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Introduction: On Philosophical Method

Philosophy begins in wonder. How much of our view of the world is objec-
tive, how much is subjective? How much of what (we think) is true holds
absolutely, how much is relative to our situation? Are truths only local or do
some hold everywhere and always? Does ethics have an objective basis?
Why are we conscious? What is the function of felt experiences in an objec-
tive world?

Previous philosophers, almost all of them, have sought to establish per-
manent truths in an enduring framework of thought; these truths were
supposed to be absolute, objective, and universal. Details might remain to
be filled in, but the essentials were meant to be in place and to stand firm
for all time.

In mathematics, a fixed-point theorem states that all transformations of
a certain type (for instance, continuous ones) leave at least one point in a
certain space unchanged. The unchanged point is a fixed point of the trans-
formation. It is not the point’s intrinsic nature that leaves it fixed, however.
Although every transformation may leave some point or other fixed, differ-
ent points are left fixed by different transformations. No one point is left
fixed by every transformation.

Philosophers, however, have sought points that remained fixed under all
transformations, at least all the ones that were worth considering. Such
points would constitute absolutely secure foundations for knowledge and
values. The most prominent candidates for fixity were the cogito of Des-
cartes, the sense data of the empiricists, and the necessary metaphysical
truths of the rationalists. These points were supposed to be not only fixed
but also fertile enough to support the rest of our knowledge and values.
One by one, these purportedly certain, indubitable, and unassailable points
have been shaken. And their fertility also was undermined. Little could be
built upon them using only perfectly secure means of building.

The pragmatist Charles Peirce held, against Descartes, that nothing was
indubitable. Each thing was open to doubt, although not all things at once.
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2 INVARIANCES

Each thing could be doubted on the basis of other propositions that were,
at that particular moment, not actually in doubt. Their turn could come
later. Otto Neurath, followed by W. V. Quine, likened our situation to that
of sailors who have to rebuild a ship at sea: while standing on somewhat
rotten planks, they must repair and replace the others. Every plank sooner
or later gets repaired. Everything is open to transformation. Nothing stays
fixed. Even something as fundamental as the principle of noncontradiction
can be open to questioning and to revision.!

Critics have nibbled at the edges of the position that nothing is immune
to being modified or given up. Aren’t the criteria for revising views them-
selves unchangeable? Could we ever give up the weakest principle of non-
contradiction, which says that not for every statement p, is it the case that
both p and not-p?? But even these objections are not decisive. True, it would
take a serious intellectual crisis to motivate a change as far-reaching as
holding it is the case both that p and that not-p, for every statement p, so it
is difficult now to imagine specifically how such a change would be justified
or plausible.? Yet even if we cannot conceive of the details of a (justified) re-
jection of the weakest principle of noncontradiction right now, neverthe-
less a gradual process of change might lead to the giving up of any state-
ment or criterion, including that very weakest principle, on the basis of
other statements and criteria that have come to be accepted then. The fact
that a particular theory has a fixed point does not show that this very same
point must or will be held fixed by every plausible theory. And it does not
show that the theory under consideration is unable successively to trans-
form itself by using its own then accepted standards, so that this point and
even these very standards get modified.

“But won’t there be meta-meta- . . . -metacriteria that do not get trans-
formed no matter what?” Even if such objections were accepted, their im-
port would not be very great. You cannot get very far solely on the basis of
saying that not every contradiction holds true,* and not much can be built
upon (only) such rarified metacriteria. We might as well say that there are
no fixed points, and no fixed metapoints either. (And that includes the
statement just made.)

Any particular purported principle of reason might be given up, but
must not reason itself stand always and eternally as the final arbiter of all
intellectual claims? Must not reason remain always (as Thomas Nagel called
it) “the last word”?® But what precisely is it that must endure? Not any par-
ticular statement or principle, for any one of those might be transformed or
replaced or delimited or rejected. If it is said that Reason itself, rather than
any particular statement of its content, must remain as the final arbiter,
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then we must wonder what precisely that is. If not as particular content,
then the only sense in which reason must endure is as an evolving chain of
descent. Reason will endure as whatever evolves or grows out of the current
content of reason by a process of piecemeal change that is justified at each
moment by principles which are accepted at that moment (although not
necessarily later on), provided that each evolving stage seems close enough
to the one immediately preceding it to warrant the continued use of the la-
bel “reason” then. (The new stage may not seem very similar, however, to a
much earlier, stepwise stage.) That degree of continuity hardly seems to
mark something which is a fixed and eternal intellectual point. It is little
help to add that what will endure is some process of thought that, in hu-
man beings, will continue to have its significant locus in the prefrontal cor-
tex of the brain unless and until genetic alterations and artificial prosthetic
supplementary devices come to shift the physical location of reason’s major
activity.

