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What is Philosophy?

The Origins of Philosophy

Why does philesophy matter? To answer this question we must face the
issue of what philosophy is anyway, It is of linle help to be told that this is
iself a characteristically philosophical question. Yer the guesting for the pre-
suppositions and the assumptions which give sense to what we do Is 4 typical
Jjob for the philosopher. Seme may cynically say that philosophy is just mak-
ing simple things seem difficult. It is, some may speer, taking something
straightforward and pretending that it is more complex than we thought. It
is quibbbing about the meanings of words. ‘There is some truth in all this, in
that philosophy must refuse to take anything at face value, in an unexamined
way. A philosophy that stays at the level of common sense is not warthy of
the name, not least becavse what we all take for granted now mav often be
the outcome of the philosophical arguments of previous generations. Phi-
losophy must always encourage us to stand back from our beliefs, and look at
how well-founded they may be. Tt involves each of us being willing to dis-
tance ourselves from our opinions, and to realize that just because we hold
them does not make them true. ‘They may well be, but we cannot take that
for granted without being willing to subject them to rational scrutiny.

This idea of philosophry 1s as old as Western civilization. It may have little
ta do with being ‘philosophical” about one’s pain or misfortune. It certainly
does not provide a philosophy of life which can help to make sense of one's
existence, or give purpose 1o one’s activities, That, some might argue, is the
provinee of religlon, if of anything. The idea of philosophy as rational ques-
tioning is derived above all from Socrates in the Athens of the fifth century
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3. He irritated those with whom he emered into dialogue fand dialogue
was his preferred way of doing philosophy). His activities were compared to
those of a sting ray #ish, m the numbing way that he exposed the fact that
they often took for granted the very point at issue. [le numbed those he
talked to, because his object was, st least 11 the firss instance, to show that
they did not know what they thought they did, His ultimate aim was o
obtain knowledge, but his technique aroused hostility, because he attacked
people’s complacency. Indeed, he became so unpopular that he was evenur-
allv put to death by hus fellow citizens in the Athenian democracy, Philoso-
phy can certainly often seem nepative, and even destructive. It challenges,
and makes people realize that what they take for granted is not necessarily
trine. Yet this can also be a very constructive exercise. It is much better to
have beliefs that can be rationally defended. It is important to know why
you and others should hold them. Otherwise, when eventnally you are chal -
[enged, your trust in your belicfs can be shaken merely because you have not
got the means o defend vourself,

It was once said that all philosophy s a series of footnotes to Flato. This 1s
an exaggeration, but there is a grain of truth in it. Plate was Socrates” pupil,
and it is only through his wark that we know of Socrates’ method of doing
philosophy. He was also Aristotle’s teacher, and a major influence on later
Christian theology. The Greek world of the time was also open to influences
from the Fast zs well as being the major formative influence on later West
ernn thoughr. With Plato, Bastern mysticism and Western analyic thoughe
combine in a potent mixture., Many of the most basic themes in contempo-.
rary philosophy were first explicity taken up in Athens, T'wo in particular
exercised Plato, These were relativism and materdalism, The first was con-
cerned with the nature of truth, and whether there could be different “truths’,
depending on who beadeved them. s truth the same for everyone, even
when people do not believe #t? Materfalism, on the other hand, was, and 1s,
concerned with the uwitmate make-up of the world. Is 1t only material?

