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PREFACE 

 This book is my attempt to familiarize individuals of diverse backgrounds, 

interests and ages with basic philosophical topics and considerations, as well as 

to acquaint readers with significant personalities in the historical development of 

philosophical thought in an informative and practical manner.  My aim is to retell 

in a simple manner the story of how the most prominent philosophers of 

philosophical history have addressed certain of the primary philosophic questions 

of life.  I do so because many today asking the same questions are unaware that 

these have been asked in centuries gone by and because there continues to be 

an unawareness of how these questions have been addressed by the 

philosophers of days gone by.  The reality is that, despite technological and 

scientific advancements, the human condition and the questions, struggles and 

curiosities emerging from that condition have changed little since the era of the 

pre-Socratics, and likely the dawn of humankind. We are likely unaware of the 

extent to which the questions of the past remain the questions of our own day.   

 My goal in the present work is twofold. First, I want to introduce the 

material of philosophy in an introductory manner. Consequently, the book is 

aimed at students and general readers who have an interest in philosophy but 

who have minimal awareness of philosophical thinking, language, topics, and 

history.  

 Second, it is also my desire that the material contained in the book be 

presented in such a manner that its readers be inspired to examine the topics of 

philosophy in a more in-depth fashion and that through the material cited these 

readers will be provided with resources for further investigation into the varied 

sub-discipline of philosophy.  

 There are a variety of challenges which the student of philosophy must 

bear in mind. We turn now to a consideration of certain of those.  
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CHALLENGES 

 My work as an instructor to over 400 students per semester on average 

has taught me that most students in particular have some awareness of other 

disciplines of study such as History, English, Geography, Mathematics, and are 

familiar with the central issues related to those disciplines.  The study of 

philosophy is quite different, however.  The student of philosophy is inevitably 

confronted by a variety of challenges. 

 

The Challenge of Philosophical Method 

 Individuals often lack awareness of the philosophical method.  Whereas 

instructors and professors other disciplines are confronted with the obstacle of 

familiarity that must be gradually and somewhat patiently corrected, the 

challenge for the instructor in philosophy is somewhat different, not the least of 

which is the nascent philosophy student’s unawareness of the methods of 

philosophy.  This writer was reminded of this recently in a conversation with a 

new acquaintance who, when he discovered that I teach philosophy, commented 

that while in undergraduate school he had signed up for a course in Logic since 

in his mind he was a logical person.  Much to his surprise, however, a course in 

Logic is quite different than what constitutes being a logical person.   

 

The Challenge of the Nature of Philosophy 

 Another challenge to the new student of philosophy is the nature of 

philosophy as a discipline of doubt.  Many students of philosophy enroll in the 

course of study to find that their are often firmly entrenched presuppositions 

undermined.  Complicating this dilemma further is the student’s reluctance to 

have these firmly adhered to conclusions challenged. In addition, does not 

hesitate to challenge other disciplines and to challenge those disciplines to 

present rational bases for their respective conclusions.  These disciplines include 

such sacrosanct areas as science, law, and even religion.  The nature of 

philosophy is that of a discipline of doubt and as such it calls into question not 
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only the conclusions but also the presuppositions, which lie at the basis of these 

other areas of study. Properly done, philosophy is satisfied however simply to 

have challenged these areas and to have caused them to present rational 

defenses of their conclusions, even if those conclusions are ones maintained 

from the outset of the confrontation with philosophy.   

 

The Challenge of Historical Development  

 Most students of the discipline are also unaware of the significant 

historical development of philosophical thought and the implications of historical 

context for philosophical proposals. Usually, attention is focused upon the great 

philosophers of the Socratic era who provided much of the foundation upon 

which the edifice of philosophy has been constructed.  Consequently medieval 

philosophy is greatly ignored and even in some instances avoided. Regarding the 

time of its existence, medieval philosophy roughly covers the era from the fall of 

the Roman Empire to the period of the Renaissance. During this time, every 

important philosopher was an ecclesiastic. Consequently, some eschews the 

study of medieval philosophy since the conclusion of many is that the allegiance 

to religion was so great by the medieval ecclesiastic philosophers that the 

genuine search for truth was sacrificed as a result. In short, philosophical purity 

is said to have been compromised with religious agendas. It is said of medieval 

philosophy that it spent much of its time defending what was already believed by 

the philosophers of the era rather than being actually engaged in the search for 

truth.  Knowledge of such historical eras as this and their impact on philosophy is 

highly significant for the student of philosophy. 

 

Stylistic Challenges 

 Students of philosophy also encounter stylistic challenges in the discipline.  

Further complicating a reader’s ambivalence to take on philosophical material is 

the reality that many works in the discipline are poorly written on the one hand 

and on the other hand are written by so-called experts in the field.  
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Consequently, the university student in an Introduction to Philosophy course is 

introduced to the discipline with a sink or swim instructional methodology.  

Further complicating this scenario is the reality that we philosophy instructors 

with our own often less than motivational manner and mode constitute the 

albatross like weight around the student’s neck. 

 

THE STRUCTURE 

 The structure of the book is intentional.  I contend that the preliminary 

question of philosophy concerns the epistemologic question of how we know 

since it is only by knowledge that we can address questions concerning the 

nature of the reality in which we find ourselves (metaphysics).  Only after having 

arrived at an adequate understanding of these two preliminary questions, the 

questions of epistemology and metaphysics, can we address the matter of how 

we should conduct our lives, the ethical question of philosophy.   

 Emerging from the consideration of the ethical is the question concerning 

how we should relate to others in society at large and other questions of social 

and political philosophy. We are then confronted with the consideration of the 

existence of the Transcendent and the attendant philosophical problems 

associated with the Philosophy of Religion.  Following closely on the heals of the 

Philosophy of Religion is the Philosophy of Science.  An additional area of 

concern in the realm of Aesthetics is the Philosophy of Art.  Finally, African and 

African Sage Philosophy is considered in an effort to acknowledge, enhance 

knowledge of, and expand the appreciation the postmodern context of 

contemporary philosophical speculation.  

 The work concludes with a consideration of the question of meaning in 

life.  In this material we explore varied proposals regarding whether or not life 

actually holds meaning and significance, and further, if it does do so, then how 

we might go about discovering that meaning.  
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 With this general structure in mind, let’s explore in greater detail the 

concerns related to each topic under consideration.   

 

Chapter 1 

 Chapter 1 is devoted to epistemology and explores theories regarding the 

nature of knowledge by focusing upon central personalities in the history of 

philosophy and by examining both the methodologies utilized by these 

individuals, as well as the conclusions at which they arrived concerning how 

knowledge is acquired.  

 

Chapter 2 

 Chapter 2 explores the nature of reality (metaphysics) while moving 

beyond the consideration of the physical world and exploring the historical 

development of metaphysical contemplation from the era of the pre-Socratics to 

modern-day metaphysical speculation, examining specific areas of concern such 

as the nature of the self, personal freedom and does life have meaning?  

 

Chapter 3 

 Chapter 3 is devoted to the Philosophy of Religion and examines the 

relationship of faith and reason and the paradigms typically used in an effort to 

demonstrate how the divergent and oft competing areas of philosophy and 

religion might be reconciled. In addition, the chapter considers the rational 

arguments for the existence of God, arguments from such personalities as Marx, 

Freud and Feuerbach, as to why people, at least in their conclusions, choose 

incorrectly to believe in God and the chapter also summarizes proposed 

approaches to the issue of evil and suffering as related to the existence of God. 

 

Chapter 4 

Chapter 4 considers the nature of ethics and morality by examining 

central ethical theories and the personalities advancing those theories as well as 
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devoting attention to the issue of applied ethics including ethical contemplation 

of the topics of abortion, capital punishment and animal rights.  In addition the 

chapter explores the question concerning the relationship of ethics and religion 

as well as giving consideration to the implications of evolution for ethics.  

 

Chapter 5 

Chapter 5 examines the central questions of political philosophy, such as 

are we naturally political, is civil society artificial or necessary, legitimate and 

illegitimate authority, the role of the state by examining primary classical 

categories on the political spectrum such as classic conservatism, classic 

liberalism, authoritarianism and libertarianism by examining the conclusions of 

central philosophic personalities such as Plato, Aristotle, Thomas Hobbes, John 

Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau. 

 

Chapter 6  

 Chapter 6 examines the Philosophy of Science devoting attention to the 

issues related to the scientific claim of objectivity, as well as those factors that 

might detract from such objectivity.  The problem of scientific objectivity is 

central to any philosophical consideration of the work of science. Indeed science 

and the scientist seems to tout its supposed objectivity but, as we shall see, 

there are questions regarding the conscious and subconscious variables which 

might serve to skew this supposed objectivity. In addition, the work of Aristotle 

and Francis Bacon and their respective contributions to scientific method are 

examined.  

 

Chapter 7 

 Chapter 7 turns attention to the Philosophy of Art, considering the nature 

of Art, what is beauty, is beauty subjective or objective, what is the relationship 

between art and the realities that it attempts to depict.  In addition, a variety of 
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theories regarding the role of art are briefly examined such as those of Plato, 

Aristotle, Marx, Freud, Neo-Platonism and Tolstoy’s Religious Defense of Art. 

 

Chapter 8 

 Chapter 8 presents a study of the increasingly significant area of African 

Philosophy and will address African Philosophy as an emerging area of study, as 

well as the central themes of African Philosophy including supernaturalism, which 

embraces the study of God and other spiritual Ontology’s in the context of 

African Philosophy; the relationship of personhood and communitarianism 

specifically with regard to nature of the good life in African Philosophical/Ethical 

Tradition; political ideas as related to the concept of chief-ship, traditional 

political authority, political morality and the nature of democracy as related to 

African Philosophy.  

 
Chapter 9 

 Chapter 9 is devoted to the question of whether it is possible to find 

meaning in life. Some philosophers contend that the reason the question of 

meaning and purpose in life seems far to difficult to answer is that the question 

in itself is a futile one. Nevertheless, we all seek meaning in life, at least in some 

fashion and the material examined in this chapter explore various responses to 

the question of life’s purpose and meaning.   

 

Chapter 10 

 Chapter 10 is a summary of topics and a review of selected conclusions 

reached in the previous chapters. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 What is philosophy?  The question is an extremely difficult one.  The 

actual word “philosophy” may be literally analyzed in an effort to arrive at a 

definition of the study of philosophy.  The word is originates from a compound 

word.  The first portion of the word is derived from the Greek term phileo which 

means love. The second portion of the word originates from the word sophia 

which means wisdom. Combined the word philosophy or philo-sophia means the 

“love of wisdom.” Philosophy is literally the love of wisdom.  But this answer to 

the question, what is philosophy, only leads to further questions. 

 

THE PHILOSOPHICAL TASK 

 The study of philosophy can be considered from a variety of perspectives.  

The word philosophy for some may denote a less structured and less formal 

contemplation of life and life’s most profound questions such as what is the 

meaning of life? Is there a God? Why do people choose to believe that God 

exists? How do we know right or wrong? What is the nature of Truth? What is 

ultimate reality?  How can I know that the manner in which I perceive the 

external world is actually the manner in which the external world exists?  These 

and other questions can be considered in a less formal sense.  Consequently 

philosophy may be understood to refer to an individual’s general outlook toward 

life.  In this sense, it may be said that most individuals truly are philosophers. 

 The word philosophy may also be understood in a more formal sense or 

as a structured discipline.  Like any other structured discipline whether law, 

science, religion or history there are methodologies and rules that guide one’s 

consideration of a topic.  These methods must be honored or at least respected 

if one is to begin to consider herself to be a philosopher.  Two of the most 

distinctive aspects of philosophy in the formal sense are the dependence of 

philosophy upon reason and logic.  These two aspects of the formal discipline of 

philosophy represent different sides of one coin.   



 15 

 Philosophy, as a formal discipline, is based upon reason or rationality.  But 

what is meant by reason?  No doubt, reams of paper and gallons of ink may be 

used in an effort to answer the question. Philosophers speak of practical reason 

and theoretical reason.  Practical reason is defined as “the capacity for argument 

or demonstrative inference, considered in its application to the task of 

prescribing or selecting behavior.” (“Practical Reason” in  The Cambridge 

Dictionary of Philosophy, 728)  Theoretical reason is “a faculty or capacity whose 

province is theoretical knowledge or inquiry” and “more broadly, the faculty 

concerned with ascertaining truth of any kind.” (Theoretical Reason” in The 

Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 912).   

 The opposite side of the coin of philosophic methodology speaks of logic.  

Again, what is logic? Logic originated with the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle 

and can be defined as “the science of valid inference” which is used “to clarify 

the relationships of ideas.”  (James L. Christian, Philosophy: An Introduction to 

the Art of Wondering. 10 ed.  United States: Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 

2007), 40) Logic exists in two forms: deductive and inductive but the 

consideration of these is beyond the scope of our study at this point and will be 

considered in subsequent material.  Central to this definition of logic are the 

terms valid inference.  What constitutes a valid inference?   

 We can consider the last question through ponderings regarding  the 

existence of God.  Most everyone at some point and time has asked, “Is there a 

God?”  As a result of this question we ask, “Are there any evidences of the 

existence of God” and “Is there any rational reason to believe in the existence of 

God?”  At this point, I find that students frequently refer to a religious document 

as validation for belief in God.  But this is problematic, at least for the 

philosopher.  Remember that philosophic methodology strives to be based upon 

reason or rationality.  Religious documents, however, are documents of faith.  

Faith stands in contradistinction to reason.  As a philosopher or as a student of 

philosophy, I want to know if there are rational reasons by which I can arrive at 

the conclusion that there is a God.  Consequently, the citing of a religious 
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document or more specifically a biblical text as a basis for belief in God, while 

having its own place in and individuals worldview, is insufficient as a source of 

authority in philosophic inquiry regarding the existence of God.   As we will 

see in our chapter on the philosophy of religion, philosophers, rationally 

deliberating concerning the existence of God, have arrived at certain so-called 

rational arguments for the existence of God.  The cosmological argument argues 

for the existence of God on the basis of the law of causation. The teleological 

argument for God’s existence is based upon the intricacy of design in the 

cosmos. The ontological argument endorses the existence of God on the basis of 

argument by definition.  

  As we will see, each of these arguments is based upon what certain 

philosophers believed to be valid inferences leading to the rational belief in the 

existence of God.  However, it should be said that other philosophers, again 

through the use of valid inference, have pointed out the weaknesses in each of 

these arguments.  Other philosophers have called for belief in God through the 

use of practical reason, arguing for instance, that belief in God produces an 

individual of integrity, and therein lies a validation of the belief in God.  

Therefore, on the basis of pragmatism belief in God is justified. Again, such a 

conclusion is not without problems.  

 

MISCONCEPTIONS 

 Philosophy is also the victim of a variety of misconceptions.  Most who 

begin to read these words or who enroll in a class on philosophy begin with 

these misconceptions at either the conscious or subconscious level.  Let’s 

consider some of these. 

 

Misconception 1: Philosophy is only about abstractions rather than concrete 

realities. 

 We may believe that philosophy is about nothing more than abstractions 

rather than concrete realities.  As we have seen philosophy requires that we give 
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attention to the question of God’s existence – an abstraction.  But there are 

other abstractions which philosophy devotes great amounts of attention to, such 

as the question of the existence of the mind, the consideration of Truth, the 

existence of the soul, and the possibility of the afterlife.  It is true that 

philosophy does deal with abstractions but it is about much more.  Philosophic 

consideration must also give attention to the practical implications of our rational 

conclusions and in this sense philosophy does make a difference.   

 

Misconception 2: Philosophy is only about words and vocabulary. 

 Without a doubt, philosophy like any other discipline is concerned with 

words and vocabulary and in many instances has its own set of terms.  Like 

those disciplines, these are often terms that we do not use in everyday 

conversation.  Philosophy is about metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, morals, 

inductive reasoning, deductive reasoning, ontology, worldview and a seemingly 

inexhaustible laundry list of alien vocabulary.  So it is true that philosophy is 

about multi-syllabic words and difficult vocabulary but again on close 

examination these words are, in their essence, complicated ways of referring to 

considerations with which we are often already pragmatically familiar.    

 

Misconception 3: Philosophy is only about personal opinion. 

 Still others contend that philosophy is only about opinions.  Unfortunately, 

this is true is some instances. .  Like all other disciplines, philosophy has its 

advocates of preconceived notions who have arrived at those notions based not 

so much upon valid rational inference as upon some other agenda.  Admittedly 

certain individuals, and perhaps each of us at some time, engage in a sort of 

pseudo philosophic enterprise having the end in mind.  Again, however, such is 

not always the case.  There are those philosophers, such as Descartes, Spinoza, 

Leibniz, Locke, Berkeley and even Hume, who engaged in the philosophic task in 

pursuit of authentic rational conclusions based upon valid inferences.  We may 

disagree with their conclusions and those conclusions may have perceived flaws, 
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but their conclusions are nonetheless methodologically rational.  In other words, 

we can see how these philosophers arrived at them. 

 

ADDITIONAL CHALLENGES 

 In addition to these misconceptions there are other challenges to the 

student of philosophy, each of which poses a considerable yet sometimes 

unacknowledged factor of frustration to the study of philosophy. 

 

Philosophers as Writers   

 An additional unfortunate obstacle to the study of philosophy stems from 

the reality philosophers is a not always capable writer.  The inability of many 

philosophers to write clearly is further complicated by the terminology of 

philosophy and by the abstract nature of philosophy. Many philosophers are 

writing for a specific audience that, in many instances, consists of other 

philosophers who are already familiar with philosophical constructs, arguments, 

terminology and ideas.  Consequently, the so called philosophic outsider who 

picks up one of these writings in order to genuinely learn more about philosophy 

in general or about a particular philosopher is ostracized and discouraged from 

the outset 

 

Philosophy and Unrealistic Expectations   

 A final obstacle to philosophic inquiry centers upon the reality that many 

readers and students of philosophy have unrealistic expectations of philosophy.  

They begin a work or a class with the belief that philosophy will provide them 

with the final answers on the meaning of life, the nature of truth, the true 

political system or the final guide to ethical conduct.  In many instances, the 

reader or student is disappointed to find that philosophic inquiry often leads to 

more questions rather than ultimate solutions.  Perhaps it should be pointed out 

from the beginning that one of the primary tasks of philosophy is not so much to 

provide us with the final answers to life’s ultimate questions as it is to assist us in 
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knowing what questions to ask.  As a result, philosophy offers the potential to 

illuminate life’s issues and struggles. 

 

THE SUBSECTIONS OF PHILOSOPHY 

 Philosophy is divided among four areas of concern: epistemology, 

metaphysics, axiology and logic.  Each has its own distinctive concern. 

 Epistemology addresses the study of knowledge and entails questions 

such as what does it mean to know something, how is knowledge different from 

opinion, is knowledge innate or gained from life experiences.   

 Metaphysics addresses the study of ultimate reality and addresses a wide 

variety of questions such as what is a person, what is the difference between 

appearance and reality, are humans free or determined, is there a God, and does 

life have meaning.  

  Axiology is the study of values and focuses upon the questions of ethics 

or right (how do we determine right and wrong? Is morality contextual?), Social 

and Political Philosophy (Why do we have social and political obligations? Are 

humans political by nature? What are the strengths and weaknesses of various 

political systems) and Aesthetics (What is art? What is beauty?).   

 The final area of philosophic study is Logic, the study of reasoning.  The 

development of logical reasoning is attributed to Aristotle and centers upon 

questions such as how can one tell whether an argument is justified, believable 

or convincing). 

 

SUMMARY 

 The following material is intended not to be read passively, but to explore 

the dimensions of philosophic concerns and to further stimulate thought and 

critical analysis on these topics.  It is my hope that readers of philosophy in 

general and students of philosophy in particular will discover not only enjoyment 

but also personal existential enhancement for having read these pages. 
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CHAPTER 1: The Question of Knowledge 

  

 Our first consideration centers on the question, “How do I know?” This 

particular area of study is known as epistemology. The word epistemology 

derives from the Greek word episteme meaning "knowledge" and logos, meaning 

"rational explanation". Literally the term means "the rational explanation of 

knowledge".  Essentially the word means "the study of the nature of knowledge".  

(The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 2nd Ed, 273).  

 

JUSTIFIED TRUE BELIEF - KNOWLEDGE 

 As far back as Plato, philosophers have traditionally defined knowledge as 

true justified belief. A person is said to have knowledge when she has a justified 

true belief.  Yet it should be recognized that there are several types of 

knowledge. Consider the following statements: 

• I know the president of this university as a personal friend. 
• I know how to play the guitar. 
• I know that Austin is in Texas. 

 
 The first statement requires a personal knowledge of or acquaintance with 

what is being discussed. The second statement involves directly acquiring a skill. 

The third statement has to do with a statement of fact. The third statement is a 

statement of propositional knowledge, or “knowing that.” We are currently 

primarily concerned with propositional knowledge in this chapter.   

 But how do we know when we have “knowledge” as opposed to 

opinion or belief? Consider the following examples. In which of these scenarios 

does Eddy have knowledge? 

(1) Eddy believes that his wife’s birthday is today, but his wife’s birthday 
really is next week.  
(2) Eddy has no opinion about the date of his wife’s birthday and his 
wife’s birthday is today.  
(3) Eddy randomly throws a dart at the calendar while shouting “Doni” 
(his wife’s name) and the dart lands on today’s date and based on this 
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chance result Eddy decides that today is his wife’s birthday, and as a 
matter of fact, today is his wife’s birthday.  
(4) Eddy glances at his wife’s driver’s license and notices that today is her 
birthday. Eddy has no reason to believe that the date on his wife’s license 
is inaccurate. Based on these considerations, Eddy believes that today is 
his wife’s birthday. It is true that today is his wife’s birthday.  

 
 Remember, as previously indicated, philosophers, due to the influence of 

Plato, have typically defined knowledge as justified true belief.  Based upon this 

definition, in which of the four statements does Eddy have knowledge? Let’s 

consider each in light of these criteria.   

 In case 1, Eddy could not be said to have knowledge because his belief is 

false. But there is no such thing as false knowledge. This phrase (false 

knowledge) is inherently a contradiction in terms.  It is true that we can have a 

false belief and mistakenly think we have knowledge. This is why, when we find 

out our mistake, we say, “I thought I knew the answer to the question, but I 

guess I didn’t.”  

 In case 2, Eddy obviously does not have knowledge concerning his wife’s 

birthday because he has no beliefs about it whatsoever. Remember that belief is 

one of the criteria for the individual possessing knowledge.  

 In case 3, we have a statement that is different from the previous 2. Eddy 

believes today is his wife’s birthday and his belief happens to be true. 

Nevertheless, it is reasonable to conclude that he doesn’t really “know” this fact 

because his belief, though true, is not justified.  

 Remember we are not concerned with whether the statement is true, but 

whether Eddy possesses knowledge.  This is an important distinction. The first 

has to do more with metaphysics.  The second has to do with epistemology or 

knowledge.  Beliefs that are based on a lucky guess or a happenstance throw of 

a dart seem to fall short of what is required to have knowledge. This conclusion 

lacks some sort of reason or justification that would support his belief. The 

method that Eddy used in the above scenario could just as easily have led him to 

a false belief.   
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 Case 4 has all the necessary and sufficient conditions for knowledge. Eddy 

has a true, justified belief concerning his wife’s birthday. This should be obvious.   

 

Belief 

 If you have someone who has never thought about something or they 

have no stand on a particular issue or the individual lacks belief then there can 

be no knowledge regarding a particular matter. For example, if they do not have 

an opinion regarding the Battle of Hastings occurring in 1066 then there is a 

major problem with regard to knowledge. To know something signifies that you 

should at least believe it.  To know that the Battle of Hastings was fought in 

1066 or that Paris is in France requires that we at least believe that these things 

are the case.  Belief is, therefore, a necessary condition of knowledge.  

 

True 

 But belief by itself is not sufficient for knowledge. We can have beliefs 

about certain things which are completely unjustified and which are completely 

untrue. For instance, someone might believe that there is a snake in the corner 

of the room and there is no snake in the corner of the room. Regardless of how 

much one believes this to be so, this cannot be made to be so.  So, therefore, 

what needs to be added?  The obvious thing that needs to be added is truth. For 

your belief to be constituted as knowledge then it must be a true belief.  There 

cannot be an instance of someone having a belief that is false and, thereby, the 

individual knowing something. 

  

Justified 

 Beliefs also have to be justified in order to have knowledge.  For instance, 

let’s suppose that I say, “I am going to win the lottery tomorrow” and it turns 

out that this is true.  I actually do win the lottery tomorrow. Did I know that I 

would win the lottery tomorrow? No, I didn’t know that to be the case. I had no 

reason whatsoever to believe that I would win the lottery. I simply guessed.  I 
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liked the idea that I would win. I guessed that I would win and I did so.  But 

does that constitute knowledge?  No, not at all. I wasn’t justified in believing it. 

In order for me to have knowledge then I must have justification for believing it.  

These are necessary conditions in order for us to have knowledge. 

 So knowledge must have three different parts: truth, justification, and 

belief.  This is what is called an analytic truth.  Knowledge is true justified belief. 

This follows from the analysis of the concept of knowledge. We had to look at 

the concept and think about it and therefore we conclude that this is what the 

concept involves.  This is philosophical analysis.  This is the first thing to say 

about this matter of epistemology.   

 

Skepticism and Justification 

 The skeptic might ask: why do you believe that there is a bottle of water 

in front of you? Taking something to be the truth, or belief, does not necessarily 

make it to be true.  The skeptic is focusing on the justification for our belief.  The 

skeptic is simply saying that our justification for knowledge is by no means 

watertight.   The skeptic responds to our supposed justification that we see a 

bottle of water in front of us by responding, “That isn’t a good justification 

because in a dream there could also appear be a bottle of water in front of you 

as well. So that is not a very good justification. It could simply be an illusion.” 

The skeptic seems to be saying that there is always a gap between justification 

and truth. 

 While this has important implications for religion and religious belief, the 

way philosophers understand this matter of knowledge is not just with regard to 

religion but also with regard to a wide variety of matters. For instance, I might 

believe that I am sitting in a lecture at this moment. I believe that I was 

watching television last night. I believe that I was exercising this morning.  I 

believe that I am sitting in front to f my computer typing this words at this very 

moment.  But the skeptic questions my justification for these conclusions.   
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Truth and Wishful Thinking 

 As we will see later in this chapter, truth must be externally and not 

internally validated.  There is such a thing as wishful thinking or wishful 

believing. We know that there are some people who can convince themselves of 

something being the case for no other reason other than they simply wish them 

to be true.  But this is problematic. I can’t say for instance I wish I were a great 

surgeon and therefore it becomes true. Beliefs must come passively from the 

world.  Beliefs can’t come from within myself.  I can’t simply decide to have a 

certain belief and it becomes true if I endorse it wholeheartedly.  

 In other words, I can’t decide to know.  I either know or I do not know.  

This depends on the external reality. I can decide to find out something but I 

cannot make it to be true.  It either is or it is not regardless of me. You can’t 

believe something and also at the same time belief that to be false.  Belief and 

truth are tied together.  Beliefs aim at the truth.  We can think that our beliefs 

are true but it turn out that this is not necessarily the case. This can be a false 

belief.  

 

Justification and Irrationality 

 What is it to have a justified belief? To have a justified belief is to have 

reasons for our belief.  We should be able to produce reasons for why we believe 

something.  We ask, what are your reasons for believing this to be the case.  For 

instance, If I challenge you and say, “That is an interesting belief which you 

hold. What are your reasons for holding it?” You then can’t respond simply by 

saying, “I simply believe it to be the case.”   

 Don’t there have to be reasons?  If there are no reasons then you are, 

therefore, irrational or unreasonable. We must be able to give the evidences for 

our beliefs.  If I am challenged, then I must give consideration to those 

challenges and if better reasons are provided for believing otherwise, then I 

must accept a new belief.  Beliefs do not just float around in my mind.   There 

must be justifications for my entitlement for a belief.  This rationality is all about, 
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the willingness to be open to counter arguments.  We are interested in justified 

solid reasoned beliefs.   

 To have knowledge requires that I have reasons for the knowledge or I 

need to be able to defend my belief.  This is part of intelligent rational discussion 

for something. Philosophy is largely concerned with finding reasons.  What are 

the reasons that can be given for or against something? This is what rationality is 

all about.  Philosophy is about arguments and reasons.   

 So we know that knowledge requires justification as well as belief. In 

order for me to have knowledge about something then I must be able to defend 

that knowledge or to provide reasons for that belief.   

 

Sufficient and Necessary Conditions 

 It should be pointed out now, however, that it is not altogether clear that 

these conditions are sufficient for knowledge. On the one hand they may be 

necessary, but are they sufficient for knowledge? Truth is a necessary condition. 

There is some question about belief. We might ask if animals have knowledge. A 

bird for instance may have knowledge of how to build its nest but does it have 

beliefs about how it is to build its nest?  This is interesting and debatable on a 

variety of points. But returning back to our conditions, justified true belief, these 

aren’t sufficient, while it is true that they are necessary. There seem to be 

situations in which we can satisfy these conditions and not satisfy the 

requirements of knowledge.  It seems that there is, therefore, a loophole in this 

analysis.  The loophole is interesting. Consider the following scenarios. 

 Suppose that my brother is about to visit me. Then you come to me and 

say that my brother is at the door. I say “Good.” As a result of your information 

to me I say I believe that my brother is at the door. Notice the following. I 

believe that my brother is at the door. Second, I am justified in believing this 

since he normally comes to me on this particular day at this particular time to 

visit me. In addition, you are a justified informant. When you tell me things I can 

rely on you. You do not lead me astray. I am justified in my belief that my 
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brother is at the door.  Suppose that you are lying to me however.  Whatever 

your reasons may be suppose that you are deceiving me. You have told me a lie 

and tried to deceive me.  I have therefore a belief, but it is false.  My belief is 

justified but it is a false belief.  There is really no problem thus far with the 

analysis.   

 But here is the wrinkle.  Suppose that it just so happens that at that time 

my brother showed up.  You were trying to deceive me and it happens that he 

showed up at just that time.  I have a belief and it is a true belief. It is a justified 

belief. He normally comes to see me at that time.  It is true that he is at the 

door. It is justified. Do I know however that my brother is at the door?  Not 

really.  It seems that in this instance I am just lucky so to speak. It is a lucky 

guess. I happened to get it right. It is an accident or a coincidence.  If it just so 

happened that it is true then I cannot KNOW that it is true.   

 Let’s consider another example.  Suppose that I see you driving a Porsche 

coming to work each day.  It is parked in the parking lot.  I say my colleague 

owns a Porsche.  I make this observation. It is a justified observation or belief. I 

see him driving Porsche each day. I believe he owns a Porsche.  Lets suppose 

that it is true that he owns a Porsche.  However there is a caveat.  He doesn’t 

own the Porsche I see him driving each day. He owns a different Porsche.  He 

borrows the one he drives into the parking lot each day.  I believed he owned a 

Porsche but it was false and he doesn’t own a Porsche at all.  It is true in a way I 

do not expect.   It was justified.  Truth is not satisfied however.  Suppose that 

colleague doesn’t own that Porsche but he owns a Porsche. The Porsche he 

owns is an old wreck.  He inherited it from his father. It sits in the garage. He 

owns a Porsche. I believe he owns one. This is true. But what makes this true is 

completely untrue.  My belief is true. He does own a Porsche. My belief is 

justified. I see him driving it each day. And I believe it.  But I do not KNOW it. 

Why do I not know it? Because it is only an accident that I am right.  My 

justification is unconnected to what makes the proposition true.  I don’t know 

despite the fact that these conditions are so.   
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 This has led to a variety of discussions but it shows that you can 

undertake the analysis and actually with enough ingenuity you can find that it is 

inadequate as an explanation.  In order for a belief to count as knowledge it 

can’t be accidentally true.  There must be some connection between justification 

and the truth.   

 These examples seem to say that there is a lack of connection between 

justification and belief the Porsche he actually owns plays no actual role in 

causing me to have the belief.  There is no connection between my belief that 

you are at the door of my home and your being at my door.  The two things are 

completely unrelated.   

 Put differently, it seems to be a matter of causation. The cause for making 

me to believe that you have a Porsche is not your actual Porsche, but my 

observing you driving a different Porsche. The cause for my believing that my 

brother is at the door is not the fact that my brother is actually at the door but 

your telling me that my brother is at the door.  This is problematic to the extent 

that the result is I do not actually have knowledge.  In other words there is no 

causal connection between the knowledge and the belief.  The fact that makes 

the belief true must cause the belief to be true.  However, there is another 

problem.  

 Suppose you are driving through the countryside. Observing objects such 

as hay, animals, barns, and homes. You form various beliefs about these objects. 

And everything is as it should be. Then, I go into a part of the country where 

everything in front of me is a fake. It is fake like a movie set. I am going along, 

there is tree, sheep, and a barn, but these things are all false. I belief them I 

have justification, but none are real at all. I have been driving for a while and 

suddenly I drive past a real barn.   

 I say to myself, “There is a barn.”  Let’s assume for the sake of argument 

that in this instance that this is true.  My belief is justified by the appearance of a 

barn. My belief is true. This is a real barn. It is true and it is justified but do I 

know there is a barn? No, this is only an accident I have just formed thousands 
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of false beliefs. In this one isolated case I am right and, therefore, I do not know 

that this is true.  But notice this: What makes my belief true actually does cause 

my belief in contradistinction to the foregoing illustrations.  The real barn in front 

of me causes me to believe it.  So we can’t say that it is sufficient for knowledge 

even when the fact that makes the belief true is a legitimate causal factor so to 

speak.  Here the belief is true, I am justified, but I still do not have knowledge.  

The issue centers on the causal connection, i.e. the barn that is a real barn.  It is 

an accident that i have reached the right conclusion.   

 So what is the point?  Things are a lot less straightforward than we might 

think when it comes to knowledge.  Knowledge involves truth, belief and 

justification as necessary conditions, but these do not constitute sufficient 

conditions for knowledge.   

 

THEORIES OF TRUTH 

 We come now to a consideration of the question, “What is Truth?”  

Philosophy is about fundamental truths, so we are compelled, therefore, to ask 

about the nature of truth.  What does it mean for something to be true? 

Understand that we are not asking which things are true, but we are asking 

about the very nature of truth itself.  What kind of theory of truth should we 

endorse?   

 Philosophers have been interested in the analysis of the concept of truth 

and in their discussion of the topic three basic theories of truth have emerged. 

These are: the coherence theory, the pragmatic theory, and the correspondence 

theory.  Let’s examine each of these theories in an effort to discover which is the 

more reliable theory.   

 

The Coherence Theory 

 The coherence theory of truth says that something is true if it coheres 

with an individuals total belief system. Each individual has a set of beliefs about 
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a set of subjects.  According to the coherence theory of truth, a particular belief 

is true if it fits with the individuals other beliefs.   

 Suppose you say, “Windsurfing is a very dangerous activity.”  Then 

suppose that I am a windsurfer and I do not believe that windsurfing is 

dangerous.  You are not a windsurfer and I am.  You have no knowledge of 

windsurfing and you have concluded that it is indeed a dangerous activity.  I, 

conversely, have experience and knowledge of windsurfing and have concluded 

quite to the contrary.  However, your belief that windsurfing is a dangerous 

activity fits in with your total belief system while my belief that windsurfing is not 

a dangerous activity fits in with my total belief system. Therefore, according to 

the coherence theory of truth, whether windsurfing is a dangerous activity is 

dependent upon your complete web of beliefs.   

 This, consequently, leads to the conclusion that all truth is relative and 

therein lies a major problem with the coherence theory.  If this notion is correct, 

then there is no absolute, objective truth and all truth is subjective.   

 Second, consider the implication for the coherence theory of truth with 

regard to the totality of one’s belief system.  What makes my entire belief system 

true, if that is the means by which I am establishing whether an individual belief 

constitutes truth or not.  In short, there is no answer to this dilemma.  The belief 

system is true simply if it is a coherent system.  But, can’t we have an entire 

coherent set of beliefs that are actually false. They cohere.  They fit together. 

They form a nice unity.  But unfortunately they are false as a system.   

 Descartes was concerned that he could have a nice set of beliefs, all of 

which cohere perfectly and beautifully, but all of which is entirely false.  In other 

words, all beliefs might be consistent, but all be the part of one big dream and 

are, therefore, false.  What actually makes a belief true is that as a system it 

relates correctly to the external world, and not that it simply coheres as a 

system.  It may cohere systematically, and reflect no connection to the reality of 

the external world.   



 31 

 Third, the coherence theory confuses how I tell what is true with that of 

what being true is.  According to the theory, I can tell what is true by how 

consistently it fits or complies with my entire belief system. But this, in fact, tells 

me nothing about whether the belief is actually true.  In considering this point, 

consider a fictional novel.  The novel may cohere beautifully and perfectly.  The 

narrative may hang together well.  However, it is a fictional novel.  It is not true.  

The fact that it coheres does not require that it represent truth.   

 

The Pragmatic Theory 

 According to this theory, truth is utility.  If it works, then it is true.   If it is 

pragmatic, then it constitutes truth.  Suppose I believe that if I jump off a tall 

building, I will be injured.  If I abide by that belief, then I will not be injured.  If I 

do not abide by that belief, and then I will be injured.  This reflects the 

pragmatic theory of truth.  Put simply, if you rely on the truth, then it will 

enhance your well-being.  Truth is therefore to be understood as successful 

belief. In short, if a belief enhances your well-being, then it is to be regarded as 

truth. 

 This approach emerged from American pragmatism and especially in the 

work of William James.  It attempts to bring truth down from the Platonic 

heavens into the everyday life. Truth is, therefore, according to this theory, a 

very earthly and pragmatic reality.  But there are flaws in this theory as well.  

Let’s consider some of those. 

 First, is it always the case that when you believe something to be true 

then it is something that is useful or pragmatic?  Suppose you are living in a 

nation that is under the rule of a despot.  Believing in the laws established by the 

despot will enhance your well-being. If you disbelieve those beliefs, then you 

may be confronted by the secret police.  Endorsing the belief that you are living 

in a well-governed society is best for you, but believing what is true (that 

personal freedom is a social right, for instance)  is liable to be a problem.  

Consequently, you must conceal what you actually believe.  Believing that which 
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is false may also be beneficial to you, but that does not actually make your belief 

true.   

 Second, it is also true that beliefs cannot be willed.  I may believe that it 

is useful to believe something. But I can’t make myself believe something. The 

pragmatic theory makes the truth something that simply can be willed by the 

individual.  For instance, you see that a particular lifestyle works or is beneficial 

to you and to your family or to your health and you, therefore, are to be capable 

of willing yourself into believing that this sort of belief is true.   

 Third, the pragmatic theory also puts the cart before the horse, so to 

speak.  It advances the notion that there is a connection between truth and 

usefulness.  However, the theory lets usefulness establish the truth. In reality it 

is not that it is useful which makes it true, but that it is true that makes it useful.   

 Suppose once again that I believe that jumping off a tall building can be 

detrimental to my health and to my general well-being.  Is it my belief that 

makes that true? Or is it the fact that it is true which makes it beneficial to my 

well-being?  The fact that it is true is what makes this belief useful to me.  It is 

true regardless of whether I believe it to be true or not.  This belief represents 

the way things really are.   

 

The Correspondence Theory 

 This theory says that for a belief to be true is for it to represent how 

things really are in the world outside of me.  For instance, to believe that Paris is 

the capital of France is for me to endorse something that is actually outside of 

me and can be verified as true. For me to believe that jumping off a tall building 

will be detrimental to my well-being is to endorse something that is actually 

outside of me and is part of the external world, and can be either verified or not 

as truth.  In short, this theory of truth says that a belief is true when there is a 

correspondence between the belief and the external facts.   

 Consider that I believe that snow is white.  That belief, if it is actually 

true, must correspond with the facts.  Snow must actually be white.  I can 
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believe that snow is black, but that belief, no matter how strongly I believe it, 

does not make it to be true.  It must correspond with the facts of the external 

world.  Again, consider that I believe that there is a bottle of water in front of 

me.  What makes that to be true?  The thing that makes it to be true is that 

there must be a bottle of water in front of me.  The belief must correspond with 

the facts of the external world.  The correspondence theory of truth uses the 

external world as a verification of truth. Truth depends on the way that the world 

actually  is.   

 

Truth: Subjective or Objective? 

 We have looked at the three primary theories of truth.  The question now 

emerges as to the nature of truth as objective or subjective. Can things be true 

for me and not be true for you. Are some things true for westerners and not true 

for easterners?  Are something’s true for religious individuals and not true for 

non-religious individuals?   

 Consider the phrase that some individuals are increasingly prone to use 

today:  “This may not be true for you, but this is true for me.”  This refers to 

what the individual believes to be true. But remember that the issue here is not 

whether you believe it but whether it is actually true.  Remember, I may believe 

that snow is black but does that make it true?  I may believe that there is a 

bottle in front of me, but does that make it true?  I may believe that there is a 

God, but does that make it to be true?  I may believe, conversely, that there is 

not a God, but does that make it to be true?  I may believe that dogs purr and 

that cats bark but does that make these things to be true?  I may believe each of 

these things and I may believe these things very strongly, but this does not 

make it to be true.  You can believe one way and I can believe the other 

regarding these matters and are we both correct?  No.  The fact is that our 

beliefs must actually cohere with reality.  Remember, this is the correspondence 

theory of truth. Truth, therefore, may be said to be objective and not subjective. 
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Objective Truth and Intolerance 

 Some fear that the conclusion truth is objective will inevitably lead to 

intolerance.  However, we should understand the definition of toleration. 

Tolerance may be understood as tolerating people whose beliefs are not true. I 

am to be tolerant of you even if your beliefs are not true.  This is in fact what 

makes me to be tolerant.  I am tolerant when I tolerate you despite my 

contention that your belief is incorrect.  So, concluding that truth is objective 

does not actually require that we be intolerant. In short, toleration is rooted in 

differences. If there were no differences, then there would be no place for 

toleration. It is easy to tolerate those who agree with us and with whom we 

agree. In fact, this really may not be tolerance. Rather, tolerance is required in 

the presence of the reality of disagreement.    

 

Objective Truth and Ethical Truth  

 One final matter is of significance, and that is the matter of morality or 

ethics.  In our consideration of truth, we have been talking about factual truth. 

We have considered factual dilemmas, such as Paris being in France, snow being 

white, and a bottle of water sitting in front of us.  But someone may ask, “What 

about matters of morality and ethics?”  Are ethical values a matter of 

correspondence with some sort of external reality?  This is an outstanding 

question and one to which we will give attention when we examine ethics and 

morality.  It seems that the consideration of ethics and morality as regarding 

truth are unique and require, therefore, a different means of so called 

“verification”, if indeed the truths of these realms are verifiable at all. 

 

A LITTLE LOGIC 

 We now turn to a consideration of logic. At the risk of oversimplification 

two categories of knowledge have been cited in the history of philosophy since 

the 17th and 18th centuries.  During these periods the European Rationalists 

argued that knowledge is a priori, or before experience. After that period of time, 
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the British Empiricists argued that knowledge is a posteriori, or after experience.  

The European Rationalists included Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz, while the 

British Empiricists included Locke, Berkeley and Hume.  Immanuel Kant 

reconciled the two schools with his version of German Idealism.   

 This categorization of the Rationalists and Empiricists should be cautiously 

accepted.  The fact is that there were empiricist tendencies in the rationalists 

and conversely rationalistic tendencies in the empiricists as well.  This 

classification of philosophers under the headings of rationalism and rationalism 

may be said to be a result of Immanuel Kant’s “over-systematizing mind.”  (See 

Roger Scruton, Modern Philosophy: An Introduction and Survey, New York: 

Penguin Books, 1994, 31) 

 As we have seen, Plato defines knowledge in his dialogue entitled Meno, 

as a true belief with an account, logos, of rational explanation (i.e. justification). 

(Plato, Meno, 79e-86c. Trans. B. Jowett, in The Dialogues of Plato (Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1892), col. II pp. 39-47 cited in Cottingham,  Western Philosophy: An 

Anthology. 3).  The opening of this platonic dialogue presents Meno taunting 

Socrates for his role as a stingray or as a torpedo fish, paralyzing his victims by 

relentlessly attacking their confused and inconsistent beliefs. However the work 

ends by presenting Socrates in a more positive fashion, like that of a midwife 

who uses artful and systematic questions to draw our form the minds of his 

pupils the seeds of true and reliable knowledge.  

 According to the writing, Plato seems to be advancing the notion that 

from its own inner resources, the mind, suitably guided, can reach a genuine 

understanding of the truth. In other words, we have within us true thoughts, 

which only need to be awakened into knowledge by putting questions to it. The 

soul is immortal and as such it remembers or recollects truths it knew in a 

previous existence.  

 

Plato, Meno, and Knowledge 
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 In the Meno, the point is made through a detailed mathematical example.  

For Plato mathematical understanding is an example of the kinds of reliable 

knowledge that takes us beyond the unsatisfactory world of everyday 

experiences toward a realm of more permanent and sure truths. Thus, in Plato 

we find the basis for innate apriori knowledge.  (Cottingham, 3) This description 

is generally regarded as the first reference in the literature to refer to knowledge 

as justified true belief, which constitutes the basic definition of knowledge. 

Plato’s understanding of knowledge seems to be pretty direct at this point. But 

with his work entitled The Republic Plato seems to make a shift. He begins to 

describe the distinction between knowledge and belief in a somewhat more 

complex manner. He ties knowledge together with the nature of reality.  

 

Plato, The Republic and Knowledge 

 In The Republic, Plato gives an account of the true philosophers, the 

lovers of knowledge and wisdom. In the course of his discussion of the role of 

philosophers in relation to the state, Plato distinguishes between knowledge and 

opinion. Opinion is used in reference to objects of the everyday world in a 

qualified sense.  There is a certain ifness so to speak about opinion. Such is not 

the case with regard to knowledge. True knowledge is more stable and 

permanent and is related to what really is or to objects that count s beautiful or 

large or heavy in an unquestionable or unqualified manner. At this point Plato 

introduces his metaphysical notion of the Forms. The Forms are unchanging, 

absolute realities which are the true objects of pure understanding. For Plato, the 

objects of this world are mere reflections or shadows of ultimate reality in the 

world of the Forms.   

 

Aristotle and Knowledge 

 For Aristotle things are somewhat different, however, with regard to 

knowledge. Aristotle accepted the Platonic notion that what is known must have 

a certain stability and immunity from change and fluctuation and Aristotle 
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provides a normative framework for such knowledge and, for Aristotle, this 

normative framework consists of the following: It must proceed from self-evident 

premises or starting points and it must advance by rigorous logical steps from 

premises to conclusion.  The conclusion must derive from the premises and 

constitute the requirement of deductive validity. In other words, the conclusions 

must follow inevitably from the premises from which they are logically deduced. 

Aristotle thus developed the syllogism. The syllogism provided a pattern of 

testing the validity of an argument. An example of an Aristotelian syllogism is as 

follows: 

 P1: All A’s are B, 
 P 2: All B’s are C. 
 Conclusion: Therefore all A’s are C. 
 
 However it should be noted that validity alone does not constitute 

knowledge. For example, consider the following example: 

 P1: All planets are stars. 
 P2: All stars are square. 
 Conclusion: Therefore all planets are square. 
 
 The syllogism above constitutes a perfectly valid argument. The 

conclusion follows inevitably and logically from the premises. But the example is 

worthless as a contribution to scientific knowledge since the premises or starting 

points of the argument are false. Aristotle insists that what is required for 

deductive knowledge, in addition to logical validity, is that the starting points 

themselves must be evidently true. Plato argued that the mind has innate 

knowledge of certain self-evident truths. But, in contradistinction, Aristotle 

questions the suggestion that the starting points for knowledge have to be 

innate. Rather, Aristotle chose to stress the role of sensory perception in 

providing the basics of knowledge. Knowledge must involve going beyond 

particular instances and grasping universal truths, but this does not necessarily, 

according to Aristotle, imply the existence of abstract forms over and above 

particular objects and groups of objects.  
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 The psychologist studies how people think and the causes of people’s 

beliefs, whether their thinking is emotional or irrational. But the philosopher 

studies how we ought to think if we are to be rational and seeks to clarify the 

good reasons for holding a belief. The study of the principles for distinguishing 

correct from incorrect reasoning is the area of philosophy known as logic. Before 

proceeding to an examination of syllogisms it is best for us to establish some 

basic definitions. Logic is the study of the methods for evaluating arguments and 

reasons.  Deductive arguments are those in which it is claimed that the 

conclusion necessarily follows from the premises. Inductive arguments are those 

arguments in which it is claimed that the premises make the conclusions highly 

probable. A valid argument may be defined as an argument in which it is 

impossible for the premises to be true and the conclusion to be false. An invalid 

argument may be defined as an argument in which the truth of the conclusion 

fails to logically follow from the premises of the argument. An argument is said 

to be a sound argument when it is a valid argument with true premises. A strong 

argument is an inductive argument in which true premises would make the 

conclusion highly probable. A cogent argument is one in which a strong 

argument has true premises. An inference to the best explanation is a form of 

reasoning that tries to show that a particular theory is superior to all is a 

competitor and that it is therefore the one most likely to be true sometimes 

called abduction.  

 A good argument, whether it is a valid deductive argument or a strong 

inductive argument, establishes a “price” for rejecting the conclusion. In other 

words, if you believe the premises then you should believe the conclusion 

because it either logically follows from the premises or the premises show that it 

is most probably true. Therefore, if you reject the conclusion of a logical 

argument you can do so only by rejecting one or more of the premises. But in a 

good argument, it would be implausible to reject the premises.  

 In order to make our discussion of arguments more concrete, let’s analyze 

an actual philosophical argument. Consider the following argument for ethical 
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egoism. Ethical egoists claim that it is not wrong to be selfish. In fact, the ethical 

egoist will argue that it is only the only reasonable way to live. Ethical egoism is 

the claim that (a) if a person has a moral obligation to perform an action it is an 

action that will maxim that person’s own self-interest and (b) if an action will 

maxim a person’s own self-interest then that person has a moral obligation to 

perform that action. Here is an argument that is sometimes used to defend part 

(a) of the ethical egoists position: 

 

 1. If a person has a moral obligation to perform an action, he or she 
 must be able to do it. 
 2. If a person is able to do an action, that action will follow the laws of 
 human motivation. 
 3. So, if a person has a moral obligation to perform an action, that  action 
 will follows the law of human motivation.  
 4. If an action follows the laws of human motivation, it is an action  that 
 the person does to maximize his or her own self-interest.  
 5. Therefore, f a person has a moral obligation to perform an action, it 
 is an action that will maximize that person’s own self-interest. 
 
 First, let’s analyze the form of the argument. In other words, if the 

premises were true, how strongly would they support the conclusion? Premises 1 

and 2 logically imply statement 3. Together they constitute a valid argument 

form called hypothetical syllogism. Statements 3 and 4 logically imply statement 

5. They also form a valid argument, for they have the form of a hypothetical 

syllogism. Now we know the argument is valid. But are the premises true? 

 Premise 1 is a principle that most people accept. I cannot be morally 

obligated to do something that is impossible for me to do. Premise 2 states that 

for it to be possible for me to perform an action, it must be psychologically 

possible for me to do it (the action must follows the laws of human totivation0. 

For example, normal people cannot desire to maliciously harm someone whom 

they genuinely love. That response would violate human nature. So far, the 

premises we have examined seem plausible. Statement 3 logically follows from 
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the first two premises and becomes a premise that helps support statement 5, 

the final conclusion.  

 The really controversial premise is number 4. It states that any action we 

choose to perform is motivated by self-interest. Is that true? Statement 4 is a 

theory about human motivation known as psychological egoism. We can use 

some of our other criteria to evaluate the plausibility of this premise. How does it 

stand with respect to comprehensiveness? Does it ignore any areas of human 

experience? It seems to ignore the feelings of benevolence that people often 

have toward others. For the same reason, statement 4 has problems with 

respect to the criterion of compatibility with well-established facts. Examples of 

altruistic behavior (actions that serve the needs of others and not one’s own self 

interest) seem to be abundant. Of course, the psychological egoist could respond 

that when people serve the needs of others, such as building a hoe for the poor 

or offering a friend the last piece of pie, they are really serving their own 

interests. Maybe they are behaving unselfishly to feel good about themselves or 

they are trying to avoid the pain of guilt. But by collapsing the distinction 

between selfish behavior and unselfish behavior and saying that all behavior is 

selfish, aren’t the psychological egoists muddying the meaning of these terms? 

In other words, it seems that as though they are violating the principle of 

conceptual clarity.  

 Also, apart from this argument, ethical egoists run into the problem of 

self-referential inconsistency. If i am an ethical egoist I think that my only 

obligation is to serve my own interest. But I am also promoting the philosophy 

that you should see only your own interests. However, sometimes your interests 

will conflict with my interests. This would be the case, for example if we are both 

competing for the same elected office. How can I embrace a philosophy that 

says I should seek only to promote my interests as the same time I am trying to 

convince you that you have an obligation to do what will be contrary to my 

interests? 
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 By this time you should be clear that what I have accomplished in the 

above paragraphs is to show that this particular argument fails to support ethical 

egoism. I have done this by showing that there are problems with the claim in 

premise 4 about human motivation. An ethical egoist could respond by trying to 

defend premise 4 against my objections. However, there are other arguments in 

support of ethical egoism that do not make the use of this premise. Hence, those 

who want to show that ethical egoism is implausible have to show that everyone 

argument that is offered in its support is likewise inadequate. Another strategy is 

to develop an argument that directly refutes ethical egoism. When any 

argument, therefore, is presented, you should attempt to think of ways in which 

each position and argument could be criticized and then think of possible replies 

to those criticisms.  The latter part of this task, thinking of possible counters to 

possible objections, is usually a major challenge. Nonetheless, it is an all-

important step in developing strong arguments and cultivating sound valid 

arguments for your position on a given matter. 

 With this in mind, let’s look at the structure of varied deductive 

arguments. Deductive arguments reason from general axioms, usually those that 

are true by definition, to a specific instance of this truth. It the premises of the 

deductive argument are true, than a deductive argument guarantees the truth of 

its conclusion. In order to attack a deductive argument you must show that 

either it is invalid in form or that one or more of the premises are not true. Also, 

be careful to watch for semantics and for hidden premises.  

 Consider the following examples of deductive arguments and their 

respective fallacies: 

 

Categorical Syllogisms 

Valid Form 

All A’s are B.    All persons are mortal 
C is an A.     Socrates is a person. 
Therefore, C is a B.   Therefore, Socrates is moral. 
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Invalid forms 

1. The Fallacy of Affirming the Consequent 

All A’s are B.    All persons are mortal. 
C is a B.     Socrates is a mortal. 
Therefore, C is an A.    Therefore, Socrates is a person. 
 

2. The Fallacy of Denying the Antecedent 

All A’s are B.    All people are mortal. 
C is not an A.    Socrates is not a person. 
Therefore, C is not a B.   Therefore, Socrates is not mortal. 
 

Mixed Hypothetical Syllogisms 

Valid forms 

3. (Modus Ponens) 

If A, then B     If the Bible is true, God exists. 
A is true.     The Bible is true. 
Therefore, B is true.   Therefore, God exists. 
 

4. (Modus Tollens) 

If A, then B     If the Koran is true, Allah exists. 
B is not true     Allah does not exist. 
Therefore, A is not true.   So, the Koran is not true. 
 

Invalid Forms 

1. Fallacy of Affirming the Consequent 

If A, then B     If the Bible is true, God exists. 
B is true.     God exists 
Therefore, A is true.   Therefore, The Bible is true. 
 

2. Fallacy of Denying the Antecedent 

If A, then B     If the Koran is true, Allah exists. 
A is not true.    The Koran is not true. 
So, B is not true.    So, Allah does not exist. 
 

Dysjunctive Syllogisms 

Valid Form 
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Either A or B is true   Either Jehovah or Allah exists. 
B is not true.    Allah does not exist. 
Therefore, A is true.   Therefore, Jehovah does exist. 
 

Invalid Form 

1. The Fallacy of False Alternatives) 

Either A or B s true  Either Jehovah pr Allah exists. 
(C could be true).    Buddha or Brahman might exist. 
 

 Remember that inductive arguments present reasons from several or 

many specific observations to a general law, which encompasses all the 

observations. It can never guarantee the truth of its conclusion unless all the 

possible occurrences have been observed. It can only be judged as strong or 

weak, according to the proportion of the possible occurrences observed. So, to 

attack an inductive argument, you must point out the weakness of the 

observations, and that even the best case inductive argument is not guaranteed. 

Inductive logic is the primary method used in modern science. Consider the 

following examples. 

 

The Form of Inductive Arguments 

 Inductive Arguments generally following the form below: 
 
 Some A’s were observed being B. 
 So, all A’s must be B. 
 

1. Weak Inductive Argument: prejudice, hasty generalization, spot 

testing. 

• The three philosophers I know are argumentative. 
• Therefore all philosophers are argumentative. 

 

2. Strong Inductive Argument:  scientific sampling, scientific polling 

• This drug worked on 998 out of 100 patients. 
• Therefore, it will work on the population as a whole. 
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Informal Logical Fallacies 

 These fallacies are often used in normal discourse, particularly in politics. 

They do not contribute to clear reasoning, though sometimes they have been 

known to sway a crowd. These are a few of the most frequently used fallacies. 

 

1. Tautology: a trivial truth that provides no information 

• • A rose is a rose. 
• • Become what you are. 
• • It's not over until it's over. 

 

2. Ad hominem: attacks of a person’s character rather than the 

question at issue. 

• Can anything good come out of Nazareth? 
• We can't believe his interpretation because he's (liberal, “fundy,” gay, 

etc.). 

 

3. Reducio ad absurdum: Similar to the Domino Theory of the Slippery Slope 

Argument. It exaggerates the opponent’s stances into an extreme position. 

• If you ever make one exception, you might as well throw out all the rules. 
• Barth is more liberal than Geisler, so he's virtually an atheist. 

 

4. Red Herring: Raising an irrelevant issue to divert attention away from the 

issue at hand. 

• I won't become a Christian because it's not scientific. 

 

5. Beg the Question or Circular Reasoning: Assumes without proof from the 

very beginning (first premise) the very thing you’re trying to prove in the end. 

• God exists because He says so in the Bible. 
• John is telling the truth because he says so. 
• I'm an idealist because I'm a rationalist, and I'm a rationalist because I'm 

 an idealist. 
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6. Non-sequitur: The conclusion does not follow from or is not entailed in, the 

premises. It often involves sneaking in an undefended hidden premise. 

• John is in town, so he must be drunk. 

 

7. Appeal to Unqualified Authority: Cites some well-known authority in 

defense of your position. This can be good evidence, but only if this is something 

in the area of that expert’s expertise, and if it is something the expert has 

specifically addressed. 

• Nolan Ryan says we should vote for the Republicans. 
• Four out of five doctors say you should use this brand of aspirin. 
• Shirley MacLaine said that the Bible should not be taken seriously. 

 

8. Guilt by Association: Equates socializing with someone with advocating 

their views. 

• Jesus ate with publicans and sinners, so he could not be the messiah. 
• Bob attended this (liberal/”fundy”) meeting, so he's a (liberal/”fundy”). 

 

9. Paradox: Driven to a position that appears contradictory or equivocal, but the 

person insists is true. A paradox may not be wrong or fallacious, but is the least 

puzzling and in need of further explanation. 

• A Cretan says, "All Cretans are liars." 
• Jesus is divine and human. 
• This sentence is false. 
• We are free, but God predestined us. 

 

Aristotle and Aposteriori Knowledge 

 For Aristotle knowledge develops from sensory perception or aposteriori 

knowledge. This is evident for Aristotle in that the human mind has the capacity 

for noticing and remembering general similarities that underlie the variations of 

sensory experience. Aristotle designated this capacity as the nous or intuition.  A 

posteriori knowledge is that knowledge which depends upon sensory experience 

while a priori knowledge is that knowledge which is innate, or prior to 
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experience.  A priori knowledge is that knowledge, which the individual is said to 

innately possess, such as mathematical knowledge, or knowledge of logic, while 

a posteriori is said to be the knowledge of extant physical, observable objects.   

 The Rationalists are generally characterized by a belief in the rationality of 

the universe and in the ability of human reason to understand the universe.  For 

the Rationalists, behind the complex machinery of nature is a rational mind and 

through the appropriate use of human reason this rational mind can be known.  

While the Rationalists attempted to develop a philosophical system according to 

the so-called self-evident truths of the human mind, the Empiricists stressed the 

part played by experience in obtaining knowledge.  The Empiricists argued that 

we have no ideas at all other than those derived from experiences that come to 

us by our senses.   

 In brief and at the risk of oversimplification, as we shall see, the 

Rationalists had their beginnings in the philosophy of the ancient Greek 

philosopher Plato, while the empiricists had their beginnings in the ancient Greek 

philosopher Aristotle.  In subsequent material we will examine more closely the 

works of these individuals. 

 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 

 Before examining the two primary epistemologies (rationalism and 

empiricism) we should examine a variety of epistemologic proposals, which will 

assist us in establishing the context of rationalism and empiricism.   Skepticism 

may be defined as the claim that we do not and cannot have knowledge. Most 

skeptics accept that knowledge is justified true belief.  However, skeptics go one 

step further. They contend that there are no beliefs that are capable of being 

justified. 

 Rationalism claims that reason or the intellect is the primary source of 

our knowledge about reality.  Rationalists claim that reason can give us 

knowledge apart from experience. For example, the rationalists contend that we 

can arrive at mathematical truths about circles or triangles without having to 
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measure, experience with, or experience circular or triangular objects. We arrive 

at these mathematical truths by constructing rational, deductive proofs that lead 

to absolutely indubitable conclusions that are always universally true of the world 

outside our minds. Rationalists answer the second epistemological question with 

a resounding “Yes”, believing that reason can provide us with knowledge of the 

world independently of experience. 

 Empiricism is the claim that sense experience is the sole source of our 

knowledge about the world. Empiricists conclude that when we entered into this 

world as newborns, we did so tabula rasa, or with a blank sleight. Only through 

experience does the blank sleight fill with content. Empiricists deny that there is 

any a priori or latent truth in the mind prior to experience. Therefore, the 

empiricists respond, “No” to the second question above, denying any notion that 

reason is capable of providing us with knowledge of the world independently of 

experience.  

 Constructivism claims that knowledge is neither already in the mind 

(rationalism) nor passively received through experience (empiricism), but that 

the mind constructs knowledge out of the materials of experience.  Immanuel 

Kant first presented this approach. Both rationalists and empiricists influenced 

Kant. He attempted to provide a via media, or middle way between the two 

approaches. One interesting conclusion of Kant, however, was that because the 

mind imposes its own order upon experience we can never actually know reality 

as it is in itself.  As a result, Kant would answer question three negatively. 

 Epistemologic relativism claims that there is no universal, objective 

knowledge of reality since all knowledge is relative to either the individual or the 

individual’s culture. The relativist believes that there is no one true, objective 

story concerning reality. We cannot get outside of our own perspective of reality. 

Knowledge is always “knowledge for someone”. Consequently, the epistemic 

relativist would answer question 1 in the affirmative and questions 2 and 3 in the 

negative. 
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 With theses general perspectives in mind, we focus now upon the two 

dominant viewpoints: rationalism and empiricism. 

 

RATIONALISM AND EMPIRICISM 

 Rationalists claim that real knowledge about self, God, the world, is 

possible only if it is certain or based on something that is certain. Since sense 

experience cannot guarantee certainty, it cannot be the basis for knowledge. 

Only reason can reveal propositions that are indubitable, so only reason can be 

trusted to provide knowledge as opposed to mere beliefs.  

 The problem with relying on reason alone is that a priori propositions, 

whose truth or falsity is known prior to and independent of any sense 

experience, do not provide any useful information about the world. To know, for 

example, that bachelors are unmarried males, that unicorns have horns, or that 

triangles have three sides, does not tell us whether there are such things in the 

world as bachelors, unicorns, or triangles.  For that information, we have to rely 

on experience. If experience is ruled out by rationalists as an unjustified basis for 

knowledge, then it seems that we will never be able to know anything about the 

world. 

 Descartes attempted to get around this problem by saying that we know 

that we exist and that there is some information about the world that is not 

based on sensory experience. We also know, according to Descartes, that God 

exists and that God does not deceive us when we limit our beliefs about the 

world to clear and distinct ideas. So we can know things about the world insofar 

as it is clearly and distinctly organized.  

 That last feature means that, if we think about things in the world not in 

terms of what we learn from relying on our senses, for example that grass is 

green, or that it is cold outside, but only in terms of how things have to be, that 

in order to be grass, a plant has to have certain characteristics, we will then be 

able to say that we know something about them. Otherwise, we have to admit 

that we have beliefs about things not knowledge. 
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 Empiricists disagree with this conclusion however.  For Empiricists, facts 

about the world are known a posteriori or they depend on experience for their 

truth of falsity. For empiricists facts are publicly verifiable and exhibit enough 

order that they can be the basis for generalizations and predictions. Admittedly 

experience does not provide the absolute certainty that rationalists require for 

saying that we know something but even if our knowledge is only probable, at 

least it is of some use rather than being simply about how we under definitions. 

 

The Rationalists and Rationalism’s Foundations 

 The leading rationalists are said to be Rene Descartes, Baruch Spinoza 

and Wilhelm Leibniz.  Platonic philosophy provided the foundation for the 

emergence of epistemologic rationalism. A number of principles constiute what 

may be regarded as certain foundational structures or assumptions for the 

rationalists.  

 A. Reason is the Primary or Most Superior Source of Knowledge about 

Reality.  According to the rationalist, it is through reason that we understand the 

fundamental nature of reality. Most rationalists would argue that the truths in the 

following lists are some basic truths about the world that will never change. No 

experiences of seeing, feeling, hearing, tasting, or touching objects in the 

external world can tell us that these statements will always be true.   

1. Logical Truths: A and not A cannot both be true at the same time. This 
is called the law of non-contradiction. For example, the statement “John is 
married and John is not married” is necessarily false. Put differently if the 
statement X is true and the statement “If X then Y” is true, then it 
necessarily follows that the statement Y is true. 
 
2. Mathematical Truths: The area of a triangle will always be one half the 
length of the base times its height. If X is larger than Y and Y is larger 
than Z, then X is larger than Z.  Again, this truth does not require 
empirical verifiability. It is logically and necessarily true. 
 
3. Metaphysical Truths: An example of a metaphysical truth would be, 
“Every event has a cause” or “An object with contradictory properties 
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cannot exist.” To illustrate this latter point it is true that no matter how 
long we search we will never find a round square. 
 
4. Ethical Principles: Some basic moral obligations are not optional, such 
as, “It is morally wrong to maliciously torture someone for the fun of it.”  
This is an example of an objective truth, which can be known apart from 
experience, or put differently, is an a priori truth. 
 

 B. Sense Experience is an Unreliable and Inadequate Route to Knowledge. 

Rationalists stress that sense experience is relative, changing, and often illusory. 

For instance, an object will look one way in artificial light and will look differently 

in sunlight. For example, our eyes seem to see water on the road on a hot day, 

but the image is merely an optical illusion. Rationalists argue that we need 

reason to sort out what is appearance from what is reality. It is important to note 

that while the rationalist might allow some place for sensory experience, the 

rationalists would deny that sensory experience is the only source of knowledge 

about reality. The rationalist would also argue that sensory experience can give 

us information about the world, but it cannot provide us with universal, 

foundational truths about reality. For example, sensory experience can tell me 

about the properties of a particular ball, but it cannot tell us about the properties 

of spheres in general. Or, experience can tell me that when I combine two 

particular oranges with two other particular oranges, they add up to four 

oranges, but only reason can tell me that two plus two will always equal four and 

that this result will be true not only for these oranges, of all oranges, but for 

anything whatsoever. 

 C. The Fundamental Truths about the World Can Be Known A Priori: They 

Are Either Innate or Self-Evident to Our Minds. Innate ideas are those ideas that 

are inborn. They are ideas or principles that the mind already contains prior to 

experience; thus they are a priori. The theory of innate ideas views the mind like 

a computer that comes from the factory with numerous programs already 

loaded, waiting to be activated. Rationalists contend that examples of innate 
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ideas are the laws of logic, the concept of Justice, or the idea of God. These are 

regarded as already being contained deep within the mind.  

 

Plato (427-347 B.C.) 

 Plato is an example of a Rationalist and his work provides the foundation 

for the beginnings of Rationalism.  Plato argued that sensory experience fails to 

provide us with any guarantee that what we experience is true.  The information 

we get by relying on sense experience is constantly changing and is therefore 

unreliable.  Such knowledge can be corrected and evaluated for dependability 

only by appealing to principles that do not change.  

 These unchanging principles or Forms are the bases of what it means to 

think or reason in the first place. If we can show that an opinion or belief we 

have is based on these undoubtable principles of thought, we have a firm 

foundation for the opinion. That foundation is what allows us to think of a belief 

as more than simply opinion; it is what allows us to identify the belief as justified 

and true, and that is what is meant by knowledge. 

 In short, in order to have knowledge or justified true belief, we have to 

transcend the ever changing flux of the physical world and grasp a permanent 

rational order behind the flux, an order that will demonstrate the universal in the 

particular. This grasping is an intellectual act of the mind, which, in its purest 

manifestation, is exclusively formal or mathematical. Such an intellectual act can 

take place only if there are certain innate ideas upon which it can be based. 

Knowing, then, is an act of making the observable world intelligible by showing 

how it is related to an eternal order of intelligible truths.   

 The world of changing, material objects or the visible world is merely a 

fleeting image of the intelligible world.  This is what Plato called the realm of the 

Forms.  Physical objects are real only insofar as they are intelligible only in terms 

of that which does not change. So a thing is what it is in virtue of something that 

is not changing. But since the visible world is constantly changing, it cannot be 

used as the basis for identifying what things are. There must be an intelligible or 
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non-sensual realm in terms of which physical things are said to exist intelligibly. 

That, according to Plato, is the realm of Forms.   

 Plato's simile of the sun, image of the divided line and allegory of the 

Cave are intended to clarify exactly how the things we experience in the 

sensible, ordinary world, things such as chairs, drawn triangles, are less real than 

the ideal models or Forms on which they rely for their existence and in terms of 

which they are intelligible. Just as drawings, reflections, or copies of sensible 

objects are not as real as the sensible thing on which they depend, so sensible 

things are not as real as the concepts in terms of which they are identifiable.  

 Concepts that rely on sensual imagination for their intelligibility, for 

example mathematical concepts such as triangularity, are more real than 

triangular blocks or wood or drawings of triangles. But even though concepts 

that are based on sense experience are not limited to any particular expression 

and are unchanging, they are not as real as the Forms, which do not rely for 

their existence or intelligibility on anything sensual and unchanging. Some 

Forms, such as chairness, are the ideal models in terms of which physical 

objects, such as chairs, exist and are intelligible. Other even higher Forms such 

as equality or justice provide the means by which not only physical objects, but 

also activities, relations, and even lower Forms themselves are identifiable. The 

Forms are not abstractions or generalizations based on our sensual experience of 

physical objects; rather, we know physical objects as what they are by knowing 

them in terms of their Forms.  

 As such, in order to know that a chair is a chair, we have to know first 

what chairness is, and that means that we cannot begin with sensible 

experience. Likewise, in order to know that two numbers are equal, or that an 

action is a just action, we have to know first what equality or justice is. But that 

already assumes we know what an action is and that can only be known by 

appealing to lower Forms that rely for their intelligibility and existence on higher 

Forms. The highest Forms are themselves intelligible and exist ultimately in 
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terms of the super Form, the Good. Thus, with Plato, we have a full-blown 

beginning for Rationalist epistemology.  

 

Rene Descartes (1596-1650) 

 Knowledge for the rationalist is what can be deduced from principles that 

cannot be otherwise. These facts are considered to be undoubtable or 

indubitable.  Examples of these kinds of principles include statements such as: 

Bachelors are unmarried males. A thing cannot be and not be at the same time 

in the same way. Triangles have three sides.  A whole is always greater than any 

one of its parts. These kinds of statements are known with certainty to be true 

because the very meaning of the terms involved, terms such as bachelors, 

triangles, things, wholes, requires that because we think of them in certain ways.  

In other words, we do not need to rely on sensory experience in order to "know" 

these things to be true.  Consequently, we know about some things prior to 

sensory experience or a priori. Knowledge that comes after sensory experience is 

a posteriori.   

 Rene Descartes is an additional example of a rationalist.  Descartes’ work 

represents the beginning of the modern era of philosophy. Instead of beginning 

philosophical inquiry with the study of the nature of reality, he suggests that we 

ask what it would mean to know about reality. To believe that reality is 

fundamentally water or some other thing is beside the point for Descartes unless 

we know first whether our belief itself is justified.  To determine whether our 

beliefs are justified, we have to be able to trace them back to a statement, 

belief, or proposition that cannot be doubted.   Consequently, Descartes is 

searching for the one proposition upon which all other statements regarding 

truth can be founded.  Descartes arrives at this one basic proposition through a 

suspension of belief that has come to be known as Cartesian Doubt.  Certain 

individuals regard Descartes conclusions as bordering on the absurd, but the we 

should understand that Descartes is only hypothetically or in a matter of 

speaking suspending all other beliefs in order to arrive at the one belief which he 
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can know or attach himself to in order to reconstruct all other truth.  In essence, 

through the use of Cartesian Doubt, Descartes is calling upon us to pretend that 

all is false with the exception of what has been called The Cogito, the 

abbreviation for the phrase Cogito Ergo Sum, meaning, “I think, therefore, I 

am.”   