My own philosophical bent is to open possibilities for consideration. Not
to close them. This book suggests new philosophical views and theses, and
the reasons it produces to support these are meant to launch them for ex-
ploration, not to demonstrate conclusively that they are correct. Similarly,
my criticisms of some major competing theories or positions are not in-
tended to refute them conclusively, merely to weaken them enough to clear
a philosophical space in which the newly proposed views can breathe and
grow. I state this aim here at the very beginning so that disclaimers do not
have to be repeated constantly throughout. This is not a cautious attempt
to avoid criticism by a diminution of ambition. The claim to be saying
things that are new and philosophically interesting sticks one’s neck out
considerably.

The opening and exploring of new views, without aiming at their proof,
is especially suited for expanding philosophical knowledge. The method of
proof starts at a place or with a set of premisses, and it goes on only to what
can be proven on their basis. If there are some truths that cannot be
reached from that starting place,® this method will limit the truth content
of the philosophy that results. Furthermore, it does not make rational sense
to restrict one’s philosophical method to proof only, once it has been ac-
knowledged that the view is not built upon certain and unalterable founda-
tions anyway. Since the nonfoundationalist begins at a place that has not
been proven or absolutely established, then since it is permissible to accept
some things that have not been absolutely proven, why cannot one accept
other such things as well?

Why might someone require that philosophical views be accepted only if
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they are provable from the starting place P? That requirement does not
guarantee the truth of the resulting views, for P itself may not be true. It is
true that the method of proof does guarantee that one will not add new in-
dependent falsehoods to one’s views (although it does allow the addition of
new false beliefs that are based, in part, upon falsehoods that P currently
accepts). However, we also must notice that the restrictive nature of the
method of proof may prevent one from eliminating some falsehoods cur-
rently residing within P, which the use of certain nondeductive methods
might enable one to discard. For a nondeductive method might allow one,
starting from P, to reach some new propositions that would be incompati-
ble with those particular falsehoods within P, thereby prompting one to
eliminate those falsehoods from one’s current view. Through the nonde-
ductive methods, P gets transformed by adding propositions to it and then
by subtracting those (false) propositions that are incompatible with the
new ones; thus a new view arises. Requiring that philosophers proceed only
by the method of proof makes it impossible to eliminate falsehoods in this
way. The method of proof is not as unalloyed a friend of truth as might
have appeared.

An alternative method, the one I follow here, consists in a series of phil-
osophical forays. Start at your current position P, and consider what is
plausible, illuminating, intellectually interesting, and supported by reasons,
given P. (These reasons should have weight but they need not be conclu-
sive.) Finding something that is such, suppose that it is true and then con-
sider what is plausible, illuminating, intellectually interesting, and sup-
ported by reasons, in its light in turn. Finding another thing that is such,
consider what is plausible . . . And so on. This method does not mark out
one unique path. Different things will be plausible, illuminating, intellectu-
ally interesting, and supported by reasons, given P, and these different
things are not identical or perhaps even compatible with each other. As-
suming one of these things, still further different things will be plausible, il-
luminating, intellectually interesting, and supported by reasons, given it,
and these further things too are not identical or perhaps even compatible.
So the proposed method will explore, or allow the exploration of, different
pathways.

By following this method as outlined, we may eventually arrive at con-
sidering a view that is not plausible on the basis of the starting position P.
(For the relation “X is plausible given Y” is not a transitive relation.) Should
we limit the extent of our philosophical method only to what is plausible
given our initial starting point? Some will indeed want to stop there. But I
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suggest that plausibility (from the standpoint of the initial position) should
not be a constraint on exploration, so long as we follow a chain of reason-
ing of the sort described, and continue to reach something that is illumi-
nating and intellectually interesting given P. No doubt, in seeking philo-
sophical interest and illumination, we will want especially to explore the
most plausible of the intellectually interesting and illuminating views.”

