gives the sense that there’s a way of making philosophy work for each of us, that philosophy can be both perfectly continuous with everyday life and also utterly transporting.

[image: Illustration]

I believe each claim I make in this book. I also believe that the book contains some false claims. The first I believe because I’ve written this stuff sincerely, the second because philosophy is hard, and I have something approximating a healthy appreciation for my own limits.

You might see where this is going. These beliefs are inconsistent; they can’t all be true. And usually, if I discover that some of my beliefs are inconsistent, I’ll revise the beliefs until they no longer are. After all, beliefs are things that you reason with, and reasoning with inconsistent information is a headache. And if some set of beliefs can’t all be right, at least one of them has to be wrong. But even if I went back and checked my work, that wouldn’t help. I would still be making a bunch of claims, and I would still want to acknowledge that I’m sure I blew it somewhere. We have a paradox on our hands.

Luckily—maybe a little too luckily—this is a paradox with a nice, tidy solution. The solution is that there’s belief and there’s belief. Or rather, there’s full belief, and there’s belief by degrees. If I fully believe some inconsistent claims, I have work to do. But if I believe a bunch of things merely to a high degree, I can also believe to a high degree that one of them is wrong.†

This all illustrates a few important things.

First, a lot of philosophy arises from poking at the inconsistencies in our own beliefs. Sometimes we’ll be able to reason our way out of them, but sometimes we’ll have to find a way to balance our beliefs between them.

Second, I believe what I’ve written in this book, but not 100 percent. When it feels like I’m verging on insincerity or overconfidence, it helps to remind myself that I’m at least as interested in stimulating fruitful philosophical inquiry as I am in sharing with you the correct answers to some philosophical questions.

Third, like this discussion of the paradox of the preface, the discussions of the problems in this book are much shorter than they could be. At every turn, there are reasonable objections I don’t consider, alternative hypotheses I don’t explore, details I gloss over. But you’re likely better than I am at coming up with objections and alternatives to my own ideas, so why should I try to do it for you? In any case, I want reading this book to be mostly fun and entirely nonboring.

Fourth, like all of the above, much of this book is borrowed. A lot of what I say here has already been said by someone else. To keep things breezy enough, I’ve limited all the attributions and suggestions for further reading to an appendix.

Lastly, all of this breeziness might give the impression that the whole thing seems suspiciously easy. Let me be clear that philosophy is hard—full of doubt and dead ends, never on solid ground, always at the edge of nonsense or irrelevance. But philosophy is just hard. It’s not impossible.



__________

* More or less. Some of the questions were posed directly by the visitors, some of them arose in the course of conversations with visitors.

† To see this, imagine that your beliefs are like probabilities. So if you 95 percent believe one hundred independent things, you’ll also 99 percent believe that one of them is wrong.


part i

Cosmic Questions


What Is Philosophy?

On the first day of class, when I’m trying to give my students a sense of what philosophy is all about, I give them a bunch of examples of philosophical questions. Inevitably, someone says something like, “Oh, you mean questions that you can’t really answer.” But I would resist this characterization. For starters, a lot of the questions that used to be considered philosophical (the question whether matter is infinitely divisible, for instance) have become scientific questions. Who’s to say that the questions in this book won’t become scientific questions eventually? (I think some of these questions are already settled science, but scientists themselves are reluctant to speak out about them for whatever reason.) But there’s something to this. There’s nothing like a consensus—among professional philosophers or the world at large—about the correct answers to philosophical questions. And this lack of consensus isn’t (just) due to the fact that some people haven’t thought things through carefully enough; in some cases, maximally reasonable, well-informed people can disagree about their answers.

Another suggestive but not quite right idea about what makes a question philosophical is illustrated by a funny thing that happens at the Ask a Philosopher booth. Usually, at some point over the course of the day, someone will see the sign and ask us a question about astrology or dream interpretation or astral projection or who shot JFK. It takes a bit of work to bring these discussions back to questions that I regard as philosophical. (What does the popularity of astrology tell us about the role of storytelling in our lives? What would make a dream interpretation correct? When is it reasonable to believe a conspiracy theory?) But why do people think that these questions are philosophical in the first place? In part, it’s just because philosophers as a whole haven’t put too much thought into how they communicate their work to the public. But I think it’s also because people have the sense, correctly, that philosophy is where you go to hear out ideas that aren’t taken seriously elsewhere. This is true in the sense that philosophical arguments often rely on artificial or outlandish thought experiments.