 Descartes rejects knowledge based upon the senses or, as it has been 

called, a posteriori belief.  For Descartes sensory experience cannot be regarded 

as true. One of the reasons for this conclusion on Descartes’ part is his 

speculation that we might be dreaming.  In light of this possibility, we cannot be 

sure of the past, we cannot be sure of the external world, and we cannot be sure 

that other people have minds.  In addition, Descartes also rejects mathematical 

truth, such as the proposition that 6 + 3 = 9.  Neither can we trust the concept 

that all triangles have three sides since, in Descartes opinion, a demon may be 

deceiving us. However, Descartes concludes that there is one truth of which we 

can be sure.  We cannot be mistaken that we are thinking according to 

Descartes.  From this idea emerged Descartes proposition cited above, Cogito 

ergo sum or "I think therefore I am."  For Descartes, thinking proves that we 

exist. From this starting point, Descartes determines that he can begin 

constructing other truths; such as the truths of Identity and that things are 

composed of substances.  For Descartes these qualities so to speak are innate 

since they are not determined by empirical experience.   

 However, Descartes was confronted with the possibility previously posed.  

What if he were being deceived by the so-called "evil genie"?  Descartes does 

away with this possibility by positing the idea that an all-powerful, all good God 

would not permit this happening.  Descartes attempts to prove the existence of 

God based upon the one thing that he can know for sure, the Cogito.  Simply 

put, Descartes concludes that he can posit the concept of imperfection and that 

the justification for this conclusion is based upon the existence of his doubts.   

 Consequently, he must have some concept of perfection or else he would 

not know what imperfection is.  He then concludes that he does not know what 
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perfection is in and of himself.  Rather he knows of imperfection because there 

must be a God who is perfect and thereby defines perfection by his very being.  

Since God is perfect, he must also be all good and all knowing.  As such he 

would never tolerate the existence of an evil genie, which would deceive.  

Therefore, God's existence, which has been proven for Descartes, disallows the 

possibility of the existence of an evil genie. 

 In short, for Descartes, certainty regarding other matters such as the 

existence of the external world is based upon knowledge of self and the 

knowledge of self is premised upon the indisputable foundation of Descartes’ 

being a thinking person. 

 

Baruch Spinoza (1632-77) 

 Benedict de Spinoza is described as one of the "more difficult philosophers 

of the Rationalist school." (Philip Stokes, Philosophy: 100 Essential Thinkers, 78). 

Two influences dominate the thought of Spinoza: Descartes and Euclid. Under 

the influence of Descartes Spinoza determined to establish a basis for knowledge 

in logic, while, under the influence of Euclid, Spinoza established a variety of 

ontological, metaphysical, epistemological beliefs, which are demonstrated in 

geometric fashion. (Philip Stokes, Philosophy: 100 Essential Thinkers, 79).   

 Spinoza’s chief work, Ethica Ordine Geometrico Demonsrata or Ethics, was 

published posthumously.  Evidencing the influence of Euclid, the book was 

written in a geometrical form utilizing geometrical constructs utilizing definitions, 

axioms, propositions and proofs.  (Colin Brown, Philosophy and the Christian 

Faith, 54). Spinoza is the only Jewish thinker among the Rationalists. 

Interestingly, he was excommunicated from the Jewish community of 

Amsterdam, possibly on account of the heretical views that he held about the 

nature of God, and the immortality of the soul, views later elaborated in his great 

systematic work cited above, Ethics.  

 Spinoza's conclusions vividly demonstrate more the interrelatedness of 

metaphysics and epistemology.  When reading Spinoza, there is a complex 
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interweaving of metaphysical conclusions, which are based upon epistemological 

convictions.  This interrelatedness will be evidence in the present material with 

regard to the discussion of Spinoza’s three levels of knowledge.   

 Spinoza is often described as the God intoxicated philosopher. Regarding 

Spinoza's understanding of the nature of God it appears that the best word used 

to describe his approach is that of Pantheism.  The emphasis of Spinoza’s work 

lies in his focus upon God’s immanence with the created order and his 

understanding of God as a substance inherently present in and related to all that 

exists.   

 As such, there is a predetermined power or force (God) at work in the 

world of the created order, which renders freedom and free will impossible.  This 

divine force will inevitably have its way and will progressively work out its pre-

arranged purposes.   

 Regarding the immortality of the soul, as substance the soul is eternal and 

unending. For Spinoza, there is no substantive difference between the substance 

of body and mind or soul.  Mind and body are simply terminological ways for 

speaking of the divinity, which permeates all of reality.  Regarding the existence 

of evil and suffering in the world, Spinoza concludes that the existence of evil 

and suffering has its roots in one's limited perspective of those categories.   

 At this point, Spinoza’s conclusions reflect his lack of confidence in the 

senses.  In short, Spinoza proposes that when it comes to the presence of evil 

and suffering, we simply do not have the entire story since sensory perception is 

inadequate at the least and distorting at its worst. Interestingly, Spinoza's 

conclusion closely resembles much of Christian's theology regarding the presence 

of evil and suffering in the world which would argue that we are unable to 

comprehend the reason for the presence of evil in the world and that we should 

find comfort in the potentiality that we will understand it all better by and by.  

Spinoza speaks of three types of knowledge: random experience or knowledge of 

the first kind, adequate ideas or knowledge of the second kind and intuition or 

knowledge of the second kind.   
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 Spinoza first speaks of the knowledge gained through sensory experience 

or as he labels such knowledge the knowledge of random experience.  In short, 

"Spinoza argues that we cannot have adequate ideas of the world through 

sensation” (Ethics II, propositions 16-31; Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 

2nd ed., 772). The senses provide only a "superficial" acquaintance" of self and 

of the external world.  For Spinoza the senses are "an invariable source of 

falsehood and error" and are also the source of "delusion."  (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy Online, Baruch Spinoza) In his Ethics Spinoza 

concludes that the senses may be a more remote means to authentic or 

legitimate knowledge, but the senses are never reliable enough to constitute a 

primary means or even an adequate means for knowledge.  This is true since, 

according to Spinoza, the sense is imperfect and is derived from vague sensory 

experience.  For Spinoza, sensory experience only provides inadequate ideas and 

cannot be relied upon as a source of truth.   

 Second, Spinoza also speaks of adequate ideas.   According to Spinoza, 

this knowledge begins with simple adequate and innate ideas and proceeds to 

analyze causal or logical necessity between objects.  This knowledge of the 

second kind provides us with truth in contradistinction to any knowledge gained 

through sensory experience.  According to Spinoza this level of knowledge 

"involves grasping a thing's causal connections not just to other objects, but also 

more importantly, to the attributes of God and the infinite modes that follow 

immediately from them" (SEP, Baruch Spinoza) 

Spinoza's conclusions regarding this second level of knowledge optimistically 

supercedes the conclusions of Spinoza's predecessor Descartes and his optimism 

regarding the potential of Reason to enable us to grasp all of Nature or "God".  

In short, Spinoza seemed convinced that through the use of Reason we can 

know all there is to know of God, God's attributes, and all things related to God.  

(SEP, Baruch Spinoza) 

 In addition, Spinoza speaks of a third level of knowledge, the knowledge 

of intuition.  Spinoza takes his theory of knowledge one step further with this 
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level of knowledge and optimistically claims that the mind can genuinely and 

ultimately deduces and can intuitively come to the recognition that all Reality is 

the essence of God himself.  "This third kind of knowledge, intuition, takes what 

is known by Reason and grasps it in a single act of the mind." (SEP, Baruch 

Spinoza) 

 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) 

 While he is put into the Rationalist camp, Leibniz does not easily fit there.  

Leibniz published an entire work entitled New Essays on Human Understanding, 

addressing the empiricist conclusions of Locke, but decided not to publish the 

work when he learned of Locke’s death.  In addition, he addressed the existence 

of evil and suffering and posited his concept of “the best of all possible worlds” 

as an explanation to the problem in his work of Theodicy. Gottfried Wilhelm 

Leibniz was best known for contributions to mathematics, in particular with 

regard to the development of calculus. He is credited with the discovery of 

calculus by some, while others credit Newton with the development of the 

mathematical calculus.   

 There are dimensions of Leibniz’s work that very closely resemble the 

conclusions of the empiricists.  For example, he contended that much of our 

knowledge of contingent truths has its basis in sense perception (Cambridge 

Dictionary of Philosophy 2nd Edition, “Leibniz”, 494).  His conclusions regarding 

necessary truths, however, reflect his belief that such truths have are a priori. 

(Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy 2nd Edition, “Leibniz”, 494) 

 According to Leibniz, all truths are based on the Law of Non-Contradiction 

and the Principle of Identity.  The Law of Non Contradiction applies for necessary 

truths while the Principle of Sufficient Reason applies to contingent truths.  Both 

of these items can be known apriori. The Principle of Sufficient Reason in its 

classic form is simply that nothing is without a reason or there is no effect 

without a cause. As Leibniz remarks, this principle “must be considered one of 

the greatest and most fruitful of all human knowledge, for upon it is built a great 
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part of metaphysics, physics, and moral science.” (G VII 301/L 227) Leibniz also 

follows Aristotle in placing great emphasis on the Principle of Identity or the 

Principle of Non Contradiction.  The principle states simply that “a proposition 

cannot be true and false at the same time, and that therefore A is A and cannot 

be not A” (G VI 355/AG 321). 

 

Empiricism and Empiricism’s Foundatons. 

 The leading empiricists are generally regarded as consisting of John 

Locke, George Berkeley and David Hume. Aristotle provides a foundation for the 

movement known as empiricism.  Empiricism is a theory of knowledge based on 

sensory perception and which asserts that individuals have no innate ideas other 

than those derived from experience, which comes to us via our senses.  

According to empiricism, statements can be known as true and false only by 

testing them in experience.  Empiricism rose to prominence during the 17th and 

18th centuries. Like the rationalists theory of knowledge three primary questions 

can guide our consideration of empiricism. Those questions are: 

 A. The Only Source of Genuine Knowledge Is Sense Experience. The 

empiricists compare the mind to a blank sleight upon which experience makes its 

marks. Without experience, according to the empiricists, we would lack not only 

knowledge of the specific features of the world, but also the ability to conceive of 

qualities such as colors, odors, textures, sounds, and tastes. As a result, the 

empiricists contend that we are to be content with conclusions that are probably 

rather than certain. Reasoning which is based on empiricism or sensory 

experience takes the form of inductive arguments or argumentation that moves 

from the specific to the general. For instance, in scientific experimentation the 

researcher follows guidelines under the guidance of the scientific methods. After 

the research is conducted, conclusions are reached for that specific case of 

experimentation. Those conclusions are then transformed into a general rule, 

contending that if the same experiment is carried out under the same 

circumstances. 
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Notable personalities associated with Empiricism include John Locke, 

George Berkeley, and David Hume. Whereas Rationalism was a Continental 

movement, Empiricism is generally regarded as a British movement. 

 B. Reason Is An Unreliable and Inadequate Route to Knowledge Unless It 

is Grounded in the Solid Bedrock of Sense Experience. The empiricists contend 

that reason is not a sufficient guide to the truth. They further claim that it is not 

surprising that the various rationalists offer different and conflicting accounts of 

the nature of reality, God, and ethics. Within the rationalist tradition, Descartes 

argues that we have free will. Spinoza, also an empiricist, contends that it is 

rationally necessary that everything be determined. Descartes and Leibniz, 

empiricists as well, argued rationally on behalf of the benevolence of God, 

whereas Spinoza argued that God was wholly without passions and could not 

have emotional feelings concerning the humanity. This is not to say, however, 

that the empiricists completely disregard the use of reason. The empiricists 

believe that the primary role played by reason in the acquisition of knowledge is 

to organize the date of sensory experience and draw conclusions from it. The 

mind needs something about which to reason, and sensory experience provides 

this information. 

 C. There Is No Evidence of Innate Ideas within the Mind That Are Known 

Apart from Experience. The empiricists challenge the rationalist’s notion that 

innate ideas exist within the mind. First, everyone does not possess the self-

evident truths. Empiricists propose that when we are born into the world, we are 

born with a blank sleight upon which experience is written and knowledge is 

obtained. Experiences from birth teach us what we need to know. In addition, 

the rationalists disagree regarding what knowledge is innate. Third, empiricists 

contend that even if we determine those truths, which are universally true, these 

truths can be explained without crediting them to innate knowledge. Such 

knowledge may be the result of the relations of our ideas or generalizations from 

experience. According to those who advance that some knowledge is the result 

of relations of ideas, things such as mathematical, logical, or metaphysical 
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statements, which the rationalist regards as innate ideas, can be explained in 

terms of definitions and linguistic definition.  

 Other empiricists advance the notion that knowledge attributed by he 

rationalists to innate ideas, can be explained in terms of generalizations from 

experience. For example, consider the statement, “Everything has a cause.” 

Rather than being an a priori truth, these empiricists claim that this knowledge is 

the result of experience having showed us that this is the case. 

 One of the things which empiricism was historically attempting to do was 

to undermine religious knowledge, more specifically the doctrine of revelation.  

In religion there is another source of knowledge that is known as revelation.  The 

empiricists seem to have developed out of a reaction to a claim of revelation, 

which would lead one to establish a kind of political superiority to others.  In a 

very pragmatic sense, revelation might be misused in order for one individual or 

group to gain advantage over another and to do so because “God” had revealed 

a truth to one group, which had not been revealed to another.  Empiricism 

emerged as a reaction to this line of thinking and as an effort to put everyone on 

equal ground when it came to the matter of knowledge.   

 

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) 

 Rationalism was a theory of knowledge based on reason. Rationalism 

asserted that an individual can come to know truth by reason alone and that the 

human mind is capable of coming to know truth.  Empiricism arose out of the 

Renaissance and the Reformation. Essentially Rationalism was a restoration of 

Platonism.  At the risk of oversimplification, Rationalism was a movement located 

on the European Continent and the notable personalities previously examined as 

representatives of the movement include Rene Descartes, Baruch Spinoza and 

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz.   

 On the other hand, "empiricism" is a theory of knowledge based on 

sensory perception. Empiricism asserts that individuals have no innate ideas 

other than those derived from experience, which comes to us via our senses.  
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According to empiricism, statements can be known as true and false only by 

testing them in experience.  Empiricism rose to prominence during the 17th and 

18th centuries.  Notable personalities associated with Empiricism include John 

Locke, George Berkeley, and David Hume. Whereas Rationalism was a 

Continental movement, Empiricism is generally regarded as a British movement.   

 Like Plato, Aristotle says that a thing or a substance is what it is and is 

known to be that thing in virtue of its nature or essence.  This is what Plato calls 

a "Form."  But Aristotle argues that, rather than thinking that the things we 

ordinarily experience are imitations or copies of what is really real and which 

exists in the world of Forms, we should think that the things we normally 

experience in the world are themselves ultimately real.  Out knowledge of the 

world is, therefore, ultimately based on our experience and not reason alone. 

 For Aristotle, the essence of a thing, such as a dog's dogness, is what 

makes it to be that kind of thing. Dogness is found in all dogs, as opposed to the 

perspective of Plato who proposed that dogness is found in the world of Forms, 

and according to Aristotle this can be called a universal.  Universals do not exist 

apart from actual things in the world, again in contradistinction to Plato and his 

concept of the world of Forms.  Aristotle further proposed that things could be 

known only by experiencing actual individual things. If all dogs were to die, the 

universal would no longer exist. It is in virtue of the universal that we now about 

dogs by knowing them in terms of their essence. But that knowledge is available 

only when we generalize or "abstract" the universal from our experience. 

Aristotle's emphasis on using experience as the basis for knowledge is typical of 

an empiricist epistemology. For that reason, Aristotle may be regarded as the 

foundation for British Empiricism. 

 

John Locke (1632-1704) 

 John Locke was the first important proponent of Empiricism in 17th 

century England.   Locke was a medical doctor by training and attempted to 

work out a theory of knowledge in terms of sensory experience.  Locke 
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demonstrated how various concepts or ideas come from different types of 

experiences and he was insistent that we possess no innate ideas, in 

contradistinction to the Rationalists.  Locke's most important work is his 

Essay concerning Human Understanding. Locke used the word idea in a very 

general sense to refer to everything that the individual thinks or perceives or the 

entirety of consciousness.  Locke described ideas as either Simple Ideas or 

Complex Ideas.  Simple ideas are those, which cannot be analyzed into anything 

simpler and he further categorizes simple ideas into two types: the objective and 

the subjective. Objective simple ideas include primary qualities whereas the 

subjective simple ideas include secondary qualities.  

 The primary qualities include such things as number, figure, extension, 

motion, and solidity.  These qualities belong to the body being observed and 

cannot be separated from the particular body.  The secondary qualities include 

such things as color, odor, taste, and temperature.  These are subjective 

sensations of the individual who perceives them, the taste of sugar, the smell of 

a rose. Memory is the basis on which complex ideas are formed.  Simple ideas 

are not instantaneous but leave an impression in the mind and consequently 

them can be combined or assisted with other ideas.  The modes, the notions of 

substance and relation are complex ideas and result from the associative activity 

of the mind.  

 For Locke, all knowledge and ideas come through sensory experience.  No 

person possesses only innate ideas. According to Locke, the individual is born 

Tabula Rasa or with a blank slate.  At birth each individual mind is a clean white 

tablet upon which the experiences of life are written and consequently the 

individual gains knowledge.  Locke proposed that there are two basic sources for 

Ideas: direct sensory experience and reflection upon those experiences.   

 Regarding the Idea of God Locke acknowledged that we do not acquire 

this knowledge through sensory experience.  He argued that we know that we 

exist and that this cannot be doubted.  Second, we know that nothing cannot 

produce something and since we exist, there must have been a something (i.e. 
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God), who created all that exists.  Locke is the first, or so it seems, to begin 

questioning the cognitive faculty, which was regarded so reverently by the 

Rationalists.  The distrust of the reason, which begins with Locke, reaches its 

climax in the skepticism of David Hume and also requires Kant to question the 

validity of rational knowledge. 

 

George Berkeley (1685-1753) 

 George Berkeley was born and educated in Ireland.  In his early 20's 

Berkeley worked out his philosophical theories and also wrote his two most 

important works, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge and 

Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. Berkeley was not so precise as 

was Locke.  He dismissed Locke's concept of general ideas, as well as Locke's 

distinction between primary and secondary qualities.  For Berkeley everything 

boils down to perception.  Behind ideas there is no material substance.  The 

entire material world is only a representation or a perception. The only thing, 

which exists, is the spiritual Self and Berkeley claims that we can have an 

intuitive certainty of this.  All ideas proceed from God.  It is God who puts these 

ideas into our spirit.  With Berkeley, God is the foundation for all that exists. 

Berkeley concluded that we know as real only what we experience and that we 

experience only our ideas. Therefore for something to be real means that it is 

the object of some experience. The being of things consists of their being 

perceived.  Berkley's central phrase was esse est percipi or to be is to be 

perceived.  It is only in the perception of an object that the object actually exists.   

 Immediately this conclusion raises the question as to the non-existence of 

something in the event that it is not perceived by someone.  Berkeley's response 

to this question centered on God's nature.  For Berkeley, God is the divine 

perceiver.  God perceives all.  Since God perceives my house when no one else 

does so, therefore my house continues to exist.  Again, Berkeley completely 

rejects the concept of material substance.  According to Berkeley, when we say 

that a thing exists we mean nothing more than that we perceive it. 
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David Hume (1711-1776) 

 David Hume pushed the principles of Locke and Berkeley to their logical 

conclusions.  Hume's most important work is Treatise on Human Nature. He also 

enlarged upon certain portions of this work in other publications such as An 

Inquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals and the Dialogues concerning Natural 

Religion.  

 Hume spoke of matters of fact (synthetic ideas) and relations of ideas 

(analytic ideas).  Hume contended that our knowledge of facts about the world is 

based on experience (That "Some birds are yellow" as we will see in one 

moment).  These types of claims about the world are what Hume called matters 

of fact.  On the other hand, judgments, statements, or propositions that are true 

or false by definition are not fact but they are relations of ideas (That all 

bachelors are unmarried as we will also see in one moment).    

 Hume posited that propositions used by rationalists as models for 

knowledge, such as "a whole is always greater than any one of its parts" and 

"triangles have three sides" are simply matters of definition.  This type of 

"knowledge" does not provide us with real knowledge other than the meaning of 

certain terms.  As long s we understand the meaning of a certain term we can 

analyze it and we can do so without learning anything about whether there is 

anything in the world that the term describes.  Relations of ideas statements that 

identify characteristics already implicit in the meaning of a concept or object are 

called analytic statements.  Examples of this type of statement are "all bodies 

take up some space" or "bachelors are unmarried males".  True analytic 

statements are those in which the predicate is contained within the subject.  In 

the statement "bachelors are unmarried" the term "unmarried" is the predicate 

and the term "bachelors" is the subject. If you try to deny this proposition or any 

proposition like it you contradict yourself. 

 Synthetic propositions stand in contrast to analytic propositions.  Synthetic 

propositions are those in which the predicate is not part of the meaning of 
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definition of a thing.  For example, to say that some birds are yellow is to say 

something about birds, which are not contained within the definition of what it is 

that makes a bird a bird.  In an analytic statement while unmarriedness (so to 

speak) is the very element that defines a "bachelor" in a synthetic statement 

"yellowness" is not part of that which defines a bird. By saying that a bird is 

yellow we add a new bit of information, which we could not know simply by 

knowing that something is a bird.  In other words we appeal to experience. In 

this sense we combine or synthesize two ideas.  One of those ideas, "yellow", is 

not already implicit within the meaning of the other, "bird." In other words, 

synthetic propositions are statements in which the predicate is not contained 

within the subject and if we deny such a "matter of fact" proposition, by saying 

for example "It is not the case that some birds are yellow", we do not necessarily 

contradict ourselves.   

 Hume maintains that there is an important distinction to be made 

between analytic statements and synthetic statements and the difference 

between a priori statements and a posteriori statements.  The difference 

between a priori statements and a posteriori statements lies within the matter of 

whether you have to rely on experience to determine whether the proposition is 

true or false.  In other words, the distinction between a priori and a posteriori 

statements is experience centered.  According to Hume, this is not the case with 

the distinction between analytic statements and synthetic statements.  The 

distinction between these two lies is whether or not what you can say about a 

thing is already contained in the meaning of the thing.  Since analytic judgments 

can be made in most cases without having to appeal to experience, the happen 

to be a priori judgments as well and in most cases, synthetic statements happen 

to be a posteriori judgments.   

 Therefore, every meaningful statement is known as true or false either by 

definition, in which case it tells us nothing about the world, or by experience.  

For example, propositions such as “There is a God" or “a spiritual self" are not 

true by definition nor are they based on sense experience. Therefore, they are 
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meaningless statements.  However, as we shall see later Kant goes a different 

direction with this conclusion and by so doing awakened from his self-described 

dogmatic slumber. Hume also explores the relationship of Cause and Effect.  He 

asks what it means to say that we know that events have causes. When we try 

to trace such knowledge back to experience, we discover that all we mean by 

saying that A causes B is that A occurs before B, that A seems to be near B in 

space and time, and in our experience events like A seem to be followed with 

some regularity by events like B.  However Hume argues that we do not 

experience a necessary connection between A and B.  We have a natural 

inclination to assume that A caused B and desire to assume this to be true, and 

there may be a high probability that A did cause B, but all we can really know is 

that A and B occurred together in close proximity of time.    

 In addition, Hume takes his conclusions and applies them to the issue of 

the continuity of self.  According to Hume, we are dependent upon memories to 

assure us of the continuity of our self into the past.  But we have no sense 

datum to provide us with the assurance of the existence of self in the past and 

memories not a legitimate means of knowledge.  Consequently we can only 

know what we are presently experiencing and even that is questionable or 

doubtful since this might be illusion. Consequently, in the end we are compelled 

to doubt whether knowledge is possible at all and we are left only with 

skepticism. 

 

KANTIAN CONSTRUCTIVISM 

 Immanuel Kant was born in Konigsberg in what was known as East 

Prussia, which is now Kaliningrad, Russia. He lived in this one location all of his 

life. He was raised in Pietism, a Protestant sect that emphasized faith and 

religious feelings over against reason and theological doctrines. Although Kant 

later took the position that knowledge is necessarily confirmed within the bounds 

of reason, he was always sensitive to the longings of the heart that aspire to 

transcend these limits, no doubt reflecting his Pietistic upbringing. Being one of 



 68 

the most brilliant intellectuals of his day, Kant spent his life as a professor at the 

local university.  Kant’s life was rather rigid and orderly. Yet while Kant’s daily life 

was somewhat mundane, this could not be said of his intellectual life. His 

political ideas were relatively conservative, but his theory of knowledge was 

revolutionary in his day. It began with a devastating critique of the dominant 

philosophical traditions of rationalism and empiricism. It ended by radically 

revising how we think about knowledge. As a result of his revolutionary ideas, all 

epistemology is now regarded as either pre or post Kantian. Immanuel Kant was 

a highly significant transitional figure between the 18th and 19th centuries.  Up 

until this time the debate between the Continental rationalists and the British 

empiricists had continued to broil.  However, the debate between the rationalists 

and empiricists prompted Immanuel Kant to highlight the differences between 

the kinds of statements, judgments, or propositions and to propose a solution to 

the epistemological conclusions of the rationalists and empiricists.  

 For Kant the distinctions between analytic and synthetic and a priori and a 

posteriori judgments must be kept separate. Kant proposes four types of 

propositions: 

1) Analytical: These are statements in which the predicate is part of the 
subject. An example of an analytical statement is, "A bachelor is an 
unmarried man."  By definition a "bachelor" is an unmarried man. 
2) Synthetic: These are statements, which are learned by experience.  An 
example of a synthetic statement is, "Birds are yellow." By definition, a 
"bird" is not yellow but that some are yellow is learned from experience. 
3) A posteriori statements: Again, these are statements, which are learned 
by experience.  A posteriori statements are also synthetic statements.   

 4) A priori statements: Again, these are statements, which one  knows 
before experience and by definition.  A priori statements are  also analytic 
statements. 
 
 
  All a posteriori statements are synthetic judgments.  All synthetic 

statements are not a posteriori judgments.  For example, in mathematical and 

geometrical judgments, the predicate is not contained in the subject.  Consider 

that the concept of 12 is not contained either in 7, 5, + or =.  Neither is the 
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predicate contained in the combination of these elements.  Such propositions are 

universal and necessary and are therefore a priori even though they could not 

have been known from experience. They would therefore synthetic a priori 

judgments though this seems contradictory.  Kant used this reality as a basis for 

his conclusions of the work of the rationalists and empiricists regarding the 

nature of knowledge. According to Kant epistemology is both rationalistic and 

empiricistic.  The mind takes ideas and interprets them in light of categories such 

as space, time, quantity, qualities, relationships, and modality. All of these 

categories are subject to and are built into the mind.  

 Kant’s epistemology started with the conviction that we do have 

knowledge. For Kant it was undeniable that the disciplines of arithmetic, 

Euclidian geometry, and Newtonian physics provide us with information about 

our world. He further believed that these disciplines involved universal and 

necessary principles such that no future discoveries would ever shake the 

conviction of their truth. For example, Kant believed that it is a necessary 

unchangeable truth that the shortest distance between two points will always be 

a straight line or that all events will have a cause.  But there was a potential 

problem.  As Hume pointed out, no collection of particular experiences could 

ever provide an absolutely necessary basis for such universal claims about all 

possible experience.  Consider this example.  You may have observed a cause for 

every time your car does not start. It may be due to no gas, a loose wire, or 

dead battery. But the most that these experiences can tell you is that on these 

particular occasions these particular events had a cause. Though you may have 

observed that every event you have experienced has had a cause, this 

observation doesn’t provide a basis for knowing with certainty that every future 

event will experience will do so.  In other words, a finite collection of examples 

cannot prove a necessary truth. Nevertheless, as Kant observed, we do think 

that it is necessarily true that “all events will have a cause. The question then for 

Kant was, how is such universal and necessary knowledge possible. Kant thought 

that the rationalists and the empiricists each provided us with one-half of the 
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answer and that a compromise between them was required. In other words, 

Kant concluded that both reason and experience play a role in constructing our 

knowledge. Accordingly, Kant’s epistemology could justifiable be called a sort of 

“rational – empiricism” or “an empirical-rationalism.” Kant called this philosophy 

“critical philosophy” because he wanted to critique reason, which means that he 

wanted to sort out the legitimate claims of reason from the groundless ones.   

 Hume had argued that the only way we could have knowledge that was 

universal, necessary, and certain is if it was knowledge of the relations of ideas. 

For example, we can know that it is necessarily true that “all gray elephants are 

elephants.” The problem however is that such knowledge does not tell us about 

the world because from the truth of that statement alone we could not know that 

there are any elephants, or, if there are any, that they are gray. Knowledge that 

does give us information, the empiricists said, had to be aposteriori knowledge. 

An example of this knowledge would be, “Lemon juice is acidic. Kant called this 

sort of knowledge synthetic posteriori knowledge because it synthesis or brings 

together the concepts of lemon juice and acidic. These two concepts are not 

logically related the way that bachelor and unmarried are because we can 

imagine lemon juice being nonacid. Therefore, only through experience (a 

posteriori knowledge) could we know that statement to be true. Unlike Hume 

and the empiricists, the rationalists thought that we could have synthetic apriori 

knowledge. This knowledge would not be derived from experience, would be 

universal and necessary, but would also give us information about the world. 

With the rationalists, Kant thought that statements such as “All events have a 

cause’ provided us with synthetic a priori knowledge. But Kant also believed with 

the empiricists that all knowledge began with experience. He accused the 

rationalists of attempting to disregard experience to know what reality is like 

beyond our experience. He agreed with Hume that this stepping out of 

experience couldn’t be done. The problem there for Kant was how within the 

bounds of experience is synthetic apriori knowledge possible? 
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 The result of this struggle was the Kantian reconstruction of epistemology. 

In his Critique of Pure Reason Kant wrote, ‘All out knowledge beings with 

experience” With this statement Kant sided with the empiricists.  But he was 

aware also that if the only source of knowledge is experience, then Humean 

skepticism is inevitability. Therefore Kant added, “But though all our knowledge 

begins with experience, it does not follow that it all arises out of experience.” 

With this statement he aligns himself with the rationalists. Kant agreed with he 

empiricists hat our knowledge could not soar beyond the limits of experience, 

that the contents of experience provided the materials for all knowledge. 

Therefore any metaphysical conclusion about what reality is like beyond the 

limits of experience had to be ruled out as ungrounded. This conclusion had 

profound implications. A non-physical self, the infinity of the universe, or god 

could not be the object of human knowledge. Notice that Kant did not way that 

such things could not exist, but merely that we could not have knowledge of 

them.  

 Kant proposed a Copernican revolution in epistemology. The empiricist’s 

thought that the mind is passive when confronting the world and that the mind 

simply records the impressions provided by the senses. In this picture knowledge 

conforms to its objects. Kant reverses things however. He asks that we consider 

the possibility that objects conform to our knowledge. In other words, Kant 

suggests that the only way the fluctuating, fragmenting assortment of sense 

data can provide with the experience of objects is if the mind imposes a certain 

rational structure on it. The rationalists argued that science is possible because 

there is a correspondence between the mind and the world. Kant agreed, but he 

changed the character of this correspondence.  Kant argued that the world that 

science studies is not something beyond experience but is a world of experience 

that the mind has actively filtered, digested, shaped and organized according to 

the minds own structure. Therefore, Hume was correct in saying that a series of 

particular observations cannot give us certainty and universal laws. What Hume 

did not realize according to Kant, was that we can find certainty and universal 
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knowledge within the experience if the mind organizes experience in a necessary 

and universal way In this sense, the mind does not conform to an external world, 

but the contends found in experience do conform in the structure of the mind. 

The mind constructs its objects out of the raw materials provided by the senses. 

For this reason Kant approach may be labeled constructivism.   

 It is important to under what Kant is not saying.  He is not saying that the 

mind brings reality into existence out of nothing. He is saying that the way in 

which reality appears to us depends on the contribution of both the senses and 

the intellect. The mind imposes its own form on the sense data and through this 

activity we have objects to be known.  Kant is not saying that the mind brings 

reality into existence out of nothing. He is saying that the way in which reality 

appears to us depends on the contribution of both the senses and the intellect. 

The mind imposes its own form on the sense data and through this activity we 

have objects to be known. The only world we can know is the world of our 

experience which is partially at least constructed by the mind.  This world 

consists of things as they appear to us, which Kant refers to as the phenomena 

of the phenomenal realm. Outside our experience are the things in themselves 

known as the noumena or the noumenal realm. Since e can’t jump outside our 

experience to see reality as it actually is, we cannot assign any positive contend 

to the notion of the noumena. The concept is merely a limiting concept or way of 

pointing to what lies beyond any possible experience.  

 For example, if you require glasses to read you might take them off and 

look at the words o this page. If you don’t need glasses, you can still achieve the 

same effect by moving the page close to your nose until the words are 

hopelessly blurred. Do the same with a small colored picture that has many 

complex details. The effect is that no longer are you presented with meaningful 

objects, whether these objects are the words on the page or the details in the 

picture Rather, your visual field consists of indistinguishable shapes and 

splotches of gray or patches of color. However under optimal conditions, 

conditions in which you are wearing your glasses or the page is a normal 
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distance from your eyes, you will see words or pictures of objects. In much the 

same way Kant says, we do not simply see the world as a swirl of shapes and 

colors because the mind functions like the lenses to provide us with an array of 

representations that present themselves as objects with experience. In the 

eyeglasses example, the objects that appear in our individual visual experience 

are a product of both the sensory data and the way in which the lenses process 

this input. The eyeglasses do not create reality but they do influence the manner 

in which reality will be perceived.  

 But how does Kant think the mind structures our experiences of reality? 

Kant contends that the mind imposes spatial and temporal form on experience. 

Space and time are not mysterious things that appear without experience for 

Kant. Rather they are fundamental frames of reference within which the objects 

appear to us. For example, Kant’s theory of space and time seems rather 

fantastic. The spatial and temporal nature of our experience is so familiar we 

have a hard time imagining that these qualities could be only forms of our 

human experience. However to make Kant’s view more plausible imagine how 

the world appears to a fly with its multifaceted eyes. Its experience of space is 

one in which every object appears hundreds of times. The fly’s world is spatially 

structured in a very different way from ours. So our own experience of space is 

not the only possible one. Kant even goes so far as to propose that some other 

sort of being, such as God, might experience reality without our spatial 

limitations and might be able to know the past, present, and future in one, 

simultaneous experience. So maybe our spatially and temporally formed 

experience is not the only way that reality could be known.  

 All rational beings think of the world in terms of space, time and 

categories such as cause and effect, substance, unity, plurality, necessity, 

possibility, and reality. We think of things in this manner not because that is 

actually the way the world is but because that is the way our minds order 

experience.  Sense data is interpreted by these innate categories in the mind.  

In other words, the mind takes the sensory data and interprets it through these 
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innate categorical grids.  In short, reason provides the structure or form of what 

we know and the senses provide the content of what we know.  In another 

sense, Kant is saying that sensory experience constitutes the software of what 

we know and reason provides the hardware by which the software is interpreted 

and stored.  Knowledge, therefore, is possible not because it is about the way 

things actually are, but because it is about how things appear to be. 

 Kant’s position was meant to represent a compromise between the 

warring rationalists and empiricists. He intended to grant to the rationalists that 

sense data alone could not provide knowledge and to grant to the empiricists 

that there could be no knowledge in the absence of sensorial contributions. 

Kant’s position was helpful but it led him also to admit that there must exist a so 

called noumenal world in which there are things which exist but which the 

human mind is incapable of knowing. His noumenal world stands in 

contradistinction to the phenomenal world, which is the observable world around 

us. We humans are limited in our perceptions to the phenomenal world or the 

world as perceived, conceived, imagined, interpreted analyzed and theorized 

about by the human mind. (Palmer, Looking at Philosophy, 224-225) This had 

important implications the big questions of life.  

  If Kant had stopped with his work entitled The Critique of Pure Reason he 

would have satisfied the Humean critics of metaphysics and their skepticism, and 

he would have also satisfied the advocates of theology, while also pleasing the 

defenders of common sense and also of science. But he would not have satisfied 

the impulses of the human heart it seems.  Kant addressed the remainder of his 

Critique of Pure Reason to these concerns. He argued that there is no logical 

necessity to conceive of the world in terms of god, immortality, justice, and 

freedom in the way that there is a logical necessity of conceiving of the world in 

terms of time, space, and causality. However, without such inspirational 

concepts, many humans would lose their enthusiasm for life. If one could not 

believe for example that the human soul is free and that ultimately justice will 

triumph, then one might well lose motivation required for the engagement in the 
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day-to-day world. As a result, Kant concluded that we have the right to believe in 

these things, but not to claim to know that God, the soul, immortality, freedom, 

justice exist.  These things are NOT metaphysical necessities, but rather they are 

practical necessities for some for the living of their lives. (Palmer, Looking At 

Philosophy, 226-227) 

 Let’s summarize Kant.  Kant believed (1) we can never know reality as it is 

in itself because (2) our minds structure our experience of reality. Further, (3) 

there is a single set of forms and categories by which this structuring is done, 

which is universal to every human knower and (4) this process is fundamentally 

a rational one. 

 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL RELATIVISM 

 The philosophers we have considered so far are all in agreement that if 

we obtain knowledge about the world, and that we are capable of doing so, we 

will have arrived at objective, universal truths about the world. In short, they all 

agreed that there is one true story about the world. These are all versions of 

objectivism. Objectivist epistemology claims that there is one set of universal 

truths or facts about the world and that these truths are independent of us. 

Sometimes objectivism is also called absolutism. It may be that objectivism is a 

preferential way to reference the movement rather than the word absolutism 

since the latter seems to connote a dogmatic, authoritarian, and intolerant 

attitude. Objectivism contends that there exist universal, mind-independent 

truths without claiming that you necessarily have all the truth. Therefore, you 

can still be open -0minded, willing to modify your beliefs and be tolerant and 

respectful of the views of others. It is important to note that Kant was an 

objectivist although he gave objectivism a new twist so to speak. He advanced 

the thesis that our knowledge of reality is not direct and unmediated since our 

experience is always structured by the categories of the mind. Therefore, Kant 

proposed that we can never know reality in itself. Still, Kant believed that the 

way in which our minds structure experience is the same for everyone. So he 
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concluded that within the realm of human experience universal and objective 

knowledge was not only a possibility, but also an accomplished fact.  

 However, imagine another twist at this point. Suppose that Kant was 

wrong in maintaining that there is one universal way in which all human minds 

are structured or only one way in which it is possible to make sense out of the 

world. It would then follow that different people would experience the world in 

different ways. There would be no one set of truths about the world and no 

particular set of opinions would be more true or valid than another. This position 

is variously designated as conceptual, cognitive, or epistemological relativism 

because it asserts that the relativism of all concepts beliefs and knowledge 

claims. Epistemological relativism is the claims that there can be no universal, 

objective knowledge or reality because all knowledge is relative to the conceptual 

system of either the individual or one’s culture. In other words, epistemological 

relativism is the belief that the world has snot one true story, but many stories.   

 A popular relativistic phrase is, “That may be true for you but it’s not true 

for me.” Or “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” Or “When in Rome do as the 

Romans do.” Or “We all have our own opinion about the matter and who’s to say 

whose belief is right?” Or “Different strokes for different folks.” Or “It all depends 

on your point of view.” Or “I believe this because that’s just where i am coming 

from.” These statements capture the essence of relativism.  And one can tell 

from these phrases that ours is an age permeated by the relativistic worldview.   

 There are varieties of relativism. Individual relativism asserts that all 

knowledge or truth is relative to each person’s individual perspective. This 

assertion of individual relativism is also known as subjectivism. The example of 

an individual relativist is the Greek Sophist Protagoras who is said to have 

claimed 

 Each one of us is a measure of what is and of what is not; but there 
 is all the difference in the world between one man and another just 
 in the very fact that what is appears to one is different from what  is and 
what appears to the other. (Plato, Theaetetus 166d, trans. F.  M. Cornford, 
in Collected dialogues of Plato, p. 872) 
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On the other hand there is cultural relativism that asserts that al beliefs are 

relative to a certain culture.  An example of a cultural relativism is Ruth Benedict. 

The cultural anthropologist claims that rather than viewing western culture as 

superior to those of primitive culture we should see it s merely one way people in 

society adjust to one another. She argued that when seen in this fashion modern 

civilization becomes not a necessary pinnacle of human achievement, but one 

entity in a long series of possible adjustments. (Ruth Benedict, “Anthropology 

and the Abnormal,” in The Journal of General Psychology” 10 (1934), 59.) 

Another form of relativism is historical relativism. An example of the historical 

relativist is found in the work of George Hegel who claims that ideas are not 

eternal truths but are reflections of their time and that the truth of any ideas has 

to be evaluated in terms of its own historical setting.  He wrote, 

 As far as the individual is concerned, each individual is in any case a 
 child of his time; thus philosophy, too, is its own time  comprehended in 
 thoughts. It is just as foolish to imagine that any philosophy can 
 transcend its contemporary world as that an individual can overleap his 
 own time. (G. W. F. Hegel, Elements of  the Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen 
 W. Wood, trans H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
 1991) preface, pp. 21-22) 
 
 There are significant differences between the way that we look at the 

world and the way that ancient Greeks, the Medievals, and people during the 

Renaissance viewed the world in their respective eras. This is historical 

relativism.  

 

SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE 

 One of the most important realms of knowledge today is scientific 

knowledge. Scientific endeavor has been extremely successful in addressing 

many of the most complicated mysteries of life.  Consequently, scientific 

knowledge and scientific method is highly regarded. Both rationalism and 

empiricism played an important role in the rise of modern science. It is important 

to consider two approaches to the evaluation of scientific knowledge. 
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 Scientific knowledge has been based largely upon the theory of induction.  

According to the theory one can move from a particular observation to a general 

observation According to this view scientific laws are derived from observations. 

This common sense view was formulated by Francis Bacon and suggests that 

scientific laws are simply based from the observations that have been collected 

through scientific experimentation. Some have now designated this view as 

“naive inductivism.”  

 David Hume raised a significant problem with induction. Hume pointed out 

that most of the conclusions we draw from experience particularly causal 

judgments, are based on the principle of induction. Generally, the principle of 

induction contends that the future will be like the past. More specifically, it is the 

conviction that future observations will conform to the pattern of present 

observations or that a finite number of observations will tell us what generally 

will be the case in the future. The problem of inductive reasoning can be seen in 

the following example however.  

 (1) Swan S1 is white. 
 (2) Swan S2 is white. 
 (3) Swam s3 is white. 
 Conclusion: All swans are white. 
 
 This seemed to be a pretty convincing argument to British and to 

European biologists prior to the 1600’s. All the swans in England and Europe 

were white. Later that century, however, a Dutch explorer traveled to Australia 

and found that swans there were black. Therefore, no matter how many 

observations we gather that seem to support a particular conclusion there is no 

guarantee that future observations will always yield the same results.   

 Consider the somewhat humorous example from Bertrand Russell 

concerning the inductivist turkey. 

 The turkey found that, on the first morning at the turkey farm, he  was 
 fed at 9a.m. Being a good inductivist turkey he did not jump to 
 conclusions. He waited until he collected a large number of observations 
 that he was fed at 9a.m. and made these observations under a wide 
 range of circumstances, on Wednesday and Thursdays, on warm days and 
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 cold days on rainy days and dry days.  Each day he  added another 
 observation statement to his life. Finally  his inductivist conscience was 
 satisfied and he carried out an inductive  inference to conclude, “I am 
 always fed at 9a.m.” But this conclusion  was shown to be false in no 
 uncertain way when, On Christmas Eve,  instead of being fed, he has his 
 throat cut. (A. F. Chalmers, What is this thing called Science?, (St  Lucia, 
 Queensland: University of  Queensland Press, 1976), p. 30) 
 

LOGICAL POSITIVISM 

 Logical Positivism emerged in the early 1920's.  The movement is an 

outgrowth of a radical version of British Empiricism.  Logical Positivism was built 

around the principle of verification in which adherents argued that the only 

meaningful statements of truth are those, which are empirically verifiable.  

According to the Logical Positivists, a statement is meaningful if it meets at least 

one of two criteria: 

1) It is based on sense data or experience (empirical observation). 
2) It is a "linguistic convention" or "tautology" meaning that it is a truth 
the meaning of which is determined by definition. 
 

 Logical Positivism was characterized by the following elements: the 

verifiability criterion, necessary truth and reductionism. According to the Logical 

Positivists, statements about the world must have their source in some reality in 

the world and, in turn, must therefore be empirically verifiable.  Discussion 

concerning this principle centered upon the significance of the word "verify."  On 

the one hand, extreme verificationism, argued that in order for an individual to 

make the statement, "There is a table in front of me" there must be empirical 

evidence of the actual reality of such a statement.  However, extreme 

verificationism was subject to doubt due to the reality that certain apparent 

truths simply are not verifiable.   

 Consequently, some verificationists opted for a modified verificationism, 

which focused not upon certitude but upon probability or likelihood of a 

propositions being true.  Two issues emerge from this modified version of 

verificationism.  On the one hand, modified verificationism was more difficult to 
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disprove than extreme verificationism.  On the other hand, however, critics argue 

that modified verificationism likely fails to meet the original goal of the Logical 

Positivists which was to rule out truth statements that are, at least in the view of 

the Positivists, nonsensical. Logical Positivism also argued that all truth might be 

placed in two categories.  On the one hand, there are meaningful statements, 

which are necessary truths (a priori analytic statements) and, on the other hand, 

there are meaningful statements, which are contingent truths (a posteriori 

synthetic statements).  All bachelor's are unmarried males is an example of a 

necessary a priori analytic statement, also known as a tautology. These types of 

statements tell us nothing about the world and are either true or false based 

upon some fact about the rules of language.  These were necessary truths and 

according to the Logical Positivists are to be reduced to tautologies. However, as 

will be seen below, this is problematic for the Logical Positivist.  

 Logical Positivism experienced significant challenges at the point of 

necessary truth as well.  In short, it is difficult if not impossible in some instances 

to reduce necessary truth to formal tautologies.  For example consider the 

following frequently used examples of these tautologies: 

a) Everything that is blue all over is not red all over. 
b) All equilateral triangles are equiangular triangular. 
c) No proposition is both true and false. 

 

 Sense data are themselves neither mental nor physical. The mental-

physical distinction consists simply in our organization or arrangement of 

predicates, for example size, shape, etc.  Positivism argues that others minds 

and even one's own mind are logical constructs since they are not sense nor are 

they composed of sensory data. The self, in short, is nothing more than a bundle 

of perceptions and there is no continuous substantial self and theoretical entities 

such as atoms and average housewives for example, exist only in terms of 

theories for explanatory and predictive purposes.  This is not the first occurrence 

of such reductionism in epistemology.  Locked dropped the idea of innate ideas; 

Berkeley dropped Berkeley's/Locke's recognition of material substances and 
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causality; the Positivists drop Hume's belief in things in favor of sense data or 

"phenomena." 

 

RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE 

 The Christian claim to know God must be received through the intuitive, 

pragmatic, and rational/reflective channels.  Yandall Woodfin contends, "Even 

though knowledge of God, according to Christian belief, is possible only by a 

gracious quickening and illumination of the human spirit through the immediate 

personal presence or God, this knowledge, as long as man remains a creature in 

time and space will be mediated through experience."  (Woodfin, With All Your 

Mind, 27)  In other words, in this issue of epistemology, one cannot rest at ease 

in the mystical conclusions, since these even mystical experience must come to 

us through experience and rationality or reason.   

 It should also recognized that we are talking about the individual's 

knowledge of God and not knowledge of things about or characteristics of God.  

Woodfin considers our knowledge of God in terms of a "friendship" or "trust 

among persons."  (Woodfin, With All Your Mind, 27)  It is important to recognize 

that while God is "suprapersonal" according to Woodfin, God is never 

"subpersonal" and must be grasped by human beings as personal, at least 

according to Christian faith.  

 I develop trust in individuals (though it is harder these days than in the 

past) through a subjective intuitional awareness of the individual which tells me 

whether an individual is trustworthy or not, through a pragmatic test of 

examining their character, behavior and conduct toward others which gives me 

insight as to their level of trustworthiness, and through the use of 

rationality/reflection which assists me in determining that my trust in another 

individual is a rational or reasonable thing to give.   

 

Knowledge of God through the Intuitive Channel 
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 There are numerous biblical references to individuals receiving knowledge 

of God through an intuitive awareness.   For instance, "Blessed are you, Simon 

Bar Jonah, For Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but m Father who is 

in heaven. (Matt. 16:17)  Or, "Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the 

conviction of things not seen. For by it the men of old received divine approval, 

By faith we understand that the world was created by the word of God, so that 

what is seen was made out of things which do not appear. (Hebrews 11:1-3)   

 

 By the term "intuitive awareness" it seems that Woodfin is referring that 

when individuals examined the person and works of Jesus there was an 

evocation of a trustworthiness regarding his representing God and a consequent 

inner conviction, which emerges in the individual regarding his identity.  Woodfin 

contends that this inner awareness of which we are speaking is not to be 

considered as the work of the Holy Spirit.  Rather this awareness is of a different 

nature.  According to Woodfin, this awareness has to do with "that faculty of 

immediate perception to which the objective reality of God as personal Spirit 

makes his appeal through Christ.   

 However, Woodfin is quick to point out that this intuitive awareness of 

God is not sufficient in itself. Rather, this intuitive channel of knowledge 

concerning God's presence in the person of Jesus Christ must find confirmation 

or at least further validation in two other sources of knowledge: the pragmatic 

channel and the rational/reflective channel. 

 

Knowledge of God through the Pragmatic Channel 

 For Woodfin, this pragmatic channel constitutes the evidential 

confirmation of the validity of Christian belief about God revealed in Jesus Christ 

by the examination of the practical impact of such belief.  According to Woodfin, 

this pragmatic approach appears frequently in the New Testament. For instance, 

Woodfin cites, Nathan's question to Philip, "Can anything good come out of 

Nazareth?" and the response "Come and see." (John 1:46)  The response 
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demonstrates that the "proof is in the pudding" so to speak.  The response is a 

call on the part of Philip to observe the practicalities of the life, which Jesus lived 

as a verification of his own identity.    Further, Woodfin points to a sermon by 

Dr. Daniel Fuller in which he examines the Acts narrative, which describes 

Barnabas as a "good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith. And (as a result), a 

large company was added to the Lord."  Barnabas' faith had so convincingly 

impacted his life that others were compelled to believe also.  Moving beyond the 

biblical material, the writings of Justin Martyr also employ the pragmatic test: 

 After our conversion by the Word . . . we who devoted ourselves to 
 the arts of magic now consecrate ourselves to the good an  unbegotten 
 God; we who loved above all else the ways of acquiring riches and 
 possessions now hand over to a community fund what we possess, and 
 share it with every needy person, we who hated and killed one another 
 and would not share our hearth with those of another tribe because of 
 their different customs, now, after coming of Christ, live together with 
 them, and pray for our enemies, and try to convince those who hate us 
 unjustly, so that they who live according to the good commands of  Christ 
 may have a firm hope of receiving the same reward as ourselves  from 
 God who governs all.  (Saint Justin Martyr, The First Apology, in The 
 Fathers of the Church, trans. Thomas B. Falls (New York: Christian 
 Heritage), 1.14. p. 47) 
 

Knowledge of God through the Rational/Reflective Channel 

 Woodfin contends that there is no such thing as "pure reason" or "mere 

reason" and therefore he opts to call this category of knowledge the 

"rational/reflective channel of knowledge."  He writes, "Reason may . . . be a 

legitimate means of obtaining knowledge of God when it is a coherent and 

consistent conceptual reflection upon that which has been given through divine 

revelation."  (Woodfin, With All Your Mind, 31)  He further contends that the very 

reality of humanities need for "revelation" of God indicates the ultimate 

limitations and insufficiency of human reason or rationality.  In short, revelation 

is verification that reason has its limits.   

 Woodfin utilizes Paul's Sermon on the Mount as a basis for his 

conclusions.  He indicates that upon examination it is obvious that Paul's main 
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objective is evangelistic while his method of persuasion is rationalistic.  Paul 

points first to the rational inconsistencies of Athenian religion and then to the 

rational consistencies of Christian faith.  In addition, Paul roots his proclamation 

in the context of confidence regarding the historical legitimacy of the Christian 

faith.   

 Woodfin concludes his discussion of a Christian Theory of Knowledge with 

the statement, " The basic problem in epistemology, it may be concluded, is 

perhaps not so much how one knows as it is the ontological question concerning 

the nature of the reality which is being known.'  (Woodfin, With All Your Mind, 

36)  He sees in the Christian faith what he term as "an epistemologic paradox" or 

"epistemologic inversion."  The paradox or inversion hinges on the central reality 

that the Christian message focuses not so much upon our desire to know God 

but rather upon God's desire to be known.  The ultimate impact is this inversion 

is not so much that we know God, but that God knows us.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter we have examined the philosophical topic of epistemology, 

the study of knowledge.  We have seen that, in the history of philosophy, there 

were two divergent schools of thought regarding the source of knowledge.  On 

the one hand there were the continental rationalists who advanced that 

knowledge is a priori and innate.  On the other hand, there were the British 

empiricists who concluded that knowledge is a posteriori or gained from 

experience.  In addition, we have examined the conclusions of Immanuel Kant 

who advanced that knowledge is both a priori and a posteriori.  Kant determined 

that there is an actual objective world that provides the sensory stimuli that the 

human brain categorizes and interprets.  Kant, however, was quick to point out 

the difference between things as they actually are in themselves and things, as 

they appear to be.  Kant, in reaction to the skepticism of David Hume, argued 

that there is a third category of knowledge which he categorized as a priori 

synthetic knowledge, proposing three levels of knowledge: the phenomenal 
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world or the world of external objects, the noumenal world the world of the 

human mind and the transcendent world. 

 

CHAPTER ONE STUDY GUIDE 
 

Content Questions 
 

1. Explain the meaning of the word epistemology? 
2. Compare and contrast a priori knowledge with a posteriori knowledge. 
3. What was Immanuel Kant’s contribution to the classifications of 

Rationalism and Empiricism? 
4. Who were the Rationalists? 
5. Who were the Empiricists? 
6. How does the Rationalistic approach evidence the presupposition of the 

rationality of the universe? 
7. What is the relationship of Rationalism and Human Reason? 
8. What is the relationship of Rationalism to Human Sensory experience? 
9. How is Rationalism related to the philosophical perspective of Plato?  

Explain this relationship through Plato’s utilization of the Analogy of the 
Cave. 

10. Utilizing the Analogy of the Cave, explain how in Plato we have a “full-
blown beginning for Rationalist epistemology.” 

11. Explain how Rene Descartes eliminated the epistemologic problem of the 
evil genie. 

12. Explain how Rene Descartes eliminated the possibility that all he is 
experiencing as real may be no more than the result of a dream. 

13. Explain how Rene Descartes argued for the existence of God on the basis 
of human reason alone. 

14. Compare and contrast Spinoza’s three types of knowledge. 
15. Explain Leibniz’ similarity to Aristotle in the use of the Principle of Non-

contradiction. 
16. Compare and contrast Plato’s and Aristotle’s understanding of an objects 

nature or essence. 
17. Who were the Empiricists? 
18. Compare and contrast Locke’s concepts of simple and complex ideas, 

giving examples of each. 
19. “Regarding the idea of God, Locke acknowledged that we do not acquire 

this knowledge through sensory experience.’  Explain, therefore, how 
Locke justified belief in God’s existence. 

20. What is the role of God in George Berkeley’s epistemology? 
21. Compare and contrast Synthetic Propositions and Analytic Propositions 
22. In what way did Hume say all a priori and a posteriori statements are 

experience centered? 
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23. Explain Kant’s reconciliation of the conclusions of the rationalists and 
empiricists. 

24. Explain and give an example of an analytic statement. 
25. Explain and give an example of a synthetic statement. 
26. Explain how apriori statements are analytic statements. 
27. Explain how a posteriori statements are synthetic statements. 
28. “7 + 5 = 12.”  Explain how Immanuel Kant categorized this as prove of 

the existence of synthetic a priori statements. 
29. “All bachelor’s are unmarried males.”  What type of statement is this and 

why? 
30. “All triangles have three sides.” What type of statement is this and why? 

 
 

Vocabulary 
 

1. a priori 
2. a posteriori 
3. Epistemology 
4. Cartesian Doubt 
5. Suspension of Belief 
6. Cogito Ergo Sum 
7. Ethica Ordine 
8. The Law of Non-contradiction 
9. The Principle of Sufficient reason 
10. The Law of Identity 
11. Tabula Rasa 
12. Matters of Fact 
13. Relations of Ideas 
14. Analytic Statements/Propositions 
15. Synthetic Statements/Propositions 
16. Common Sense Realism 
17. Representative Realism 
18. Logical Positivism 
19. Principle of Verification 
20. Tautology 
21. Critical Idealism 

 
Critical Thinking 

 
1. “The problem with relying on reason alone, though is that a priori 

propositions or propositions whose truth of falsity is known prior to and 
independent of any sense experience, do not provide any useful 
information about the world.”  Explain this statement. 
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2. What is the central point of Descartes’ doubts regarding the reliability of 
sensory experience in relation to the evil genius and how does Descartes 
utilize God as a resolution of the problem? 

3. Descartes’ proposed, “I think, therefore, I am.”  How does this statement 
reflect Cartesian dualism and what are the implications of the statement 
for personal existence? 

4. What is meant by the conclusion that knowledge is justified true belief? 
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CHAPTER 2: The Question of Reality 

 

 One of the oldest questions philosophy seeks to answer is also one that is 

integral to humanity – what is the nature of ultimate reality?  While it sounds 

impressive, what exactly does it mean to "inquire into the ultimate nature of 

reality?"  Most individuals would say that it is the task of the scientist rather than 

the philosopher to investigate ultimate reality.  In earlier times, however, the 

roles of scientist and philosopher were not so clearly separated. In fact, when 

the writers of the middle Ages describe Aristotle as a philosopher they were 

speaking partly of his study of the natural world, such as his observations of 

physics and biology.   

 A variety of questions are central to the consideration of metaphysics.  

These questions include: 

• What is metaphysics? 
• Is there a plurality of things or is there only one thing? 
• Is there an external world, a world of things that exists independently of 

human thought and sensation? 
• Is Time real? 
• Is there such a thing as objective truth? 
• Why is there something rather than nothing? 
• Why are there rational beings? 
• Are we physical or non-physical beings?  
• Do we have free will? 

 
 In a nutshell, metaphysics is the study of ultimate reality.  This definition 

begs the question, “What is reality?” and “What is meant by ‘ultimate’ reality?”  

As regards reality, the term stands in contradistinction to the term “apparent.”  

For instance, Jane may appear to be healthy but really be dying. Tom may 

appear to be honest but really be dishonest.  Consider the statement, “The 

earth appears to be the center of the universe but really not so (A belief 

predominant in the Middle Ages). “ To those adhering to the position that the 

earth was the center of the universe, it felt as though the earth was not moving. 

It appeared as though the planets were moving. But we now know this 
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conclusion was erroneous. The earth feels stationary although it actually rotates.  

Appearances were therefore deceptive. Someone has likened this scenario to 

that of being on a merry go round in the local playground. The wind blows in our 

faces. The force tells us that the object was moving.  Therefore, the Medievals 

concluded that, since there is no wind and no force, planet earth must not be 

moving.  That conclusion was proven wrong.  Appearance was not reality.  An 

important question emerges however in the midst of the consideration of that 

which is really true in distinction from that which is apparently true.  Could it be 

that the reality behind every appearance is only a further appearance?  

 For instance, in the early 1900’s popular science writers pointed out that 

objects such as chairs and tables that are apparently solid objects are really filled 

with empty space. Then scientists began to learn what was apparently empty 

space was really from empty and was actually very densely populated.  To revisit 

our question, “Could it be that the reality behind every appearance is only a 

further appearance” is therefore important.  If the answer behind this question is 

“Yes” then the question of metaphysics is actually futile.  If the answer behind 

the question is “No”, then there is a reality that is not only an appearance and 

this final or ultimate reality is the focus of the metaphysical quest.   

 

A PARADOX 

 Consider for a moment that Jane says, “There is no ultimate reality. There 

is only an infinite series of appearances. Whenever you say you have found 

reality, you have only found just another appearance. It may be a deeper 

appearance or a more profound appearance, but it is no more than an 

appearance. This is because there is no ultimate reality to be found.”  Jane’s 

comment is paradoxical.   

 What is the paradoxical nature of Jane’s conclusion? The paradox lies in 

her telling us that there is no ultimate reality.  Jane, when she makes such a 

comment, is paradoxically telling us that ultimate reality is an infinite series of 

infinite appearances.  Her statement is actually “self refuting.”  In other words, in 
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stating that there is no ultimate reality, Jane is discussing ultimate reality.  Again, 

all this is to demonstrate that metaphysics attempts to get behind appearances 

and tell the ultimate truth about things.   

 

THREE CENTRAL QUESTIONS 

 Three central questions lie at the heart of the metaphysical quest. 
 

• First, what are the most general features of the world and what sort of 
things does the world contain.   

• Second, why does a world exist and more specifically, why is there a 
world having the features and content described in the previous question.  

• Third, what is our place in the world and how do we humans fit into it?   
 
 Consider that two very different answers have been 

provided to these questions.  One from the middle ages and the other from the 

19th century.   

 

The Middle Ages 

 In the middle Ages, it was concluded that the world consists of God and 

all that he has made.  God was said to be infinite, meaning that he is unlimited 

in knowledge, power and goodness.  God is a spirit in that he is not material. 

God has made both spirits and material things, but all things he has made are 

finite and limited. God has always existed and at a certain moment in the past he 

first made other things.  Before that there had never been anything besides God. 

God will always exist and there will always be things he has made.   

 Further, in the middle ages it was also concluded that God has to exist, 

just as two and two must equal four. But nothing else has this feature.  

Everything besides God, therefore, might not have existed.  The things other 

than God exist only because God has caused them to exist by an act of free will.  

God could have chosen not to create anything in which case there would never 

have been anything besides God. In addition, God not only brought all other 

things into existence, but he also keeps them in existence at every moment.   
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 Still further, human beings were created by God to love and serve him 

forever. Each of them has a purpose or a function. IN the same sense in which it 

is true of John’s heart that its function is to pump blood, it is true of John that 

his function is to love and serve God forever. Unlike a heart, which has no choice 

about whether to pump blood, a human being has a free will and can refuse to 

do the thing for which it was made.   

 These last three paragraphs have summarized the answers provided by 

philosophers and theologians of the Middle Ages with regard to these three 

central questions of metaphysics.  However, things changed with the emergence 

of the 19th century.   

 

The 19th Century 

 With the emergence of the 19th century and the Enlightenment, the 

worldview was altered.  The world was understood to consist of nothing more 

than matter in motion. There is nothing but matter that operates according to 

the strict and invariable laws of physics.  Every individual thing is made entirely 

of matter and every aspect of its behavior is due to the workings of those laws.   

 Second, matter was viewed as having always existed and it was concluded 

that there has always been exactly the same amount of matter since matter can 

be neither created not destroyed.  For this reason there is no “Why” regarding 

the existence of the world.  Since the world is wholly material and since matter 

can neither be created not destroyed the world is eternal or has always existed.  

The question of “why does it exist” only has relevance about a thing that has a 

beginning.  Since the world is eternal the question of “why” is a meaningless 

one. 

 Third, human beings are complex configurations of matter. Since the 

world is eternal, the existence of complex configurations of matter is not 

surprising, for an infinite period of time, all possible configurations of matter will 

come to exist. Human beings are just one of those things that happened from 

time to time.  Human beings therefore serve no purpose for their existence and 
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their features are as much accidents as the existence and shape of a puddle of 

spilt milk. The only thing that can be said about human beings is that they are 

very temporary parts of the world.   

 These last three paragraphs present the Enlightenment era responses to 

the three dominate questions of metaphysics.  While there are obvious 

differences in the approaches of the Middle Ages and that of the enlightenment 

era, there are less obvious similarities between the answers provided by the 

eras.  First, each set of answers assumes that individual things are real. Second, 

each set of answers assumes the reality of time and space. Third, each set of 

answers assumes the reality of material/non-mental objects.  Fourth, each set of 

answers assumes that these questions can be answered.   

 

PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS 

 Almost anyone who studies philosophy will eventually encounter 

disparaging remarks about the subject. Some contend that philosophy is 

essentially nothing more than "hair splitting" or "irrelevant to real life", or "a 

subject pursued only by those living in an ivory tower."   

 Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), however, responded to these remarks with 

what might be described as an aggressive defense of the value of philosophy. He 

argued that philosophy has value not because it is likely to provide definitive 

answers to the questions it asks, but because the questions themselves are 

profound and important ones. Russell argued that philosophical contemplation 

removes us from our narrow everyday concerns and takes us to the realm of 

generality and that, according to Russell, gives our lives a new perspective.   

 Yet Russell is quick to acknowledge the basis for the perceived limitations 

of philosophy.  Russell writes,  

 If you ask a mathematician, a mineralogist, a historian, or any other 
 man of learning what definite body of truths has been ascertained  by his 
 science, his answer will last as long as you are willing to listen. But if you 
 put the same question to a philosopher, he will, if he is candid, have to 
 confess that his study has not achieved positive results such as have 
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 been achieved by other sciences.  (Bertrand Russell, "The Value of 
 Philosophy" cited in Philosophy: Basic Readings, ed Nigel  Warburton, 
 London: The Rutledge Group, 2004: 24-28) 
  

 Russell goes on to point out, however, that disciplines such as 

mathematics and physics had their origin in philosophy but as soon as one of 

these areas of developed a distinct body of knowledge it separated into its own 

discipline.  Russell then concludes: 

 Thus to a great extent, the uncertainty of philosophy is more 
 apparent than real: those questions which are already capable of 
 definite answers are placed in the sciences, while those only to which 
 at present, no definite answer can be given, remain to form the residue 
 which is called philosophy. (Russell, "The Value of Philosophy", 24-28) 
 

 While it is true that as a discipline, philosophy has been long on questions 

and short on answers, one of the primary tasks which philosophy has assumed is 

that of metaphysical exploration, or the examination of the nature of ultimate 

reality.  More precisely, philosophy has concerned itself with the nature of being.   

 Aristotle aimed to investigate the nature of being qua being. In other 

words, he wanted to analyze the basic notions involved in our understanding of 

the world. The book in which Aristotle presented this idea of a general study of 

being is entitled simply, Metaphysics. The history of metaphysics is the 

development of various fundamental theories about ontology, the study of being. 

The paragraphs that follow explore some of the key concepts and ideas as well 

as the developmental direction of certain leading philosophers on the topic of 

metaphysics. 

 

METAPHYSICS: THE ORIGIN OF THE TERM 

 Andronicus of Rhodes, the editor of Aristotle's library, coined the term 

metaphysics and it seems that the origin term metaphysics is somewhat 

commonplace. The story goes that while arranging Aristotle's library Adronicus 

came to a group of works produced by Aristotle, the focus of which transcended 
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the topic of physics. Since the content of these works addressed issues "beyond 

physics", Andronicus entitled the writings After Physics or Metaphysics.  The term 

is a compound of two Greek terms. Meta is a Greek preposition meaning "after" 

or "beyond" while the Greek term phusus signifies "nature". Though this 

meaning of the term is not common, it was allegedly used by the Greeks to 

denote "the universe."  

 Metaphysics is closely related to the term physics that speaks of the 

scientist who is concerned with the basic laws of nature. The term metaphysics, 

however, goes beyond the study of the physical realm and "investigates matters 

somehow transcending those investigated by physics."  (van Inwagen, 

Metaphysics) It appears that the better understanding of the term is that 

associated with Andronicus of Rhodes. Essentially, the term refers to "the totality 

of things for what they are." (Julian Marias, History of Philosophy)  

 Another way to put it is to say that metaphysics is the study of the unitary 

nature of everything.  Aristotle himself goes to great lengths to emphasize the 

oneness of all reality. A number of emphases characterized Aristotle's proposal 

regarding the unitary nature of reality.  He concluded that while metaphysics is 

to be understood as a single science, it is also to be regarded as a study of the 

science of being.   

 

THE METAPHYSICAL QUESTIONS 

 The study of metaphysics entails a variety of questions, the foremost of 

which is that which we have already been considering, namely, “What is 

metaphysics?”  As discussed above, metaphysics concerns the nature of 

appearance, reality or being.  This question implies the discussion of 

metaphysical methodology.  

 For example, how does the scientist approach the issue of metaphysics as 

opposed to the theologian? How are these two disciplines different in their 

methods of pursuing answers to the questions of metaphysics? What are the 

implications of these two very divergent approaches to the metaphysical task?  
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 Secondly, “Is there a plurality of things, or is there only one thing?”  Some 

advocate that reality is composed of only one thing. This approach is labeled 

monism. Others contend that reality is composed of a dual existence. This 

approach is labeled dualism. Still others argue that reality is made up of 

innumerable qualities that are too numerous even to grasp.  This approach is 

designated pluralism. 

 Metaphysics poses still other questions concerning reality.  Is there an 

external world, a world of things that exist independently of human thought and 

sensation? This particular concern of metaphysics has its primary basis in the 

philosophical skepticism of Renes Descartes.  According to his own account, 

Descartes made his way into the "stove room", by which he likely was referring 

to the heated room in his home, and from that experience of isolated pondering, 

he emerged with his entire philosophical methodology in tact. Thus was born 

Cartesian Doubt, the employment of which leads inevitably to a great variety of 

problems, not the least of which is “the problem of the external world.”   

 In addition, metaphysics is also concerned with the nature of time.  For 

instance, is time real?  Is there a variation in the individual's experience of time 

and, if so, how do we explain this variation? As time bound creatures, can we 

even begin to ponder the possibility of timeless existence?   

Metaphysics further considers the nature of truth.  Is there such a thing 

as objective truth? How do we determine that which should be regarded as 

truth? Is there an objective criterion for determining truth, or is the 

determination of truth essentially the subjective determination of a variety of 

"truths"? 

 Metaphysics also speculates why is there something rather than nothing? 

This consideration evokes questions central to the Philosophy of Religion 

regarding the Cosmological, Teleological, and Ontological Arguments for God’s 

existence, and the existence of evil and suffering. Further, consider the question, 

“Why are there rational beings?” Once again, this question causes us to ponder 

the issues of order, structure and design in the universe which issues are central 
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to the Philosophy of Religion’s discussion of the Teleological Argument for God’s 

existence. 

 Next, metaphysics explores the nature of humanity.  Are we physical or 

non-physical beings? From this question emerges other questions such as what is 

the nature of humanity? Is humanity to be understood as a dualistic entity 

consisting of body and soul? Is humanity to be understood in a naturalistic 

materialistic fashion, simply one more physical creature among many and 

essentially being no more and no less than a physical entity?  

How do these question evoke further contemplation of personal identity or 

questions concerning the nature of the human mind?  What is the human mind? 

Does the human mind actually exist? Is the human mind simply to be understood 

in terms of physicalism or a series of electrical impulses firing across the 

synapses of the brain? Is the human mind to be understood as nothing more 

than a series of biochemical events?  What is the relationship of the human mind 

to the human body and what are the implications of this relationship for the 

question of free will?  Do we have free will?  Is freedom possible? Can we know 

if we are free? Are there degrees of freedom and ways of increasing or 

threatening free will? Does it matter whether or not we are free? 

 It is apparent that metaphysics is a complicated concern of the 

philosopher not only by virtue of the difficulty of determining its nature, but also 

by its diversity.  Ultimately, however, in this pragmatic age in which we live, one 

is forced to ask and answer the question, "What difference does it make?" 

 

THE IMPORTANCE OF METAPHYSICS 

 Metaphysics is concerned with the Transcendent and addresses the 

question, "How have individuals understood the transcendent?"  In fact, this 

seems to be the key question in the metaphysical quest.  Unfortunately, with 

regard to the Logical Positivists and those associated with the philosophic school 

of linguistic analysis, this interest in the Transcendent has generally and 
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increasingly faded and is consequently regarded as beside the point or as setting 

up an impossible quest on the other. 

 But eventually one has to ask what difference one's metaphysical 

perspective makes? Ayn Rand proposes an interesting imaginary situation in 

which one lands on an unknown planet.  Rand says that in such an alien, 

strange, and unfamiliar environment, an individual would be concerned with 

three primary questions: Where am I? How do I know where I am? And how 

should I live in this newfound context?  She points out that these three questions 

correspond to the central questions of Philosophy, each of which is related to the 

other: 

• The Question of Metaphysics: Where am I? 
• The Question of Epistemology: How do I know where I am? 
• The Question of Ethics: How should I live or survive in this new context? 

