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PREFACE

It was the fall of 1806, in the college town of Jena, in what we now call Germany. It
was about the time when most students and professors would have been getting
ready for their classes, with mixed annoyance and anticipation. The professors would
have been finishing up their summer research; the students would have been doing
what students usually do at the end of the summer.

But this year school would not begin as usual.

Napoleon’s troops were already approaching the city, and you could hear the
cannon from the steps of the university library. French scouts were already in the
town, walking around the university, stopping for a glass of wine in the student bars,
chatting casually with the local residents, many of whom were in sympathy with the
new French ideals of “liberty, equality, and fraternity.”

As the battle was about to begin, a young philosophy instructor named Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel was hastily finishing the book he was writing—a very diffi-
cult philosophy book with the forbidding title 7he Phenomenology of Spirit. But “spiri-
ted” is what the book was, and it perfectly captured the tension, excitement, and anxi-
ety of those perilous days. It was the end of an old way of life and the beginning of a
new one. The book was a vision of consciousness caught in the midst of gigantic
forces and looking for direction in a new and terrifyingly human world. It was an ap-
peal for hope and thoughtful effort toward universal understanding and a belief in
what was then innocently called the “perfectibility of humanity.”

Transfer the situation to our own times—it was as if life in America were about to
change completely, with all our old habits and landmarks, our ideas about ourselves
and the ways we live, replaced by something entirely new and largely unknown. We
talk about “future shock” and “megatrends” but, in fact, most of what we consider
drastic changes in American life are mere shifts of emphasis, the not always conve-
nient advantages that accompany new and improved technologies and techniques. If
so many of us can get so melodramatic about computers, television, and the Internet,
how would we react to a real change in our lives? Hegel and his students felt confi-
dent, even cheerful. Why? Because they had a philosophy. They had a vision of
themselves and the future that allowed them to face the loss of their jobs, even the
destruction of their society and the considerable chaos that would follow. Their ideas
inspired them and made even the most threatening circumstances meaningful.

I recently asked my American students, who had been reading Hegel’s philoso-
phy, to characterize their own views of themselves and their times. The answers were
less than inspiring. For many of them, the word “dull” seemed to summarize the
world; others spoke of “crisis” and “despair.” One said that life was “absurd” and an-
other that it was “meaningless.” I asked why. The answers were that gasoline was ex-
pensive, that most of them weren’t getting the job interviews they really wanted, and
that television programs were bad. Everyone agreed that these events were less than
tragic, hardly “absurd,” and didn’t make life “meaningless.” Everyone agreed that the
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old specter of nuclear war and terrorism had put a damper on our optimism, but we
also agreed that the likelihood of such catastrophes was debatable and that, in any
case, we all had to live as best we could, even if under a shadow. But why, then, in
these times of relative affluence and peace (compared to most of the world throughout
most of history) were our answers so sour? What were we missing that Hegel and his
students, confronting the most terrible battles ever known, seem to have had—some-
thing that made them so optimistic and fulfilled? Again, the answer is a philosophy.

Philosophy, religion, and science have always been closely related. The emphasis
shifts, but the point is the same: the importance of ideas and understanding, of making
sense out of our world and seeing our lives in some larger, even cosmic, perspective.
Ideas define our place in the universe, our relations with other people; ideas deter-
mine what is important and what is not important, what is fair and what is not fair,
what is worth believing and what is not worth believing. Ideas give life meaning. Our
minds need ideas the way our bodies need food. We are starved for visions, hungry
for understanding. We are caught up in the routines of life, distracted occasionally by
those activities we call “recreation” and “entertainment.” What we as a nation have lost
is the joy of thinking, the challenge of understanding, the inspirations as well as the
consolations of philosophy.