(Some of my favorites:


The Trolley Problem: If you saw a trolley headed toward five people tied to a track and you could flip a switch to divert it toward a single person, should you? If you saw a trolley headed toward five people, and you could push a large person in the path of the trolley to stop it, should you? Should the two questions receive the same answer, and if not, why not?

The Veil of Ignorance: Imagine that you temporarily knew everything you could ever want to know about the society you live in, except for who you are in that society. What changes would you make to the society’s basic laws and institutions? Since you couldn’t exploit any special bargaining power to advance your own interests, would these changes necessarily make for a more just society?

Twin Earth: Would “water” mean the same thing in a world that looked exactly like our own but where the stuff people called water was made of something other than H2O?

The Invisible Gardener: Is there a difference between a garden tended by a gardener who is impossible to detect and a garden tended by no gardener at all?

The New Riddle of Induction: If English had a word “grue,” which meant “first observed before 2030 and is green or not observed before 2030 and is blue,” would the fact that all the fresh grass you have ever seen is grue give you reason to believe that all grass is grue?

Gödel and Schmidt: If everything you believe about the person you call Kurt Gödel was actually true of someone you’ve never heard of named Schmidt, do you have a bunch of false beliefs about Gödel or a bunch of true beliefs about Schmidt?

The Knowledge Argument: If someone had lived her whole life in black and white, but knew everything there was to know about the physics and psychology and neuroscience of color perception, what, if anything, would she learn the first time she saw a red apple?

Freeze World: In a universe divided into three parts, one of which seems to outsiders to stand perfectly still for five minutes once every year, one of which seems to freeze for five minutes once every two years, and one of which seems to freeze every three years, does five minutes pass without anything changing once every six years?

The Floating Man: If you were born without any of your senses, would you still be aware of yourself?

The Ring of Gyges: If you had a ring that made you invisible when you wear it, would it make you an awful person? What would stop you from stealing, cheating, stalking, and generally doing all the selfish things you could get away with?

Dennett’s “Where Am I?”: If your brain remotely controlled the rest of your body through tiny radio transmitters placed on each of your nerve endings, would you be where your brain is or where your body is?

Gettier Cases: If, unbeknownst to you, someone has put your phone on silent and you hear your ringtone coming from another nearby phone, but at the same time, by complete coincidence, someone is actually calling you, do you know that you’re getting a call?

Radical Translation: If you are with someone speaking a language that is, as far as you know, completely unrelated to any language you speak and they point to a rabbit and say “Gavagai,” how do you know that “Gavagai” means rabbit, rather than undetached rabbit part, or rabbit timeslice, or the property of being a rabbit?)



It’s also true in the sense that some conclusions widely held among philosophers (that no one has conscious experiences, that the passage of time is an illusion, that no one knows anything) are ideas that we refuse to entertain in everyday life. In philosophy, at least when it’s relevant, it’s not enough just to dismiss these ideas out of hand; you have to reason about them.

Here’s a way of thinking about philosophy that works pretty well: if there’s no consensus about what methods or sources of evidence we should use to study some question, it’s philosophical. This is true of all the philosophical questions discussed in this book I think. It would also explain why people have the sense that philosophical questions are unanswerable, why questions leave philosophy over time, why there are philosophical questions to ask about every subject, and why open-mindedness is such an important virtue in philosophy.

Still, this isn’t quite right. There are pretty established methods for doing research in logic and the history of philosophy, which are part of philosophy if anything is, and there is no consensus about how to study some difficult problems in physics and history and psychology. But it’s the best I’ve got. If you know a better way of explaining what philosophy is, send me an email.


When we set up the Ask a Philosopher booth, we put out a bowl full of philosophical questions, a bowl full of thought experiments, and a bowl of candy. Toward the end of a hot summer day at the booth, the candy dish ran dry. A visitor looked at the empty candy bowl and asked, “Is this some kind of metaphor for philosophy?” That one hurt.
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