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PREFACE

The philosophical problems investigated in this book concern fundamental facts
about our place in the universe. Many of us were brought up to believe that God
exists, that there is a real difference between right and wrong, that we can
freely choose what sort of lives to lead, and that it is possible for us to gain
knowledge of the world we inhabit. A major goal of philosophy is to discover
whether these opinions can be rationally defended or are just comfortable illu-
sions.

Core Questions in Philosophy emphasizes the idea that philosophy is a subject
devoted to evaluating arguments and constructing theories. This is not the same as
describing the history of what various philosophers have thought. Although 1
discuss historical texts, I do so because they are rich sources of ideas pertinent
to answering philosophical questions. The point isn’t to say solemn and respect-
ful words about worthy figures now dead, but to engage them in dialogue—to
grapple with the theories they have proposed, to criticize these theories, even to
improve upon them.

Besides proposing answers to philosophical questions, I also try to make clear
which questions I have not answered. I hope that the reader will approach what
I say the way I have approached the philosophical texts I discuss. This is a book
to argue with, to dissect. It isn’t my goal to have the reader accept without
question the conclusions I reach.

This work is a combination textbook with readings. The text part (which I call
“lectures”) is followed by a group of related readings (drawn from Plato, Aristo-
tle, Aquinas, Anselm, Descartes, Hume, Kant, Mill, and others). The lectures
flow together, so that the main areas covered—philosophy of religion, episte-
mology, philosophy of mind, and ethics—are connected to each other to make a
coherent whole.

The lectures are intended to be launching pads from which readers can pursue
issues on their own. I believe students are best able to think about philosophy if
they first are provided with some basic tools and concepts. It is the purpose of
the lectures to provide these core ideas.

Following the lectures in Parts II through V, there are a number of readings;
these are drawn mainly from historical texts, although a few are by contempo-
rary philosophers. The lectures often discuss these readings, but the area of
overlap is far from total. Many lectures contain material that isn’t touched on in
any reading; and the readings raise a wealth of issues that the lectures don’t
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address. The lectures are intended to stand on their own as well as to provide
points of entry into the readings.

Each lecture is followed by review questions and by problems for further
thought. These should help readers to consolidate their understanding of what I
have said and to think creatively about related problems. The lectures often
contain material in “boxes”; these boxes provide a nutshell restatement of a
main idea or a brief discussion of a related matter that may interest the reader.
A list of the boxes immediately follows the table of contents. Each main part of
the text includes suggestions for further reading. And there is a glossary at the
end of the book that provides simple definitions of the main concepts used.

Besides covering a number of traditional topics, this book also takes up some
contemporary theories and problems, both from philosophy and from other dis-
ciplines. Creationism and evolutionary theory are hotly debated now. The issues
they raise are continuous with a tradition of argument in philosophy of religion
that goes back (at least) to Aquinas, Hume, and Paley. The relation of mind and
body is as old a problem as philosophy engages; but the ideas of Freud and
Skinner get a hearing along with those of Descartes. In ethics there has long
been a debate as to whether ethical truths are discovered or created. Plato and
Sartre are separated by more than 2,000 years, but both speak to this issue. The
problem of free will raises the question of whether every event is caused. Here
the contribution of modern physics must be brought into contact with a peren-
nial problem of philosophy. Philosophy isn’t the same as biology, psychology, or
physics. But the problems of philosophy cannot be isolated from the sciences.
One aim of this book is to connect philosophical problems with ideas derived
from a wider culture.

The etymology of the word philosopher is lover of wisdom. This doesn’t guaran-
tee that all philosophers are wise, nor even that each individual philosopher is
devoted to the attainment of wisdom. Philosophers should strive for wisdom;
whether they do so, and whether they attain it, are separate questions.

Wisdom involves understanding—seeing how things fit together. When the
pieces of a puzzle are fitted together, one attains a sense of wholeness. Current
philosophy is embedded in a historical tradition of philosophical discourse. It
also is connected with problems in the sciences, the other humanities, and the
arts. This book aims to give the reader a sense of these multiple connections.
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LECTURES

Lecture 1
What Is Philosophy?

Philosophy is a peculiar subject. If you asked biochemists “What is biochem-
istry?” they wouldn’t have much trouble telling you what their subject includes.
Different biochemists might provide slightly different answers. But biochemists
probably wouldn’t think it is terribly important to get clear on which answer is
“really” correct.

Asking philosophers what their subject includes elicits a very different
response. It is difficult to answer the question “What is philosophy?” and the
fact that philosophers produce different answers to this question is often taken
to show that they disagree in fundamental ways about the aims and methods of
their subject.

Although biochemists don’t spend much time developing theories about
what biochemistry really is, some philosophers have developed theories about
the nature of philosophy. Often, these theories have been regarded by other
philosophers as controversial and even misguided. For better or worse, “What is
philosophy?” is a philosophical question.

I'll discuss this question from two angles. First, I'll give a sketch of some of
the main philosophical problems I'll examine in this book. That is, I'll describe
some examples of philosophy. But giving examples doesn’t really answer the
question. If you asked “What is a mammal?” and I showed you a human being,
a hippo, and a cat, that might give you a hint about what a mammal is. How-
ever, citing examples isn’t the same as saying what it is to be a mammal.

