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Chapter 1.
What Is Philosophy?

A. Defining “Philosophy”

A straightforward definition of philosophy would surely prove helpful at the
outset, but the term is not easy to define. For Socrates and his Greek
contemporaries, philosophy was, quite literally, “the love of wisdom.” Others describe
philosophy as “a rigorous attempt to understand’or “a persistent and organized
attempt to see life steadily and see it whole.” There is little agreement on a plain and
simple definition that will satisfy everyone. Some regasrd philosophy as the name for
a subject area of study; some prefer to use the term fo identify an individual's
general approach to life; others see philosophy as the identification of the
presuppositions and assumptions underlying a subject matter (for example the
philosophy of science, the philosophy of history, and so forth); still others think of
philosophy as a set of techniques to clarify the way language is used.

A clear and cogent answer to the question “What is philosophy?" might
reasonably be deferred until one has had an opportunity to see what philosophers do
and hear what they have to say .In the meantime, it can be proposed, tentatively,
that philosophy 1s an activity undertaken by human beings who are deeply
concerned about who they are and what everything means, and that a philosopher is
a person who perceives in some measure the ways in which the various experiences
and awareness of existence form a pattern of meaning. This is the broad and
inclusive definition of philosophy that sets the framework for the subject matter of
this book. In this light, philosophy is more than a purely technical enterprise of
analyzing words, concepts, and logical thought processes. It is more than a peculiar
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game played by academic specialists. Rather, philosophy, without apology, forcefully
directs attention to the relentiess efforts of human beings to achieve an organized
view of themselves and the universe in which they live. At its most inclusive,
philosophy s as broad as life and as deep as human understanding.

B. The Fields of Philosophy

One way to approach philosophy is to describe the several branches that have
emerged as the traditional fields of study in the discipline. Each of three
well-established areas of philosophical study is identified by the major question it
asks: How do we know? What is real? What is good, right, or beautiful? Labels have
been assigned to these broad areas of philosophical investigation. A simple diagram
shows how the study has been divided.

Epistemology: Metaphysics:

How Do We Know? | What Is Real?

Axiology
(Values):

What is Good, Right, or Beautiful?

The question “How do we know?" is the central focus in the field of



philosophical activity known as epistemology. Analyses and speculations in this field
of endeavor result typically in theories of knowledge. Epistemology is characterized
by attempts to deal with the age-old problems of explaining how it is possible for
human beings to know anything and what opportunities and limits accompany the
human effort to explain or understand. Epistemologists seek fo clarify and refine the
process of knowing. Closely related to epistemology are the study areas of truth
logic, and perception.

The question ‘What is real?" is the pnme concern of those in the field of
metaphysics. What truly exists and how what exists is ordered or organized are
characteristic problems that metaphysicians try to solve. Some of the classic efforts
of philosophers have been directed toward the identification of the underlying or
basic nature of the world. Another activity of metaphysicians has been fo elucidate
the quality of the primordial substance — s it spirit, or energy, or particles, or
timeless matter? Early Greek philosophers were tantalized by the challenge to name
and describe the original and indivisible “stuff” of the universe.

The questions “What is good?” “What is right?” and “What is beautiful?” are
dealt with in the area of axiology. In this field philosophers wrestle with their
concerns over what “should” or “ought” to prevail in the world. That is, they are
dealing with the nature and application of values. Discussions of values that
determine good and bad in human conduct are the concern of ethics. Discussions of
values that determine what is artistic or beautiful are concern of esthetics. Axiology
ranges over a wide landscape of philosophical problems, but it usually touches
heavily on issues relating to the good person, the good society, and the good life.
Social systems, political arrangements, and moral codes are typical concems of the
philosophical realm surveyed by the axiologist.

The division of philosophy into distinct fields is only a simplifying device. The
lines of demarcation are not sacred, and they are not inviolate. For example, what a
person knows may be linked irrevocably to what is assumed to be real. What a
person believes to be good may depend on what that person thinks he or she knows.
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Some of the most famous philosophers over the years have been those who
undertook fo connect in a grand synthesis their interlocking views on epistemology,
metaphysics, and axiology. The problem for the student may be simply a matter of
where it is most reasonable to start.

As the chapters to follow will demonstrate, philosophers do become involved
with an exceedingly wide range of topics and concerns. That they do so, however,
does not mean that the philosophical perspective is exactly the same as the
perspective of other studies. For example, philosophy shares with science and
religion an interest in and concern about the world and the meaning of human life.
But there are some differences in the aims and the approaches of these three
important disciplines.

Science has much in common with philosophy. Both exhibit a passion for truth,
and both emerge from an inquiring and reflective attitude. Scientists, however, focus
their attention on limited fields of interest where they attempt to describe particular
facets of the world so that the world may be interpreted in systematic terms. The
sciences describe, predict, experiment, and ultimately try to provide comprehensive
theories that fit and explain factual observations. Philosophy may use the descriptive
materials and the theories of science to enhance or support a position, but
philosophy goes further by constantly challenging the basic assumptions of sclence
and by forever asking questions about the underlying nature, meaning, and
possibilities of things.

It has been said that religion begins at the point where a person moves beyond
philosophical speculation into the arena of personal commitment and action. Religion
is more than a knowledge or understanding of something; it implies the response of
a person’s whole being to that on which he or she feels dependent. Religion stresses
faith, devotion, and worship. In confrast, the emphasis in philosophy is on
understanding and wisdom. The study of philosophy, then, because of the kinds of
questions it raises, may help people build their religious convictions on foundations
that are intellectually mature and defensible, but the goal of philosophy is not
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