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Introduction

There was a time when, after a hard day’s harvest-gathering, hunting, or weaving, we would gaze up at the heavens and soberly ask ourselves a few searching questions. We would ask about the meaning of life, and whether there is more to life than this. We would ask ourselves whether we were good or bad people. We would wonder why good people suffer. And we would agonise about whether we’d made the right decision.

Nowadays, late at night, after a hard day’s work in the office, we’re rather more likely to be on the internet, Googling. And yet, interestingly, we’re still asking many of the same questions.

The autocomplete answers offered by internet search engines are a good indicator of the kind of questions people are typing in. Put ‘What am I do … ’ into Google and the first suggestion is ‘What am I doing with my life?’ Other autocomplete questions include: ‘Is there more to life than this?’, ‘Am I a good person?’, ‘Does my life have meaning?’, ‘Why do good people suffer?’, and ‘Am I going to hell?’

This is a book of such questions. Most are actual autocomplete questions provided by Google. All of them are the kind of take-a-step-back questions we tend to ask when we have a little time on our hands to reflect and take stock.

Some of the questions are pretty obviously philosophical. They’re the same questions that the so-called ‘Great Philosophers’ such as Socrates, Aristotle, and Kant pondered. Even when the questions are not obviously philosophical, it turns out that philosophy can often provide some useful insight. Sometimes a little philosophical clarification can help clarify exactly what it is we’re asking. Sometimes knowledge of one or two philosophical arguments or concepts can help us make some real progress in providing answers to our questions.

In a way, this is a ‘self-help’ book. It’s a book that shows how philosophy – including, in many cases, philosophical ideas and insights from the Greats – can help us figure things out for ourselves. It’s not a book that just drops the answers into your lap so that you won’t have to think about the questions anymore. You’ll need to apply your own intellectual and emotional intelligence to figure out the answers, but my hope is that, having read this book, you’ll be much better equipped to do that. It’s a book that aims to help you think better, by providing many of the philosophical insights, thinking tools, and useful distinctions that you would pick up on a good introductory undergraduate philosophy course. I hope you will discover that, far from being irrelevant to everyday life, a little experience of philosophy is extraordinarily useful when tackling the often serious and important questions that almost all of us ask ourselves from time to time.

Sometimes I attempt to supply an answer (though don’t just accept it on my say-so: make up your own mind). Other times you’ll see that I’m not sure about the answer. Quite often I do no more than provide a few pointers that I hope you will find useful. You can dip into the questions in any order that suits you – as if you were Googling them yourself.



Stephen Law,

Oxford




[image: ] 1. Why don’t I have any friends?

▸ Result



Most of us want friends. While a few prefer solitude and a hermit-like existence most of us value friendship greatly. Some value it above almost everything else. The Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BC) insists a life without friends isn’t worth living. Friendship, he says, is ‘most necessary with a view to living … for without friends no one would choose to live, though he had all the other goods’. Another Ancient Greek, Epicurus (341–270 BC), maintains that friendship is essential for happiness: ‘Of all the things that wisdom provides to help one live one’s entire life in happiness, the greatest by far is the possession of friendship.’

Supposing we lack friends, why is that, and what can we do about it?

Once you start wondering why you don’t have any friends, various thoughts may pop into your head. One obvious thought is: ‘Do I lack friends because I am unlikeable?’ But actually, plenty of rather unlikeable, indeed pretty awful, people seem to have close friends.

One sort of dislikeable person – the gossip who enjoys finding fault in others – can even be at an advantage when it comes to making friends. It’s claimed that Alice Roosevelt Longworth (President Teddy Roosevelt’s daughter) had a pillow embroidered with the motto: ‘If you can’t say something good about someone, sit right here by me.’ Social psychologists confirm that sharing negative attitudes towards others helps bring people closer together.1

Certainly, the tightest teenage friendship groups are often some of the most gossipy. Those on the inside may feel more tightly bound together if they are unpleasant towards, and ostracise, those outside. In short, it seems that being obnoxious is no obstacle to having friends.