This is odd, however; for America, more than any other nation on earth, was
founded on ideas, was built upon philosophical principles. And yet how many edu-
cated Americans can even name a living American philosopher? Or, for that matter,
how many of us know anything about the philosophical history that, toward the end
of the eighteenth century, gave birth to this nation? We recite ideas that are two hun-
dred, in some cases two thousand, years old without any attempt to understand them,
without any awareness that many men and women have lived and died for them,
without even trying to be critical about them, to work them into our vision of the
world. That is philosophy: philosophy is simply thinking hard about life, about what
we have learned, about our place in the world. Philosophy is, literally, the love of
wisdom. It is the search for the larger picture, the demand for knowledge—the kind
of knowledge that allows us to understand our lives and the world around us. It is, ac-
cordingly, the insistence on the importance of values, a refusal to get totally caught up
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in the details of life and simply go along with the crowd. Philosophy and wisdom de-
fine our place in the universe and give our lives meaning.

When undergraduates ask questions about the meaning of life and the nature of
the universe, it is philosophy that ought to answer the questions. But thousands of stu-
dents, not trained in hard thinking but starved for ideas and understanding, will retreat
to the easier alternatives—pop philosophies of self-help, exotic religions, extreme poli-
tics. . . . If the hard thinking of philosophy does not address the big questions, then
perhaps these easier alternatives will. The difference between philosophy and the
popular alternatives is ultimately one of quality—the quality of ideas, the thoroughness
of understanding. Since we all live by our ideas anyway, the choice becomes not
whether to do philosophy or not do philosophy, but whether to accept a cheap and
unchallenging substitute or to try the real thing. The aim of this book is to give you an
introduction—to the real thing.

THE SUBJECT OF PHILOSOPHY

Philosophy is sometimes treated as an extremely esoteric, abstract, and specialized
subject that has little to do with any other subjects of study—or with the rest of our
lives. This is simply untrue. Philosophy is nothing less than the attempt to understand
who we are and what we think of ourselves. And that is just what the great philoso-
phers of history, whom we study in philosophy courses, were doing: trying to under-
stand themselves and their times and their place in the world. They did this so bril-
liantly, in fact, that their attempts remain models for us. They help us formulate our
own ideas and develop our own ways of clarifying what we believe.

Throughout this book, I have tried to introduce at least briefly many of the great
philosophers throughout history. (Brief biographies are included in the chapters and at
the end of the book.) But philosophy is not primarily the study of other people’s ideas.
Philosophy is first of all the attempt to state clearly, and as convincingly and interest-
ingly as possible, your own views. That is doing philosophy, not just reading about
how someone else has done it.

This book is an attempt to help you do just that—to do philosophy, to state what
you believe, using the great philosophers and the great ideas of the past as inspiration,
as a guide to ways of putting together your own views, to provoke the present alter-
natives that you may not have thought of on your own. The aim of the book—and at
least one aim of the course you are taking—is to force you to think through your
ideas, connect them, confront alternative views, and understand what you prefer and
why you prefer it. Some students inevitably think that once they are speaking ab-
stractly, it doesn’t matter what they say. So they talk utter nonsense, or they express
ideas they have never thought about, or they recite mere words—for example, the
popular word “value”—without having any sense of what they as individuals believe
to be true. I had a very bright student one year who claimed he did not exist. (I didn’t
convince him otherwise, but I gave him a grade anyway.) Some students even feel that
it doesn’t matter if they contradict themselves—after all, “It’'s only ideas.” But if it is
through ideas that we see the world, if they determine how we feel about ourselves
and live our lives, then our ideas make all the difference. So it is urgent—as well as in-
tellectually necessary—that you ask, at every turn, “Do I really believe that?” and, “Is
that compatible with other things I believe?” Good philosophy, and great philosophy,
depends upon the seriousness and rigor with which such questions are asked. And it
is the aim of this book to help you ask them, to help you build for yourself a philo-
sophical presentation of your own view of the world.

v
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It may sound as if it is an overwhelming task to summarize your views about the
meaning of life and the nature of the universe in a single course. But no matter how
crude your first efforts, this kind of integrative critical thinking—putting it all to-
gether—is essential to what you will be doing all through your life: keeping your pri-
orities straight, knowing who you are and what you believe. In this course, which may
be your first introduction to philosophy, the idea is to get you started. And once you
begin to think about the big questions you may well find, as many students and almost
all professional philosophers have found, that it is one of the most rewarding and most
accessible activities you will ever learn—you can do it almost anywhere, at any time,
with anyone, and especially alone. And if it seems difficult to begin (as it always does),
it is because you are not used to thinking as a philosopher, because our ideas are in-
evitably more complex than we originally think they are, and because, once you begin
thinking, there is no end to the number of things there are to think about. So consider
this as a first attempt, an exploratory essay, a first difficult effort to express yourself
and your opinions—not just on this issue or that one, but concerning the whole of
your view of the world. It is doing philosophy, even if it is only for the first time, that
makes it so exciting and challenging.

