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Preface 

Some years ago the New Yorker Magazine ran a typically witty cartoon. 
The scene was a bookstore and four books were prominently displayed 
for sale on a table. Their titles could easily be read: The first was 
'Philosophy Made Simple' and the next 'Philosophy Made Simpler'. 
The third said 'Philosophy Made Still Simpler', and the fourth was 
'Philosophy Made Simplest'. Since the first title was that of our own 
Philosophy Made Simple, the book you are reading now, it occurred to 
us to ask whether the new edition of this work - the first since 1956 -
should, following the cartoon, perhaps be entitled 'Philosophy Made 
Simpler', or even 'Philosophy Made Simplest'. But when we read over 
the first edition of the work we realized that we had made philosophy 
about as simple as it could be made without distorting the subject 
drastically, and so in this new edition, we'll leave the title intact. 

Apparently, several hundred thousands of readers have agreed with 
us that the book is simple enough. Philosophy Made Simple has been 
translated into foreign languages, is sold in nearly every country of the 
Western world, and in Nigeria, Hong Kong, Singapore, Israel and 
Australia. We had expected that this book would be used by ordinary 
readers, most of whom would have no special training or background 
in philosophy but would like to know something about this supposedly 
'abstract' subject. And many of our readers fall into exactly that 
category. But the book has also been used as a text in dozens of 
universities throughout the world. We have received many letters from 
undergraduate and graduate students, and instructors indicating that it 
is one of the best and simplest introductions to philosophy to be found 
anywhere. 

Nevertheless, there have been important developments in philosophy 
during the past three decades. We therefore felt that a new, reworked, 
and updated edition would be desirable at this time. This new edition 
thus has extensive changes throughout - too numerous to be mentioned 
here. Of course, we should stress that our main focus continues to be on 
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fundamental philosophical problems. These may take new and sophis
ticated forms but the great philosophers of the past who addressed these 
issues are not really dated. Questions about the nature and purpose of 
human life, about the ideal form that a political association should 
have, whether one can obtain absolutely certain knowledge about the 
world - these questions go to the heart of the philosophical enterprise 
and will endure as long as human beings are able to use their rational 
faculties to examine their lives and the environment they inhabit. 
Philosophy Made Simple is devoted to these important issues. Our 
update continues this focus but goes on to describe often innovative 
forms these matters take as we move toward the end of the twentieth 
century. 

R. H. Popkin 
University of California, Los Angeles 

Avrum Stroll 
University of California, San Diego 



Introduction 

What is philosophy? 

Philosophy is generally regarded as perhaps the most abstruse and 
abstract of all subjects, far removed from the affairs of ordinary life. But 
although many people think of it as being remote from normal interests 
and beyond comprehension, nearly all of us have some philosophical 
views, whether we are aware of them or not. It is curious that although 
most people are vague about what philosophy is, the term appears 
frequently in their conversation. 

Popular usages 

The word 'philosophy' is derived from the Greek term meaning 'love of 
wisdom'; but in current popular usage many different ideas are involved 
in the ways we employ the term. Sometimes we mean by 'philosophy' 
an attitude towards certain activities, as when one says Ί disapprove of 
your philosophy of doing business' or Ί am voting for him because I 
favour his philosophy of government'. Again, we talk about being 
'philosophical' when we mean taking a long-range, detached view of 
certain immediate problems. When one is disappointed, we suggest to 
him/her that he/she ought to be more 'philosophical', as when one 
misses a plane. Here we mean to say that he should not be over-
concerned with the events of the moment, but should try instead to 
place these in perspective. In still another sense we think of philosophy 
as an evaluation or interpretation of what is important or meaningful in 
life. This usage may be indicated by the story of two men who were 
drinking beer together. One of them held his glass to the light, 
scrutinized it thoughtfully, and then observed, 'Life is like a glass of 
beer'. 

His companion looked up at the glass, turned to his friend, and 
asked, 'Why is life like a glass of beer?' 