 
 According to Rand, the central questions of human existence begin with 

the metaphysical quest.  Regarding the significance of metaphysics, it is 

important in four ways. First, metaphysics possesses a personal dimension. 

Metaphysical contemplation assists us in our search for our own meaning and 

provides a context in which to interpret our own existence. In each individual 

human being regardless of life status there is an incessant desire for answers to 

questions regarding our place in the universe.  Metaphysical speculation moves 

us not only toward attempting to determine the nature of the cosmos in which 

we live, but also to a quest to find our own place in that cosmos.  Can I find 

meaning in this life? What is the summum bonum of life? Is it possible that I can 

genuinely find purpose in life, or must I wait upon the next life, if such a life is 

believed to be possible, for personal fulfillment?   

 While each individual can become overly obsessed with himself or herself 

and the quest for purpose in life can potentially be reduced to a narcissistic 

pilgrimage, the fact none the less remains that there is something in the 

individual which compels us to pursue this personal quest for purpose.  In 

addition, the fact that humans have searched for purpose in life by going down 
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such false avenues as substance abuse, sexual exploitation, and the idolatry of 

career or education evidences the need for metaphysical speculation and 

reflection in every individual life. 

 Closely related to the previous concern with purpose in life, metaphysics 

also possesses a spiritual dimension.  Metaphysical contemplation assists us in 

answering life's deepest and most profound questions.  Even though the answers 

proposed to those questions vary, there is nonetheless a metaphysical longing 

for answers to profound and complicated questions such as:    

• Does history have a purpose?  
• Is history headed anywhere?  
• How does one come to "know" anything?  
• How can we "know that we know" the answer to life's profound 

questions?  
• Is there any such thing as Truth?  
• What is the role of science in the quest for knowledge?  

 
Each of these questions and the many others associated with the spiritual 

nature of human existence begs for the assistance given by metaphysical 

reflection. 

 Metaphysics also possesses a relational dimension. Metaphysical 

contemplation assists us in our view of human personhood. There is something 

about metaphysical pondering which shapes our view of what it means to be 

"human."   

• Is the human animal to be understood as a body and spirit or soul?  
• Is the human animal to be understood as nothing more than a physical 

entity?  
• What are the consequences of viewing others through the lenses of either 

of these approaches?   
• Do the implications of metaphysical speculation for the nature of human 

personhood also have implications for how I regard not just myself but 
also others?   

• If so, what are those implications?   
• In addition, what am I to conclude about the non-human animal?   
• Not only do I co exist or co-reside with fellow humans, but also non-

humans.  
• How am I to regard these creatures in light of my own metaphysical 

perspective?  
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 Finally, metaphysics possesses a social dimension. 

Metaphysical contemplation assists us in our humanitarian concerns. 

 Closely related to the above concerns is also concern with the ultimate 

direction and outcome of this life.   

• Do my metaphysical conclusions, or lack of conclusions, shape the extent 
of my optimism about the outcome of this reality, as I understand it?   

• Do my metaphysical speculations lead to an optimism or pessimism 
regarding the future?  Do my metaphysical convictions lead me to a 
pessimism that forces me to an anti-life perspective to use Nietzsche's 
term and consequently make me of such a heavenly mind that I am of no 
earthly use?   

• What are the implications of my metaphysical conclusions for how I view 
the environment, hope for human progress, or the political order under 
which I live? 

 
 In short, once properly understood, metaphysical conclusions lie behind 

each of the more highly specialized concerns which one addresses in philosophy. 

Consequently, metaphysical curiosity is a necessary prerequisite to serious 

philosophical speculation on areas such as epistemology, philosophy of religion, 

ethics, political speculation, aesthetics, as well as any other topic of concern 

under the heading of philosophy.  Metaphysics truly does make a difference. 

 Metaphysical conclusions are in no way uniform.  In fact, conclusions 

concerning what reality is actually like or what reality actually consists of are as 

diverse as the individuals who address the questions of reality. The emphasis of 

metaphysical conclusions seems to change with each era's shifting worldview.  In 

the following paragraphs, we will examine some individuals conclusions 

concerning the nature of reality with the goal of not only grasping the 

conclusions of the philosopher under consideration but also with the objective of 

developing an appreciation of the diverse nature of the metaphysical quest. 

 

METAPHYSICS AND ONTOLOGY 

 Ontology, a sub-category of metaphysics, may be defined as the study of 

the nature of being.  (Newport, 21)  The word ontology derives from the Greek 
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ontos, meaning being and logos, meaning the study of.  The term ontology has 

reference to the branch of philosophy that studies the nature of reality or being, 

especially as applied to living things. The term ontological is commonly used to 

emphasize the fact that some specific quality is an inescapable aspect of life 

itself. The fear of death, for instance, is said to be ontological since there is no 

way, short of the extinction of consciousness, to escape the fear. We could 

repress it, but the fear would remain a part of our being, buried precariously in 

the unconscious, where it can become a powerful but unrecognized cause of 

puzzling behavior. (Christian, 645) 

 Another way to describe ontology is with the question, “What is the most 

fundamentally real?”  The stance one takes in regard to ontology will set the 

tone for all other metaphysical inquiries.  But what is fundamental reality?   

 Most metaphysical writings address this concern from two perspectives.  

First, fundamental reality is that upon which everything else is dependent.  Some 

might argue that this reality is a spiritual reality such as God. Some theists 

contend that God is the one ultimate reality on which all else depends. Other 

theists argue that God has created other, semi-independent realities such as 

minds, souls or the physical world. Once god has created these other realities, 

these theists argue that these things have their own form of existence and that 

they cannot be reduced to anything more basic. For still other thinkers, 

fundamentality may be physical particles, forces, or energy.  

 Second, fundamental reality is that which cannot be created or destroyed. 

As such, fundamental reality is regarded as non-dependent. If we found out that 

what we accept to be fundamentally real could be brought into being or 

destroyed by something else, then it would be dependent, which would violate 

the first criterion because there would be something even more fundamental 

than it. For the theist, God cannot be created or destroyed. On the other hand, if 

the physical world is ultimate, then it had no beginning. Someone who took this 

position might say that a table can be created or destroyed but the particles or 

energy composing it were never created nor can they be destroyed.  
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 Given these two principles, and ignoring all the myriads of fascinating 

details for the moment, every metaphysical theory attempts to lump things into 

the following three broad categories:  

• Things that are not real  
• Realities that can be reduced to more fundamental realities 
• And things that are fundamentally real 

 

Things that are not real 

 Some philosophers believe that there are two kinds of events. There are 

those events that result from deterministic causes and there are those that result 

from human free will.  Other claim that free will does not exist and that 

everything, including human actions, can be understood in terms of deterministic 

causes. This is designated the eliminativist strategist since it simplifies and orders 

reality   

 

Realities reduced to more fundamental realities 

 Metaphysicians continually apply what has been termed the “this is really 

that approach. Some say that “minds are actually brain events” for instance.  

Others claim, however, that “what appears to be a physical object is really a 

collection of mental events.” This approach is designated as the reductionist 

strategy in metaphysic.   

 

Things that are fundamentally real 

 The question in this category is, “What is ultimately real in terms of which 

everything can be explained?” This category constitutes the bottom-line aspect 

of metaphysics. The question may be posed as, “What does a particular 

philosopher believe to be the most ultimate reality?”  

 

ONTOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES 
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 There are a variety of major ontologies that merit our consideration, each 

with its distinctive understanding of the nature of being. These include Idealism, 

Realism, Naturalism, Pragmatism and Existentialism.  

 

Idealism 

 The ontological perspective designated as Idealism poses the very basic 

question, “What is the nature of reality?”  According to Idealism, Ideas, Forms, 

Essences and Universals constitute reality.  These entities are invisible and 

represent a reality beyond the physical and observable realm around us.  In 

other words, these entities are reality and are part of a so-called supersensible 

world or realm.  Epistemologically, the Idealist would contend that knowledge is 

achieved through rationalism and that truth is objective, as opposed to 

subjective.  Anthropologically, Idealist Ontology argues that the nature of the 

human person centers around the notion that humans are essential persons who 

possess rational souls.  Ethically speaking, Idealist Ontology is essentially 

deontological and with regard to Aesthetics beauty is understood to be an 

imitation of the ontological ideal.   

 

Realism 

 Realist Ontology argues that both universals and particular exist, but 

places emphasis upon the existence of particulars.  This stands in 

contradistinction to Idealist Ontology that places emphasis upon the universals.  

Epistemologically, Realist Ontology is primarily empiricistic, believing that 

knowledge is gained through the senses by experience.  

 

Naturalism 

 Naturalist Ontology contends that only the natural, sensible world exists.  

Therefore, the Naturalist would dismiss the existence of any super-sensible 

realm.  According to Naturalism, human beings are essentially no more than 

highly evolved animals.   
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Pragmatism 

 Pragmatist Ontology views ontology as essentially unnecessary, since 

reality is what works or what is useful to the individual.  Truth is relative 

therefore to what works and is establish through the pragmatic test of usefulness 

to the individual.  Human beings, according to this perspective, are essentially 

pragmatic problem solvers.   

 

Existentialism/Post Modernism 

 Existentialist Ontology views essential ontology as misguided. Reality, 

rather than existing beyond the individual is not only chosen but also established 

by the individual.  Truth according to existentialism is subjective.  Humans are 

deciders.   

 

EXTERNAL METAPHYSICS 

 Many metaphysical concerns are focused on the nature of things 

externally or out there. This is a major part of metaphysical concern and 

speculation.  What is the nature of the external world? What is the nature of 

ultimate reality beyond our own existence?   

 But a major part of metaphysics is also concerned with what we can know 

of reality within ourselves. Some philosophers have even entertained the notion 

that by examining our own nature, we may get a clue into the nature of the 

larger cosmos in which we live. We now turn to metaphysical speculation as it 

concerns the external world.  Following this material we will consider 

metaphysical speculation as a discipline focused inwardly or upon the nature of 

reality constituting human nature itself.   

 

PRESOCRATIC METAPHYSICS 

 Anyone who has a baby knows that the baby must eventually begin to 

sort out those sensations that represent objects that exist independently of him 
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and those which are nothing more than transitory sensations.  A baby’s rattle for 

instance would represent that object which persists independently of him or her 

and the baby’s itch represents that which is nothing more than a transitory 

sensation. Researchers agree that around the age of five or six months baby 

begins to develop a firm sense of what is termed object permanents.   

 In much the same way, the early Greeks were concerned with the 

problem of permanence and change. On the one and, everything seems to be 

changing and transitioning.  The tides come and go. The seasons rotate. The 

planets shift in their positions. Floods and droughts occur. Yet, they began to ask 

if there was some constancy that exists in the midst of these transitions.  What is 

permanent through the changes in the cosmos? What can we actually count in 

the midst of changes? Where can we find a source of stability in the cosmos? 

Does some fundamental, physics. Element persist throughout all the changes? 

Does some non-material eternal principle control the form that physical 

transformations take?  

 Consider a toddler noticing his image in a mirror for the first time. The 

child he sees intrigues him. He waves to him and the other child waves back. He 

jumps and the other child jumps. The child eventually however makes a break-

through discovery. “The other child is me!”  But how can that be? The child is 

encountering a metaphysical reality summed up under the terms appearance and 

reality.  

 The problem of appearance and reality is encountered in the toddler’s 

experience with the world. It was also one of the first problems that arose in 

humanity’s intellectual infancy. For instance, a stick looks straight when we hold 

it, yet it seems to be bent when immersed in water. Fire appears to be more 

powerful than water when it cause water to evaporate, but water appears to be 

more powerful than fire when it extinguishes the flame. The moon looks small 

when it is high in the sky, but large when it is on the horizon. These experiences 

led the ancient Greeks to ask which are those things which are mere 
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appearances and which are those things which are real and how do we 

distinguish between the two?   

 And to consider a previous question, why is understanding reality 

important? From the beginning of critical, systematic inquiry in ancient times, 

philosophers and scientists thought that taking the time and effort to understand 

the nature of reality was of essential importance. Plato, however, thought that 

an understanding of realty had tremendous practical consequences. He believed 

that reality is that which we dare not misunderstand if we are to be truly fulfilled 

persons. A wise person, according to Plato, would always choose truth, 

regardless of how uncomfortable it may be and that this should be done instead 

of embracing short-term happiness based on illusion. The question we have to 

ponder is with regard to whether Plato was right. The reality is that our illusions 

and false beliefs can bring comfort while reality can indeed be cruel and even 

distressing.  

 The pre-Socratic philosophers are considered the pioneers of Western 

philosophy. They are designated as "pre-Socratic" since they precede the 

philosophy of Socrates. They philosophized, so to speak, from approximately the 

7th century B.C. to the 5th century B.C.  They not only differ from the 

philosophers of the Socratic era based upon their dates but also in the object of 

their philosophy. Generally, and at the risk of oversimplification, the pre-Socratic 

philosophers were concerned primarily with the cosmos and nature or with 

metaphysical concerns regarding the nature of ultimate reality. 

 The pre-Socratics were not Greek and lived on the edge of the Greek 

world. They noticed a duality in nature. Specifically, the pre-Socratics noticed 

that in nature there is a tension between order and chaos and they also noticed 

that this duality is reflected in nature in that nature consists of change from 

season to season but also of regularity that characterizes the entire process.  For 

instance, the pre-Socratics noticed that in the weather there is a dual tension in 

that, on the one hand, weather can be a blessing producing rain for the harvest 

and, on the other hand, weather can be a curse producing flooding which 
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destroys not only the crops but potentially all of life itself. In this sense the pre-

Socratics observed that we live in a world of tension between order and disorder. 

Such is the nature of human existence according to these philosophical 

predecessors of Socrates. From this observation regarding nature, the pre-

Socratics determined that the only thing in life, which is permanent, is change. 

Therein lies the paradoxical dimension of the cosmos. They went so far as to 

even acknowledge that the human self or person is not exempt from this change.  

 The pre-Socratics also reflected a shift from a mythological interpretation 

of life and nature to a focus upon the use of rationality and reason as a means 

for interpreting the realities around us. At the risk of oversimplification, the pre-

Socratics reflected a shift from a religious to a rational interpretation of life. As a 

result theirs is an approach reflecting less of an inclination to accept the 

complexity of life as a mystery toward the effort to rationally pursue answers and 

interpretations to these mysteries.  While the pre-Socratic philosophers are 

frequently overlooked they played an important role with regard to how we 

attempt to understand the realities of life today. 

 

Thales 

 Thales is generally regarded as the beginning of Western Philosophy. 

Little is known about him and his work.  As previously stated, the object of 

concern for the pre-Socratic philosophers is nature of the cosmos. This especially 

seems to be the case with Thales. He predicted an eclipse in 585 B.C. and 

predicted a tremendous olive harvest as a result. Being not only a philosopher 

but also a wise businessman he bought shares in the olive trade and made an 

exorbitant amount of money in the process. As a pre-Socratic he was interested 

in nature, the self and also in God. It is important to note that for the pre-

Socratics the consideration of the self and God was done in the context of the 

totality of nature.  

 

Heraclitus 
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 Like Thales, Heraclitus was one of the leading pre-Socratic philosophers. 

The only source of knowledge for the beliefs and perspectives of Heraclitus are 

the writings of Plato and Aristotle. It seems based upon these sources that 

Heraclitus acknowledged the relationship between being and change. He 

proposed that there is a self-contradiction in being itself and at the heart of the 

cosmos.  He contended that a thing is to be understood in terms of what it is 

and also of what it is not. This contention reflects Heraclitus acknowledgement of 

the self-contradiction of the nature and of the human person. It was Heraclitus 

who stated, "We never step into the same river twice." This simple statement 

reflects the complexity of Heraclitus' philosophy. On the one hand he 

acknowledges the continuity of the river in that there is a river into which one 

can step. This reality Heraclitus did not dispute. On the other hand, he 

acknowledges that this river, though it continues to exist, it not the same as 

existed before; therein he acknowledges the change which is also an integral 

part of the nature of reality. Another example utilized by Heraclitus to point to 

this tension within life is the analogy of the bow. He pointed out that just as a 

bow has the potential to give flight it also has the potential of bringing about 

death.  

 Heraclitus also spoke of the arche, or the underlying principle of the 

cosmos. For Heraclitus, the arche was the fundamental element of all reality, the 

essence of being. Yet he was not satisfied only with the abstract notion of the 

arche. He further proposed that this underlying principle is contained in fire. For 

Heraclitus, fire unified the diversity of all reality in that it is destructive but also 

brings light and illuminates all of reality. 

 

Parmenides 

 The work of Parmenides can be summed up in the statement, "It is." With 

the term "It" Parmenides point to "being itself" or the cosmos, all of nature or 

reality as well as the unitary nature of all reality. In the term "it" Parmenides was 

driving home his conclusion that we actually do life in a "uni"verse. With the verb 
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"is" Parmenides pointed to the way or the manner in which being exists. 

Parmenides also intended to emphasize the unchanging nature of the universe 

with the verb "is." Behind the conclusion of Parmenides is a rational logic.  

 

THE SOCRATIC ERA 

 The Socratic Philosophers are designated as such since their era begins 

with the work of Socrates.  The three primary philosophers of this era include 

Socrates, his student Plato, and Plato’s student Aristotle. 

 

Socrates 

 Socrates was little concerned with metaphysics.  It appears that Socrates 

primary concern was arête or virtue.  At this point it should be noted that 

Socrates never penned any material and that the primary source for Socratic 

teachings and methods are the Dialogues of Plato, Socrates’ student.  

 

Plato (427-347 B.C.): Objective Idealism 

 Plato proposed that the world of empirical observation that which we see, 

touch, smell, etc., is not actually the real world.  Rather the world experienced 

through the senses is a "shadow" world.  It is only a reflection of the real world 

or the World of Forms or the World of Ideas.  This world of “things” is only a 

"copy of the eternal world of spiritual Forms." (Colin Brown, Christianity and 

Philosophy, 15)  Plato demonstrated this metaphysical perspective through his 

allegory of the Cave in which he depicted a group of prisoners facing a wall upon 

which they are observing the shadows of real events taking place behind them.  

Never having seen the real events they mistake the shadows cast upon the wall 

before them for reality.  The allegory is intended to convey the transitory nature 

of this world and the importance of not confusing this world with ultimate reality.  

According to Plato only through a reorientation of our perspective and through 

rationality can we come to the recognition that the world of “stuff” which we 

observe is temporary. In contradistinction to what we experience in this world of 
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shadows, the real world or authentic world consists of an unseen realm that 

Plato designated as the world of Ideas or Forms.   

 Reflecting the intertwined relationship between metaphysics and 

epistemology we see how Plato's metaphysics is intimately linked to his theory of 

knowledge. He believed that in order to attain genuine knowledge we should go 

beyond the changing world of day-to-day particulars and grasp the timeless and 

unchanging universals of which ordinary objects are imperfect instances.  For 

example, a particular beautiful object is only beautiful in a limited and passing 

way. It is a mere copy of the form of beauty, the "beauty itself" which resides in 

the world of Ideas or Forms. 

 

Aristotle (384-322 B.C.): Classical Realism 

 Aristotle's approach to the nature of reality is more robustly down to earth 

than Plato's. In this sense we can observe one of the greatest differences 

between Aristotle and his teacher Plato.  He accepts the need to identify 

something stable and enduring in a world of constant change but he rejects the 

notion of universal Forms or essences in the Platonic sense of items with a reality 

of their own distinct from particular instances of things.  For Aristotle, the 

ultimate units of being are individual substances. Aristotle arrives at this view by 

likening the concept of a substance with the grammatical notion of a subject. In 

the sentence "Bucephalus is strong, "Bucephalus", the famous warhorse of 

Alexander the Great, is the subject and "strong" is the predicate.  We may say 

that strength is predicated in the subject; the quality of strength is to be found in 

this horse. The subject, Bucephalus, by contrast, exists in its own right: it does 

not have to exist in something else. 

 Aristotle argues that substances possess accidental or contingent 

properties such as being fat or healthy, or fast, or lame.  These properties may 

change from day to day, or year to year.  But substances also have according to 

Aristotle essential characteristics which make them the kinds of thin they are. 

These universal essences, for Aristotle have no independent reality of their own 



 110 

right. They simply exist in the particular substances of which they are instances. 

While Plato puts universals higher in the order of being (for instance particular 

horses are but pale copies of the Form of Horseness), Aristotle reverses the 

order.  It is individual substances (like a particular horse) that exist 

independently; equine properties or predicates and, for example, being a 

quadruped having, a mane, being strong, and so on, cannot exist independently, 

but only in a particular subject. In short, Plato said that the essence of horseness 

is in the World of Forms not in the particular horse.  Conversely, Aristotle said 

that the essence of horseness is in the particular horse itself. 

 

THE MODERN ERA 

 The philosophical Modern Era is typically associated with the de-

centralized role of religion in philosophical matters, which was the case during 

the Medieval Era, in which time the church dominated philosophical speculation, 

especially in the work of St. Augustine, St. Anselm, and St. Aquinas.  In addition, 

philosophical modernity is associated with the rise of natural science.  As a result 

and by example, St. Aquinas is not considered a modern philosopher, whereas 

Rene Descartes is.   

 

Rene Descartes (1596-1650): Metaphysical Dualism 

 The notion of substance played a key role in the metaphysical thought of 

the Middle Ages. But if the idea of an independent being is construed in the 

strongest possible sense, as something whose existence is entirely self-sufficient, 

then one might conclude that the term "substance" should strictly speaking be 

reserved for God alone, since according to standard Christian doctrine He alone 

is the eternal source of all being, and the existence of everything else is 

dependent on Him. This is precisely the line taken several centuries later by Rene 

Descartes in his Principles of Philosophy. God, according to Descartes, is the sole 

substance in the strict sense. Created things can count as substances only in a 

secondary sense. But in his account of created things Descartes makes a striking 
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departure from the framework for understanding reality, which Aristotle had 

offered.  In other words, the Cartesian framework for explaining the physical 

world offers a radically new ontology.    

 Aristotle grouped individual substances together as belonging to natural 

kinds (species and genera) and among scholastic medieval philosophers (those 

who followed a broadly Aristotelian approach), a great deal of energy was spent 

on classifying natural phenomena and explaining the way things behaved in 

terms of essential characteristics of the natural kind to which they were taken to 

belong. Ushering in the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century Descartes 

argues, however, that to understand natural phenomena we need instead to 

adopt a mathematical approach. What matters for explanation in physics are not 

"differences in kind" but a quantitative analysis, expressible in terms of strict 

mathematical laws.  Consequently, we find in place of the traditional plurality of 

individual substances belonging to various natural kinds, just one essential kind 

of matter. The whole universe is composed of a single "extended stuff".  All 

phenomena are to be explained quantitatively in terms of the size, shape and 

motion of its particles. 

 Descartes' account of the world conceives of matter as a single extended 

body, indefinitely modifiable as to its dimensions and dependent only on the 

supreme substance, God, for its existence and the movement of its parts.  To 

complete the picture, there are, in addition to the creator and the physical world, 

created minds or souls.  These are individual centers of consciousness whose 

existence, Descartes maintains, does not require anything material.  Descartes' 

ontology, therefore, gives us three categories of substance.  First substance in 

the strict sense, the independent, self sufficient creator, God; second, extended 

substance, or matter; and third thinking substance, the category to which 

created minds belong. 

 

George Berkeley (1685-1783): Subjective Idealism 
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 Descartes regarded matter as inert, passive extension.  Both Descartes 

and Locke considered that our ideas of sensible properties (such as colors, 

tastes, smells) did not really inhere in or belong to the physical world, but rather 

were effect produced in the mind alone.  Reflection on these issues and 

distinction led the Irish philosopher George Berkeley to the scandalously radical 

conclusion that nothing at all could be said to exist outside the mind. 

Consequently, Berkeley's approach has come to be known as immaterialism. 

 Berkeley's immaterialism has often been regarded as an affront to 

common sense. Berkeley however refers to houses, mountains, and rivers, and 

to all those bodies, which compose the frame of the world. He does not deny the 

reality of such things but asserts that their existence consists in their being 

perceived.  Berkeley’ conclusion is reflected in the phrase esse est percipi or "to 

be is to be perceived."  So the consequent question emerges from Berkeley's 

metaphysical conclusion, "Does the table in my study continue to exist when 

there is no one in the room to ob serve it?" Berkeley suggests at one point that 

to say it does, means that "if" I were in my study I would perceive it (a view 

sometimes called Phenomenalism). But Berkeley more characteristically 

advocated that tables, chairs, mountains, rivers and all natural phenomena do 

indeed have a being independent of the human perceiver. They exist in the 

"mind of some Eternal Spirit".  God is characterized, by Berkeley, as the divine 

perceiver.  

 The following poem has been offered as a response to, and a response on 

behalf of, Berkeley's conclusions: 

There was a young man who said, 
"God must think it exceedingly odd. 

If he finds that this tree 
Continues to be 

When there's no one about in the Quad." 
Reply: 

“Dear Sir: 
Your astonishment's odd: 

I am always about in the Quad, 
And that's why the tree 
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Will continue to be, 
Since observed by 
Yours faithfully, 

God.” 
 

 Berkeley offers a picture of reality as something essentially mind-

dependent, and grounded in the divine consciousness. 

 

W. G. Leibniz (1646-1716): Metaphysical Pluralism 

 The German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz, a supporter of the new 

mathematical corpuscular physics that flourished during the latter seventeenth 

century, came to the conclusion that the notion of substance provided essential 

metaphysical underpinning for a complete understanding of reality. Leibniz 

proposed that the universe is of made up of "simple substances" which he 

designated as "monads. "  The monad is similar to Democritus' concept of the 

"atom". Monads were indivisible and constantly active particles.  Interestingly, 

Leibniz proposed that monads are more psychological entities, which in human 

beings are called "souls."  Each Monad is an isolated entity existing on its own in 

that no monad interacts with others and that all that constitutes the monad is 

contained within the monad itself.  Consequently, everything that happens does 

so because it necessarily must act in that fashion. The epistemologic implications 

of this contention lay in the consequent deduction that since the predicate is 

contained by definition in the subject, therefore, every truth is a necessary truth.  

 This is true because God has predetermined that this be the case. Had 

God predetermined that a truth be otherwise it would have been so. This leads 

to Leibniz's concept of the "best of all possible worlds" in which reality would 

have been otherwise if God would have thought it better to be so. Utilizing the 

Ontological Argument, Leibniz understood God as a "necessary being" and in 

essence, for Leibniz, God is the original simple substance from which all Monads 

emerge, created and uncreated.  God is the divine architect of the universe and 

the universe works with a machine like precision. 
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John Locke (1632-1704): Metaphysical Agnosticism 

 A consequence of the new mathematicized metaphysics of Descartes was 

that a certain gap opened up between the quantitative description of the world 

put forward by the scientists and the common sense world revealed by the five 

senses - the world of colors, smells, tastes, sounds, and textures.  Descartes had 

pointed out that nothing reaches the brain from the outside world except various 

local motions transmitted through the sense organs.  He concluded that the 

properties in external objects to which we apply the terms "light", "color", smell", 

"taste", "sound", "heat", and cold" are, so far as we can see, simply various 

dispositions in the shapes, sizes, positions, and movements of their parts that 

make them able to set up various kinds of motions in our nerves, which then 

produce all the various sensations in our soul. 

 Taking up this theme, the English philosopher John Lock made a radical 

distinction between primary and secondary qualities of things.  Primary qualities 

such as shape, he argues are utterly inseparable from the body or the object 

being observed in whatsoever state it is. Descartes took being extended in three 

dimensions as the essential characteristic of matter. Locke's list of the basic or 

primary qualities of matter comprises "solidity, extension, figure (shape) and 

mobility."   

 Now as far as our ordinary idea of the objects around us is concerned, we 

normally conceive of them as having many other qualities in addition to those on 

Locke's list. For instance, the marigold has a striking color, the pineapple a 

characteristic taste, the perfume a distinctive aroma, and so on.  But these 

qualities for Locke are merely powers that objects have in order to produce 

various sensations in us by means of their primary qualities.   

 Essentially when we conceive of an object as having shape, for example, 

there is, according to Locke, a "resemblance" between our idea of the object and 

how it really is: [the] patterns do really exist in the Bodies or the Objects 

themselves. But when we call an object sweet or blue, there is nothing like our 
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ideas existing in the bodies or objects themselves.  These are secondary qualities 

whereas the other qualities are primary. 

The real physical nature of the object, therefore, turns out to be for Locke very 

different in nature from how we often naively suppose it to be. A kind of veil 

interposes itself between our human sensory awareness of the world on the one 

hand, and on the other, the world as it really is. 

 

David Hume (1711-1776): Metaphysical Skepticism 

 By the time of the mid-eighteenth century a diversity of metaphysical 

theories had been proposed. Locke emphasized the role of the external object, 

attributing to the actual extant object both primary qualities, those qualities that 

are actually part of the existing object, and secondary qualities, those qualities 

that exist in the perception of the observer.  Leibniz proposed the theory of 

"individual substances", designating them as "monads" and describing them as 

"active centers of energy." With Berkeley's proposal emerged the "total denial of 

material substance" while placing an emphasis upon the role of the perceiver 

and, in so doing, invariably linking the existence of an object with the perception 

of that object.  (John Cottingham, Western Philosophy: An Anthology, p. 102) 

 David Hume introduced a new level of ontological and epistemological 

skepticism.  Hume asserted that the notion, to which Locke also had referred, of 

an unknown "something" supposed to "support qualities” was an "unintelligible 

chimera". Hume proposed that our knowledge of an object cannot go beyond our 

experience and further that experience is no guarantee of what may be known or 

how we may know reality.  He argued that our ideas of bodies are nothing but 

collections of ideas formed by the mind.    

 Hume divides all the objects of legitimate human inquiry into two classes 

which he called  'Relations of Ideas" and "Matters of Fact".  Relations of Ideas, 

typified by the truths of mathematics, are established a priori or independently of 

experience and they form a closed system, arising merely from how our ideas or 
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concepts are defined. Relations of Ideas do not provide us with any information 

about what really exists in the world.   

 Matters of Fact, by contrast, are established a posteriori and are 

concerned with what really exists. However, propositions of this kind can be 

conclusively demonstrated and to posit the falsity of such propositions is not 

contradictory.  For example, that the sun will not rise tomorrow is no less 

intelligible and implies no more contradiction than that it will do so tomorrow 

according to Hume. Instead such truths are based entirely on experience and all 

that experience reveals is what has actually been observed to happen up until 

now. While an event may have transpired in the past there is no guarantee the 

event will necessarily occur again in the future.    

 Hume, therefore, emphasizes our inability to predict, in advance of 

experience, how even the most familiar objects will behave. For Hume, we can 

never predict that "A" will cause "B".  We can never say that "A" produced "B". 

In other words, we can never establish the relationship of cause and effect.  The 

most we can say is that two events, which are perceived as "cause and effect, 

occurred in close proximity of time.  Consequently, we can never predict what 

will occur in the future.   

 For example, Hume proposed that, for all we know, when one billiard ball 

hits another, both might remain absolutely at rest.  This has obvious implications 

for science and the scientific method.  Hume argued that while the scientist may 

endeavor to reduce all events to a set of laws which will establish what will occur 

in the future when steps A and B are taken, this is in actuality a futile endeavor 

since we can never know that such what will be repeated in the future even if 

past experience, or the scientific method, has repeatedly demonstrated the 

legitimacy of our conclusions regarding what may occur in the future.   

 The closed a priori reasoning of mathematics, on the one hand, and the 

limited results of actual observation on the other, exhausts the proper sphere of 

human inquiry.  Any metaphysical speculation, which tries to go beyond these 
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boundaries, should be committed to the flames according to Hume, because it 

can contain nothing but sophistry or illusion. 

 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804): Critical Idealism 

 Immanuel Kant’s work is reflective of the emergence of German Idealism, 

while his epistemology is a blend of both rationalism and empiricism and has 

implications for his metaphysic of transcendental idealism. Kant was educated in 

the rationalistic tradition, but under the influence of David Hume Kant became 

more sensitive to the Empiricistic perspective.  Kant's approach was a synthesis 

of the rationalistic and empiricistic perspectives. According to Kant, reason 

provides the structure of what we know while experience provides the content of 

what we know.  As a rationalist, Kant concluded that there are built in or 

categories of the mind.  While the mind is a blank slate, it also contains innate 

categories such as space, time, quantity, qualities, relationships, and modality.  

According to Kant, the individual mind takes ideas and interprets them in light of 

these categories.  Regarding those categories, Kant specified, 

 1. Space: We do not perceive space since space is not actually an  object 
 but is "nothingness"; however, we do perceive objects in space.  
 2. Time: Time as the individual experiences it does not move at the 
 same  rate with all individuals.  There is a variation of time from  
 individual to individual. 
 3. Quantity: The individual's mind is innately capable of interpretation of 
 such  things as plurality, totality, and unity. The ability to do so is 
 "hardwired" into the human mind. 
 4. Qualities: The individuals' mind is capable of interpretation of 
 sensory data through categories such as the real and the not real. 
 5. Relationship: The individual mind comprehends things in relationship to 
 one another through such categories as cause and effect and reciprocity. 
 6. Modality: The mind is capable of interpretation and 
 categorization through an innate awareness of things such as 
 possibility and impossibility and necessary and unnecessary.  
 
 Each of these categories, according to Kant, is subjective.  They are built 

into the mind with the result that we cannot know for certain the extent to which 

they are part of the real world. The mind literally transforms our sensations from 



 118 

the external world (sensory perceptions) into ideas. Sensory data is turned into 

an idea and is stored for future reference.  Again, regarding the external world, 

Kant concluded that one does not actually perceive the object itself, thought 

Kant argued that these objects of the external world do actually exist. Kant 

therefore spoke of things as they are in themselves and things as they appear to 

be. In light of this distinction, Kant argued that the individual only perceives 

what the object appears to be.  

Kant's understood reality as consisting of three worlds.  The first world or 

level of reality proposed by Kant was that of the Human Mind.  For Kant, the 

world of the human mind lies within the person and consists of knowledge 

derived from the second world or the Phenomenal World.  The Phenomenal 

World is that which can only be sensed or the world of empirical observation.  

However Kant was not content to conclude with these two dimensions of reality.  

For Kant there was a level of knowledge and a level of reality, which was not 

apriori or aposteriori, not comprehended by human reason or by the individual 

senses. This is the world of "God" and the "soul."  Kant labeled this third level of 

reality as the Transcendental World.  

 

CONTEMPORARY METAPHYSICS 

 The 20th century has witnessed the demise of metaphysical consideration 

to some extent.  The emergence of the Existentialist worldview shaped 

metaphysical conclusions in radically new ways, while the development of Logical 

Positivism dealt what appeared to be a deathblow to metaphysical concerns, 

while Parfit’s Null Hypothesis offered a restored appreciation for metaphysical 

speculation, albeit a radically new speculation centering upon the renewed 

appreciation of the role of mystery in metaphysical matters. 

 

Martin Heidegger (1889 - 1976): Existential Metaphysics 

 Kant's critique of traditional metaphysics aimed finally to lay to rest the 

claims of philosophers to describe the ultimate nature of reality as it is in itself. 
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Many of those who followed him continued to practice metaphysics, and still 

sought to provide a general philosophical view of the world and our place in it, 

but the characteristic orientation of these inquiries now tend to allow a central 

role to human consciousness. In the early twentieth century the German 

philosopher Martin Heidegger reintroduced the fundamental question of "Being' 

as the chief topic of philosophy.  Heidegger was convinced that Philosophy had 

been asking the wrong questions since the period of the ancient Greeks, 

specifically since Plato.  The error of philosophy lay in the emphasis, which had 

been placed upon "dualisms" such as the subject-object dichotomy.  

 In his monumental work Being and Time Heidegger insisted that the 

question of being must be prior to all other philosophical inquiries. In this he was 

partly harking back to Aristotle's notion of a general metaphysics of being qua 

being, a general ontology mapping out the fundamental categories of being, over 

and above the detailed descriptions of the particular sciences.  Heidegger's life 

long project centered upon answering the question of being.  Heidegger rejects 

the traditional approach to metaphysics, which attempted to discover the 

"properties" of being.  Heidegger searched for "the background conditions that 

enable entities to show up as counting or mattering in some specific way in the 

first place" which he equates with "authentic existence." (Cambridge Dictionary 

of Philosophy, 2 Ed, 370)) 

 Heidegger's early work focused upon the significance of Dasein or human 

existence. The term translates as being-there and should be understood as "a 

perspective from which action originates." (Philosophy: 100 Essential Thinkers, 

"Martin Heidegger, p. 151) Heidegger emphasized the categories of 

"authenticity" versus "inauthenticity" as related to human existence.  According 

to Heidegger we are authentically human to the extent that we are fulfilling our 

true purpose in relation to the world around us.  In this context, Dasein becomes 

a unitary function of the individual in relation to the surrounding world.   

 The analogy of the hammer is helpful for understanding Heidegger's 

emphasis at this point. In Heidegger's understanding a hammer has authenticity 
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through its practicality in that in the workshop, in which the hammer exists, it 

does not stand-alone.  Rather, the hammer exists in the context of relationships 

and is used for the purpose of uniting boards in order to construct bookshelves 

for the purpose of containing books so that the individual may study and be an 

organized and neat context for study.  Heidegger reminds us that an entity does 

not exist in isolation from others, but only in the context of a complexity of 

relationships. However, Heidegger reminds that there is also the risk of 

inauthenticity.  For Heidegger, inauthenticity consists of the individual's potential 

drift of focus upon his purpose in life.  There is the inclination in every human to 

experience a sort of existence drift in which the individual becomes swept up by 

the crowd, goes along with the crowd, thereby loses a sense of personal 

significance.   

 This failure of focus requires that we face up to the reality of our 

mortality, which in turn will bring us back to a striving for authentic existence.  In 

short, no one ever lives authentically until they have addressed their own 

mortality.  "It is precisely death that allows human life to have meaning" and we 

are "to live in the realistic anticipation of death." (Newport, Ultimate Questions, 

292)  In this sense, Heidegger is very concerned with the acknowledgement of 

death.  "To be authentic is to clear sightedly face up to one's responsibility for 

what one's life is adding up to as a whole." (Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 

ed. Robert Audi, 372, "Heidegger", 372) Heidegger's philosophy constitutes not 

only a decisive, but also a unique and highly significant turn in metaphysic 

speculation. His approach to philosophy forms part of what has come to be 

known as existentialism, an approach that starts not from the objective 

definitions or essences of things, but from the immediate predicament of the 

existing human being as he or she confronts the world.   

 The Heideggerian metaphysic thus turns out in the end to be not an 

abstract study of being, but rather an enterprise where understanding and 

valuing are inextricably intertwined.  In coming to terms with the world we are 

drawn into a practical community of other involved agents, and thus into 
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solicitous concern for others or what Heidegger calls Sorge, or Caring. Despite its 

complexity, Heidegger's insights and proposals merit not only in depth analysis, 

but also personal contemplation of light of one's own existence. 

 

Rudolph Carnap (1891-1970): The Elimination of Metaphysics 

 The whole enterprise of metaphysics came under heavy attack in the 

1920's and 30's from a group of philosophers originally based in Vienna who 

came to be known as Logical Positivists.  Logical Positivism had its roots in the 

skepticism of David Hume. Hume rejected claims to metaphysical knowledge.  

For example, Hume rejected belief in the existence of God or the immortality of 

the soul since according to Hume the ideas on which such claims regarding these 

subjects are based cannot be traced back to the simple sense impressions.  The 

Vienna Circle, including individuals such as Morris Schlick, A. J. Ayer, and Ludwig 

Wittgenstein, further determined that all religious and ethical statements are 

nonsensical since such statements cannot be empirically verified. This criterion 

was given the designation The Principle of Verification.  Prominent among the 

Logical Positivists was Rudolph Carnap.  Carnap's position is that the traditional 

claims of the metaphysics are, in the strict sense, meaningless and that they are 

"pseudo-statements”. They fail to assert anything at all since these statements 

cannot be verified.   

 The Logical Positivists, in general, and Carnap, in particular, essentially 

attempted to create a way for metaphysical speculation to die.  Such was not to 

be the case.  Carnap recognized that absolute verification was impossible and 

that a mediating position must be developed regarding truth.  Carnap 

determined it important that in absence of the possibility of absolute certainty 

regarding a proposition or statement, one is forced to explore the realm of 

possibility.  Thus was born Carnap's continual search for a theory of and a 

method for the calculation of probability.  As a result Carnap determined that 

one must distinguish between two senses of probability.  On the one hand there 

was probability (1) which corresponds to credibility, and probability (2) which 
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corresponds to the frequency or empirical conception of probability." (Cambridge 

Dictionary of Philosophy, "Carnap", 118) Carnap, like his predecessors in the 

Vienna Circle, contended that many of the individual words used in metaphysics 

are nonsensical. This is true since such words fail to meet the criterion of 

verification. For Carnap the only meaningful statements are either those that are 

true by virtue of their form, or those that are empirically or scientifically 

verifiable.  Statements, which fail to meet these two criteria, are nonsensical or 

meaningless.  

 Carnap preferred the term "problem of confirmation" rather than "problem 

of verification", arguing that a sentence may not be testable but may be 

confirmable.  According to Carnap, a sentence is confirmable when we may know 

the method for confirmation but are unable to utilize the method for actual 

testing. (50 Major Philosophers, 156) For Carnap the only meaningful statements 

are those, which meet the following criteria: 

 1. There are statements, which are true solely by virtue of their  form 
 or are  tautologically true.  These statements correspond to Kant's 
 analytic statements and these statements say nothing about reality.  
 2. There are the negations of such statements or contradictions.  These 
 types of statements are contradictory and are false by virtue of their 
 very form or structure.  
 3. The truth or falsity of all other statements lie in the "protocol 
 sentences" and these are true or false empirical statements and 
 they belong to the domain of empirical science. 
 
 Carnap concludes, "Any statement which does not fall within these 

categories becomes automatically meaningless." (Carnap, "The Elimination of 

Metaphysics" in Western Philosophy: An Anthology, ed. Jon Cottingham, 125). 

Carnap also concluded that traditional metaphysical statements are worse than 

fairy tales in that at least fairy tales are at least capable of verification or 

falsifiability.  According to Carnap metaphysical assertions fail to make any 

intelligible statements whatsoever.  Metaphysics rejects analytic statements and 

does not utilize empirical methodology.  Therefore metaphysics is forced to 

employ pseudo language.  (Carnap, "The Elimination of Metaphysics" in Western 
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Philosophy: An Anthology, ed. John Cottingham, 125)  Carnap essentially 

reduced the complete task of Philosophy to nothing more than "the business of 

linguistic analysis." (Philosophy: 100 Essential Thinkers, 173) Despite the 

vigorous and in some ways salutary challenge it offered, the program of the 

positivists for the elimination of metaphysics had ground to a halt by the 1960's. 

There turned out to be serious problems in formulating the verification principle 

in a way, which was stringent enough to exclude traditional metaphysics yet 

liberal enough to accommodate the complex theoretical statements of natural 

science. 

 However it should be pointed out that Logical Positivism seems to have 

died at the hands of its own criteria.  How does one verify the verification 

principle? In addition, the theoretical dimensions of the scientific endeavor also 

failed to pass the call of Logical Positivism for determining truth only through 

that which is empirically verifiable. 

 

Willard Van Orman Quine (1908-2000): Anti-Metaphysics 

 Willard Van Orman Quine was one of the most distinguished analytic 

philosophers of the twentieth century He takes a down to earth approach to 

philosophical questions regarding ontology or being.  Quine is part of that 

movement previously referred to as Logical Positivism though he is not uncritical 

of the movement.  Quine and those of his metaphysical persuasion have been 

variously called empiricists, logical positivists, neopositivists, who advance their 

own conclusion regarding what can be deemed as “real" or "truth" under the 

various titled methodologies of "scientificalism" or "physicalism". In some sense 

Quine and his peers are "anti-metaphysicalists" in that some propose that 

metaphysics is impossible or meaningless and that metaphysical statements are 

simply statements of emotion due to their lack of verifiability. Quine, as with 

Carnap, understands philosophical problems in general and the problem of 

metaphysics in particular, as nothing more than a problem of the imperfection of 
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language. Consequently, the philosophical/metaphysical task is reducible to 

nothing more than linguistic analysis.  

 Central to Quine's metaphysics is his conclusion regarding the ultimacy of 

scientific statements.  According to Quine, science is the ultimate basis for truth.  

This conclusion on Quine's part evidences that he is a radical empiricist.  He 

completely rejects the synthesis of both rationality and empiricism presented by 

Kant.  Quine also advances criticisms of Logical Positivism.  For Quine, Logical 

Positivism possesses two weaknesses.  First, Quine challenges Kant's proposal 

that regarding the exclusiveness of analytic (all bachelors are unmarried males) 

and synthetic statements (It is raining outside). Second, Quine challenges the 

positivist conclusion that the meaning of a statement can be reduced to sensory 

stimulation and yet it seems that that is exactly what Quine is proposing to a 

great extent.  For Quine, no proposition can be true independent of sensory 

experience and every proposition's meaning must be determined in light of the 

individual's "web of beliefs" of which the proposition is a part.  For Quine, theory 

and experience are inseparably and inevitably linked.   

 In summarizing Quine's metaphysical conclusions, it seems that Quine 

goes so far as to propose that the scientific model constitutes a more than 

adequate model for the discipline of philosophy and this conclusion renders 

useless most of the metaphysical speculation of some of the great philosophers 

of the past which is a most unfortunate result. 

 

Derek Parfit (b. 1942): Null Hypothesis Metaphysics 

 Much ontology and metaphysics as practiced by modern professional 

philosophers is often concerned with the dry conceptual and logical matters.  But 

there still remains an interest in what is perhaps the oldest ad most mysterious 

metaphysical question: Why is there anything at all?  The Oxford philosopher 

Derek Partfit tackles this question.  Parfit raises the much-debated question of 

why the initial conditions of our universe were "fine-tuned" in such a way as to 

allow stars, planets and life to exist.  Some say this was just a coincidence; some 
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that God designed it so; some that ours is merely one of countless universes only 

a few of which are fine-tuned. But this does not touch the "Why anything?" 

question.  Antecedently, there seems to be a number of "global possibilities", for 

instance that every conceivable world exists, that only some possible worlds exist 

and that nothing exists. Perhaps the last, which is called the Null Hypothesis, 

would leave nothing to be explained.  

 Parfit maintains that even such an empty scenario or a non-scenario 

would still require explanation though he does suggest that it might be the 

easiest possibility to explain because it is the simplest. But whether simple or not 

it does not get us much further forward, since it is not the possibility that 

actually obtains: here we all are, so there is, in fact, a universe. Interestingly 

Parfit asks whether there could be a theory about the existence of the universe 

that leaves nothing to be explained. The belief in God is often supposed to 

provide such a complete explanation but Parfit considers instead a slightly 

different position, which he calls the "Axiarchic View" which is that the universe 

exists because its existence is good. This view he rejects however (just as, 

implicitly, he rejects the theistic view) on account of the notorious problem of 

evil. The interesting answer Parfit eventually leaves us with is that it may be just 

a "brute fact" that the universe exists. On this view, not only would the universe 

have no cause, it would have no explanation of any kind. So we should not look 

for any selector, any feature like being best or most simple, or including God, 

which accounts for why there is a universe or many universes or no universes.  

The universe just “is”. 

 The mind may revolt at such apparent arbitrariness or randomness but 

Parfit argues that there is no need for hidden machinery behind the existence of 

the universe.  It is clear that in such cosmological speculations the human mind 

is working at the very limits of its capacity (interesting). Critics of Parfit's 

argument may wonder whether the timeless overarching framework of logic, 

which he takes to support the plausibility of the Brute Fact View, does not itself 

presuppose that reality is not in the end random and arbitrary. However that 
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may be, such "ultimate" metaphysical inquiries about the universe and its origins 

seem sure to remain a part of philosophical inquiry as long as human beings 

confront the mystery of existence. 

 

METAPHYSICS WITHIN 

 We turn now to a consideration of metaphysical speculation as it relates 

to human nature.  As we have seen, philosophers in the ancient world, especially 

Greek philosophers, were concerned with the cosmos “out there” and its nature.  

However, things began to change. Gradually, like an infant that becomes 

increasingly self aware, philosophers began to contemplate another question: 

Who or what is the self that is contemplating the stars? Eventually, metaphysical 

questions about the nature of the reality of the cosmos turned to a consideration 

of metaphysical questions about human nature itself.   

 In light of this development, metaphysical speculation concerns what lies 

within ourselves or the nature of human beings.  Are human beings made of up 

one thing, as is proposed by the physicalist who sees the human animal as no 

more than a biological entity? Many religionists, conversely, propose human 

beings made up of two things, mind and body or body and soul, as. Are human 

beings made of up a complicated incomprehensible combination of “things”?  

Respectively, these positions are known as monism, dualism, and pluralism.   

 In light of these considerations, the two major metaphysical questions 

about the nature of persons however concern the mind/body problem and the 

problem of freedom and determinism.  (Lawhead, 202-203) It is to these two 

considerations that we now turn. 

 

THE MIND/BODY PROBLEM 

 Think for a moment about viewing the stars in the sky. Physical events 

are going on as the light impinges on your retina. That sends signals through 

your optical nerve to the brain. But mental events are also going on, such as 

thoughts such as “The night sky is so beautiful!” How are we to understand 
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these two dimensions?  You are part of the world as one object among many. 

You have spatial location. You can move. You can fall down. You can be hit by a 

falling apple like any other object. But you also possess a sense of being 

separate from the external world. You experience yourself as an island of 

consciousness that is not located “out there” in the external world.  Within your 

inner world you experience pain, joy, sadness, happiness, and a multiplicity of 

other emotions. You feel differentiated from the outside world but the question 

remains as to how your internal world is related to the external world.  You have 

a mind and consciousness it seems.  But what do these things refer to? 

 The seventeenth century philosopher Rene Descartes is the most famous 

advocate of mind/body dualism.  He believed that he was directly and 

immediately acquainted with his mind or his consciousness, but his belief that he 

had a physical body that existed in the external world was simply something he 

inferred from his physical sensations. The problem is that in dreams and 

hallucinations we can experience bodily sensations that are illusions and that do 

not reflect what is really in the external world.  

 Descartes resolved his dilemma he resolved his dilemma of whether or not 

he was dreaming or being deceived.  He found that existence of a perfect God 

rationally irrefutable. He was confident that this perfect God would not allow him 

to be massively deceived about the existence of his own body and the external 

world. Descartes concluded not only that he as not just a mind, but also that his 

mind was associated with a body.  

 The picture that emerges is that human beings are made up of two 

different kinds of reality that are somehow linked together. On the one hand, we 

have bodies and are part of the physical world.  

 For Descartes, the body is a machine made out of flesh and bone. 

Humans are machines and animals are machines as well. According to Descartes, 

however, your mind, which is also identical to your soul and your consciousness 

is the “real” you. If you lose an arm or a leg, your bodily mechanism is impaired 
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but you are still as complete a person as before. Descartes’ position is called 

mind/body dualism or psychophysical dualism. It is also called Cartesian Dualism.   

 

Descartes and The Non-Identity of Discernibles 

 Descartes offers several arguments with regard to convincing us that the 

mind and body are two separate realities. Although he argues for his dualism in a 

number of different ways, implicit within all his arguments is the same basic 

premise, often labeled the Principle of Nonidentity of Discernible: If two things 

do not have exactly identical properties, then they are not identical.  This 

principle seems to be fairly clear and obvious. It simply states for two things to 

be really the same thing, they must have the same properties. If there are 

discernible differences between them, then they must be different things. 

 For example consider the 19th century Samuel Clements. He and Mark 

Twain are the same individual. Therefore anything that is true of the person 

designated by “Samuel Clemens” will be true of the person referred to by “Mark 

Twain” and vice versa. On the other hand, according to his strict definition of 

identity, so-called identical twins are different persons who have some very basic 

similarities. If nothing else, they differ or are discernible because they occupy 

different portions of space.  

 Consider the following application. Suppose Eddy is accused of breaking 

down the locked cafeteria door with and axe and stealing a banana cream pie. 

The crime lab analyzes the blows to the door and determines that the their had 

to be left handed and more than six feet tall. Furthermore, the police discover 

blond hairs o the discarded ax.  These belong to the trespasser. However, Eddy 

is right handed, five feet tall, and has black hair. Because the properties of Eddy 

differ from the properties of the thief the two cannot be the same person. 

Therefore, Eddy is innocent.  

 

Descartes Standard Argument Distinguishing Mind/Body 
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 Descartes argument demonstrating that the mind and body are different is 

as follows: 

 1. The body has property A. 
 2. The mind has property non-A. 
 3. If two things do not have exactly identical properties, then they  cannot 
be identical. 
 4. Therefore, the mind and body are non identical. They are two 
 completely different entities.  
 

Descartes’ Argument from Doubt 

 Descartes also argued from the basis of what has been termed “The 

Argument from Doubt.”  It is as follows: 

 1. I can doubt my body exists. 
 2. I cannot doubt my mind exists. 
 3. If two things do not have exactly identical properties, then they  cannot 
be identical.  
 4. Therefore, the mind and the body are not identical.  
 
 Premises 1 and 2 identify two different properties of the body and the 

mind that Descartes discovered when he employed his method of doubt. He 

found that he could be absolutely certain of his mind, but because of the 

possibility of illusion, such as creams and hallucinations, he could be mistaken 

and therefore uncertain about the existence of his body. Descartes offered this 

argument as a logical proof that the mind and the body could not be the same 

thing.  

 The argument is flaws however. The property of being subject to doubt is 

not the same sort of property as being 6 feet tall or being bald. The fact that I 

can doubt something is as much a psychological property of me as it is of the 

object of my doubt. To see the difficulties with this argument consider the 

following argument that has essentially the same form: 

 1. I am in doubt as to whether the 16th president of the United States 
 ever had a beard. 
 2. I am not in doubt that Abraham Lincoln had a beard. 
 3. If two things do not have exactly identical properties, then they  cannot 
 be identical. 
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 4. Therefore, the 16th president of the United States and Abraham 
 Lincoln are not identical.   
 

 Everyone knows that Lincoln had a beard. Some people however are not 

sure about whether the 16th president did so. The problem is that some people 

do not realize that Abraham Lincoln was the 16th president of the United States. 

Therefore, it is possible that Descartes is more certain about his mind than he is 

of his body because he does not understand the nature of each fully enough to 

see that they are identical.   

 

Descartes’ Argument from Divisibility 

 Descartes also argued for the differentiation of the mind and body by 

utilizing what has been termed “The Argument from Divisibility.”  The argument 

is as follows: 

 1. The body is divisible. 
 2. The mind is indivisible. 
 3. If two things do not have exactly identical properties, then they  cannot 
 be identical. 
 4. Therefore, the mind and the body are not identical.   
 
 In this argument Descartes first premise is based on the notion that all 

material objects are spatially extended and anything spatially extended is 

divisible.  Therefore, because the body is a material object and therefore 

occupies space, it can always be divided in two and divided and divided again.  

 It is easy to grant Descartes the truth of the first premise. What about the 

second premise? Certainly if we assume that the mind is a spiritual substance, 

then because a spiritual thing lacks extension, it cannot be divided or at least 

divided in the say the body is. But the notion that the mind is a spiritual entity is 

what Descartes is attempting to prove. So simply assuming this particular point 

seems to beg the question. Without making this assumption can we simply look 

at our mental experience and discover that, whatever the mind might be, it is 

not the sort of thing that has parts or can be divided?  Or is Descartes’ second 
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premise questionable? Is it possible for he mind to have divisions or 

distinguishable parts in some fashion?  

 Some would contend that our mental life seems to be divided. For 

example, we can feel both love and anger at the same time toward someone. 

We frequently find that our moral principles pull us in one direction and our 

feelings in another. Psychiatry is full of cases of multiple personalities, or cases in 

which someone knows some discomforting fact in one part of the psyche while 

another part of the person’s mind works overtime to deny it. There does seem to 

be indications that the mind does have components. This conclusion at least 

makes it plausible that the suggestion that different parts of our brain produce 

different facets of our mental life and results in diluting the sharp distinction that 

Descartes is attempting to draw here between the mind and the body.   

 

Descartes’ Argument from Consciousness 

 Descartes presents another argument for the distinction between mind 

and body.  The argument has been designated as “The Argument from 

Consciousness.”  Descartes argued as follows.  By thinking Descartes does not 

simply mean reasoning. Rather, h used he word thinking to refer to the entire 

range of conscious states such as knowing, doubting, wishing, wiling, imagining, 

sensing, and so on. His point is that his mind is unlike anything in the natural 

world. He is conscious. By way of contrast, Descartes says when he considers his 

body, his physical existence; there is nothing in it that is concerned with thought.  

For Descartes, material objects, the body, cannot have the property of 

consciousness. Since the body is a material object it is conscious and we know 

from our own immediate experience that our mind is conscious.   

 

Descartes’ Solution 

 Descartes theory of dualism is sometimes called the Cartesian 

compromise. Descartes was the product of two forces. On the one hand he was 

a strong advocate for the new science. On the other hand Descartes was a very 
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devoted Catholic. He deeply desired to reconcile these two perspectives of the 

world. By dividing reality into completely separate territories he was able to 

accomplish this objective. One part of reality is made up of physical substances 

that can be studied by science and explained by mechanistic principles. The 

other part of reality consists of mental or spiritual substances. Our minds are free 

to think and will, as we desire because the mechanical laws of the physical 

universe do not govern the mental substances. It is this reality that allows 

persons to have free will, unlike their bodies that are predetermined according to 

the laws of science. For example consider that if you jump into a swimming pool 

the laws of nature govern the falling of your body. Your decision to make the 

jump however is freely chosen and cannot be explained by physics.   

 The implications of Descartes’ compromise are significant.  In the physical 

realm science is the dominant authority and gives us the truth. We do not 

consult the Church or the Bible to see how fast the heart pumps its blood; 

science informs us about those types of facts. But science, according to 

Descartes, cannot tell us about the eternal destiny of our souls.  It can tell us 

only about our bodies. Therefore in the spiritual realm, Descartes says, religion 

still retains its authority and truth.   

 But Descartes had one remaining problem.  The mind and the body are 

separate.  But how do we explain interaction between the two? Descartes was 

convinced of this interaction.  Descartes proposal was designated as 

interactionism. For Descartes it is easy to see that mental realities interact.  It is 

also easy to see that physical entities interact.  But how do these different 

realms of entities interact with one another?  How does that which is purely 

physical interact with that which is purely mental? How can the mind interact 

with the body?   

 Descartes concluded that this dilemma is solved, erroneously so, by the 

recognition of the role of the pineal gland in the human body. Scientists were 

aware of the existence of the gland, but did not know what the function of the 

gland was.  Descartes concluded that the pineal gland is where the mind and 
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body interact. He argued that the pineal glad was affect by what he termed as 

vital spirits. Through this intermediary of the pineal gland, the mind could alter 

the motions of the brain and the brain could alter the thoughts of the mind.  Yet, 

granting Descartes’ proposal for the sake of argument, the reality is that the 

pineal gland was a material part of the physical body. The problem remains.  

How do these vital spirits interact with a physical organ with the result of the 

interaction between the mental and the physical.  We are left with the same 

problem.   

 

CONTEMPORARY OPTIONS 

 Concerning the how we are to under the notions of mind and body/brain, 

and their understood interaction or relationship with one another four general 

options are available, each with its own variations.  These options include 

Dualism, Materialism, Critical Naturalism, and Idealism.   

 

Dualism (Descartes) 

 As we have seen, dualism proposes that there are two kinds of things that 

are real: mind/thought (mental or spiritual things and body/extension (material 

things.) Mental things can be known only through introspection or first person 

accounts; whereas physical things are known through sensible observation or 

third person accounts. My knowledge of other minds is based on their behavior 

but my knowledge of myself is not. Introspection reveals the realities of mental 

things are accessible only privately. Because the mental and the physical can be 

conceived as distinct, it is therefore possible that they re distinct. At least 

conceptually there is no reason to think that they are necessarily united.  

Therefore it is possible that even with the dissolution of the body, the soul or 

mind survives in an afterlife.  

 There are a number of objections however that may be posed toward the 

dualistic perspective.  Consider the following: 
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• How is interaction between a purely spiritual and a purely material thing 
possible? 

• If mind is known only introspectively, how do we know that others have 
minds? 

• If the mind is influenced by the body which itself is completely 
determined, how can the mind be free? 

• Why should we believe that thinking has to be a spiritual activity? That is, 
why not say that matter can think? 

 
 Gilbert Ryle endorses a view labeled as “the ghost in the machine.” It is 

based on what is termed the “category mistake” of thinking of a thing in terms of 

a category in which it does not belong. As related to the mind, Ryle contends 

that the mistake is thinking of the mind or soul as it were a thing like a body.   

 

Materialism 

 According to materialism, reality is best understood only in terms of 

physical, sensibly experienced events, such as the behavior of people or the 

motions of material bodies. Life is a physico-chemical process and mind and 

thought are only either behaviors, ways of speaking about behaviors or electro 

chemical activities of the brain. Mental events are physical process that are like 

other material things and should be descried in a similar way, such as by 

describing them in terms of the laws of nature. Mental states, such as intentions, 

fears, and beliefs, are only inclinations to behave in certain ways or brain states. 

“Mentality” is either our way of describing bodily behaviors or a by-product or 

what is termed “epiphenomenon” of brain or neural activity. Intelligence is the 

evolutionary result of chance events in the development of the universe. There is 

no purpose or plan in the development of the universe.  There are a number of 

variations on materialism that merit our consideration.   

 Behaviorism argues that all statements about minds, mental life, or 

mental events can be expressed in terms of behaviors. Otherwise, these terms 

are essentially nonsensical.  Hard behaviorists, such as B. F. Skinner, say that 

there are no such things as minds, mental events, states, or processes. There 

are only bodies in motion or behaviors. Mental vocabulary is misleading and 



 135 

should be eliminated from speech. Just cause we speak about ideas and 

intentions does not mean that there are actually such things. For clarity’s sake, 

according to the hard behaviorists, we should abandon such ways of speaking. 

Beliefs in freedom and moral dignity are out of touch with scientific reality.  A 

number of objections are launched at Hard Behaviorism.  These include: 

• Unlike my account of other minds, I do no explain my own mind by 
observation of my own behavior. 

• The vocabulary of intentional states would have to be modified in a non-
commonsensical way.  

 

 Soft behaviorists claim that there may be minds and mental events and 

processes, but we do not need to think that they are real since behaviorists 

methodology can account for everything that is interesting about them.   

 Logical behaviorists, such as Gilbert Ryle, claim that the mental of 

intentional refers to ways of behaving. It is permissible to speak of minds and to 

use mentalistic terminology, this in contradistinction to Skinner, as long as we 

recognize how such talk, such as talk of bodies, is not a claim about their reality 

apart from their logical status as modes of behavior or dispositions to behave. To 

take of bodies is to describe certain observable behaviors that we identify as 

things. Minds are not such things, ghostly or otherwise, that would involve the so 

called “category mistake” of thinking or bundles of characteristics as being 

things. Minds are only ways of describing bodily activities.  Nonetheless we 

should maintain the logical distinction between the mental and the physical since 

without this distinction we could not distinguish between intentional and 

accidental behaviors.   

 Mind/Brain (Neural) Identity Theory is advocated by J. J. C. Smart.  The 

theory constitutes one form of materialism. The theory stands in 

contradistinction to hard behaviorism. Advocates propose that there are real 

mental events, but these are not macro-level behaviors, but are neurological 

events. Mental states and processes like sensations are simply brain states and 

processes. What it means for someone to have an idea or experience an emotion 
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is obviously not the same as understanding that t neuron is firing in the brain. 

Both are intelligible in terms of their own domains of discourse. But even though 

they mean something different and are spoken of differently in our language, 

they both refer to the same neurological event.  Put differently, to have a certain 

kind of mental state is the same thing as having a certain of brain state. To think 

a certain sort of thought is to have a certain sort of thing happen in the brain. To 

feel pain is to have another sort of thing happen in the brain. To wish for good 

weather is to have another sort of thing happen in the brain.  (Lawhead, 2376-

37) A number of objections are aimed at Neural Identity Theory: 

• If thoughts do not have the spatio-temporal properties or characteristics 
of neuro-physiological events, then they are not the same things as 
electrochemical events in the brain, though they could be correlated. 
When I say that I am thinking about X, I am not reporting on some 
neurological event. It is thus not simply a matter of adapting our 
terminology so that we can say that thoughts are identical to or refer to 
the same thing as neurological events.  A reply to this objection might be 
that while no doubt it would require that we change the way we speak, 
we could get used to speaking solely in neuro-physiological terms about 
minds and ideas. 

• Even if we recognized that mental states are correlated with brain states, 
that would not prove that they are identical and there would be no way to 
falsify and make scientific, the theory.   

 
 Eliminative Materialism is another form of physicalism and is advocated by 

Richard Rorty. The eliminativist believes that our mentalistic talk is deeply flawed 

and that it must therefore be abandoned because there is no hope of correlating 

our talk about beliefs and desires with our talk about brain states, as the identity 

theorist does. It advances that folk psychology ways of speaking about minds are 

old fashioned and need to be eliminated. The eliminativist labels traditional 

psychological theories as folk psychology (folk psychology is a pejorative term 

used by eliminativist’s to characterize traditional psychological theories).  

 Before the rise of modern science, people relied on folk science or bizarre 

theories about what causes events in the world.  For 3xample, the ancient 

Greeks explained the falling of a stone by saying that the stone desired to return 
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to its other, the earth. Similarly, fate was thought to be a real force in the world 

and fate was believed to cause events to occur. A reference to desires in stones 

or to the activity of fate is not a causal force, however, and the Greeks were 

consequently not talking about anything at all.  Hence, we abandoned these folk 

theories and now talk in terms of an entirely different characterization of physical 

and historical events.   

 Because mental talk is hopelessly confused and fruitless, there is no way 

to correlate mental states and brain states. Our linguistic expressions, such as 

those about pain, have meaning and truth value only in terms of how they 

function is discursive networks or in language games for the purpose of 

communication and are means that permit explanation and prediction.  Critics of 

eliminative materials advance: 

• Pain does not seem to be limited to particular language games or 
theories. Therefore eliminative materialism seems to be unable to fulfill its 
aim of eliminating all mental expressions.   

 
 Connectionism proposes that mental events are patterned neurological 

connections in the brain, comparable to computer hardware. Connectionism is 

like identity theory in that it associates mental activity with brain activity.  But 

instead of focusing on isolated brain events, connectionism identifies mental 

events as the sequences or patterns of connections established in the network of 

brain cells or neurons.  Connectionism is objected to by advocates who point out 

that patterns of connects, such as those made by computers, do not identify 

what is relevant to an issue, not can they exhibit the common sense found in 

minds.   

 Functionalism argues that any system of activities or functions that 

manipulate symbols according to programmed rules (i.e., "calculate") is said to 

have a mind. Mental activity depends on activities in the brain just as 

computations depend on computers. But just as the computations of a computer 

are not reducible to any part of the computer, so thoughts and intentions are not 

reducible to any material (brain) state. Functionalism rejects the dualist’s claim 
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that the mind is a separate substance. They reject also the identity theorists 

claim that mental events are identical to brain events. They further reject the 

eliminativist claim that there are no mental events. Rather, functionalists argue 

that the realm of the mental is characterized by particular patterns of input 

processing output. Therefore, functionalists claim the brain is like the physical 

hardware of the computer and the mind is like the computer program that is run 

on that is run on the hardware but is logically distinct from it.  (Lawhead, 216) 

The theory is objected to in that: 

 
• The manipulation of symbols does not explain how those symbols are 

meaningful. That is, to understand meaning or to believe, desire, or 
intend something involves more than manipulating syntax and symbols. 
Though machines can calculate, they do not have thoughts, feelings, 
sensations (qualia): they are not conscious.  

 
• Suggested anti-functionalist alternatives include: Searle: mind is 

the product of intricate material connections in the brain (i.e., hardware). 
Chalmers: mental properties (e.g., intentionality) are not reducible to 
physical properties; they are simply different (though real) features of the 
world that are somehow related to the physical features of the world. 
McGinn: the problem of consciousness is a mystery we probably cannot 
solve. 

 
 Critical Naturalism proposes that reality consists only of nature and natural 

processes. In contrast to materialism, naturalism does not reduce life and human 

activity to the physico-chemical processes of the "hard sciences" (physics, 

chemistry, biology), but it does say that all events (including "emergent" or 

evolutionary qualities such as human activity) can be explained fully in terms of 

other sciences (e.g., the social sciences: 

psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics, political science). There is no 

need to introduce supernatural or spiritual elements to explain existence. 

Objections to the theory include: 

 

• Though the notion of emergent levels of reality may describe how 
consciousness came into existence, it does not explain why there is 
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consciousness at all (other than to attribute the development of higher 
forms of life to chance genetic mutations--which doesn't explain 
anything). 

• If human behavior exhibits purpose and value, why can't the same be said 
for the rest of nature? 

• A naturalistic picture of reality is barren, devoid of the variety and beauty 
we encounter in experiencing reality. 

 
 Idealism advances the notion that ideas are the only things that are really 

real.  Idealism comes in two forms.   

 Subjective Idealism, advanced by Berkeley advances that reality is what 

we experience of things, for we have no idea what it would meant o talk about 

reality apart from the reality that we perceive: to be is to be perceived or to 

perceive.  An objection to subjective idealism lies in the contention that this 

seems to make reality depend on the individual subject 

 Objective idealism contends that all reality, including individual minds, is 

an expression of a universal or absolute Mind. The world of changing, material 

objects is merely a fleeting image of Intelligibility or Mentality itself, or what 

Plato calls the realm of the Forms. Mind or Mentality itself, is what makes the 

universe orderly, intelligible. In fact, Mind is the intelligibility of the universe and 

the means by which it is conceivable as some thing in the first place. Through 

Mind, evolution is not merely a process of random, chance variations, but is 

rather a process the aim of which is revealed in the success as opposed to the 

survival of the fittest. The universe has a purpose, a goal, a direction and 

exhibits teleology or purpose or design as such. Guiding the universe is a 

purpose Mind or “God” if you will.  Objections to objective idealism include:   

• Idealists believe that, because human beings think in terms of mind and 
purpose, then the universe must be that way; but that is mere 
anthropomorphizing (reducing everything to human terms). 

• Idealists forget that, while structure or form is part of what things are, 
there is matter too; for there is no such thing as a form or structure 
without it being a form or structure of some matter. 

• Talk of minds or spirits is unnecessary if we can explain what we observe 
in material terms alone. 
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FREEDOM AND DETERMINISM 

 The matter of freedom and determinism can be understood in the context 

of three basic statements. 

 1. We are determined. 
 2. If we are determined, then we lack the freedom necessary to be 
 morally responsible. 
 3. We do have freedom necessary to be morally responsible.  
 
 The inconsistency of this triad of statements is obvious. It is impossible for 

all of the statements to be true. You can accept any two of the statements, but 

to do so requires that you reject the third statement.  There are essentially three 

positions on the issue of freedom and determinism: hard determinism, 

libertarianism, and Compatibilism.  We will examine more closely each of the 

three statements above and then consider these three philosophical positions 

regarding freedom and determinism. 

 

Three Statements 

 Statement 1: We are determined.  Certain philosophers believe that all 

events are the necessary result of previous causes.  This position is known as 

determinism. If determinism were true and if it were possible to have complete 

knowledge of the universe at the present moment, then we could predict the 

state of the universe in the next moment and also everything that will happen in 

the future. Determinists disagree with regard to which type of cause is most 

important in producing our behavior.  Perhaps the causation roots in genetics, 

biochemistry, behavioral conditioning or even Gods will. However, determinists 

all agree that everything that happens in nature and in human behavior is the 

inevitable outcome of the causal order. Determinists contend that we can have 

circumstantial freedom but deny that we have metaphysical freedom.  

 Statement 2: If we are determined, then we lack the freedom necessary 

to be morally responsible.  This statement expresses the thesis of 

incompatibalism. It claims that determinism is incompatible with the sort of 
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freedom required to be morally responsible for our behavior. To be morally 

responsible for an action means that we deserve praise or rebuke, credit or 

blame, reward or punishment for a particular action. The issue is not whether 

rewards or punishments are effect in causally determining a person’s behavior. 

Rather for the incompatibilists, moral responsibility is a question of whether we 

deserve reward or punishment. We can only deserve these consequences, 

according to the incompatibilists, if we had the freedom to actually choose a 

particular course of action. If the course of action is determined, by whatever 

cause, then it is difficult to reconcile the predetermined nature of a moral course 

of action with personal responsible.  In short, if I have no choice, then how can I 

be held responsible?  The incompatibilists argues that in order for us to be 

morally responsible, then we must possess metaphysical freedom.   

 Statement 3: We do have the freedom necessary to be morally 

responsible.  Again, we are confronted with the notion that in order for us to be 

morally responsible then we must possess sort degree of metaphysical freedom.  

Philosophers express this notion with the statement, “Ought implies can.”  If you 

tell me that I ought to carry out a particular moral course of action, then you are 

implying that I can do so.   All three positions agree that if you lack circumstantial 

freedom in a given situation, then you cannot be responsible for what you do or 

do not do under these constraints.  However, philosophers disagree over which 

of the following two options is correct: (1) Circumstantial freedom is a sufficient 

condition for a person to be morally responsible or (2) circumstantial freedom is 

merely a minimal, necessary condition for responsibility and a person must also 

have metaphysical freedom to be held morally accountable for his or her 

behavior.   

