Philosophy 110W: Introduction to Philosophy Hamilton College
Fall 2014 Russell Marcus

Class 1 - Introduction to Introduction to Philosophy?
H.G. Wells, “The Country of the Blind”

Ray Charles: here, here, here, and here.
Course website here.

I. Two Core Areas of Philosophy: Metaphysics and Epistemology
We are going to be studying five topics in this introductory course:

Appearance and Reality

Space and Time

Personal Identity

Consciousness and the Nature of Mind
Ethics

When approaching these questions, philosphers generally distinguish between metaphysical aspects and
epistemological aspects.

Most generally, metaphysics is the study of what exists: What is there and what is it like?

Here are some examples of things that one might think exist.

Trees

Tables

People

Planets and Stars
Electrons
Numbers
Space-time points
Angels

Here are some properties of these things:

Red

Square

Moving at 25 miles an hour
Located outside of space and time
Being considered by you right now

A nominalist about something believes that the name for that thing does not refer to anything real.
Nominalism opposes realism.

So, we are all nominalists about ‘Santa Claus’.

Some people are nominalists about properties; others are realists.

Is there redness, in addition to red things?

One question we will engage this term is where the line between nominalism and realism should be
drawn.

Another question we will engage is whether the world is just as we ordinarily think that it is.
In philosophy, we tend to examine and question everything.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q8Tiz6INF7I
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HAjeSS3kktA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_TgxQg3Z818
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6GX8UalMq8k
http://www.thatmarcusfamily.org/philosophy/Course_Websites/Intro_F14/Course_Home.html
http://employees.oneonta.edu/farberas/arth/Images/Ambassadors/ambassadors_300dpi.jpg
http://art.commongate.com/post/Julian_Beever_s_Anamorphic_Illusions/
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We don’t want to accept, uncritically, the world and the ways that people currently think about it.
We want to examine, evaluate, and understand it for ourselves.

There are other metaphysical topics, like causation, necessity, the relationship between mind and body,
and free will and determinism
Much of the syllabus is substantially metaphysical.

Epistemology is the theory of knowledge

How do we know what we know?

Does all our knowledge originate in sense experience, or are there other ways of gaining knowledge?
Furthermore, how can we explain our predictive success in science, when we seem to be isolated from the
laws of nature?

We will engage both epistemology and metaphysics all semester.

III. The Primary Tool of Philosophy is Logic

In order to determine whether to accept a philosophical position, we look at reasons for holding that
position, which we call arguments.

An argument is set of assertions, called premises, that support a conclusion.

The premises and conclusion should be truth valuable, i.e. capable of being either true or false.

In a valid deductive argument, if the premises are true, the conclusion must be true.

The validity of an argument depends on the form of the argument.

Consider an argument:

Premise 1. All persons are mortal.
Premise 2. Socrates is a person.
Conclusion: Socrates is mortal.

The same argument can be represented more abstractly, more generally, as:

1. All As are Bs
2.x1san A.
So, x is a B.

Another valid form is called disjunctive syllogism.

1. Either the Giants or the 49ers will win the NFC.
2. The Giants will not win.
So, the 49ers will win.This Disjunctive Syllogism can be symbolized as:

1. AorB.
2. Not-A.
So, B.
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Now notice that the following is a valid form:

1. All men are fish
2. Joe 1s a man.
So, Joe is a fish.

If the conclusion of a valid deductive argument is false, at least one of the premises must be false.
Since the conclusion of the above argument is false, given plausible assumptions, and the form is valid,
we have to reject one of the premises, i.e. Premise 1.

This argument is unsound, which means that at least one of the premises is false.

We will try to represent the arguments of philosophers we study as valid argument, in order to use this
logical result.

So, soundness is about truth and falsity.
Validity is about whether some assertion follows from some other assertions.

In addition to valid argument forms, there are invalid argument forms, which are called fallacies.
The fallacy of denying the antecedent:

1. If A then B.
2. Not-A.
So, not-B.

The fallacy of affirming the consequent:

1. If A then B.
2. B.
So, A.

In an invalid argument, the conclusion can be false, and the premises true.

The logic of an argument is like its scaffolding, its underlying structure.

Most philosophers do not write in argument form.