We should, however, limit the range of our forays to what is philosophi-
cally interesting and illuminating given our current position P. (This con-
stitutes a limit because the relation “X is philosophically interesting and il-
luminating given Y” is not transitive, and so a chain of such connections
can reach something that is not philosophically interesting and illuminating
in relation to the starting point.) Of course, if we come to accept some of
these new things (and aren’t simply exploring them), then what is our cur-
rent position will change from P to some new P’. Thereupon, what we foray
into also will change. The domain of forays will both get extended and get
restricted—extended, in that new things will be interesting and illuminat-
ing given P’ that previously were not; restricted, in that some once interest-
ing and illuminating views no longer will be so, given P'.

A comparison to physics is apropos. Physicists use nonrigorous messy
mathematics for extended periods in order to make fast, fruitful, and prom-
ising progress on the problems that concern them. (Recall the state of the
calculus before Weierstrass, and the path to renormalization methods in
quantum field theory.) They are content to leave the task of cleaning up
their methods to the mathematicians who follow in their wake. At present,
string theorists explore many varieties of string theory, and just now they
are beginning to peek at ways of unifying these in M-theory. They find in-
teresting consequences (the theory yields gravity in a very natural way),
they explore constraints such as supersymmetry for their fruitful conse-
quences (without any very strong evidence that these constraints hold),
they investigate the properties of a theory they have only sketched but not
yet explicitly stated (in that some of its properties are known but the equa-
tions of the theory are not), and they use methods of approximation (per-
turbation theory) to get some grip on the consequences of the theory (and
put little weight on the areas where they know these methods are greatly off
the mark). All this theoretical effort, without coming close (at present) to
touching down on particular empirical data or experiments. (Since string
theory is currently the most exciting area of metaphysics, I return to it in
Chapter 3.)

Although arriving at a range of new and philosophically interesting and
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illuminating theories is intellectually quite exciting, the mark of significant
philosophical progress occurs when some of the different positions that the
forays have managed to reach begin, not just to reside alongside each other,
but to combine, integrate, and knit together to yield a new, illuminating,
and interesting structure.

Even this outcome, of course, does not prove that one is on the right
track, but it does make it more probable. For one cannot automatically al-
ways get some such group of separately illuminating and interesting pieces
to knit together into a resulting structure that also illuminates these pieces
and perhaps some new things as well. Such a series of disciplined philo-
sophical forays would constitute what Imre Lakatos has termed a “progres-
sive research program,” if it continues to reach new illuminating positions
that knit together into an interesting structure, especially if this structure
fruitfully suggests, or provides a platform for, further forays that reach still
further positions that satisfy these criteria.’

“But should we believe the results of this kind of philosophy?” This mode
of philosophy is not designed to induce belief in something or the accep-
tance of it as true (beyond the belief that the theory is illuminating and
interesting). Belief may eventually result if the view is plausible and best ex-
plains or unifies various things. Yet the philosophy, or that particular path-
way to it, is not shown to be unsuccessful when it does not lead to belief
(and this, not just because this method’s other pathways might themselves
lead to belief). Belief is not the only coin of the philosophical realm. There
are new classifications and analyses and understandings, and there is the
process of intellectual openness itself. Ones that do not eventuate in belief
may get fulfilled in other ways. Aquinas led to Dante.

A philosophy’s process may continue to hold intellectual interest because
of its new methods of foray, its new ways of applying old methods, and its
imagination and its daring. Future thinkers might be spurred to find ana-
logues of these characters to fit their new intellectual situation. Twenty-five
hundred years later, we still find reading Plato exciting—not for his results.

When [ held earlier that there are no fixed philosophical points, I meant
that there are no fixed philosophical concepts either. Yet certain concepts
seem central, and locked into apparently immovable place by other con-
cepts that they organize; they seem guaranteed to apply fruitfully. Evolu-
tionary psychologists speak of an innate predisposition within us to under-
stand and explain the world through certain categories and “theories,” for
instance, that the world consists of continuously moving physical objects,
and that beliefs and desires propel other people’s behavior and our own ac-
tions as well.
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An evolutionary account of some of our fundamental concepts is both
reassuring and upsetting. It is reassuring in that it holds that these concepts
had enough of a grip upon the world that they aided reproductive success
and were selected for. They must have got something right. Yet this selec-
tion does not guarantee their complete accuracy. The spatial concepts of
Euclidean geometry were good enough to guide us practically, yet we now
know that they are not, strictly speaking, accurately applicable to the world.
So, when we see the world through an evolutionarily instilled conceptual
structure, do we thereby know the way the world really is? Do we know the
world—to use Kantian terminology—as it is in ifself?