 

Three Positions on Freedom, Determinism and Responsibility 

 Hard Determinism claims that all our choices are determined and that we 

do not have moral responsibility for our actions. Accordingly, the hard 

determinist agrees with statement 1 above and also agrees with statement 2. 
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Therefore the hard behaviorist rejects statement 3. The hard determinist would 

argue that the criminal is not responsible for the social conditions that lead to 

criminal activity. Therefore, the criminal cannot be held accountable for his or 

her criminal behavior.   

 Libertarianism is the position that rejects determinism and asserts that we 

do have metaphysical freedom. The libertarian rejects statement 1 and accepts 

statement 2 and accepts statement 3.  The libertarian would argue that criminals 

are accountable for their actions because they are free and are not completely 

determined by their circumstances, be they social or genetic.   

 Compatibilism is the claim that we are both determined and we that we 

have moral responsible. In other words, compatibilists accept statement 1, reject 

statement 2 and accept statement 3. According to the compatibilists, an action is 

free to the degree that it is not the product of external compulsion. If the 

immediate cause of your action is your own psychological state, including your 

will, choices, values, or desires, then it is a free or voluntary action for which you 

can be held responsible. However, the compatibilists insists that your personality, 

motives and values are completely determined by previous causes. In other 

words the compatibilist denies that we have metaphysical freedom. The 

compatibilist believes that circumstantial freedom is the only kind of freedom 

necessary for us to be responsible for our choices and actions.  The 

compatibilists would say that criminals, as well as law abiding citizens, are 

morally responsible for their actions if their actions were the outcome of who 

they are and what they believe, value, or desire. At the same time, the 

compatibilists would insist that everyone’s wants, desires, and motives are 

causally determined.   

 

A CHRISTIAN METAPHYSIC 

 There is no severing human existence from Ontology.  Paul himself 

seemed to be hinting at this when he wrote that it is in Him that we "live and 

move and have our being."  (Acts 17).  Yandall Woodfin proposes that there is a 
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certain audacity concerning the Christian faith in particular since it proposes to 

explore and comprehend the nature of Ultimate Reality.  There is an inevitable 

relationship between humanity existence as  "frail creatures of dust" and their 

Ontologic context.  One of the greatest philosophical theologians, if not the 

greatest, was Paul Tillich.  Tillich is described as an "ontological theologian."  He 

argued, "Every epistemological statement is implicitly ontological."  There is no 

escaping the reality that the two are tethered.  Human existence cannot be 

eliminated from Ontologic Reality regardless of how we might try to do so or 

how intensely we might deny any Ontological Reality.  Willard Quine argues that 

Ontological considerations are the basis for even the most commonplace 

considerations of life. 

 There is a human quest in each individual life to transcend functional 

existence.  It seems that in every human "heart" so to speak there is a need for 

Ontological interpretation.  Perhaps this need is intuitive to the human condition 

or perhaps this need is part of the marred but not destroyed "imago dei".  

Regardless of its source the human need to understand our place in the cosmos 

is apparent even in those efforts, which reach toward transcendence by following 

less than avenues such as hedonism, materialism, intellectualism and the 

multiplicity of other "isms" which could be cited.  In every human being there is 

what someone has termed an "ontological anemia" which struggles for fulfillment 

and understanding.   

 Ontological inevitability is also evidenced in the seemingly commonly 

human confidence that there is rationality in the universe.  Even among those 

who have resigned themselves that there is no such rationality, the bewilderment 

exhibited at this discovery is evidence that there "should be" such a rationality.  

T F. Torrance reflects this same observation when he proposes that simply to ask 

questions of an ontological nature in pursuit of rationality is evidence that the 

seeker must at some level assume that ontological rationality should be present, 

or at the least that the seeker "wishes" so to speak that this rationality existed in 

the cosmos.   
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Exploring the Validity of an Ontological Claim 

 Yandall Woodfin contends that in order to explore the validity of an 

Ontological Claim we must engage in what he describes as an "ontological 

existentialism."  When one approaches the question of Ontological validity from 

the perspective of existential existence the result is that the criteria for 

ontological validation centers on the correlation with this claim regarding 

Ontological Ultimacy and its consequent impact upon the individual's personal 

existence.  It seems that Woodfin is saying that the test of the validity of our 

Ontological perspective lies in its practical result.  Woodfin seems to advocating 

that idea that the "Ontological proof" is in the "pragmatic pudding."  Woodfin 

does acknowledge that a tension always exists between ontology and experience 

that will necessitate a constant awareness of the need for reformulation and 

restructuring.  By using the experiential test as a means of validation for our 

ontological perspective, Woodfin endeavors to avoid an exclusively speculative 

ivory tower approach to ontology. 

  

Christ - The Clue to Reality 

 Woodfin entitles his chapter on Metaphysics, "Christ, the Clue to Reality."  

He proposes that the person and work of Christ is the interpretive key to 

ontology.  He writes, "It is therefore in the historical incarnation of Christ that 

the Christian finds the objective ground and rational paradigm for his 

understanding of creation, redemption, and the meaningfulness of reality as a 

whole."  (Woodfin, With All Your Mind, 95) 

 Woodfin sees in the Incarnation what he terms as a "normative 

theological" paradigm.  As normative, Christ constitutes the standard for all of 

reality.  However we have difficulty understanding the biblical Christ in this 

fashion.  He proposes that the Christian believer, and I propose that even the 

Baptist Christian "intellectual", has a hard time understanding Christ ontologically 
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because of our exclusive and almost idolatrous commitment to the "grammatico-

historical method" of biblical interpretation.   

 It seems that Woodfin is "onto something" so to speak.  In my faith 

tradition, I have been taught that my understanding of the person of Jesus is to 

be rooted in scripture alone and that in order to understand scripture's 

presentation of Christ I must utilize the grammatico-historical method of 

interpretation in order to be faithful to the text.  Throughout 30 years of pulpit 

ministry I maintained a complete commitment to the exegesis of the words, 

clauses, phrases, context of the biblical material with which I was working.   

 However, there emerged a time in my life when I began to think that 

there was something limited to my understanding of Scripture in this manner and 

consequently to my understanding of the person and work of Christ.  It has only 

been after having taught Philosophy for a number of years now that I have 

realized that the hermeneutical omission of the grammatico-historical method 

"philosophic understanding" of Christ and religious faith.   

 In fact, it seems that one of the reasons I initially had such a challenging 

time getting my mind around Woodfin's ontological understanding of Christ in 

this particular chapter is due to my being so entrenched in the grammatico-

historical method of interpretation and the consequent understanding of Christ 

which emerges from the use of the method. 

 This seems to be what Woodfin is getting at when he cites the 

observation of James Barr.  Barr contends that the tension, which exists between 

the ontological understandings of Christ and “event centered Christology”, is a 

consequence of the grammatico-historical method of interpretation.  In short, the 

grammatico-historical method has placed interpretational blinders upon the 

student of the text with the result that an understanding of Christ beyond the 

"facts of the text" so to speak is rendered unlikely if not impossible.   

 It seems, at least to me, that a more well developed understanding of 

Christ transcends the grasping of the data or facts uncovered through the 

grammatico-historical method of interpretation.   
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 As previously stated, Woodfin cites James Barr's contention that the 

predominant grammatico-historical method has led to a tension between an 

ontological interpretation of Christ and what Woodfin terms as an "event 

centered Christology."  However, Barr goes on to point out that there is another 

variable, which has contributed to this tension.  He contends that an 

understanding of revelation which has had placed excessive confidence in its 

understanding of "history" has also contributed to the enmity between the two. 

 Our seemingly singular anthropocentric understanding of history is 

problematic in that it fails to acknowledge a more transcendent understanding of 

the nature of history.  German theological vocabulary assists us at this point in 

that two words or terms were utilized in order to grasp the full significance of 

history.  On the one hand there was "historie" with which term reference was 

made to the actual events of history as we seen and observe them.  To use 

biblical imagery, the historical facts of the Red Sea parting, the taking of the 

promised land by the Israelites, the crucifixion of Christ in actual time.   

 However to understand history in these terms is inadequate.  

Consequently, the German language utilized another term to speak of history on 

a more profound and transcendent level.  The term was "heilsgeschichte" 

meaning in its most basic definition "salvation history."  It is in this term that the 

revelational significance of history became significant.  In each of these events of 

"historie" was a higher purpose or significance in that the divine was 

accomplishing his purposes and fulfilling his providential plans.   

 It is precisely this distinction to which Barr, and also Woodfin is pointing.  

The wooden, literal, observable understanding of history fails to take into 

account this more profound significance of "heilsgeschichte" or "salvation 

history."  Consequently, it seems that Woodfin is pointing out that our 

understanding of the Christ event is also limited and neglects the philosophical 

consideration of Christ as the interpretive clue to all of reality.   

 

From Reality to "Realness" 
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 Woodfin proposes that when we are connected to Reality do our lives 

become real or authentic.  He proposes once again a Christologically centered 

ontology arguing that we are only rightly related to Realty, according to the 

Christian worldview, through a relationship with our Creator and Redeemer. 

 Once again, Woodfin contends that the experiential appropriation of 

Reality that manifests itself experientially in our lives in the form of authenticity 

or realness (which ethicists would call the "summum bonum" of life or "the good 

life) validates the Christian worldview.   

 

Woodfin records 

 An ontological belief in a Christ who is indeed God, not only in his 
 revelation but also in his being must therefore be capable of  creating in 
 experience a quality of life which corresponds to that  which  the Christian 
 holds as theologically valid in his understanding of God as real. 
 
 Woodfin's conclusion is a philosophical affirmation biblical statement from 

Christ, "I have come that you might have life and life abundantly."  

Philosophically speaking, life abundantly is found in an ontologic connection with 

Ultimate Reality which manifests itself in a life lived authentically.   

 

CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter we have examined the philosophic examination of 

metaphysics, the study of the nature of ultimate reality.  We have considered the 

origin of the term metaphysics, coined by Adronicus of Rhodes, as well as 

various questions related to the scope of metaphysics.  We have seen that 

metaphysical concerns were predominate among the pre-Socratics, among which 

is the conclusion of Thales that essence of ultimate reality consists of water since 

it is found in all forms (gas, solid and liquid) and Heraclitus who determined that 

ultimate reality consists of change, since paradoxically change is the only thing 

that does not change.  Metaphysical speculation continued in the work of the 
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Socratic philosophers and continues in our own day and it seems that 

metaphysical concerns are part and parcel of the human condition. 
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CHAPTER TWO STUDY GUIDE 
 

Content Questions 
 

1. What is the origin of the term “metaphysics”? 
2. What is meant by the call “to inquire into the ultimate nature of reality”? 
3. Explain Bertrand Russell’s understanding of the limitations of philosophy. 
4. Explain the question of “Truth” as a metaphysical concern. 
5. Explain the question of “Personhood” as a metaphysical concern. 
6. Explain the question of “God” as a metaphysical concern. 
7. Why did Ayn Rand contend that the central questions of human existence 

begin with the metaphysical questions and how is this question related to 
epistemology and ethics? 

8. Give three reasons why the study of metaphysics is important for the 
individual. 

9. What was the primary philosophic concern of the pre-Socratic 
philosophers? 

10. How do the Pre-Socratic philosophers reflect a shift from a mythological 
interpretation of life to an interpretation based on the use of the logos? 

11. Explain Heraclitus’ conclusion that a proper understanding of 
metaphysical concerns entails the realities of being and change. 

12. Explain how Parmenides utilized the phrase “It is” as a clue to 
metaphysical reality. 

13. Who were the primary philosophers of the Socratic era? 
14. Explain Plato’s Allegory of the Cave and its significance for metaphysics. 
15. Explain how Plato’s metaphysics is intimately linked with his theory of 

knowledge. 
16. Explain any similarities or differences between the Platonic and 

Aristotelian metaphysical perspectives. 
17. What did George Berkeley mean by the phrase esse est percipi and what 

does the phrase tell us about Berkeley’s metaphysical perspective? 
18. What did Berkeley mean by his conclusion that God is the divine 

perceiver? 
19. According to Leibniz, what is the relationship between God and 

Monadology 
20. Explain John Locke’s understanding of primary and secondary qualities 

giving examples of each. 
21. Compare and contrast David Hume’s concepts of Relations of Ideas and 

Matters of Fact. 
22. Explain David Hume’s understanding of the problem of causation and his 

resolution of the problem. 
23. Explain Immanuel Kant’s concepts of things as they are in themselves 

and things as they appear to be. 
24. Cite and describe Immanuel Kant’s three levels of reality. 
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25. What did Martin Heidegger mean by his conclusion that the fundamental 
question of “being” is the chief topic of philosophy? 

26. Explain Martin Heidegger’s analogy of the Hammer and the implications 
of the analogy for Metaphysical conclusions. 

27. Explain the relationship between mortality and living authentically in the 
existential philosophy of Martin Heidegger. 

28. In what way and why did Rudolph Carnap call for the elimination of 
metaphysics? 

29. Explain the Principle of Verification. 
30. Explain Derek Parfit’s Null Hypothesis Theory and its implications for 

Metaphysical speculation. 
 
 

Vocabulary 
 

1. Metaphysics 
2. Ontology 
3. Monism 
4. Dualism 
5. Pluralism 
6. Pre-Socratic Philosophy 
7. Thales 
8. Heraclitus 
9. Arche 
10. Logos 
11. Parmenides 
12. Objective Idealism 
13. Classical Realism 
14. Subjective Idealism 
15. Metaphysical Pluralism 
16. Monads 
17. Metaphysical Agnosticism 
18. Metaphysical Skepticism 
19. a priori 
20. a posteriori 
21. Critical Idealism 
22. Existential Metaphysics 
23. Dasein 
24. Sorge 
25. Logical Positivism 
26. Null Hypothesis Theory 
27. Axiarchic View of the Universe 
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Critical Thinking and Analysis 
 

1. What are some of the central questions of philosophy? 
2. In critical thinking, it is imperative that we consider opposing perspectives 

from our own, as well as how our beliefs have implications for additional 
beliefs to which we hold.  Why is this important? 

3. It is said, “philosophy is a discipline of wonder.”  What is meant by this 
statement? 

4. “Becoming a critical thinker challenges qualitatively the way a person 
views the world, processes information, and makes decisions.”  How? 

5. How is the philosophical sub-category of metaphysics intimately related 
to the philosophic sub-category of epistemology? 
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CHAPTER 3: The Question of God 

  

 Many people have found the idea of God to be comforting, inspiring, and 

the source of hope. But the philosophy of religion is concerned not with the 

psychological benefits of believing in the idea of God, but rather with the 

question of whether the word “God” refers to anything in reality. As someone 

has put it, “God is either a fact, like sand, or fantasy, like Santa.” But once we 

start raising questions about the existence of God, a number of other questions 

emerge.   

 How can we decide whether God exists? Are there rational arguments that 

demonstrate that God exists or, at least, that his existence is probable? Is there 

evidence that counts against God’s existence? Is it impossible or inappropriate to 

approach this question in an objective manner? Should we fall back on faith of 

subjective considerations in making up our minds about the existence of God? 

What about the existence of suffering in the world? Isn’t it pretty hard to square 

the reality of suffering and evil with the belief in an all-powerful, all-knowing, all 

good God?  These are all concerns that are central to belief in God.  From a 

philosophical perspective, they demand consideration and investigation.   

 Yet some point out that it is actually, at least in their opinion, difficult to 

say what Philosophy of Religion is.  One might define it as philosophizing about 

religion. But people disagree when it comes to what philosophy is.  They also 

disagree about the meaning of the word “religion.” Philosophy of religions is a 

recognized branch of philosophy. Yet it would be hasty to conclude that we can 

easily explain the nature of philosophy of religion. In this chapter we will devote 

our attention to a consideration of some of the topics that traditionally are 

thought to fall within the scope of philosophy of religion. The most prominent of 

these is the existence of God. Much of the material in the chapter is as a result 

closely related to the consideration of the question regarding God’s existence. In 

addition, there are other considerations.  We will investigate objections to the so-

called “rational arguments” for God’s existence. Further, we will examine some of 
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the subjective and practical arguments for believing in God’s existence.  We will 

also consider the topic of the miraculous.  Are there reasons to believe in the 

occurrence of miracles? What are the objections to belief in the occurrence of 

miracles? Further, we will investigate the relationship of faith and reason.  

Religion is actually a matter of faith.  As a result when it comes to the matters 

previously mentions, we will frequently refer to a religious source of authority, 

such as the Bible, to justify our belief in God’s existence or in the occurrence of 

miracles, etc.  However, philosophy is concerned not with faith, but with 

rationality.  Are there rational reasons to believe in these things and if so what is 

the relationship of rationality and reason to faith?   

 One of the sources of tension between philosophy and Christian faith 

centers on the relationship between faith and reason.  Philosophy attempts to 

give priority to rationality and has little regard for the religious category of faith, 

whereas Christian faith strives to give primary allegiance to faith and 

unfortunately in many instances has little regard for the philosophical category of 

rationality. However, one of the most important questions, which the believer 

can ask, concerns the rationality of belief in an omnipotent, omniscient, and 

omnibenevolent God. Therein lies a central concern in the philosophy of Religion. 

 

PRELIMINARY CONCERNS 

 A number of terms require our attention if we are to address, understand 

and discuss the matters related to the philosophy of religion.  Monotheism claims 

that one God created the world and sustains it while transcending it. Sometimes 

monotheism is simply referred to as theism. However we should not limit 

philosophy of religion to the examination of the monotheistic traditions of 

Judaism, Islam and Christianity. The question central to Philosophy of Religion is, 

“If God exists, what is the nature of this being?” To increase our range of options 

we must also included the examination of Hinduism, as well as Buddhism. 

Hinduism is an Indian religion that has a radically different conception of God 

from that which predominates the Western theistic tradition. Buddhism is one of 
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the world’s great religions, and yet is one in which the notions of God and the 

supernatural are noticeably absent. 

 Evidentialism claims that belief in God must be supported by objective 

evidence. Both religious believers and atheists can be evidentialists. The theistic 

evidentialist thinks that there is objective evidence for God. The atheistic 

evidentialists believers that we must have evidence in order for our belief in God 

to be rational. The atheistic evidentialist goes on to argue that such evidence is 

lacking however. Generally, all agnostics, people who do not think there is 

sufficient evidence either for atheism or theism, are evidentialists.  Theists who 

are evidentialists would agree that it is possible to demonstrate the existence of 

God through rational object arguments. They believe in the possibility and 

reliability of natural theology.  

 Natural Theology is the effort of attempting to provide proofs for the 

existence of God based on reason and experience alone. The natural theologian 

doesn’t appeal to supernatural revelation or to faith of any sort to support his or 

her claims about God. The natural theologian does not necessarily reject 

revelation or faith, but believes that it is possible to demonstrate God’s existence 

and perhaps the truth of other religious claims exclusively through the utilization 

of philosophical reasoning. The objective evidence used to support natural 

theology includes the cosmological argument, the teleological argument and the 

ontological argument.   

 Atheism is summed up in the claim that God does not exist.  As previously 

indicated, atheists generally are evidentialists. However, while all atheists deny 

that God’s existence may be proven, many atheists also would say that you 

cannot absolutely prove that God doesn’t exist. They make this claim because in 

most cases it is impossible to prove beyond any possible doubt, a negative claim 

concerning th3 nature of the existence of something.   

 Agnosticism is the position that not enough evidence exists for us to know 

whether there is or is not a God. This position is also sometimes called religious 

skepticism. Agnostics are evidentialists, because they agree that objective 



 155 

evidence is necessary to believe in God’s existence, but hey believe that such 

evidence is unavailable.  The agnostic does not think that we can actually know 

anything concerning God’s existence. The agnostic thinks we must suspend 

judgment on the issue. Some degree of uncertainty or doubt about god’s 

existence does not make a person an agnostic. Many theists would claim that 

they personally lack a full knowledge of indubitable certainty about God. 

Agnosticism is essential the claim that it is in principle impossible for anyone to 

have knowledge that God exists. 

 Non-evidentialism holds that it is not rationally required to have objective 

and rational evidence for our basic beliefs and stance toward life. The 

nonevidentialists claims that there is a basis for religious belief other than 

reason. Accordingly, the non-evidentialists says that we must and in fact do form 

our ultimate commitments on the basis of subjective and personal factors rather 

than on rational arguments. Although there are people on both sides of the God 

issue who reject Evidentialism, it is a position that appeals more to theists than 

to atheists. There are several varieties of theistic nonevidentialists. The first 

category consists of people who maintain that the rational objective arguments 

for God are either ineffective or unnecessary while at the same time they offer 

subjective or pragmatic considerations to move an individual in the direction of 

faith. These individual believe that objective evidence cannot decide the God 

issue. There are practical or subjective reasons for believing in God. The 

considerations referred to here differ from typical forms of objective evidence 

and argument used in natural theology since they make a direct appeal to the 

subjective concerns of the individual in his or her stance toward life. Blaise Pascal 

or William James represent advocates of this particular approach.  The second 

and ore radical form of nonevidentialism is fideism. Fideism claims that religious 

belief must be based on faith alone and cannot be justified by appeal to either 

objective or subject reasons. The fideist believes that there is a tension between 

faith and reason such that we must choose between the two. If we know 

something on the basis of objective evidence, the fideist clams, than it makes no 
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sense to say that we believe it on faith. According to the fideist, God must be 

approached through faith, by following your heart and not by searching for 

evidence in the sterile dry valley of objective reason. An example of this 

particular approach is found in the work of Soren Kierkegaard, the 19th century 

founder of religious existentialism.   

 

FAITH AND REASON 

 Many of the ancient and early philosophers operated with a belief in God's 

existence.  However, with the emergence of the era of the Enlightenment in the 

18th century this began to change.  Enlightenment thinkers issued an intellectual 

charge to dismiss all God-thought and God-talk as leftover superstition of eras 

past. The philosophical pantheon of individuals who issued the call consisted of 

such Enlightenment luminaries as Hume, Voltaire, Rousseau and in a more subtle 

fashion Kant, who though he found it possible to maintain a theistic worldview, 

also sought diligently to give primacy to human reason especially in regard to 

ethics as opposed to basing his ethical mandates upon a robust theism.  

Descriptions of the relationship of faith and reason fall generally under three 

headings: Faith without Reason, Reason before Faith and Faith before Reason. 

 

Reason Before Faith 

 One approach used to describe the relation of faith and reason views 

human reason as the ground floor of humanity's knowledge of God.  The reason 

as foundational approach assumes that human reason was not seriously affected 

in the religious account of the fall humankind. As a result human rationality 

serves as an adequate foundation for knowledge of God.  As a result of giving 

priority to human reason, revelation becomes the second story for knowledge of 

God.  These two realities according to this approach provide the context for 

coming to an awareness of God.  This approach is also called evidential theism.   

 Advocates of this approach include the Medieval Catholic theologian 

Thomas Aquinas who argued that human reason has a prior creative role to 
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faith. He contended that reason prepares the way to faith in God.  Aquinas 

contended that while human reason cannot finally and ultimately prove the 

existence of God beyond a doubt, human reason could demonstrate that belief in 

God is not irrational. Catholic theologian Karl Rahner also serves as a 

representative of this approach.  Rahner utilizes the philosophy of Martin 

Heidegger.  Rahner places such an emphasis upon human reason that he argues 

humanity has a sort of built in capacity to believe in God, which is evidenced by 

humanities search for meaning and significance.  For Rahner, reason can prove 

to be a means of a salvific relationship with God, in contradistinction to Aquinas 

who stopped short of this position.   

 This approach has made a valuable contribution to the discipline of 

theology. It has provided a stimulus to intellectual examination of religious faith.  

The approach has attempted to take Christian faith seriously as not just an 

emotional but also an intellectual or reasonable faith. The approach has 

attempted to provide a rational basis for belief in God's existence, which, while it 

is impossible to actually prove God's existence, has provided rational pillars upon 

which belief in God's existence can be established.  The approach is often 

accused of being overly optimistic regarding humanities capacity to experience 

salvation through the use of human reason alone. 

 

Fideism or Faith Alone 

 Fideism is a second approach, which attempts to reconcile faith and 

reason. Fideism is also known as Presuppositionalism.  This approach gives 

priority to the role of faith.  This approach contends faith is all-important, and 

human reason is of little value in religious belief.  Further, the approach 

supposes that human reason has no place in belief in God's actual existence.  

According to proponents of this approach belief in God's existence and salvation 

is a matter of faith alone, fideism.  Consequently, this category represents the 

conclusions of the anti-rationalists. 
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 The ancient church father Tertullian represented this approach.  It was 

Tertullian who famously asked, "What has Athens to do with Jerusalem".  Athens 

represents the use of the intellect and human reason in matters of belief, while 

Jerusalem represents the simplicity of faith.  According to the fideists Athens is to 

have nothing to do with Jerusalem. Human reason is of limited value according 

to this approach, but faith is not irrational, as the term anti-rationalists would 

suggest.  Martin Luther also represents the faith alone approach.  Luther reacted 

against the reason then faith approach of the Catholic Church.  In so doing, he 

reacted to the excessive optimism of the reason then faith approach of 

Catholicism, which is portrayed in the theology of Aquinas. Perhaps the individual 

most associated with this approach was Soren Kierkegaard scorned philosophy, 

renounced objectivity, and called the intellectual approach to Christianity 

paganism and blasphemy. 

Fideism is to be credited with its sincere attempt to acknowledge the 

legitimacy and primacy of faith in one's belief in and especially relationship to 

God.  In short, fideism attempts to take faith seriously.  However, with its de-

emphasis upon human reason it may be that the approach does quite the 

contrary in that it fails to establish the reasonableness of belief in God.  

Unfortunately, fideism may also represent an oversimplification of belief in God.  

Finally, the approach is to be credited with acknowledging that eventually belief 

in God's existence truly is a matter of faith and can never be proven by use of 

human reason. 

 

Faith Before Reason 

 Finally, some argue on behalf of an integrative approach, preferring this 

paradigm since it avoids the extremism of the reason then faith approach and 

the faith alone approach.  The approach has been described as the faith seeking 

understanding strategy and has legitimacy in that it utilizes faith as a correction 

to inadequate human reason according to Newport.   
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 Augustine of Hippo is a representative of this approach and summed up 

his conclusion regarding the matter with the words, "I believe in order that I may 

understand."  Augustine argued that in order for a person to come to a correct 

belief in God he must first of all believe and thereafter utilize human reason to 

prop-up, so to speak, religious faith.  In Augustine we see a blending of the 

epistemological approach of rationalism and empiricism since for him we use our 

human reason to interpret our life experiences.  In Augustine we observe an 

excellent blending of the three sources of human knowledge which philosophy in 

general and Christian philosophy in particular advocates: revelation, rationalism, 

and empiricism.  The medieval theologian Anselm also represents this approach 

in his contention that "we find out inward experience of God, given in and 

through our self consciousness, to be supremely revealing and significant among 

all other experiences, and then we go on to interpret all other experience in 

terms of it."   

 One weakness of this approach lies in the potentiality of the approach to 

slide toward the Fideism approach, thereby neglecting the legitimacy of reason.  

Many once claiming to have experienced belief in God through faith fail to go 

further in exploration of the rationality of their faith. The approach is to be 

credited with providing legitimacy to both faith and reason.  On the one hand, 

the paradigm acknowledges the centrality of faith, while on the other hand the 

approaches acknowledges the limitations of human rationality.  

 

THE RATIONAL ARGUMENTS 

 Another primary concern in the Philosophy of religion centers upon the 

rational arguments for God's existence.  At the heart of the arguments is an 

effort to ground theism in some sort of rationality or reasonableness.  In the 

following paragraphs we will explore some of the leading arguments for the 

existence of God, presenting a definition of the argument, an advocate for the 

argument, as well exploring strengths and weaknesses of each of the arguments.   
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 One particularly intriguing attempt to address the question of God’s 

existence or non-existence is found in Wisdom’s parable of the garden. (John 

Wisdom, “God,” Essays in Logic and Language, ed. Anthony Flew, Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell & Mott, 1951, p. 71)  After being absent two individuals return to their 

long neglected garden only to discover that in the garden a few rather stubborn 

plants which have refused to relinquish their ground to the onslaught of ever 

increasing weeds are flourishing in the garden.  The two begin talking between 

themselves about the phenomenon occurring in the garden.  One proposes that 

a gardener has been working the garden.  He is told that no one has seen 

anyone at work in his or her garden. Each individual raises his eyebrows and 

glances once again at the garden.  One proposes that a “mystery gardener” must 

have worked while the neighbors slept.  Her partner responds that surely 

someone would have heard him and argues further that anyone who genuinely 

cared about the plants would have at least controlled the presence of the weeds 

in the garden. Each scratches her head.  Not to be out done by her partner’s 

contra-indications, she tries again.  She proposes that surely the way the garden 

is arranged reveals a purpose and beauty in the garden. She contends that an 

invisible someone must be keeping the garden.  She then proceeds to investigate 

for further evidence of the invisible gardener only to find that there is evidence 

both for and against such a possibility. Refusing to give up, the two gardeners 

decide that they will investigate what happens to other gardens, which are left 

without attention by any gardener. Upon investigation there is still no conclusive 

evidence. In the end one concludes there must be a gardener who cares for the 

garden while the other determines that there must not be such a caretaker.  

There is no difference in what they have seen, no difference in what they have 

heard.  Based on the same evidence, both arrive at radically different 

conclusions.  Such is the issue of knowledge of God.  Different individuals will 

have divergent interpretations and will reach often radically opposing conclusions 

regarding the same evidence.  
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THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 

 The Teleological Argument is also known as the argument from Design.  It 

consists of the following premises: 

Premise 1: The universe shows extensive evidence of purpose and 
 design.   

Premise 2: This quality of purpose and design that one witnesses in the 
universe is not present by accident or chance.   
Conclusion: Therefore, there must be a Divine Designer of the 

 Cosmos.   
 
The Teleological Argument is also called the Argument from Design or the 

Argument from Analogy. It argues that the order of the universe as a whole and 

the intricacy of things in the universe in particular are only intelligible if we 

assume the involvement of some order force or Mind aiming to achieve some 

purpose. A purely causal, non-teleological account or one that does not provide a 

rationale for why something is the way it is makes the events in the world 

accidental, lacking goals, intentions, and purposes. Since the world exhibits such 

order and intricacy, then there must be a creative Mind that is responsible for it 

and that entity is God. In terms of analogy, the teleological argument may be 

considered as follows: 

 
Watch = Universe 
Watch-maker = Universe maker 
 
In short, the presence of order in the design of the universe requires that 

rationality lead us to conclude the existence of a Divine Designer. The Argument 

found popular expression in William Paley’s (1743-1805) Analogy of the 

Watchmaker. Paley hypothesized that one is walking across the lawn only to look 

down and find for the first time a watch.  Perplexed and intrigued, the individual 

picks up the watch to examine it more closely.  He studies the watch face and 

observes the hands moving in synchronization with one another.  Still inquisitive, 

he examines the backside of the watch, removing the cover to find a number of 

cogs of varying shapes and sizes working together in perfect harmony in order to 
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keep time. Paley then posits the logical leap that because there is such a watch 

with intricate design, it could not have popped into existence by chance.  The 

existence of design in the watch requires that there be a watchmaker.  In Paley’s 

day the natural conclusion was therefore that there must be a Divine Designer 

who has orchestrated the order and design of the cosmos.   

 There are several things to notice regarding the teleological argument. 

First, it is based on an analogy. It attempts to draw our attention to the alleged 

similarities between human creations, such as clocks, statues, computer 

programs, and so on, and the universe as a whole. Therefore, the strength of 

the argument depends on how confident we are that meaningful similarities 

exist. The teleological argument’s claim that the universe exhibits evidence of 

design is much less obvious than the cosmological arguments claim that 

contingent beings exist and depend on prior causes. 

 Second, most versions of the teleological argument take the form of 

probabilistic arguments or arguments to the best explanation. In other words, 

they do not show that it is absolutely necessary that the universe had a designer 

but that a designer is the most probable explanation.   

 Finally, of all the theistic arguments, the teleological argument is probably 

the least abstract, the easiest to understand and has the most popular appeal.   

 The Teleological Argument is not without flaw.  Objections have been 

proposed as challenges to the legitimacy of the Argument.  Premise one, that 

there is evidence of purpose and design in the universe, is challenged by the 

reality that this is not always so.  Just as there are what are termed 

“Teleological” elements (elements of order) in the universe, there are 

“Dysteleological” elements (evidences of disorder) as well.  These break down 

into two classical categories: Natural Evil and Moral Evil.  Natural Evil consists of 

things such as hurricanes, tornadoes, and floods. Moral Evil is demonstrated in 

realities such as murder, rape and other acts of inhumanity performed by one’s 

fellow humans upon other humans. If we attribute order to Him or It or Her do 

we not also have to attribute disorder to Him or It or Her? Premise two, that this 
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purpose and design in the cosmos did not happen by accident, is challenged by 

the fact that today we have other possible explanations of this order rather than 

just a Divine Designer.  Paley’s argument was pre-Darwinian.  There was no 

other explanation of the origin of this perceived order and purpose in the 

universe beyond God. With Darwin and his theory of natural selection, there 

appeared on the scene an alternative explanation of the source of cosmic order 

and design.  Whether the individual endorses this view or not is beside the point. 

What matters is that Natural Selection does provide an alternative interpretation 

of the source of design and purpose in the universe. Premise three, that there 

must be a Divine Designer as a logical requirement of this order and purpose, is 

also flawed.  Yet it is flawed in another fashion.  If we grant the potential 

existence of the Divine Designer for the sake of argument then what does this 

tells us about the nature of the Divine Designer?  What is He or She or It like? 

The argument fails to give us much information about the nature of this 

metaphysical entity.  

 

Darwin’s Criticism of the Teleological Argument 

 According to Darwin, to detect order in something does not necessarily 

mean that that order is actually the result of some purpose activity. As difficult as 

it is to accept sometimes, the intricacy of relations among things can be 

explained naturalistically or without having to appeal to supernatural causes such 

as “God” or to an “Eternal Mind.”  Things are as they are because that is the way 

they have turned out, not they have turned out that way because of what they 

are, according to Darwin. The world may indeed exhibit order and this may be 

the case as a result of random variations that prove to be adaptive to 

environments, but this does not mean that it exhibits purpose or design.   

 

Hume’s Criticisms of the Teleological Argument 

 Hume’s critique of the Teleological Argument is more radical than Darwin’s 

critique. Not only does Hume deny that one can prove that there is design, but 



 164 

he also doubts whether one can show that there actually is order.  Order, 

according to Hume, is imposed by human beings on the chaos of nature. We 

tend to see order where there is actually no order at all. In short, not only is 

there no persuasive empirical evidence for purpose in the world, but also there is 

also no such evidence even for order.   

 Hume further contends that even if we agree there is order in the world, 

we cannot use the watch analogy.  We know the fourth term of an analogy only 

by being empirically familiar with the things that are related independently of the 

analogy. Because we have no experience of the universe as such or of instances 

of universes having been created by other universe creators, we therefore 

cannot use the analogy.   

 Still further, Hume counters that even if we accept such analogies, they 

allow us to conclude only so much goodness and intelligence as we see. If we 

think that the world develops like a plant develops, for example an oak from a 

seed, then the cause of the world might be nothing more than a plant. And also 

if the world exhibits imperfection, as empirically is evident a posteriori, then we 

must conclude that its creator is imperfect. Evil and suffering must be due to a 

malicious or impotent creator or a committee of finite thought powerful but 

certainly not infinitely powerful gods, or a child god who tosses off universes for 

all we know like discarded sand castles, or a god who dies in the process of 

creating the world. Certainly by using the analogy and beginning with 

experience, we cannot conclude that the creator of the universe is all perfect and 

all knowing because the universe itself is not.   

 

THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 

 The Cosmological Argument is essentially an argument based upon the 

law of cause and effect.  The premises of the argument consist of the following:   

Premise 1: Every effect has a cause.  Therefore, there exists the 
universality of causation or the universal law of causation.   
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Premise 2: There cannot be an infinite regression of causes.  In other 
words, there must be a point of beginning.  Cause and effect cannot 
continue into the past with no point of origin.   
Conclusion: As a result, this necessitates a "Prime Mover" or "First 

 Cause."  
 

 The Cosmological Argument finds classical expression in the work of 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-74).  Aquinas' thought reflected his adoption of 

Aristotelian philosophy, especially with regard to the concept of cause and effect.  

Aristotle's epistemologic conclusions were based upon observation or a posteriori 

knowledge. According to Aristotle every movement or change implies a mover.  

This chain of events cannot be infinite however. Therefore, there must be an 

Unmoved Mover or a Prime Mover. Aristotle also argued that since motion is 

eternal, since time is eternal and time is the measure of motion, the Prime Mover 

must also be eternal.  In short, physical theory requires an Eternal Unmoved 

Mover.  The theologian Aquinas simply baptized the thought of Aristotle and 

transformed Aristotle's philosophy into Christian theology. 

 

The First Cause Argument 

 One version of the cosmological argument is sometimes called the “First 

Cause Argument.” It argues that because the world contains things whose 

existence was caused, there necessarily had to be a First Cause of the entire 

series. Aquinas produced a famous version of this argument. He actually offered 

five arguments for the existence of God. The argument that is based on the 

notion of causation is the “second way” of Aquinas.  The first cause argument of 

Aquinas is as follows: 

 1. The world contains things whose existence depends upon some  cause. 
 2. Everything that exists is either uncaused or caused to exist by 
 another. 
 3. There cannot be an infinite regress of causes. 
 4. There must be an uncaused first cause. 
 5. An uncaused first cause is in part what we mean by God. 
 6. Therefore, God exists.   
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 Critics have often had the most difficult with Premise 3.  Why cannot there 

be an infinite series of causes?  Isn’t the series of whole numbers an infinite 

series? One possible reply to this objection is that numbers are abstractions and 

not concretely existing thing like mountains or galaxies. It makes sense for 

scientists to inquire into the origins of mountains or galaxies, but it does not 

make sense to ask how and when did the number seven begin to exist.  

Regardless, some critics of the cosmological argument claim that it is possible to 

conceive of an infinite series of physical causes. They argue that since Aquinas 

believed that it makes sense to say there must be an uncaused first cause, i.e. 

God, why couldn’t this uncaused cause of the universe simply be matter or 

energy instead?   

 

The Argument from Contingency 

 Later versions of the cosmological argument shifted focus from the 

problem with a regress of causes to that of a regress of reasons or explanations 

for an event. These arguments are based on the principle of sufficient reason. 

The principle states that everything existing must have a reason that explains 

why it exists and why it has the properties it does. This reason could be that the 

being in question is uncaused; that is, it is self0sufficient and does not depend 

on anything outside itself. Of the being in question could be caused by 

something else that provides a sufficient explanation why it exists and exists just 

the way it does and not otherwise.  

 This version of the cosmological arguments begins with the fact that the 

world is a collection of things that are contingent. For something to be 

contingent means that it is possible for it to either exist or not exist. Neither its 

existence not its nonexistence is logically necessary or required. If we accept the 

principle of sufficient reason, then we believe that there has to be a sufficient 

reason for the existence of anything. However because a contingent being does 

not contain the reason for its existence within itself, then whether it exists or not 

must be explained by something outside of it. Since the world consists of 
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contingent things, the argument goes, so the world itself is also contingent. 

Ultimately everything could not be contingent, so there has to be a reason for 

the world’s existence that is noncontingent, self sufficient and uncaused. 

Sometimes the opposite of a contingent being is said to be a necessary being. A 

necessary being is one who contains the reason for its existence within its own 

nature. In other words, it does not depend on anything for its existence and 

nothing can prevent it from existing. God would obviously be such a being.  

 A common criticism of the argument from contingency centers upon the 

notion of a necessary being as unclear. Necessity is said to be a property 

applying only to propositions.  For example, consider the statement “all 

bachelors are unmarried.”  This is a necessary proposition in the sense that it is 

impossible for it to be false. However what would it mean for the existence of 

something to be “necessary”? Anything that we can imagine existing, according 

to critics, can also be imagined as not existing. It certainly seems logically 

possible to imagine God as not existing. What sense can we make of the notion 

that God’s existence is necessary? This objection is replied to with the proposal 

that if there are things whose nonexistence is necessary, why can’t there be 

something whose existence is necessary If there are things whose existence is 

dependent, why can’t there be something whose existence is nondependent?   

 An additional criticism of the argument from contingency makes the 

accusation that it commits the fallacy of composition. Critics claim that the 

argument reasons in this fashion:  

 1. Every contingent being requires a sufficient reason for its  existence. 
 2. Therefore, the collection of contingent being known as the 
 universe requires a sufficient reason for its existence.   
 
 However, the existence of any ember of the collection could be explained 

by some other member of the collection without the whole collection itself 

requiring an explanation. Once you have explained the existence of every house 

on your street, for example, by referring to some builder or another who 

constructed each one, you do not need an additional explanation for the 
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collection of houses.  The agnostic Bertrand Russell attempted to show the 

fallacy in the previous argument by constructing an obviously fallacious 

argument that uses the same reasoning: 

 1. Every human being has a mother. 
 2. Therefore, the entire collection of human beings has a mother. 
 

 A number of general objections have been proposed regarding the 

Cosmological Argument.  One objection to the argument lies in its allegedly self-

contradictory propositions.  The argument proposes that there is no "uncaused 

Cause".  Conversely, the argument concludes that there is just such an uncaused 

Cause, which is the First Cause or Prime Mover of the universe. Thus, the 

argument is said to contradict itself. A second objection to the argument centers 

in the second premise, which contends that there cannot be an infinite number 

of regressions into the past.  This contention appears to be logically problematic 

since critics point out that there is a possibility for an infinite progression so why 

is there not conversely the possibility of infinite regression?  

 

Hume’s Criticisms of the Cosmological Argument 

 David Hume, the father of modern skeptical thought, also challenged the 

Cosmological (as well as the Teleological) argument.  Hume argued that no 

being exists necessarily including God. In addition, Hume also proposed the 

Fallacy of Composition as a challenge to the Cosmological Argument in which he 

countered that while it is possible to advance the idea that God may gave 

created or composed a portion of the created order, but it is not logically 

required that God created the entirety of that which exists.  Finally, as with the 

other rational arguments, to agree with the conclusion of the argument that 

there is a Prime Mover of the Universe, tells us nothing of the nature of that 

Prime Mover.  In short, we still do not know what He, She, or It is like. In this 

sense the argument is incomplete. Let’s consider Hume’s criticisms more closely. 
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 Hume argues first that there is no a priori reason to believe that 

everything has a cause or a reason by means of which it is explained or 

understood. And no set of observations can establish the truth of the causal 

principle a posteriori.   

 Hume argues against the argument next by asking why does the 

existence of anything have to have an ultimate reason in terms of which it is 

intelligible. Why not accept the possibility of an infinite sequence with regard to 

the universe. If that means that things are ultimately unintelligible, then so be it. 

What is essentially wrong with this being the case?  Why should we be 

uncomfortable with a universe that has no actual beginning or that has always 

existed?  Only the human inclination to ground things in ultimate terms requires 

us to assume an end to the explanation according to Hume. 

 Hume finally proposes that even if we were to accept the cosmological 

argument, it would not prove that god is anything other than a cause of things 

who might not care at all about his creation.   

 

THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 

 Can reason alone tell us about what does or does not exist in reality? Is it 

possible to say that the concept of God is that of a perfect being at the same 

time we say that such a perfect being lacks existence? Does God necessarily 

exist? Is it meaningful to attribute necessary existence to anything? These issues 

are central to an argument for God’s existence known as the ontological 

argument. The adjective ontological is derived from the Greek term that literally 

means, “having to do with the science of being. This argument attempts to 

derive God’s existence from the very concept of God’s being. As such, this is an 

argument from definition.  

Perhaps the most philosophically appealing of all the rational arguments is the 

Ontological Argument.  The argument contends:   

Premise 1: The term "God" evokes the idea of the greatest conceivable 
being possible.  God by definition is the unsurpassable one.  
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Premise 2: A necessary being surpasses one who is not necessary.  
Conclusion: Therefore, "God" must exist. 
 
The argument centers upon the concept of God as the unsurpassable one.  

As such, God is perfect.  Perfection requires both conception and existence.  For 

God not to exist would make God less than perfect.  Therefore, God must exist.  

To conceive of God as perfect and not existing would be self-contradictory.  

Consequently, God's existence is required by definition.  

 The argument was proposed by Saint Anselm (1033-1109).  Anselm's 

purpose in constructing the argument lay not in the demonstration of God's 

existence but in an attempt to establish that all rational creatures will conclude 

that God exists from the very idea or concept of God.  Whereas his successor, 

Aquinas, built his system upon the work of Aristotle, Anselm established his 

system upon the teaching of Aristotle's teacher, Plato.  Anselm therefore drew 

from Plato's a priori epistemology whereas it will be remembered that Aristotle's 

argument was a posteriori.  Anselm was thoroughly influenced by the work of 

Augustine (354-430) who was influenced by the Neo-Platonist St. Ambrose under 

whose influence Augustine was converted to Christian faith.  Aquinas rejected 

the Ontological argument since in his view it constituted a violation of inductive 

logic (Aristotle).  Consequently, the Ontological argument has been generally 

disregarded by Catholic theology and philosophy as methodologically inadequate.   

 

St. Anselm (1033-1109) and the Ontological Argument 

 The ontological argument for God’s existence was first proposed by a 

medieval monk, St. Anselm. He went on to become the Archbishop of 

Canterbury. Anselm was convinced that his faith was so rational that logically 

compelling arguments could b constructed to demonstrate the rationality of faith 

to anyone but the most obstinate and foolish of individuals. Anselm was already 

a believer when he discovered his famous argument. IN fact, the argument is 

actually presented in the form of a prayer, but nevertheless Anselm thought that 

reason could help him understand more fully what he believed on faith. Further, 
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Anselm’s argument began with a reference to the fool reference in Psalm 53:1, 

stating, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God.’” Anselm however said that 

even the fool is convinced that something exists in the understanding at least, 

than which nothing greater can be conceived. For when he hears of this he 

understands it.  Thus, even the fool must have an “idea” of God. Anselm further 

argues that God, by definition, is that of which nothing greater can be conceived 

and therefore God must not only exists in the understanding but also in reality.   

 Anselm’s version of the ontological argument may be formulated as 

follows: 

 1. I have within my understanding an idea of God. 
 2. This idea of God is the idea of the greatest possible being. 
 3. A being is greater if it exists in reality, than if it exists only in the 
 understanding. 
 4. If God exists in the understanding alone, then a great being can  be 
 conceived namely one that also exists in reality. 
 5. But premise 4 is a contradiction, for it says I can conceive of a 
 greater being than the greatest conceivable being. 
 6. So if I have an idea of the greatest conceivable being, such a being 
 must exist both in my understanding and in reality. 
 7. Therefore, God exists in reality.   
  
 
 Try pondering Anselm’s argument in your own mind.  Conceive in your 

mind the most perfect being that you can think of. Anselm argued that it will 

look very much like the conception of the traditional Christian God- a being who 

is all good, all knowing, and all powerful, eternal and unchangeable.  Now ask 

yourself if the entity you conceived exists only in your mind? It is even possible 

that it exists only there, and then it is NOT the most perfect entity conceivable 

because such an entity that existed both in your mind and extra mentally would 

be even more perfect. Therefore, it its possible been to conceive of a most 

perfect being, such a being necessarily exists.   

 

Descartes and the Ontological Argument 
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 Descartes version of the ontological argument is somewhat of a variation 

from that of Anselm.  At the risk of oversimplification, suffice it to say that while 

Anselm centers his version of the ontological argument around the concept or 

idea of God, Descartes centers his understanding of the ontological argument 

around the concept of perfection.  Descartes argues that God is by definition 

absolutely perfect. It is more perfect for a thing to exist than not to exist or at 

least this is what people practically believe.  Finally, Descartes argued that God, 

since he is perfect and perfection requires existence, else a thing is not perfect, 

must exist.   

 The argument is a particularly challenging one. It seems that we all know 

that inherently to the argument there is something off center.   

The ontological argument, while appealing and even containing a great degree of 

philosophic beauty and appeal is not without weaknesses. The first criticism of 

the argument addresses the first premise of Anselm's argument, namely that 

God is by definition the greatest conceivable being one can imagine.  Critics 

contend that this premise assumes God's existence.  It should be said that it 

appears that there may be validity to this criticism and that this objection is 

contained in Anselm's intention for the argument in that Anselm believed that the 

existence of God is in reality a "given" in our self -conscious experience.  

(Newport, Ultimate Questions, 450)  

 The second criticism addresses the second premise of the ontological 

argument, which, according to the objection, makes the leap from concept to 

existence. Anselm's contemporary Gaunilo countered the argument by proposing 

that that an idea in the mind must also have its counterpart in reality.  Gaunillo’s 

challenge is as follows:   

 1. It is in fact impossible to conceive of a “being than which nothing 
 greater can be conceived. The very project boggles the mind.   
 2. If Anselm’s argument were valid, then it would follow that the mere 
 ability to conceive of a perfect tropical island would logically  entail the 
 existence of such an island.   
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 Gaunilo pointed out that concept does not require or necessitate 

existence.  For instance, one can posit the idea of the perfect island.  On this 

island the weather is always the perfect temperature, never too hot, never too 

cold.  On this island, the breeze is always perfect, the Margarita's (or the Captain 

and coke, whichever is your preference; after all, the island is perfect) are 

always blended to perfection, the appearance of the opposite sex is perfectly 

appealing and the water is perfectly beautiful.  However, to conceive of such an 

island does not necessitate its existence.  Anselm's counter proposal was that 

while Gaunilo's argument possessed validity, Anselm's argument was never 

intended to validate the existence of all concepts with the quality of existence 

but only of one object, that of God. Anselm’s counter to the counter of Gaunillo 

is: 

 1. If you understand the phrase “most perfect being,” then you have 
 already conceived of such a being. 
 2. There is nothing in the definition of a tropical island that entails 
 perfection, but the very definition of God entails that he be all 
 perfect, so it is impossible to conceive of God as lacking a  perfection; 
 sine it is obviously more perfect to be than not to be, the bare 
 conception of God entails his existence.   
  

 Finally, to accept the conclusion of the Ontological Argument still tells us 

nothing about the nature of the "God" whose existence has been proven by the 

argument. 

 In conclusion, take note of how Platonic the ontological argument is.  

First, it is purely a priori. That is, it makes no appeal whatsoever to sensorial 

observation but rather appeals exclusively to pure reason.  Second, notice that it 

makes explicit the Platonic view that the “most perfect” equals “the most real”, 

as reflect in Plato’s simile of the sun.   

 

Hume’s Refutation of the Ontological Argument 

 Hume’s rejection of the ontological argument is based on flaws in the logic 

of the argument.  For Hume, if we can conceive of something it is not a logical 



 174 

contradiction to conceive otherwise. If something is conceivable as existing, it 

can likewise be conceived of as nonexistent and this applies to God as well. It is 

always illegitimate to think that from a definition, idea, or a statement of 

meanings one can make claims about reality, which claims are always based on 

observations not logic. 

 

Kant’s Refutation of the Ontological Argument 

 Kant’s critique of the ontological argument is based on flaws in the 

grammar of the argument. Existence is not a predicate. That is, to say of god 

that He exists or does not exist does not add or subtract anything from the 

concept of god. It only affirms that there is something that i think when i use the 

word “god. To imagine or think of anything presupposes that the thing exists as 

the object of thought. To image or think that the thing exists in no way changes 

what one thinks since it still is the object of what one is thinking. 

 

Malcolm’s Revision of the Argument 

 If by definition, god is eternal and cannot have come into existence or has 

been caused to come into existence, then by definition if he exists at all, his 

existence is part of what he is. That is to say, that his existence is logically 

necessary. If God does not exist, his not existing must also be part of his very 

definition because nothing other than that definition could account for his 

actually existing or not. But it God’s non-existence is pat of his definition, then 

his existence is logically impossible which would mean that the existence of god 

would be a contradiction in terms, or a logical contradiction. However, we know 

that there is nothing logically contradictory about a God who exists, so we can 

rule out the possibility that god does not exit. The only other available option is 

that he exists and if he exists he then exists necessarily. 

 

THE MORAL ARGUMENT 

 The moral argument proposes: 
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Premise 1: All sane adults have a sense of morality.  
Premise 2: The argument further argues that each individual, though he 
or she has a sense of right and wrong, has experientially failed to live up 
to their standard.   
Premise 3: Immortality would be required in order to achieve this inherent 
human desire for perfection and wholeness.   
Conclusion: In order to provide eternity as the context for living up to this 
moral standard, God must exist.   
 
The argument postulates that the existence of God emerges from "the 

ethical possibility that men have of seeking the summum bonum or highest 

value." (Woodfin, With All Your Mind, 46). The quest for the fulfillment of one's 

moral standard requires the context of immortality in order for there to be 

ongoing progress in one's striving for the goal.  Therefore, the creation of this 

context of immortality requires God's existence. Contained within the argument 

is the conclusion ought implies can.  Humanity’s sense of oughtness implies that 

the individual can live up to this sense of oughtness.    

 The argument was presented by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).  Kant 

argued that the individual must assume the existence of God since without God's 

existence there would be no immortality of the soul or any meaningful 

opportunity to fulfill the moral requirements of the Categorical Imperative 

proposed by him.  Kant summarized this sense of morality as an innate 

awareness of the individual to regard others with respect and dignity.  It is 

Categorical in that it is universal and it is an Imperative in that is a moral 

requirement.  Though this moral sense may vary from one individual to the next, 

or from one socio-cultural context to the other, there still exists an abiding and 

universal sense of how one ought to live and how one should achieve a greater 

level of morality.   

 Critics advance that human moral consciousness can result from 

conditioned response. The deterministic perspective concerning human moral 

consciousness is best seen in the theoretical proposal of behaviorist Determinism 

by B. F. Skinner.  Skinner contends that any concept of human freedom or the 

autonomous individuals should be regarded as fiction. (Stanley Grenz, Theology 
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for the Community of God, 153).  In addition to Skinnerian Behaviorism a more 

recent development of the deterministic model of human behavior and moral 

awareness is advanced under the title of sociobiology, which understands human 

behavior in terms of ethology, ecology and genetics.  According to the 

sociobiological model, these elements merge with the consequence of eliminating 

any possibility of human freedom and attributing all human behavior, including 

moral sense, to little more than genetic selfishness. (Stanley Grenz, Theology for 

the Community of God, 154; E. O. Wilson, On Human Nature, 16-17; Robert 

Wallace, The Genetic Factor, 17; Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene) Critics also 

contend that human moral standards, though universal (or at least it appearing 

to be so), are subjective in nature.   

 Jean Paul Sartre (1905-80), the French Existentialist, contended that to 

speak of a universal standard of morality is meaningless.  According to Sartre, 

"the world is devoid of any objective meaning or value" and so-called "human 

meaning" has as its derivation in nothing more than the individual's 

commitments and choices.  In short, the individual shapes his moral 

understanding and ultimately his destiny in the exercise of human freedom 

demonstrated in personal decisions. (Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 

36; Jean Paul Sartre, "Existentialism" in Existentialism and Human Emotions, 

trans. Bernard Frechtman, 15)  

 Bertrand Russell counters the Moral Argument with his contention that 

one's morality is essentially nothing more than a bundle of one's own perceptions 

and preferences. (Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 36; Bertrand 

Russell and F. C. Coppleston, "The Existence of God: A Debate between Bertrand 

Russell and Father F. C. Coppleston," in Bertrand Russell, On God and Religion, 

ed. Al Sekel, 123-46.  Finally, those who challenge Kant's moral argument 

contend that, even if one accepts the premise of the existence of a universal 

sense of morality, this conclusion does not necessitate the existence of deity. As 

with other arguments previously cited, critics contend that Kant's moral 
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argument makes an irrational leap from morality to the required existence of 

God. 

 
PRAGMATIC AND SUBJECTIVE JUSTIFICATIONS  

 

 Not all theists believe that it is necessary or even possible to prove the 

existence of God before a person chooses to believe in him. Theists who take 

this position could be broadly categorized as non-evidential theists. Ironically, 

these religious philosophers agree with Hume and other critics that philosophical 

arguments for God are all ultimately failures. Nevertheless, non-evidential theists 

think that other considerations besides rational proofs could lead an individual on 

a personal journey to a belief in and relationship with God. These might be 

categorized as pragmatic and subjective justifications for religious belief. Three 

central points seem to be common between those advocating these views. 

 First, Reason is insufficient to provide rational grounds for belief in God’s 

existence. These writers all believe that theoretical, philosophical, or rational 

arguments can neither prove nor disprove the existence of God. God is infinite, 

but human reason, knowledge and experience are finite. Therefore it is a 

mathematical impossibility to start from the human situation and reason 

ourselves to God. If we stopped with this conclusion we would be no different 

from the agnostic, such as Hume. But there is a second point to be made. 

 Second, It is impossible to take a neutral standpoint with respect to God’s 

existence.  We cannot be neutral when it comes to the question of God 

according to the non-evidential theists. We will either live our lives as though 

there is a God, or by default, we will live our lives as though there is not a God. I 

can suspend judgment on whether there is life in outer space. If the evidence is 

not compelling in one way or another, I can refuse to believe either option, for it 

will not make any difference to my daily life. However, I do not have the leisure 

to suspend judgment with respect to the religious option. To borrow an example 

from William James, it is as though we are lost in a snowstorm on a mountain. 
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We can choose to stay put and hope that a rescue party will find us. But we risk 

being frozen to death while we wait. Or we can try to make our way down the 

mountain ourselves, risking the possibility at we will take the wrong path and fall 

down an icy precipice. The point is that we have to choose. To do nothing is to 

choose the first option. Either way, however, we must act without knowledge.  

But there is also a third consideration. 

 Third, when reason cannot guide us in making an unavoidable decision, it 

is legitimate to appeal to subjective justifications in deciding what to believe.  

Even though we lack knowledge and evidence, these philosophers believe they 

can offer some personal and practical considerations that will make the religious 

option the most appealing. However, they do not believe that we should use 

subject considerations for every decision. When objective evidence and reasons 

are available, we should use them. These philosophers claim, however, that it is 

legitimate to listen to the heart when we are forced to choose and when the 

intellect cannot give us guidance in making this choice. The subjective grounds 

for religious belief took the form of practical arguments that would enable faith 

to go beyond the limits of reason and objective evidence according to the 

conclusions of Pascal and James.  In Kierkegaard’s case, however, his fideism 

presented the subjectivity of religious belief as a “leap of faith.” It was a leap 

that both transcended the limits of reason and also allowed the belief to embrace 

the absurdity of what appears to be an absurdity.   

 

PASCHAL (1632-1662) 

 Blaise Pascal advocated what has been designated as The Gambler's 

Argument for the existence of God.  This particular argument differs from those 

previously cited.  The Teleological, Cosmological and Ontological Arguments 

strive to provide a logical and rational foundation, which give credibility to belief 

in God's existence.  However, the Gambler's Argument does not advocate belief 

in God's existence on the basis of logic and rationality so much as it advocates 

belief in God's existence based upon one's self-interest. Pascal's friends were 
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gamblers.  It seems that they refused belief in the existence of a deity. Pascal's 

argument is the result of his desire to find an argument that would compel his 

peers to reverse their decision regarding God’s non-existence.  Pascal proposed 

that essentially his gambling buddies should think of belief in God, in terms of 

the ultimate gamble.  The argument proceeds as follows:  On the one hand, to 

believe in God and die only to discover that God does not exist is to lose 

absolutely nothing.  On the other hand, to disbelieve in God and die to discover 

that God actually does exist is to lose it all.  For Pascal his friends were putting it 

all on the line. Consequently, the shrewd gambler will place his "bets" on the 

possibility that God exists.   

 Pascal's wager focuses upon four possible outcomes.  

1. If we bet on the existence of God and win (God exists) then we gain 
eternal life.  
2. If we bet on the existence of God and God does not exist nothing is 
lost. We may miss out on certain worldly pleasures, waste many hours 
praying, and live our lives under an illusion, but this is nothing compared 
with the loss of placing our bet on the perceived likelihood that he does 
not exist only to find that he actually does.  
3.  If we choose to bet on the option that God does not exist and we win 
(God does not exist, then we live a life without illusion and feel free to 
indulge in the pleasures of this life without fear of divine punishment.  
4.  If we choose to bet on the option that God does not exist and lose 
(God does exist) then we at least miss the chance of eternal life, and may 
even run the risk of eternal damnation. 
 

 Pascal determined that the most rational course of action is to believe that 

God does exist.  The rationality of Pascal's proposal is highly questionable.  The 

argument appears to be based in little more than pure self-interest.   

 Objections to the argument include the contention that a person cannot 

simply decide to believe.  The argument provides no rational basis for belief in 

God's existence.  An individual simply cannot decide to believe in God's 

existence.  Belief in God requires more than a casual assent to a proposition.  Is 

there not a difference in simply deciding to believe a proposition and genuinely 

arriving at the conclusion that a statement actually reflects Truth?  In addition, 
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the argument seems to trivialize the issue of God's existence.  Pascal's proposal 

seems to call for insincere commitment to a profound possibility.  In fact, William 

James (1842-1910) argued that if he were God in the dilemma proposed by 

Pascal, he would take great delight in “preventing people who believed in him on 

the basis of this procedure from going to heaven." (Nigel Warburton, Philosophy: 

The Basics, 32) 

 

WILLIAM JAMES (1842-1910) 

 In his classic essay, “the Will to Believe”, William James responded to 

Cliffords ethics of belief. In the essay James defines an “option” as any choice 

we face between two contrasting beliefs. Options may be (1) living or dead, (2) 

forced or avoidable, and (3) momentous or trivial.  For example, asking you to 

believe in either the Greek god Zeus or the Norse god Thor would be a dead 

option if neither choice is actually a live one for you. On the other hand, basing a 

choice between being a Christian and an atheist might be a living option for you, 

depending on your circumstances and inclinations.  Second, if you faced a choice 

between believing that there is life in outer space or believing there is no life in 

outer space, you could avoid this option by suspending judgment about the issue 

and having no opinion. It is an avoidable option in this sense. James, however, 

believes that morality and religion are forced options. What you believe about 

God will affect your actions and your stance toward life. If you try to avoid 

thinking about the religious option, you will, by default, end up living your life as 

though there is no God. On this issue, therefore, you are forced to choose.  

Finally, your option is either momentous or trivial. James says that a trivial option 

is one in which the opportunity is not unique, the stake is insignificant, or the 

decision is reversible if it later turns out to be unwise. Following these criteria, 

which video for instance you rent this weekend is a trivial matter. James agrees 

that when an option is avoidable, then it may be appropriate to follow Clifford’s 

advice and withhold our belief until we get more evidence. When an option is 

trivial, we do not need to spend much time thinking about it at all. However, 
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James argues that if we seriously consider the question of religious belief, which 

is a live option for us, and then we will find that it is a forced momentous 

decision. The problem is that James does not think reason can give us sufficient 

evidence to make a decision one way or another on the issue. When we face a 

decision that meets these three criteria, a live, forced, momentous option, and 

when we cannot have objective, rational certainty, then we have the right to 

believe what is subjectively and pragmatically appealing.   

 

SOREN KIEKEGAARD (1813-1855) 

 Although his Christian perspective and his view that faith takes priority 

over reason permeated Kierkegaard’s thought, much of what he says can be 

expanded beyond the topic of religious commitment per se to cover the whole of 

our human engagement with the world. As a result, Kierkegaard’s existentialist 

outlook has influenced not only religious philosophers and theologians, but 

nonreligious writers as well. Kierkegaard was born in Copenhagen, Denmark. He 

was the youngest of seven children. One of the major influences on his life was 

his father. His father was not only a highly successful merchant but also a devout 

and pious Lutheran. However, the father was tormented by an overwhelming 

sense of guilt throughout his life. Among his moral failures was the seduction of 

the young housemaid soon after his first wife died.  Consequently he gave his 

son a very serious religious upbringing in a vain attempt to spare him from 

similar miseries.  At the age of 17 Kierkegaard enrolled in the University of 

Copenhagen and he began studying theology in an effort to please his father. 

However, he soon found that he had little interest in theology and began 

studying philosophy and literature. Rebelling against what he considered a crazy 

religious upbringing, he spend most of his time drinking, partying and making 

grand appearances at the theater to enhance his public image as a carefree, 

cultured, sophisticate.  Outwardly he was known as the life of the party. But 

inwardly he was in despair and even suicidal. Just before his father’s death in 

1838, Kierkegaard reconciled with his father. The son realized that his father’s 
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harsh religious training was actually a loving attempt to spare him from the 

melancholy ad guilt his father experienced. With this new understanding of his 

father’s love, Kierkegaard returned to Christianity, returned to the study of 

theology, and become one of Christianity’s most passionate writers.   

 

LIMITATIONS OF THE RATIONAL ARGUMENTS 

The previous material has presented objections to the rational arguments. 

Now consideration should be given to the objections to the arguments in 

general.  First, there is the Problem of Abstraction. As stated in the objections to 

each of the above arguments, each fails to tell us anything of the nature of the 

deity whose existence is rationally propped up.  Second, there is also the 

Problem of Detachment. The above stated rational arguments remove the 

rationally pursued Deity from one's life context or experience.  Divinity is thereby 

not only an abstraction, but also a remote abstraction.  There is also the Problem 

of Inverse Proportionality. The arguments have a paradoxical nature. A greater 

concept of "perfection" it is argued leads to a diminished need for a perfect 

deity.  A greater understanding of the "design" of the universe inversely leads to 

the diminished need for a grand Designer.  (Woodfin, With All Your Mind, 48) 

Critics of the arguments cite The Problem of Analogy.  Analogical arguments 

attempt to take the facts as related to one dimension and apply them to another.  

In this crossing over lies the Problem of Analogy.  While the problem is inherent 

in all linguistic efforts since language is symbolic or analogical by nature, it 

seems especially to be present with regard to the rational arguments.  For 

instance, how can we take the understanding, which we have of the watch that 

leads to the need for a watchmaker and apply that on a much more grand scale 

to the Divine, or Cosmic Watchmaker designing the universe?  Another criticism 

of the Rational Arguments is that of The Problem of Probability. Philosophers 

state the problem as "the problem of theism and probability." (Woodfin, With All 

Your Mind, 49)  The above stated arguments are presented in reference to this 

one known universe. At the same time the arguments attempt to argue how 
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much better this universe is as created by God by the Divine to one not created 

by the divine fiat.  Another intriguing criticism of the rational arguments is The 

Problem of Frame of Reference. The above-presented objections by Gaunilo to 

the Ontological Argument demonstrate such a problem.  In response to Anselm's 

contention that the concept of perfection requires existence, Gaunilon countered 

that this logic necessitates the existence of the perfect Island of which one can 

conceive.  Anselm counter-responded that the God’s existence.  Hume also 

responds to this challenge when he argues and hypothesizes the following:  

Suppose the observance of a pair of scales.  There are ten ounces on one 
side. Those ten ounces are outweighed by something on the other side of 
the scale.  We do not know nor can we observe what that something is.  
Hume grants that the observer may legitimately assume that the unseen 
object weighs more than the ten-ounce item.  However, Hume contends 
that it could never be concluded that the unseen amount weighs one 
hundred ounces for instance and, even more so; one could never 
conclude that the unseen amount contains the weight of infinity.  (David 
Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, 40)  
  
Anyone endorsing the rational arguments must also contend with The 

Problem of Unity. How can one be assured that of the above-presented 

arguments, each point to the same God?  The arguments might be interpreted 

as a basis for "polytheism" rather than "monotheism."  Finally, the advocate of 

the rational arguments encounters The Problem of the Impersonal. Again, what 

is this God, whose existence is proven, like?  Is he a perfect being? Is he a 

Cosmic Cause? Is he a Carpenter-like Designer or an Engineer-like Enigma?  

What is he like?  We simply cannot know and the Rational Arguments do not tell 

us. 

 Additional questions also merit consideration:   

How do we arrive at this conclusion regarding the nature of deity without 
the benefit of revelation?   
How does one verify another's revelation, especially with regard to the 
nature of God?   
How does one arrive at the conclusion that God is a personal God who 
deeply desires a relationship with humanity without the benefit of belief in 
a special revelation of that truth through the religious text in the person of 



 184 

"Jesus" who allegedly claimed to be the interpretive clue to the Divine and 
all of reality?   

  

In fact, it should be noted that British empiricism emerged in reaction to 

the British claim of revelation, which in turn gave birth to the concept of the 

divine right of kings.  How does one counter the king's argument that he or she 

has a divine right to certain levels of authority when the basis for the doctrine of 

the "divine right of kings" is one's revelation from God?  Does one simply 

counter, “God told me this” in response to another’s contention, “God told me 

that”? How does one challenge the legitimacy of another's revelation?  It is not 

just the claim to authoritative reason, which has led to movements laced with 

lunacy.  So it seems that at least some of the above stated limitations, if not 

many of the limitations, and perhaps all of them, are even more pronounced for 

the Christian Theist who takes the understanding of this metaphysical reality 

called God even further than do the rational arguments.  The authoritative claim 

rooted in the doctrine of religious revelation leads to a more complicated 

dilemma than the authoritative claim based in reason. 

 

EVIL AND SUFFERING 

 In the Middle Ages discussion concerning the rational proofs of God's 

existence was primarily carried on between Christian philosophers/theologians. 

With the emergence of the Modern Era, the discussion regarding God and belief 

in God's existence took on a new dimension.  Intellectual atheism emerged at 

this time arguing that the idea of God had lost intellectual credibility. The 

elimination of God occurred in progressive steps.  First, this elimination of God 

unfolded in the form of the initial critique of the First Cause as a result of 

alternative explanations such as that offered by Newtonian physics.  Second, 

intellectuals initiated a critique of the concept of God (at least the traditional 

concept of God) through philosophical analysis. Finally, there occurred an attack 
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on the very idea of God, which is evidenced in the work of individuals such as 

Feuerbach and Nietzsche. 

 Most atheists or agnostics base their case on the lack of evidence for 

God’s existence. Atheists have at least one very powerful argument for their 

position.  How can there be a loving, all knowing, all powerful, all good God and 

there also be so much evil and suffering in e world?  How can we reconcile these 

two contentions?  The difficult or reconciling the existence of suffering and other 

evils in the world with the existence of God is called the problem of evil.  

Traditionally philosophers have distinguished between two kinds of evil Moral evil 

consists of the bad actions and their unfortunate results for which humans are 

morally responsible.  Lying theft, murder, and rape, for example are moral evils 

committed by people who cause the evil results of distrust, loss of property, and 

physical or emotional harm. Natural evil consists of the suffering to humans and 

animals that results from natural causes such as genetic defects, diseases, 

earthquakes, and tornadoes. To avoid the atheists charge of incoherence, the 

theist has the burden of explaining why God would allow either moral or natural 

evil to occur when he is certainly alleged to be a “good” God, an all knowing God 

who therefore knows of the existence of evil and suffering in the world, and an 

all powerful God who is certainly capable of doing something to put an end to 

evil and suffering immediately.   

 The problem of evil can be formulated in terms of four propositions, all of 

which are propositions that the traditional theists want to affirm. However, it 

seems difficult to reconcile the four statements: 

 1. God is perfectly good. 
 2. God is all knowing. 
 3. God is all-powerful. 
 4. Evil exists.   
 
 To establish the conclusion that God does not exist, the atheist must add 

an additional premise to complete the argument: 

 5. If God exists and is a being who is good, all knowing, and all-
 powerful, then there would be no evil in the world. 
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 6. Therefore, God does not exist. 
   
 This argument is valid. If you accept the premises, you must accept the 

conclusion. However, if you think the conclusion is false, then you must reject at 

least one of the five premises.   

 Most theists would not want to reject premises 1, 2, or 3.  Those premises 

all seem central to traditional religious conceptions of God. Some philosophers 

reject or weaken premise 2 (God is all knowing) by arguing that God’s 

knowledge is limited.  

 Another non-traditional view rejects premise 3 (God is all powerful). Some 

would contend that premise 4 is incorrect in that evil and suffering are to be 

understood as illusions.  So in short, it would appear that if we are to hold the 

notions of the existence of God and the existence of evil and suffering in 

simultaneity, then we are compelled to compromise our understanding of the 

nature of God.   

 Premise 5 offers assistance potentially to the traditional theist.  Perhaps 

God allows certain evils because in some way or other, these evils are necessary 

or are morally justified. Indeed most theists who propose solutions to the 

problem of evil recognize that evils such as pain exist but try to suggest ways in 

which these evils are justified or unavoidable, even for a good and powerful God.  

The attempt to do so is known as a theodicy or a justification of Gods permitting 

evil to occur in the world.  We will explore these options later in this chapter.   

 As a result, many theodicists modify premise 5 to state, “If God exists and 

is a being who is good, all knowing, and all powerful, then there would be no 

unjustified evil in the world.” They then go on to defend the claim that there are 

no unjustified evils in the world. In this manner they attempt to show that the 

existence of evil or suffering does not count against the existence of God.   

