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STUDENT’S GUIDE
CHAPTER 1: POWERFUL IDEAS
Main Points
What is Philosophy?
1. The word philosophy comes from the Greek words philein (which means “to love”) and sophia (which means “knowledge” or “wisdom”).
2. For ancient Greek thinkers, “philosophy” was a word that could describe the careful consideration of any subject matter (such as what today we would call physics or psychology). Today mathematics, the physical and biological sciences, economics and political science, theology, and many other areas have become disciplines of their own.
Philosophical Questions
3. Philosophy today addresses fundamental questions unanswered by other fields of knowledge, such as “Is it good to spread freedom? How do we know the answer? What is freedom?” “To what extent do we have a moral obligation to people we don’t know? To nonhuman living things?” “What are the ethically legitimate functions of the state?” “Do people have natural rights?” “Is there a God? Does it make any difference whether there is or isn’t a God?” “What is truth? Beauty? Art?” “Does the universe have a purpose?” “What is time?” and “Could anything have happened before the Big Bang?”
4. Philosophical questions arise out of everyday contexts: Caring for an aging parent suggests the question “What makes something a moral obligation?” Controversies about what should or should not be taught in the science classroom raises an issue in the philosophy of science: “Is Intelligent Design a scientific theory?” Portrayals of robots in movies such as Real Steel and on TV may lead one to ask “Will it be possible to build a computer that actually thinks?” Advances in brain research raise the question: “What is the nature of thought?” “What is the relationship between thought and the brain?”
5. Facts alone can’t provide the answers to philosophical questions. But that doesn’t mean philosophical questions are unanswerable.
6. Some philosophical questions concern the nature of change. If something changes, is it different from the way it was, and, if so, is it the same thing? The implications are more than just theoretical. If a young man murders someone, is he still guilty many years later if not a single molecule of the young man is in the old man?
7. Some philosophical questions arise from commonsense beliefs that seem to conflict. If causes make effects happen, then are voluntary choices really voluntary, since they are caused? Or are some choices uncaused?
Misconceptions about Philosophy
8. “One person’s philosophy is as correct as the next person’s” or “any philosophical position is as good, valid, or correct as any other opinion” or “my view is correct for me, and another person’s view is correct for that person.” But contradictory opinions cannot possibly both be correct.
9. “Philosophy is nothing but opinion.” Philosophy requires opinions to be supported by good reasoning.
10. “Truth is relative.” Perspectives on various matters may differ, but one and the same sentence cannot both be true and not true at the same time and in the same respect.
11. “Philosophy is light reading.” Just the opposite may be the case!
A Philosophical Tool Kit
12. Argument. When you support a position by giving a reason for accepting it, you are giving an argument.
13. Logic is the study of correct inference: whether and to what extent a reason truly does support a conclusion, the point that the argument is trying establish.
14. The Socratic Method. As practiced by the Greek philosopher Socrates, the Socratic method proposes a definition (of knowledge, for example), rebuts it by counterexample, modifies the definition in light of the counterexample, rebuts the modified definition, and so on, which helps advance the understanding of such concepts and aids in improving one’s arguments.
15. Thought experiments. Commonly used in philosophy (and also in science), the thought experiment imagines a situation in order to extract a lesson of philosophical importance.
16. Reductio ad Absurdum. A reductio ad absurdum demonstrates that the contradictory of a thesis is or leads to (i.e., “reduces to”) an absurdity. Most famously applied by St. Anselm in a proof of God’s existence that assumed (for sake of argument) that God (a being “greater than which cannot be conceived”) does not exist; which “reduces” to the absurdity that a being greater than which cannot be conceived is not a being greater than which cannot be conceived. So, the argument concludes, God exists.
Fallacies
17. A fallacy is a mistake in reasoning.
18. Switching the burden of proof: Trying to prove a position by asking an opponent to disprove it.
19. Begging the question (also called circular reasoning): as used by logicians or philosophers, the term means more or less assuming the very thing that the argument is intended to prove.
20. Argumentum ad hominem (“argument against the person”): the attempt to discredit a view by discrediting the person holding the view.
21. The fact that a person has changed his or her mind on an issue does not itself show that the person’s current position is contradictory or even incorrect. That someone has changed positions is a fact about the person, not the position, though confusing the two is perhaps the most common mistake in reasoning.
22. Arguments must be evaluated on their own merits; whether a person actually believes his or her own argument is irrelevant.
23. Straw man: the alleged refutation of a view by the refutation of a misrepresentation of that view.
24. False dilemma (either-or fallacy): the fallacy of offering two choices when in fact more options exist.
25. Appeals to emotion: arguments that try to establish conclusions solely by attempting to arouse or play on the emotions of a listener or reader.
26. Red herring: a general term for those arguments that address a point other than the one that is at issue. Ad hominem, appeals to emotion, and straw man can all be seen as specific types of red herrings.
The Divisions of Philosophy
27. Questions related to being or existence: metaphysics.
28. Questions related to knowledge: epistemology.
29. Questions related to values: moral philosophy (ethics); social philosophy; political philosophy; aesthetics.
30. Questions about the criteria for valid reasoning and demonstration: logic (the theory of correct inference).
31. Philosophy can also be divided into areas that consider the fundamental assumptions and methods of other disciplines, such as in philosophy of science, philosophy of religion, philosophy of language, and so on.
The Benefits of Philosophy
32. Philosophy students tend to have exceptional aptitude for analytical thinking, critical thinking, careful reasoning, problem solving, and communication, skills valued in the legal, medical, business and other professions as well as the sciences (though it’s an open question whether studying philosophy makes students better thinkers or whether better thinkers are attracted to philosophy).
33. Training in philosophy may increase one’s ability to use logic, make nuanced distinctions, recognize subtle similarities and differences, detect unstated assumptions; and decrease the likelihood of being prone to superficiality and dogmatism.
Suggested Further Readings