Probably the most obvious explanation offered for why people don’t have any friends is that they’re not putting themselves ‘out there’. If we are not placing ourselves into situations where friends can be made, then a lack of friends is more or less guaranteed. Still, even if we have a healthy social network and full social calendar, we might still feel that we lack true friends. Real friendship, we may feel, involves more than just having people we see on a regular basis – at clubs, parties, and other gatherings. If that’s our concern, if we find ourselves feeling lonely even in a room filled with other people, then perhaps we need to think about what real friendship involves.

Aristotle points to three different kinds of friendship, two of which are common, and one much more profound.

Some friendships, thought Aristotle, are based on their usefulness to us. They provide tangible economic, political or other advantages to us. For example, we may strike up friendships with people at work who can help us with our careers. Friendships based on their usefulness aren’t necessarily exploitative. The advantages gained can be reciprocal: I’ll scratch your back and you scratch mine.

A second sort of friendship, thought Aristotle, is focused on pleasure: I may make friends with people who I find amusing, for example, or with whom I can play sport, or go drinking or to concerts, which I enjoy.

Aristotle suggests these first two forms of friendship are likely to be comparatively short-lived. Friendships based on pleasure are dependent on what we find pleasurable, and that may well change – particularly when we’re young. If I become less interested in sport, and more in playing cards, my circle of friends will probably shift accordingly.

Aristotle contrasts these first two forms of friendship with a third, deeper form of friendship. In friendships of this more profound sort, we don’t love the other person because they help us obtain something we want. Rather, we love them because of the sort of person they are. We love them because we – being of good character – recognise their good character. And because good character endures, thinks Aristotle, so do such friendships:


Now those who wish well to their friends for their sake are most truly friends; for they do this by reason of their own nature and not incidentally; therefore their friendship lasts as long as they are good – and goodness is an enduring thing.2



Of course, Aristotle is not suggesting such friendships can’t be enjoyable or useful: they can. Though they may not aim at pleasure, they are pleasurable. They can be useful too. He suggests that a friend of this third sort holds up a mirror to you, providing an honest, warts-and-all reflection, thereby helping you become a better person.

If this last kind of friendship is what you are really after, then you need to be, or become, a good person, and to seek out other good people. Going out of your way to help others – perhaps by working as a volunteer – would be a good place to start. The advice may be clichéd, but it’s also pretty sound: if you want to make friends, you really do need to ‘put yourself out there’.




[image: ] 2. Why is there a face on my toast?

▸ Result



In 2004, a piece of toast was sold for $28,000. The toast is supposed to show the face of the Virgin Mary.

Some really believe the toast was miraculous. In fact, every year all sorts of extraordinary appearances are reported: Mother Teresa appearing on a bun, Jesus appearing on the back of a bedroom door, and even on the back of a horseshoe crab shell. What’s the explanation for these astonishing manifestations?

All these supposedly miraculous appearances are examples of a more general phenomenon called pareidolia. Pareidolia involves the mind perceiving a pattern in vague, randomly produced, shapes and sounds. That we’re particularly prone to see faces and other people in the output of mere chance has been known for centuries. The Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–1776) notes: ‘There is a universal tendency among mankind to conceive all beings like themselves … We find human faces in the Moon, armies in the clouds.’1

Perhaps the best-known example of pareidolia involves the planet Mars. In 2001, NASA’s Viking 1 Orbiter spacecraft was circling Mars, taking photographs of the surface. As it passed over the Cydonia region, it took a photograph of what appeared to be an enormous, reptilian-looking face 800 feet high and nearly two miles long.

