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Jonny Thomson teaches philosophy in Oxford. He runs a popular Instagram account and website called Mini Philosophy, the result of his conversations with students and a somewhat masochistic obsession with reading dense philosophical works.


Praise

‘Engaging, smart and wise, Mini Philosophy is a diverse taster menu of ideas on life, the mind and the world. Nutritious, bite-sized portions of philosophy that whet the appetite for more.’

David Mitchell, author of Cloud Atlas and The Bone Clocks

‘A neat idea, deftly executed. If this doesn’t light your philosophical fuse, you don’t have one.’

Dr Julian Baggini, Academic Director, Royal Institute of Philosophy

‘Each one of these sparkling pieces is a delight to read, without ever compromising on substance. I can’t imagine a more enjoyable way to get to grips with life’s biggest questions.’

Oliver Burkeman, author of Four Thousand Weeks

‘Lively, sharp and wide-ranging; a sparky, bite-sized companion for the wilds and wildernesses of philosophy.’

Eleanor Gordon-Smith, ethicist and author of Illogical Stories

‘A joyfully playful and thought-provoking capsule encyclopedia of philosophical ideas, from Aristotle to Alan Turing, pondering on the nature of self, how we see and understand the world, and the delusions we use to comfort ourselves. An Epicurean delight.’

Mick Brown, author of The Spiritual Tourist


About the Book

Why do people enjoy watching scary movies? Should we bet on the existence of God? Why is pleasure better than pain? And when is a duck not a duck?

Mini Philosophy is a fascinating journey into what some of the greatest minds of the last 2,500 years have to say about the big questions in life, and why they are relevant to us today.

Covering everything from Sun Tzu’s strategy for winning at board games to Freud’s insights into our ‘death drive’; why de Beauvoir believed the mothering instinct is a myth to why Schopenhauer probably wasn’t much fun at parties, these mini-meditations will expand your mind (and bend it too).


For Tanya and Freddie,
my favourite philosophers


Introduction
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There’s sometimes an aura around philosophy that puts people off. I’m not sure if it’s because philosophers often use words like ‘fallacious’ when ‘false’ would be just fine, or because they nonchalantly throw in a bit of Ancient Greek every other sentence. But it doesn’t have to be that way, and that is why I wrote this book.

Philosophy should be relatable, it should be practical, and it should be readable and accessible. But most of all, it ought to be fun.

In Mini Philosophy, I explain philosophical ideas in a way that can be understood, and in a way that resonates. I can’t promise that I won’t use long, convoluted and made-up words, but if I do, I’ll try to make sure they make sense by the end of the page. This is a book for everyone who’s heard names like Plato, Descartes or de Beauvoir but only vaguely knows what their ideas were. It’s a book for people who want to know what Structuralism, Phenomenology or Existentialism actually mean, without having to wade through dense philosophical tomes that leave you more confused than before. I hope to bring philosophy back from its forbidding ivory tower to the living room, coffee shop or commute.

In any walk of life, when people are passionate about a subject, they’re loath to explain it easily. To do so would, in some way, reduce it or belittle it, perhaps. But sometimes we all just need a first step, or a point of entry. So, this book will lay out philosophers’ ideas in a way that, if all goes to plan, will make you want to read further. It’s a roadmap into the subject.

I firmly believe that everyone has philosophical questions and anyone can be a philosopher. So to start us off we might as well get a little help from some of history’s greatest minds.
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Ethics

In any given day, you’ll make a huge number of ‘ethical’ decisions. Anything you do that affects another human being is, in some way, ethical. At one end, it’s the ‘right and wrong’ of stealing, killing, lying, helping or caring. At the other end, it’s to do with your character. It concerns courage, loyalty, honesty, love and virtue.

Ethics is about good and bad actions, or good and bad people.



Plato

on Invisibility
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You’re on a walk when you meet a snaggletoothed crone. She gives you a small but wondrous gift: a magic ring! It’s a ring that has the power to make you utterly invisible. You can go anywhere or do anything. No one and nothing will see you. The question is: what will you do with the ring? How will you use this power?