 

General Arguments Regarding the Co-Existence of God and Evil 
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 A first argument against the existence of God contends that God’s 

omniscience is incompatible with human freedom.  Theists usually respond to 

this objection by stating that when God creates, he creates some determinate 

thing. Therefore he knows what he creates and what we, on our own, will freely 

and without interference from anything other than ourselves choose to do.  We 

do our actions and not God. 

 A second argument against the existence of God centers on the problem 

of evil constitutes another argument against the existence of God. Theists 

respond to this objection by point out that (a) things are considered evil only fro 

our perspective as individuals. The counter to this defense typically points out 

that, if this is true, then we cannot say that the world is good either, since it 

would be only from our perspective. Besides, no one really thinks that evil is not 

real and (b) evil is necessary to balance the good. The counter to this response 

typically points out that this again denies that evil is real by making it something 

that is ultimately good, and (c) evil is necessary to highly the good. The typical 

counter to this objection is to ask why there is so much evil? Further, why could 

God not have simply given us such knowledge? He is “God” and is therefore 

capable of doing so according to traditional understandings of his being all-

powerful, all good and all knowing.  Further, we may learn and profit from evil 

through struggle against evil and suffering, but what does an infant who dies 

learn?   

 A third argument offered against the existence of God is rooted in the 

notion that omnipotence is incoherent and impossible and God cannot do 

everything, if by “everything” is intended the impossible.  The reply to this 

contention typically points out that to say that God cannot do the impossible is 

no limitation on God.  Even God cannot and would not do what makes no sense.  

 A fourth argument against God’s existence contends that God’s goodness 

is incompatible with his creatio of the devil and eternal punishment.  The reply to 

this contention states that the devil is simply the embodiment of the ever-

present possibility for evil and hell is the eternal affirmation of one’s choice not 
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to have a significance or meaning. Any suffering in this life is more than made up 

by eternal happiness.  Dostoevsky counters that no theodicy or reconciliation of 

evil and the existence of god is possible Suffering is unavengeable and not even 

in an afterlife can all be made right. Those who have suffered are never capable 

of erasing the suffering. Belief in God ensures that the reality of evil is never lost 

according to Dostoevsky.  Hume asks why should we believe in an afterlife in the 

first place?  Should we do so for no other reason than to balance the perceived 

evil in the world? Why not simply acknowledge that evil is evidence against an 

afterlife and a God according to Hume?   

 

Theodicy’s 

 The problem of evil and suffering arises only for a religion that insists that 

the object of its devotion is at once perfectly good and unlimitedly powerful, as 

well as all knowing. The accepted name for the whole subject comprising the 

problem of evil and its attempted resolution with the existence of God is 

theodicy. The word is a technical shorthand term used to describe the defense of 

the justice and righteousness of God in the face of the reality of evil.   

 

The Theoretical Problem of Evil 

 The theoretical problem of evil may be stated as follows: If God is both 

almighty ad good, why should there be evil? This raises two horns of a dilemma. 

Either (a) God wills to remove the evil and is not able to do so or (b) God does 

not will to remove the evil.   

 If we accept the first horn of the dilemma, God cannot be considered to 

be all-powerful. Therefore, there is doubt as to whether we have a traditional 

monotheistic perspective since if God is not all-powerful; there must be other 

powers equal to God or superior to him. Thus, the first alternative is 

unacceptable from the viewpoint of traditional theism.   

 If we accept the second alternative, we have a different challenge. A God 

who is able to remove evil but does not care to do o is no longer worthy of our 
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love and rust. He would be morally inferior to some of his creatures, a situation 

that is hardly acceptable. 

 Giving up on the problem does not provide an acceptable answer. To give 

up on the problem would represent a retreat to naturalism and would leave 

unsolved the formidable problem of account for the presence of good in the 

world. To overcome a difficult about the meaning of the world by adopting a 

hypothesis according to which nothing has meaning is a bold step, but a logical 

follow-up on the implications of this view reveals its own difficulties.   

 

The Practical Problem of Evil 

 While the theoretical problem may concern philosophers of religion in 

more reflective moments, it is the practical side of the problem that more often 

occupies the attention of most. The practical problem may be stated as: In view 

of the presence of evil, how can I be rescued from distortion, evil and death? 

How can I achieve victory over pain and suffering and evil?   

 Some approaches such as Hinduism, Christian Science, contend that evil is 

to be understood as nothing more than an illusion. In this system, evil ceases to 

be philosophical problem because all of material reality, such as rocks and trees, 

as well as pain and suffering, is considered to be illusory.  

 Other’s, such as Buddhism and the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, 

understand evil as basic to human existence.  Still other approaches contend that 

evil is to be understood in light of the reality that “matter is evil.” IN this 

approach evil is attributed to the material world, as contrasted with the “real” 

world of ideal form or spirit.  This view is necessarily connected with the concept 

of finitude, the idea that the “real” spirit is limited or sullied by being mixed with 

matter. Therefore, the only way to overcome evil, according to this view, is to 

unmix the mixture and allow the spirit to rise out of its bodily prison.  Plato, 

Gnosticism and other Hellenic Oriental philosophical perspectives reflect this 

approach.   
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 Another perspective explains evil in terms of a supernatural creative will 

other than God. Such a will is equal to and opposed to the will of God and 

constitutes the sources of evil and suffering in the world.  This approach is found 

in Zoroastrianism.   

 Still another approach understand evil and suffering in a more 

deterministic or “sovereignty of God” paradigm. This approach is found in the 

proposals of Islam and extreme Calvinism.  

 Others understand evil and suffering to be the reflection of a “finite God’. 

According to this view, God is finite and limited and is consequently unable to 

overcome evil and suffering.  This approach is found in the work of Rabbi Harold 

Kushner.  

 Finally, some propose practical and scientific approaches, such as 

Confucianism that understands evil to be a result of a person’s activity in society. 

The Western equivalent of Confucianism is scientific humanism which is a 

common sense, this worldly eminently practical way of thinking about evil, 

according to which evil and suffering is nothing more than the product of natural 

causes without purpose and direction. 

 

The Greater Goods Defense 

 The claim that God allows some evil to exist because it is necessary to the 

achievement of a greater good is known as the greater goods defense. This 

argument assumes that (1) some evils are necessary to achieving certain good 

ends and (2) the good that is achieved outweighs the evil, and (3) the same or a 

greater amount of good could not have been attained by any means that did not 

involved the presence of these evils.   

 A simple illustration makes the point. Consider that you took your new 

baby to the doctor for a check up. The pediatrician proceeds to give the child a 

shot that immunized him against all sorts of childhood diseases. The baby did 

not understand what was going on. He screamed in pain and look up at parents 

as though he wanted to be rescued. Why would you allow your won to suffer this 
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pain? In short, the pain was the only way to achieve the greater good of health. 

Hence, the evil of the pain was justified according to the threefold criteria listed 

previously.   

 In developing the greater goods defense, theists formulate the argument 

that certain moral goods such as courage, compassion, fortitude, forgiveness, 

and forbearance are human traits and are responses that enrich us as human 

beings. These traits would not be possible, according to the argument, if there 

were no evil in the world.  

 

John Hick’s Greater Goods Defense 

 John Hick was educated at Edinburgh, Oxford, and Cambridge 

universities. He was Danforth Professor of Religion at the Claremont Graduate 

School until his retirement in 1994. He develops what he calls the “minority 

report” in the history of theology. He contends that when God initially created 

humanity, there was still some work to be done in making us complete product. 

However, God alone could not accomplish this remaining work; we have to 

contribute to the process. Using the greater goods defense, Hick argues that 

even God himself could not achieve certain results without allowing us to 

struggle against evil and to endure suffering.   

 Hick’s theory has been very influential, but has also been highly criticized. 

Hick has been accused of committing the “all or nothing fallacy.” They concede 

that we may become better persons if we have to face obstacles and some 

suffering, but Hick assumes that God’s choice is between all the torturous 

amount of suffering we have in the actual world and no suffering at all.   

 Hick’s theory has also been critiqued since, suffering, rather than 

contributing to the process of “soul making” often brings about “soul breaking” 

since people are crushed, defeated, demoralized, and dehumanized by great 

suffering. Resentment may be increased as a result of suffering, whether it be 

moral or natural. Therefore, the Creator does not always achieve the intention of 

the suffering.   
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The Freewill Defense Theodicy 

 The Freewill Defense proposes that evil and suffering in the world are the 

result of human beings’ free will.  According to this solution, evil and suffering 

are inevitable consequences of human free will.  Further, the solution contends 

that living in a world which contains evil and suffering as a consequence of 

human free will is superior to living in a world in which there is no evil and 

suffering as a result of the absence of human free will.  The absence of freedom 

of choice would mean that humanity is nothing more than a group of 

automatons programmed for predetermined actions that would in turn render all 

such actions meaningless since there would be no moral accountability for those 

actions.   

 The Free Will Defense Theodicy contends that God had a choice. He could 

create (a) a world in which there is no freedom of the will and, consequently no 

moral evil, or (b) create a world with free agents and, consequently allow the 

possibility that people will use their freedom to do moral evil. Which world would 

be the best choice?  

 We can imagine world (a) as one populated only with well-behaved 

robots. They would pick up one another when on fell, would never damager one 

another’s logic circuits, and maybe would even sing praises to god with their 

voice synthesizers. However, these morally behaving beings would no more be 

able to choose to do good than a calculator can choose to give the correct sum. 

Hence, this world, though free of evil, would lack something that is of ultimate 

value, namely, human freedom.    

 Accordingly, God chose to create world (b). It is a world in which 

creatures can make free choices. However, to possess freedom means that we 

have the ability to make good choices as well as bad choices. In creating free 

agents, according to this account, God took a risk. He necessarily could not 

guarantee that we would choose good over evil. The result is that we live in a 

world in which people choose to act in ways that are courageous, 
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compassionate, forgiving, merciful and loving. But it is also a world in which 

people freely choose to act in ways that are immoral, malicious, despicable, 

hateful, and destructive. Therefore, God does not will or cause evil to occur, but 

in order to allow free agents such as us to exist; he has to allow you the freedom 

to commit evil acts.  

 The free will defense might sound like version of the greater goods 

defense since it claims that the existence of freedom of the will is such a great 

good that the world would be impoverished without it.  However, the two 

approaches differ though they are compatible.  

 The greater goods defense claims that enduring evil is necessary for 

achieving certain goods of supreme value. On the other hand, the free will 

defense claims that the world is a better one if there is free will, but that the 

existence of free will necessarily makes possible the existence of evil. Therefore, 

in this argument, evil is an unfortunate and unavoidable possibility created by 

something that is good rather than being an instrument for achieving a greater 

good.   

 Another difference exists.  The greater goods defense can explain both 

natural evils and moral evils, because it claims that suffering can cause good 

results that could not be obtained without it whether this suffering has natural or 

human causes.  The free will defense, however, is primarily an explanation of 

why God allows human moral evil to exist.  

 The Freewill Defense of evil and suffering explains only moral evil or 

humanity’s inhumanity to others.  There is no relationship between free will and 

natural evil with the exception being a theological link between the Fall of Adam 

and Eve for instance in which the abuse of free will is also understood to have 

produced not only moral evil or man's inhumanity to man, but also natural evil 

such as tornadoes, earthquakes, hurricanes, floods, etc. 

 If God is omnipotent and omniscient it is therefore within his power to 

have created a world in which free will is present without the consequence of evil 

and suffering as an inevitable result.  While it is true that on a human level there 
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seems to be at least a perceived link and even necessity between the human 

free will and evil and suffering, is this so from a divine perspective? Could not 

God, by virtue of his being all knowing, all-powerful, and all good, have created a 

world that contains both free will and evil?  

 The Freewill Defense makes two basic and erroneous assumptions.  The 

primary assumption is that it contends that a world with free will and the 

potentiality of evil is to be preferred to a world of automatons that are incapable 

of evil actions.  But is this really so? Isn't there a suffering so great that it would 

be preferable to have human automatons devoid of the capability of free will 

rather than having the consequent potential of suffering?  The Freewill Defense 

also assumes that human free will actually exists, a topic that is highly debated 

on the basis of human in the context of neuropsychology and behavioral 

psychology. 

 

The Natural Order Defense 

 The greater goods defense can handle both forms of evil (natural and 

moral). This is so since claims that suffering can produce a greater good whether 

the suffering is caused by humans or nature. However, the free will defense, as 

previously stated, views evil as a result of the immoral choices that result from 

human freedom. This defense addresses such evils as slavery, murder, and war, 

but how can it explain the suffering caused by natural events such as disease, 

the destructive power of a hurricane, or an earthquake that destroys homes and 

lives.  

 One way in which a free will defense can account for natural evil is to say 

that in order for there to be free choices, whether these choices are good or evil, 

there has to be a fixed, reliable order of natural causes and effects. C. S. Lewis, 

popular defender of Christianity, argues that for persons or “souls” as he calls 

them, to interact in a meaningful way and for humans to be free the physical 

world must have a regular order that we all can recognize and share. This 

approach is designated as the natural order defense.   
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The Artistic Analogy 

 This Artistic Analogy contends that just as in any great piece of art, 

whether music or painting for example, there is dissonance and just as that 

dissonance contributes to the overall beauty and harmony of the artistic piece, so 

also evil in the world contributes to the overall beauty and harmony of the world. 

The argument further contends that in any great piece of art this dissonance is 

resolved in some fashion that hints at an eschatological resolution to the problem 

of evil and suffering.   

 The argument from Artistic Analogy fails in that it is difficult, if not 

impossible to believe and even seems to border on the absurd.  How could one's 

suffering, for instance a child with leukemia or a prisoner dying a horrible death 

in the holocaust or a prisoner who is being cruelly tortured, contribute to the 

overall harmony and beauty of the world?  In addition, as stated above, what of 

those individuals whose suffering occurs without any knowledge of it?  How is 

this personal suffering and agony contributing to the overall beauty and harmony 

of the world?   

 The second objection to the Artistic Analogy also addresses the Theistic 

assumption regarding the nature of God.  It has been argued that the analogy 

makes God appear to be more of a sadist than an omnibenevolent deity 

described by the Theists.  Some have even proposed that in the Artistic Analogy, 

God more closely resembles a psychopathic terrorist who throws a bomb into a 

crowded group of people in order to see the beautiful patterns created by the 

explosion than a God who is all good.  (Warburton, The Basics, 23) 

 

The Saintliness Solution 

 This proposed solution to the issue of the problem of evil and suffering 

acknowledges the presence of evil in the world.  That evil's presence is not a 

"good" thing in itself; however, the solution proposes that evil can be justified 

since it produces greater moral goodness in the world than would be present 
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without the presence of evil. In short, without the presence of evil in the world 

we would know little if anything of "saintliness" or virtuous behavior.  (Newport, 

Ultimate Questions, 295; Warburton, The Basics, 22) 

 The first objection focuses upon the degree and extent of suffering in the 

world.  According to this objection there is a lack of proportionality between evil's 

presence and the amount of resultant good in the world.  How can one justify 

the occurrence of the Holocaust and the near annihilation of an entire ethnic 

group on the basis that it produces a greater good? How can one argue that 

evil's presence produces a greater amount of good in the world in the face of the 

reality that much evil and suffering goes unnoticed by others?  How can one 

justify the suffering and agony of one individual and the fact that this one 

individual suffering such pain, for instance, may be incapable of making the 

personal improvement, for which the solution calls?   

 Second, it has been argued that it is not obvious or clear that a world in 

which evil exists and thereby produces greater good in certain individuals and 

society is any better than a world in which no evil exists and, consequently, 

fewer saints and heroes are produced.  Wouldn't it be better for a child to live in 

a world without the presence of evil, with no cancer for instance, than for a child 

to live in a world where evil is present and whose cancer is justified on the basis 

of how much good will be produced by this particular medical condition?   

 The Saintliness Argument or solution should also be addressed on a 

theological level.  The objection assumes God's existence but leads to questions 

concerning his nature.  According to the Saintliness Argument evil can be 

justified on the grounds of the consequent good, which is produced by its 

presence.  However, if God is all knowing, couldn’t God have found another way 

to produce greater good in the world?  If God is all-powerful, couldn’t God have 

created a way for such good to be produced without the presence of evil?  Does 

the presence of evil in the world challenge the idea that God is all good?   

 I often present my students with the following hypothetical: imagine that 

you are walking by the train tracks one day.  You observe a child playing on the 
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tracks with the locomotive fast approaching.  Supposing that the child was deaf 

and could not hear the train, or that the child was unable to deliver himself from 

the situation, would not the compassionate human being be compelled to race to 

the child and save it from the situation?  If it is true that humans are capable of 

such compassion and rescue, how much more so should it be true of God? If the 

above scenario is true of humans who are limited in knowledge and power, how 

much more cruel is "God" in that He is assumed to be "all-powerful" and "all-

knowing" and consequently, more than capable of remedying the situation? 

 
 

INCORRECT MOTIVES FOR BELIEF IN GOD 
 

 A number of individuals have attempted to explain why there exists in the 

human condition a strong propensity to believe in God’s existence despite the 

rational arguments which might make God’s existence more probable and in 

addition to the enduring obstacle evil.   

 
Johanne Fichte (1762-1814) 

 Johann Fichte was a nineteenth century German Philosopher who 

challenged the Christian concept of God. He argued that the conception of God 

as personal and infinite is self-contradictory.  According to Fichte, God cannot be 

both personal and infinite at the same time since to argue that God is personal is 

to link God with the idea of substance which confines the being of God and 

therefore eliminates the possibility of God's being infinite.  The notions of God as 

personal and infinite are, therefore, considered to be mutually exclusive.  Fichte 

presented his analysis of the concept of God as person by utilizing a relational 

analogy.  According to Fichte's understanding, personhood relationally 

understood implies limitation.  As person there is a point at which I stop, so to 

speak, and another person begins.  This demonstrates the conclusion that 

personhood implies limitation and finiteness.  Therefore, Fichte concluded it to 

be inappropriate to conceive of God, as person since the very notion implies limit 
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and God is unlimited or infinite.  Consequently, for Fichte, the concept of 

personhood simply cannot be used to describe that which by nature is unlimited.  

(Colin Brown, Philosophy and the Christian Faith, 118) 

 

Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-72) 

 Feuerbach approached the issue of God's existence from the psychological 

perspective.  According to Feuerbach, the traits, which are attributed to the 

supposed God who exists, are projections of human characteristics.  It was 

Feuerbach's intention to obliterate the very idea of God's existence and he 

attempted to do so by reducing God's existence to a psychological event.  

Feuerbach contended that the idea of God is nothing more than an illusion 

produced by the human mind.  He countered that, rather than proposing the 

existence of God humanity should simply acknowledge the universal greatness of 

humanity the denial of which has led to the human need for God's existence.  

(Grenz, Theology for the Community of God, 38) 

  

Karl Marx (1818-83) 

 Karl Marx proposed that God is nothing more than humanity’s effort to 

cope with social loneliness and alienation in the human condition.  His most well 

known contention described religion as the opiate of the people by which he 

intended to convey the idea that religion is the means whereby individuals are 

manipulated into accepting the economic status quo.  All religion and one's belief 

in God’s existence is nothing more than a means of anesthetizing people to the 

tragic social conditions by which they are surrounded. Marx argued that as social 

conditions improve through class revolution the need for religion and belief in 

God will diminish. (Newport, Ultimate Questions, 332) 

 

Frederick Nietzsche (1844-1900) 

 One of the more interesting and complicated efforts to eliminate God 

thought was produced by Friedrich Nietzsche.  The object of Nietzsche's attack 
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was God himself. (Colin Brown, Philosophy and Christian Faith, 138)  His very 

starting point was the non-existence of God.  For Nietzsche, God is dead. 

(Friedrich Nietzsche, The Joyful Wisdom, No. 343, 275) Consequently, Nietzsche 

concluded that humanity is left to fend for itself so to speak since God does not 

exist. Consequently, humanity must pave its own path. In particular Nietzsche, 

the son of a Lutheran pastor, demonstrated extreme hostility toward Christianity. 

For Nietzsche, Christianity advocates nothing less than a "slave morality" which 

reflects the resentment of the weak toward the strong.  Those who failed to 

have the courage to master their own passions (Christians) and who lack inner 

strength of character (Christians) seek revenge toward those stronger than 

themselves. This desire for revenge is seen not in this life, but in conceptions of 

the fictional life to come, where God will carry out vengeance on behalf of the 

adherents of this "slave morality."  Especially interesting is Nietzsche's counter 

proposal to the slave morality.  He called for the Superman or the Ubermensch 

and, with this concept, Nietzsche referred to the individual who realizes the 

tragic nature of the human predicament, creates his own values and shapes life 

accordingly, thereby, becoming the Ubermensch.  To do otherwise and to 

depend upon a morality based on God belief is to demonstrate weakness.  The 

Nietzschean Super Man is one who has encountered the adversity of life and who 

has overcome these challenges through the Will to Power and in turn triumphs 

over weakness and despises the presence of weakness in others.  (Colin Brown, 

Philosophy and Christian Faith, 139-40) Thus, we have the basis for Nietzsche's 

contention that what does not kill me makes me stronger. 

 

Sigmund Freud (1856-1933) 

 According to Freud, God is a human construct and religious beliefs are 

born of infantile feelings of helplessness and fear.  Consequently, Freud 

proposed that God is nothing more than the projection of the need for a Cosmic 

Father Figure.  The idea of God's existence is an invention upon which we rely in 

order to endure in the midst of a hostile cosmos.  God is the by-product of 
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psychological repression.  Humanity has failed to come to grips with the reality 

that we are on our own and the result of this repression of the way things really 

are is neurosis, psychosis and even the paranoid delusion of an all knowing God, 

Father figure, who watches over us with the threat of punish or reward.  For 

Freud, religion is a curse not a blessing, the reason for humanity’s problems and 

not the solution to them.  This infantile need for God must, therefore, be 

abandoned.  It is time for humanity to grow up, so to speak, and stand on our 

own two feet.  (Newport, Ultimate Questions, 330) 

 

RELIGION AND SCIENCE 

 In the contemporary context, an important issue for philosophy of religion 

is the relationship between a religious view of the world and the scientific 

worldview.  There are four basic models of the relationship between these two 

disciplines.   

 First is the adversarial model.  According to this view, science and religion 

attempt to answer the same questions about reality but give provide conflicting 

answers. There relationship is therefore characterized as one of extreme tension. 

In fact, the two are often warring enemies in this model.  One version of this 

model advocates that religion should be abandoned in favor of science, since 

with religions, according to advocates of this model, we are required to “check 

our brains at the door.”  The opposing version of this model claims that scientific 

theories should be abandoned when they appear to conflict with the revealed 

truth of religion.  

 Second is the territorialism model. This model advocates that science and 

religion cannot conflict because they deal with different realms or territories of 

reality.  Instead of being enemies, therefore, science and religion are considered 

to be good neighbors.  Science tells us about the physical world. Religion tells us 

about spiritual realities. Each tends to its own property while having polite 

conversations over the fence that divides them.   
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 Third is perspectivalism.  Unlike the adversarialists, perspectivalist argues 

that it is inconceivable that any well accepted scientific theory could ever conflict 

with religion. What distinguishes perspectivalists from territorialists is that the 

perspectivalists do not believe that science and religion describe different 

realities. Rather, they argue that science and religion describe reality in different 

areas. Science and religion deal with the same reality but ask different questions 

bout that reality for different purposes. Each gives different but complementary 

answers concerning the world in which we live. For example, consider that a 

loved one dies. At the graveside someone asks, “Why did she die?”  The scientist 

replies, “The victim contracted botulism from eating contaminated food.  The 

toxin blocked the release of the neurotransmitter acetylcholine and caused 

muscle paralysis which resulted in respiratory failure.” While the answer is 

correct it actually does not answer the question that the bereaved individual is 

asking. The question is actually concerned with the mystery and the tragedy of 

human death and in fact more precisely with the problem of evil.  Any possible 

answer along those lines would actually not conflict with the scientific answer 

that the individual provided.   

 Fourth is the position of the harmonizers.  Some people see the 

relationship between science and religion as that of a blissful marriage.  The 

harmonizers attempt to show that the findings of science and the revealed truths 

of religion are consist with one another and even that science proves, points to, 

or at least makes plausible the claims of religion.   

 

Evolution and Design: Enemies vs. Partners 

 In the 19th century, the design argument encounters one of its most 

difficult problems in the scientific work of Charles Darwin (1809-1882). Until then 

the hypothesis of intelligent design seemed to be the best explanation available 

for the order manifested within biological systems.  For example, though there 

are countless varieties of teeth in nature, each creature has the type of teeth 

necessary to chew the sort of food its stomach requires. Canines have sharp 
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teeth for ripping mean and meat is the type of good their stomachs process. On 

the other hand, a canine’s teeth would not work for horses who must eat grass 

to sustain themselves. Many theistic scientists prior to Darwin argued that this 

harmony between each animals teeth and its dietary needs could not be the 

product of chance but had to be the result of an intelligent, benevolent and 

purpose design.   

 With the 1859 publication of Darwin’s theory of evolution in Origin of 

Species, however, the teleological argument lost some of its persuasive force. 

Darwin’s findings may be summarized as follows: 

 (1) Random variation occur in animals and plants that are inherited 
 by their off spring. 
 (2) Since more offspring are produced than the environment can 
 sustain, there is a struggle for survival. 
 (3) Those individual in which the variations re advantageous will be 
 more likely to survive than the others, resulting in the survival of  the 
 fittest. Consequently those individuals will tend to live longer, produce 
 more offspring, and pass on their advantageous biological traits  
 (4) Over a long period of time the process of natural selection 
 produces populations of organisms that are highly developed and well 
 suited for survival. 
 
 The pre-Darwinians defenders of the teleological argument assumed that 

divine design preceded the creatio of each species and that it explained why 

there is so much harmony, efficiently, and order in the biological realm. Darwin’s 

theory of natural selection, however presented the reverse picture. In this 

alternative view, nature produces random changes with no purpose in mind and 

the appearance of design is the end result of blind, natural selection.   

 The Adversarial Model: The Adversarial Position is reflected in the work of 

some religious proponents who see evolutionary and religious explanations as 

irreconcilable enemies who are competing for the same explanatory territory. 

However, unlike their atheistic counterparts, the religious adversarialists argue 

that the molecular biology, cell biology, and biochemistry findings are on their 

side. In other words, they claim that the complexity of biological organisms could 

not have developed from random processes but had to be the result of intelligent 
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design. In contemporary discussions this view has been designated as the 

“intelligent design theory” (ID). ID theorists do not necessarily deny that some 

evolutionary mechanisms re at work in nature. Their main contention is that 

without the intervention of an intelligent designer the mechanisms proposed by 

evolutionary theories cannot explain the biological phenomena.  

 The Harmonize Model: Consider the statement, a reflection of the 

harmonizer perspective, of Ian Barbour: 

 A patient God could have endowed matter with diverse potentialities and 
 let it create more complex forms on its own. In this interpretation god 
 respects the integrity of the world and lets it be itself, just as God respects 
 human freedom and lets us be ourselves. (Barbour, Religion and Science, 
 246) 
 

 The Territorialists Model: Territorialists take a dualistic approach. They 

contend that evolution explains how biological humanity or our physical make up 

emerged. But then, they say, a supernatural event occurred, adding a spiritual 

nature to our biological body. For example in 1996, Pope John Paul II stated that 

the Church has held for some time that “there was no opposition between 

evolution and the doctrine of faith” s long as we add the qualification that 

“spiritual soul is immediately created by God”. (Pope John Paul II, “Message to 

Pontifical Academy of Sciences on Evolution,” reprinted in The Scientist 11 (New 

York: Harper Collins. 1997), 78-120.)  

 The Perspectivalist Model: Langdon Gilkey articulated the perspectivalist 

perspective on evolution in a book on the Christian doctrine of Creation. He 

states that the purpose of the Biblical account of creation is not to answer the 

question “On what day were the crocodiles created” but the doctrine of creation 

provides “an answer to the religious question about the meaning and purpose of 

our finite life.” (Langdon Gilkey, Maker of Heaven and Earth: The Christian 

Doctrine of Creation in the Light of Modern Knowledge (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday, 1959, 8,29) 
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MIRACLES 

 The primary preoccupation of Philosophy of Religion has been with 

attempts to establish the existence of God by rational means.   Previous material 

has focused primarily upon this topic.  However another area of concern has 

been that of the validity of the miraculous which is also used as an evidence of 

God's existence.  

 Religious believers often refer to miracles. They believe that miracles are 

possible and they believe that some have occurred. Some religious believers add 

that miracles even establish the truth of certain religious beliefs. But the question 

remains as to whether miracles are actually possible. Should we suppose that 

any miracles have occurred? Can miracles sere to support religious believers. 

These questions have prompted much philosophical discussion and therefore 

they merit our attention as we consider the Philosophy of Religion. What are we 

talking about when we speak of miracles? The answer, thought it may appear to 

be obvious is actually not so obvious. This is the case since those who refer to 

miracles have offered various understandings of what it is they are talking about 

when they refer to miracles.  

 

Definition of a Miracle 

 A widespread understanding of miracles sees them as breaks in the 

natural order of events in the material world. These breaks are sometimes 

referred to as violations of natural laws and are said to be brought about by God 

or some extremely powerful being who can interfere with the normal course of 

nature’s operation.  

 David Hume presents a classic definition of a miracle.  He writes that a 

miracle may be accurately defined as  “a transgression of a law of nature by a 

particular violation of the Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible agent.” 

(David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Tom L. 

Beauchamp (Oxford 2000), 87) Richard Swinburne defines a miracle as “a 
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violation of a law of Nature by a god, that is, a very powerful rational being who 

is not a material object (I.e. who is invisible and intangible). Richard Swinburne, 

“Miracles” Philosophical quarterly 18 (1968), reprinted in William L. Rowe and 

William J. Wainwright (eds.), Philosophy of Religion: Selected Readings (2nd 

edition, London and New York, 1973).  According to John Mackie a miracle is “a 

violation of a law of nature” brought about by divine or supernatural 

intervention.” He further states, “Describe the ways in which the world – 

including, of course, human beings, works when left to itself, when not interfered 

with. A miracle occurs when the world is not left to itself, when something 

distinct from the natural order as a whole intrudes into it.” (J. L. Mackie, The 

Miracle of Theism (Oxford, 1982, 19f.)  Brian Davies comments, 

 Here, then, is a fairly strong understanding of miracles: as events  that 
 cannot be explained in terms intelligible to natural scientists  or observers 
 of the regular processes of nature. But it has also been suggested that a 
 miracle need only be an extraordinary coincidence of  a beneficial nature 
 interpreted religiously. (Brian Davies, An Introduction to the Philosophy of 
 Religion (Oxford, 2004), 238) 
 

 David Holland describes the miraculous, supposing that a child escapes 

death because a series of scientifically explicable physical events cause a train 

driver to hit the brakes on his vehicle, which is about to run over the child. 

Holland then argues that the delivery from death involved here can be thought of 

as miraculous from a religious point of view. In certain circumstances, according 

to Holland, a coincidence can be taken religiously as a sign and called a miracle. 

But he contends that it cannot e taken as a sign of divine interference wit the 

natural order. (R. F. Holland, “The Miraculous” in D.Z. Phillips (ed) Religion and 

Understanding (Oxford, 1967), reprinted in Richard Swinburne (ed) Miracles 

(London and New York, 1989).   

 Yandall Woodfin argues that a Christian definition of miracle, whether it 

be the claim that a miraculous event in the Bible has actually occurred or that 

some subsequent event corresponds strikingly with the biblical account of 

miracles will involve certain basic elements. First, an interpretation of nature that 
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allows at least the possibility of its being transcended by the creator. Second, 

reliable attestation and belief that the event cannot e explained on the basis of 

natural causes alone, but occurs as the result of the will and power of Christ as 

this is. Third, confirmed by his accompanying interpretive word that illuminates 

the meaning of the event and clarifies its redemptive purpose.  Woodfin 

proposes that it is actually what he terms the convergence of event and word 

that constitutes a Christian miracle. (Woodfin, With All Your Mind, 204) 

 Central to the actual understanding of the occurrence of the miraculous is 

the notion that such events have religious significance.  Miracles always reveal 

something about God or teach us some religious truth according to this 

conception. Swinburne writes, 

 If a god intervened in the natural order to make a feather land here 
 rather than there or no deep ultimate purpose, or to upset a child’s  box of 
 toys just for spite, these events would not naturally be described as 
 miracles.” Swinburne, “Miracles”, Philosophical Quarterly 18 (1968), 
 reprinted in  William Rowe and William J. Wainwright (eds.) Philosophy of 
 Religion: Selected Readings (2nd ed., London and New York 1973), p. 6.  
 
 In other words, those who believe in miracles would not deem as 

miraculous just any purported divine intervention or just any purposed violation 

of a natural law. But what are we to make of the notion of divine intervention.  A 

number of points merit consideration along these lines. 

 First, as regards divine intervention, it is very common to find people 

speaking of miracles as divine interventions. But what is intended by the term 

“intervention”? It should be noted that the idea of intervention has about it the 

idea of absence followed by presence. I, for instance, can say that when I enter 

my automobile I have intervened.  I was absent. Then I was present. But what 

of the notion of “God” intervening?  Does it make sense to thin of miracles as 

cases of God moving in where before he was absent?  This notion, on the face, 

seems to be problematic. For the deist there would be no problem with such a 

conception since God is “absent” so to speak from his creation.  The deist does 

not hold that the world is always totally dependent on God for its existence. But 
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if God is creation is always totally dependent on God for its existence, then it 

makes sense to deny that God can intervene in the world.  

 Consider next the notion of natural laws.  The traditional view of miracles 

understands the violation of natural laws to be central to the understanding of 

the occurrence of the miraculous.  Most people understand miracles to be events 

that lack any scientific explanation. The assumption has been that things in the 

world have properties and ways of working which cannot lead to miracles. The 

assumption has been made also that miracles are events which do not accord 

with what writers such as Swinburne and Mackie mean by “laws of nature,” 

namely, theories stating how things in the world regularly or naturally operate, 

theories which may be used to predict how they will operate i the future. It is 

because miracles have been regularly understood in this sense that they have 

been thought of as brought about by ‘god or by some other agent not part of the 

material world.  

 However, Samuel M. Thompson writes, 

 The notion of miracles as something which happens in nature and is 
 contrary to the laws of nature is a curiously confused concept . . .  No 
 such conception can be found in the biblical sources of the Hebrew 
 Christian tradition, for those sources did not have the conception of 
 natural law. (Samuel L. Thompson, A Modern  Philosophy of Religion 
 (Chicago, 1955), 454ff.)   
 

 Davies, however, contends that this view is implausible, since in English 

translations of the Bible the word miracle is sometimes used to refer only to an 

event that the biblical author regards as significant or as pointing beyond itself. 

Biblical authors, according to Davies, never speak of “natural laws” and some of 

them, such as the author of the Fourth Gospel, do not regard the significance of 

miracles as exhausted by saying that they are events contrary to what modern 

authors mean by “natural laws.”   

 Davies argues that it is to go to far to propagate the notion that the 

biblical authors have no notion of natural law and that they have no 

understanding of miracles as violations of natural laws.  It seems that, while the 
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biblical authors may not have literally referred to or cited “natural laws” in their 

accounts of certain events, such a notion is implicit within their understanding of 

the occurrence of the miraculous.   

 

Hume and Miracles 

 For Hume, "most so-called miracles are based on deception or limited 

knowledge." (Newport, Ultimate Questions, 50)  His criteria for miracles and the 

unlikelihood of their actual occurrence are firmly rooted in the scientific 

worldview and also represent the metaphysical perspective of deism. (Newport, 

Ultimate Questions, 50) 

 

Hume’s Major Argument Against Miracles A Priori 

 David Hume launched one of the most renowned challenges to the validity 

of the miraculous in his An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), 

section X.  Hume writes in his major a priori argument, 

 A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a sign and 
 unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against 
 a miracles, from the very nature of the fact, is as entire as any 
 argument from experience can possibly be imagined . . . . That plain 
 consequence is (and it is a general maxim worthy of our attention), 
 ‘That no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracles, unless the 
 testimony be of such a kind that its falsehood would be more 
 miraculous than the fact, which it endeavors to establish. (Davies, Hume, 
 On Miracles,” An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding  (Oxford: 
 Clarendon Press, 1748, 1902), 114-16.)  
 

 A number of objections have been launched at Hume’s comments. First, it 

is alleged that Hume’s definition of miracle as a “violation” of the laws of nature 

confuses the issue from the start. Miracles are best understood as unrepeatable 

events of history or idiographic events, not repeatable events of science and the 

laws of nature or nomothetic. Second, Hume confuses the laws of nature with 

regularity. There is a law of gravitation, but is there a law against healing, 

resurrection, etc.? These are not really in the corpus of natural laws. Third, 
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Hume misunderstands the laws of nature. He makes them so rigid that no new 

event could change them. But they are only general observations. He is drawing 

a deductive conclusion from inductive premises, confusing impossibility with 

probability. Fourth, Hume’s understanding of the rigidity of the laws of nature is 

not sustained by more modern Einsteinian physics, with its theories of relativity 

and indeterminacy.  

 

Hume’s First Subsidiary Arguments Against Miracles A Posteriori 

 Hume writes, 

 Here is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a 
 sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good-sense, 
 education, and learning, as to secure us against all delusion in 
 themselves; of such undoubted integrity, as to place them beyond  all 
 suspicion or any design to deceive others; of such credit and reputation in 
 the eyes of mankind, as to have a great deal to lose in case of their being 
 detected in any falsehood; and at the same time, attesting facts 
 performed in such a public manner and in so celebrated a part of the 
 world, as to render the detection unavoidable: All of which circumstances 
 are requisite to give us full assurance in the testimony of men. (Hume, 
 Enquiry, 116-117) 
 

 A number of objections have been launched at the above. First, Hume’s 

standards for testimony would wipe out most of recorded history. Many events 

do not meet the threefold criteria of modern education, unquestioned integrity of 

the eyewitnesses such as they stand to lose something, and done in public in the 

modern era and the western world.  Second, Hume himself admits that the 

healings at the tomb of Abbe Francois de Paris meet these criteria, yet he still 

rejects miracles.  He writes,  

 The curing of the sick, giving hearing o the deaf, and sight to the  blind, 
 were everywhere talked of as the usual effects of that holy sepulcher. But 
 what is more extraordinary, many of the miracles were immediately 
 proved upon the spot, before judges of unquestioned integrity, attested 
 by witnesses of credit and distinction, in a learned age, and on the most 
 eminent theatre that is now in the world. Nor is this all a relation of 
 them published and dispersed everywhere; nor where the Jesuits though 
 a learned body, supported by the civil magistrate, and determined 
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 enemies to those opinions, in whose favor the miracles were said to have 
 been wrought, ever able distinctly to refute or detect them. . . . And what 
 have we to oppose such a cloud of witnesses, but he absolute 
 impossibility or miraculous nature of the events, which they relate? 
 (Hume, Enquiry, 124-25)   
 

Hume’s Second Subsidiary Against Miracles Argument 

 Hume writes,  

 The many instances of forged miracles, and prophecies, and  supernatural 
 events which, in all ages have either been detected by contrary evidence, 
 or which detect themselves by their absurdity, prove sufficiently the 
 strong propensity of mankind to the extraordinary and the marvelous, and 
 ought reasonably to beget a suspicion against all relations of this kind. . . . 
 The pleasure of telling a piece of news so interesting, of propagating it, 
 and of being the first reporters of it, spreads the intelligence . . . . Do not 
 the same passions, and other still stronger, include the generality of 
 mankind to believe and report, with the greatest vehemence and 
 assurance, all religious miracles?  (Hume, Enquiry, 118-119) 
  

 A number of objections have been aimed at the second subsidiary 

argument of Hume.  First, just because people are fascinated with the unusual 

doesn’t mean that miracles are not true. Second, if something were not unusual, 

we should have no reason to believe it was miraculous.  

 

Hume’s Third Subsidiary Argument Against Miracles 

 Hume points out that miracles are “observed chiefly to abound among 

ignorant and barbarous nations.” (Hume, Enquiry, 119)   

 A number of objections have been aimed at the Third subsidiary 

argument. First, people in ancient times may not have been able to articulate the 

laws of nature. For that matter, neither are most people in the modern era. But 

they recognized the regularity of nature. They recognized that dead people usual 

d not come back to life and that axe heads don’t float, etc. If they didn’t see this 

regularity, they would have seen anything unusual in the miraculous. Second, 

there are still modern day miracles, as Hume has admitted, that are not covered 

by this argument. 
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Hume’s Fourth Subsidiary Argument Against Miracles 

 Hume contends that miracles offered as proofs of different religious 

discredit the miracle claims of other religions and that these therefore cancel one 

another out.   

 As regards objections, Christian have pointed out that the Bible openly 

admits the existence of “non-Christian” and demonic miracles and wonders and 

that these do not disprove Christianity.  Only a “test” miracles like the 

confrontation at Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18) or the disproving of the resurrection 

(1 Cor. 15) would disprove Christianity. However, Jesus doesn’t allow that 

miracles point to Him as a “sign (Matt. 11:2-6; John 10:38). At the same time, 

Jesus discouraged those who only believed in Him because of miracles 9Matt. 

12:39, 16:4; Luke 11:2. 23”8’ John 2:23-25, 6:26-27)   

 

RELIGION AND ETHICS 

 As we have seen, some individuals think that evil’s existence should lead 

us to conclude that there is not God.  Their argumentation goes something like 

this: if God exits, when God is morally good. No morally good God would allow 

evil to exist. Therefore, God does not exist.  Individuals of this persuasion are 

essentially arguing that there is a sense in which religious belief is subject to 

moral censure. In addition, they also seem to be arguing that good moral 

thinking is prior to good religious thinking.  With this in mind, three concerns 

merit our consideration in the following material. What is the relationship 

between God and morality?  Is there a relationship between God and morality? 

Is God’s existence required for there to be a standard for morality. What is the 

relationship between God and moral goodness? Are religion and morality at odds 

with one another?  

 Because ethics seeks to establish principles that prescribe that we ought 

or ought not to do, it has similarities to other domains of human existence that 

seek to guide behavior, such as religion. In fact, many people think that not only 



 212 

do religion and ethics overlap but that they are people. It will be worthwhile, 

therefore, to pause on our journey to examine and distinguish philosophical 

ethics and religion.  The historical reality is that religion is deeply tied to morality. 

It would be hard, if not impossible, to find an established religious tradition that 

does not contain extensive ethical teachings. In fact, some of the great religions 

of the world, such as Buddhism and Confucianism, are primarily ethical outlooks 

on life rather than a series of doctrines about a deity. However, in spite of the 

historical influence of religion on our moral traditions, some authors claim that 

religion promotes an inferior brand of morality that inhibits mature moral 

development.  On the other hand, some would argue that religious 

considerations enhance morality in one or more of the following ways: 

• Religion can inspire us to be moral 
• Religion can reinforce our willpower to be moral 
• Religion can give us hope that good will ultimately prevail over evil. 
• Religion can provide us with moral guidance. 
• Religion can demonstrate that morality is deeply rooted in the nature of 

reality itself.   
  

 Furthermore, a person could agree that religion enriches personal morality 

in these ways, but still believe that there could be a viable morality without 

religion.  

 Leo Tolstoy writes regarding religion as a necessary foundation for 

morality, 

 The attempts to found a morality apart fro religion are like the 
 attempts of children, who, wishing to transplant a flower that 
 pleases them, pluck it from the roots that seem to them unpleasing 
 and superfluous, and stick it rootless into the ground. Without 
 religion there can be no real, sincere morality, just as without roots 
 there can be no real flower. (“Religion and Morality, In Leo Tolstoy: 
 Selected Essays, trans. Aylmer Maude (New York: Random House,  1964) 
 31. 
 
 In the consideration of the relationship of religion and morality, we are 

inevitably faced with a variety of challenges in linking the two. We turn to a brief 

consideration of certain of these challenges. 
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An Authority Challenge 

 First, we are faced with a the problem of authority. Which religious text 

should direct our ethical deliberations? The Bible? The Koran? The Upanishads? 

Buddha’s Teachings? How can we arrive at any conclusions regarding that which 

is “good” if we are in disagreement with regard to which source of authority is to 

be used? Which religious teaching is to be normative?   

 

An Interpretive Challenge 

 Second, there is the thorny matter of interpretation. Even if we agree to 

live under the guidance of a particular religions tradition, we are still confronted 

with the challenge of interpretations. Christian both defend and attack capital 

punishment on the basis of the same tradition and sacred texts. It seems 

therefore that some philosophical reflection is required if we are to sort out the 

discrepancies between interpretations.   

 

An Omission Challenge 

 Third, some ethical questions cannot be sufficiently addressed exclusively 

through the use of religious teachings.  Consider the teachings regarding organ 

transplantation or kidney dialysis machines, or cloning, or any other of a number 

of contemporary biomedical concerns.  Most religious traditions do in fact 

address matters such as adultery, murder and stealing. But many ethical 

dilemmas in contemporary society are simply not addressed by these religious 

traditions and documents. 

 

The Circularity Challenge 

 Fourth, there is a problem of circularity. For instance, Divine command 

theory makes it impossible or meaningless to state, “God is good”.  This is true in 

that it is impossible for us to make such a statement without the prior 

understanding of what “good” actually is.  The resulting claim of the statement, 
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“God’s will is good” and “Good is defined as that which God wills” is empty. We 

need an independent understanding of the nature of “good” before we can apply 

it to “God” or “God’s will.”   

 Plato addresses this matter of the relationship of religion and ethics in his 

dialogue entitled Euthyphro.  In the dialogue, Socrates raises the question, “Do 

the gods approve of certain actions because these actions are good, or are 

certain actions good because the gods approve of them?” Some might struggle 

with Socrates placing the question in the context of Greek polytheism.  

Therefore, we can also place the question in the context of monotheism.  “Does 

God approve of certain actions because these actions are good, or are certain 

actions good because God approves of them?”   

 The first alternative is Plato’s answer and the second is that of the divine 

command theory.  Let’s consider the second alternative first.  If “good” and 

“gad” are simply arbitrary labels that God attaches to actions based on his 

sovereign will, then it seems that God could have declared that hared, adultery, 

stealing, and murder are morally good.  It is simply a matter of “moral 

arbitrariness.”  Gottfried Leibniz (1646-1716) considered such a conclusion to be 

tragic.  He writes, 

 In saying, therefore, that things are not good according to any 
 standard of goodness, but simply by the will of God, it seems to  blame 
 that one destroys, without realizing it, all the love of God and  al his 
 glory; for why praise him for what he has done, if he would be equally 
 praiseworthy in doing the contrary.  (Gottfried Leibniz, Discourse on 
 Metaphysics, sec. 2,, trans. George R. Montgomery  (1902) 
 

 In contrast, the first alternative’s claim that “God approves of certain 

actions because they are good” suggests that God has a reason for approving 

certain actions. The reason may be that these things are good. But if so, then we 

should be able to evaluate the goodness or badness of a the actions themselves 

and approve or disapprove of them for the same reason that God, which implies 

that we can have a concept of ethics, that is independent of God’s will.  In 

addition, it seems that there is a standard external to God, which “dictates” his 
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determination of right and wrong. Therefore, it would appear that God is not the 

final authority and isn’t God’s being the final authority part of the definition of 

being God?   

 

A Pragmatic Challenge 

 The final reason for questioning the necessity of religion for ethics is that 

may people e are morally good persons but are not religious and in fact they 

were not even raised in a religious context. Somehow these people are able to 

distinguish right and wrong, come to some of the same moral conclusions as 

religious people, and live morally commendable lives without appealing to a 

religious basis for their ethical stance.   

 
 

CONCLUSION 

 In the foregoing chapter, we have considered certain of the relevant 

topics related to the philosophy of religion.  We have examined the relationship 

of faith and reason, acknowledging that while the two are in some sense 

intimately related the two is also very divergent.  Religious convictions are 

strongly rooted in faith, whereas philosophy is based upon the centrality of 

human reason.  As a result three paradigms for relating the two have emerged: 

reason before faith, faith alone or fideism and faith before reason.  In addition, 

we have examined the rational arguments for the existence of God as well as 

reasons posited as to why, according to some, individuals choose incorrectly in 

the existence of God.  The final portion of this chapter is devoted to a 

consideration of Hume’s skepticism concerning the miraculous and the doctrine 

of causation.  Like other areas of concern that are central to the human 

condition, so also are questions of God existence, non-existence, the question of 

the rationality of faith and the possibility of the miraculous.  There is something 

inherent in human existence that leads us to consider what seem to be the most 

profound of human quests. 
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CHAPTER THREE STUDY GUIDE 
 

Content Questions 
 

1. What are the three paradigms used to address the relationship of faith 
and reason? 

2. What is the different between the philosophical approach/methodology 
and the theological approach/methodology in reference to faith and 
reason? 

3. Why is the approach cited in question 2 significant? 
4. What was the impact of the emergence of the Enlightenment upon 

theological/religious belief and its role in philosophy? 
5. Contrast the position cited in question 4 regarding the emergence of the 

Enlightenment with reference to the relationship of philosophy and God 
during the medieval era. 

6. What is evidential theism? 
7. What is the role of reason/rationality in the theological methodology of 

Karl Rahner? 
8. What is the role of reason/rationality in the theological methodology of 

Thomas Aquinas? 
9. What is presuppositionalism? 
10. What is meant by Tertullian’s question, “What has Athens to do with 

Jerusalem?” 
11. What is a weakness of the Fideistic paradigm regarding the relationship 

of faith and reason? 
12. What paradigm is reflected in Augustine’s statement, “I believe in order 

that I may understand.” 
13. Summarize the Teleological Argument. (In your own words) 
14. Summarize the Cosmological Argument. (In your own words) 
15. Summarize the Ontological Argument. (In your own words) 
16. Summarize the Moral Argument. (In your own words) 
17. How is the concept of infinite regression a challenge to the Cosmological 

Argument? 
18. How is the concept of analogy a challenge to the Ontological Argument? 
19. How is the dysteleological aspect of the cosmos a problem for the 

Teleological Argument? 
20. In what way is the Ontological Argument an argument from definition? 
21. In what way is Skinnerian Behaviorism a problem for the Moral 

Argument? 
22. How does Bertrand Russell counter the Moral Argument? 
23. What did Fichte intend with his contention that the conception of God as 

personal and infinite at the same time is self-contradictory. 
24. Marx argued that the concept of “God” is nothing more than a reflection 

of humanity’s effort to cope with social loneliness and alienation.  In what 
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way, if any, does Marx have a legitimate point? (Get outside of yourself 
on this one!) 

25. What did Nietzsche intend by his conclusion, “God is dead.” 
26. Freud proposed that “God” is no more than a human construct rooted in 

infantile feelings of helplessness and fear.  In what way did Freud have a 
legitimate point? (Again, get outside of any biases which you may have 
on this one.) 

 
 

Vocabulary 
 

1. Ubermensch 
2. Fideism 
3. Faith seeking Understanding 
4. Ontological 
5. Cosmological 
6. Teleological 
7. Analogy of the Watchmaker 
8. Dysteleological 
9. Prime Mover 
10. a posteriori 
11. a priori 
12. Infinite Regression 
13. Infinite Progression 
14. Fallacy of Composition 
15. Summum bonum 
16. Ought implies can 
17. Determinism 
18. The Problem of Abstraction 
19. The Problem of Detachment 
20. The Problem of Inverse Proportionality 
21. The Problem of Analogy 
22. The Problem of Probability 
23. The Problem of Frame of Reference 
24. The Problem of Unity 

  
 

Critical Thinking 
 

1. Why is it important to be able to justify you religious beliefs to others 
who do not share your convictions? 

2. What is Anselm’s ontological argument for the existence of God? 
3. What is Gaunilo’s attempted counter-argument to the ontological 

argument? 
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4. What is Anselm’s counter-response to Gaunilo’s counter-argument to the 
ontological argument? 

5. Why can’t there be an infinite regression of causal events and why can’t 
God have a cause? 

6. What is the argument for God’s existence on the basis of human 
morality? 
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CHAPTER 4: The Question of Ethics 

 

 Why should we worry about being moral individuals?  Is moral goodness 

something that you should pursue for its own sake, or is moral goodness 

desirable simply because of the consequences of being morally good? Consider 

the following analogy. No one enjoys going to the dentist to have his or her 

teeth drilled. Most people do not choose to go on a severely restrictive diet for its 

own sake. Rather, we take these actions only because of the results of the 

consequences that they promote, i.e. physical health. If going to the dentist or 

dieting did not pay in terms of better health, we would have little reason to do 

either. Is morality to be viewed like this? Is the only reason for being a morally 

good individual the fact that the external consequences re desirable whereas the 

external consequences of being immoral are undesirable.   

 Plato addressed this question. He too asked, “Why should we be moral?” 

He takes up the question in his dialogue entitled the Republic. In the dialogue, 

Glaucon, Plato’s brother, asks Socrates whether justice (or moral goodness) is 

something that a person ought to pursue not only for its consequences but also 

for its own sake. In order to probe Socrates, Glaucon defends the position that 

most reasonable people, if they were truly honest, would agree that being a just 

and moral person is not desirable in itself, but it is only desirable for the social 

rewards that it brings and the unpleasant consequences which being moral 

avoids. For example, people are moral because being so will help them get along 

with others, give them a good reputation, generally enhance their success in 

society. Similarly, people avoid being immoral because this behavior will lose 

them friends, damage their social standing, or land them in jail. In other words, 

being moral is purely an unpleasant but self-serving pursuit motivated by the 

desirability of the external results, similar to getting your teeth filled or going on 

a diet.  
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 To make the point Glauchon tells the interesting and intriguing story of an 

individual named Gyges. Gyges discovers a ring that will make him invisible when 

it is turned a certain way. This ring enables him to do whatever he wishes 

without worrying about society’s sanctions. Glaucon uses this story as a thought 

experiment to demonstrate his thesis.  He thinks that it will reveal to us the true 

nature of morality. Think about Gyges story. If you had the power to make 

yourself invisible, you would no longer have to worry about being arrested, 

punished, or even rebuked. Under the cloak of invisibility, you could commit any 

kind of crime and misdeed you wished and the general public as well as your 

friends would be unaware of your evil behavior. According to Glaucon’s 

assessment of human nature, there would be no reason to be moral under these 

circumstances. Based on your observable behavior, you would seem to be a 

model citizen. At the same time, you could act as you wished in terms of your 

private behavior. Hence, according to Glaucon, not only would there be no 

reason to be moral, there would be every reason to get away with all that you 

could. Only the fool would do otherwise, since only appearance and the social 

consequences of our actions matter.  

 But what do you think? Do you agree with Glaucon that most people 

would act this way? As you consider the story of Gyges, ask yourself how you 

would behave if you had the magic ring.  

 Glaucon elaborates on the hypothetical situation. He asks us to imagine 

two men. One is perfectly unjust or evil and the other has a perfectly just, or 

moral, character. However the evil individual being very clever, manages to fool 

his society and he maintains a spotless reputation while committing the worst 

crimes and immoral actions imaginable. On the other hand, the society totally 

misunderstands the good man. Although he is perfectly just, his society wrongly 

inflicts him with an evil reputation and persecutes and torments him because of 

it. Under these circumstances, would there be any point in being moral? Glaucon 

entertains the cynical view that it is not really necessary to be a truly moral 
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person. It is sufficient merely to appear to be moral to one’s society if one can 

get away with it.  

 Now some individuals might respond by proposing that we can fool 

society in this way, but we can’t fool God. They say the true reason for being 

moral both on the inside as well as in our behavior, is to be rewarded in the 

afterlife and avoid unpleasant consequences. But isn’t this viewpoint just a 

variation on Glaucon’s In both cases, the motive for being a moral person is a 

matter of the carrot or the stick or reward versus punishment. It is only a matter 

of detail as to whether you think it is society or God that exercises the carrot and 

the stick.   

 With this in mind, we turn now to a consideration of ethics or right and 

wrong.  Although all of the philosophical questions we have looked at in the 

previous material have practical consequences for our lives, none perhaps have 

such a direct and immediate impact on the persons we are and how we lives our 

lives as does our thinking about morality or ethics.  As you go through the 

various theories on ethics covered in the following material, you should consider 

how the different philosophers are responding in a sense to Glaucon.  

 The study of ethics is one of the many subsections of Philosophy such as 

Metaphysics, Epistemology, Philosophy of Religion, and Aesthetics.  Before 

considering various ethical theories after which we will look at a number of 

theories regarded as "Anti-ethics" approaches, it is important to consider some of 

what the study of ethics entails. 

 

PRIORITIES IN ETHICAL CONSIDERATION 

 One challenge we face in seeking to reflect on ethics is that the factors 

relevant to making moral decisions are so numerous that it is difficult to know 

what role they should play in our moral judgments. Ethical theories have 

something to say about thing such as actions, motives, consequences, and 

character. However, after all is said and done, which of these factors is most 
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important or has priority over the others?  Consider the following examples that 

will assist us in thinking about these priorities.  

 The moral evaluation of action is an important issue in ethics. We 

frequently judge that a person did the right thing or did what was wrong. For 

example, we are told that it is good to tell the truth, or even more strongly, it is 

our moral obligation to tell the truth and not to lie. The following three situations 

depict examples of telling the truth. Consider the ways in which these examples 

differ. In each case, consider how you would evaluate the action morally and 

why you made the judgments you did.   

 First, when André was asked, “Did you have a good reason for missing the 

required morning meeting?” he is tempted to lie, saying that he had a class 

scheduled at that time. Rather, he decides to tell the truth. He responds, “No, I 

was too lazy o get out of bed.” He tells the truth because it is his moral 

obligation to do so.  

 Second, when Brandi was asked, “Did you have a good reason for missing 

the required morning meeting/” she is tempted to lie, saying that she had a class 

scheduled at hat time. Rather, she tells the truth. “No, I was too lazy to get out 

of bed.” She tells the truth because she knows her excuse can be checked out 

and her lie exposed.  

 Third, Chris says to the dean, “Do you know what? Professor Fields came 

to class sober today.” That statement is the absolute truth because the professor 

never took an alcoholic drink in his life. However, Christ knows that the dean will 

infer that Professor Fields sometimes does not come to class sober and hopes 

that this inference will ruin his lousy teacher’s reputation.   

 All things being considered, most of us would say that telling the truth is 

the morally right thing to do, and in these three scenarios, each person has told 

the truth. However, these three situations have significant differences. Andre 

tells the truth because it is his moral duty to do so, even though the 

consequences may be bad for him. In the same situation, Brandi tells the truth 

not because she wants to do the right thing for its own sake, but because she 
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thinks she won’t be able to get away with a lie. If Brandi believed that she could 

tell a lie and never be discovered, do you think she would do it? Christ tells the 

literal truth, but with the motive of deceiving the dean and hurting the professor. 

Clearly, the motive of the person who performed the action plays a role in our 

moral judgments and this is the point of these three scenarios.  

 Consider the next three cases.  These cases ask you to consider the 

person’s motives in light of other factors that are present. 

 Again, consider the ways in which each case is similar to or different from 

the others. Thin about how you would evaluate each act morally and why you 

made the judgments you did. 

 First, Danielle’s roommate Tasha asks her if she thinks the short story that 

Tasha has just written is any good. Danielle says that it is a wonderfully written 

story, which is a lie because she really thinks it is a wretched story. However, 

she does not want to hurt Tasha’s feelings. Based on Danielle’s encouragement, 

Tasha reads the story to a writing group and she is thoroughly humiliated. She 

never trusts her roommate again. 

 Second, out of compassion Esther gives $500 to a charity for starving 

children, Inspired by her example, many other students donate money to the 

charity that they would ordinarily spend sparingly. However, in order to obtain 

the money for the charity, Esther had to steal it from a rich stranger’s purse. The 

stranger has so much money that she never realizes it is missing. As a result of 

Esther’s generosity and example, many children are fed. 

 Third, Fred shoves Reggie to the ground simply to e mean. 

Unintentionally, however, his doing so had the consequence of shoving Reggie 

out of the way of a falling brick that might have killed him.   

 In the first two scenarios’ each person is acting from god motive that is 

the desire to help people. For Danielle, however, the consequences turned out 

badly. To what degree should this consequence affect our moral judgment of her 

actions/ Even though Danielle thought the consequences of her lie would b for 

the best, could she really know what the consequences would be? Would it have 
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been better if she had stuck with her duty of telling the truth and let the 

consequences take care of themselves? What if the consequences had been god? 

Suppose Danielle’s lie had encouraged Tasha to write more and better stories? If 

both the motive and the consequences had been good, would her lie then be 

morally acceptable?  

 Esther also had good motives. She wanted to help children. Ether’s 

situation had good consequences and not obviously bad consequences. Children 

were helped, students were inspired to be charitable, and the stranger never 

missed her money. Does it make a difference that Esther’s generosity was the 

result of an act of theft? Can an action be morally wrong if the immediate 

consequences are good, if there are no bad consequences, and if it is done from 

a good motive?  

 In Fred’s case, the action, shoving someone out of harm’s way) would be 

commendable if done by a thick thinking, courageous person of good will. 

However, Fred’s motive was to harm Reggie.  

 So, do you think that motives are more important or less important than 

good consequences when you assess the morality of an action?  

 

WHY BE MORAL? 

 Earlier we addressed the question “Why be moral” through a 

consideration of Glaucon’s Gyges Ring scenario presented in Plato’s Republic.  

The question, “Why be moral” can be broken down into two questions.  First, 

why does society need morality? Second, why should I be moral?   

 The first question is somewhat more easily addressed. Thomas Hobbes, a 

17th century British philosopher, answers that question by imagining that 

everybody lived in what he termed a “state of nature”. In this state of nature, 

there was no government, no society, no commonly agreed upon morality. IN 

this situation, everybody would b serving his or her own individual interests 

without regard for anyone else. Without laws or modality you would be free to 

club people over the head to steal their food. The problem is that someone 
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stronger than you could then beat you up and steals your food. Hobbes argues 

that human existence under these conditions would be a war of “all against all.” 

Everybody would find life to be solitary, poor, nasty, and brutish, as well as 

short.  For this reason, Hobbes says, people would come together and agree to 

restrict their own behavior if others restrict their behavior and would form a 

government to enforce these agreements. In this way, both morality and law 

would emerge and the end result would be, as Glaucon described, that people 

would behave morally to avoid social and legal sanctions. 

 However this account explains only why I would want there to be moral 

laws that people around me feel compelled to follow.  Consider however the 

second question: “Why should I be moral?” If everyone else was behaving 

morally, but I only appeared to be moral, I would have he best of both worlds. I 

could cheat, lie and steal to my own advantage while admonishing everyone else 

to be honest and truthful when dealing with me. If I could successfully pull this 

off why shouldn’t I behave this way? The reply may be that it would be 

inconsistent or unfair to expect others to be honest with me when I chose to be 

dishonest. This answer will not suffice, however, for fairness is moral principle 

and tell me I ought to be fair is telling me I ought to be moral and that brings us 

back to the original question, “Why should I be moral?”   

 Someone could argue that I ought to be moral because of the 

consequences of behaving this way. The desired consequences of acting morally 

might be winning society’s approval or avoiding God’s punishment and earning 

his rewards. But, again, as was pointed out earlier in our discussion, this attitude 

does not represent a concern for morality it seems. Its motive is nothing more 

than a calculating self seeking, prudent concern for one’s own gain.  

 It seems that the moral point of view is something a person either has or 

does not have. People who have acquired the moral point of view by the way 

they were raised or through the events of their own personal development may 

fail in their moral endeavors and sometimes yield to temptation, but they will 
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understand that moral ought to be their goal. Morality, it seems, is a 

commitment to a certain life plan, a decision to be a certain sort of person.  

 However, people who reject the moral point of view will see no point in 

worrying about whether an action is right or wrong. They may be satisfied with 

their form of life. They may feel themselves more or less happy and fulfilled 

human beings. They may manage to get along in society, but their sense of 

fulfillment and their development, as persons are limited.  

 Some contend that morality enables the individual to flourish as human 

beings. According to this notion morality makes s more fulfilled and richer 

persons.  In advocating this position, however, am I not simply saying that 

morality pays and it serves my self-interests and haven’t I now returned to 

Glaucon’s cynical position?  

 It seems that there is a difference between short-term and superficial 

interests (Glaucon’s concern) and long term, deep self-interest. This difference 

can be explained by referring to the example of friendship. At the superficial 

level, a friendship can be costly in terms of time, sacrifices, and emotional 

energy. However, is there a value to close friends? Do friendships serve our self-

interest? I think that the answer is that friendships are for our good not because 

of what we get, but because of what we become. If we value friendships only for 

their superficial payoffs such as money, sex, social status, then we are like a 

person who has experienced puddles but never an ocean.  A deep friendship 

develops capacities within us that we could never have discovered in any other 

say. Morality seems to function in the same manner.   

 

ETHICS AND MORALITY 

 Ethics may be defined as "the study of morality" and the word "ethics" is 

commonly used interchangeably with the term "morality."  (Cambridge Dictionary 

of Philosophy, 2nd Edition, "Ethics", 284)  Though admittedly overly simplistic, 

this writer makes a number of distinctions between the two however.  First, it 

seems that the term ethics frequently though not always is used in a more 
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general sense than is the term morals.  When the term ethics is employed in 

much conversation, it is frequently used to speak of the discipline in general or 

the ethics of a particular people group for instance.  This stands in 

contradistinction to the use of the term morals, which is frequently though not 

always, used to speak of the morality of a particular person.  It is in this sense 

that it at least seems that when we think of ethics we have in mind a more 

general idea concerning standards of right and wrong whereas when we use the 

term "morals" we are speaking on a more personal or individualistic level.   

 Another important distinction between the terms ethics and morals lies in 

the conclusion that in some fashion, when we use the term ethics we are 

speaking of how things ought to be, in contradistinction to use of the term 

morals" which seems to speak of how things are.  The typical distinction between 

these terms lies in the conclusion that to speak of ethics is to speak of 

prescriptive ethics, whereas to speak of morals is to speak of descriptive ethics.  

Put differently, the term ethics speaks of the ethical ideal that we are pursuing 

while the term morals speaks of the actuality moral status of the present 

moment or decision.   

 As a subsection of Philosophy, ethics is also known as moral philosophy.  

The study of ethics is further broken down into subsequent topics such as 

deontological ethics, teleological ethics, Cognitivist ethics, non-Cognitivist ethics, 

metaethics and applied ethics for example. 

 

GOODNESS AND THE QUESTION OF ENDS 

 Generally, there have been two approaches to the ethical question of, 

"What end ought we pursue in life?"  Two additional questions emerge from this 

initial question are stand as proposed answers to the issue of where one can find 

the summum bonum of life.   

First, What are the elements of the good life? Second, What type of things is 

good in and of themselves?   
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ARISTOTLE AND THE GOOD LIFE 

 The first question, what are the elements of the good life, assumes that 

each individual is inclined to the pursuit of the good life or the summum bonum 

of life. This particular question concerning the good life contains a basic 

assumption about human nature.  The question presupposes that within each 

human being there is an intrinsic desire or yearning, which will lead to meaning 

and significance in life whereas the intrinsic value approach discussed next 

makes no such assumption concerning human nature.    

 The human well-being approach to the question of meaning and purpose 

in life originated with the ancient Greek ethics. The Greek term used in 

description of this life purpose was eudaimonia. The word has sometimes been 

translated happiness but on other occasions the term has been rendered as 

flourishing in order to communicate the idea of human fulfillment as a result of 

the discovering the source of the good life.  The diverse translations of the one 

term reflect two different understandings of the good life contained within this 

approach.  The translation of the term as happiness emphasizes the idea of 

feeling good or pleasure as the essence of fulfillment in life. This fulfillment 

approach, which centers upon the meaning of the term eudaimonia, finds its 

expression in teleological ethics or an ethical approach focused upon goals, 

objective or outcome.  The classical advocate of the teleological approach is 

Aristotle.   

 

PLATO THE WORLD OF FORMS 

 The second question is, what types of things are good in and of 

themselves? This second approach to the primary question, what end ought we 

pursue in life makes no assumption regarding human nature.  Rather the 

emphasis of this approach concerning the ultimate goal of one's life is focused 

upon the supposed goodness, which resides in a particular commitment, code, 

activity, or thing.  This approach has sometimes been called the theory of 

intrinsic value.  (Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy 2nd Edition, "Ethics", 285) 
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The intrinsic value approach has its roots in the Platonic Idea of the World of 

Forms.  The approach addresses the question of ethics from the perspective of 

those things, which are inherently good things to which an individual should 

commit himself.    This might include the idea things such a pleasure, 

knowledge, virtue, friendship, beauty, harmony and an endless possibility of 

other pursuits. The intrinsic value approach to the ethical question of what an 

individual should pursue in life finds its expression in deontological ethics or an 

ethics of duty.  If certain things are intrinsically good, then the individual has an 

obligation to pursue those things.  This stands in contradistinction to the 

previously discussed teleological approach. The classical advocate of the 

deontological approach is Plato. The significance of the terms deontological and 

teleological will be addressed in subsequent material. 

 

"IS", "OUGHT" AND "WHY" 

 Many ethicists divide the study of ethics in general into three areas.  

These areas include empirical ethics (isness), normative ethics (oughtness), and 

analytical ethics (why).   
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Empirical Ethics and Isness 

 Empirical ethics refers simply to the empirical observation of ethical 

behavior.  Sometimes this area of ethics is also referred to as descriptive ethics 

since it is aimed at describing the ethical behavior of a particular individual or 

people group.  The objective of this particular approach to ethics is to explain 

ethical behavior.  In addition, empirical ethics also examines the various 

processes by which individuals make ethical decisions.   

 

Normative Ethics and Oughtness 

 Normative ethics is probably that area of ethical consideration with which 

we are most familiar.  The focus of normative ethics is the establishing of a 

standard by which ethical behavior is to be conducted.  Normative ethics is 

concerned with establishing a standard or a norm by which individuals are to 

conduct their lives. Normative ethics establishes behavior that an individual is to 

exhibit, as well as the type of behavior prohibited.  Typically, normative ethics is 

characterized by words such as ought or should since normative ethics focuses 

upon how an individual or people group ought or should live their lives. 

 

Analytic Ethics and Why 

 Analytical ethics has as its focus the idea of analysis.  Analytical ethics is 

aimed at taking apart or looking at the varied pieces of something.  Analytical 

ethics dissects the ethical dimension of life and explores the nature of morality 

itself. Analytical ethicists focus upon questions such as:  

• What is the distinction between moral and non-moral?  
• What do words such as right, good, and ought, mean?  
• What are we asserting when we say a person is free or responsible?  

 
Analytical ethics is concerned with the question of why a particular 

behavior is moral or immoral, good or bad, reprehensible or desirable. 

 
ETHICAL SUBJECTIVISM  
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 According to ethical subjectivism, when anyone makes a moral judgment 

such as, “It is morally right to tax the rich to support the poor,” or “Capital 

punishment is wrong,” or Abortion is wrong,” he or she is simply expressing 

personal approval or disapproval of an action as well as his or her own attitudes 

and feelings.  The theory reduces ethics to the same lane as individual tastes in 

food. Although there may be some similarities among the people of a particular 

culture concerning what food dishes are delicacies and what are repulsive, in the 

final analysis it is simply a matter of individual taste. Similarly, ethical 

subjectivism argues that moral judgments are personal preferences rather than 

an attempt to decide what is true or false concerning moral issues.   

 One of the earliest expressions of subjective ethics or ethical relativism 

can be found in the Sophists. They taught in Greece in the fifth century B.C. 

They argued that right and wrong are simply words whose meanings are 

arbitrary and dependent on human opinion. This belief can be seen in the slogan 

of Protagoras, “Man is the measure of all things.” Some of the more cynical 

Sophists taught that you should follow the moral conventions of society when it 

is prudent to do so, but what you think is right when you can get away with it.   

 In the 20th century, one o the most famous expressions of ethical 

subjectivism is found in the writings of the French existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre.  

He quotes Dostoyevsky’s words, “If God did not exist, then everything would be 

permitted.” However, whereas Dostoyevsky was making this point to emphasize 

the necessity of there being a God, the atheist Sartre uses the statement to 

make clear the implications of atheism. For Sartre, because there is no God, 

there is no realm of values and moral rules apart form us that we can use to 

guide our behavior. Each of us must choose for ourselves the values that will 

guide our lives. Sartre stresses the enormous responsibility and even anxiety we 

must bear in facing this subjective choice. Sartre tells the story of a young man 

who came to him for advice during World War II. The young man wanted to 

know whether the morally right action would be to stay home to care for his 

mother or abandon her to fight the Nazis. The advice Sartre gave was, “You are 
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free, therefore choose, that is to say, invent. No rule of general morality can 

show you what you ought to do.” (Sartre, “Existentialism Is a Humanism” in 

existentialism from Dostoyevsky to Sartre, ed. Walter Kaufman (New York: 

Meridian, 1989) 356. 

 Subjective ethical relativism is perplexing. It says that there are no moral 

principles other than those that each individual chooses for herself or himself. 