The impetus to relatvism came from che simple fact that the Greeks of
Plate's time were only too well aware of the vast differences of belief that
existed even in their part of the world. There were not just marey cicy-states
in Greece, each with their own laws and customs. Greeks were coming
more and more into contact with such courtries as Persia and Egypt, and
their customs seemed even more alien. This process was to culminate in the
conquests of Aristotle’s pupil, Alexander the Great, who plaved a major role
{ir: the fourth century uc} in the spreading of Greek culture and the Greek
language thronghour the Eastern Mediterranean and beyond, as far as India.
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This ferment led to the questioning by Greeks, and Athenians in particular,
of the validity of iocal customs and beliefs. Protagoras, for example, pro-
voked Socrates and Plato with his tatk of' a true belief being only true for
those holding it. You can be confident enough of the nghtness of your
opinions when they are never challenged and when everyone around you
believes the same. When, however, you discover that not just individuals,
but even whole nations, think and behave very differently, you do not need
to be a profound thinker to wonder wheo s right, or indeed whether there 1
such @ thing as being right or believing the wuth. Do any of us believe
anything because it 15 true? 1o we even have knowledge of truth? Or does
something merely appear true as 2 result of believing 12 Might things then
be true for some peonle or nations, but not perhaps for others?

e Contemporary Situation

Altrough the present world seems very different from that of Plare, we
confront exactly the same issues. Our horizons are wider than the Bastern
Mediterranean, but the problems remain the same. In a very settled society,
perhaps of a hierarchical nature, people could accept that the way things
were organized were the way they had to be. The beliefs peaple had, say
about religlon, were the ones evervone had. They seemed a pars of the
ratural order of things. A quiet Englsh village, a hurdred years ago, would
be uniikely 1o have people of different races and creeds walking down the
street. Now, however, ali that has changed. Adr travel has made contact
between continents casler, and there has been a huge growth in contacts
between peopie of different backgrounds. Television and tne Internet make
instant communication right across the world a matter of everyday life. No
one can be unaware of the vast variety of beliefs and customs and we ofien
nave 1o live and deal with people who make very different assumptions from
ourselves. There is the same kind of ferment across the populations of the
world that was once reserved for the mule citizens of the Athenian democ
racy. How can one deaide who 1s right and who s wrong, what 1s true ana
what is false? Do we have to? Does any of it matter? Can T just cling 10 what
I wes prought up to believe, regardless of what others think?

This last question contains within it the seeds of trouble. First, [ must
recognize that if | had been brought up in a very different society, my bellefs
would ave been different. The content of belief seems & very chance aftiir,
depending on al kinds of external influences. Am I to say that the only
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eason for my holdmg a belief 1s that [ hold it? Should I then go on holding

it? Should I pass on to my children my set of pre-packaged prejudices, if' that
15 all they appear o be? Is there firmer ground on which I can stand, and,
better still, can I appeal to any standards that everyonc cught to accept? We
get drawn o the heart of philosophy with these questions. Just what is the
difference between the apinions | happen w hold at the moment, and real
knowledge? Is knowledge even possible? What do we mean by ‘knowledge’
anyway? (One important factor will be that my opinion s merely mine, and
yours may be completely gifferent. A claim to knowledge, on the other
hand, s not fust 4 report about myself and my artitndes. {vis a claim about
what is the case. Actual knowledge, whatever else it may be, muost include
not just a tentative claim to truth, but a claim that is iself correct and ought
to be accepted by everyone. Knowledge i3 of truth, and unless we revert to
Protagoras” confused wlk of ‘truth for me’ or the more general ‘truth for our
society’, rruth has o universal claim, What s trwe for me has to be wue for
you, ifit1s really true, What is true for you should be accepted by me as well,
I cannot myself know that 1t is raining if you go outside and discover that it
is not.

Plato carme to similar conclusions, and wished to stress the importance of
objective truth, narmely what 1s true independently of the fact that particular
people happen to believe i, Yet in doing so he llustrated an important pare
of Socrates’ philosophical mmethod. In discussing the nature of knowledge, or
virtue, or whatever else might be considered uportant, 1t1s cracial to kinow
what we are talking aoout. Clarity of thought, and precision of language, arc
philosophicat virtues. Socrates, therefore, was prone to ask those with whom
he was in dislogue what knowledge, for exanple, actually is. The answer he
gets in conversation with Theaetetus is typical. Theactetus, a bright young
Athenian, confidently gives Socrates a serles of examples of what one can
krow. He talks of geometry and other things one can learn. He even refers
ta crafts such as cobbling. Socrates’ response Is aso typical. Wit his charac-
teristic irony, he responds that Theaetetus is very generous, because when
asxed for one simple thing, he has given a whole Ust. The point is that all of
the things he mentions may be instances of knowledge, but they take us no

earer to understanding what knowiedge itself is, or how it differs from true
behef.