The first chapter of the book consists of a set of preliminary questions, in order to
get you to state your opinions on some of the issues that make up virtually every
philosophical viewpoint. Some of the questions you will find amusing; some of them
are deadly serious. But between the two, the outlines of what you believe and don’t
believe should begin to become clear. Each succeeding chapter also begins with a set
of preliminary questions. And again the point is to encourage you to state your beliefs
on these subjects before we begin to develop the views that philosophers have ar-
gued. Each chapter includes a discussion of various alternative viewpoints, with brief
passages from some of the great philosophers. Special terms, which probably are new
to you but have become established in philosophy, are introduced as they are needed,
as a way of helping you make distinctions and clarify your beliefs more precisely than
our ordinary language allows. (A glossary containing most of these terms—which are
boldface in the text—appears at the back of the book.) Each chapter ends with a set of
concluding questions that will help you locate your own views among the alternatives
of traditional philosophy. There is a bibliography at the end of each chapter contain-
ing suggestions for further reading; you can explore those topics that interest or chal-
lenge you, since no textbook can substitute for original works.

FOR THE INSTRUCTOR

This fifth edition is easier to use and more flexible for teaching a variety of individually
structured courses in introductory philosophy at both the college and advanced high
school levels. The addition of two appendices, Deductive Logic Valid Argument Forms
and Common Informal Fallacies, not only allows the text to be more simple and
straightforward but also for these topics to receive focused attention. I expanded the
final chapter on feminist and non-Western philosophies. As in the fourth edition, my
intention for this and all chapters is to make such material available to those instruc-
tors who choose to use it but dispensable for those who do not. The discussion in
every chapter is more or less self-contained, and the chapters can be used in just about
any order. Some instructors prefer to start with the “God” chapter, for example, others
with the more “epistemological” chapters on “Knowledge,” “Truth,” “Self,” and “Free-
dom.” I find that the opening chapters, with their broad collection of both playful and
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serious philosophical questions and varied discussions of the “Meaning of Life,” are
helpful in loosening up and relaxing nervous first-time students and getting them to
talk in a more free-wheeling way than they do if they are immediately confronted by
the great thinkers or the most intractable problems of philosophy. So, too, I find the
opening questions are helpful for getting students to think about the issues on their
own before diving into the text. To encourage students to write and think about philo-
sophical questions, to get them used to interacting with the text and arguments, I
added space between each question, in which the students can write their own re-
sponses and comments directly in the book. The closing questions to each chapter, by
the way, also serve as handy exam questions.
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INTRODUCTFEFOIN

DoiNG PHILOSOPHY

The unexamined life is not worth living.

— Socrates

Know thyself!
— Oracle at Delphi (Socrates’ motto)

Philosophy consists of our views—our beliefs and attitudes about ourselves
and the world. Doing philosophy, therefore, is first of all the activity of stat-
ing, as clearly and as convincingly as possible, what we believe and what we
believe in. This does not mean, however, that announcing one’s allegiance to
some grand-sounding ideas, or, perhaps, some grand-sounding word, is all
that there is to philosophy. Philosophy is the development of these ideas, the
attempt to work them out with all their implications and complications. It is
the attempt to see their connections with other people’s views—including the
classic statements of the great philosophers of the past. It is the effort to ap-
preciate the differences between one’s own views and others’ views, to be
able to argue with someone who disagrees and resolve the difficulties that
they may throw in your path. One of my students once suggested that she
found it easy to list her main ideas on a single sheet of paper; what she found
difficult was showing how they related to one another and how she might de-
fend them against someone who disagreed with her. I pointed out that she
was saying something like this: She would really enjoy playing quarterback
with the football team, as long as she didn’t have to cooperate with the other
players—and then only until the other team came onto the field. But playing
football is cooperating with your team and running against the team that is
out to stop you; philosophy is the attempt to coordinate a number of different
ideas into a single viewpoint, and holding out for what you believe against
those who are out to refute you. Indeed, a belief that can’t be tied in with a
great many other beliefs and that can’t withstand criticism may not be worth
believing at all.