NASA revealed the image, saying it was a ‘huge rock formation … which resembles a human head … formed by shadows giving the illusion of eyes, nose and mouth’. However, others thought this ‘Face on Mars’ was evidence that there had been some sort of civilisation on Mars. They thought they could discern other artificial structures nearby, including pyramids, and concluded that this was the site of an Ancient Martian civilisation. The truth, however, was later revealed by photographs taken by other spacecraft which showed that the ‘face’ was just a hill that happened to look face-like when lit from a certain angle.

The Mars Face – as well as faces seen in fruit, cliffs, the embers of a fire or clouds – is a result of two things.

First, some of the random patterns thrown up in our environment will, by chance, look like faces. That’s to be expected. Others will look like dogs, horses, or Jesus. Stare up at the clouds on a breezy day and you can watch a whole menagerie float by. Second, it seems we’re particularly prone to see faces in randomly produced visual noise. One scientific study concluded: ‘Our findings suggest that human face processing has a strong top-down component whereby sensory input with even the slightest suggestion of a face can result in the interpretation of a face.’2

As a result of these two factors combining, we humans can easily see faces where there are none: including in that famous piece of toast.

There are also auditory versions of pareidolia. Some believe that in the white noise produced by a detuned radio it’s possible to hear the voices of the dead talking to us. Such ‘electronic voice phenomena’, which feature in various horror films, are another product of our natural tendency to ‘detect’ humans and other agents (dogs, aliens, ghosts, fairies or gods) where in truth there are none. This tendency is amplified by the power of suggestion: tell people there’s a message to be heard in some random noise, or a record played backwards, and there’s a good chance they’ll ‘hear’ it.

So, what explains this tendency to over-detect faces and voices? One explanation, offered by Carl Sagan in his book Demon Haunted World, is that the tendency is a product of our evolutionary heritage. A baby that can recognise its parents’ faces is more likely to win their hearts and prosper than a child that can’t. Humans who can easily detect a human or animal face in the bushes are more likely to avoid or survive being attacked by a rival or eaten by a predator. We have evolved to over-detect faces because missing faces is likely significantly to reduce our chances of surviving and reproducing, while ‘seeing’ a face where there isn’t one is unlikely to be so costly.

Whether or not the above explanation is correct, there’s no doubt we are highly prone to seeing faces and hearing voices where in truth there are none. That piece of toast is just one example of this peculiar tendency.




[image: ] 3. Am I being manipulated?

▸ Result



If we want to shape the beliefs of others, how might we do that? One of the most obvious ways of getting someone to believe something is to give them a good supporting argument for it.

Sometimes the arguments we offer are based on evidence. If I want you to believe the Earth is round and that dinosaurs once roamed the Earth, I can point to the overwhelming evidence supporting these beliefs, such as the way objects disappear over the horizon or the fossil record.

Other times, we can show that a belief is true by engaging in some mathematical calculation or armchair reflection. For example, by doing some calculations on the back of an envelope, I could show my friend that if their bathroom floor measures 12 feet by 12 feet, then they’ll need at least 144 one-foot square tiles to cover it.

Yet another way I might get someone to believe that, say, there’s an orange on the table is just to show them directly that the belief is true. If I point and say, ‘Look, there is an orange!’ and they then look and see it, they’ll almost certainly come to believe an orange is there.

So, we can influence what others believe by providing them with good reasons and arguments, and also just by directly showing them that something is true. But these aren’t the only ways we can influence what others believe. Many other mechanisms are available. Here are six.

First, we can apply reward and punishment. A kindly grandmother might try to influence the beliefs of her grandson by smiling approvingly when he expresses the ‘right’ beliefs and frowning when he expresses the ‘wrong’ beliefs. Reward and punishment can also be brutal. Under a totalitarian regime, those who dissent might be tortured and killed.

Secondly, we can employ emotional manipulation. For example, advertisers, cults, religions, and political parties all tend to associate very positive, uplifting imagery with the beliefs they want you to hold, and disturbing and frightening imagery with the beliefs they want you to reject.