A careature of g philosoprier in an arguent used to be of someone who
vrefaces every rewzark by saying that it all depends what you mean by a
particuiar word. Indeed, in the middle veas of the twendeth century, a
whole industey of something called ‘linguistic philasophy” sprang up n Ox-
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ford and elsewhere. It stressed the importance of clarity in the use of words,
but often went further and suggested that the whole purpose of language was
to analyse and clarify how language is used. It helped to spawn the science of
linguistics, but it ran the risk itself of mistaking an important clement of
philosophical method for its prime purpose.

Such philosophy was often accused of sterility. For instance, an important
moral issue is whether it could ever be justified to punish innocent people.
Can one frame someane for the greater good? Terrorists might be deterred if
sormeone appeared to have been captured for committing an atrocity. Some
linguistic philosophers were tempred to duck this cructal question by saying
that since the word ‘punishment’ implies guilt, one cannot by definition
punish an innecent person. It would have to be given a term of its own, such
as ‘social hygiene”. This may have had the virtue of clanfying the normal usc
of the term, but it signally failed to get to the heart of the issue. The root
gquestion 1s not so much how we should describe our actions but what we
should do in particular situations.

Words are tools, and we must keep our tools sharp, but philosephy 15 in
the business of using tools and not just admiring them. Arguments about the
meanings of words, or the analysis of concepts {the way we think]), help us to
understane! what we are talking about, and what is at stake. It must however
be a preparation for something far more serious. In the case of Socrates, his
purpose was to clear away false assumptions before building up an nnder-
snding of what knowledge 1, so that it can be acquired, Indeed Plato’s
ultimate aim was political and moral. e wanted citics to be ruled by phi-
losaplhers wha possessed the knowledge that could be used for the benefit of
everyone. He did not want political authority to be the exercise of arbitrary
power, as when the people of the Atheman democracy were led by unseru
pulous demagopuies. The latter cared more about their own position and
influence than the content of their advice. Yet for 3 state to be governed by
people with knrowledge, 11 had 1o be agreed what knowledge was and how it
could be learnt. Sinnlarly, in the field of moraliry, Plato was adarnant that the
threat of Protagoras’ relativism had ta be faced. He had to show where moral
vruth lay and how it couid be discovered. All this can jead to the charge of
elitism, and indeced Plato’s views were much admired in Victorian England,
whery it was believed that an educared elite had 1o be trained for the benefit
of everyane. Yet if one believes that truth, in whatever area, is accessible to
everyone, the charge of clitism can be irrelevant. The question of truth, and
that of whether only a minority can acquire 1, are quite different from cach
other.
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There are clear resonances between these problems and those of the be-
ginning of the twenty-first century. Politicians are not often thought reposi-
tores of wisdom, and can be sometimes cynically assumed to be more
concerned for thelr own inrerests than those of the coumtry they are sup-
posed to serve. Talk of puth In monlity 1s lkely to be scomed. All wo often,
it 1s assumed that morality is 2 macter of taste. Very sdgmnificantly, anyone who
makes 4 claim abour what is morally right will be 10ld ‘that s Just your
opinion’. Truth does not seem to be at stake, even though opinions them
selves can be true or faise. Opinions are important, but they are not enough.
The difference between them and knowledge Jay at the heart of what Plato
was talking ahout. He produced examples ol how, even when we were tigh
by chance in our opinlons, 1t was not the same thing as knowledge. A jury
might be canvinced by a powerful speech from a lawyer, and correctly judge
the innocence of the defenidant, Yet if the same lawyer had been on the
opposite side, the fury woukl have found the person guilty. As Plato says, the
jurymen {and they werce men in Athens} were not in the position of an
evewitness of the crime who knew for certain what had happened. Even 2
true opinton, arrived at by accident, does notadd up to knowledge, which is
tied down 1 a mere secure fasnion.