This ‘ring of Gyges’ thought experiment was first presented in Plato’s best-known work, Republic (written in 375 BC), as a challenge to the idea of an innately ‘just’ citizen. In the book, Plato has his old teacher, Socrates, voice the claim that justice is much more than simply whatever those with power say it is, nor does he think it is just brazen self-interest, with everyone out for themselves. The character of Glaucon, though, is much more cynical than this, and his Gyges’ ring story was intended to contest Socrates’ idealistic and lofty notions of an honest and just person.

Glaucon supposed that anyone who wore this ring would instantly use it to their own gain. Justice, morality, laws and decency would be cast aside as quickly as the power was granted. Plato writes (as Glaucon): ‘If you could imagine anyone obtaining this power of becoming invisible, and never doing any wrong or touching what was another’s, he would be thought … a most wretched idiot.’

Ask a friend what they would do. Ask yourself. The answers could be funny, curious or perhaps disturbing. In your heart of hearts, would you really not steal, trespass, assault … or maybe something unspeakably worse? Most people might not admit to it, but many would certainly think it – fantasise about it, even.

Gyges’ ring does not show that power corrupts but rather that power reveals our true nature. All of us have a tiny tyrant lurking inside us. Societal judgement, the neighbour peering over the fence, is what makes us behave well. The only thing keeping us straight is the judgement of others.

If Glaucon is right in his thought experiment, there are huge implications in how we view politicians, leaders, or gargantuan corporations. We all need checks and balances, or some authority to keep us in line. Justice needs constant enforcement and transparency. Perhaps state secrets, corporate subterfuge and the silken lies of politicians are the very real and modern consequences of the ring of Gyges story?

Bentham

on Calculating Morality
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What if there were a way to work out what was the right thing to do? Wouldn’t it be great if you had an easy tool to tell you how to behave in any situation?

This was exactly what the English eighteenth-century philosopher Jeremy Bentham tried to do with his hedonic calculus.

Bentham is the father of the normative (i.e. concerning how we should act) ethical theory known as utilitarianism. This states that an action is right or wrong based on the consequences it produces. Specifically, if doing something creates more utility or pleasure then it is good; if it produces net misery or pain, then it is bad. In his words: ‘It is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong.’

So, for Bentham, Robin Hood would be moral; Butch Cassidy wouldn’t. The Second World War was (for the Allies) good; Genghis Khan was not. Killing one person to save ten is right; starting a war to get back a stolen princess is not. Put simply: make people happy and minimise misery. Look to the consequences of your actions.

However, there is one big question: how can we be sure of the net positive or negative outcome of our actions? Bentham’s answer: the hedonic calculus!

Bentham says we should tally up the pleasure and pain of all actions based on seven different criteria: intensity, duration, likelihood, proximity, fecundity (will it create further pleasure), purity (will the pain create more pain?) and extent. The better clued up about each of these we are and the more we know about the consequences of our actions, the better.

So, with a hedonic calculus in hand, you write down all your sums, add up the total, and voilà! You now know how you ought to act. What could be easier? It’s morality for the mathematical age: ethics for the rational. No more need to worry!

… Let’s just hope you’ve got an hour or two to work it all out.

Aristotle

on the Middle Ground
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We all want to do the right thing at the right time. We want to be virtuous. But how can we know what’s the right thing to do in any given situation? If I want to be brave, how can I make sure I’m not being reckless? If I want to be polite, how do I avoid being reticent? When does confidence become arrogance? Generosity become condescension?

Plato’s student, Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, addresses this very issue, referring to the solution as the ‘golden mean’.

Aristotle argued that ethical action, or doing the right thing, comes down to being virtuous. Through practice, repetition and imitation of others, we can train ourselves to excel at any virtue. Want to be kind? Simply do kind things often. Want to be forgiving? Copy a forgiving person you know. Do and you will be. He famously wrote: ‘We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.’

However, it’s not always easy to know what the virtuous action is in any situation. Every moral decision, every choice, is unique. What was brave in one context will not be in another. Honesty might have been kind yesterday, but painfully cruel today. So how do we work it out?

Aristotle argued that the good act is the ‘mean’ between two extremes. The virtuous deed lies between two vices: the vice of excess and the vice of deficiency. Courage is the mean of recklessness and cowardice. Politeness lies between taciturn and effusive. Generosity is not stinginess nor is it profligacy. In short, as the ancient Greek poet Hesiod wrote: ‘Moderation in all things.’