Here are some of the best reference books on philosophy in the English language.

Donald Abel, Fifty Readings in Philosophy,  (New York: McGraw-Hill Humanities/Social Sciences/Languages; 3 edition, 2007). Readings by important philosophers on a broad range of subjects.

A. J. Ayer and Jane O’Grady, A Dictionary of Philosophical Quotations (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1994). ​Essential quotations taken from the great Western philosophers.

Simon Blackburn, The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy revised 2nd edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). Concise and readable.

Stuart Brown, Diane Collinson, and Robert Wilkinson, eds., Biographical Dictionary of Twentieth-Century Philosophers (New York: Routledge, 2002). Brief ​reviews of twentieth-century philosophers.
A Buddhist Glossary, http://www.chezpaul.org.uk/buddhism/books/glossary.htm. Brief definitions of Buddhist terms.

Clive Cazeaux, The Continental Aesthetics Reader 2nd. Edition (New York: Routledge, 2011). Readings in European aesthetics from the phenomenologist, poststructuralist, psychoanalyst, and feminist traditions.

Diane Collinson, Fifty Major Philosophers (London: Routledge, 2006). A relatively accessible and short reference book.
Concise Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 1999). Short entries on philosophical terms and philosophers.

F. C. Copleston, History of Philosophy, 9 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1965). Still the most complete history of philosophy available to English-only readers.

Eliot Deutsch and Ron Bontekoe, A Companion to World Philosophies (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1997). ​Articles on philosophical issues concerning traditional ideas from around the world.

Paul Edwards, ed., The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 8 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1967). If you need to find out something about a philosopher or philosophical topic prior to 1967, begin here.
History of Philosophy, http://www.friesian.com/history.htm. ​Essays on many philosophical topics; the ones we have looked at seem pretty good and not too difficult.

Ted Honderich, The Oxford Companion to Philosophy 2nd ed.(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). A ​dictionary of short articles, definitions, and short ​biographies.
The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://www.iep.utm.edu. Maintained by the University of Tennessee at Martin. A pretty good source of ​information on philosophical topics.

Frank Jackson and Michael Smith, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). Good entries on ​recent thinking on the philosophy of mind, language, and science as well as moral and political philosophy.

Anthony Kenny, ed., The Oxford History of Western ​Philosophy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). An authoritative and beautifully illustrated ​history of Western philosophy, with articles by ​important contemporary philosophers.

Thomas Mautner, ed., The Penguin Dictionary of Philosophy ​2nd edition (London: Penguin Books, 2005). Brief and ​useful.
Meta-Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://www.ditext.com/encyc/frame.html. Enables you to compare the entries in various philosophy ​encyclopedias on ​various topics. A good place to start research.

Alex Neill and Aaron Ridley, The Philosophy of Art: ​Readings Ancient and Modern (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1995). Readings on aesthetics, starting with Plato.
Oxford Reference Online, http://www.oxfordreference.com/pub/views/home.html. Go here to subscribe to this premier service.

G. H. R. Parkinson, An Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1988). A nice one-volume set of essays on most of the important topics in Anglo-American philosophy.

G. H. R. Parkinson and S. G. Shanker, gen. eds., The Routledge History of Philosophy, 10 vols. (London and New York: Routledge, various dates). A detailed chronological survey of the history of Western philosophy, together with chronologies and glossaries.
Philosophy Pages, from Garth Kemerling, http://www.philosophypages.com. A dictionary of ​philosophical terms and names.
Readings in Modern Philosophy, http://www.class.uidaho.edu/mickelsen/readings.htm. ​Writings of many modern philosophers from around 1500 to 1750. If you like the excerpts you read in this text, look here for more.

Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1945). As readable as a novel, though critics find Russell brash and ​opinionated.
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/. Start here to access this ​authoritative source.

J. O. Urmson and Jonathan Rée, The Concise Encyclopedia of Western Philosophy and Philosophers 3rd ed. (London: Routledge, 2004). A fine one-volume survey from a British viewpoint.

Mary Ellen Waithe, ed., A History of Women Philosophers, 4 vols. (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff/Kluwer Press, 1987, 1989, 1991, 1995). Vol. 1: Ancient Women Philosophers (through a.d. 500); Vol. 2: Medieval, ​Renaissance, and Enlightenment Women Philosophers (500–1600); Vol. 3: Modern Women Philosophers (1600–1900); Vol. 4: Contemporary (twentieth ​century) Women Philosophers.
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