Beyond Buzzwords and Verbal Spaghetti

BEYOND BUZZWORDS
AND VERBAL SPAGHETTI

To defend your ideas is quite different from insisting, no matter how self-
righteously, on the mere sound of a word. To say that you believe in “free-
dom,” for instance, may make you feel proud and righteous, but this has
nothing to do with philosophy, or, for that matter, with freedom, unless you
are willing to spell out exactly what it is you stand for, what it is that you be-
lieve, and why it is that this “freedom,” as you call it, is so desirable. But most
students, as well as many professional philosophers, get caught up in such at-
tractive, admirable words, which we can call “buzzwords.” These sound as if
they refer to something quite specific and concrete (like the word “dog”), but
in fact they are among the most difficult words to understand and they pro-
vide us with the hardest problems in philosophy. “Freedom” sounds as if it
means breaking out of prison or being able to speak one’s mind against a bad
government policy; but when we try to say what it is that ties these two ex-
amples together, and many more besides, it soon becomes clear that we don’t
know exactly what we're talking about. Indeed, virtually everyone believes in
“freedom,” but the question is what it is that they believe in. Similarly, many
people use such words as “truth,” “reality,” “morality,” “love,” and even “God”
as buzzwords, words that make us feel good just because we say them. But to
express the beliefs these words supposedly represent is to do something
more than merely say the words; it is also to say what they mean, and what it
is in the world (or out of it) to which we are referring. Buzzwords are like

3
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badges; we use them to identify ourselves. But it is equally important to know
what the badges stand for.

Some buzzwords seem to be ways of identifying ourselves—the words
“science” and “art,” for example. How many dubious suggestions and simple-
minded advertisements cash in on the respectability of the word “scientific”?
What outrageous behavior is sometimes condoned on the grounds that it is
“artistic”? And in politics, what actions have not been justified in the name of
“national security” or “self-determination”? But such buzzwords not only block
our understanding of the true nature of our behavior; they can also be an ob-
stacle—rather than an aid—in philosophy. Philosophers are always making
up new words, often by way of making critical distinctions. For example, the
words “subjective” and “objective,” once useful philosophical terms, now
have so many meanings and are so commonly abused that the words by
themselves hardly mean anything at all. Would-be philosophers, including
some of the more verbally fluent philosophy students, may think that they are
doing philosophy when they merely string together long noodle chains of
such impressive terms. We call this “verbal spaghetti,” and it is to philosophy
what a howling dog is to music. Philosophical terms are useful only in so far
as they stay tied down to the problems they are introduced to solve and retain
the carefully defined meanings they carry. Buzzwords become not aids for
thinking but rather substitutes for thinking, and verbal spaghetti, despite its
complexity, is intellectually without nutritional value.

The abuse of buzzwords and the ease with which some people can over-
whelm serious discussions with verbal spaghetti explain the importance of
that overused introductory philosophical demand, “Define your terms.” In
fact, it is very difficult to define your terms, and most of the time, it is unnec-
essary and a waste of time. You know quite well what you mean. But when
certain philosophical terms enter our discussion, it is clear why this incessant
demand has always been so important; many students seem to think that they
have learned some philosophy just because they have learned a new and im-
pressive word or two. But that’s like believing that you have learned how to
ski just because you have tried on the boots and skis. The truth, however, is
to be found in what you go on to do with them.

ARTICULATION AND ARGUMENT:
Two CRuUCIAL FEATURES
OF PHILOSOPHY

Philosophy is, first of all, reflection. It is stepping back, listening to yourself
and other people (including the great philosophers), and trying to understand
and evaluate what it is that you hear, and what it is that you believe. To for-
mulate your own philosophy is to say what it is that you believe as clearly
and as thoroughly as possible. Often we believe that we believe something,
but as soon as we try to write it down or explain it to a friend we find that