Repetition is also useful. In some places, young people are encouraged to repeat certain stock phrases and sing songs of conviction each morning – praising their leader, their party, their political system or their country. Cults encourage mantra-like repetition of the tenets of their faith. Repeat a claim often enough, and belief may eventually take root.

Censorship and control of information can also be used to influence belief. If you don’t want people to hold certain beliefs, then ensure they never hear about them. By removing books from libraries, censoring newspapers, and preventing dissenters from speaking, it’s possible to restrict the range of beliefs people are likely to hold.

Isolation and peer pressure are also powerful mechanisms for shaping belief. Cults typically try to isolate new recruits, removing them from their old circle of friends and family and surrounding them with a new peer group of True Believers. Peer pressure can play a very significant role in influencing belief. Disagreeing with friends and family, especially when it comes to politics and religion, can be an uncomfortable experience.

A sixth tool at your disposal is to exploit the fact that humans find uncertainty uncomfortable, particularly when it comes to the big themes of love, sex, death, and doing the right thing. We fret when we’re not sure what we should do. That discomfort is often exploited by cults and political regimes. They often offer recipes for living and believing reassuringly packaged as cast-iron certainties. They warn that if you step outside their charmed circle of certainty you will fall into chaos and darkness.

To some extent, we all influence the beliefs of others using these six mechanisms. For example, parents habitually make use of these mechanisms in trying to shape the beliefs of their children. They seek out the ‘right’ peer groups for their kids and put obstacles in the way of them befriending youngsters with the ‘wrong’ beliefs. Some parents might encourage repetition of the Pledge of Allegiance, the Scout Promise, or the Lord’s Prayer, for example. They often offer their children inducements not just to behave in certain ways, but also to believe in certain things: God, or the American Dream, or equal rights, or democracy, or whatever it might be. The advertising industry also relies on these mechanisms to shape our beliefs about what we should buy. Adverts are usually emotionally manipulative, typically repeated, offer various inducements, and are highly selective in the information they provide.

So, when are we guilty of manipulating others? My suggestion is that, to the extent that we are relying very heavily on these six mechanisms – rather than on reason – to shape the beliefs of others, we’re manipulating them. Here’s an interesting fact about these mechanisms: they work just as effectively whether the beliefs you are trying to instil are true or false. Censorship and control, emotional manipulation, repetition, and so on, are just as effective whether you are trying to get people to believe that the Moon is made of rock and dust or that the Moon is made of cheese. Regimes and religions have used these mechanisms to convince people of countless falsehoods.

The attractive thing about appealing to someone’s power of reason, on the other hand, is that it strongly favours the truth. Try to construct a sound, scientifically well-supported argument for supposing that the Moon is made of cheese or that there are fairies at the bottom of your garden. You won’t find it easy, precisely because these claims aren’t true. Of course, there’s no cast-iron guarantee that if you apply reason, you’ll end up believing what’s true. But you have a much better chance of believing the truth if you subject claims to rational scrutiny.

Unlike the six techniques we examined above, reason doesn’t favour the beliefs of the ‘teacher’ over those of the ‘pupil’. Rather, it just favours the truth. So, if you use reason to persuade, you run the risk that your pupil may use reason to show that you are the one who’s mistaken. That is a risk that some so-called ‘educators’ would prefer not to take.

Heavy reliance on these six mechanisms to the exclusion of rational argument is a bad thing. It makes our beliefs sensitive, not to the truth, but to the whim of those employing them. It can even amount to brainwashing. According to Kathleen Taylor, neuroscientist and author of Brainwashing: The Science of Thought Control:


One striking fact about brainwashing is its consistency. Whether the context is a prisoner of war camp, a cult’s headquarters or a radical mosque, five core techniques keep cropping up: isolation, control, uncertainty, repetition and emotional manipulation.1



If we want to avoid being manipulated, we need to be able to spot when these techniques are being used on us. Unfortunately, that isn’t easy. Emotional manipulation and peer pressure can easily cast their spell over us without our being aware. I might think I believe in equal rights because I recognise the rational force of the arguments for it. However, maybe I’ve just succumbed to a combination of repetition, emotional manipulation, and peer pressure? Certainly, if I told my highly liberal friends and family that men have more rights than women, I’d get frowns and might find myself cold-shouldered.