That is why there will be a second stage to my discussion of what philosophy
is. After giving some examples of philosophical problems, I'll present some the-
ories about what philosophy is. I believe these theories have some merit,
though none is fully adequate. These preliminary efforts to say what philosophy
is will be enough for now. A better answer to the question will be available to
you once you have read this book to the end, not here at the outset.

Examples

The first philosophical problem we’ll consider is whether God exists. Some
philosophers have constructed arguments that attempt to establish that God
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exists; others have tried to show there is no God. I'll evaluate some of the more
influential arguments and try to see whether they work.

The second problem we will consider concerns knowledge. It is pretty clear
that belief and knowledge are different. Some people long ago thought the
earth is flat. They believed this, but they didn’t know it, since it isn’t true. Of
course, they thought they knew it, but that is different.

It also is pretty clear that true belief isn’t the same as knowledge. If you
believe something for no reason at all, but happen to be right by accident, you
have true belief but not knowledge. For example, think of a gullible gambler at
a race track who believes for no good reason that the first horse in every race
will win. Occasionally, this person will be right—he will have a true belief. But
it isn’t plausible to say that he knew, on those races about which he turned out
to be right, that the first horse would win. So having knowledge involves some-
thing more than having a true belief.

The philosophical problem about knowledge will split into two parts. First,
there are the questions: What is knowledge? What makes knowledge different
from true belief? Second, there is the question: Given some clarification of what
knowledge is, do human beings ever have it? One philosophical position we will
consider says that we human beings don’t know anything. Sure, we have
beliefs. And granted, some of our beliefs are true. Knowledge, however, we
never have. We don’t even know those things we take to be most obvious. This
position is called philosophical skepticism. We will consider arguments for skepti-
cism and arguments that attempt to refute it.

The third philosophical problem on the agenda is the so-called mind/body
problem. You have a mind; you also have a brain. What is the relationship
between these items? One possible answer is that they are identical. Although
“mind” and “brain” are two words, they name the same thing, just like the
names “Superman” and “Clark Kent.” An alternative position in this area is
called dualism; it says that the mind and the brain are different things. We will
consider other theories that have been advanced about the mind/body problem
as well.

The next topic on the agenda is human freedom. Each of us has the personal-
ities we have because we inherited a set of genes from our parents and then
grew up in a sequence of environments. Genes plus environments make us the
sorts of people we are. We didn’t choose the genes we have, nor did we choose
the environments we experienced in early life. These were thrust upon us from
the outside.

Each of us performs certain actions and abstains from performing others.
This pattern of what we do and don’t do results from the personalities we have.
Can we be said to perform actions freely? Is it really in our control to perform
some actions and abstain from others? Perhaps our actions aren’t freely chosen
because they are the results of factors that were totally outside of our control—
namely, our genes and environment.

Of course, we talk in everyday life about people doing things “of their own
free will.” We also think of ourselves as facing real choices, as exercising control
over what we do. However, the philosophical problem of freedom asks whether
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this common way of thinking is really defensible. Maybe freedom is just an illu-
sion. Perhaps we tell ourselves a fairy tale about our own freedom because we
can’t face the fact that we aren’t free. The philosophical problem will be to see
whether we can be free if our personalities are the results of factors outside our
control.

The last problem area I'll address is ethics. In everyday life, we frequently
think that some actions are right and others are wrong. The philosophical prob-
lem about this familiar attitude divides into two parts. First, we’ll want to con-
sider whether there really are such things as ethical facts. Maybe talk about
ethics, like talk about freedom, is just an elaborate illusion.

Consider a parallel question about science. In every science, there are ques-
tions that are controversial. For example, physicists have different opinions
about how the solar system began. But most of us think that there is something
else to physics besides opinions. There are facts about what the world is really
like.

Clashes of opinion occur in what I'll call the subjective realm. Here we find one
human mind disagreeing with another. But facts about physics exist in the
objective realm. Those facts exist independently of anybody’s thinking about
them. They are out there, and science aims to discover what they are.

The question about ethics is whether both these realms (subjective and objec-
tive) exist in ethics, or only one of them does. We know that people have differ-
ent ethical opinions. The question is whether, in addition to those opinions,
there are ethical facts. In other words, does ethics parallel the description I've
just given of science, or is there a fundamental difference here?

Subjective realm Objective realm
Science physical opinions  physical facts
Ethics ethical opinions ethical facts

The idea that there are no ethical facts, only ethical opinions, I'll call ethical sub-
Jectivism. We'll consider arguments supporting and criticizing this position.

The second question that arises in ethics is this: If there are ethical facts,
what are they? Here we assume a positive answer to the first question and then
press on for more details. One theory we’ll consider is utilitarianism. It says that
the action you should perform in a given situation is the one that will produce
the greatest happiness for the greatest number of individuals. This may sound
like common sense, but in fact, I'll argue there are some serious problems with
this ethical theory.

Three Theories About What Philosophy Is

I've just described a menu of five central philosophical problems: God, knowl-
edge, mind, freedom, and ethics. What makes them all philosophical problems?
Instead of giving examples, can we say something more general and complete