Knowledge and Reason

Witat then is knowledge, and what can we know? This traditional question
in phiicsophy is as live and important today as it was neany two-and-a-half
millenma ago. We shall not be looking specifically at truth in morality or
polities in this book. Just, however, as many of Plato’s writings ranged far
away {rom those areas but were always haunted by them, even roday ques-
sons of xnowledge and truth, understanding and reality, have important
practical applications, even though the latrer are not always at the forefront
of the argument. Plato was concerned with the nature of reality and our
place i, but however abstract his discussion sometimes became, he never
lost sight of his overall purpose of establishing objective standards in moral-
ity, and of guiding those who were to be involved in political life. It s the
same today. Discussions about the nature of reality and how far it can be
krown are undoubtedly essential for anyone who wishes to caim that moral
matters are somehow connected with reality. We have to know what is
rrzeant by knowledge and whether it is possible before we can become clearer
about the possible nature of moral knowledge. A gencral scepticism about
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the possibiiity of knowledge or trnth will have a knock-on effect upon our
understanding of morality. A general commitmeni 1o relativism in all areas
will make moral relativise inescapable.

The term ‘knowledye’ is itself 2 very slippery orne, and Socrztes” question
about its nature is still relevant in our day, Philosophical theorizing about
knowledge is called ‘epistemology’, after the Gregk word for knowledge,
‘episteme’. When we turn to other languages” terms for knowledge, it be-
comes very apparent that things are far from clear cut. The Latin word for
knowledge, scientia’, points forward to the English word ‘science’, which
has a much narrower meaning, It refers 10 a panticular kind of knowledge,
and not knowledge as a whole. The French ‘la science’ and the German
Wissenschaft’ both conveniently cloak the difference between general knowl-
edge and the more rigorous empirical methods of the physical selences. For
cxample, history would be naturally classified as a science, along with physics
and chemistry, by many Janguages, but it is not so regarded in English. One
of the crucial problems that has tisen since the development of modern sci-
erice from the time of Tsaac Newton in the seventeenth century 1s connected
with this point. Should knowledge be restricted o the results obtained by
empirical observation ard experiment, along with the theories thar arise from
them? It is highly controversial to say that science is the only source of our
knowledge. What can be known, and hence is real, has then 1o be confined
to what is within the reach of practising scientists.

Plato himself would have found this a tarmliar problem. Fe always wrote
his philosophy in the form of dialogues, following the techniques and exar-
ple of Socrates. It was natural for him to begin with issues that Socrates had
ciearly discussed, and to make Socrates the hero of the discussion. As time
wernt ot he introduced more of his own theories, and in his later dialogues
ke gave up using Socrates even a3 a mouthpiece. In one of these dialogues,
the Sephist, Plato explicitly faced the problem of how to define reality. In
what he terrmed @ baule of the glams he sketched the flerce dispute thar he
said was raging between materialists and their opponents. He said the mate.
rialists wied 10 drag evervihung down to sarth ‘out of heaver and the un-
seery. They defined reality i terms of body and were contempruous of
anyone who claimed that something without a bocy could be resl. Needless
o say, Plato was not in the materialist camp. He believed that the visible
waorld was but a pale reflection of a greater reality. The latter was the source
of objective standards of goodness, virtue and justice, as well as standards of
other kinds of perfection such as mathematical ones. He was reacting to the
origins of a philosophy based wholly on science. It had ansen in the Greek
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world just before the time of Socrates, Its origins lay with Thales, the firse
philosopher, who satd that everything was composed of water. It soon be -
came more sophisticated and acquired a modermn flavour with the atomists,
who wanted to say that reality was composed solely of atoms, indivisible
pieces of matrer which were arranged in different ways 1o produce different
kinds of objects. Even mind was to be explained in this way, much to Soc-
rates” horrar.