So, why do I believe what I do? And why do you? Just how rational are we? Perhaps we’re more like the cultists than we’d like to think.




[image: ] 4. Are ghosts real?

▸ Result



A ghost is usually thought of as the soul or spirit of a dead person or animal that can appear to the living. Belief in ghosts is widespread. A 2013 poll found that 57 per cent of US citizens believe in ghosts. TV programmes on ghost hunting are highly popular.1

Sometimes ghosts are ‘seen’. Other times their presence is supposed to be revealed by knockings, bangings, disembodied voices, strange cold spots and odours, and by objects apparently moving by themselves. And technology is now also being used in ghost hunting. Enthusiasts now use Electromagnetic Field (EMF) detectors, infrared cameras, highly sensitive microphones, and other devices to try to reveal the presence of the dead among us.

Belief in ghosts has a long history. The Ancient Greek philosopher Plato (c.428/427 or 424/423–348/347 BC) believed in ghosts. He believed that we are each an immortal, immaterial being. When we die, our immortal souls should return to the immaterial, invisible realm to which they belong and where they can be happy (see ‘Is there more to life than this?’ on page 243). However, if we’ve become overly fond of our physical bodies and the physical pleasures they allow, we may linger and become visible ourselves. Plato says such a soul:


has become heavy and is dragged back to the visible region in fear of the unseen and of Hades. It wanders, we are told, around graves and monuments, where shadowy phantoms, images that such souls produce, have been seen, souls that have not been freed and purified but share in the visible, and are therefore seen.2



Not all ghosts are thought to be human. The Black Drummer Inn on St Ebbe’s Street in my hometown of Oxford was supposedly haunted by a pig that squealed and oinked, and also destroyed bags and bit the feet of those who entered its room. The animal’s spirit was allegedly eventually driven out when a local ‘wise man’ removed a ‘corpse’ from the building and destroyed it.

So, do the dead walk among us? The evidence that they do is not particularly strong. Despite decades of searching, armed with cameras, recording devices, motion sensors and other gizmos, no one has ever provided any compelling evidence for the presence of a ghost. In fact the evidence for ghosts is almost entirely anecdotal: it consists of first-hand witness reports, and these are notoriously unreliable. Knowing what we do about human beings and our peculiar tendency to see things – especially other person-like beings – where there are none, we should probably expect many reports of ghosts even if they don’t exist.

What do we know about humans that should lead us to be sceptical about their ghost stories?

First of all, humans are prone to pareidolia (which I also discuss in ‘Why is there a face on my toast?’, page 5): the tendency of the mind to perceive patterns in vague, often randomly produced, shapes and sounds. We are particularly prone to ‘seeing’ and ‘hearing’ what we take to be other agents – other humans, animals or perhaps aliens – where there are none. We can easily ‘see’ a face in a random passing cloud, in the grain of a wooden door, or in the bubbles on top of a cappuccino. And we can easily ‘hear’ voices in the hiss of white noise of a detuned radio. So the fact that some people report having seen ghostly faces or heard ghostly voices where no living person actually exists is not particularly surprising – even if ghosts don’t exist.