So, part of our challenge, as students of philosophy, is to uncover the underlying structure of an
argument.

Once we understand the structure of an argument, we can proceed to assess its soundness and validity.

IV. Reductio Arguments

Another valid argument form is the reductio.

It is based on the basic logical principle called non-contradiction (or, sometimes, contradiction).

The law of non-contradiction says that a statement can not be both true and false.

(Actually, it says that a statement and its negation can not both be true, which is, for our purposes, the
same thing.)
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The form of a reductio argument:

1.Assume the negation of something.
2. Derive a contradiction (p and not-p), or other repugnant conclusion.
3. Conclude the affirmative of your assumption.

Examples of reductio arguments:

If everyone may do as (s)he pleases, then we must allow murder.

If we legalize drugs, then violent crime will increase, or productivity will decrease.

If we do not go to war in Iraq, then Saddam Hussein will use his weapons of mass destruction
against us.

V. Soundness and Validity

Validity concerns the form of an argument.
The first step in evaluating an argument is to determine whether the premises entail the conclusion.
The second step is to see if the premises are sound (i.e. true).

Example A:

1. Any disease which threatens many lives is worth our concern.
2. Mumps is worth our concern.
So, mumps threatens many lives.

Example B:

1. If AIDS were harmless then we would not need to take precaution against it.
2. AIDS is harmless.
So, we need not take precautions against AIDS.

A and B are both bad arguments, but for different reasons.
A is invalid, we do not have to go to the second step.

B is valid, passes the first test.

B is unsound - one of the premises is false.

Evaluate both A and B.
A 1. God is love.
2. Love is blind.
3. Ray Charles is blind.
So, Ray Charles is God.

B This sentence is false
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VL. Intuitions

In addition to logic, one frequently used tool of philosophers is called intuition.

An intuition is not a weird, spooky kind of ability, like a sixth sense.

It is just an apprehension of the way that things seem.

We often arrive at our intuitions by considering thought experiments.

A thought experiment is what happens when we think about the way the world could be but is not.

What if there were two suns?

What if [ were of the opposite gender?
What if my parents never met?

What if machines could think?

What if no one had eyes?

When we start a thought experiment, we think not about the way the world is, but about the way the
world could be.

Such considerations are called counterfactuals.

The notion of validity relies on counterfactual reasoning.

It concerns possibility and necessity.

An argument is valid if the conclusion follows necessarily from the premises.

An argument is invalid if it is possible for the conclusion to be false while the premises are true.

In this class, we will think about possibility and necessity, using our intuitions about counterfactual
circumstances.

Thought experiments are important in science.

They are essential in science fiction.

Through the term I will recommend some science fiction movies, including Inception, Primer, Eternal
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, and Blade Runner.

Lots of other movies raise the same philosophical questions.

VIL The Syllabus
VIII. The Country of the Blind.

In “The Country of the Blind”, H.G. Wells describes a man named Nunez, who discovers an isolated
village of blind people.

The blind people believe that the valley in which they live is like the inside of a hollow ball, with a
smooth roof above them, and that the birds are angels singing.

Nunez imagines that he can become king by telling the blind people about the real world.

But they refuse to listen.

The blind people think that Nunez is delusional.

Nunez falls in love with Medina-saroté, who wants him to have his eyes removed so that he can be
normal.

Some questions:
Is Nunez really at a disadvantage?
Why doesn’t he become king?
Central question: How do the people respond to Nunez’s discussions of sight? - See pp 5, 6, 6-7
Are the blind people’s reactions to Nunez, and his description of sight rational?
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It is impossible to make a man blind by nature understand that he does not see, impossible to
make him want sight and regret his lack (Montaigne, Apology, §7)

At the end of the long version of the story, there is an earthquake.

The mountain around the blind village crumbles, and only Nunez and Medina-saroté escape.
Even then, when Medina-saroté is convinced of the power of sight, she resists it.

Read p 29 to end.

What is it that we actually see?

Blind people given sight don’t see chairs and trees.

What is the connection between the taste and color of the apple?
Among the different sense modalities?

Space aliens with a sixth sense (of bludge?)

Our beliefs about the world are mediated by our sensory apparatus.
They are also mediated by our minds themselves.