Plato showed himself 1o be a consistent philosopher. Although he 15 widely
known for his opposition to materialism, and in particular for his doctrine of
fmmatenal “Forms’ as objective standards, that did not stop him questioning
even this doctrine i several of his later dialogues. Just as philosophy must
always ask questions, the answers it gives must always be open to re-exami-
nauorn, There is no shame in philosophers changing their minds, and some
of the greatest, Plato among them, have developed, refined and even changed
thetr ideas over the years. Reason Is never static. Otherwise it can lapse into
the mere exercise of authority and the forging of tradition. Philosophy s nat
necessarily subversive of either, but it cannot accept them at face value. That
13 why forming philosophical schools and becoming admiring disciples of a
great thinker, whilst vnderstandable, can be very dangerous. An appeal to
reason canriot be reduced to an appeal to the authority of an individual, any
more than it should rely on the power of an institution. Even a philosopher
like Plato, who was clearly much influenced by Socrates, believed that a love
of truth, not an admiration for an individual, should be our motve. Indeed,
it is penerally accepted that many of Plato’s own views were developed be-
yorid anything Socrates kad ever satd. His own pupil, Aristotle, himself de-
parted from Plato’s positiornr In fundamental ways. Yet, despite this, it 1s
ironic that various kinds of ‘Platonists” and “Aristotelians” have, through the
centuties, slavishly followed what they interpreted as their respective hero’s
views.

Debate between philosophers, at 1s best, can be a dialogue of reason with
itself. It is never enough to learn what a particular philosepher thinks, or to
be able 1o give a clear account of a philosophical position. Someone can
learn all the arguments of Plate and Aristotle, or of more recent philoso.
phers. ‘Phat of iself does not produce 2 philosopher or even an ability to
think philosophicaily. The important task is to engage with the issues for
onesell, and to decide what one agrees with and what one repudiates. This
must be dotte on a rational basis, and not through the unthinking application
of'one'’s own prejudices, or those of one’s time and place. It is hardly surpris..
ing that it is difficult, if not impossible, to be both a consistent relativist and
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a philosopher. The former relates everything o its own soctal context. The
latter appeals to a reason that transcends the immediate circumstances that so
clearly influence us. [t aspires to some kind of universal validity. The relativ-
ist will insist that all rationality is itself situated in, and limited 1o, particular
historical periods. Yet repudiating a reason that can transcend history will
only mean that we are trapped in our own historical period. We will share its
assumptions and have no basis for questioning them. In the same way, an
appeal to reason raises problems for the convinced materialist. If everything
is just ‘pody’, or whatever contemporary science claims are the basic con-
stituents of physical reality, what 1s reason? Is it just neural connections being
set up in the brain? Once again, rationality seems to be questioned. Is it just
the arbitrary behaviour of atoms, as the pre-Socratic atomists thought? Could
It be expiained by the behaviour of sub-atomic particles, as contemporary
physicists might be inclined to think?

Progress in Philesophy

Both a global relativism rooting everything in its social contexts, and a liter
ally mindless materialism, sweeping aside everything that cannot be under-
stood in material form, arose in ancient Athens, Yer both doctrines are
flourtshing as never before, at the start of the twenty-first century, although
it is actually very hard to combine them. Forms of materialism c¢laim truth
and would not be content with relativism. Relanvists could only allow ma-
terialistm as one of any number of the beliefs of different societies. The fact
that Socrates and Plato were dealing with what appeared to be the same
Issues 48 ave current today, itself gives the lie to any tdea that each soctety has
its own standards of thought, or its own criteria of what reasoming 1s. If we
can stretch across the centuries, and even the millenria, to take hold of what
Plato says, that suggests that both he and we are not just mere creations of
particular societies. Philosophy is not just mere prejudice springing from a
particular historical context. He and we, it could be argued, share in a com-
mon rationaity that can allow commumeation, despite the obvious differ-
ences In our situations.