This ability to find the ‘golden mean’, though, is not always easy, and it requires practice. It needs the wisdom of experience, and this Aristotle calls phronesis. When we act well, and practise virtue, after a while we’ll hone this skill, like a muscle in the gym. We’ll know intuitively, through phronesis, where exactly to find the golden mean. We’ll be the perfect moral citizen, and will know exactly what to do and say all day long, and one day, maybe, youngsters will copy us to be as perfectly virtuous as we are.

Kant

on ‘What If Everyone Did That?!’
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What if everyone in the world behaved like you? Would that be a good, kind and happy world, or one that even you would hate to live in? What if every little thing you did was made the rule for all mankind? How would that affect how you behaved?

This is the thought behind the first formulation of the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative.

Kant once wrote: ‘Two things fill me with awe: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me.’ He believed that there exists within each of us an absolute morality that we’re all capable and privileged to be able to reveal. This moral law can only be accessed through our wonderful human reason. To be moral, then, is to use reason (as opposed to our passions or ‘intuition’).

For Kant, our reason identifies certain ‘maxims’ (which means only a moral law or behavioural instruction) to live by. In any given situation, we’re presented with a range of maxims, and we, the moral agent, must decide which to follow. It is reason, when properly applied, that tells us which of these moral options should become ‘imperatives’ (which means what we have to do) or, in other words, our duties.

There are three ways reason can do this (Kant calls them ‘formulations’), but the first is the best known. It’s called universalisability, which might as well be a lesser-known Mary Poppins song. Essentially, this asks us to imagine: ‘What if everyone did that?’ It’s the voice of finger-wagging parents the world over.

Take a maxim such as ‘lie if you want’. Now, if everyone did this, the act of lying would become so everyday, so routine, that truth and falsity become meaningless, and so lies (which are ‘deliberate non-truths’) would be impossible. The original maxim implodes. Or, if everyone broke quarantine, then the very idea of quarantine would disappear in a definitional puff of smoke. Similar examples can be given for adultery, or theft.

These maxims self-destruct if they are made the universal rule for everyone. Therefore, it’s imperative to be truthful and to obey quarantine. These self-destructing logic-types are what Kant calls our perfect duties.

There are also things that Kant calls imperfect duties. They’re imperfect because they don’t use only reason, but instead are driven by our preferences or wants. For instance, there’s nothing logically implosive about ‘never help someone else’, but if everyone followed that rule it would just be a pretty bleak world.

That word ‘categorical’ means ‘something done for its own sake’, like watching a film for the sheer pleasure of doing so. Thus, we can now have some sense of that expression ‘categorical imperative’.

So, the next time you have a moral dilemma, use Kant’s simple tool. Take a moment and reason with yourself: what if everyone did this?

Rand

on Egoism
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What’s the point of doing a nice thing if you can’t flaunt it on social media? Why would you be charitable if there were no one to praise you for it? If you do something kind, make sure someone’s watching!

Enter the world of Ayn Rand’s ‘rational egoism’. Enjoy your stay, and look out (only) for yourself.

According to the twentieth-century, Russian-born Rand, it is rational and natural for humans to look after themselves. Every relationship, action or desire should be judged by how much it benefits you, the individual. The greater something satisfies your self-interest, the greater is the motivation to act.

If you give money to charity, you do so because it makes you look good to your friends. If you help your neighbour fix his fence, it’s because you might need him to help you after the next gale. If you marry, it’s because it gives you the security, happiness or children you desire. It’s all carefully calculated and requires us, at times, to sit down and ask: what benefits me in this situation? Through the lens of ‘rational egoism’, every action is seen in terms of what it does for you.

In those instances where your life is made worse by an action, it is utterly irrational to follow this course. To sacrifice your life (unless, Rand argues, you are suicidal) is always inappropriate. In short, everything is viewed in instrumental terms, i.e. what it gives you. In Rand’s world, every interaction is like a contract between legal parties, each trying to get the best for their own rational selves (which may, of course, still benefit both signatories).