But if there are no moral standards other than the ones i invent for myself, then 

it seems impossible for me to ever do what was morally wrong. Of course, 

someone might be able to claim that I have failed to live according to my own 

moral principles. But that criticism is easy to fix, for I can simply claim that 

according to my beliefs, hypocrisy is morally permissible. Furthermore, it seems 

impossible for there ever to be a viable society of moral subjectivism, each doing 

his or her own thing. Minimally, a society needs some common standards of 

morality to which al of its members are subject, to allow them to rise above the 

conflicts that are inevitable between individual whims, idiosyncrasies, references, 

and desires. Without a common morality, the human situation would be as 

Hobbes said, “a war against all.’  

 

ETHICAL OBJECTIVISM 

 Ethical objectivism is the position that certain moral principles are 

universal They apply to all persons in all times in that they are not based on the 

opinions of individuals or cultures. Therefore, for this position, moral principles 

are objectively right and wrong and answers to ethical dilemmas are as certain 

as there are objectively true and raise answers to questions in mathematics, 

medicine, or physics. Unlike ethical subjectivism, the ethical objectivist does not 

believe that morality is like tastes in food or social customs. Therefore, the 

ethical objectivist claims that it is possible for individuals or entire culture to be 

mistaken in their moral opinions.   

 It is important, however, that ethical objectivism be distinguished from 

ethical absolutism.  Ethical absolutism claims that not only are moral principles 
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objective, but that they cannot be overridden and there cannot be any 

exceptions to them. Kantian ethics is an example of ethical absolutism. 

Absolutism is a more narrow position that objectivism and could be considered a 

subcategory within it. Hence, all absolutists are objectivists but not all 

objectivists are absolutists.  The ethical absolutist would say that we have an 

obligation to tell the truth and not to lie, and this duty cannot be violated for any 

reason. On the other hand, the ethical objectivist could say that a rule like “do 

not lie” is an objective moral principle but that this principle can be overridden 

when it conflicts with a more pressing obligation such as saving a life.  

 Ethical relativism claims, “All moral principles are relative.”  Ethical 

objectivism claims, “Some moral principles are not relative.” These claims are 

contradictory, so one is true and one is false; there could be no compromise that 

embraces both. Notice, however, that the objectivist could claim that some moral 

issues are relative as long as he or she also mains that there is a core of moral 

principles that are universal and objective.  In other words, the objectivist does 

not need to say that there is only one right answer to every single ethical 

question. He merely has to claim that there can be wrong answers and that on 

some ethical issues there are moral principles that everyone ought to follow. 

 For example, an objectivist might say that monogamy is best for some 

societies but polygamy is best for others, given their circumstances and 

conditions. At the same time, while recognizing some degree of acceptable 

diversity in social arrangements, the objectivist would say that treating family 

members with benevolence and care, doing no harm, and respecting each 

persons dignity and worth are universal, objective moral principles that cannot 

be violated. Also, the specific actions that would constitute treating a family 

member benevolently might vary with social customs and conditions, even 

though the principle followed in each case would be the same. For example, the 

Greeks burned their dead because they thought this ritual was the proper way to 

honor the spirits of the dead. The Callatians however ate their dead for the same 
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reason. Both were attempting to honor their family members but did so through 

different specific actions.   

 

A CORE MORALITY? 

 Many objectivists contend that a universal core of moral principles can be 

found throughout every flourishing culture. Of course, we can always find 

cultures that have moral principles that seem to deviate from the norm (I.e. the 

Nazi’s). However, the fact that these deviating cultures are typically not 

flourishing and are often grim and paranoid and are resisted by some of its own 

people suggests it seems that in these instances something is wrong with these 

societies moral ideals.  In spite of the wide range of moral practices throughout 

the world and history, some anthropologists have found a number of common 

moral principles. 

 While other categories exist, two major categories for ethical theories are 

deontological and teleological.  These two ethical approaches were addressed to 

some extent earlier in this material.  An understanding of these categories is 

important in carrying on meaningful ethical contemplation and dialogue. 

 

Deontological Ethics 

 Deontological Ethics is also known as non-Consequentialist ethics. 

Deontological ethics consist of a variety of ethical theories that focus upon the 

duty, which one has to a particular moral code.  Examples of deontological ethics 

include such theories as Divine Command theory, Kantian formalism or the 

Categorical Imperative and Christian ethics in general.  Deontological ethics 

argues that by doing our duty we do what is valued. Divine command theory, for 

example, says that something is good for no other reason than God commands 

it. Kantian ethical theory focus's upon the duty one has to keep what Kant 

understood to be a universal moral command, known as the Categorical 

Imperative.  Deontological ethics is also called non-consequentialist ethics since 

the approach is unconcerned with the outcome of one’s ethical decisions.  
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Deontological ethics has as its beginning the work of Plato with his emphasis 

upon the universal standard of right and wrong which, according to Plato, exists 

in the world of Forms or Ideas. 

 

Teleological Ethics 

 Teleological ethics is also known as Consequentialist ethics.  Teleological 

ethics consists of a variety of ethical theories that focus upon outcome or 

consequences, as determinative of what course of ethical action one should take.  

Teleological or Consequentialist theories include such ethical theories as egoism, 

hedonism and utilitarianism.  These ethical theories advance the idea that the 

first task of ethics is to determine that which has value and defines the good and 

then to indicate how we are obligated to do what is valued.  According to 

hedonism pleasure is to be valued. Egoism advances that self-promotion and 

preservation is to be valued above all other values. Utilitarianism contends on 

behalf of pursuing the greatest good for the greatest number of individuals as 

the supreme value.    

 In order to determine what the good actually is we must focus upon the 

consequences or outcomes of our various ethical actions.  Teleological ethics 

does not understand actions themselves to be inherently good or bad, but rather 

are determined to be appropriate by the consequences, which they produce. 

Teleological ethics has as its beginning the work of Aristotle with his rejection of 

the Platonic world of Forms or Ideas and his this worldly emphasis upon the 

moral life as shaped by the outcome, goal, or consequences of one's actions. 

Metaethics 

 An additional type of ethics is metaethics.  Metaethics may be understood 

as “the study of concepts, methods of justification and ontological assumptions 

in the field of ethics proper.” (Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 2nd Edition, 

“Ethics”, 287-88) The field of metaethics has a connection to epistemological 

concerns (how can we know the right thing to do?) and also has a connection to 

metaphysical interpretations such as what is the nature or character of that 
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which is right or wrong (what is the nature of reality and how does that impact 

one’s behavior?) 

 The field of metaethics from the epistemological perspective entails three 

distinctive perspectives regarding the epistemological dimension of the ethical 

task.  These are naturalism, cognitivism (rationalism) and non-cognitivism. 

Naturalism carries out the task of ethical contemplation and action with the 

under the direction of the natural sciences. Non-cognitivism addresses ethical 

matters in a qualified sense, advancing that ethical statements are not really 

meaningful at all.  Rather, ethical statements are non-cognitivist in nature, 

cannot be verified as right or wrong, and are ultimately only emotive utterances 

of approval or disapproval. Cognitivism addresses ethical concerns on an a priori 

basis. According to this view, issues of right and wrong, moral and immoral are 

discerned through the use of rationality without any regard for empirical 

considerations or sensory input. 

 The field of metaethics from the metaphysical perspective focuses upon 

the question of objectivity.  Two perspectives dominate this metaphysical 

approach concerning the question of ethical objectivity.  The first metaphysical 

perspective is ethical realism.  According to this approach, ethical values, 

standards, and realities have their basis in objective realities and are ultimately 

universalizable.  This approach is best characterized in the Platonic idea of the 

world of Forms.   

 The second metaphysical perspective is ethical subjectivism which 

advocates that ethical statements and concerns are in reality subjective and in 

some extreme instances reflect no more than the projections of one’s own mood, 

disposition, or emotion onto a given context.  This approach is best reflected in 

the ethical skepticism of David Hume and ethical existentialism of Jean Paul 

Satre. 

 

ANCIENT GREEK MORALITY 
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 For most Greeks the question, "Why be moral?" is at the heart of morality. 

According to Greek morality, the individual should be moral because of the good 

it yields.  With Socrates and Plato however, the focus of the question regarding, 

'what is moral?" is shifted.  According to Socratic and Platonic ethics if we know 

what is good that will be enough to indicate why we should act morally.  

According to Socrates and Plato, the good consequences of being moral are not 

what make an action good; rather, actions have good consequences because 

them are good in themselves and such actions ought to be done for that reason 

alone. Immorality is due to one's ignorance of the good.  

 For Plato, the good is defined in terms of balancing elements of the soul. 

As with society, the soul has three parts: the ruling part, the enforcement part 

and the productive part. The ruling part (rulers are like the soul's reasoning 

abilities) knows the truth or essence of what it means to exist in harmony. The 

virtue of this group is wisdom. The enforcement part of the soul is our spirit, 

drive, or commitment.  In society the guardians, such as police and soldiers, who 

implement philosophical principles, represent this and their virtue is courage.  

The productive part is the gets things done part of the soul (appetite, lusts, and 

irrational desires) and has its parallel in the workers and artisans in society 

whose virtue is moderation. Justice occurs when the parts of the soul are in 

harmony.   The individual moral agent acts in accord with human reason, doing 

what is appropriate given our place in society. This is virtue or arête. For Plato 

we should be moral because to do so is to be harmoniously integrated with 

oneself. 

HEDONISM 

 Psychological Hedonism argues that every human action is motivated by 

the pursuit of pleasure. Ethical Hedonism or Moral Hedonism argues that every 

human action ought to be motivated by the pursuit of pleasure.  From these 

definitions it is notable that moral hedonism acknowledges that it is possible for 

an individual not be motivated by pleasure and that it is unwise to be motivated 

by anything other than pleasure. Epicurus (341-271 B.C.) is the founder of 
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Epicureanism, a movement that advocated a hedonistic way of life. Epicurus 

argued that an individual ought to do the good, and the good is that which is 

pleasurable.  Some pleasures result from satisfying one's natural desires. Some 

desires are necessary such as the desire for food and sleep. Other desires are 

unnecessary and often have pains associated with them, such as the desire for 

sex.  Still other desires result from satisfying vain desires. These desires are not 

always easily satisfied and may also have pain associated with them.  According 

to Epicurus, the individual should pursue those things that are pleasurable 

without also having pains associated with them.  The individual should try to 

develop values for things such as beauty, prudence, honor, justice, courage, and 

honesty rather than the so-called "epicurean" sensualist because such 

sensualism is always mixed with pains.  

 

UTILITARIANISM 

 In its simplest definition utilitarianism argues that the ethical action to be 

taken in a particular moral context is that which will produce the greatest good 

for the greatest number of individuals. Two individuals are important for the 

theory of utilitarianism: Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. 

 

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) 

 Bentham was a British philosopher of ethics and political theory. He was 

born in London, and entered Queens College, Oxford at the age of 12 and after 

graduation entered Lincoln's Inn to study law. He was admitted to the bar in 

1767 but never practiced.  He spent his life writing, advocating changes along 

utilitarian lines of the British legal system, especially in the area of criminal law.  

Bentham proposed that the only good that exists is pleasure while the only evil 

that exists is pain.  He considered a number of elements in calculating pleasure.  

For example, he proposed that, in the calculation of pleasure, consideration 

should be given to things such as intensity, duration, certainty, quickness, how 

many other pleasures are produced, freedom from pain and the number of 
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people affected.  In addition he argued that every individual's happiness 

regardless of how mundane or qualitatively inferior should be given equal 

weight. This is true, according to Bentham, since democracy allows standard to 

fall to the lowest common denominator.  Proposed objections to Bentham include 

the following: 

1) It is not true that pleasure and pain dictate all human behavior. 
2) How does one make hedonistic calculations? Is there a standard that all 

can agree upon? 
3) What about the qualities of pleasures? 
4) The calculation surely must not be aimed at the greatest absolute 

happiness, but the greatest average happiness. Otherwise, the minority's 
rights and happiness or pleasure might be ignored. 

 

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) 

 John Stuart Mill was a British empiricist philosopher and utilitarian social 

reformer.  He was greatly influenced by the work of Jeremy Bentham and he 

advocated social reformed based upon the utilitarianism of Bentham.  Mill 

however argued that in the consideration and calculation of pleasure one should 

not only consider the quantity of pleasure, but also the quality of pleasure since 

some pleasures are more preferable than others.  While lower pleasures are 

more immediate and intense, in many instances these are not as valuable as the 

higher pleasures. The quality of pleasures is determined by those who are 

familiar with both and who prefer one to the other, regardless of any feeling of 

moral obligation. What makes one pleasure more desirable is that it is in fact 

more desired by competent judges of cultivation. Mill argued based upon this 

conclusion that it is better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied.  

Objections to Mill include:  

1) The theory sounds elitist. 
2) If some pleasures should not be encouraged not all pleasures are, 
therefore, good. 
3) If some pleasures are more valuable than others, there must be a 
criterion for such a determination, which is pleasurable only indirectly. 

 

DEEP ECOLOGY ETHICS 
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 Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess advocates Deep Ecology ethics.  Naess 

addresses the issue of environmental ethics. According to the theory all of life is 

valuable in itself and not merely insofar as it can be used by human beings for 

our own purposes. As parts of a larger whole whose richness and diversity must 

be respected, individuals maximize self-realization by promoting the welfare of 

the whole. Deep Ecology ethics is a collectivist environmental ethical theory.  

According to this approach global inhabitants should consequently cut back on 

human population growth and selfish consumption of natural resources.  The 

theory is aimed at reminding humans of our place in the cosmos not as 

dominators or abuses but as part of the universe and stands as a call to 

ecological consciousness and responsibility. The Philosophical ethical theory is 

based to some extent the basic teachings of 17th century philosopher Baruch 

Spinoza who argued that everything in nature is part of God and it seems that 

Spinoza even went so far as to equate nature with God, an approach which came 

to be known as pantheism. This is not to say that Deep Ecology ethics is a 

theistic theory.  To accept the fact that all things are one is to embrace God. 

According to Naess, humans should refuse to perceive the world solely from the 

individualistic and personal perspective but should view and accept everything as 

valuable in itself rather than as something to be exploited.  Such exploitation 

would be to unjustifiably claim that humanity is more important than anything 

else in the created order.    

 From consideration of Deep Ecology ethics emerges the question, what is 

our place as humans in the cosmos?  There are basically three perspectives, 

which have developed in response to the ever-reorienting response to this 

question:  The Pre Modern Answer, the Modern Answer and the Post Modern 

Answer. The Pre Modern Answer proposed that, as human beings, we are above 

the material world and under the world of spiritual beings. Still according to this 

approach humanity has a unique place in the created order and have been 

assigned the task of ruling over, managing, and controlling creation according to 

Theologians.  The Modern Answer to the question of humanity's place in the 
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cosmos rejected the ancient pre-modern perspective and proposed that our 

identity is to be found in our being creators within the cosmos. According to this 

position, the universe is not a home to which we naturally belong but rather is 

the material object of our transforming work. This perspective is fading to some 

extent however and giving way to a third perspective. The Post Modern Answer 

to the question of humanities place in the universe proposes that humanity is not 

apart from the universe but is part of the universe. In this capacity humanity 

plays an integral role in the universe. This perspective is reflected in the new 

ecological and environmental consciousness at the heart of Deep Ecology Ethics.  

As part of the universe, we are to recognize that to abuse the universe and the 

created order is not only to damage the cosmos, but also to damage ourselves 

as part of that created order. 

 

DIVINE COMMAND ETHICS 

 Divine Command Ethics is a deontological ethical theory in which 

proponents argue that the right thing to do in a given moral dilemma is that 

which is commanded by God. While a number of Theologians have advocated 

Divine Command Ethics, it seems that the foremost advocate in the origination of 

the theory is Soren Kierkegaard.  Kierkegaard was a Danish existentialist 

theologian-philosopher. For Kierkegaard ethics had more than one meaning. It 

entailed a social and a religious dimension.  For Kierkegaard ethics represents 

the prevailing social norms and he also argued that social norms are the highest 

court of appeal for judging human affairs. According to Kierkegaard nothing 

outranks the social norms for ethicist of this domain.  He even goes so far as to 

contend that in the context of social norm human sacrifice may be justified in 

terms of how it serves the community. In his Fear and Trembling Kierkegaard 

argued that when Agamemnon sacrificed his daughter Iphigenia, he is regarded 

as a tragic hero since the sacrifice is required for the success of the Greek 

expedition to Troy.  
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 However, according to Kierkegaard there is a higher level of ethics, which 

is the level of the religious.  This level is retained in the context of the religious 

life of the individual. In this sense Kierkegaard recognized a duty to a power 

higher than social norms. He cites Abraham's almost sacrifice of Isaac as an 

example of obedience not to social norm but to the command of God. In fact, it 

will be noticed that Kierkegaard's second level of "ethics" may even required an 

ethic that is contrary to social norm as seen in Abraham's willingness to sacrifice 

Isaac.  In this event Kierkegaard emphasized that Abraham recognized a duty to 

something higher than a social duty not to kill an innocent person.  Objections to 

Kierkegaard’s approach include:  

 1) For Kierkegaard it is possible that God suspended that which is  ethics 
 in the sense of social prescribed norms. Isn't this dangerous  in that it 
 allowed for the possibility of delusional behavior such as that 
 expressed in the statement, "God told me to do it?" 
 2) In the event of Divine Fiat or Command we have no recourse to  public 
 reason. In fact the dependence upon such a command may  even be 
 irrational as previously cited in the previous criticism.  We  cannot use 
 reason to decide whether a person is legitimately obeying God's 
 command or whether he is a deluded sociopath. 
 3) Since the legitimacy of ethical behavior based on Divine Fiat cannot 
 be determined by public rationality, the legitimacy must be established 
 based  on religious faith. Doesn't this relegate religiously based behavior or 
 ethical decisions to a dangerous subjectivism? 
 

KANTIAN ETHICS 

 Kantian ethics is deontological ethical theory.  Kant rejects 

consequentialist ethics for the following reasons first because according to 

consequentialist ethics no moral act is right or wrong in itself. The rightness or 

wrongness of a particular act is determined rather by the consequences of the 

act. Second, Consequentialist constitutes a denial of moral freedom according to 

Kant. According to consequentialist ethics we are inclined toward the doing of a 

particular moral deed because we desire to produce good such as pleasure and 

happiness, which is in itself a restriction of moral freedom and prohibits us from 

the outset from acting responsibly. Third, consequentialist ethics is contextual. 
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Kant argued that individual moral situations vary by culture, age, education, 

society, etc.  What one person determines as the right consequences may differ 

from the determinations of another person. Fourth, consequentialist ethics is 

overly optimistic regarding the human ability to determine moral consequences.  

As a result, how can we be held responsible for those consequences? For these 

reasons, Kant rejected teleological or consequentialist ethical theories and 

advocated a morality based upon one's moral duty as encapsulated in what Kant 

called the categorical imperative. 

 

THE CATEGORICAL IMPERATIVE 

 According to Kant, morality is not based upon hypothetical imperatives 

that propose, "If you want X  (happiness for instance) then do Y." This approach 

to morality is consequentialist and, as previously noted, Kant rejects 

Consequentialist ethics.  Kant chooses rather to base morality upon what he 

terms a Categorical Imperative which proposes simply, "You must do X 

regardless of the outcome or consequences."  The risk inherent to 

Consequentialist ethics and hypothetical moral imperatives lies in the reality that 

individuals vary in their understanding of the consequences that should be 

desired, and therefore their means for attaining those goals would differ as well. 

Kant argued that morality should not vary from individual to individual. Morality 

should not be rooted in what we want to do (human volition), but should be 

based upon the use of reason.   

 The designation Categorical Imperative is significant in that the word 

Categorical entails Kant's conviction that morality and the basis for morality 

should be inclusive of all individuals regardless of their own particular context for 

moral decision-making. The term Imperative reveals Kant's conviction that there 

exists an actual moral criterion upon which each individual must based moral 

decisions. Kant was searching for a foundation for morality required of each 

individual regardless of his or her own life situation. Kant's Categorical 

Imperative emerged in two forms.  The first essentially stated that the individual 
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should act upon that rule which they would prefer that each individual act upon 

when confronted by a moral dilemma.  The second essentially stated that in a 

moral dilemma with other human beings we should always treat others as an 

end in themselves rather than using them as means to an end.   

 Kant proposed that a standard for morality should possess two criteria: 

universal consistency and universal acceptability.  Regarding the criteria of 

consistency, Kant argued for instance that a maxim such as,  "Lie when you can 

get away with it," cannot be universalized consistently because if people lied 

when they thought they could get away with it you would never know when 

anyone was telling the truth. Kant contended that there are maxims that can be 

universalized without contradiction.  These maxims are not universally 

acceptable. Imagine a selfish world where no one helps others except for 

personal gain.  Such a world would not be acceptable to everyone and the fact 

that it does not have universal acceptability makes it a maxim on which no moral 

action can be based. 

 Frequently the perceived familiarity between Kant's Categorical Imperative 

and the Golden Rule is mentioned.  However there is an important distinction to 

be made between the two.  The Golden Rule states, "Do unto others as you 

would have others do unto you."  Kant's Categorical Imperative contends, "We 

should act according to the maxim that we would wish that all individuals would 

act according to when confronted by a moral dilemma."  Two important 

qualities of the Golden Rule emerge after examination.  The Golden Rule is based 

upon what an individual wants. The Rule is also based upon an individuals desire 

for self-protection.  Kant's Categorical Imperative is not concerned with either of 

these. Kant based his Categorical Imperative upon reason or human rationality 

not want or human will or desire.  Kant concluded that there is an inherent risk 

when one establishes morality upon human volition, not the least of which is the 

potential reality that ethics becomes subjective and contextual or even 

whimsical.  Therefore, Kant attempted to base morality upon something much 

more profound and universal than emotion or will. He founded morality in human 
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reason. In contradistinction to the Golden Rule's emphasis upon a desire for self-

protection, Kant's categorical imperative has no concern for the self or for self-

protection. The Categorical Imperative is based exclusively upon good will and a 

sense of duty to do that which is right.  Therefore the distinction between the 

Golden Imperative and Kant's Categorical Imperative is subtle yet highly 

significant. 

 

VIRTUE ETHICS 

 Virtue ethics is also known as Neo-Aristotelian Ethics due to Aristotle's 

original emphasis upon the role of the virtues in moral behavior.  Contemporary 

virtue ethics asks essentially three questions: 

• Who do you most admire? 
• What do you most admire about them? 
• What list of traits would you use to describe them? 
 

 Whereas other ethical theories ask, "What should an individual do in a 

given moral dilemma?" Virtue ethics asks, "What kind of person do I want to be 

in this moral dilemma?"  The shift of emphasis therefore is away from "doing" 

toward "being."  This is due to the conclusion that "being" always precedes 

"doing". Put differently, what we choose to "do" in a given situation is reflective 

of who we "are".  The two are intimately related.   

 Aristotle divided the virtues into two categories: The Intellectual virtues 

and the Moral virtues.  He defined the intellectual virtues as those that enable an 

individual to understand, reason and judge well.  He proposed that the 

Intellectual virtues are learned from one's teachers.  The Moral virtues according 

to Aristotle are those that give an individual the ability to act well in the living of 

life in general and in a moral dilemma in particular.  The individual cultivates the 

Moral virtues in his life through the repetitive practice these virtues.  

 

ARISTOTLE AND THE GOLDEN MEANS 
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 Aristotle also advanced the concept of The Golden Means in relation to the 

virtues.  He believed that in the possession and display of the preferred virtues, 

each virtue must be properly balanced.  On the one hand, a particular virtue may 

be possessed to the point of excess.  On the other hand, the same virtue may be 

possessed to the point of deficiency.  For example, Aristotle considers the virtue 

of courage.  In a moral context, an individual may possess courage excessively 

and this excess will manifest itself in the forms of foolhardiness.  However, the 

individual may conversely possess a deficiency of courage and this will be 

manifested in the form of cowardliness.  For Aristotle, any virtue that the 

individual may strive to cultivate in life is liable to the extremes of excess or 

deficiency. 

 

NATURAL LAW ETHICS 

 Natural law theory argues that there is an objective moral law that 

transcends human conventions and decision. It governs individuals and the 

conduct of society, and can be known through reason and experience on the 

basis of the natural order of the world and also the built in tendencies of human 

nature. The basic concept of natural law ethics is that moral absolutes are 

inherent in human nature and can be perceived and formulated through the 

utilization of reason alone. The idea of natural law claims that the basic ethical 

insights are in principle available to any rational human beings regardless of his 

religion or ideology. In the first sense natural law doctrine stands opposed to the 

effort to tie ethics to religious revelation or to a revelation of right and wrong in 

general. A second point to be made concerning natural law is that it establishes 

the ethical norms in “nature” understood both as human nature” and also as a 

ore broad “human Nature” within which human life is lived.  This wider 

understanding might better be understood as “reality”.   

 Natural law theory applied to justice contends that any civil law that 

human brings legislate is just or properly called a law only if it is in conformity to 

the natural law. On the other hand, if a law of a particular society violates the 
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natural law, then it is unjust and is not really a law at all. Obviously when we are 

referring to the natural in the context of ethic and political philosophy, we are 

not talking about scientific physical laws, such as the law of gravity. However, 

the to concepts are similar because the natural la theorist believes that there is 

an objective moral order in reality that is independent of us, just as there is a 

physical order in nature. 

 Some of the features of the natural law theory can be found in Socrates, 

Plato, and some of the other earlier Greeks. Its origins are primarily however to 

be found i the work of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.). Aristotle did not believe that the 

state is a human invention. His theory contrasts in this sense with the social 

contract theorists. Aristotle claimed that human beings are political animals 

whose very nature dictates that they are made to live in society. In this way, we 

are like other social creatures, such as ants or wolves, who live in colonies or 

packs and who have leaders and an implicit social structure. However, we are 

also different in that we have speech, reason, and the ability to discern good and 

evil. Therefore, unlike the social structure of other animals, our social life is not 

governed by instinct but by out ability to make rational and moral decisions. 

 According to the natural law theorists, all morally aware people have the 

potential to recognize these laws. However, it should be acknowledged that 

Aristotle recognized that as little children this potential needs to be developed 

through moral training. The moral principles that make up the natural law are 

not capable of being proven because they are so basic. Obviously some 

individuals through their behavior or their theories deny the existence of the 

natural law. However, the natural law theorists would say that this denial does 

not prove that the natural law is not real any more than the fact that color-blind 

people cannot distinguish blue from green or that tone-deaf people are not 

sensitive to music proves that colors or melodies are not real. 

 Because this moral law is called “natural”, the point is being made that we 

can discover the basic principles of morality by using our natural faculties. 

Although many natural law theorists were religious and believed that the natural 
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law was ultimately rooted in God and the way we were created, it is not 

necessary to be a theist to be a natural law theorist. From Aristotle on, natural 

law theorists have l believed that whether we are religious or not, we can 

discover the natural law by reasoning about experience and human nature.  

 The natural law theorist does not claim that we always have a complete 

and infallible knowledge of this natural law any more than we are always correct 

in discerning the objective physical laws. For example, the writers of the U.W. 

Constitution correctly realized that all persons are created equal and have basic 

rights at the same time that they held slaves. It took a century for our society to 

realize that the institution of slavery violated the natural law. It took another 

century to begin to change those laws in society that discriminated against 

minorities and women. We are still in the process of trying to bring our society’s 

practices and civil laws in conformity with moral law. 

 Ancient Greek and roman thought, particularly Stoicism, introduced ideas 

of eternal laws that directed the actions of all rational beings and are built into 

the very structure of the universe. Roman lawyers developed a doctrine of law 

that t all civilized people would recognize, and made some effort to explain it in 

terms of a natural law common to animals and humans. The most influential 

forms of natural law theory arose from later efforts to use Stoic and legal 

language to work out a Christian theory of morality and politics. The aim was to 

show that the principles of morals could be known by reason alone, without 

revelation, so that the whole human race could know how to live properly. The 

law of nature applies according to this understanding only to rational beings that 

can obey or disobey it deliberately and freely. It is thus different in kind from the 

laws of God established for the inanimate irrational parts of creation. Natural law 

theorists often saw continuities and analogies between natural laws for humans 

and those for the rest of creation, but did not confuse them. 

 The most enduringly influential natural law writer was Thomas Aquinas. 

According to Aquinas, God’s eternal reason ordains laws directing all things to act 

for the good of the community of the universe. Human reason can participate 
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sufficiently in God’s eternal reason to show us the good of the human 

community. The natural law is a sharing in the eternal law in a manner 

appropriate to our human nature. God laws down certain other laws through 

revelation and these divine laws point us toward out eternal goal. The natural 

law concerns our earthly good and needs to be supplemented by human laws.   

 The term ‘natural law” is the term used by Thomas Aquinas to designate 

the eternal law as it applies to humans. According to Thomas, God gave human 

beings freedom; therefore they are free to obey the natural law or not. It should 

be noted that the phrase “natural law” is not related to modern sciences 

application of it. In the scientific sense, humans are not free to disobey natural 

physical laws. Obedience to natural law is a rational participation in the eternal 

law of God according to Aquinas. Thomas argued that individuals have a 

sufficient knowledge of their own human nature to understand generally what is 

morally correct and to be able to regular their own actions in the light of that 

understanding. They know that they should seek to preserves themselves and 

that therefore suicide is wrong. They know that they should as a species 

reproduce. Human know that they should care for their fellow humans. But just 

in case self-knowledge is not strong enough in a weak-minded person to lead to 

these insights, revelation (religious revelation) has been provided to humans, 

which includes, for example the Ten Commandments. Thomas Aquinas’ moral 

philosophy, then, is another example of what is called “natural theology” in 

which both philosophy and biblical revelation lead to the same conclusion. 

(Palmer, Looking at Philosophy, 144-45) 

 More specifically, in the Christian context, the concept of natural law has 

been especially influential among Roman Catholic theologians. Aquinas is a major 

contributor to Roman Catholic moral philosophy. The Roman Catholic view is that 

the moral la of God is built into creation itself, and into humanity. It is the 

universal moral law for the entire human race and therefore applies to both 

Christian and non-Christian. 
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 For example, Roman Catholics hold that the idea that procreation is the 

purpose of human sexuality is derived from natural law. Natural law can be 

applied to all people. Therefore, the Roman Catholic Church feels free to prohibit 

birth control not on the specific grounds that this prohibition is a matter of 

conscience with Roman Catholics, but that it a natural law and therefore applies 

universally.   

 

EFFORTS TO UNDERMINE ETHICS 

A number of proposals represent an anti-ethical approach.  These 

approaches represent the rejection of traditional ethical theories and undermine 

any effort to establish a universal guideline for ethical thought and decision-

making.   

 

Existentialism 

 Existentialism represents an attempt to refocus consideration of moral 

decisions from the issue confronted to the actor confronting the issue. The focus 

of Existentialism is upon the role of human choice, which evidences the 

Existentialist confidence in human freedom. The paradox of Existentialism lies in 

the belief that, in our choices, we restrict our destiny and ultimately determine 

who we will be and what we will be like. Advocates of existential ethics include 

Jean Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, and Martin Heidegger. 

 

The Naturalistic Fallacy 

 The central thesis presented by those advocating the naturalistic fallacy 

may be summarized in the statement that no is implies ought. No factual claims, 

such as those about whether actions produce pleasure, can be the basis for 

statements about what we are obligated to do. This is designated as the 

naturalistic fallacy since it takes something that is part of nature and tries to 

make a metaethical claim or one that transcends nature. The naturalistic fallacy 

is associated with the work of David Hume and G. E. Moore.  Since the good 
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cannot be defined in terms of any natural quality then the attempt to define the 

good in terms of other facts must result in a fallacy. The alternative is that good 

is simply a quality like yellow or blue. You either know it or you do not. 

 

Logical Positivism 

 Logical Positivism argued that moral statements are neither analytic (true 

by definition) nor are they synthetic (true by observation). They merely express 

a feeling or a command. They are not true or false except insofar as they tell us 

about the feelings of another. A. J. Ayer and Ludwig Wittgenstein are advocates 

of Logical Positivism, though the later Wittgenstein reflects somewhat of a 

departure from the movement. 

 

Cultural and Ethical Relativism 

 Relativism is “the denial that there are certain kinds of universal truths.”  

(“Relativism” in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 790) Ethical relativism 

contends, “There are no universally valid moral principles” and “all moral 

principles are valid relative too culture or individual choice.” (“Relativism” in The 

Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, 790)  According to Cultural and Ethical 

Relativism, morality is in the eyes of the beholder.  Personal or individual moral 

relativism proposed that moral outlooks or opinions are based on the conclusions 

of individual persons; whereas cultural or social relativism argues that ethical 

values vary from society to society or culture to culture.  According to social or 

cultural relativism the norms of a given society determine ethical requirements, 

but according to individual relativism the individual determines moral 

perspectives and conclusions.  Ethical relativism is increasingly the result of 

diversity in a given social context.  Another contributing factor to the increasing 

reality of moral and ethical relativism is a prevailing sense of moral uncertainty.  

Further complicating the situation related to an ever-increasing ethical relativism 

is the spectrum of situational and social diversity.   
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 A number of criticisms may be launched at moral relativism.  First, there 

seems to be an inherent semantic inconsistency with regard to moral relativism 

in that it is inconsistent to use the terms right and wrong in an inconsistent 

manner.  The very terms themselves seem to require a level of universal 

absolutism.  Second, there is the question of boundaries in that one is forced to 

ask where the standards of one individual or group ends and those of another 

begin.  Third, there is a difficult with cultural relativism as related to the matter 

of the so-called tyranny of the majority.   

 Put simply, why should we conclude that a statistical is constitutes a moral 

ought.  Because the majority endorse a particular moral standard does not 

mandate that the moral standard is ethical or moral.  Some contend that if ethics 

and moral are relative then there is no room for dialogue, discussion and moral 

progress.  Finally there is the argument that arguments for ethical relativism of 

any kind are self-refuting in that, while the relativist is arguing against any 

absolute moral standard, in reality the essence of moral relativism, which argues 

there is no universal moral standard, proposes an actual moral standard of 

ethical relativism.  In addition to ethical relativism, is the position of ethical 

objectivism, which contends that there exists an objective standard of right and 

wrong which is applicable to all individuals.  Moral Pluralism argues that in any 

given moral dilemma the ethical options are diverse.  Ethical nihilism proposes 

that there is actually no such thing as right and wrong and that there is 

consequently no need to speak of these categories.  Ethical skepticism proposes 

that, while the terms right and wrong have meaning, their meanings cannot be 

established.   

 

Nietzsche and the Will to Power 

 For Frederick Nietzsche, ethics is essentially an expression of the impulse 

to create value, the will to life and the will to power. According to Nietzsche, the 

creation of value is good because it promotes advancement beyond the human. 

He believed that there are two levels of morality: the slave morality and the 
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master morality. The slave morality is a morality of the herd (masses of common 

people) and is based on the mediocre majority.  This morality is a control 

mechanism of the strong toward the weak according to Nietzsche. This effort of 

control in turn creates resentment on behalf of the controlled toward those in 

power. The slave morality speaks of such ethical categories as pity, tolerance, 

modesty, sympathy, humility, respect, freedom, and happiness.  Commitment to 

the pursuit of these qualities results in the continued domination of the weak and 

consequently the resentment of the weak toward the strong. 

 The master morality is attainable only by the elite and produces a higher 

level of humanity designated as the Ubermensch or Superman. This higher type 

of human is solitary, deals with others only as instruments, manifest resilience, 

affirms this life rather than the life beyond and exhibit self-reverence or nobility.  

Nietzsche's most in depth discussion of the issue is found in his Beyond Morality. 

The slave object, the focus of the slave morality, develops resentment toward 

those in power according to Nietzsche. The average person resents those in 

power since it is these individuals who determine values, standards and qualities 

of right and wrong, moral and immoral.  The slave, therefore, calls all who are 

morally creative evil. Therein lies the basis for Nietzsche's conclusions regarding 

Christian morality.  

Nietzsche believed that one of the necessary conditions of civil society is 

that differing groups must cooperate with others in order for there to be 

structure in the society. The Master Morality imposed upon the masses was a 

mechanism of control, which in turn was to lead to civil order.  However, despite 

the efforts of the elite, the animal instincts of humanity are still present. 

Consequently, there is a tendency toward a slave revolt mentality against the 

rules of morality imposed by the elite upon the herd or masses.  From this 

resentment emerges the Christian understanding of eternal torment or reward. 

Christian eschatological accountability, according to Nietzsche, is a product of the 

resentment of the masses toward the elite who have imposed a morality of 
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control upon them.  The threat of divine punishment is an attempt on the part of 

the masses to counter the control efforts of the elite to define morality. 

 Nietzsche argued that human success could be accomplished not by 

placing one's faith in a God who is in reality dead, but rather by self-reliance. 

From this concept emerges his conclusion that what does not kill the individual 

only serves to make the individual stronger.  The adversities and challenges of 

human existence, rather than compelling us to trust in the delusion of a God 

should in reality create within the individual strength based in one's own identity. 

This self-reliant overcoming individual is the Ubermensch. 

 

Egoism  

 Egoism comes in two forms: Psychological Egoism and Ethical Egoism.  

Psychological Egoism is a descriptive theory, contending that every human action 

is motivated by self-interest.  According to Psychological Egoism individuals act 

only in order to advance their own self-interests. Ethical Egoism is a prescriptive 

theory.  The theory contends that each person ought to maximally advance his 

or her own self-interest. The right thing for a person to do is to advance their 

own interests and Psychological Egoism says that individuals will do so, while 

Ethical Egoism says that individuals should do so.   

 A number of criticisms have been launched at Egoism, specifically Ethical 

Egoism. First, it is not positive to base life or society purely on self-interests. 

When each individual pursues his or her own self-interests this inevitably leads to 

personal, social, and political chaos. The theory is also flawed in that it contends 

that the more the individual asserts his or her rights the better off everyone will 

be. There is something inherently contradictory in this belief. It seems that the 

theory is simply contrary to common sense and human intuition. 

 

Emotivism 

 Emotivism is also called Non-Cognitivism signifying that the theory centers 

upon the understanding of ethical statements not as rational or cognitive, but 
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rather as a Non-cognitivist or Emotive (Emotional). Emotivism is closely related 

to Logical Positivism and the Principle of Verification in which advocates contend 

that religious, moral, and aesthetic statements cannot be verified as true and 

therefore should be regarded as nonsensical. In short meaningful judgments are 

that have a method of verification otherwise such judgments are nothing more 

than disguised nonsense. 

 Advocates of Emotivism include A.J. Ayer, Charles Stevenson and Richard 

Hare.  Ayer argued that moral judgments are simply devices to express our 

attitudes, desires, and emotions about the world. To say something is good is 

not to attribute a property to that item in any sense. Instead, when we say that 

something is good we are expressing our own attitude or sentiment toward that 

object. Emotivism has also been called The Boo/Hurrah Theory. For example, to 

say that a particular piece of art is good is to express an emotional exclamation 

of “Hurrah!” and to say that a particular piece of art is "bad" is to "Boo!" the 

object.  Stevenson and Hare later refined the movement arguing that such 

statements are not merely statements, but are intended not only to verbalize 

ones approval or disapproval but are ethical utterances intended to influence the 

attitudes of others. For example, when we cheer at a football game we aim at 

influencing others to do the same. Stevenson even went so far as to argue that 

there is a sense in which ethical language is meaningful and is simply reflective 

of another domain requiring different terminology.   

 

Feminism 

 There is no one standard presentation of feminist philosophy of feminist 

ethics.  In short it may be said of feminist philosophy that it "refuses to identify 

the human experience with the male experience." (Cambridge Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, 305)   

 Advocates of the feminist philosophical perspective contend that 

traditional philosophical approaches are inadequate in that these approaches 

represent exclusively the male perspective. In addition, the traditional male 



 257 

oriented approach to philosophy in general and ethical theory in particular 

neglects the feminine understandings and perceptions of philosophical concerns.  

Finally, the traditional approach also fails to grant an equal status to the feminine 

understanding of philosophical concerns and solutions and dismisses the feminist 

approach as not only inadequate but inferior which in itself reflects the 

presuppositions lying behind the male hierarchical and rational approach to 

philosophy and ethics.  

 It should be pointed out that there is no one standard presentation of 

feminist ethics. The following material will focus upon three feminist proposals 

regarding the task of ethics.  First we will examine Nel Noddings approach which 

is known as an ethic of caring. Second we will review Catherine A. MacKinnon's 

approach that specifically addresses a feminist theory of the state.  Finally, we 

will explore the work of Sandra Harding feminist perspective of science.     

 

Noddings and an ethic of care 

 Nel Noddings feminist understanding of the ethical task is known as an 

ethic of caring.  She contrasts two approaches to the challenges of ethical 

thinking.  On the one hand, Noddings criticizes the standard male-dominated 

perspective, which, according to Noddings, focuses upon the use of principles in 

ethics. This particular approach tends to typically be the approach of the father 

in Noddings opinion. This male reliance on principles in ethics involves reason, 

detachment, inflexible rules, moral judgments and universalizability.  The 

downside of this approach, according to Noddings is its tendency to produce 

dangerous self-righteousness and even violence.  On the other hand, Noddings 

acknowledges the ethical approach, which relies upon caring. This approach 

tends to represent the approach of the mother. The issues of human caring, the 

memory of caring and of being cared for form the foundation for ethics in 

Noddings' approach.   

 This approach is also characterized by receptivity, relatedness, and 

responsiveness which characteristics are basic to caring. In giving reasons for 
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ethical actions, women, according to Noddings, focus upon feelings, needs, 

personal impressions, and a sense of personal ideal rather than upon principles.  

Ethical caring under this paradigm of the ethics of caring emerges from a natural 

caring, which is characterized by the context of a relationship in which we 

respond through love or natural inclination.   

 Noddings focuses upon what she terms as "the one caring" on the one 

hand, and "the cared for" on the other.  The one-caring represents the subject in 

the ethical relationship, whereas the cared-for" represents the object or the 

recipient of the care in the ethical relationship.  With regard to the one-caring, 

she contends that there is a receptive mode of "feeling with" someone that is to 

be distinguished from empathy. The one-caring is engrossed in the wellbeing and 

the welfare of the one cared-for. Any objective reasoning in the one-caring must 

be constantly refocused on the concrete and the personal.   

 For instance, in Kierkegaard's story of Abraham considering the sacrifice 

of Isaac in the Old Testament, a woman as one-caring would never even 

consider sacrificing a son for God or for a greater good, neither for the benefit of 

others.  The story itself is reflective of the traditional male dominated reason 

based, principle oriented and more detached approach to relationships and to 

the ethical task.  Any attempt to take seriously killing one's own child for the 

sake of some principle of abstraction violates the one caring relationship with the 

cared for according to Noddings.   

 There are limits however which the one-caring must acknowledge.  The 

one caring is most concerned with an inner circle of cared-fors and is not 

responsible for everyone. In addition, there are circles of personal regard of 

lesser significance and circles of strangers who may or may not take on caring.  

In addition, the one caring cannot extend this caring to a general humanitarian 

altruism. Further the ethical ideal for each of us must be realistic and attainable, 

both in keeping with my past and open enough to accommodate future change.  

I cannot care for everyone and I have to care for myself without overwhelming 
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myself with burdens toward others. Indeed, according to Noddings, there is the 

danger that I cease to care when others become too much of a burden.   

 On the other hand, Noddings also speaks of "the cared for." She contends 

that the one-caring should avoid excessive permissiveness as well as 

manipulation in dealing with the cared-for. There is a complete focus on the 

cared for, but not in a way that ignores the interests that reflect the one cared-

for or ignores dangerous and potentially harmful acts on the part of the cared- 

for. The cared-for must exhibit a certain amount of receptivity and recognition of 

the one-caring in order for the caring relationship to be completed.  

 There must be a sort of reciprocity on the part of the one cared-for in the 

sense of sharing aspirations and accomplishments with the one-caring. While 

there may be a likelihood of inequality in caring relationships for example in the 

relationships between parent and child, teacher and student or therapist and 

client, this inequality should be perceived not in terms of a hierarchy of superior 

to inferior which reflects the male perspective, but rather should reflect a 

relationship which is more similar to friendship.  In addition, the cared-for should 

be free to pursue his or her own interests but should also be responsible to the 

caring relationship with the one caring.   

 Noddings proposes that natural caring gives a basic sense of "the good." 

Ethical caring is a combination of natural caring with our best memories of past 

instances of caring and being cared for. Ethical caring gives rise to an ethical 

ideal or a vision of our best self-possible in ethical caring in Noddings' approach.  

We become ethical selves as we care for others and are cared-for and 

consequently we develop a sense of fulfillment and completed identity.   

 Also, Noddings reminds that in caring for others there is an imperatival 

"must" which becomes part of our being. This "must" arises as an obligation 

through the recognition of the value of relatedness. An ethic of caring does not 

rest on rules, but rather upon faithfulness in caring as a genuine response to 

individual situations.  An ethic of caring is not based upon the justification of 
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moral judgments in contradistinction to the typical male oriented approach to 

ethics.  

 Further, an ethic of care is skeptical about institutions and institutionally 

directed actions regardless of the nature of the institutions under consideration 

whether religious, political or welfare oriented. Institutions cannot be caring and 

institutions demand loyalty in a way, which is foreign to and contradictory to 

authentic caring.  In an interesting sense Noddings' approach is Incarnational, 

demanding the interaction of flesh and blood persons.   

 According to Noddings men and women view ethics very differently.  Men 

tend to view ethics in detached terms, relying upon principles and rational 

analysis whereas women tend to view ethics in terms of concrete situations, the 

details of what is happening in those individual situations and in the context of a 

need for caring. Noddings strongly advocates a basically feminine approach to 

ethics. However, she does not claim that men are incapable of embracing a 

caring ethic. At this point she is surprisingly though not overly optimistic.  She 

advocates a dialogue regarding masculine and feminine approaches to ethical 

decision-making and she argues that while women seem to have a greater innate 

tendency toward natural caring, men are not closed off from becoming more 

caring persons.   

 

Evaluation 

 Some critics of Noddings ethical approach point to the sharp dichotomy 

between masculine and feminine approaches to ethics in her theory. Noddings 

makes qualifications accepting some use of reason within a caring approach and 

she calls for an ethical dialogue in order to arrive at a transcendence of 

specifically masculine and feminine tendencies and yet this is overlooked or 

ignored in her theory.   

 A strength of Noddings' theory lies in her emphasis upon caring, which is 

missing from much traditional male oriented ethical theory.  It is this writer's 

conclusion that she is correct that there is a need for a more engaged 
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compassion and empathy on the part of the one caring as opposed to the more 

detached, rationalistic traditional approach.   

 

Sandra Harding and the Social Sciences 
 

Sandra Harding is an American philosopher of feminist and postcolonial 

theory, epistemology, research methodology and philosophy of science. She is 

currently a professor at the UCLA Graduate School of Education and Information 

Studies.  Sandra Harding proposes that the Social Sciences serve as the 

foundational science.  An adequate science requires a scientific study of the 

social beliefs and practices of scientists themselves. But natural scientists, with 

their fixation upon physical sciences as the foundational model for all sciences, 

have created the myth of a value-free, neutral science where social beliefs and 

practices are irrelevant.  The myth is best captured in the separation of the 

context of discovery from the context of justification and then the relegation of 

the context of discovery to an insignificant side issue. As a result of the myth, 

scientists do not understand the "real causes and meanings" of their own work.   

 According to Harding, the social sciences, such as history, sociology, and 

anthropology, provide a more sound foundation for science than the physical 

sciences. They present a more "naturalistic" approach to science. The social 

sciences can deconstruct or strip away the veneer of scientific rationality that 

misleads physical scientists and philosophers of science into presuming the 

objective nature of their accounts. For example, whereas physical scientists may 

believe that the methods developed during the rise of modern science in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries represent a triumph of purely objective, 

intellectual advancement and were the cause of subsequent social progress, the 

social sciences can show that "changes underway in the late feudal and early 

modern European social life were primarily responsible for the popular 

acceptance of sciences new ways of conceptualizing nature and inquiry. On a 
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deeper level, the social sciences can reveal how race, class, and gender have 

skewed science in particular directions.  Harding writes: 

 "But our contemporary social theory, influenced by psychoanalytic 
 concerns, also reveals the distinctively Western masculine desires  that 
 are satisfied by the preoccupation with method, rule and law governed 
 behavior and activity. Here, too, modern science projects onto nature 
 distinctively Western masculine projects and destinies."  (The Science 
 Question in Feminism, p. 229) 
 

Harding sees the attempt to set up physics as the foundational science to 

be misguided.  She writes, 

 Why then should we take as the model for all knowledge - seeking a 
 science that has no conceptual space for considering irrational 
 behavior and belief? Moreover, possible explanations even in 
 physics would be more reliable, more fruitful, if physicists were 
 trained to examine critically the social origins and often-irrational social 
 implications of their conceptual systems. For instance, would not 
 physicists benefit from asking why a scientific worldview with physics as 
 its paradigm excludes the history of physics from its recommendation that 
 we seek causal explanations of everything in the world around us?  (p. 
 47) 
 
 

Sandra Harding, Feminism, the Social Sciences and Gender 

According to Harding, there is an Androcentric Bias in the Social Sciences. 

Harding cites feminist studies in the social sciences that show a male centered or 

Androcentric bias, which is both conceptual and political in traditional science.  

Conceptually, masculine identity favors rational thinking over feeling, the abstract 

and general over the concrete and particular, the separation of knowledge itself 

from its social issues, the separation of the subject from what is observed, the 

domination of the subject over the object, and objectivity over subjectivity.  So 

male scientists framed the conceptual structure of science to fit the needs of 

masculine identity. Accordingly, there is nothing surprising in the reliance on 

physics as a paradigm for all science, in the exclusive concern with the context of 

justification rather with the context of discovery, in the assumption of neutral or 
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value-free scientific objectivity. Rather than being a reflection of reality, the 

traditional conceptual structure of science reflects the male ego.   

Androcentric science demeans the status of women by ignoring their 

interests and excluding feminist oriented methodology. It devalues the special 

advantages women bring to scientific study, such as the value of experiential 

relations with others, the appreciation of feelings in social life, an understanding 

of practical life activities, and direct experience of the social harm resulting 

through the separation of abstract knowledge from its oppressive social uses.   

Politically, Androcentric science focuses upon domination. The object of 

the domination in such a scientific approach may be in relation to nature, race, 

class, or sexuality. This domination has little concern for or sensitivity to the 

consequences of such domination. Environmental or ecological problems can 

occur as a consequence when this domination is practiced in relationship to the 

environment. Another result of this domination is social oppression with respect 

to race, class and gender. The entry of more women into science in 

contemporary times meets political resistance from male scientists because it 

threatens their sense of masculine identity. So as a defense mechanism, they 

require that women assume a masculine identity in the form of scientific 

rationality as a prerequisite for doing scientific work. In other words, women are 

forced to surrender their feminine identity in order to become scientists.   

The development of scientific rationality during the fifteenth to 

seventeenth centuries was accompanied by the desire of men to achieve 

dominance over women. Harding finds it significant that modern science arose at 

a time following the social breakdown in feudal society, when women were 

emerging to participate more fully in public life. Science was a way of meeting 

the threat that the emerging activity of women posed. 

Gender metaphors are key indicators of the Androcentric bias in science 

according to Harding. A prime example is the use of rape and torture metaphor 

by Francis Bacon (561-1626). Bacon is usually regarded as one of the great 

founders of the modern scientific method. In explaining the new method and 
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referring to nature in feminine terms, as was usually done, Bacon wrote about 

the need to "hound nature in her wanderings", to "lead and drive her," and to 

have no scruples about "entering and penetrating into those holes and corners", 

all in the interest of pursuing truth.   

Even in the 1960's the Nobel Prize winning physicist Richard Feynman felt no 

reservations in likening acceptance of a scientific theory to falling in love with a 

woman having faults not immediately obvious according to Harding. And, in 

time, the theory's "become an old lady, who has very little that's attractive left in 

her, and the young today will not have their hearts pound when they look at her 

anymore."   

To eliminate the Androcentric bias in science, according to Harding, we 

need much more than an increased number of women scientists.  If more 

women become scientists but adopt the Standard Scientific Explanation, then 

nothing will change in the field of science. She, therefore, proposes a feminist 

successor science. At this point, Harding does not think that the boundaries of 

this successor science are clearly discernible. Yet there are key features that 

emerge.  The social sciences not the physical sciences will provide the 

foundational paradigm. Science must be focused upon the context of discovery. 

The manner in which the sciences are used, and their social/political effects, will 

become more important than abstract conceptions of knowledge for its own 

sake.  

The special methodological interests of women, such as the value of 

experiential relations with others, the appreciation of feelings in social life, and 

an understanding of practical life activities, will take the place of excessively 

quantitative studies and separations that isolate the scientific investigator from 

the subjects of study. Value concerns will then replace value neutrality. Science 

will benefit from the unique experiences and understandings that women being 

to the presentation of problems as well as to the collection and evaluation of 

data. As both victims and acknowledgers of Androcentric bias in science, feminist 

have an advantage over men in correcting "bad" science.   
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MacKinnon and the State 
 
 Katherine MacKinnon advocates a feminist theory of the state. She 

proposes a method of "collective consciousness raising" as the tool by which 

women may reconstruct their own social reality. This consciousness raising 

approach proposed by MacKinnon utilizes the everyday life experiences of 

women which occurs in an environment of openness and honesty with the result 

that participants become more aware of their social being. MacKinnon rejects an 

attempt at achieving an abstractive objectivity that conforms to some external 

standard. Rather, the internal dynamics of the consciousness raising process, 

working through a critical examination of the actual life experiences of women, 

brings women to a realization of their shared social reality. Under MacKinnon's 

approach knowledge is not a copy of reality as in a scientific model. Rather 

knowledge is a social consciousness or awareness that arises by attending to the 

experience of living. According to MacKinnon the scientific model of knowledge 

mistakenly devalues consciousness raising. Consciousness raising leads to an 

awareness of women's social condition through the reflection upon experiences 

that are actually lived by women. There is to be an absence of men in these 

sessions of consciousness raising and this is a key element of MacKinnon's 

approach since it provides a context for increased openness in speech and 

dialogue with no need to compete for male attention or approval or to be passive 

or even to be intimated or support men's version of reality.   

 According to MacKinnon, women's self concepts develop through 

extensive attention to the day to day survival of women in their households, 

work, friendships, sexuality, and encounters with strangers. Consciousness 

raising is a way of socializing women's knowing so that they become conscious of 

themselves as have a shared reality.  There are a variety of consequences of this 

consciousness raising.  First, women's reality is defined by social structure rather 

than by biology or nature. Qualities usually associated with being feminine, 
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therefore, such as nurturing, orientation toward children, frailty, intuition, are 

socially developed roles, which are usually required of women.  Second, the 

present structure of society is based upon male dominance whereby men directly 

benefit from the deprivation, inferior status, and degradation of women. Male 

dominance is a power by which men define themselves and consequently men 

view any challenge to their power as a threat to their self-identity.  Male 

dominance is achieved through physical intimidation according to MacKinnon but 

it is also achieved through the social processes by which women develop their 

concept of self. Male power becomes a sort of self-enforcing power. Women 

become what MacKinnon labels "thingified in the head."  By this she means, for 

example, that women's style of dress and low status jobs become ways of 

structuring their personal feelings and concepts of self. As women become aware 

of their condition, however, they realize that they are damaged."  The realization 

is a second consequence of consciousness raising.  Third, Women's feelings and 

self-concepts come to e recognized as appropriate, given their social conditions. 

However, with the emergence of consciousness raising they also realize that 

there are opportunities for change.  Fourth, since the problems of women 

develop through a social structure of male dominance and power, solutions 

require the complete restructuring of society as a whole through the concerted 

action of woman as a whole and this is accomplished only through the act or 

event of consciousness raising.   

According to MacKinnon, what is called "femininity" signifies 

"attractiveness to men, which means sexual attractiveness, which means sexual 

availability, which further means sexual availability on male terms. In this sense, 

women desiring and exhibiting femininity evidences the degree to which male 

power has been socially incorporated in their concept of themselves. Liberal 

feminism is to be understood as liberalism applied to women whereby there is 

the attempt to correct the surface inequalities of sexism and this, according to 

MacKinnon, is not true feminism. Radical feminism is feminism and without a 
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radical reordering of society, the degrading inequalities of male domination 

remain. 

For MacKinnon, sexuality is the primary domain of male dominance. Male 

power sustains the existence of rape, incest, pornography, prostitution, and 

sexual harassment. However it also constructs the social consciousness of 

sexuality to maintain gender inequalities that make women subservient to men. 

So a woman's sexuality comes to exist for the benefit of men. According to 

MacKinnon, men see rape as intercourse. Feminism observes that men make 

much intercourse into rape. Men say women desire to be degraded. Feminism 

sees female masochism as the ultimate success of male supremacy and puzzle 

and even marvel over its failures. MacKinnon defines sexual liberation as an end 

to male domination.  

MacKinnon points out that pornography sexually objectifies women as 

existing for the sexual pleasure of men. Men find the subservience itself of 

women in pornography to be erotic and to be a source of empowerment for male 

dominance. Studies of men viewing sexual material show that while they initially 

may be repulsed by rape, they rather quickly come to enjoy it and even find 

viewing violent sexual behavior more arousing than viewing non violent sexual 

behavior according to MacKinnon.  According to Mackinnon what is designated as 

sex in pornography is much like what victims report to be rape. She indicates 

that in this light, the major distinction between intercourse, which is normal, and 

rape, which is abnormal, is that the normal happens so often that one cannot get 

anyone to see anything wrong with it.  Interestingly MacKinnon points out that 

what is especially devastating about sexuality as socially constructed in a male 

dominated society is that a women's body experiences sexual abuse as 

pleasurable.   

According to MacKinnon, the liberal state, with its constitutional 

guarantees of equal rights and protection of freedom of individual choice, is in 

reality a political structure that sustains and enhances male power. As long as 

gender inequality exists as the underlying social structure according to 
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Mackinnon, supposedly "liberal" institutions do nothing to liberate women. Liberal 

attempts to make women more equal with respect to work opportunities, sexual 

harassment, and political power are merely ways to allow women to act more 

like men in Mackinnon's opinion. Additionally, in the process, they only make 

women more sexually available to men. The institutional structure of the liberal 

state establishes objectivity and neutrality as a norm, particularly in the area of 

jurisprudence. Rights, therefore become abstractions to be argued over and 

proved according to standards set by male dominance. In the liberal state, the 

burden of proof is always on the women to prove that she did not consent in 

cases of rape, sexual harassment, incest, sexual abuse, and pornography. There 

is no recognition that, under conditions of gender inequality, where male force is 

dominant, the concept of "consent" may be a questionable concept.  For men, 

the effect of abortion rights is the greater sexual availability for men.  This is an 

extremely interesting point proposed by MacKinnon and points to a subtle 

implication of abortion rights legislation.  Pornography, in addition p [protected 

under freedom of speech and the press ignores the degrading sexual 

subordination of women involved in the pornography business.   

MacKinnon acknowledges that there is at present no fully developed 

feminist theory of the state. She further contends that women need to be able to 

be different rather than possessing an equality that allowed them to be the same 

as men which in turn just enhances male power. Whereas gender neutrality is 

the male standard in the liberal state, special protection is the feminist standard 

that is necessary to overcome male dominance. In a feminist jurisprudence, the 

burden of proof would shift toward the recognition of the present gender 

inequalities taking into account the particular details of the sexual inequalities, 

statistical disparities and the degree to which statues work to serve male 

supremacy.   

 

CONCLUSION 



 269 

 One of the more problematic areas of philosophic debate concerns ethical 

behavior.  In centuries past, philosophers were concerned with the more abstract 

concerns of ethics focusing upon the questions of why the individual should be 

ethical.  Since the 1960’s, however, the ethical focus has shifted toward a more 

practical concern.  Consequently, ethical dialogue has centered upon the 

questions related to biomedical ethics, media ethics, business ethics and a 

multiplicity of other ethical concerns.  While philosophy does not provide easy 

answers to the questions of ethics, perhaps its strength lies in the ability to 

provide us with an awareness of why we act as we do and the ethical 

presuppositions among which we make our moral decisions.  Consequently, 

ethical reflection and dialogue is made possible. 
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CHAPTER FOUR STUDY GUIDE 
 

Content Questions 
 

1. What is the “study of morality” and how is “morality” different from 
“ethics”? 

2. How is the moral category of legality different from the category of 
morality? 

3. Compare the contrast descriptive and prescriptive ethics. 
4. Explain Aristotle’s approach to ethics. 
5. Why is Plato categorized as a deontological ethicist? 
6. What is the relationship of the world of forms and moral according to 

Plato? 
7. Explain metaethics in relation to naturalism, cognitivism and non-

cognitivism. 
8. Explain Plato’s understanding of morality in relationship to the 

harmonious integration of the self. 
9. In what manner is Utilitarianism a hedonistic theory of ethics? 
10. John Stuart Mill stated, “It is better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a pig 

satisfied.”  In what manner does this statement reflect Mill’s broadening 
of Utilitarian ethics? 

11. Define Deep Ecology Ethics. 
12. Explain the pre-modern response to the question, “What is our place as 

humans in the cosmos?” 
13. Explain the modern response to the question, “What is our place as 

humans in the cosmos?” 
14. Explain the postmodern answer to the question, “What is our place as 

humans in the cosmos?” 
15. Define Divine Command Ethics. 
16. Explain the four reasons why Immanuel Kant rejected consequential 

ethics. 
17. Compare and contrast Kant’s understanding of the difference between 

hypothetical moral imperatives and categorical moral imperatives. 
18. Compare and contrast Kant’s categorical imperative with the Golden Rule 

of Jesus. 
19. Explain the role of human choice in shaping character according to 

Existentialist ethics. 
20. How did the Logical Positivists view ethical statements? 
21. Compare and contrast Aristotle’s intellectual and moral virtues. 
22. What is Aristotle’s ethic of the Golden Means? 

 
 

Vocabulary 
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1. Prescriptive Ethics 
2. Descriptive Ethics 
3. Moral Philosophy 
4. Eudaimonia 
5. Deontological Ethics 
6. Teleological Ethics 
7. Empirical Ethics 
8. Normative Ethics 
9. Analytical Ethics 
10. Meta-ethics 
11. Non-Consequentialism 
12. Consequentialism 
13. The Categorical Imperative 
14. Hedonism 
15. Arête 
16. Psychological Hedonism 
17. Ethical Hedonism 
18. Utilitarianism 
19. Hypothetical Imperative 
20. Existentialism 
21. The Naturalistic Fallacy 
22. Egoism 
23. Emotivism 
24. Boo/Hurray Theory 

 
 

Critical Thinking 
 

1. According to Kant, why should duty rather than consequences be the 
basis for morality? 

2. “Act only on that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it 
should become a universal law.”  What does this mean? 

3. How does Mill’s view that “it is better to be a human being dissatisfied 
than a pig satisfied” emphasize his contention that a utilitarian must 
distinguish between higher and lower pleasures? 

4. According to Aristotle, how does one develop a virtuous character? 
5. According to Existentialist ethics, what is meant by the statement, 

“essence precedes existence”? 
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CHAPTER 5: The Question of the State 

 

 One of the more challenging and interesting areas of the study of 

Philosophy concerns Political Philosophy. Some of the central questions 

addressed in Political Philosophy are: 

• Are we naturally political? 
• Is civil society artificial or necessary? 
• What distinguishes legitimate from illegitimate authority? 
• Are political bodies necessarily unjust because they restrict freedom? 
• What is the role of the State? 
• At what point does the state become intrusive to human liberties? 

 
 Why is there government? What is it that makes a government legitimate? 

What is the purpose of government? What are the limits of government? To 

answer these questions, the 17th century philosopher Thomas Hobbes wrote his 

Leviathan in 1651.  

 Hobbes contemplated what life would be like if there were no 

government, a condition which he designated as “the state of nature.’  Hobbes 

concluded that without a government to maintain order and to regulate human 

conduct and interactions, this condition would be what he termed a “war of all 

against all” as each person did whatever he or she could get away with doing. If 

there were not government, then the nations of justice and injustice would be 

merely words.  

 In short, Hobbes concluded that human life without government would-be 

“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. He proceeded from this conclusion to 

develop a theory regarding how people would go about forming a government 

and what powers they would assign to the government. 

 

CENTRAL QUESTIONS 
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 Most would agree that a government of some sort is a practical necessity.  

A number of questions emerge in the consideration of political philosophy. Let’s 

consider just a few of these.  

 First, what is the justification of the government’s authority? In other 

words, what conditions make it legitimate for the government to be in power?  

Second, we should consider the option of “justice.”  What is justice? How can we 

determine whether a particular government is just or not?   

Third, what is the relationship between the individual and the state, between 

freedom and control?  We all value our individual freedoms.  However, too much 

freedom can lead to social chaos. Therefore it would appear that some 

government control is necessity. But too much government control can lead to 

tyranny. Where do we draw the line therefore between individual freedom and 

governmental control? Fourth, is there a place for civil disobedience? If we agree 

that government is something that is necessary, then it would seem that obeying 

the government is necessary and good. To have laws that no one obeys is not 

better than having no laws at all. But re there situations in which it would be bad 

and even immoral to obey the government Under what conditions would it be 

morally permissible to break the law.  

 These questions merit consideration as we ponder the nature and issues 

related to political philosophy.  The following material explore the varied 

responses given to these particular questions concerning the justification for 

governmental authority, the nature of justice, the question of individual liberty, 

and finally the topic of civil disobedience.   

 

GOVERNMENTAL AUTHORITY 

 Two positions are discussed under the topic of the justification of 

government. The first position is an extreme position while the second is one of 

the most influential theories in the history of political thought.  

The extreme position is anarchism. The anarchist responds that, “No government 

ever has legitimate authority.” The second theory responds to the question of 
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governmental authority by saying, “A government is legitimate if it rules with the 

consent of its citizens.” In modern history, this notion of the “consent of the 

governed has been labeled social contract theory. In this context, political 

authority means not only having power but also having the right or the 

legitimate authority, to use that power in certain specified ways. But what is the 

basis of the alleged right of the government to restrict our freedom to act as we 

wish? On what basis is government justified not this or that particular 

government but government in general?  

 

Divine Right Theory 

 Governmental authority has been justified in several ways. The most 

ancient view is the divine right theory. Divine right theory argues that the king, 

queen, pharaoh, emperor, or whoever received his or her authority to rule from 

God or the gods. All the great civilizations that followed this theory of 

government also had moral codes and standards of justice that the ruler was 

expected to follow if his or her rule was to be pleasing to the divine powers. In 

most cases, no one in the society had the power to question whether the ruler 

was living up to this code. Hence, the code of justice generally served little 

purpose in tempering the power of the ruler, who had total control over defining 

or interpreting what was just. In the final analysis, most governments that 

claimed they ruled under divine authority either actually had the consent of their 

subjects as well or were based on sheet power and the religious justifications 

served merely as a public relations story. 

 

Justice Theory 

 Another manner in which governmental authority has been justified is 

justice theory. According to this account the legitimacy of the government hangs 

direction on the issue of whether it is serving the cause of justice. The ancient 

Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle seemed to justify the authority of 

government on this basis.  
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Anarchism 

 One political position claims that all governments are bad in the sense 

that none of them have the authority or the right to exercise their power over 

people. Anarchism is the position that there is no conceivable justification for 

government. Anarchism can take various forms.  Naive anarchism is 

characterized by the belief that in the absence of governmental control, people 

would exist in harmony and peace.  

 According to this view, government is an unnecessary evil that restricts 

human freedom and flourishing. This view assumes that human nature is 

basically good.  Society in its current form is that which corrupts good human 

nature. Advocates of this position suggest that society ought to be broken down 

into smaller, manageable communities, such as communes, in which people 

would live together and relate on a personal level. 

 Militant anarchists contend that if government is unjustified, then it is an 

evil that should be overthrown, even by violent means if necessary. This version 

of anarchism is that which we see in the bowing up of government buildings as a 

form of protest against governmental authority. However, militant anarchist has 

an unrealistic view of the possibilities of human life without law and government. 

 Theoretical anarchism agrees with the basic premise that government has 

no legitimate authority but holds that even though the exercise of government 

power is theoretically unjustified, it may be necessary, as a matter of practical 

necessity, to tolerate its existence.   

 

Social Contract Theory 

 In contrast to anarchism, the social contract theory argues that the 

justification of a government and its exercise of power are based on an explicit 

or implicit agreement made between the individuals who lives under that 

government or between the citizens and the government. In other words, the 

government has the authority to make laws, enforce penalties for violating those 
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laws, and exercise control over the lives of its citizens only because each citizen 

has given the government that authority.  

 

Hobbes and Social Contract Theory 

 Although the basic idea of social contract theory is implicit in the 

teachings of Socrates and also other ancient thinkers, it came to the forefront in 

the 17th century. One of its most famous advocates was Thomas Hobbes (1588-

1679), an English philosopher. After completing his education at Oxford 

University, Hobbes spent most of his life working as a tutor and companion to a 

prominent English family. This employment gave him the leisure to write and the 

opportunity to travel with them. A major influence on Hobbes was the English 

Civil War. The social chaos that resulted as a result of the conflict between those 

who supported the monarchy and those who did not, led him to become 

convinced of the need for a strong government with absolute power. Without 

any civil laws, Hobbes was convinced that only the laws of nature would govern 

people. But he also thought that nature’s laws, discovered by reason, would 

instruct people and make them naturally inclined to form a government.  

 Hobbes concluded that there are essentially three laws of nature.  First, 

we ought to seek peace whenever possible in order to escape the insecurity of 

living in a state of war. Second, we ought to give up whatever liberties are 

necessary to obtain peace. These laws carried the qualification that we should 

give up some of our liberties only if others are willing to do so also. Third, we 

ought to keep our agreements of covenants. It does no good for us all to seek 

peace by agreeing o restrict our freedoms if this agreement is not honored.  

 But, given Hobbes egoistic view of human nature, how can this third law 

be guaranteed?  He concluded that the only solution is to have some coercive 

power, the state that will compel people to keep their mutual agreements. This 

power will make the fear of punishment greater than the benefit we might 

achieve by breaking our agreements.   
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Locke and Social Contract Theory 

 John Locke’s social contract theory consisted of many interwoven themes. 

Fist Locke was a natural law theorist. This meant that he believed that a 

universal, objective, moral law, not a law based on human conventions, 

governed the conduct of individuals and society. Lock believed that this moral 

law was instated by God.  Furthermore, he argued that this natural law 

guaranteed us basic, natural inherent rights by virtue of the fact that we are 

human.   

 A right according to Locke is a justified claim to something usually 

implying that other people have certain cuties with respect to the possessor of 

the right. If you have the right to free speech, then others, including the 

government, have an obligation not to interfere with your ability to express your 

opinions, as long as your doing so does not violate someone else’s rights. Some 

rights can be granted by law. These rights granted by law, however, can be 

taken away. Locke insisted, however, that some rights are natural, human rights 

that cannot be taken away by the government. Thee rights are indefeasible or 

cannot be made void or inalienable, meaning that they cannot be taken away.  

 According to Locke we possess these rights in the state of nature, before 

government came on the scene. Among these natural, moral rights are the 

preservation of our life, health, liberty, and possessions. It will be recalled that 

Hobbes said that in the state of nature we have the right to anything we want 

but only as long as we have the physical power to obtain what we way. 

However, Locke believed that both prior to government and after we form a 

government, we possess God-given inherent rights.   

 Locke’s view of rights has major implications for political theory.  If we 

have a natural indefeasible, inalienable rights, then the government can near 

justifiably violate theses rights.  If it does so, then it is no longer a legitimate 

government. Locke’s social contract theory has to be understood with his theory 

of natural rights as its background.  We create the government with the social 

contract, but we do not surrender our rights to the government, nor does the 
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government create our rights. Instead, we bring the government into being in 

order to protect our natural rights.  

 Unlike Hobbes, Locke had an optimistic view of human nature. He 

believed that most people were basically reasonable. Therefore, rather than life 

being a vicious state of war, Locke thought that life in nature would be one of 

peace, goodwill, and mutual assistance. He acknowledged that there would be a 

minority of troublemakers so to speak. But the rest could assist one another in 

addressing any violations of each other’s natural rights.  

 Furthermore, Hobbes and many other political thinkers thought that there 

could not be any property without a government to define property rights. 

However, Locke differed. He argued that while natural resources such s air, 

water, soil and plants belong to everybody, if you mix your labor with nature, 

such as gathering fruits, tilling the soil, planting seeds, then that part of nature 

becomes your rightful property and no government is necessary to decide this 

arrangement.  

 Locke argued that the state of nature is one of complete freedom, 

governed by reason, goodwill, and mutual assistance.  Why then do we need a 

government at all? Locke provides three reasons why people would want to 

contract together to form a government. First, people need an established and 

unbiased interpretation of the natural moral law embedded in nature.  Second, 

people need an impartial judge to apply the established law to settle disputes 

and conflicts of interests.  Third, people need a power to support the rights of 

those who are victims of injustice and to enforce the law. 

 The reality is that for Locke, life without government is an “ill condition” 

and is full of “inconveniences.” If government is a convenience, not a necessity, 

then we can dictate the terms of the bargain. Rather than surrendering our 

rights and our power to government as Hobbes argued, Locked contended that 

we delegate it for the mutual preservation of our lives, property, and liberties. 