Modern forms of materialism and of relauvism are bound to confront us
in any inquiry about the nature of tire wotld and how we can know it. What
15 the wotld we live in really Iike, no matter how it appears? Linked with
this 1ssue s the cqually important question as to how knowledge of the
wotld is even: possible. The fonmer, in philosophers’ language, is 2 question
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of ontology, of reasonirg about what there is. The latter Is a matter of epis—
temology concerning the basis of human knowledge. One of the most vexed
cuestions n philosophy is the relefion between the two. Some would not
see that there is a difference. After zll, we cannor wlk of what we do not
know. How, then, can questions about reality be separated from questions
about our knowledge? There is, however, much more to be said, not Jeass
because questions about knowledge have o be, at least in part, about us and
our capabilities.

Tulk about Plato and his contemporaries may help to set the scenc for a
philosophical discussion. It shows that philosephy is not a recent phenom-
erion, hur that iv deals with questions that have been wath us since the dawn
of Western civiization. The mmute that thinkers wanted reasons and were
not content with the kind of myths Homer told in his poetry, about gods
ruisbehaving, philosophy was born. The very distnction between myth and
reasont flogos” in Greek) fay at the heart of Greek philosophy. This shows
the venerable age of philosophy as a discinine, Doss 1t not, however, show
:onu,thmg less attractive? A cynic may asx why, if questions bave been de-
bated so long, is agreement no nearer now than in Plate’s ume? Science
undoubtedly progresses, or so many ciaim. In the twenty-first century, phys-
ics will presumably progress even mors, and perhaps produce a “grand uni..
fied theory. Thar, it is hoped, will be universally accepted, and will unlock
the mysteries of the physical universe, unifying our knowledge of 1. Why,
then, does ne one seriously sugges: that any such thing will happen in phi-
losophv? Sinularly, scientists like peinting out to philosophers that in their
disciplines there 1s no such thing as ‘French biology’, "German physics’ or
‘Anglo-American sclence’. Yer applying such adjectives wo philosophy may
not seem so Adiculons. Science claims wniversality and in fact does achieve
umiversal recognition. Why then does philosopny glory m s labels? Why
does there seemn 1o be no such thing as philosophical progress? Philosophers
do noy appear to know more now than their predecessors did in Athens.
Perhaps the celebration of its ancient past nerely underlines a basic weakness
1z philosophy.

These are important issues, although, in so far as they are talking about che
nature ot”know]edg& and truth, they seem themselves to be ot'a philosophi-
cal nature. We cannot escape phlosophy once we start questioning our-
selves and our assumpdons, or our belief and our practices. Yet although
philosophy may be inescapalile, some may wish it were more obviously
successtul. What 1s at stake here i the lepitimacy of the comparison between
philosophy as a discipline and sctence as one. That iself invoives ws i exam-

1
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ining the philosophical presuppositions of science. Science itself, despite its
sociai prestige, cannot be taken at face value. Philosophy should not be toe
ready to accept sclentific standards of success. Answers do not come ready
packaged, once we are talking of profound questions about the nature of the
world we live in and our relation to it. We are confronted by the lumitations
and fallibility of hurman understanding, as well as by its abilities and successes,
[ndeed, philosophy can prove a useful anudote 1o the arrogance which can
be produced by dwelling on apparent scientific progress. Humans may be
ruch more in control of thelr physical environment than they used 1o be. It
is unclear how far they are in contro! of themselves. Philosophy can rermind
us that when we confront basic questions concerning our place in the scheme
of things, and our relation to physical realivy, our understanding is still lim-
fted. Tust because humans have aiways found some guestions difficulr, and
perhans for that reason sometimes prefer not to ask them, that does not mean
the cuestions and answers are not important. Indeed if, as seerns inevitable,
even science depends on philosophical presuppositions, we cannot achieve
success in sclence without making philosophical assumptions about the na.
ture of the world which the scientist is investigating.