Second, we humans are horribly prone to the power of suggestion, particularly when it comes to spooky stuff, and particularly if we already believe in spooky stuff. In one experiment, subjects who were told they were in a séance were much more likely to believe the false suggestion of the ‘psychic’ that the table had moved, when it hadn’t, if they already believed in the paranormal. And around a fifth of all the subjects involved in the experiment thought they had witnessed real paranormal activity, when in truth nothing had happened: it was merely suggested to them that objects had moved by themselves. If these witnesses had not been told the truth when the experiment had finished, no doubt many would have later told people they had witnessed genuine paranormal activity, despite the fact that nothing had actually happened. Such is the power of suggestion.3

A third reason why we’re likely to hear supposedly true tales of ghosts, even if ghosts don’t exist, is that some people deliberately fake the evidence. Back in the 1840s, famed spiritualists the Fox sisters wooed large audiences with public séances in which they supposedly communicated with the spirits of the dead. The deceased would answer questions by making knocking and rapping noises. Later, Margaret, one of the sisters, confessed to faking messages from the departed by making the noises with her toes and legs. Even when there’s no deliberate fraud involved, we can still inadvertently create or embellish ghostly tales, sometimes by leaving out key details. In one episode of a TV ghost hunting programme, a ‘sneeze’ was heard and recorded in a dark basement. Later, investigators discovered the real cause of the ‘sneeze’ was an automatic, motion-sensitive air freshener, not a ghost. That last fact was left out of the final, broadcast programme, resulting in a much more exciting episode.

Obviously, to point out that the evidence for ghosts is not strong is not to establish that ghosts aren’t real, or that no one has ever seen a real ghost. Perhaps they have. But, given that most of the evidence we have for ghosts is based on testimony and experiences of the sort we should expect anyway, whether or not ghosts are real, it’s wise to be pretty sceptical.




[image: ] 5. Am I normal?

▸ Result



When people ask, ‘Am I normal?’ they’re often looking for reassurance. What they mean is: Am I normal, or do I have some sort of problem that needs addressing? For example, they may ask: Is it normal to feel this miserable, to struggle as much as I do to spell correctly, to be as interested – or disinterested – in sex as I am, or to have hair sprouting there?

It can be reassuring to hear that you’re normal – that you’re not freakish. However, that you’re not normal is sometimes precisely what you do want to hear. You’d much prefer to learn that you have some sort of medical, learning or other condition that explains the difficulties you’re having. For example, for someone who has been struggling with reading and writing, discovering that the difficulties they’re having are not normal, and that they have dyslexia, can be a huge relief.

We even fantasise about not being ‘normal’, especially as teenagers. True, we wish outwardly to appear ‘normal’ so we can fit in and not be picked on or bullied. That’s especially true when we’re at school. Yet at the same time we often fantasise about not being normal: of having superpowers, or about being vampires, werewolves or secret royalty.

But what, precisely, does ‘normal’ mean?

Mostly, we use words unthinkingly. We entertain no doubts about what we, or others, mean by them. Yet, once we ask: ‘But what does this word mean, precisely?’ we can quickly get out of our philosophical depth. Asking the question about ‘normal’ is a good example. Here are a few attempts to pin down exactly what the word means and some of the difficulties we can encounter.

One obvious suggestion is that to say someone is normal is to say they are fairly average, or like most people. And it’s certainly true that things that are common or average are often also deemed normal. For example, the normal body temperature for a human being is the temperature most human beings have, on average: 36.9°C (98.4°F). A normal IQ is an IQ that doesn’t differ markedly from the average.

However, aren’t there obvious counter examples to this definition of ‘normal’? Take having red hair. Surely that’s perfectly normal – and indeed natural – for humans. Yet it’s also fairly unusual. Less than 2 per cent of us humans have red hair.

Often, when someone asks, ‘Is this normal?’, we need to ask: ‘For what?’ Take having a neck as long as your legs. Is that normal? Yes, for a giraffe, it’s normal. But for a mammal? Perhaps not, despite the fact that giraffes are mammals. Is having red hair normal? For a Scot? Certainly. For a human? Very probably. For someone of Chinese heritage? Perhaps not. Even when the relevant group has been specified, there can still be considerable disagreement about where normal ends. Am I normal if I’m in a minority of 10 per
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