The government is our creation. It is our servant, not an absolute power over us.  
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 Locked argued that government’s actions are “to be directed to no other 

end but the peace, safety, and public good of the people.” (John Locke, An Essay 

Concerning the True Original Extent and End of Civil Government, the second 

essay in Two Treatises of Government (1680)) In this theory are thre 

foundations of what has come to be known as “classical liberalism.’ Classical 

liberalism, as we shall see below, contends that the government should only 

have as much power as is necessary to do for us what we cannot do for 

ourselves. 

 Locke was one of the most influential philosophers of his time. His 

understanding of the state of nature, the natural moral law, natural rights, the 

social contract, were the intellectual currency of the 18th century political 

thought.  

 

THE NATURE OF JUSTICE 

 Central to the discussion of justice is the question, “What is justice?” 

Justice is generally understood as merit. Justice gives everybody what he or she 

deserved based on his or her contribution or merit.  

 The position of justice as merit maintains that because all people do not 

contribute to society equally, they should not have political equality. The just 

society, it is argued, is one in which all people receive what they are due, 

especially political power, according to their merit.  

 Natural law theory contends that a government is just if its laws and 

actions conform to a universal moral law and that this moral law exists 

independently of human preferences or society’s decisions.  

 Utilitarian theory contends that a just society is one that produces the 

greatest happiness for the greatest number of people.  

 Finally, there is the justice as fairness approach developed by the 

contemporary American philosopher John Rawls. He believes that if we all were 

truly rational and fair we would opt for a society in which everyone has the 

opportunity to succeed to the best of his or her abilities at the same time that it 
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maintains a minimal level of social and economic equality. This theory maximizes 

political liberty while improving the condition of the most disadvantaged.   

 

Justice as Merit: Plato 

 In the following passage, Plato presents his theory of justice through the 

words of Socrates.  Socrates is leading the dialogue.  Plato writes: 

• Well then, tell me, I said, whether I am right or not: You remember the 
original principle which we were always laying down at the foundation of 
the State, that one man should practice one thing only, the thing to which 
his nature was best adapted- now justice is this principle or a part of it. 

 
• Yes, we often said that one man should do one thing only. 

 
• Further, we affirmed that justice was doing one’s own business, and not 

being a busybody; we said so again and again, and many others have said 
the same to us. 

 
• Yes, we said so. 

 
• Then to do one’s own business in a certain way may be assumed to be 

justice. Can you tell me whence I derive this inference?  
 

• I cannot, but I should like to be told. 
 

• Because I think that this is the only virtue which remains in the State 
when the other virtues of temperance and courage and wisdom are 
abstracted; and, that this is the ultimate cause and condition of the 
existence of all of them, and while remaining in them is also their 
preservative; and we were saying that if the three were discovered by us, 
justice would be the fourth or remaining one. 

 
• That follows of necessity. 

 
• If we are asked to determine which of these four qualities by its presence 

contributes most to the excellence of the State, whether the agreement of 
rulers and subjects, or the preservation in the soldiers of the opinion 
which the law ordains about the true nature of dangers, or wisdom and 
watchfulness in the rulers or whether this other which I am mentioning, 
and which is found in children and women, slave and freeman, artisan, 
ruler, subject, - the quality, I mean, of everyone doing his own work and 
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not being a busybody, would claim the palm, the question is not so easily 
answered.  

 
• Certainly, he replied, there would be difficulty in saying which. 

 
• Then the power of each individual in the State to do his own work appears 

to compete with the other political virtues, wisdom, temperance, courage. 
 

• Yes, he said. 
 

• And the virtue which enters into this competition is justice? 
 

• Exactly. 
 

• Let us look at the question from another point of view: Are not the rulers 
in a State those to whom you would entrust the office of determining suits 
at law? 

 
• Certainly. 

 
• And are suits decided on any other ground but that a man may neither 

take what is another’s, not be deprived of what is his own? 
 

• Yes, that is their principle. 
 

• Which is a just principle? 
 

• Yes. 
 

• Then on this view also justice will be admitted to be the having and doing 
what is a man’s own, and belongs to him? 

 
• Very true. 

 
• Think, now, and say whether you agree with me or not. Suppose a 

carpenter to be doing the business of a cobbler, or a cobbler or a 
carpenter; and suppose them to exchange their implements or their 
duties, or the same person to be doing the work of both, or whatever be 
the change; do you think that any great harm would result to the State? 

 
• Not much. 

 
• But when the cobbler or any other man whom nature designed to be a 

trader, having his heart lifted up by wealth or strength or the number of 
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his followers, or any like advantage, attempts to force his way into the 
class of warriors, or a warrior into that of legislators and guardians, for 
which he is unfitted, and either to take the implements or the duties of 
the other; or when one man is a trader, legislator, and warrior all in one, 
then I think you will agree with me in saying that this interchange and this 
meddling of one with another is the ruin of the State. 

 
• Most true. 

 
• Seeing then, I said, that there are three distinct classes, any meddling of 

one with another, or the change of one into another, is the greatest harm 
to the State, and may be most justly termed evil-doing/ 

 
• Precisely. 

 
• And the greatest degree of evil-doing to one’s own city would be termed 

by you injustice? 
 

• Certainly. 
 

• This then is injustice; and on the other hand when the trader, the 
auxiliary, and the guardian each do their own business, that is justice, and 
will make the city just. 

 
• I agree with you. 

 (Plato, Republic, 433a-434c, trans. Benjamin Jowett (1894) 
 
 
 Many accounts of justice assume that whatever it is, it involves giving 

everybody what they are due. But how do we determine what people are due? 

One answer is that the determination should be made by merit.  Plato is the 

primary defender of this position. He was a thoroughly systematic philosophy. 

His political theory has to be put in the context of his theory of knowledge and 

reality, epistemology and metaphysics respectively. Specifically, we must 

consider Plato’s allegory of the cave and rationalism itself.  

 Plato believed that all of life, including the life of society had to be based 

on a correct assessment of what reality is like. Our understanding of reality is like 

a map that guides us in every decision we make. If the map is wrong, we will 
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never be able to achieve our goals. Hence, those people who deserve the most 

political power are those who are best able to discern the nature of reality. 

  But ultimate reality, at least according to Plato, can only be known 

through reason. Because people are not equal in their rational capacities, they 

should not be equal in their ability to exercise political power. Plato’s ideal 

society, in which political power is proportionate to merit, is known as a 

meritocracy. 

 Plato was not a fan of democracy. He was one of history’s harshest critics 

of democracy. By the time Plato was born, the new intention of Athenian 

democracy had replaced the age-old system of monarchy. All Athenian laws, 

trials and other public decisions were voted on by the assembly of the adult male 

citizens. Plato’s negative assessment of democracy was influenced by the realty 

that it was by a popular vote of Athenian citizens that his teacher, Socrates, was 

condemned to death. Plato considered this to be an outrageous miscarriage of 

justice. It led him to spend the remainder of his life searching for the blueprint of 

the just society. For Plato, democracy was nothing more than mob rule. He 

described democracy as a thousand headed beast in which each head is pulling 

in its own direction, seeking to satisfy its personal desires. 

 Plato contended that the democratic theory of the state is nothing more 

than “the individual written large,” so to speak. Plato believed that psychology 

and political science follow the same principles. Those factors that constitute 

either a healthy or pathological individual will be the same factors that constitute 

a healthy or pathological society.  

 In Plato’s psychological theory, each individual is composed of three parts: 

the appetites or desires; the spirited part, which includes the emotions, and 

reason. The healthy individual is one in whom these three parts lay their 

appropriate role and work together in harmony. However, this concordance 

occurs only when the desires and the spirited part are governed by reason and 

rationality. 
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 Similarly Plato thought that there are three kinds of people in society. First 

there are those who are ruled by their appetites.  Second, there are those who 

are ruled by their passions and motivated by ambition, loyalty, honor and 

courage.  Third, there are those who are fully governed by reason.   

 The first group is called the producers. Their appetite nature inclines them 

toward material acquisition and physical comfort. They are therefore best suited 

to care for the production of goods and services in society.  Because their 

appetitive nature inclines them toward material acquisition and physical comfort, 

these individuals are best qualified to care or the production of gods and services 

in society. This group includes the laborers, the merchants, physicians, business 

people and the bankers.   

 The second group is the auxiliaries. These are those individuals whose 

courage and passion for ambition and honor make these suited to be the 

protectors of society. This group is composed of the police, military, federal 

agents, administrators who support the policies of the rulers.   

 The third group is the guardians. Their intelligence qualifies them to 

establish the laws and policies of the state.   

 Plato argued that in the same way that harmony is realized in a healthy 

individual, justice is realized in a society when each group plays its appropriate 

role and when the intellectual elite rules the first two classes.  Ironically, 

although the producers have the least political power, they are given the most 

freedom and economic gain. They are permitted to marry whom they desire, can 

own property, can acquire personal wealth and luxuries, as long as society does 

not become unbalanced with too much wealth and too much poverty. However, 

the rulers cannot own property Plato wanted to guarantee that this group would 

be motivated by the desire to serve society and not by the prospect of personal 

gain. They alone have political power and the ability to make political decisions 

and to set the direction that society will take.   

 In Plato’s version of a meritocracy, only those people who had wisdom 

and exceptional rational capacities were suited to be leaders. Plato argues in the 
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Republic that society would not be well-ordered and just unless philosophers 

become kings or kings become philosophers. Plato thought that a child of a ruler 

would usually have the capacity to grow up to be a ruler.  

 However, he realized that this succession would not always be true. In 

some instances the child of a ruler might be best suited to be a merchant, 

whereas the child of a carpenter might have the aptitude to e a ruler. To remedy 

this problem, Plato proposed that throughout their early life, children be tested 

to determine what their abilities were and how they could best serve society. As 

a result of this process, all children would be given the appropriate education to 

best develop their talents and to prepare them to best employ their abilities in 

society.   

 Plato believed that the health of the state needed to be as carefully 

regulated and protected as the health of the body. He let neither to 

happenstance not to popular opinion. He held a very strong view of the amount 

of control the government should have over its citizen’s lives. He believed in 

scientific mating to ensure that the very best specimens of humanity were 

produced. He believed in arranged marriages and assigned the raising of children 

to the community. He also believed that just as our society controls 

hallucinogenic drugs, quack medicine, and other harmful substances, so 

government should be empowered for censorship of the arts and all forms of 

communication so that its citizens’ minds should b kept free from harmful ideas.   

 

The Positive Evaluation of Plato’s Political Philosophy 

 Although Plato’s political philosophy offends our democratic perspectives, 

doesn’t it also have some advantages? In our society, the family you are born 

into, including its influence, wealth, and social standing, plays large role in 

determining he opportunities you have in life. In what ways is this determination 

god, and in what ways is it bad how does Plato’s system avoid some of the 

problems of our system?  These are valid concerns it seems. 
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 Second, by structuring his society so that wealth and political power would 

be separated, Plato guaranteed that the rulers would be motivated solely by their 

desire to serve.  Isn’t this structure a good idea? 

 Third, don’t we base a person’s opportunities in medicine, education, 

business, sports, and other careers solely on his or her merit and both on 

democratic equality? Does Plato have a legitimate point in saying that the same 

principle should apply to our political rulers? 

 

The Negative Evaluation of Plato’s Political Philosophy 

  Although Plato tried to design the perfect society based on rational 

principles, critics argued that it is based on a number of questionable 

assumptions.  

 For example, in determining the career track that children will be 

channeled into, Plato assumes that he will be able to accurately discern their 

abilities through testing. But is this assumption always true? Aren’t some people 

late bloomers? For example, the great physicist Albert Einstein performed terribly 

in mathematics as a child. In Plato’s society he might have ended up a carpenter 

instead of a great scientist.  

 Furthermore, Plato assumes that those people with the best intellects will 

also be the wisest. But is intellectual ability necessarily the same as wisdom and 

leadership skills?  These considerations merit thought. 

 Also, critics charge that Plato’s society is a thinly veiled tyranny in which 

the rulers have absolute control over the society, including the censorship of the 

arts and the flow of information. Wouldn’t this control mean that Plato’s society 

would never be able to change and would not accommodate new ideas that 

might lead it to improve? 

 In addition, even if we accept Plato’s belief that his society would be 

perfectly rational and efficient, are these qualities all that make for a good 

society? Does it make sense to say that a society is perfectly just and good if 

people have no autonomy and no freedom to make important decisions about 
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their own lives? Hasn’t Plato assumed that having a well-ordered society is the 

only element in human flourishing?   

 

Justice as Conformity to Natural Law: Thomas Aquinas 

 The advocates of the natural law theory have a number of points in 

common with Plato. They agree that justice has to do with the rational and moral 

ordering of society. They would say, however, that the sort or ordered society he 

had in mind is, in many fashions, not natural and would actually inhibit human 

thriving.   

 The natural law theory is a conception of law and justice that has deep 

roots in the Western tradition. It continues to shape our ways of thinking. It was 

given its origin by Aristotle, Plato’s student. However, it found its way into the 

thought of the Greek Stoics. It also shaped the Roman conception of the law.  It 

was further developed by the medieval philosophers, especially Thomas Aquinas. 

Natural law theory argues that there is an objective moral law that transcends 

human convention and decision. It governs individuals and the conduct of society 

itself. It can be known through reason and experience on the basis of the natural 

order of the world and the built-in tendencies of human nature.   

 Natural law theory, in reference to justice, contends that any civil law that 

human beings legislate is just only if it is in conformity to the natural law. On the 

other hand, if a large of a particular society violates the natural law, then it is 

actually unjust and not really law at all.  When we are referring o the natural law 

in the context of ethics and political philosophy, we aren’t talking about scientific 

physical laws, such as the law of gravity. However, it should be noted that the 

two concepts are similar. The natural law theorist believes that there is an 

objective moral order in reality that is independent of us; just as there is also a 

physical order in nature.  Neither of these realms of the natural order is to be 

violated. To do so, is to do so at one’s own expense.   

 Some features of natural law theory can be found in Socrates, Plato, and 

some of the earlier Greeks. However, its origins are actually to be found in the 
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work and writings of Plato’s student, Aristotle. Aristotle did not believe that the 

state is a human invention. He argued that human beings are political animals 

whose very nature dictates that they are made to live in society. Human beings, 

as previously noted, are like other creatures. We, by our very nature, are inclined 

to live in groups.  We by nature are social beings. Yet unlike the social structure 

of other animals, our social life is not dominated by instinct, but rather by our 

ability to make rational decisions, as well as moral decisions. 

 The most fundamental principles of natural law according to Aquinas are 

the preservation of life, the propagation and education of offspring, and the 

pursuit of truth and a peaceful society. Although the natural law is built into 

human nature, the reality is that we can and do violate the natural law of 

morality. This enables us to freely make good or bad choices. We tend to feel 

that the natural order of things has been violated when someone violates the law 

of nature. For example, we all recognize a case of suicide as deeply tragic. 

Aquinas would say that this is the case since the natural tendency is for a person 

to want to maintain his or her life. We also might cite the example of casual 

murder. We are particularly horrified when we read of such an event. Further, 

we are horrified when we read of a parent murdering his or her own children, 

since this is a violation of the natural and right order of things.  Parents should 

love and care for their own children.   

 

The Positive Evaluation of Natural Law  

 Supporters of natural law theory claim that it provides a basis for 

critiquing the laws of any society. As a matter of fact, this theory has been 

explicitly or implicitly appealed to by all of the great social reformers throughout 

history, such as martin Luther King Jr. in the 1960’s. Advocates contend that 

apart from natural law theory there might not be any theoretical basis for social 

reform. 

 Second, good legislators continually ask, “Is this proposed legislation 

right? Is this legislation just? Does it promote the common good? Does it protect 
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the fundamental rights of the citizenry? It appears that these questions are 

rooted in natural law. Apart from some conception of the natural law, then it 

seems that most legislation would be based on a simple majority.   

 

The Negative Evaluation of Natural Law 

 Critics of natural law theory argue that even if there is a natural moral 

law, it is too vague and too hard to discern to be useful in political theory. The 

natural law is supposed to be based on human nature. However it appears that 

we are often naturally inclined to do something that is bad for that or us is 

immoral so to speak. In light of this apparent reality, does it make sense to 

define justice in terms of what is “natural”? Aren’t there alternative conceptions 

of what is natural or good? 

 Second, some people object that natural law theory is based o a particular 

conception of reality. The conception of reality tends to be biased toward a 

religious worldview. For example, critics argue that the theory assumes that 

there are oughts in nature and that human nature is fixed and pre ordained 

Given this fact that our society has so many alternative conceptions of what 

constitutes the good life, how can the natural law theory be the basis of law in a 

pluralistic and diverse society such as ours?   

 

Justice as Social Utility: John Stuart Mill 

 John Stuart Mill was one of the most influential political theorists in the 

last two centuries. Mill believed that the moral right action is the one that 

produces the greatest amount of happiness for the greatest number of people. It 

is therefore natural that his ethical concerns would lead to a political theory. In 

the domain of the political, mill’s concern was, “What sort of society will produce 

the greatest happiness for the greatest number?”  

 Mill’s native country of England had endured a difficult civil war that led to 

the rise of parliamentary government and just a few decades before Mill was 

born political unrest produced the American and the French Revolutions. In Mill’s 
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own lifetime, the beginning of the industrial revolution was foreshadowing major 

social changes and turmoil. Mill saw the need for a political philosophy that 

would ensure social stability and protect individual freedom. 

 Mill’s solution was to argue that the just society is one that attempts to 

minimize social harm and maximize social benefit for the most people. He called 

this solution the “principle of utility” or “expediency.”  In other words, Mill 

believed that justice is just an empty word unless it is tied to observable 

consequences such as the satisfaction of the interests of the majority of people 

in society.   

 Because Mill’s political philosophy is based on his ethical theory, the two 

rise or fall together. If you think that his ethical principles are the best way of 

deciding what an individual ought to do, then you probably also think that his 

political philosophy is the best way of deciding what a society ought t do. At the 

same time, the objections that were made against his ethical theory are also 

raised against his political philosophy.   

 

The Positive Evaluation of Social Utility 

 How do we decide if an educational program is a good one? How do we 

decide if a medicine is safe and effective? How do we decide whether a particular 

band of computer is a good buy? In all areas of life we should judge the 

goodness or badness of a policy or practice, according to Mill, in terms of its 

consequences. Shouldn’t the same be true of our social and political policies? 

 Second, what is the purpose of government if not to satisfy the needs of 

its citizens? Can’t we evaluate a society on this basis without worrying about the 

natural law or the alleged social contract? Isn’t Mill’s principle of utility the most 

clear and efficient measure of the goodness and justice of a society?  Advocates 

would say, “Yes.” 

 Third, think about situations in which we decided that our society was 

acting unjustly and we changed the laws, such as with regard to slavery, 

discriminatory laws, and the lack of women’s rights.  In all these situations, were 
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not the changes preceded by social unrest and the realization that large numbers 

of our citizens were not satisfied with current conditions. Doesn’t Mill’s political 

theory describe how we actually go about deciding that a law is unjust? 

 

 

 

 

The Negative Evaluation of Social Utility 

 First, is social consensus sufficient to defend an individual’s rights with 

respect to the government? How might a natural law theorist critique this socially 

defined understanding of “rights?”   

 Second, isn’t it possible for the majority of society to be satisfied with the 

government even though the government and its policies are unjust with respect 

to those in the minority Is social utility always consistent with our notion of 

justice?  Can’t the majority tyrannize the minority? Does Mill’s utilitarian theory 

have any way of addressing this problem?   

 Third, isn’t it possible for a policy to result in the greatest good for society 

as a whole, while clashing with individual interests? Consider for example, 

putting a nuclear waster dump in your state or even behind your property. This 

might serve the needs for the rest of the nation, but it might also be risky or 

unpleasant for you. Doesn’t utilitarian philosophy give priority to the public 

interest over the individual interests?  Couldn’t this be unjust? 

 

Justice as Fairness: John Rawls 

 John Rawls was professor of philosophy at Harvard University. He 

published many influential articles and books on moral and political philosophy. 

No book has been more on the edge of current dialogue regarding political 

philosophy than his 1971 book entitled, A Theory of Justice. In the work, Rawls 

attempts to discover a balance between individual liberty and rights on the one 

hand and society’s duties and interest in maintaining an equitable distribution of 
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gods on the other. In seeking this balance, Rawls strives to establish a sort of 

blueprint of a society in which people are encouraged to succeed and better their 

position and yet are guaranteed that no one will be hopelessly left behind. 

 Rawls views the notion that society’s goods are the reward for having the 

most merit with skepticism. He argues that people who possess merit, whether 

measured by intelligence, personality traits, or other natural gifts, did not earn 

their abilities but received then as a fortunate accident of birth or circumstances. 

Such people are no more deserving of a larger share of society’s benefits than 

the winner of a lottery is more deserving of the prize than are the losers 

according to Rawls. Rawls’s alternative to “justice as merit” is “justice as 

fairness.” In this system justice is directed toward a minimal level of equality. 

 Rawls opposes the utilitarian theory of John Stuart Mill. He agrees with 

utilitarianism’s critics that this position opens up the possibility tat the general 

good of the majority could be pursued at the expense of the rights and well 

being of some individual or group. If we were completely impartial and did not 

know ahead of time whether we would be influenced in the prospering majority, 

Rawls claims, we would not agree to a social system in which our rights and out 

gods would be sacrificed for those of the many. 

 According to Rawls, an adequate theory of justice must be one that will be 

acceptable to everyone. But, how is this general acceptance possible? Each 

person has different needs, interests, abilities, social circumstances, and 

agendas. I may believe, for example, that it would be just for philosophy 

professors to be paid the most, but English professors probably would not agree 

to my understanding of justice. Rawls’s answer is that people will accept a theory 

of justice only if they think it is fair.  

 But, once again, how can different people in different circumstances agree 

on what is fair? Rawls comes up with a solution based on a thought experiment. 

He asks us to imagine that there is as yet no society, but that we are all coming 

together in a state of perfect equality to create a new society and to decide that 
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principles shall govern it. Rawls calls this initial situation the “original position.” 

He writes, 

 My aim is to present a conception of justice which generalizes and  carries 
to a higher level of abstraction the familiar theory of the  social  contract as 
found say in Locke, Rousseau, and Kant. In order  to do  this we are not to 
think of the original contract as one to  enter a  particular society or to set 
up a particular form of  government.  Rather, the guiding idea is that the 
principles of justice for the basic  structure of society are the object of the 
original agreement. They  are the principles that free and rational persons 
concerned to further  their own interest would accept in an initial 
 position of equality as  defining the fundamental terms of their 
association. These  principles are to regulate all further agreements; they 
specify the  kinds of social cooperation that can be entered into  and the 
forms of  government that can be established. This way of regarding the 
 principles of justice I shall call justice as fairness . . . . . In justice as 
 fairness the original position of equality corresponds to the state of  nature 
in the traditional theory of the social contract. This original  position is not, of 
course, thought of as an actual historical state of  affairs, much less as a 
primitive condition of culture. It is  understood  as a purely hypothetical 
situation characterized so as to  lead to a  certain conception of justice.  
(John Rawls, A Theory of Justice  Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1971), 3, 8, 90, 91, 101,  104-5. 
 
 The difficult which Rawls faces however is that everyone has different 

circumstances and would consequently want to design a society that would 

enhance his or her own life. Therefore, it seems that it is would be impossible to 

figure out how everyone could come to agree on the principles that will govern 

society in a way that will be fair to all. Rawls resolves this problem by adding one 

more crucial feature to his thought experiment concerning the original position. 

He sums this idea up under the idea of the “veil of ignorance.” He writes, 

 The idea of the original position is to set up fair procedures that  any 
 principles agree to will be just. The aim is to use the motion of  pure 
 procedural justice as a basis of theory. Somehow we must  nullify the 
 effects of specific contingencies, which put men at odds and tempt  them 
to exploit social and natural circumstances to their own  advantage. Now in 
order to do this I assume that the parties are  situated behind a veil of 
ignorance. They do not know how the various  alternatives will affect their own 
particular case and they are obliged  to evaluate principles solely on the basis 
of general considerations.  It  is assumed, then, that the parties do not know 
certain kinds of  particular facts. First of all, no one knows his place in 
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society, his class  position, or social status; nor does he know his fortune in 
the  distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence and 
 strength, and the like. Nor again, does anyone know his conception of 
 the good, the particulars of his rational plan of life, or even the special 
 features of his psychology such as his aversion to risk or liability to 
 optimism or pessimism. More than this, I assume that the parties do 
 not know the particular circumstances of their own society. That is, 
 they do not know its economic or political situation, or the level of 
 civilization and culture it has been able to achieve. The persons in the 
 original position have no information as to which generation they 
 belong. These broader restrictions on knowledge are appropriate in 
 part because questions of social justice arise between generations as 
 well as with them, for example, the question of the appropriate rate of 
 capital saving and of the conservation of natural resources and the 
 environment of nature There is also, theoretically anyway, the 
 questionable of a reasonable genetic policy. In these cases too, in order 
 to carry through the idea of the original position, the parties must  not 
know the contingencies that set them in opposition. They must  chose 
principles the consequences of which they are prepared to live  with 
whatever generation they turn out to belong to. . . .  
 
 Rawls proceeds to set out two principles of justice that he thinks all 

rational persons would chose if they were ideally impartial and fair, that is to say 

it they had to choose a political philosophy from behind the veil of ignorance.   

 First, Rawls advances the principle of equal liberty. This principle applies 

to our political institutions. It says that everyone should have the maximum 

amount of political rights and freedom as long as everyone has an equal amount 

of these liberties. For example, to allow everyone an equal right to have their 

opinion heard at a public meeting, it will be necessary to restrict one group from 

speaking as much as they may like.  Principle 2 applies to society’s social and 

economic institutions. Unlike in the political sphere, in which absolute equality is 

necessary, in the social and economic spheres it is inevitable and even good that 

some inequalities be allowed. If a person who risked her life savings to invent a 

better computer received no greater reward than someone who risked nothing 

and produced nothing new, she would be discouraged from productivity and 

innovation. Rewarding people for their extraordinary achievements and hard 

work will motivate them to be more creative and productive, and as a result, 
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society will be benefited. If the efforts of the computer inventor are successful, 

more jobs will be created, the world will have better computers.   

 The first half of these principles Rawls described as the difference 

principle because it focuses on the differences among individuals. The principle 

states that social and economic inequalities should be arranged so they result in 

everyone’s advantage. What does this statement mean? Obviously if people are 

unequal, then those who have more are already reaping an advantage. So the 

difference principle implies that those who are on the short end of a situation of 

inequality also should gain some benefit from it in the long run.  

 The latter half of the second principle is the principle of fair equality of 

opportunity. This principle says that the opportunities to achieve more than the 

basic minimum should be open to all. In other words, a caste system or an 

aristocracy in which people are locked into their social or economic niche would 

not be just, even if the least advantaged ere being taken care of. There should 

be no intrinsic barriers to moving from the least advantaged to the most 

advantaged. This feature of society is one that we all would want if we were 

behind a veil of ignorance and did not know where we would lane in the social or 

economic hierarchy.   

 

The Positive Evaluation of Rawl’s Theory of Justice 

 First, most would agree that a just government is one that treats 

everyone fairly. Rawl’s Theory is certainly aimed at establishing this characteristic 

of the just government. 

 Second, most society’s are faced with a dilemma. On the one hand, if they 

strive for complete economic equality by distributing wealth equally, they will 

stifle the incentive of the higher achievers and productivity will suffer. On the 

other hand, because person’s abilities are mainly a gift of fortune, neglecting the 

disadvantaged would be unfair and the result could be major social and 

economic inequalities that would make the society unstable. Rawls resolves this 
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problem by guaranteeing that any social and economic inequalities will always 

result in benefits to the disadvantaged.   

 Third, The French Revolution was cause in part by the large-scale social 

and economic inequalities of the society the fall of the former U.S.S. R. was also 

caused in part by the lack of political liberty and economic productivity. Some 

would argue that Rawls avoided these problems by insisting on both economic 

justice and political liberty.   

 

The Negative Evaluation of Rawl’s Theory of Justice 

 One of Rawls’ strongest critics is Robert Nozick. He charges that Rawls 

theory says that society should play some role in dictating how wealth and gods 

should be distributed among its members. But Nozick thinks that in applying its 

formula, so society will have to interfere with people’s political liberties. If for 

example, sports fans wish to buy tickets to watch a famous basket ball stat and 

the star becomes a millionaire as a result this economic inequality is not unjust it 

is based on people’s free choices. 

 Second, consider four poker players about to start a high stakes game. In 

one sense, they are behind the veil of ignorance because none of them knows 

who will sin. Even though some of them may lose all their money, none of them 

would want to change the rules of the game to redistribute the winnings after it 

is all over. They are each will to risk a great lost for the chance of a big win. 

Some has question whether this situation suggests that people behind the veil of 

ignorance will not always choose to diminish inequalities as Rawls suggests. 

 Third, critics of Rawls who give priority to individual liberty, (political 

libertarians) say that Rawls sacrifices the individual’s good of the good of society. 

On the other hand, critics who believe that the common good is more important 

than individual liberty say that society is alike a biological organism whose overall 

well-being should receive the priority. In seeking a compromise between these 

two concerns, the question emerges as to whether Rawls has achieved the best 
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of both worlds or if he has actually ended up with the worst of both worlds. Are 

these two goals simply incompatible?   

 
FREEDOM AND CONTROL 

 
 There are two positions, which are located at the opposite ends of the 

political spectrum on this matter. One position, individualism, believes that the 

best society is the one in which individual liberty is at a maximum and the 

governments intrusion in our lives is kept to what is minimally necessary.  

 John Stuart Mill’s classical liberalism is an example of this position. The 

opposing position, sometimes called collectivism, clams that the collective 

common good or the state should have the final authority over individual 

preferences.  If the government plays a large role in regulating society and 

providing people’s needs, then the best results will be achieved according to this 

theory.   

 Both protection of individual freedoms and governmental concern for the 

common good are important ingredients in a good society. The problem is that 

there is an evitable tension between the two. Some political thinkers try to 

eliminate the tension by advocating one extreme or the other. On the side of 

individual freedom, the most extreme position is anarchism, which claims that no 

government ever has a right to interfere with human autonomy. At the other 

extreme is absolute totalitarianism, which claims that individual freedom and 

rights always should be scarified for the good of society. Under absolute 

totalitarianism, the government controls virtually every sphere of human life.  

 These two extreme positions are untenable to most. There are, however, 

more moderate positions that place priority on either individual freedom or 

governmental control without eliminating the other concern entirely. Those 

positions that emphasize individual freedom could be called individualist. One of 

the most important versions of this viewpoint was classical liberalism. John 

Stuart Mill, the 19th century English philosophers represents this position.  Those 

positions that subordinate individual liberty to the needs of society could be 
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called collectivism because they believe that the collective or the common good 

is all-important. Representing collectivism in this section is the 19t century 

German philosopher Karl Marx.  

 

Individualism and John Stuart Mill 

 Today, some people associate the word liberal with so called left wing 

politics and the promotion of big government. However we are considering 

classical liberalism in this material. Such thinkers as John Lock in the 17th 

century and John Stuart Mill developed classical liberalism in the 19th century. 

The term liberalism derives from the Latin word libertas, which means “liberty” or 

“freedom.” Therefore, classical liberalism emphasizes the freedom of the 

individual. The emphasis includes individual freedom from inappropriate 

government control and the individual’s freedom to pursue his or her legitimate 

individual interests.  Ironically people who are called liberals today actually fit in 

the category of classical conservatism and those who are called conservative 

today actually fit in the category of classical liberalism.   

 John Stuart Mill sought principles that would limit the power of the 

government over individual lives. Form his perspective, censorship, intolerance, 

government-imposed morality, and legislated conformity are some of the 

greatest dangers that a society can face, because, unlike a foreign invader, they 

arise in the midst of a society and masquerade as defenders of the social good.  

However, allowing total individual freedom is not feasible either. Society needs to 

prevent individual from harming one another and from undermining the general 

welfare. As a result of the consideration of these two extremes, Mill published his 

work On Liberty in 1859. He attempted to establish the proper balance between 

governmental control and individual freedom. Mill writes: 

 The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as 
 entitled to govern absolutely the dealings of society with the  individual in 
the way of compulsion and control, whether the means  used be physical 
force in the form of legal penalties, or the moral  coercion of public opinion. 
That principle is, that the sole end for  which  mankind are warranted, 
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individually or collectively in interfering with  the liberty of action of any of 
their number, is self-protection. That is  the only purpose for which power can 
be rightfully exercised over any  member of a civilized community, against his 
will to prevent harm to  others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not 
sufficient  warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear 
because it  will e better for him to do so, because it will make him happier, 
 because, in the opinion of others, to do so would d be wise, or even 
 right. These are good reasons for remonstrating with him or reasoning 
 with him, or persuading him or entreating him, but not for compelling 
 him or visiting him with any evil, in case he do otherwise. To justify 
 that, the conduct from which it is desired to deter him must  be 
 calculated to produce evil to some one else. The only part of the 
 conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that which 
 concerns others. In part  which merely concerns himself, his 
 independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body 
 and mind, the individual is sovereign. (John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, 
 chapters 1 and 4) 
 
 Mill does not advocate governmental paternalism or the view that 

government should play the role of parent by forcing us to do what it thinks is 

best for us. Individual autonomy, according to Mill, is essential for people and 

society to flourish. Mill contends that the state cannot intrude on the sphere of 

your personal life. He does, however, provide one exception to the rue. In the 

case of children or others who do not have the retinal capacity to make their 

own decision, it is legitimate for adults and society to protect them from their 

own actions that may be harmful to themselves. If however you are an adult of a 

sound mind and even if your actions are unwise or imprudent or self destructive, 

society has no authority to interfere with your freedom in order to protect you 

from yourself. In other words, it is your life and you have a right to live it as you 

please. 

 There are only two conditions under which the government has a 

legitimate interest in controlling your behavior. One condition is when such 

interference will prevent harm to others. The second condition in which the 

government may compel you to act in a certain manner is when it is essential 

that you help society or another person, such as serving in the military, serving 

on a jury, or rescuing a drowning person. In these instances, your private actions 
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have effects on the public sphere, where the government has its proper domain 

of authority.   

 Mill’s understanding of the sphere of individual liberty may be divided into 

two main sectors. The first is the individuals’ inward life in which here is the 

absolute right to freedom of thought and expression. Mill recognizes that 

speaking or publishing our opinions intrudes on the public sphere, but he thinks 

that our personal opinions are so intimately related to the sanctity of our 

individual conscience that it is a natural extension of the personal sphere. The 

second sector of individual liberty concerns our outward life, which involves our 

choices and actions.   

 Mill considered the first realm of freedom on behalf of the right to free 

expression and discussion of ideas.  He devotes the entire second chapter of his 

book to this concern. His main points are as follows. Mill argues that society is 

harmed by the suppression of free speech regardless of whether the ideas in 

question are true or false. This is true for a variety of reasons.   

 First the unpopular idea that is suppressed may be true. In this case it will 

not get a fair hearing and society’s need to correct its false beliefs will not be 

met.  

 Second, even if an idea is false, we still should allow it to be heard in 

order to expose it to the light of free discussion in order that its errors may be 

revealed and so that the outlines of the true opinion can be seen more clearly  

 Third, even when their ideas are false, dissenters from the ideological 

status quo make a contribution because they prevent intellectual stagnation and 

force us to reexamine the grounds for the prevailing convictions. It is important 

to note that Mill defends freedom of speech not because it is an intrinsic right 

that individuals possess, but because it will produce the greater good for society 

in the long run.  The only restriction on free speech, which Mill permitted, was in 

the instance that it threatens to cause immediate harm.   

 Mill’s second area of freedom is the liberty to act as we wish. This 

freedom was based on his conviction that, generally, individuals are the best 
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judges of their own interests, but are not always the best judges of the interest 

of others. In particular cases, of course, someone’s personal choices concerning 

his or her way of life may not actually be what is best for that individual but it is 

best to allow people to make such choices since it is their own choice. Personal 

autonomy is one of the highest values in Mill’s vision of society.  

 

Collectivism and Karl Marx 

 Karl Marx was born in 1818 in the Rhineland of Germany. His family was 

Jewish. His father, however, converted to Lutheranism, a political necessity at 

the time. In his younger years, Marx was very religiously pious. He studied at the 

universities of Bonn and Berlin, hoping to become a lawyer like his father. At the 

University of Berlin, however Marx joined a group of political radicals known as 

the Young Hegelians, named after the German philosopher Georg W. F. Hegel. 

Marx was destined to be a philosophy professor. Although he is thought of as a 

social activist, the majority of his life was spent in the library of the British 

Museum researching and writing his philosophical, historical, political, and 

economic manuscripts Marx died on March 16, 1883. 

 Marx’s vision of history and society began to emerge as a young university 

student when he was first exposed to the work of Georg Hegel. Hegel’s 

philosophy taught that human history has meaning and purpose, that it is a 

rational, determined, evolutionary process in which each stage encounters 

tensions and contradictions that cause it to change and bring forth a new form of 

social, cultural, and political organization. Marx and his peers saw Hegel’s 

philosophy as leading in a radical direction. They concluded that the historical 

development of society has not yet finished is journey and that the present stage 

will inevitably be destroyed and give way to a better, moral rational social 

structure. The main themes of Marx’s philosophy can be summarized in five 

points.   

 

1) Economics rule everything. 
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 For Marx, the fundamental driving force in human behavior and history is 

economics. He contends that people cannot ear ideas but must live on the 

material products of labor. IN other words, before you can philosophize, paint, 

write novels, do science, or practice your religion, you first have to survive. In 

order to survive you must have the means to secure food, shelter, and clothes.  

Economics, Marx argued is at the root of all human existence.   

 

2) Class Struggle is the one constant throughout history. 

 For Marx, the story of history is the story of those who have power and 

those who do not. It is a struggle between the exploiters and the exploited.  He 

argued that with the emergence of private property, human existence became a 

struggle between those who have property and those who do not. In the modern 

era, this struggle has been carried on between two classes: the bourgeoisie and 

the proletariat.  The bourgeoisie are the capitalists, the owners of the means of 

industrial production, such as the factories and the employers of wage labor.  

They include the middle class who benefit from the current economic system. 

The other half of society is composed of the proletariat, the workers, those who 

own no property and who must survive by selling their labor as a commodity. 

 

3) Capitalism survives by exploiting the workers. 

 In Marx’s terminology, capital is anything that constitutes economic 

wealth in that it has exchange value, such as money, property, or gods. The 

capitalists are people who control the economic resources of society, such as the 

factories. Capitalism is that political and economic system in which the means of 

production and economic wealth are privately controlled. In order to maintain an 

edge over the competition, Marx says, the capitalists must increase profits by 

paying workers as little as possible. In Marx’s day, society did not have effective 

unions, minimum wage laws, grievance procedures, or government imposed 

standards of health and safety. There was also an abundance of labor that 

meant that the capitalists could treat their laborers as they pleased. 
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4) History is a deterministic, dialectical process.   

 In developing his view of history, Marx borrowed from Hegel’s view that 

history follows a dialectical pattern. The word dialectic originates from the Greek 

word for conversation and suggests a back and forth pattern in which progress is 

made.  For both Hegel and Marx, the dialectic is a historical process in which 

different, opposing forces resolve their tension by bringing into being a new 

stage of history. Every era in history is only a temporary stopping lace as history 

moves to its fulfillment. Hegel argued, however that this dialectical development 

was one of ideas. He believed that it was ideas that drive history.  However, 

such was not the case with Marx.  Marx turned Hegel’s philosophy upside down 

and made it dialectic of material, economic forces. Marx argued that each era of 

history goes through three stages. The initial state of affairs, which he called the 

thesis. It develops to a point at which it produces its own contradiction, called 

the antithesis. The two remain in tension until another state of affairs supersedes 

them, which is called the synthesis. IN each found of the dialectic, the 

deficiencies of one stage bring forth the opposing forces to balance out what is 

lacking. Inherent to this process is conflict and struggle.   

 

5) Capitalism will undermine itself and lead to communism.   

 According to Marx, capitalism arises as a system in which a small class of 

people own and control the major forces of production as their private property. 

They employ workers who have no economic resources but their own labor 

power. Within this system a contradiction will begin to arise. The ideology of 

capitalism is based on individualism and private property. However, the growth 

of capitalism will necessarily require a highly organized, socialized based with a 

continually increasing size, complexity, and interdependence. As competition for 

profits increases, capitalists will keep wages low and replace workers with 

machines. These actions will result in more unemployment and will drive wages 

down. The stronger companies will then buy up the smaller ones, monopolies will 
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increase and companies will expand to an international scale. In the process, the 

capitalists whose companies have failed will join the growing pool of the 

unemployed.  

  Using the terms of Marx’ dialectic, capitalism is the thesis that produces 

its own antithesis, an ever growing, international, embittered, and impoverished, 

but unified, class or proletarians or workers. Once capitalism has been discarded 

on the junk pile of history, the final stage of the dialectic, the synthesis will 

emerged in three phases.   

 First there will be a stage of transition called the dictatorship of the 

proletariat. This transition is when the proletariat uses their newly gained political 

power to cleanse society of the last remnants of capitalism.  

 The second phase is the first stage of communism, the stage known as 

socialism. The state takes over the means of production that were formerly in 

the hands of private ownership.  

 Third, this stage, will give way to the final stage of ultimate communism, 

in which the people themselves will control not only the political decisions, but 

also the economic life of the country.  

 

CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE 

 Civil disobedience is an illegal action performed for the purpose of making 

moral protest. It should be understood that it is not just an act of protest that 

frustrates or aggravates the authorities. Civil disobedience has to be a blatant 

violation of the law or a disobeying of an explicit order of some civil authority, be 

it city, state, or federal. There is a difference between criminal disobedience and 

civil disobedience that should be taken into consideration. Civil disobedience, 

unlike criminal disobedience, is a form of moral protest. It is am attempt to 

protest some law poky, or action of a governmental body in order to draw 

attention to the unjustness of the law, the problem with the policy, or the 

wrongness of a particular action on the part of government. The goal of civil 

disobedience is to change the law or the government’s behavior. In 
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contradistinction, a criminal act does not have any sort of high-minded purpose. 

The criminal breaks the law for personal gain.   

 To be classified as an act of moral protest, the lawbreaking must e public. 

The authorities and the public must be aware that the government is being 

disobeyed. Furthermore, most defenders of civil disobedience would say that 

protesters who cannot win their case in court must be willing to accept the 

penalty that follows this action, such as a jail sentence or a fine. Those people 

who engage in civil disobedience, therefore, must e willing go become martyrs 

for their moral cause.  

Further, many social activists contend that for an action to count as a moral 

protest, it must e nonviolent. Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. 

stressed this approach, both of who are known for their use of civil disobedience 

as a technique for social change. The question emerges therefore as to where 

we draw the line between violence and nonviolence. While it is obvious that an 

act which causes personal injury would be an example of violence, what about 

the destruction of property.   

 As regards the matter of civil disobedience, one position maintains that 

civil disobedience is never morally justified. Socrates is a representative of this 

position. The second opposing position maintains that there are circumstances in 

which obeying the law would be immoral and disobeying the law would be 

morally permissible perhaps even a moral duty. Martin Luther king Jr. as well as 

Mohandas Gandhi represents this perspective. The first position has the burden 

of proving why it is always wrong to disobey the government. The second 

position has to show why it is sometimes morally permissible to do so and to 

provide principles for deciding when our normal duty to obey the government 

may be suspended in the name of a higher moral obligation.   

 Four arguments are typically used to defend the view that civil 

disobedience is never morally justified. 

 

1) Civil disobedience is a violation of the social contract. 
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 Those advocating this position contend that by the time you begin 

considering an act of civil disobedience, you have lived in the society whose laws 

you are going to violate. IN so doing, you have been continuously protected by 

the government and have benefited from the governments services. Therefore, 

you have tacitly entered into a agreement with the state to be one of its citizens. 

You have reaped the benefits of being a citizen of this country. Therefore you 

are said to have an obligation to the state to obey its laws.   

 

2) Civil disobedience disregards and violates the principle of majority rule.   

 This argument contends hat the government is not some alien entity that 

has invaded our lives. The government rules according to the will of the people 

through our elected representatives. However, none of us is happy with the 

outcome of every election or with each and every law. However, whether we like 

the outcome or not, the government is a creation of the will of the majority and 

we all have an obligation to abide by the will of the majority or to seek to change 

it.  When you dissent through civil disobedience, you are attempting to 

accomplish through breaking the law what you were unable to accomplish 

through the democratic process and thereby you are undermining the democratic 

process. 

 

3) Civil disobedience is wrong since the ends do not justify the means.   

 This argument begins by assuming that in some instances we are 

breaking the law in the name of a god cause. But does having good motivations 

and trying to achieve good ends justify anything you do? The good that might be 

accomplished through civil disobedience has to be measured against its other 

results. Breaking the law promote a lack of respect for the law, and the 

government. Further, it leads to social chaos and other evils. The work of the 

government is so disrupted and officials have to spend so much time dealing 

with protesters that they are diverted from doing the normal and essential tasks 
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involved in running the society. Also, in spite of their best intentions, law-

breaking protesters often provoke violence and lawlessness.   

 

4) Civil disobedience is wrong since there are other alternatives for being heard.  

 The issues raised in the first three positions culminate in this last 

positional A democracy always offers a less drastic means than civil disobedience 

to make your voice heard and to affect society. Without breaking the law, you 

can exercise your rights to free speech, peaceful assembly, petitioning support, 

voting, and demonstrating. True, these methods are not as dramatic and as 

attention getting as civil disobedience. However, they can work and they avoid 

the problems generated by breaking the law. In addition, if you really believe 

that your society is so evil and unjust that breaking the law is justified then you 

always have the option of renouncing your citizenship and moving to a society 

mote to your liking. Therefore, civil disobedience is always wrong and is an 

unnecessary evil.   

 

THE POLITICAL SPECTRUM 

 The Political spectrum consists essentially of four categories. Classical 

Liberalism argues people should be allowed to do, as they want. This perspective 

calls for the maximization of individual liberties and minimization of the power of 

the State. An important distinction should be made between classical liberalism 

and contemporary liberalism.  Classical liberalism emphasizes what might be 

termed a mineralization of government. Contemporary liberalism calls for an 

increase in governmental size and involvement in individual and social 

functioning. Classical Conservatism assumes that people cannot be trusted to act 

properly and must be told what to do by the State. The focus of this political 

philosophy is upon the maximization of the authority of the State and the 

minimization of the liberties of the individual.  As above an important distinction 

should also be made between classical conservatism and modern conservatism.  

The classical model called for maximal governmental size and involvement 
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whereas the contemporary model calls for a decrease in governmental size and 

function. Authoritarianism argues that decisions about what is socially right must 

be left to the government and places complete authority in the power of the 

State, usually in the form of one highly powerful leader. Libertarianism contends 

that the least government is the best government and therefore that the State 

has minimal obligations toward the citizenry perhaps with the exception of 

protection from outside threat. 

 Leading philosophers such as Plato, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean 

Jacques Rousseau, and John Stuart Mill fit into various of the cited categories, 

each depending upon essentially each respective theory perceives the authority 

and the liberty of the individual.  The Philosophers conclusions regarding these 

matters is squarely rooted in an understanding of human nature and the source 

of authority from which human liberty is derived. 

 Plato represents the perspective of the conservative authoritarian.  The 

ancient Greek philosopher was pessimistic about the ability of the individual to 

responsibly manage his or her life; thus the conservative designation. On the 

other hand and due to the individuals inability to manage his or her life, Plato 

called for a strong central State that would insure both individual and social 

order; thus the designation Authoritarian.   

Thomas Hobbes may be categorized as a liberal authoritarian. Hobbes 

argued that the individual could not be trusted; thus the designation Liberal. He 

argued that decisions and laws regarding what is socially right should be left to 

the state in order to prohibit social anarchy and chaos between individuals; thus 

authoritarianism.   

John Locke is a liberal libertarian. He argued optimistically that individuals 

can be trusted to do as they desire and to be socially responsible while arguing 

for the primacy of individual liberties over social responsibilities; thus the 

designation liberal.  Conversely he also argued that there should be minimal 

state intrusion into the individual rights or the social dimension of individual 

existence; thus the label libertarian.   
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Jean Jacques Rousseau presents a very unique political philosophy, 

Rousseau is a liberal libertarian regarding how human beings are naturally. 

However, Rousseau is a conservative libertarian regarding people under the 

influence of society.  Rousseau attributes the transformation of human nature 

from a higher to a lower state of being to the corrupting influence of social 

existence.  

John Stuart Mill's political philosophy reflects that of a liberal conservative.  

He represents a dual perspective distinguishing between the individuals private 

and public life.  In short he is more of a classic liberal concerning private or 

personal matters and a classic conservative regarding public matters. 

 

Plato (427 - 347 BC) 

 Plato was the first Western thinker to ask philosophical questions about 

the State. (James L. Christian, Philosophy: An Introduction to the Art of 

Wondering, 349).  Plato's distrust of human nature and disgust for democracy 

had its roots in the Athenian democracy of Plato's youth and the determination 

of Athenian political leaders that Socrates, Plato's revered teacher, should die for 

instigating insurrection among the youth of the day. Plato envisioned a 

social/civil utopia in which the authoritarian state conditions the young with 

stories and myths, marriage is regulated, reproduction is controlled for the 

purposes of eugenics, and personal freedoms are non existent. Plato further 

argued that natural weaknesses incline us to form social relationships. Social and 

political structure is required to control envy and greed.  Plato believed that the 

average person lacks knowledge and the mastery of emotions required for social 

civility. This lack of knowledge and emotional control hinders decision-making.  

According to Plato, people generally pursue their own self-interests. Plato 

argued that asking any individual to run the State is asking for trouble since 

individuals are incapable of doing so due to their lack of knowledge and 

emotional control.  He concluded that only those individuals who are well trained 

and are knowledgeable should be in control of the State and as a result called for 
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society to be ruled by the Philosopher king. In fact, Plato argued that it is the 

duty of these individuals to control the State. Plato called his view that a select 

group of intellectuals should run the state "aristocratic", since the word itself 

originates from a the Greek words ariston and kraton meaning "the rule by the 

best." (Popkin and Stroll, 64) However some have proposed that Plato's theory is 

more authoritarian than aristocratic.  

(Popkin and Stroll, 64)  Plato's political theory "when generalized is 

perhaps the most powerful argument ever directed against democratic 

government" and "leads, by natural steps, to an anti-democratic, authoritarian 

philosophy." (Popkin and Stroll, 64) Plato's political philosophical is reflective of 

the biological and psychological context in which he lived.  He believed they’re to 

be an analogy between an individual person and the society in which he or she 

lived. For Plato, society is nothing more than the elements of comprising the 

individual existence on a much larger scale.  Regarding the individual, we would 

ask, "What makes an ideal man?"  Regarding the society, we would ask, "What 

makes for an ideal society?"  Plato proceeds to argue that what makes the ideal 

man also constitutes the ideal society.   

Interestingly, we see evidence of Platonic dualism even in Plato's political 

philosophy.  Plato argued that the individual is composed of two dimensions, the 

body and the soul. These two dimensions reflect the biological and the 

psychological dimensions of the individual.  For Plato, to be biological healthy is 

to be free from disease.  However to establish psychological health, according to 

Plato, is a much more challenging.  He concluded that psychological health 

requires that the human soul be divided into three portions: the rational which 

enables the individual to think or reason, the spirited which enables the 

individual to be courageous or cowardly, giving one the strength of will, and the 

appetitive element which consists of desires and passions for food and sexuality. 

For Plato, psychological health occurs when these three regions work in 

cooperation with one another.  



 311 

Plato further argued that the ideal state could be analyzed in the same 

manner.  According to Plato, there are three forces at work in human society. 

First, there are the Rulers; second, there are the Enforcers such as police and 

military; third, there are the Workers.  Each individual is born into one of these 

classes or groups.   

 Plato also advanced the most curious notion of the Noble Lie.  The Noble 

Lie, according to Plato, is needed to maintain class distinctions. The essence of 

the Noble Lie is found in its emphasis that the individual is destined to be part of 

the particular social group into which they were born and that there is no 

changing one's social status, either by personal ambition, marriage, etc.  

Therefore, according to Plato, the individual is to unconditionally accept her 

social status. 

 

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) 

 Thomas Hobbes had little of the imposition of governmental authority. 

Hobbes saw such an imposition of state rule upon society as mandatory due to 

humanities inability to govern themselves.  For Hobbes the State must exercise 

social control in order to prevent social chaos.  Hobbes is "an example of a 

philosopher who preferred the evils of absolute power to the evils of life in a 

society that did not contain such an authority.“ (Popkin and Stroll, 66) 

 The historical context in which Hobbes proposed his theory is highly 
significant:   
 
 [L]ike Plato, Hobbes theory is reflective of the context of his life: 
 Hobbes lived through some of the most unsettled years in English 
 history. He witnessed the rebellion against King Charles in 1642, 
 resulting in civil war, and finally was forced to flee to the Continent, 
 where he remained in exile for eleven years. But he was not safe there 
 either. In danger of assassination by his political enemies, he returned to 
 England only to see his writings condemned as subversive. In 1662, on 
 the threat of imprisonment, he was ordered  to refrain from further 
 publications about social and political problems. Against this background 
 of turmoil, it is understandable that what Hobbes feared most of all was a 
 chaotic society.  In such a society no one's life or property or family could 
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 be safe. The only way to assure domestic tranquility lay in compelling 
 people to obey the laws of the society, and in punishing them if they did 
 not. (Popkin and Stroll, 66) 
 

 Hobbes' entire political philosophy is based upon his conclusions regarding 

the psychological composition of humanity. Thomas Hobbes argued that 

individuals are naturally motivated by self-interests.  In a society composed of 

self-centered and self-interested individuals social chaos is an inevitable result. 

He proposed therefore that the law is required to maintain order in society and 

to prevent social chaos.  He advanced the idea of Legal Positivism arguing that 

what those in power determine to be justice constitutes the nature of justice.   

He also called for a Social Contract among the citizenry since this would 

be required for the majority to abide by the laws.  In the social contract the 

individual agrees to forego certain rights in the interests of society in general.  

According to Hobbes, peace is maintained only when self-centered individuals 

who exist in what he termed the state of nature and who are consequently 

solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short are willing to yield their rights which is in 

essence the required Social Contract which must be enforced in order to secure 

social peace and stability. Most prominent in Hobbes’ philosophy is his call for a 

powerful central state.  He designated the State as Leviathan. Hobbes 

understood the state to be all-powerful and against those who argued that his 

view of the state was too powerful and too brutal, Hobbes argued that a brutal 

state is better than no state at all.   

 A number of objections have been launched at Hobbes political philosophy 

not the least of which is his excessively low view of human nature and human 

motivation.  Is it really true that all individuals are motivated by self-interests 

alone?  Further, it may be that Hobbes view of the Social Contract is somewhat 

naive.  Would individuals be willing to forego their personal rights in the interests 

of others?  For instance, would individuals be willing to give up the right to bear 

arms in the interests of enhancing the peace and harmony of society?  If not, 

Hobbes would respond that it is the power of the Leviathan, the state, to enforce 
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this idea should it become law. Finally, and related to the initial objection stated 

above, Hobbes has a pessimistic view of the individual to live selflessly.  How do 

we explain altruistic behavior on the part of so many individuals?  Hobbes would 

likely counter that even altruistic deeds are motivated by an unconscious desire 

for control, power, or self-preservation. 

 

John Locke (1632-1704) 

 It is said of John Locke that he "was the theoretical architect of 

democracy as it exists in the Western world today." (Popkin and Stroll, 73) Like 

Hobbes, Locke also lived in a time of social unrest though their political 

philosophies reflect quite different conclusions.  After having resisted the King, 

Locke also was forced to flee England on two occasions but unlike Hobbes these 

events did not taint his perception of human nature nearly as darkly as Hobbes.  

According to John Locke individuals are naturally indifferent to one another. 

Moral distinctions characterize individual's social relationships and these 

individual moral distinctions are natural or are God-given according to Locke.  

For Locke the individual acts morally only in light of the threat of future divine 

reward or divine punishment.  The more the God consciousness evaporates from 

a society, the less inclination the citizenry will have to live morally according to 

Locke's philosophy.   

 Locke concluded that all individuals have the right to be treated equally 

regardless of their life status.  Life is a divine gift, which provides the basis for 

this equality among individuals.  Locke argued also that individual are bound to 

obey the law not on the basis of the power of an external authority such as the 

Leviathan as Hobbes argued.  Rather Locke contends that the individual obeys 

the law only because he gives internal consent to the law.  Therefore, conscience 

and moral sensibility compels the individual to give allegiance to the law and to 

the authority of the government. 

 Lock proposed that all human beings have a God-given right to own 

property.  Wealth, prestige and power are to be distributed justly and are to be 
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accumulated as a result of a strong individual work ethic.  Inherent in these two 

positions is the idea that the individual citizen is endowed by his Creator with a 

right to personal property that transcends the individuals obligation to share the 

wealth and that the access which the individual has to property and to wealth is 

secured through the mandate to work for those things.  In this point of Lockean 

political philosophy we see the foundation for capitalism.   

 Regarding the role of government, government is to standardize 

punishment for all individuals who refuse to live by the law and who intrude 

upon another citizen's personal rights.  For Locke, such punishment by the 

government has two purposes: deterrence and retribution.  In short, the State is 

to protect the individuals natural or God given rights to life, liberty and property. 

 A number of objections are attributed to Locke's political philosophy.  

First, Locke seems to possess an overly optimistic view of the majority.  His 

emphasis upon majority rule may eventually lead to the tyranny of the majority 

over the minority on a particular issue.  In addition, it may be that Locke 

possesses an overly optimistic view of the individual's access to wealth and 

power through work.  The reality is that part of accessing wealth and power lies 

beyond the scope of hard work.  The individual must possess access to certain 

networks, relationships, and social structures in the educational as well as in the 

economic spheres.  

 

Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) 

 One of the more interesting political philosophers was Jean Jacques 

Rousseau.  Rousseau argued that individuals are born free, autonomous and 

naturally virtuous.  However, Rousseau further argued that civil society perverts 

humanities virtuous nature into selfishness, pride and the delight in the suffering 

of others. Consequently, Rousseau also argued that Government is needed to 

enforce laws concerning private property.  Rousseau argued that should the 

individual be capable of living an isolated existence then he would have no 

inclination toward the abuse of others, stealing, lying, the abuse of power, etc.  



 315 

However, the individual cannot live in isolation and observes the possessions of 

his neighbor, abuses his power against his neighbor and his otherwise virtuous 

character is corrupted.  

Whereas other philosophers spoke of the Social Contract, Rousseau spoke 

of the General Will and defined as all in society want for themselves.  This is the 

determining factor regarding the establishing of the laws of the land.  Rousseau 

that in the establishing of the General Will or Social Contract the individual will 

develop his or her natural virtuousness and civility. 

 Rousseau also argued that the individual obeys the laws not because of 

some external force whether that force be God or the State but because he or 

she chooses to impose a particular law or set of laws upon himself.  In addition, 

the individual chooses to impose the law upon himself in the interests of the 

common good of society.   

Rousseau's political philosophy is not without it weaknesses.  Rousseau seems to 

have an overly optimistic view of human nature. His idea that individuals are 

born free, autonomous and naturally virtuous may be somewhat naive.  In 

addition and as with other philosophers, his understanding of the majority rule or 

the General Will and the willingness of individuals to agree to the Social Contract 

in which they willingly forego personal rights in the interests of society as a 

whole may also be somewhat naive.  

 

John Stuart Mill 1(806 – 1873) 

John Stuart Mill recognized the potential of the majority to function as a 

sort of dictatorship in which the minority of citizens is tyrannized.  He argued 

that in the past liberty meant protection against the tyranny of political ruler but 

that this was no longer so.  Rather the nature of the tyranny imposed upon an 

individual was now the potential of a group of individuals, the minority, being 

tyrannized by another group of individuals, the majority. Mill argued that in order 

to avoid this tyranny a Principle of Liberty is needed.  Mill argued that the 

function of law is to protect individuals from the potential of harm.  Individuals 
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can be coerced only in order to protect the health and welfare of others.  

Consequently the law is appropriate where harm to others is a concern. The law 

is aimed at protecting individuals from those who would harm them or infringe 

upon their rights.  He advanced that state intervention is justified in order to 

improve general living conditions in a society, for instance with regard to the 

protection of the environment or the support of the arts.  

Mill argued that a free market economy has many benefits but that the 

defects in terms of poverty for many that result from private ownerships may 

imply that we should institute the alternative of socialisms or public ownership of 

the means of production.  He argued for the utility of liberty as a social 

institution. Under such social order the individual will be encouraged and this 

individuality in turns tends to produce innovations in knowledge, technology, and 

morality that contribute significantly to improving the general welfare.   

 Regarding objections to Mill, some have argued that Mills political 

philosophy is too vague to be useful.  These critics argue that Mill fails to 

distinguish clearly between what is private and what is public in the individual’s 

existence. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Perhaps no other area of concern is as frustrating and disappointing as 

the realm of politics.  In this chapter, I have attempted to acquaint the reader 

with certain of the central topics of political philosophy.  I have also attempted to 

introduce the reader to some of the vocabulary of political philosophy, 

demonstrating how the meanings of certain classifications has shifted with the 

passing of time.  Primary among the topics of political philosophy is the nature of 

the individual and its implications for the role of the State in governing 

individuals.   

 In the following material we will examine the philosophy of science, with 

special regard to philosophy’s role as a discipline of doubt in relation to the 

matter of scientific objectivity. 
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  CHAPTER FIVE STUDY GUIDE 
 

Content Questions 
 

1. Compare and contrast Classical Liberalism with Classical Conservatism. 
2. What is the difference between Classical Liberalism and Contemporary 

Liberalism? 
3. Compare and contrast Authoritarianism and Libertarianism. 
4. Why may Plato be categorized as a conservative authorial? 
5. Why may Thomas Hobbes be categorized as a liberal authoritarian? 
6. Describe Locke’s understanding of the role of the state. 
7. Explain Mill’s distinction between the individual’s private vs. public 

existence. 
8. How did Plato view human nature? 
9. What are the implications of Plato’s understanding of human nature for 

his conclusions regarding the role of the State? 
10. Explain Platonic dualism in relationship to the individual’s individual and 

social existence. 
11. Describe Plato’s understanding of the three forces of human society. 
12. Explain Plato’s concept of the Noble Lie and its implications for one’s 

social status. 
13. Explain the social context from which Thomas’ Hobbes social-political 

theory emerged. 
14. How did Hobbes understand human nature and what are the implications 

of this understanding for the role of the State? 
15. What are two critiques of Hobbes’ Political Theory? 
16. Describe Locke’s understanding of property. 
17. What was Rousseau’s understanding of human nature? 
18. Explain the concept of the Social Contract 

 
 

Vocabulary 
1. Classical Liberalism 
2. Classical Conservatism 
3. Authoritarianism 
4. Libertarianism 
5. Platonic dualism 
6. Legalism Positivism 
7. Leviathan 
8. The General Will 
9. The Principle of Liberty 
10. The State of Nature 
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Critical Thinking 

 
1. Why does Hobbes argue that human beings are naturally at war with one 

another and in need of a common power to keep them in check? 
2. Explain Plato’s understanding of human nature and its implications for the 

role of the State. 
3. How do Locke and Hobbes differ on the matters of individual rights? 
4. How do Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau differently describe the “state of 

nature” out of which the social contract emerges? 
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CHAPTER 6: The Question of Science 

 

 Recently my wife pointed out a face book entry in which the writer after 

being confronted with a particular scientific fact stated, "Well that's science and 

science can't be wrong can it?"  This is a good question and lies at the core of 

the philosophic consideration of science.  Can science be wrong? It seems that 

all too often those within the scientific community attempt to convince us that 

science cannot be wrong but the fact is that evidence abounds to the contrary.  

Who, after all, hasn't been frustrated to no end with the conclusions of the white 

frocked priest of science proposing that the consumption of some food item is 

unhealthy, only to later follow up with the conclusion to the contrary.  Further, 

history is replete with examples of the errors of science and evidence that the 

alleged objectivity the scientist isn't so objective after all.   

 

PERSPECTIVES 

 Each of the Ontology or worldview has its perspective regarding the 

values of science.  These include: 

• Idealism is interested primarily in theoretical science not the physical 
science of the physical world. 

 
• Naturalism is vitally interested in science and provides the naturalist for 

the explanation of all issues. 
 

• Realism is interested in science and the physical world and is also 
concerned with the supernatural world. 

 
• Existentialism is most interested in sciences potential for helping in the 

vital choices, which are made in life. 
 

• Pragmatism is interested in science in that technology can better life and 
in the perspective of pragmatism pure science is generally regarded as a 
waste. 
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THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD 

 Scientific exploration begins with the conclusion that the human mind can 

understand the external world only through empirical observation; that is, 

through data gained by way of the senses. From that assumption the scientist 

attempts to construct experiments, which will produce outcomes, which can be 

generalized to become scientific truth.  This is known as the scientific method.  

Steps to the method include: 

 1. The observation of some phenomenon in nature. 
 2. Scientific reflection upon what has been detected. 
 3. The construction of a hypothesis, which explains what has been 
 observed. 
 4. The hypothesis is then tested by additional observations and 
 experimentation. 
 5. If the hypothesis is supported by the investigation it then becomes a 
 theory. 
 6. The theory is subjected to further examination over a longer period 
 of time and by many additional investigators. 
 7. Further refinements and modifications are then made to the theory. 
 8. The accumulation of evidence may necessitate that a theory be 
 abandoned or may lead to its general acceptance. 
 9. In the event of general acceptance the theory may then be elevated 
 to the level of the status of a law. (See Newport, Ultimate Questions,  
 126) 
 

 That area of philosophy known as the philosophy of science is "the branch 

is philosophy that is centered on a critical examination of one of the sciences." 

(Robert Audi, ed., The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, "Philosophy of 

Science" 2nd edition, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999: 700)  More 

precisely, the philosophy of science is concerned with the investigation of 

scientific method and scientific results.  Scientific methodology is closely related 

to the philosophical sub-discipline of the theory of knowledge. The study of 

scientific methodology and the philosophical basis behind the scientific method 

concerns itself with the methods by which scientists arrive at what is presented 

as scientific truth concerning the world and the rationales for a given scientific 

method. 
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MORAL REQUIREMENTS 

 Closely related to the scientific commitment to the objectivity inherit in the 

scientists commitment to the scientific method is the commitment to moral 

responsibility. There is an expectation that the scientists will report the data 

collected from his scientific research in an honest fashion. This commitment to 

honesty on the part of the scientist evidences the scientist's acknowledgement 

that she carries on the scientific enterprise as part of a community of people who 

will in turn build upon his research. Consequently, this commitment to honesty is 

mandatory for the successful continuation of scientific research and the provision 

of reliable knowledge base upon which future human endeavors can be pursued. 

 In addition to honesty, is the commitment to what has been termed a 

commitment to acceptance. While one scientist is carrying on his work in 

seeming isolation from the remainder of the scientific community, the reality is 

that there is an assumption made on the part of scientists regarding their own 

competence and their provision of reliable information upon which others may do 

further research.  It is as though there is an implied contract "which is based on 

the agreed competence of persons who are known to be trained, skilled 

observers" between members of the scientific community who conduct research. 

(Newport, Ultimate Questions, 126) 

 

SCIENTIFIC SUBJECTIVITY 

 The scientific method is constructed in an attempt to preserve scientific 

objectivity.  While this objectivity was assumed in the past, this is no longer the 

case.  Some have suggested that scientific observations are inevitably shaped by 

the unseen biases and presuppositions of the scientist. In fact, it has been 

proposed that certain of the conclusions of the scientific community reflect 

nothing more than "leaps of creative imagination." (Newport, Ultimate Questions, 

126) In addition, the facts of science are never final as is evidenced in the 

constant revamping of old scientific theories as well as the ultimate replacing of 



 323 

many of those theories as demonstrated in the shift from a Newtonian physics to 

Einsteinian physics. 

  

SOCIAL CONTEXT 

 Science is not immune from being "hijacked" by political and social 

agendas.  This reality also threatens any assumption of scientific objectivity. 

Science may even be used to accomplish a religious agenda.  Consider, for 

example, that some contend that scientific conclusions regarding the popular 

issue of global warming is nothing more than scientific research conducted in 

such a manner so as to produce data supporting a political ideology attempting 

to advance the plausibility of global warming. As another example, consider the 

work of Nazism, which utilized scientific research in an effort to establish the 

racial superiority of one group (Germanic) over another (Jews). (Newport, 

Ultimate Questions, 126) 

 

THEORIES OF SCIENCE 

 There are three basic philosophical understandings of Science.  Scientific 

Realism argues that scientific theories describe reality accurately and literally.  

Scientific Realism reflects absolute confidence in the scientific project.  Critical 

Realism contends that scientific theories are only human constructs with some 

basis in reality.  The focus of Critical Realism centers on the belief that scientific 

theories are only human tools, which serve the purpose of enabling us to 

function with the framework of reality, as well as functioning as interpretive keys 

to the nature of reality.  Instrumentalism argues that scientific theories are 

merely heuristic fictions and function like Bohr's picture of the atom.  Essentially, 

these theories have no basis in reality.  These three approaches cover the 

spectrum of perspectives of nature of scientific theories. 

 

METHOD AND OBJECTIVITY 
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 As we have seen, science claims complete objectivity.  However, it is the 

task of philosophy to question the even possibility of such objectivity.  It is 

possible that even on a subjective and unconscious level, the white-frocked 

priest of the scientific lab is not as objective as he would himself suppose.  

However, in the pursuit of scientific objectivity the scientific method uses the 

following principles in order to "assure" such objectivity.  By use of these 

principles, the scientist endeavors to insure scientific objectivity. 

• The Principle of Empiricism: Science assumes the reliability of the human 
senses.  Reality is as the human senses perceive it. 

 
• The Principle of Parsimony: This principle is also known as Ockam's Razor 

and it assumes that the best explanation of a reality event is the simplest 
explanation. 

 
• The Principle of Isolation: The principle attempts to eliminate extraneous 

factors by use of a control group or by means of scientific sampling. 
 

• The Principle of Exact Measurement: This principle expresses the results in 
quantitative terms.  This principle essentially refers to data gathering. 

 
 

 As stated above, the possibility of achieving scientific objectivity is 

questionable.  There is elusiveness to scientific objectivity. Hans Vaihinger calls 

the scientific hypothesis, which pursues this objectivity, nothing more than useful 

fiction.  Michael Polyani contends that there is a contribution to be made by faith 

in a scientific viewpoint.  In short, the honest scientist admits that complete 

objectivity is not achievable and that in reality there is need for faith in the 

pursuit and production of scientific knowledge. 

 

SENSORY DECEPTION 
 

 In addition, one of the major flaws of the scientific endeavor is its 

overconfidence in the human senses or its overly optimistic empiricism.  The 

reality is that each of the five senses can be deceived.   
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• Sight: Deception occurs in the form of a mirage, dream, projective image, 
and blindness or color blindness. 

 
• Hearing: Time delays from sight and from the Doppler effect. 

 
• Touch: The reliability of human touch is contingent upon the condition of 

the human nervous system and to our previous environment. 
 

• Smell: Our sense of smell can be deceptive as in the instance of when one 
has a cold. While this is a blatant instance of such deception the likelihood 
that this form of sensory deception can take place on other unconscious 
levels is highly probable. 

 
• Taste: Human taste varies from individual to individual as with such things 

as saltiness, sweetness, and bitterness. 
 
 Each of these instances prove that human senses are not always reliable 

and dependable and are vulnerable to deception certainly on a conscious level 

and possibly to a greater extent on an unconscious level. Therefore, scientific 

objectivity may not be as achievable as is claimed by the scientific community. 

 
 

INDUCTIVE METHOD 
 

 Two more concerns give rise to questions regarding the objectivity of 

science: the Inductive Method, which leads only to probability not certainty, and 

the inevitable influence of subjective factors influencing the scientist. Questions 

such as the following emerge from these two factors.  How does the scientist 

feel about his or her research? Who is paying the scientist for his or her 

research? What pressure is being exerted on them regarding the direction or 

outcome of their research? Why does the scientist study one thing rather than 

another and what is influencing the scientist to follow a particular subject area? 

These are all important questions, which must be taken into consideration when 

considering the possibility of complete scientific objectivity. 

 

REDUCTIONISM 
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 Two more variables lead to questions concerning the objectivity of 

science: The Necessity for anthropomorphic concepts and language and the 

tendency toward Reductionism.  All scientific endeavors are tailored for humans.  

What are the aberrations in method caused by this reality? While this factor may 

be unconscious it is none the less a potential influencing factor which threatens 

to skew the outcome of scientific research.  In addition, scientific explanations 

can be reductionistic in that they attempt to explain very complex events in 

merely physical terms. In short, quantitative results do not adequately account 

for qualitative differences. 

 

ARISTOTLE AND DEDUCTIVE LOGIC 

 Aristotle presents his model of scientific knowledge in his Posterior 

Analytics. However, his more important conclusions regarding science are found 

in his works entitled Metaphysics and Physics. In these works Aristotle introduced 

his doctrine of the Four Causes, which according to some should be more 

correctly designated, as his doctrine of the four becauses, reflecting the 

Aristotelian commitment to causation. These include: the material cause, the 

formal cause, the efficient cause and the final cause. 