Philosophy and the World

Anyone who beging to study philosophy discovers quickly that there 15 no
obvious body of knowledge to be learnt. It is a method of thinking, rather
than a collection of facts. That is not to say that one should not know what
great philosophers have taught i the past, or what philosophers are arguing
about in the present day. Yet knowing what is received opimion among a
collection of philosophers is not as relevant to philosophical thought itself as
the agresd views of the leaders of a sclennfic disciphne would be for thase
who want to become expert in that science. Indeed, philosophy must be
very ready to point out that even agreerment 1n science has 1o be tentative
ard provisional, Agreement ir any field does nor consutute truth. The his
tory of the world 1s full of examples of people who have beerr individually
ard collectively certain of their pasition, and yet been proved wrong, Cer-
tainty is no infallible guice to truth. [Fwe all agreed. as once people did, that
the earth s fat, that would not mean that it 18 so. Even if [ am absolutely
certain about semething, that does not guaranice its truth, No doubt there
have been people who, In moments of derangemens, have been convinced
that they were Napoleon, or even perhaps a fried egp. That, however, says
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something about them and their current state, and nothing about what s
really the case.

Philosophers, therefore, can take nothing for granted, and anyone think-
ing philosophically should not be reassured by a growing consensus. Even
unfashionable views in philosophy, as elsewhere, may be right. Truth can
never be arrtved at by courting heads. Yet this is all very well, it may be said,
but how then can we ever obtain knowledge? Granted that mere agreement
is not enough, how can we find out what we ought to agree about? We
must, inn the end, be constrained by the nature of the world, which we all
Hve in, IF T believe it s not raining when it is, [ will still get wet when [ go
out. If I ive on the thirty-second floor, getting out through the window will
still not prove 10 be a2 safe way of leaving the building. In other words,
whatever we, or others, may believe, the fmportam point is not that we
think something, but the nature of what we think. The crucial point about
beliefs is not so much that they are curs. They must at least purport 1o be
about something independent of the belie?, Whether or not they are true is
then a matter of what the world 1s like.

Another way of vutting this is that truth is not constituted either by pri-
vate certainty or pub’ic agreement. It 1s an objective matter and is connected
with the object of belief. Tt is 2 matter of what the belief 15 supposed to be
about rather than whe bolds it. Oblectivity 1s a matter of being connected
with the nature of things, rather than of the awitudes that people hold. Only
what Is real can be 2 genuine source of truth. Whar then 15 real? Whar kind
of things should we be looking for? We must have some conception of what
the world is really like.

There have always been pailosophers whao have resisted this radical sepa-
ration of the subject ard object of beliefl. The emphasis on the importnce of
the objective reality of the world, and its independence from human judge.
ment, has been chalienged from severa! directions. Above all, ‘idealists” have
wantad 1o hold that reality is cependent on mind, although that does not
necessariiy mear the human mind. Bishop Berkeley, 1n the eighteenth cen-
tury, wanted to ground reality in the mind of God. 'T'o be, ke thought, was
to be perceived. Since he believed that God perceives everything, this doces
not cause as much of a problem as might be thought. Bven so, the world,
that is evervthing, only exsts as far as 1t 1s known and percetved by God. It
has no independent existence. God does not know it becanse it exists. It
exists because God kunows 1t

More sceptical philasophics would not presume to bring God into the
picture in the first place. Those of an idealist persuasion would link reality to
12
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human understanding. They would stress the central immportance of the hu-
man mind. This, however, seems to make whatever exists, including the
physical world, depend on human judgement. That makes the whaole vni-
verse revolve around human beings in 4 logical, 1f not literal, sense. What
exists only does 50 in so far as we think it does. Everything is centred on us.
[t 1s anthropocentric. Common sense would reject this as a ludicrous con--
ception, but we rmust be careful, since, as we have already noted, common
sense is likely merely to recapitulate the views of earlier generations of phi-
losophers.