People tend to either love or hate Rand, and she can be unfairly misrepresented or straw-manned. She admitted, for instance, that you would have to be ‘psychopathic’ not to feel some moral impulsion to help an injured dog or another human. Rand argues, though, that this stems from a generalised sense of ‘what goes around comes around’. If everyone helps one another most of the time it’s simply better for us all. It’s almost like a karmic self-interest (similar to what Epicurus thought, see page 228).

So, if someone challenges you to sacrifice yourself in any form, or surrender any boon or benefit, ask them why. What’s remotely rational about putting yourself second? Why would any intelligence abandon itself?

Comte

on Altruism
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You’re home for Christmas, and everyone’s watching TV in the other room. Rummaging for a snack, you spot the box of posh chocolates has been left open, and there’s one left. It’s your favourite. But then, everyone likes that one. In that moment, your entire being becomes a battleground between the twin forces of egoism and altruism. Which will win? Will you take the chocolate?

For the French philosopher Auguste Comte, who coined the word ‘altruism’, you must wilfully assert your mind to override your egoism. Altruism can win, but only if we take the time to train and strengthen it up.

Comte liked to think he knew human nature well, and many of his arguments are based on what we today call ‘evolutionary psychology’ (although he died in 1857, two years before Darwin’s On the Origin of Species). Comte believed that we’re all driven by powerful ‘affective forces’ that are overwhelmingly egoistic and that our natural condition is to look after ourselves and get what we can.

But he did not think we’re slaves to biology, or that our drives are some preordained destiny. We’re all gifted with minds so incredible that we can transcend or escape any genetic fatalism. This is why it seems as if a battle rages between our ‘personality’ on the one hand, or what we might call ‘individualism’, and ‘collectivism’ on the other, which simply means wanting to look after each other. It’s the ‘me’ vs. the ‘us’.

To win the battle, we can train ourselves to overcome our natural egoism and be more ‘other-regarding’. In fact, we already do this in many everyday gestures. For instance, most of us would hold a door open for someone else. It gives no benefit to us at all, yet helps someone else. What’s more, it is, for most, so everyday as to be mindless. Altruism can be programmed in this way, and to a much greater degree too.

For Comte, all this is not some trifle. It concerns a fulfilled life of happiness and ‘stability’ for us all. The egoist who ‘loves nothing outside of himself’ is condemned to ‘uncontrollable excitement’; in other words, they’ll always want more and more (a sentiment echoed a hundred years later by Schopenhauer, see page 56). True contentment depends on denying your individuality that looks only to its own insatiable and mercurial desires, and instead to live entirely for someone or something else. Perfection comes in projecting our sympathies out into the world.

So if you’re debating whether you ought to eat that chocolate or not, stay true to your higher human faculties. Your every instinct may tell you to scoff away, but you’re better than that. You’re not a biological machine, slavishly programmed to get whatever you can. Altruism makes us much bigger than that, and it will give you a far deeper happiness yet.

Abelard

on Best Intentions
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There are two people standing in court. The first person had fired a gun as a joke. The bullet had ricocheted off a building and then killed her friend. The second person had followed his ex-girlfriend home and taken a shot at her. His aim was wild, and he missed, so then he decided against the whole idea. Who should be punished more? Does the first person get life in prison for a monumentally unlucky event? And does the second get a slap on the wrist for his ‘moral luck’?

This was what concerned the twelfth-century philosopher-poet, Peter Abelard.

At the time of Abelard’s writing, the church – the powerful and pervasive moral centre of society – held that actions were right or wrong. Things like incest, theft or blasphemy were always wrong, regardless of the intentions or foreknowledge of the agent.

Abelard thought this was ridiculous. He argued, instead, that the moral worth of an action depended entirely on its intentions. He gives an example of two siblings separated at birth. Years later, they find each other and fall in love, wholly ignorant of their relation. For Abelard, the two were not in sin. For the church, they were very much damned.

It seems common sense today, but Abelard was revolutionary in his time. He even dared to say that sex wasn’t a sin! He argued that if the pleasure of sex within marriage was sanctioned by the church, but was suddenly a carnal sin outside of it, the act itself is clearly not the morally relevant item.

More controversially still, he argued that those who killed Christ were not in fact blameworthy because they were ignorant of his divinity. Even Jesus says at the end: ‘Forgive them, for they know not what they do.’