 

The Material Cause 

 Aristotle proposes for example that we might ask, "Why is this building 

strong" to which someone might also respond, "The building is strong because it 

is made of steel and concrete." This presents what Aristotle argued was the 

material cause because it serves as an explanation presented in terms of what 

he termed "component" or "constituent" ingredients. For Aristotle, the Material 

Cause is "that out of which a thing comes to be and persists." (Aristotle, 

"Physics" cited in Cottingham, Western Philosophy, New York: Blackwell 

Publishing, 413) 

 

The Formal Cause 
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 Aristotle described a situation in which someone might also ask, "Why is 

this stuff correctly classified as sugar?" to which someone might respond, "This is 

called sugar because it is composed of sodium and chloride." Aristotle concluded 

that this type of cause constitutes the "formal cause" since it is an explanation in 

terms of form, definition, or essential properties. According to Aristotle, the 

Formal Case is "the form or original pattern in a cause" such as "the number is 

the cause of or basis for an octave." (Aristotle's "Physics", cited in Cottingham, 

413) 

 

The Efficient Cause 

 Aristotle posited the situation in which someone asks, "Why did this 

baseball move?" to which someone might counter, "This baseball moved because 

someone struck it with a bat." He labeled this cause as the Efficient Cause and 

defined it in terms of what initiated or produced the consequent movement or 

change in the status of the baseball. Aristotle defined the Efficient Cause as, "the 

primary source of something changing" such as "the father is the cause of the 

child." (Aristotle, "Physics" cited in Cottingham 413) 

 

The Final Cause 

 Finally Aristotle considered the situation in which someone asks, "Why 

does a row of sunflowers face east in the a.m. and turn west during the day?" to 

which someone responds, "The sunflowers face east in the a.m. and turn west 

during the day in order to maximize exposure to the sunlight." Aristotle 

concluded that such a situation represents the Final Cause or the goal since it 

describes the reason for which something is done.  Aristotle proposed that the 

Final Cause is "the end" or "outcome" such as "health is the cause of a walk." 

(Aristotle, "Physics", cited in Cottingham, 413). Aristotle concluded, "It is cleat 

that nature is a cause, a cause that operates for a purpose." (Aristotle, "Physics", 

cited in Cottingham, 415) 
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 It is this last cause, which Aristotlel emphasized in his work. He contended 

that the world is operated by this form of causation. The work, which Aristotle 

used to describe this final causation, originates from the Greek word telos, which 

means "goal or objective." It was Aristotle's contention that each object, such as 

an acorn for instance, has within it the reason or the causation, which compels 

or drives the acorn to become an Oak Tree.  However, later modern science, as 

we shall see, would assault Aristotle's conclusion regarding Final Causation. 

  

FRANCIS BACON 

 A revolution in science began to evolve with the work of Francis Bacon. 

Bacon was a leader in the revolution and his work entitled Novum Organum or 

the New Instrument, which was published in 1620, was reflective of this 

simmering scientific revolution. The key work in the material is entitled Organum. 

The term is a Greek term and was deliberately selected since it was the 

conventional term used to refer to Aristotle's logical works. In the use of the 

term we already see a reaction to the work and the conclusions of Aristotle.  

 But what did Bacon believe and what was his difference with Aristotle? 

First, Bacon believed that the traditional process of deducing results from 

supposed self-evident axioms as Aristotle had argued, had produced new 

scientific knowledge. According to Bacon, this approach to scientific enquiry 

either had unraveled what we already knew or had led us astray, giving way to 

unreliable conclusions.  In short this approach was simply inadequate and prone 

to error and assumption.  Bacon argued for a methodology, which would produce 

more information and lead to fewer error and greater more certain conclusions. 

 A key phrase used this type of self evident knowledge advocated for by 

Aristotle was understanding left to itself. For Bacon, however, this approach was 

ineffective. Consequently he proposed that we need a new scientific 

methodology, am empirical method, based upon observation so that we might 

better under and also control nature itself.  Bacon therefore attacks four idols or 

obstacles to true and reliable scientific knowledge. These four include the idols of 
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the tribe, the idols of the cave, the idols of the market place and the idols of the 

theater. 

 

The Idols of the Tribe 

 According to Bacon, the idols of the tribe stem from human nature. 

According to Bacon, "all perceptions both of the sense and of the mind are 

according to the measure of the individual, not according to the measure of the 

universe." (Bacon, Novum Organum, cited in Cottingham, 419)  While these 

represents sincere efforts to address the concerns of science such as why things 

are as they are, the idols of the tribe are illusory in that they are dependent upon 

illusions. Bacon contended that "the human understanding is like a false mirror 

which, receiving rays irregularly, distorts and discolors the nature of things by 

mingling its own nature with it." (Bacon, Novum Organum, cited in Cottingham, 

419).   

 

The Idols of the Cave 

 The idols of the cave represent private obsessions and preoccupations of 

person and these throw us off track in the quest for truth. These are the "idols of 

the individual man" since everyone has a cave or den of his own, which refracts 

and discolors the light of nature, owing either to his own proper and peculiar 

nature or to his education and conversation with others or to the reading of 

books and the authority if those whom he esteems and admires or to the 

differences of impressions, accordingly as they take place in a mind preoccupied 

of man.  Bacon, Novum Organum, cited in Cottingham, 419) 

 

The Idols of the Marketplace 

 The idols of the market place are the illusions due to the use of language. 

These are the idols, which are formed by the interactions of individuals with 

others in the context of commerce. This type of interaction leads inevitably to 
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vain discussion and empty commentary, which is based more upon sentiment 

and emotion than upon actual fact.  Bacon writes: 

 For it is by discourse that men associate; and words are imposed 
 according to the apprehension of the vulgar. And therefore the ill and 
 unfit choice of words wonderfully obstructs the understanding. Not do 
 the definitions or explanations, wherewith in some things learned men 
 are wont to guard and defend themselves, by any means set the matter 
 right. (Bacon, Novum Organum, cited in Cottingham, 419) 
 

The Idols of the Theater 

 The idols of the theater are false systems of traditional philosophy, which 

are accorded too much authority.  Bacon designates this category as "idols of the 

theater" since in his opinion all the received systems are stage plays representing 

worlds of their own creation after an unreal and scenic fashion. (Bacon, Novum 

Organum, cited in Cottingham, 419). Bacon was taking aim at Aristotle. Bacon 

aggressively attacks Aristotle's conclusion regarding final causation. Bacon 

proposes that the scientist examine nature on the basis of induction. Bacon 

dismisses Aristotle's approach as being based upon "vulgar notions. Bacon called 

for an approach to scientific inquiry that derives from axioms from the sense and 

particulars. As such Bacon stood at the beginning of a call or a new approach in 

science and thereby setting the stage for the modern scientific era.  

 

DESCARTES 

 Descartes called for a new approach, essentially building upon the work of 

Bacon with some degree of variation. Descartes' primary work was entitled 

Discourse on Method. Descartes presented a comprehensive new view of science 

based upon the role of mathematics for physics and mathematical principles. 

Descartes’ focus shifted to a metaphysical consideration of the dual order of the 

laws of nature and god. He argued that God put the laws of nature into place 

and that God had also provided the scientist with innate knowledge required for 

scientific inquiry. It is as though God has implanted these mathematical 
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principles, which serve as the foundation for science and for understanding the 

world around us by God.  

 Descartes contended that the new science possessed a dual purpose. On 

the one hand, it provided us with increased knowledge and, on the other hand, 

its is also aimed at control by which Descartes essentially meant technological 

control. To understand or to have a greater knowledge of our world, the cosmos 

or nature, we will in turn be enabled to control elements of these worlds or 

domains.  Essentially, knowledge means control.  In addition, Descartes gave us 

a basis for experimentation with the emergence of the new science. Notice at 

this point the contrast of Descartes proposal with that of Aristotle.  

 Descartes acknowledged that we can to deduce some general principles 

from the innate truths implanted within us by God, but this capacity is 

incomplete. As a result of this potentiality, Descartes proposed that we must put 

our knowledge to the test and then compare the results Thus; we have the birth 

of experimentation, which was neglected under the Aristotelian model. From this 

conclusion regarding the role of experimentation, Descartes and his followers 

would proceed to argue on behalf of the process of induction in scientific 

methodology.  

In the midst of this quest for truth, it is important to remember that 

Descartes remained optimistic due to his belief that God will always honor our 

sincere search for the truth.  The scientific quest was therefore endowed with a 

new optimism, which Berkeley was bound to confront under the recognition of 

the limited nature of science. 

 

BERKELEY 

 George Berkeley brought a new perspective to science and the 

consideration of the scientific method. As a result of the inability of science to 

explain fully and finally the basis for causation and motion, the Irish philosopher, 

George Berkeley distinguished between the world of mathematics or mechanics, 

which is studied by the physicist, and the world of metaphysics. According to 
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Berkeley the world of math and mechanics consists of the formulation of abstract 

laws and based upon those laws we can deduce the observed motions of 

planetary bodies for example, but beyond this point, however, there is mystery 

and it is the responsibility of the domain of metaphysics to speculate upon the 

nature of this mystery. Berkeley was quick to point out that there is simply no 

final word produced by the work of the scientists in general and the physicist in 

particular regarding the origin of causation.  

 Berkeley was quick to approach the issue of the knowability of the causes 

of the events of the natural world are outside of the domain of science. The 

scientist is unable to understand or to explain the actual forces and causes at 

work behind the events of the natural world. It is at this point that the scientist 

and the individual bent in the direction of a preference and overly optimistic 

understanding of the potential for scientific inquiry must come to grips with the 

reality that these notions of causation are to be studied under the domain of 

metaphysics rather that of physics. It seems that Berkeley was attempting to 

affirm that science needs a sort of epistemological humility, acknowledging that 

there is a point at which the scientific project is forced to acknowledge its 

limitation.  Science cannot answer each and every dimension of the realities of 

the external world.  It is a limited discipline.   

 Rather these matters, according to Berkeley, are the concerns not of the 

realm of physics but of metaphysics. In other words, the notions of force and 

effort are only to be applied to animate beings not material things. The qualities 

of force and effort cannot be understood, therefore in purely physical terms.  

 Berkeley wrote, 

 Only by meditation and reasoning can truly active cause be rescued 
 from the surrounding darkness and be to some extent known. To deal 
 with them is the business of first philosophy or metaphysics. Allot to 
 each science its own province; assign it bounds; accurately distinguish 
 the principles and objects belonging to each. Thus it will be possible to 
 treat them with greater east and clarity. (George Berkeley, On Motion 
 cited in Cottingham, 423) 
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HUME 

 David Hume brought an even great degree of skepticism to the debate 

concerning the potential of scientific inquiry.  He raised radical doubts and 

consequently brought a high intensity disturbance to the scientific enterprise. 

Hume took as his starting point the distinction between the relations of ideas and 

the matter of fact. Under the heading of the relations of ideas Hume included 

notions such as 2 + 2 = 4 and all triangles have 3 sides. These are truths which 

can be conclusively demonstrated and which follow logically from their definition. 

Under the heading of the matter of fact Hume spoke of that which provides 

information what actually occurs in the world and which is based no on 

reasoning and logical deduction, but upon observation.  

 

Hume and Induction  

 There was a catch, however, to Hume's proposal. On the one hand, what 

Hume was proposing seemed on the surface to be reasonable enough. But in 

fact on a deeper level lay the implications of Hume's conclusions. He was 

arguing, "Experience can only assure us of what we are actually observing at the 

present or can remember having observed in the past." (Hume, Enquiry 

Concerning Human Understanding, in Cottingham, 433) It is at this point Hume 

was attacking the inductive nature of the scientific method. Hume was essentially 

citing what has come to be known as the problem of induction. According to the 

inductive argument, we make a specific observation and from that specific 

observation generalize to more general conclusions or observations. According to 

deductive argument move in the opposite direction making a specific observation 

and then moving toward a more general conclusion. For instance, deductive 

argumentation argues that all birds are animals. Swans are birds. Therefore, 

Swans are animals.  On the other hand, an inductive argument would contend 

the following: I drink coffee all the time. Coffee has never poisoned me. 

Therefore I assume that coffee will not poison me in the future.  
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 Applied to the work of the science, the scientist generalizes the result of 

his experimentation, which is assumed to be carried out in an objective fashion. 

He determines that what occurs in the specific instance of his experimentation 

will also occur in all other instances which consist of the same variables. The 

scientist is inducing from the specific to the general. However, Hume questioned 

the legitimacy of this approach. He argued that the process of induction assumes 

that future instances will resemble past and he counters that while a particular 

result has emerged in the past is no guarantee that the same result will occur in 

the future. For Hume, this possibility constituted the essence of the problem of 

induction. (Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding in Cottingham, 

433)   

 Bertrand Russell would later attempt to point out the legitimacy of Hume's 

contention.  He posited the hypothetical existence of a chicken that wakes up 

each morning thinking that since it had been fed grain on the previous day it 

would therefore be fed grain on the present day and all days thereafter only to 

wake up one morning to have its neck wrung and its head taken off.  Such is the 

problem of induction.  

Hume questioned how could we ever justify relying on such an unreliable 

method of argument? This is of particular relevance to the philosophy of science, 

because induction has a crucial role to play in the scientific method. (Nigel 

Warburton, Philosophy: The Basics, 4th ed., New York: Routledge, 2004, 116) 

 

Hume and Causation 

 Hume did not stop with the problem of induction in his assault upon 

science.  Hume addressed the topic of causation primarily in his Enquiry 

Concerning Human Understanding.  As previously indicated, Hume had attacked 

science by defining the problem of induction. Now Hume took on another aspect 

of science, the relationship of cause and effect. The same skepticism Hume had 

demonstrated concerning induction is now brought to bear on the topic of 

causation.  
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 In addressing the topic of causation Hume evoked what he termed the 

idea of a necessary connection.  Hume proposed that if I drop a rock, it moves to 

the center of the earth due to the pull of gravity.  He acknowledged that this is 

not a random occurrence. He pointed out that the two events, the dropping of 

the rock and its movement to the center of the earth by virtue of gravitational 

pull, are necessarily connected. In so doing Hume acknowledged that a cause 

does indeed produce an effect. But as an empiricist Hume wants to know what 

sensory basis the notion of necessary connection emerges from and he provides 

what is perceived a radical answer to the question. He proposed that nothing we 

observe, either in the outside world, or from our inner awareness of how we 

initiate our own bodily movements, is sufficient to account for the concept of a 

necessary connection.   

 According to Hume, suppose billiard ball A strikes billiard ball B. 

Consequently, billiard ball 2 moves. We observe are the two objects striking one 

another. Hume pointed out that we do not see a force causing billiard ball “B” to 

move. Hume's conclusion, therefore, was to proposed that when we say event 'a' 

causes event 'b' all we can actually mean is that the events of type "A" are 

followed by events of type "B" and that these two occur together in close 

proximity of time.  Hume described the connection of these two events as a 

constant conjunction.  Hume was proposing that the apparent necessity of causal 

judgments derives merely from the subjective expectations of the mind. 

 

KANT 

 Immanuel Kant rejected Hume's relegation of the relationship of cause 

and effect to the categories of the mind. Kant acknowledged that these 

categories are necessary but he intended something much stronger than Hume 

had intended. Kant argued that these categories of the mind are necessary in 

order for us to experience the world at all. For Kant, causality is not an a 

posteriori event but an a priori category rooted in the innate categories of the 

mind.  



 336 

 Most philosophers prior to Kant assumed that objects exist, as we 

perceive them. They also acknowledged that these objects existed independently 

of that they or us existed in space and time.  This was the type of common 

sense realism that dominated philosophical thought to some extent prior to Kant.  

However, with Kant an earth-shattering shift occurred.  Kant realized that this 

could not possibly be correct. He argued that all of the ways we have of 

perceiving objects, things such as sight, sound, touch, taste, small, cannot exist 

independently of the nervous systems. He contended that all of the ways we 

have of thinking about things couldn't exist independently of our nervous 

systems. These ways of thinking are systems dependent.  Each object we 

observe and contemplate is sense dependent and also mind dependent. Thinking 

cannot occur without brains and seeing cannot take placer with eyes according 

to Kant.   

 Kant argued that for objects to have the impact on our senses, these 

objects must actually exist as the cause of this sensory stimulation.  Kant had 

confidence in the scientific worldview had developed and was developing around 

him at the time.  He believed in the validity of the scientific project on the basis 

of two conclusions. First, he believed in the validity of direct observation since by 

this method repeated in a systematic fashion by the individual and checked by 

others reliable data concerning the physical world is gathered and established.  

He also believed in the validity of logical deduction from observation statements, 

which had been arrived at through the method of direct observation.  Science 

was established firmly upon immediate observation combined with logic. This 

combination yielded the greatest certainty to scientific conclusions.  However, a 

shift was about to occur for Kant.   

 It was a reality that awakened Kant from his dogmatic slumber. Kant was 

reading what Hume had to say concerning causality. Hume advanced the idea 

that causal connection is something which is not only actually unobservable to 

also impossible to determine logically, thus violating the two pillars upon which 

the scientific project had been established for Kant.  In other words, Kant 
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recognized that we can observe event A and we can observe event B, and we 

can observe that these two events occur in close proximity of time but we cannot 

observe a third entity of a causal connection between these two events.  

Consequently, we cannot assume a necessary connection between these two 

events.  In other words, a necessary connection cannot be observed much less 

confirmed between the two.  Therefore, the concept of causality has no empirical 

foundation or any logical foundation. Kant agreed wholeheartedly with Hume’s 

conclusions on this matter.   

 Kant believed however that if there were no such thing as causal 

connection there would be no possibility of an empirical world. However, he 

concluded that we do know that such an empirical world actually exists.  Kant 

entertained the question, “How can it be possible for us to acquire knowledge of 

such things if not by either observation or by logic?  Is there another possible 

way to gain knowledge?”  He further determined, or so it seems, that the 

concepts of time and space are in the same predicament as causality. For 

example, nothing that is infinite can fall within the bounds of human experience 

and therefore neither time nor space could ever be established by observation or 

logic.  

 Kant had learned from Hume that all of what had seemed to be the 

fundamental of science, such as space and time, were unverifiable logically and 

empirically.  However, Kant could have concluded that the scientific project was 

therefore invalidated, but he did not do so.  To conclude that science was 

therefore useless was a nonsensical conclusion.  Kant concluded, therefore, that 

there is a realm of knowledge that transcends a priori or a posteriori knowledge.    

 

JOHN STUART MILL 

 Hume, the empiricist, had cast doubt regarding the legitimacy of the 

process of induction. Kant, the rationalist, had countered Hume's skepticism by 

providing a basis upon which the assumptions of science regarding topics of 

induction and the relationship of cause and effect could be viewed as reliable. 
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With the work of John Stuart Mill, an empiricist, we discover an attempt to 

reconstruct confidence in the inductive method of science and to return to the 

approach of Francis Bacon. Mill addresses a significant portion of his System of 

Logic to the topic of justifying the inductive method while at the same time 

attempting to take seriously the skepticism of David Hume regarding the 

inductive method.  Mill's approach was somewhat different in that he contends 

that the use of the scientific method is based upon an inherent optimism 

regarding the uniformity of nature not upon categories of the mind as Hume had 

proposed.  Hume had proposed that whereas one could conclude based upon his 

or her experience that "fire burns" one could not conclude that in the future fire 

would necessarily do the same.  In other words, we cannot always conclude that 

because fire had burned us in one instance, it will burn us in all instances.  Mill 

contended however that this inductive conclusion is a legitimate one and that it 

is based upon the uniformity of nature. However, it should be pointed out that 

Mill was not endorsing a Kantian a priori notion of the relationship of cause and 

effect or of the inductive method.  Whereas Kant was a rationalist and place his 

epistemologic faith firmly in the corner of apriori knowledge, Mill maintained his 

convictions as an empiricist. He concluded that experience teaches that based 

upon the uniformity of nature which we can know that as fire has burned us in 

one instance, fire will also burn us in all future instances and that such 

confidence holds true in both known and unknown events.  

 However, there is the notorious problem of the swans.  The empiricistic 

tradition had long contended that all swans are white. Their conclusion along 

these lines was obviously based upon experience, specifically observation. British 

observers had seen swans and each was white. However, their conclusion was 

not to hold true upon the discovery of a black swan in a different part of the 

world. Therefore, the widely accepted generalization that all swans are white 

proved to be false.  Therefore, is the inductive method completely invalidated by 

such an instance? Mill thought not.  Maintaining his empiricistic conclusions, Mill 

argued: 
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 That all swans are white cannot have been a good induction, since the 
 conclusion has turned out erroneous. The experience, however, on  which 
the conclusion rested, was genuine. From the earliest records,  the 
testimony of the inhabitants of the known world was unanimous at  this point. 
The uniform experience, therefore, of the inhabitants of the  known world, 
agreeing in a common result, without one known  instance of deviation from 
that result, is not always sufficient to  establish a general conclusion. (John 
Stuart Mill, System of Logic,  cited in Cottingham, 45) 
 
 

KARL POPPER 

 Karl Popper offered a radically new perspective on the matter of science 

and the inductive method in his Logik der Forschung [The Logic of Scientific 

Discovery] published in 1935. With regard to the problem of induction, Popper 

argued irrelevancy. He pointed out that there is inevitability to the priority of 

theory to observation. In other words, the scientist contends, according to the 

inductive method, that observation precedes theory but Popper dismisses such a 

conclusion on the part of the scientist. He argued that the scientist already has a 

theory in mind prior to the event of observation and it is that theory which the 

scientist is aiming at addressing through the scientific project.  Popper's 

approach came to be known as falsification and it is designated as such since 

scientific theories are speculative attempts to given an analysis of events in the 

natural world. As such they are conjectures or well-informed guesses and their 

aim is to improve upon previous theories. Popper also pointed out that these 

theories of conjectures are not aimed at verification so much as they are aimed 

at falsification. Through this process science proceeds in its search for truth. 

Popper points to the replacing of the Ptolemaic view of the universe which 

proposed the earth as the center by the Copernican view of the universe which 

acknowledge the sun as the universe's center or the replacing of Newtonian 

physics by Einsteinian physics.  Popper proposed, "The criterion of the scientific 

status of a theory is its falsifiability, or refutability, or testability. " (Karl Popper, 

Conjectures and Refutations cited in Cottingham, 453). 
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CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter we have focused upon philosophy’s questioning of 

scientific objectivity and we have examined the contributions of philosophers 

such as Descartes’ and Bacon to scientific inquiry.  Can science be wrong?  At 

the least we are forced to acknowledge that, while some are reluctant to 

concede the wrongness of science, scientific explanations are always incomplete   
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Chapter 6 Study Guide 
 

Content Questions 
1. Explain the philosophical problem of the objectivity of science. 
2. Explain the philosophic Ontology’s and their implications for the values of 

science. 
3. Explain the central concern of the philosophy of science. 
4. In what manner is the scientific enterprise a subjective one? 
5. In what way may social context negatively shape the scientific enterprise? 
6. In what way may the anthropomorphic nature of science negatively 

shape scientific results and research? 
7. Explain Aristotle’s Material Cause. 
8. Explain Aristotle’s Formal Cause. 
9. Explain Aristotle’s Efficient Cause. 
10. Explain Aristotle’s Final Cause. 
11. Explain Francis Bacon’s approach to scientific methodology as revealed in 

the use of the inductive method. 
12. What is meant by Bacon’s phrase “the idols of the tribe” in relation to 

science? 
13. What is meant by Bacon’s phrase “the idols of the cave” in relation to 

science? 
14. What is meant by Bacon’s phrase “idols of the marketplace” in relation to 

science? 
15. What is meant by Bacon’s phrase “idols of the theater” in relation to 

science? 
16. Explain how Descartes belief in God shaped his assurance in the pursuits 

of scientific study and research. 
17. Explain Hume’s relations of ideas and the matter of fact. 
18. Explain Hume’s problem of induction. 
19. Explain Hume’s idea of a necessary connection and its implications for 

causation. 
20. In what way did Kant awake from his dogmatic slumber induced by the 

conclusions of Hume concerning a priori and aposteriori knowledge.   
21. How did Kant different from Hume in his understanding of reality? 
22. Explain Popper’s concept of falsification. 

 
 

Vocabulary 
 

1. Scientific realism 
2. Critical realism 
3. Instrumentalism 
4. The Inductive Method 
5. The Deductive Method 
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6. Common Sense Realism 
7. Scientific Verification 
8. Scientific Falsification 

 
 

Critical Thinking 
 

1. Explain the nature of the question of scientific objectivity. 
2. Explain Popper’s falsification account of the scientific method. 
3. How should philosophy shape the manner in which the scientist 

understands his/her work? 
4. How might one’s belief in the existence of God shape his/her view of the 

scientific task? 
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CHAPTER 7: The Question of Art 

 

 There are a number of questions, which are addressed in consideration of 

the Philosophy of Art.  Among those questions are: 

• What is art? Can art be defined? 
• What is it that makes one object or piece f writing or music rather than 
another worthy of being called art? 
• What is beauty? 
• Is there something distinctively human about art? 
• What is the relation between art and reality? 

 

PLATO 

 Plato argued that Artistic expression and enjoyment of art are 

unacceptable human activities for a variety of reasons.  According to Plato’s 

Ontological Objection, art is an imitation of things in the world but things in the 

world are not real things but are only copies of the Forms which are real 

according to Plato. Unlike philosophy, art does not provide truth and in fact 

draws attention away from the truth insofar as its purpose is to make us pay 

attention to appearances rather than to reality. With the Epistemological 

Objection, Plato supposed that we attain no knowledge through art because art 

is false and is therefore epistemologically unreliable. Artists do not provide us 

with the logos or the rational principle for what we experience. Finally, with the 

Moral Objection Plato proposed that to be distracted from the pursuit of the good 

or to be distracted from developing a proper harmonious inner psychic order is 

immoral. Insofar as art depicts heroes and gods doing immoral things it does not 

inspire us to be great; insofar as art is illusion, it encourages us only to pretend 

to be good.  In addition, art does not appeal to the highest faculty of the soul, 

which is reason because it relies on images.  Rather than appealing to intellect or 

rationality, art appeals to the emotions, which are antisocial and are also 

personally destructive. 
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SIGMUND FREUD 

 According to Sigmund Freud, if rationality and society are to survive, 

irrational and antisocial drives such as sexuality and aggression must be 

controlled. These impulses can be channeled or sublimated in socially acceptable 

forms of creativity and higher culture such as art, religion, philosophy, law, 

science, or morality, but even so they still threaten rationality and society. Some 

people such as neurotics deal with the world by pretending that it is other than 

what they really experience, but they do not deny that there is a reality that 

might be different from what they experience. For Freud, art tries not only to 

deny reality but also attempts to replace reality. In this respect, art is amazingly 

similar to insanity. Art is the means by which we experience the pleasure of 

unresolved or repressed irrational antisocial impulses. But like Plato, Freud thinks 

that art is not a rational response to the demands of reality. Rather, art is only 

the way of avoiding violence or other socially disruptive activity. 

 

ARISTOTLE 

 Aristotle argued that art imitates not what is the case but theorizes what 

could potentially be the case.  Art focuses on what Aristotle designated 

universals.  As history recounts particular events, so art portrays particular 

events in terms of how well they embody universal ideals and values. Instead of 

encouraging the passions to take control of reason, art is the means by which we 

cleanse or purge the passions and through which we engage in a catharsis or 

cleansing.  Therefore, according to Aristotle art replaces erotic and aggressive 

passions rather than causing them and that is the social function of art according 

to Aristotle. 

 

NEO PLATONISM, CLASSICISM/FORMALISM AND TOLSTOY'S 
RELIGIOUS DEFENSE OF ART 

 
 Neo-Platonism is distinct from Platonism since it has a higher view of the 

value of art.  Plato was pretty harsh with regard to the legitimacy of art but this 
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is not true with Neo-Platonism.  According to Neo-Platonism, art expresses 

higher truths of beauty and sensuality.  It seems that there is an Aristotelian 

influence evidenced in the conclusions of Neo-Platonism regarding the meaning 

and significance of art. 

 Classicism or Formalism argues that art and the experience of beauty 

capture the harmony between the ways in which things in reality are structure 

and the structure and activities of the mind. 

 Romanticism argued that through artistic imagination, which is subjective 

and emotional, we are put in touch with what is eternally real and creative. 

Classicism's emphasis on order and proportion, like philosophic reason or science 

in general, provides information merely about the temporal world not reality as it 

is eternally.  Tolstoy argued that art brings us together as children of God 

through shared feelings.  He contended that great art would be sincere and 

universal and not affected or accessible only to the cultural elite. 

 

ART FOR ART'S SAKE 

 Plato and Aristotle agreed that art should be judged based on its effect 

upon the o server. However, some theorists claim that art is intrinsically valuable 

or, put differently, art needs no justification other than itself.  Art should not be 

considered a means to some end other than itself.  In this sense art is devoid of 

instrumental value. It does not express anything about anything other than itself 

and does not try to imitate nature or life. In fact quiet the contrary is true 

according to these theorists.  Life and nature find expression through the energy 

that art provides. Interestingly since the proper goal of art is not to capture or 

repeat the way things actually are, art is essentially a lie and, in addition, lying is 

the proper objective of art. 

 

MARX 

 According to Karl Marx artistic expression and aesthetic enjoyment are 

essential human characteristics but the ways in which human productions are 
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manipulated and understood are always ideological.  Art is always attempting to 

convey the ideology, conviction or belief of the artist. Marx argued that 

capitalism inevitably estranges the producer from his product.  The individual is 

forced to market what is produced in the interest of providing for one's means 

for the sustenance of life and this is the context in which this alienation takes 

place.  According to Marx, the creative artistic productions of human labor define 

the nature of human existence, but when their work is alienated from human 

beings, as with capitalism, human beings are alienated from themselves.  Art, 

like religion, morality, and philosophy is the expression of the socioeconomic 

system of the ruling class. The conflict of classes generates counter culture or 

revolutionary art according to Marx. 

 

HERBET MARCUSE (1898-1979) 

 Marcuse combines elements from Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx.  For 

Marx, doing away with the conditions for economic repression would allow 

everyone to express himself or herself artistically. For Freud, though our 

repression of antisocial desires such as sexuality and aggression is necessary for 

society. In order to keep certain classes in positions of power, we are asked to 

repress even more than is needed to achieve social ends.  This added repression 

is designated by Marcuse as "surplus repression." Workers are seduced into 

becoming part of the very system that uses them up by themselves becoming 

consumers. Even anti-establishment activity such as rock music is co-opted by 

being transformed into a commodity. To break free of this cycle of seduction we 

need to eliminate surplus repression and decrease necessary repression through 

technological advances. Marcus advances however that just when we are able to 

cur down on necessary repression, the forces of power increase surplus 

repression. 

 

EXISTENTIALIST AESTHETICS 
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 Existentialists argue, "Existence precedes essence." In other words, acting 

shapes being for the individual.  More specifically, the decisions, which we make, 

and the consequent actions, which result from those decisions inevitably, impact 

our being or the essence of who we are.  Things for humans are meaningful not 

in virtue of some always already divinely determined essence or nature but the 

nature or function of a thing follows from how we apprehend it.   

 The world is to be understood as an object of art, a product of human 

creativity in existentialist thought. However, unlike typical works of art, which are 

completed or finished products, the world and everything in it are never finished. 

The world is a work in progress, not something that is being but rather 

something that is becoming. The virtue of art is that it highlights this incomplete 

character indirectly by showing the kind of thing that the world is not. The 

becoming of the world displaces us, makes us homeless, and requires us to 

assume our responsibility to create.   

 Art requires that we pass from the familiar to questions regarding the 

ultimate meaning of existence and it challenges us to examine things such as 

birth, death and interaction with others and moves us from the typical to the 

symbolic and enables us to transcend ordinary life. The point of art is to make us 

do something to change our lives from the mundane to the meaningful. Such a 

change is possible only when we recognize that we are the ones who must do it 

and no one else. 

 

LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN (1889-1951) AND  
FAMILY RESEMBLANCE THEORY 

 
 Wittgenstein argues that there is no necessary and sufficient condition for 

calling something art.  Art is an open concept that ties activities together through 

overlapping family resemblances. This is called the family resemblance theory. 

We could never have a specific definition of art because at some future date 

something else might be included in the category of art. We simply have to 

decide whether to use a certain concept or term to refer to the activity in 
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question. Wittgenstein's family resemblance theory works in the following 

manner. Imagine that you have three traits such as eye color, hair color and 

nose shape. Your sister resembles you regarding the hair color and nose shape 

but she has a different color eyes and ears different from yours. Her ears are like 

those of your brother who happens to have eyes and hair unlike your. However, 

he has your nose shape and you resemble him somewhat but not as much as 

you resemble your sister. Your brother has more of your dad's traits but you 

don't have any traits of your dad. We still think of you as being in the same 

family as your dad because your traits and his overlap through their appearances 

in your brother and sister.   

 Wittgenstein's theory has been described in the following manner: 

• You have traits A, B, C 
• Your sister has traits B, C, D 
• Your brother has traits C, D, E 
• Your dad has traits D, E, F 

 
 Wittgensteinians think of art in this fashion.  Some works of art seem so 

different that it seems hard to imagine what makes them both the same kind of 

thing but these artistic works have traits enough in common with other pieces 

that we think of them each as works of art.  These works of art are in the same 

family despite some degree of variation between them.  In addition, if those 

items are art and they are remotely like other things we call art, then it seems 

sensible to say that they belong to the same family even though they do not 

share any identical features. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 In this chapter, we have considered the nature of art and the responses of 

various philosophers to art, ranging from Plato’s rejection of art as ultimately 

deceptive to Wittgenstein’s intriguing Family Resemblance Theory of art.  The 

question remains, however, concerning what constitutes the essence of beauty.  

Why is it that some consider certain paintings, sculptures, and even individuals 
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to be beautiful while others feel quite to the contrary?  What is it in a piece of art 

that resonates with some while meriting little thought from others?  Is beauty 

subjective or objective?  The foregoing consideration of art is, while not finally 

and ultimately answering these questions is intended to enhance the 

consideration of them. 
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Chapter 7 Study Guide 
 

Content Questions 
 

1. Explain Plato’s view of art in relation to his World of Forms. 
2. Explain Aristotle’s view of art in relation to his notion of Universals. 
3. Explain Freud’s view of art in relation to his notion of Neurosis. 
4. Compare and contrast the Platonic and the Neo-Platonic view of art. 
5. Explain Marx’s view of art in relationship to his emphasis upon capitalistic 

alienation. 
6. Discuss existentialism in relation to the notion of becoming. 
7. Explain Wittgenstein’s Family Resemblance Theory of Art. 

 
Vocabulary 

 
1. Family Resemblance Theory 
2. Art for Art’s Sake 
3. Surplus Repression 
4. Existence precedes essence 

 
Critical Thinking 

 
1. What is meant by the statement, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder” in 

relationship to the subjectivity of art? 
2. Evaluate Freud’s notion of art as cathartic and in relationship to the 

neurosis. 
3. Evaluate Plato’s conclusion regarding the deceptiveness of art, comparing 

and contrasting his view with that of Aristotle, then concluding with your 
own conclusions utilizing the Platonic and Aristotelian contribution to the 
debate. 
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CHAPTER 8: The Question of African Philosophy 
 

 African American philosopher John Pitman points out “philosophy is 

usually introduced to college audiences by displaying the writings of some select 

group of ‘dead white men’,’ all European or Anglo-American.  This is traditional 

and it is here that the weight of [the philosophical] tradition is greatest.”  African 

American philosopher George Yancey writes his search for African American 

philosophers: 

I reasoned, African-Americans wondered about the existence of God, 
theorized about the distinction between mind and body, speculated about 
the nature of time, tackled the problem of appearance and reality, 
thought about the nature of beauty, thought about the nature of justice 
and the requirements of the ethical life, and developed sophisticated 
philosophical worldviews. (George Yancey, African-American Philosophers: 
17 Conversations, New York: Routledge Publishing, 1998: 4) 
 
African American philosopher Robert Birt writes of the term “African 

American philosophers”: 

To this day, ‘black philosopher’ is commonly regarded as a contradiction in 
terms, an anomaly or an undesired intruder into a realm that does not 
concern him or her. That any but whites can be masters in the intellectual 
realm, that blacks might actually have something of value to contribute to 
American or world philosophical culture is an idea at best tolerated ‘with a 
grain of salt’ or simply rejected and/or ridiculed as ludicrous. (Robert Birt, 
“Negation of Hegemony: The Agenda of Philosophy Born of Struggle,” 
Social Science Information 26, no. 1, March 1987: 116; Yancey, 4) 
 
Regarding the legitimacy of African American philosophy as related to the 

history of African American culture, William Jones, also an African American 

philosopher records: 

What is at stake here [in the date concerning the place of African 
American philosophy in philosophical discourse] is the power and authority 
to define. Is the white philosopher to be the sole definer of reality? Is his 
perspective alone to be afforded philosophical merit? With this 
understanding of what is at stake, it is that blacks dehumanize themselves 
if they do not insist upon the right to make their history the point of 
departure for their philosophizing. Blacks announce their own inferiority if 
they do not force the established philosophies to revalidate themselves 
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and reconstruct their normative apparatus in the light of the black 
perspective.  (William R. Jones, “The Legitimacy and Necessity of Black 
Philosophy: “Some Preliminary Considerations,” The Philosophical Forum 
9, Winter-Spring, 1977-78: 157) 

 
 Henry Odera Oruka, distinguishes four trends in African philosophy.  

These trends include ethno-philosophy, philosophic sagacity, nationalistic-

ideologic philosophy and professional philosophy. Ethno-philosophy refers to the 

recording of beliefs found in African cultures and treats African philosophy as 

consisting in a set of shared beliefs or a shared worldview.  The approach 

emphasizes the property as communal and prioritizes relationships over 

individuality.  Advocates of the approach include Pauline Hountondji, Leopold 

Senghor and John Mbiti. 

 Philosophic sagacity refers to an individualistic version of ethno-philosophy 

and records the beliefs of certain special members of a given ethno-community. 

The approach recognizes that a few members of a group or culture reach a high 

level of knowledge and understanding of their respective culture’s worldview. 

Philosophic sagacity regards these individuals as possessing higher knowledge 

and designates them as sages or wise persons. In certain instances the approach 

examines the sage’s knowledge of the culture itself.  Advocates of philosophic 

sagacity include the Dogan people and Odera H. Oruka. 

 Nationalistic-ideologic philosophy represents a special aspect of 

philosophic sagacity and focuses not upon the individual sages themselves, but 

upon ideologues.  The term “ideology” is used to refer to sets of ideas within any 

national context in general and upon the African context in particular. 

Nationalistic-ideologic philosopher further refers to a special way of reasoning on 

a given topic or subject.  Advocates of this approach include Kwame Nkrumah, 

Julius Hyere and Leopold Senghor. 

 Professional philosophy in the African context refers to philosophy as a 

particular way of thinking, reflecting and thinking. It acknowledges that this is a 

formal philosophical perspective in the professional sense is relatively new to 
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most of African and further challenges African to grow in terms of the 

philosophical work carried out by Africans.  The approach encourages the 

application of philosophical speculation and contemplation, as well as reasoning 

to particularly African concerns.  Advocates of this approach include Kwasi 

Wiredu, Pauline Ountondji, Oruka Odera and Peter Bodunrin. 

 

AFRICAN AND EUROPEAN PHILOSOPHY 
 

 African philosophers generally define philosophy as an attempt to 

understand one’s life and one’s place in the universe and understand the 

characteristics of philosophy as consisting of an open-mindedness, a skepticism 

of received opinions and of the status quo, a systematic addressing of life’s 

profound questions, a demonstration of the connections between the different 

parts of belief and thought systems, a basis for justifying reasons aimed at 

convincing an informed and non-sectarian people, and an acknowledgement of 

the importance of universality in the philosophic tradition. 

 
Three Approaches to African Philosophy 

 
 African philosophy exists in the form of three broad approaches.  These 

approaches include: the ethno-philosophical, the universalist, and the 

hermeneutical.  The ethno-philosophical approach proposes that philosophic 

worldviews are found in mythical, linguistic and religious perspectives of the 

varied cultures from which a given philosophy emerges.  According to this 

approach philosophy is unique to an established geographic context and a 

people’s philosophy is derived from their lived experience.   

 The universalist approach understands philosophy as an objective and 

universal enterprise. Therefore, philosophy is not to be perceived as culture 

dependent but a systematic and methodological inquiry that should not be 

altered or understood according to geographic location.  African thought, 

according to this approach, must take its place alongside the thought of other 
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peoples of the world and reclaim the freedom to partake in logic and rational 

procedures.  The hermeneutical approach takes African traditions as their 

starting point and seeks to escape enslavement to the past by using the past to 

open up the future.  It endeavors to come to terms with the violence that has 

characterized the relationship between Europe and African and as a result 

express the struggle of African philosophy by attempting to separate it from 

European philosophy.   

 
 
Odera Oruka’s Philosophic Categories 

 
 African American philosopher, Henry Odera Oruka strives for a more 

narrow and precise understanding of the nature of philosophy.  He reminds that 

there is philosophy in the strict sense, which unearths hidden assumptions, 

implications and contradictions in the human experience, on the one hand and, 

on the other, there exists a category of philosophy in the debased sense that 

limits itself to the contours of traditional worldviews or cultures.   

 
Questions to Consider 

 
 The existence of and acknowledgment of African philosophy is said to give 

rise to a variety of questions.  These questions include: 

 
• Can people who do not share the same culture penetrate cultures foreign 

to them? 
• Can an individual enter alien thought systems utilizing one’s own culture 

theoretical framework? 
• Are African’s that unique from Europeans? 
• Is the perceived uniqueness of Africans by some a positive or a negative 

thing or both? 
• Must you have a written language in order to have philosophy or can the 

definition of “text” include even the oral traditions of a culture? 
 

 
AFRICAN AND FEMINIST PHILOSOPHY 
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 There are a number of parallels between African and Feminist philosophy. 

The struggles of these two areas are parallel in many instances.  Large number 

of philosophers have been and are white males and as a result both African and 

Feminist philosophy suffers some degree of marginalization.  In addition, 

because men and women bring different discursive resources to their 

understanding of their respective environments, there is a bias in the definitions 

of the problems of philosophy and the proposed answers to those problems.  

Further, both African philosophy and Feminist philosophy encounter a lack of 

concern for their specialized areas of concern or for the specialized dimension of 

their considerations of philosophical problems. Finally, there is an implicit 

assumption that males, and with reference to African philosophy white males, 

that males represent the species and this leads to a bias in interpreting the 

human experience.  Other parallels include: 

• A neglect of women’s issues 
• A depreciation of feminine values 
• A denial of female moral agency 
• A devaluation of women’s moral experiences 
• Radical feminist critiques question the very assumptions of objectivity at 

the foundation of Western philosophy 
• Radical feminist critiques question the assumption of rationality at the 

foundation of Western philosophy 
 

 
AFRICAN SAGE PHILOSOPJU 

 
 African sage philosophy (ASP) refers to a general body of thought that has 

given rise to the emergence of wise persons in African communities.  ASP seeks 

a rational basis for ideas and concepts in its presentation of a worldview and 

attempts to critically examine the justifications for traditional philosophical 

constructs and conclusions.  Henry Odera Oruka worked extensively with ASP 

and focused upon the critical themes of the approach including the question of 

the nature of a supreme being, the concept of personhood, the questions of the 

meaning of freedom, equality, death and the issue of life after death.  Oruka 

writes with regard to the practice of communalism among the African Luo Tribe: 
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Now the sense in which we may justly say that the Luo in the traditional 
setting practiced communalism is not on in which people generously 
shared property or wealth. Their of idea of communalism is, I think, of a 
cooperative nature. For example, where one person had cattle, every 
body ‘ipso facto’ had cattle. For the owner of the cattle would distribute 
his cattle among people who did not have cattle [of their own] s that the 
less well-off people make take care of them . . . .[but] never completely 
given away . . .. The result is that every body had cows to look after and 
so milk to drink.  (Oruka, 1990: 141) 

 
 ASP displays the personal nature of ideas or opinions that the sages 

experienced in response to the profound questions of life regarding meaning in 

life, the definition of personhood, the understanding of death and life after 

death, the nature of ultimate reality and the existence of God.  African sage 

philosophers provide evidence of abstract thought about these philosophical 

topics and consider what it means for a given philosophical construct to be true. 

A particular distinctive characteristic of ASP, as evidenced in the Oruka statement 

above, is its emphasis upon the reflection on the practice of communalism.  In 

addition, these philosophers address the moral dimensions of Truth, as does 

traditional philosophy.  ASP expresses a correspondence theory, stressing the 

correspondence between the external reality of which one speaks and the 

conclusion. Correspondence theory asks, “Is this something I can observe to be 

true?”  Correspondence theory uses the given senses to test whether a synthetic 

statement is true.  In this sense, ASP is strongly rooted in a posteriori 

epistemology.  Chaungo writes, 

 
When something is true, it is just as you see it . . . . It is just what it is . . 
. . Just like this bottle . . . . . It is true that it is just a bottle . . . . Just 
what it is. Truth is good. Falsehood is evil. He, who says the truth, is 
accepted by good people. A liar may have many followers but he is bad. 
(Okemba Simiyu Chaungo, Sage Philosophy, 111) 

 
 

EUROCENTRIC CRITIQUES 
Oruka counters three negative accusations regarding the philosophical 

status of indigenous African thought.  First, the accusation is made that African 
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sages do not engage in philosophic thought through the utilization of reason and 

rationality.  Second, some point out that African sages are part of an oral 

tradition, whereas philosophical thought requires literacy.  Finally, critics contend 

that African traditions encourage unanimity regarding an established set of 

beliefs or values and discourage individual critical thought. 

 

ASF and Human Reason 

African sage philosophy attempts to confront the perceived Eurocentric 

bias of traditional philosophy.  Oruka points out that traditional philosophy is 

based strongly in the pre-Socratic and Socratic tradition that places an emphasis 

upon the utilization of reason in addressing the philosophical questions of life.  

Traditional philosophy therefore is often regarded as the true philosophical 

tradition whereas African sage philosophy is considered not to be so since it is 

alleged to neglect rationality, an allegation which Oruka contends is not true.  

Oruka contends that the questioning of the legitimacy of ASP on the basis of this 

understanding of philosophy is rooted in an unfortunate Euro centrism.   

 Oruka proposes that two methods led to the growth of philosophy in the 

West.  The method of the Platonic dialogue has furthered Western philosophy.  

This method is best exemplified in the work of Plato. In the dialogue, Socrates is 

presented as asking questions. Those questions are then addressed by an 

interlocutor.  Oruka viewed his own dialogues with the sages as an example of 

the dialogue utilized in the context of African sage philosophy.  He especially 

attempted to focus on displaying this philosophical method and its outcome in his 

work.  Related to the forgoing approach of the dialogue, Oruka also displayed an 

indirect engagement with the sages through commentary on their ideas.  Again, 

this method reflects an attempt to follow the example of the Platonic dialogue.  

Oruka believed that African gains credibility and its worldview is furthered 

through the utilization of the method of the dialogue and engagement with the 

proposals of the African sages.   
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ASF and Oral Tradition 

 The Eurocentric bias of traditional philosophy proposed that legitimate 

philosophy is exclusively written philosophy.  Consequently, the place of oral 

tradition in a given cultural context is dismissed as non-scientific and 

mythological.  Oruka proposed that there are African philosophers who are 

definitely from the oral tradition and that their philosophy is legitimate since their 

approaches are consistent and organized in a fashion similar to the philosophy of 

the written tradition.   

 

ASF and Unanimity 

Eurocentric traditional philosophers further countered that African sage 

philosophy discourages individuality of thought.  Traditional philosophy often 

regards African philosophy as a place encouraging philosophical unanimity and 

argues that the African traditions cultivate unanimity regarding beliefs and 

values.  Oruka counters by presenting empirical evidence of diversity of thought 

among indigenous African thinkers.  He further proposed that African sage 

philosophy is about thinkers not rulers or controllers.   

 

ASF and Critical Thinking 

Eurocentric philosophy considers African Sage philosophy as non-historical 

and mythological as opposed to rational or reason based.  Oruka countered the 

accusation by presenting the conclusions of particular thinkers and by 

demonstrating that their conclusions are based on rationality and reason as 

opposed to mythological worldviews.  Oruka concludes that African sage 

philosophy is: 

• Expressed in the thoughts of wise men and wise women 
• Expressed in any given community of African communal context 
• A way of explaining the world that fluctuates between popular and 

didactic wisdom 
• Expounded by the rational thought of certain sages in the community 

 
Oruka proposed that the philosophical sage is one who: 
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• Shared a communal vision 
• Emphasized the rational explanation and justifications of beliefs and 

actions 
• Demonstrates greater allegiance to reason than to custom or tradition 
• Is a source of new knowledge 
• Is a catalyst for change within the community 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 In this chapter I have attempted to expound upon the basis dimensions of 

African and African Sage Philosophy. The consideration of this topic reminds us 

that philosophy is more than a western phenomenon.  At the heart of the human 

condition, are questions concerning the nature of ultimate reality, what it means 

to exist in community, the existence of God, and moral behavior.  It is true that 

in the past these questions have been addressed in the European arena but this 

is not to say that they have only been addressed by individuals from this 

geographic location.  Undoubtedly, there have been other cultures in which these 

same issues have been addressed but these matters have largely been ignored.  

The post-modern era and the realization that we a part of a global community in 

the modern area serves to increasingly heighten our awareness of the cross-

cultural discussion on these matters.  
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Chapter 8 Study Guide 
 

Content Questions 
 

1. What are the concerns of African/African Sage philosophy? 
2. How are African Philosophy and European Philosophy related in content? 
3. How do African philosophers generally define philosophy? 
4. Explain the universalist, ethno-philosophical and hermeneutical 

approaches to African philosophy. 
5. What are the similarities between African and Feminist philosophy? 
6. Define African Sage philosophy. 
7. Explain the correspondence theory of truth in relationship to African Sage 

philosophy. 
8. What are the three Euro-centric critiques of African Sage philosophy and 

how does Oruka counter those accusations? 
 
 

Vocabulary 
 

1. Philosophic Sagacity 
2. Nationalistic ideological philosophy 
3. Professional philosophy 
4. Ethno-philosophy 
5. African Sage Philosophy 
6. Communalism 

 
 

Critical Thinking 
 

1. Compare and contrast African Philosophy with Traditional European 
Philosophy, focusing upon their respective regard reason, oral vs written 
tradition, and their respective nurturing of individual freedom of thought. 

2. Explain African Sage Philosophy’s utilization of the Correspondence 
Theory of Truth in relationship to any assumptions it may have regarding 
the external world. 
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Chapter 9: The Question of Meaning in Life 
 

 Does life have meaning? If so, what is it? How do we find it? Some people 

are initially attracted to philosophy because they hope that it will provide 

answers to this question. Unfortunately, if they are looking for an easy solution, 

they ma find themselves disappointed, like the searchers in The Hitchhikers 

Guide to the Galaxy.  They are eventually informed that the answer to the “Great 

Question of Life, the Universe and Everything is . .  Forty Two. (Douglas Adams, 

The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy (London: Pan, 1979), 136. Some 

philosophers would even maintain that the reason the question of life’s meaning 

seems to difficult to answer is that it is essentially a bogus question. Sentences 

and signs have meaning, but not life.  

In 1826 John Stuart Mill became obcesssed with the the thought that his life was 

meaninglingless. He was 22 years of age. His great works were still ahead of him 

at that point. However, he had already begun to make a name for himself. He 

was wrting for a radical journal founded by Jeremy Bentham. Mills goal was to 

be a reformer of the world but he lost confidence in himself and his cause. His 

work was no longer important to him. He believed that, even if he accomplished 

all of his life goals, he still would not be happy in his life. He felt that he had 

nothing left to live for. While inwardly things increasingly worsened for him and 

his state of mind, outwardly no one knew of his state. However, Mill writes that 

eventually he emerged from his black dog depression with a renewed focus on 

life.  

 The meaning of life is a real problem that can arise not just when liife is at 

is worst, but also when life is at its best.  Such was the case with Mill. He had all 

to live for it seemed. His bright future lie ahead of him. Yet he was plagued by a 

loss of purpose and significance.  We are told that at the deepest level the 

problem of the meaning of life arises from a clash between two perspectives. On 

the one hand each of us occupies a personal point of view from which our lives 

and projects seems tremendously significant. We care deeply about family, work, 
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recreation. We are occupied and even driven by desires, goals, and plans. Yet we 

are at some level deeply distressed about the fact that we will die and coming to 

grip with this increasing sense of mortality is sometimes overwhelming.  On the 

other hand,, we can move beyond ourselves. We can look at our tragic little lives 

and acknowledge that really in the grand scheme of things our life goals and 

projects, the raising of family, the establishing of a career, the enjoyment of 

recreation is negated and rendered beside the point in light of the fact that not 

just we but the entire human race will someday no longer exist.   

 

CENTRAL QUESTIONS 

 Wittgenstein, considered to be one of the greatest philosophers of the 

twentieth century, is said to have concluded that the solution to the problem of 

the meaning of life lies in its disappearance. (Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus 

Logico-Philosophicus [1922], para 6.521). Yet we continue to seek meaning in 

life. It seems that in each of us this quest for meaning exists in some form. 

Question arise from our search: 

• Are the individual pursuits of building a career, building a family, enjoying 
recreation, enough to keep the feelings of individual insignificance at bay? 

• Are these activities enough to provide validation for life? 
• Must all our human efforts seem insignificant against the backdrop of the 

base and seemingly impersonal universe around us? 
• Does the inescapable fact of our mortality prevent our lives from achieving 

any real or lasting significance? 
• Can religion provide an ultimate answer, or must we reject its comforts as 

illusory and learn to rely purely on our own resources?  
 
The problems involved in seeking a solution to the question of the meaning of 

life are as old as humanity itself. It is highly doubtful that these problems will 

ever re finally resolved. However, as we shall see, it appears that we can lean 

much from seeing the different manners in which great philosophers have 

wrestled with the significance of human existence. We can identify with their 

struggles and perhaps in the process find some degree of assistance as we too 

deal with the most complex question of life.   
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 Almost everyone has his or her hand at a jigsaw puzzle. Typically, the 

finished picture is represented on the cover of the box. The picture on the cover 

is actually helpful in putting the puzzle together. Without a clue as to what you 

are working toward, the individual pieces are a chaotic and meaningless jumble 

of colors and shapes. The big picture helps. The individual pieces could represent 

almost anything it seems. So let’s get to meaning in life? Is the same thing true 

with regard to our lives? Our lives are made of fragments of experiences and 

events. Some are joyous, some are tragic and most are mundane.  But the 

question emerges as to whether or not the pieces of our lives contribute to some 

overall meaning? Do they somehow fit into a bigger picture? What is the 

meaning of it all? 

 However, you should notice that there is an assumption entailed in the 

jigsaw metaphor. It suggests that there is one final picture into which we fit the 

pieces of our lives and it also assumes that this picture will be the same for each 

person. In contrast to the jigsaw metaphor, some philosophers would prefer the 

metaphor of a mosaic. A mosaic is created out of many differently colored pieces 

of tile, but they can be arranged in a variety of ways. We are each taking the 

individual pieces of our lives and composing a picture that is meaningful and 

satisfying to us. The meaning of life to me may not be meaningful to you. This 

mosaic imagery may help us with the different manners in which philosophers 

approach the question of meaning in life.  

 Let’s turn to another image. In many activities an understanding of the 

purpose or the goal of the activity is important to understand what you are 

doing. For example, the purpose of football is to get a higher score than your 

opponent. The purpose of golf is to get the lowest score possible. If you were 

playing an unfamiliar game in which you moved pieces about a game board, but 

you did not have a clue as to what the purpose of the game was, you would be 

in the dark as to whether you were playing well or badly.  

 This comparison demonstrates why most philosophers and also most 

ordinary people it seems believe that worrying about the meaning of life is so 
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important. For instance, Socrates argued that we are all engaged in particular 

pursuits. Some people are artists, some are businesspeople, and others are 

physicians, politicians, athletes or shoemakers. Each particular craft or activity 

has its own goal and purpose. But Socrates believed that being a human being is 

itself an activity in which we are engaged. As with any of the other activities we 

engage in, we can either be excellent or do poorly in the job of being a human 

being. With respect to our lives, as with any activity, Socrates thought we need 

to have a clear conception of what human existence is all about. Some say, 

however, that Socrates is setting his expectations too high. Perhaps, they 

propose, all we actually need to know is the answer to the question “What is my 

life all about?” Again, in the consideration of this question we are faced with a 

question of whether the meaning of life will be found in some sort of universal 

answer or in a number of individual answers. 

 So now we turn to the question of meaning in life. What do we really want 

in life? What dives and guides us in life to what end, if anything, are we striving 

for or seeking to accomplish? Do we truly want what society tells us we want? 

Are fulfillment goals for each of us genetically established? Or do we have true 

freedom in choosing the path with a heart, so to speak, that would be right for 

us? A variety of alternatives exist and are ready for our commitment.  

 

A BIT OF CONTEXT 

 Socrates believed hat we are here to be happy and that the path of 

happiness is through knowledge, which leads to virtue, which in turn leads to 

happiness. Epicurus taught that we are here to cultivate the pleasures of the 

mind, wisdom and understanding. The Cyrenaic philosopher Aristippus because 

famous for teaching that we are here to cultivate pleasures, and the more 

merrier. A prophet from Nazareth, Yeshua bar Yoseph, suggested that we are 

here to learn the qualities of faith and love toward one another so that we will 

merit membership in the Reign of God when it begins. Paul of Tarsus preached 

that we are here to have faith in the Messiah so that our original sin could be 
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washed away and we would be ready for the return of Christ.  Lao-tzu believed 

that we are here to seek the Tao and to know the inner harmony of Natures 

Way. Confucius disagreed, declaring that we are here to discover the proper way 

to behave in our relationships with each other. The Buddha taught that we are 

here to transcend tanha, the selfish craving that is the cause of human suffering, 

and to enter into the state of Nirvana. Muhammad believed that we are here to 

render faithful obedience to Allah as revealed in the Quran. Hegel, a philosopher 

concerned with rationality and logic, argued that we are here to develop our 

capacity for reason and, in so doing, manifest the loci of the Absolute Mind in the 

movement of history, especially German history.   

 

OPTIONS 

 So, what are the options when it comes to the question concerning 

meaning in life? There are a great variety of answers available to us. Let’s 

consider the general classification of those answers at this point. Some 

individuals find the question to be to obscure or to poorly structured to actually 

lead to a satisfactory answer. This position might be called the questioning of the 

question perspective. Others argue that human life is actually meaningless. This 

might be designated as the pessimistic view. Still others seek the answer to life’s 

meaning in the religious or metaphysical question or account of human 

existence. This may be designated as the religious view.  Finally, some believe 

that they can find personal meaning in life in their individual lives even without 

some grand, pre-given meaning to human life in general. This is the view of 

secular humanism. Each of these perspectives merit investigation.   

 

QUESTIONISM 

 Some claim that the entire matter of meaning in life is a meaningless one. 

These philosophers say that it is a mistake to supposed that the collection of 

experiences composing our lives are like pieces of a puzzle that we were meant 

to piece together. Thus, the metaphor of a puzzle has no application whatsoever 
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to our lives. Why do these philosophers believe that questions concerning the 

meaning in life make no sense? In order to answer this question, consider the 

difference between meaningful questions and nonsensical questions. For 

example, we might ask, “What time is it in Chicago?” However it makes no sense 

to ask, “What time is it on the sun?” Why is this the case? We tell time on earth 

in respect t our relationship to the sun. Consider another example. We can ask 

about the meaning of the French term coeur or we can ask about the meaning of 

a painting of a novel. But some philosophers think that we fall into a linguistic 

muddle when we ask the same question concerning human existence. 

Philosopher Ronald Hepburn observes that many philosophers today contend 

that “questions about the meaning of life are, very often, conceptually obscure 

and confused. They are amalgams of logically diverse questions, some coherent 

and answerable, some neither.” (Ronald W. Hepburn, “Questions about the 

Meaning of Life,” Religious Studies 1 (April 1966), pp. 125-40)   

 Bertrand Russell, a twentieth century philosophers, was challenged to 

explain the meaning of life, to which he replied, ‘I feel inclined to answer by 

another question: What is the meaning of ‘the meaning of life?’” So the question 

concerning the meaning of life is indeed a complicated one. It should be pointed 

out however that the questioning of the question position is primarily a response 

to the religious view that human existence must have one ultimate meaning and 

the danger of the questioning the questioning position is that it eventually 

becomes the secular humanist perspective, according to some.  However, to the 

credit of those in this category, they do acknowledge the potentially confusing 

nature of the question, the tendency toward oversimplification, and the denial of 

the complex nature of life.   

 
PESSIMISM 

 Another approach to the question of meaning in life is that of the 

pessimist.  The pessimist argues that there is no meaning to life. This positions is 

also sometimes known as nihilism, a term which literally means, “Nothing is 
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ultimate.” Nihilism is therefore the claim that there are no values worth pursuing 

in life. This perspective is reflecting in Shakespeare’s Macbeth when life is 

descried as “ a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.” 

The pessimist contends that we have a pathological need to make the pieces of 

the puzzle fit together into a meaningful picture. But in the end, life is no more 

than transitory, meaningless jumble of unrelated pieces.   

 The 19th century philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer portrays this dark 

perspective when he writes: 

 . . . what a difference there is between our beginning and out end!  We 
 begin in the madness of carnal desire and the transport of 
 voluptuousness; we end in the dissolution of all our parts and the  musty 
 stench of corpses. And the road from one to the other to goes, in regard 
 to our well being and enjoyment of life, steadily downhill: happily 
 dreaming childhood, exultant youth, toil filed years of manhood, inform 
 and often wretched old age, the torment of the last illness and finally the 
 throes of death – does it not look as if  existence were an error and the 
 consequences of which gradually grow more and more manifest? We shall 
 do best to think of life as . . . a process of disillusionment: since this is 
 clearly enough, what everything that happens to us is calculated to 
 produce. (Arthur Schopenhauer, Essays and Aphorisms, trans. R. J. 
 Holingdale quoted in Sanders and Cheney, The Meaning of Life, p. 36)  
 
 Many contend that the pessimist position represents more of a 

psychological state of confusion and malaise than an actually credible 

philosophical position. On the one hand the pessimist argues that life ought to 

have some higher purpose, like the religious perspective, but on the other than 

the pessimist thinks that there is no ultimate purpose to human existence, like 

the secular humanist. There appears to exist as a result an inconsistency in this 

perspective.   

 
RELIGION 

 Philosophers who seek to answer in some sort of religious or metaphysical 

account take another approach to the question of meaning of life. Individuals in 

this category argue that there is one grand picture into which the individual 

pieces of our lives can be fitted. This perspective reflects the jigsaw metaphor 
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posed at the beginning of our chapter. They look for an all-encompassing 

perspective that transcends the human situation and that gives meaning to 

human life. In other words, they seek the MEANING of life (Notice all caps). This 

approach is used by most religious authorities who believe that humans were 

brought into the world to serve some divine purpose. After all, of you observed 

an arrangement of colors on a canvas, you would ask, “What does it mean?” 

only if you thought that some artist had purposely created it rather than it being 

the product of random explosion of paint pigments.  

 But the search of ultimate meaning in life is not exclusively the concern of 

the religious philosophers. Philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, also seek 

the ultimate purpose of human life in the rational nature of the cosmos or in the 

structure of human nature without referring to any actual divine purposes.  

Philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle might not actually believe in a person 

God who provides meaning in life, but they do agree with religious philosophers 

that there is some nonhuman and objective metaphysical order with which we 

must properly align ourselves if our lives are to have meaning.   

 Singer Peggy Lee, decades ago, was famous for the song, “Is that all 

there is?” In the song she asks that particular question at each stage of her life. 

Like her, we all engage in purposeful activities, such as going to school, pursuing 

a career, forming friendship. However when we step back from our busy 

activities and reflect on our lives, aren’t we likewise faced with the question, “Is 

that all there is?” If we have the courage to face that question, why are we often 

left with an empty, yearning feeling, as though there should be something more.   

 
SECULAR HUMANISM 

 The fourth approach is secular humanism. Advocates of this view think 

that there is no ultimate meaning to either the universe or human life. Secular 

humanists see the pieces of our lives as fitting together in various ways to make 

many interesting and satisfying combination. However they do not assume that 

there is one pre-given picture that we are all intended to complete.  
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 These philosophers contend that life can b worth living in terms of the 

little meanings that we find or create during our journey in life. Whereas the 

religious approach says that our lives will be meaningful only if we discover the 

purpose of life, the secular humanist says we can live meaningful lives if we 

individually find purpose in our respective lives.  

 In contrast to the jigsaw metaphor the secular humanist would use the 

metaphor of a mosaic. Our lives are made up of a variety of moments and 

experiences. The general experiences of birth, friendship, love, suffering, a 

career, and death itself are common to all. Other experiences however are 

unique to each individual. From these pieces, each of us is attempting to 

compose a meaningful pattern of life with purpose and significance. Each of us is 

engaged in the project of making our live into an original work of art, so to 

speak, and not one that we are merely duplicating.  

 

EXISTENTIALISM 

 Existentialism is a philosophical movement that emerged in the 19th 

century in the writing of two very divergent philosophers. One was Soren 

Kierkegaard an intense atheist, while the other was Frederich Nietzsche, an 

intense atheist. The writings of these two were not appreciated in their own 

time, but like intellectual time bombs, their ideas exploded in the 20th century 

and existentialism became one of the most popular movements in the 

contemporary age. Prominent existentialist philosophers include Jean Paul Satre, 

Maurice Merleu Ponty, Gabriel Marcel, Karl Jaspers, and Martin Heidegger. 

Existentialist from its beginnings attracted both religious and non-religious 

thinkers. The influence of existentialism also spread bar beyond the confines of 

philosophy and also had a great impact upon literature, art, drama, psychology, 

and even theology.  

 Individualism is one of the major themes of existentialism; there is no 

common list of doctrines to which all the existentialists subscribe as a result. The 

existentialists are a diverse group of individuals whose personalities are as 
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divergent as their writings and philosophers. A number of themes however 

persist it seems through out all existentialist thought. Sue of the distinctive 

marks of existentialist philosophy include the priority of subjectivity in the choices 

one makes in contradistinction to objective reasoning, the concrete experience 

over intellectual abstractions, individuality over mass culture, human freedom 

over determinism and authentic living over inauthenticity.  

Much of modern Western philosophy has argued that there are no real values 

and that, by a sort of helpless tour de force, each individual must inject meaning 

into his own life.  

 The existentialists, such as Heidegger and Sartre, have argued that only a 

personal confrontation with death itself puts our lives in perspective. It seems 

that much of our efforts in life constitute actions attempting to overcome this 

awareness of morality, be it conscious or unconscious.  We identify with the 

things of our universe that are comparatively timeless. For instance we invest 

ourselves in the admiration of the mountains, the washing oceans, the stars, 

with evolution, with religion, with life itself. It seems that we may do so in order 

to appropriate a little part of their time spans and their seeming immortality. Put 

differently, we attempt to alleviate our own nonbeing by losing ourselves within 

the great causes and great principles and great people of life. We align ourselves 

with those things that are more enduring, perhaps in an effort to overcome our 

own mortality.  We attempt, in so doing, to deal with the consciousness of death 

and to ease the dread of our own nonexistence.  

 

Five Principles of Existentialism 

 1. In answering the questions of philosophy, make sure the answers are 

your own answers. Kierkegaard argued that many people who reach their 

conclusions about life are like schoolboys in that they cheat their master by 

copying the answers out of a book without having worked them out for 

themselves. By virtue of their doing so, they have cheated not only others, but 

primarily themselves. In philosophy using someone else’s answers may work in 
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the short haul, but it doesn’t help you in the long run. Kierkegaard distinguished 

between “knowing the truth” and “being the truth.” He contended that there are 

two kinds of people in life. There are those who suffer and those who become 

professors of suffering. His conclusions explain the difference between 

knowledge that is gained only by participating in life and knowledge that is 

approached in a detached academic manner. Kierkegaard did not believe that 

being “the professor” was must an occupation, but rather it constitutes an 

attitude toward life.  

 A number of analogies can assist us in understanding Kierkegaard. 

Consider how to ride a bike. For example consider the statement: Here is how to 

ride a bike. Adjust the curvature of your bicycle’s path in proportion to the ratio 

of your unbalance over the square of your speed. That is the physics formula for 

riding a bike. But knowing that physics formula will not enable you to ride a bike, 

though it is actually objectively true. You learn to ride a bike by participating in 

that reality and having the experience of riding the bike, and not through an 

intellectual understanding of a physics formula. 

 Kierkegaard makes a distinction between the result and the process as a 

further illustration of what it means to live meaningfully. You can look up the 

distance from the earth to the moon in a book. You can get the results without 

having to go through the process of calculating it yourself. On the other hand, 

you cannot become physically fit in a secondhand way. The only way to get the 

result of being physically fit is to go through a certain process. For Kierkegaard, 

the only way to get the result is to go through the process. What you know is 

bound up with how you now it. The journey to self-understanding is a tortuous 

one that only you can take.  

 Further, I understand and even endorse intellectually the ontological 

argument for the existence of God. I can even grant, at least for the sake of 

illustration at this point, that there are no logical fallacies in the argument. 

However, the existentialists call upon me to examine the extent to which this 

knowledge impacts my life. I can intellectually endorse the argument and still live 
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life in an unaffected manner. Kierkegaard believed that this type of objective 

truth is sterile, dry, cold and useless. Truth is to make an impact upon the 

individual’s life. 

  

 2. Take the perspective of an individual who is down on the field as a 

participant in the game and not as a spectator of the game. In stressing the 

importance of being a participant and not a spectator Sartre argued that man is 

nothing more but what he purposes; he exists t only in so far as he realizes 

himself; he is nothing else but the totality of his actions; nothing more than what 

his life is. He goes on to criticize the person who says, ‘Circumstances have been 

against me. I was worthy to be something more than I have been. Sartre 

counters that there is no love apart from the deeds of love and not potentiality of 

love other than that which is manifested in loving and there is no genius other 

than that which is expressed in works of art.  

 Consider the book you are reading now. It can provide you with a 

cafeteria of philosophical ideas. In a cafeteria line, you get to compose your own 

meal by picking and choosing what you want. In the same manner, as you read 

the material of this book you have likely found some options to be appealing 

while other options re to be rejected. However, these things as preferred as they 

may be are of no true or authentic significance unless you incorporate them into 

your life. Therefore, what will we do with the philosophical perspectives that we 

have examined? A primary question after this course should be, “How have I 

changed after this course in philosophy?” 

3. Recognize the priority of choice, commitment, responsibility and risk and that 

these are inescapable in the reality of life. Someone has said that for every 

choice in life there are three options. Yes, no, and I will decide later. The actual 

questions of life are of a very pressing nature. Consider Sartre’s words regarding 

Nazi occupied France in World War II: 

 We were never more free than under the German Occupatio0n. We had 
 lost all of our rights, above all the right to speak; we were insulted  daily 
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 and had to remain silent; we were deported, because we were workers, 
 because we were Jews, because we were political prisoners. All around us 
 on the walls, in the newspapers, on the screen, we met that foul and 
 insipid image that our oppressors wanted us to accept as ourselves. 
 Because of all this we were free. (Jean Paul Sartre, “The Republic of 
 Silence,” in Situations iii quoted in The Philosophy of Jean Paul Sartre, ed. 
 Robert Denoon Cumming (New York; Vintage Books, 1865), p. 233) 
 
 In other words, Sartre is saying that in the midst of such difficult 

circumstances they were forced to make choices. They could not delay, 

procrastinate or hesitate in those choices. They were forced to make choices and 

could not avoid the responsibility of having to choose what they would do. In 

every word and every action they would either choose to be collaborators with 

the Nazis or align themselves with the resistance.  

 4. Make use of all the rational, objective considerations possible, but in 

the end realize that philosophy does not make the decisions for you. One of the 

major decisions that Kierkegaard was forced to make in his life was whether to 

marry the love of his life, Regina Olsen. Though Kierkegaard had an advanced 

degree in philosophy, he knew that all the logic in the world could not make the 

decision for him. He alone would have to make the decision. In the end he 

decided not to marry her. He knew that in making that decision he was also 

deciding what type of person he would be. We can know all of the moral 

theories, and can understand the peculiarities of Kantian ethics, utilitarianism, 

virtue ethics and a multiplicity of others, but in the final analysis, while these can 

inform and shape our decision, we have to decide the choices we will make in 

life. We have to make the decisions and live with the consequences of the 

choices we will make. In that sense we shape our own destiny and determine 

the meaning of our lives.  

 5. Live your life choices in an authentic manner. Sartre thought it absurd 

to believe that everyone is born with a certain nature or a certain label attached 

to him or her. He rejected the notion that character traits are fixed like a 
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person’s eye color. For Sartre you are not a label but you are a chooser, and, as 

such, you must take responsibility for those choices.  
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