Most people in their everyday lives, like most working scientists, do not
think of the world as a projection of their minds. They do not imagine that
we are living in a dream of our own creadon, even if it 1s one that others
share. They assurme that sticks and stones, tables and chartrs, and, more con-
troversially, elecirons and other sub-atomic particles, are ‘really there’. These
things help to form the context in which we live our lives. The physical
world constrains us. It s not alwavs like walking into a brick wall when we
thought there was a door there. Nevertheless, we all have experience of the
world not conforming to our wishes. [t is ‘there’, resisting, and not as malle-
able as we would sometimes wish. We cannot control it by thought. Indeed,
it sometimes seems to be controlling us. Many would agree with the ‘argu-
ment” of the venerable Dr Johnson against idealism. He 1s said to have kicked
a stone and exclaimed: ‘T refite it thus’ Needless o say, the philosophical
argumenss in its favour are too subtle to be dismissed so easily, and idealism
consuantly reappeats in new forms. They constantly trade on the simple fact
that we cannot thirk or talk about what we cannot think or talk about.
Thought and language can then seam not just a means of access to reality,
They can appesr to have 1 major roie inn forming it,

The resistanice of the world can lead sasily to the view that what 1s real 1s
whatever is physical. This means that what 15 real 15 not just what can be
seen, touched, or otherwise experienced. That keeps too close a link be-
tween reality and experience. [t is simply what physics deals with. Calling it
‘matter” does not necessarily help, since matter itseif seemns difficult ro define
in comernporary science. It seems almost to disappear 1o energy, Cerainly
1t 1s ot compeosed of indivisible atoms, since each atom itself contains rnu-
merable particles. It seems difficule to get down 1o bits of staff, which counld
be imagined perhaps as little billiard balls knocking mto each other or stick-
ing together n various ways. Scientists and philosophers once thought like
this, but modern phystcs makes suck 1 simple picture impossihle. The term
‘mraterialist’, therefore, is not very helpful, and many philosophers prefer to
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talk of ‘physicalistt”. That deals with whatever physics accepts, white ‘natu-
ralism’ could be understood as accepting more generally what is within the
scope of the natural sciences as a whole. In this way, “reality’, a typically
philosophical concept, suddenly becomes linked with contemporary science.
This is not an oversight.

Marny philosophers have come to feci that the methods of science alone
can be a guarantee of knowledge. This is partly because of the undoubred
success of science in helping us to predict, control and manipulate the physi-
cal world. Many arc highly suspictous of anything beyond the scope of phys
ics, and feel that once the constraint of empirical investigation 1s ignored,
anyone can claim anything. The floodgates of superstition are thereby opened,
together with every form of Znciful belief. For such people, philosophy
should be the servant of the sciences, clarifying and systematizing their meth-
ods. It cannot then be thought of as an independent source of knowledge, or
as an alternative method of investigation.

There are no philosephical laboratories, no philesophical experiments and
no accumulation of phtiosophical knowiedge in the manner of the sciences.
Philosophers do rot sift out experience througn testing and experimenting,
Philosophy is not an empirical discipline. It does not seem to depend on
what we can discover about the world zround us. Yer the crux is whether
that means it cannet be concerned with truth. Certainly, throughout the
histery of philosophy, a piace has been given for ‘metaphysics’, a study of
reality transcending the word of appearance, or the ordinary world we ex-
perience. Metaphysics has never taken things at face value, and indeed is like
rrodern science in looking for deeper explanadaons behind the ordinary world
of sights and sounds. Part of the reason for making philosophy subservient to
science is fear of the alternative. If philosophy is given its traditional place as
the grounding far all other knowledge, we could casily begin referring to
entities beyond the scope of science. Metanhysics can encourage talk of re
alities that do not merely "transcend’ physical reality, but are invisible, in
tangible, and in fact apparently totally undetectable.