Since the time of Aristotle, philosophers have delineated and utilized
fundamental categories of understanding: form, content, substance, prop-
erty, causality, object, belief, desire, space, time, objectivity, truth. Some
philosophers hold these categories to be inescapable, and necessarily accu-
rate of the world. Kant retreated to saying that they necessarily apply to the
world as we structure and represent it—they apply to appearances rather
than to things in themselves.! More recently, some philosophers have rein-
stated the authority and validity of some of these traditional concepts on
the basis of the intuitions that structure their philosophy; they treat these
intuitions as data to which a philosophical theory must conform. However,
an evolutionary explanation of these concepts undercuts their unquestion-
able authority, along with that of any intuitions they bring in their wake.
No secure basis for a philosophical theory there!

One piece of the objective world, a piece that is instilled in our heads by
evolution, is our theory of that world, and this theory is not necessarily
strictly accurate. If someone questions a part of that theory, even calling
into question the applicability of its basic categories, it is not sufficient, or
appropriate, for philosophers to quickly argue the contrary position in a
way that presupposes the valid application of these very concepts or of
closely associated ones. Or to react in outrage, even when what is ques-
tioned are such central notions as objective truth, objective inquiry, and ra-
tionality.

Not even the applicability of the notions of belief and desire can be taken
for granted. Two philosophers, Paul and Patricia Churchland, have recently
claimed that these categories of “folk psychology” are seriously inadequate
and will be replaced by the explanatory concepts of a developed neurosci-
ence. Many philosophers have reacted to this view as earlier generations did
to atheists, recoiling from their denial of the existence of sacred things. The
denial of the folk-psychological categories might be incorrect, but it is not
beyond the pale of possibility.
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A philosopher should be open to radically different intriguing concep-
tual possibilities. At the least, their investigation will lead to deeper insight
into the conceptual structure we find ourselves inhabiting or being inhab-
ited by. Too often, philosophers insist that things must be a certain way, and
they make it their business to close off possibilities. “Damn braces. Bless
relaxes.”"!

It is a commonplace that advances in physics have radically overturned
our evolutionarily instilled theories and concepts, and our common-sense
theories. Space is not Euclidean, simultaneity is not absolute, the world is
not deterministic, quantum events stand in (an ill-understood) relation to
their being observed, and they also can have nonlocal correlates that are not
mediated by intervening processes. Such an overturning of our traditional
concepts can be disquieting and disconcerting. People go to great lengths to
avoid this.

An instance is David Bohm’s formulation of quantum mechanics, which
has won some adherents among philosophers but few among physicists.'?
Bohm’s theory is deterministic, particles have definite positions and trajec-
tories, the wave function of the system refers to an existent entity that de-
termines how the particles behave, there is no collapse of the wave function,
and (as John Bell has emphasized) the theory does not require reference to
an observer and it offers a homogeneous account of the physical world that
is not bifurcated into a quantum part and a classical part. However, accord-
ing to Bohm’s view “the fundamental laws of the world are cooked up in
such a way as to systematically mislead us about themselves . . . [the theory]
recounts the unfolding of a perverse and gigantic conspiracy to make the
world appear to be quantum-mechanical.”"

Bohmian mechanics is a far more complicated theory than orthodox
quantum mechanics. It is interesting that this deterministic theory of ob-
jective existents can be formulated. But what do we learn from that fact? At
the beginning of the twentieth century, Henri Poincaré said that since the
simplest geometry for space was Euclidean, and since all other facts could
be assimilated into the Euclidean framework by complicating the (theories
of) physics, Euclidean geometry was unassailable. It could not rationally be
given up. Simplicity was important, others agreed, but the important sim-
plicity was that of the overall theory, not just of one theoretical component,
even if that one component is as large and extensive as geometry. If the
greatest overall simplicity of geometry + physics can best be achieved by
including a non-Euclidean geometry, then that more complex geometrical
component will be included in the interests of the simplicity of our overall



