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Reading 1

What Is Philosophy

Arthur J. Minton

But philosophers seek a special sort of knowl-

edge that eludes © exact definition. It does not
concern things that huddle on the periphery @ of life. It
is knowledge directed to the fundamental and pervasive
concerns of existence. Philosophy, as a quest for wis-
dom, is an attempt to provide a vision of the world that
is systematic and clear, in which the connections be-
tween significant facts are made manifest. It is the
search for first things and last things—for first princi-
ples and their ultimate implications.

We all become philosophers at crucial points in
life. From culture, class, religion, and family we are
provided with a general framework, a world view that
filters out the unimportant and impregnates ® experi-
ence with meaning. This framework of beliefs and
values is largely unconscious and inarticulate; and when
it smashes against the hard rock of reality, the dilemma
we feel, but do not yet understand, kindles ® philo-
sophical reflection.

As our personal relationships become more comp-

P hilosophy, like other studies, aims at knowledge.
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™ What Is Philosophy

licated, youthful optimism about human nature is
tempered by disappointment and hurt. As more and
more is demanded of us and we begin to see flaws in
ourselves, the infinite horizon of opportunity shrinks in
the face of our limitations. As we see ourselves and
others repeating the same errors, playing out the same
roles, we begin to wonder whether society and nature
have conspired to lock us into a mechanical mode of
reaction impossible to resist. As we face wholesale
changes in the behavior of society, each decade over-
throwing the values of the last, we cannot help but
wonder whether our own commitments will stand the
test of time or even whether such commitments are
more than subjective whims ® that we have elevated to
first principles. At such times we lose our way in the
world and we ask, “What am I about?” This is philo-
sophical territory.

Traditionally, philosophy has been partitioned into
three areas: epistemology ©, metaphysics ®, and value
theory. Epistemology is the theory of knowledge. The
following are typical epistemological questions: What is
scientific method? What is the role of observation in
knowing? Can there be absolute certainty about any-
thing? What is an explanation? What is a proof?
Metaphysics is concerned with the description of the
fundamental aspects of reality. These are typical
metaphysical questions: What is mind? Is it different
from matter? Is there necessity in nature? Is there
necessity in human decision? Does God exist? Are
numbers real? Which is basic—force or matter?
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Value theory consists in resolving a number of
problems about the nature of value in art, ethics, and
politics: What makes something beautiful? Is it taste or
an objective property? What makes something good?
Again, is personal morality subjective or can it be as-
sessed by an absolute standard? Why should I disregard
my own interests? What makes one political system
better than another? Should I always obey the law?
What makes someone into a moral authority? As you
can see, sometimes philosophical inquiry becomes lofty
and abstract; but even the most abstract theorizing is
generated in a practical dilemma and will eventually
come back to illuminate its beginnings. The philo-
sophical perspective is ever the human perspective.

But the human perspective is limited. No one can
scan the entire horizon of human concern with the eye
of a god. We see the world from where we stand, and
partial vision yields only partial truth. To recognize this
fact, however, is not to counsel ® inaction, indecision,
or despair. Nor is it to fall back on the comfortable but
wholly fallacious assumption that since no one has all
the answers, everyone’s opinion is equally valid. The
recognition of fallibility ® is simply an acknowledgment
of our humanity. We have to get on in this world, and
either we entrust our course to intellect and whatever
insight we can muster or we flounder ® and take our
chances with fate. There are no other alternatives.

The basic assumption of philosophical inquiry is
that the most intractable puzzles of life—no matter how
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large—will ultimately give way to rational analysis. But
before this can happen, we must develop, as carefully
as we can, our own vision of things. Lived experience
is the testing ground for these partial insights. The
experience of one individual or even of a generation
may not be sufficient; but eventually what is true in our
outlook will enlarge our understanding of the world and
open it up to our command, while what is false will
lead us to confusion and frustration.