Of course, as always with ethics, it’s not so clear-cut. How can we ever be sure of an agent’s intentions? A murderer is hardly going to admit to premeditation, knowing full well the implications of their admission. Abelard’s answer was to say, ‘God will know’, but this is hardly good enough today. So, modern secular courts have to weigh up various character studies, cross-reference all the evidence and consider the plausibility of the situation, all of which is incredibly hard, and has a huge scope for error.

Furthermore, what about the very fine line between ignorance and negligence? Is ‘I didn’t know guns were dangerous!’ a reasonable defence? As we see on page 38 with Clifford, what effort do we expect people to make in order to educate themselves? How much are we expected to know about the impact of our actions?

Regardless of all these caveats, Abelard’s contributions to ethics and subsequent secular law were huge. He was a rational light in a superstitious and capricious age, and we stand on his shoulders today.

Singer

on Favouritism
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‘Equality’ is the greatest lie we tell one another. We sanctimoniously claim we treat everyone the same, or that everyone is equal, yet we all discriminate and bias on a near-daily basis. What’s worse, we don’t even think it’s wrong.

Ask yourself these questions. Who would you save if it were a choice between your mum or a stranger? Who will you leave your inheritance to? Why would you donate a kidney to your child, but not an unknown person?

In each instance, we rank some people more highly than others, and reward them unequally. What is this if not discrimination?

This was what concerned Australian philosopher Peter Singer in his idea of the ‘expanding circle’, from his 1981 book of the same name.

Singer’s work was an attempt to address what he saw as the obvious immorality of discriminating in favour of our friends and family.

Richard Dawkins, in his 1976 book, The Selfish Gene, argues that caring for your own is natural to evolutionary psychology, as it protects our genes and our family’s genes. So, our altruistic circle is narrow, and our actions limited to only those that serve an evolutionary purpose. Dawkins isn’t so blunt as to say that we should always do what evolution pulls us to do, but he does make the claim that it’s natural, and sensible.

But, Singer argues that just because something might be a biological or evolutionary ‘fact’ does not make it moral. A fact does not, in itself, make a duty. You do not get an ‘ought’ from an ‘is’.

Instead, Singer argues that we are more than simple biological priming. We also have a unique capacity for rationality. To focus so doggedly on evolutionary psychology is to downplay the entire human condition. Humans can go beyond biological determinism.

Throughout human history, humans have used reason to ‘expand their circles’. If we strictly follow Dawkins, we ought only to care for ourselves, our children or at most our closer relatives. Yet humans have always used reason to create values and systems to expand our empathetic circle. First, we cared for the wider family. Then the tribe. Then the country. For Singer, why not the world? With reason and morality, we can live by values that respect the dignity and worth of all humans, without care for their genetic connections. It’s an idea that Gandhi had found appealing, as we see on page 294.

Singer believes that we can all widen our empathetic circle. We can turn our sociobiological discrimination into true altruism and concern for more, and eventually all, humans. Singer doesn’t believe ethics is ‘rationality vs. emotion’ but rather he thinks rationality builds on and expands our natural compassion. It pushes our feeling of care outwards to include more people.

So, are you wrong in favouring your brother over another? Is it good to leave money to your own children? It might be ‘natural’, but does that make it right …?

Kant

on How Not to Treat People
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You’re having dinner with some colleagues and someone clicks their fingers, saying, ‘Garçon! Over here!’ Someone leaves a taxi, not once having said hello, goodbye, or thank you to the driver. A kidnapper ransoms a small boy for a million dollars. A government kills a traitor to prevent others from rebelling. What do all these have in common?

For Immanuel Kant, they are all treating a human being as merely a means to an end, and they’re all wrong to do so.

Kant was rather smitten with human rationality. For him, it is the single greatest asset that we possess. The best thing about it, of course, is that it lets us unearth what’s right and wrong. We saw in a previous entry (see page 20) how Kant built the first formulation of his ‘categorical imperative’ using only reason, and this, his second formulation, is seen as an extension of this. It does take a bit of squinting, and a different book title (Mega Philosophy), to see exactly how.

For Kant, there is an unconditional dignity that comes with being a rational human being, and as such we ought always to behave in such a way as to respect that. We should all ‘act as to treat humanity … in every case as an end, never as means only’. People are
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