'How should I know,' he answered, 'I'm not a philosopher.' 
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Popular conceptions 

By and large, in spite of the many different ways we may use the words 
'philosophy' and 'philosophical' in ordinary speech, we tend to think of 
philosophy as some extremely complex intellectual activity. We often 
imagine the philosopher (as in Rodin's statue of the Thinker) as one 
who sits, pondering questions of the ultimate significance of human life 
while the rest of us have only the time or the energy to live it. 
Occasionally, when our newspapers or magazines publish a story about 
the important philosophers of the past, such as Bertrand Russell or 
Aristotle, the impression is given that they devoted themselves to 
contemplation of the problems of the world in a most abstract manner 
and arrived at views or theories that may sound splendid, but can hardly 
be of much practical value. 

While this picture has been created of the philosopher and what he/ 
she is trying to do, there is also another image. This is that the 
philosopher is one who is ultimately responsible for the general outlook 
and the ideals of certain societies and cultures. Thinkers such as Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels, we are told, are the ones who have created 
the point of view of the Communist party; while others, such as Thomas 
Jefferson, John Locke and John Stuart Mill have developed the 
theories which prevail in democratic societies. 

The philosophical enterprise 
Regardless of these various conceptions of the role of the philosopher, 
and regardless of how remote we may think his/her activities are from 
our immediate concerns, the philosopher has been engaged in consider
ing problems that are of importance to all of us, either directly or 
indirectly. Through careful critical examination, he/she has tried to 
evaluate the information and beliefs we have about the universe at 
large, and the world of human affairs. From this investigation, the 
philosopher has attempted to work out some general, systematic, 
coherent and consistent picture of all that we know and think. As we 
gain more information about the world through the sciences, new 
interpretations of accepted pictures need to be considered. 

This sort of understanding has provided an outlook or framework in 
which the ordinary person can place his/her own - possibly more 
limited - conception of the world and human affairs. It has provided as 
well a focus through which we can see our own roles and activities, and 
determine if they have any significance. Through such an examination 
and evaluation, we may all be better able to assess our ideals and 
aspirations, as well as understand better why we accept these, and 
possibly whether we ought to. 
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From the very beginnings of philosophy in Ancient Greece, over two 
and a half millennia ago, it has been the conviction of the serious 
thinkers who have engaged in this pursuit, that it is necessary to, 
scrutinize the views that we accept about our world and ourselves to see 
if they are rationally defensible. We have all acquired much information 
and many opinions about the natural and human universe. But few of 
us have ever considered whether these are reliable or important. We are 
usually willing to accept without question reported scientific discover
ies, certain traditional beliefs, and various views based upon our 
personal experiences. The philosopher, however, insists upon subject
ing all this to intensive critical examination in order to discover if these 
views and beliefs are based upon adequate evidence, and if a reasonable 
person may be justified in adhering to them. 

The Socratic contention 
Socrates, at his trial in 399 BC, maintained that the reason he 
philosophized was that 'the unexamined life was not worth living'. He 
found that nearly all of his contemporaries spent their lives pursuing 
various goals, such as fame, riches, pleasure, without ever asking 
themselves whether these are important. Unless they raised such a 
question, and seriously sought the answer, they would never be able to 
know if they were doing the right thing. Their entire lives might be 
wasted pursuing useless or even dangerous goals. 

All of us have some general outlook about the kind of world we think 
we live in, the sort of things that are worthwhile in such a world, and so 
on. Most of us, like Socrates' contemporaries, have never bothered to 
examine our views to discover their foundations, whether we have 
adequate or acceptable reasons for believing what we do, or whether the 
totality of our views has any general consistency or coherence. Hence, 
most of us, in one sense, have some kind of a 'philosophy', but we have 
not done any philosophizing to see if it is justified. 

The philosopher, following Socrates' contention, insists upon bring
ing to light what our implicit beliefs are, what assumptions we make 
about our world, ourselves, our values. He/she insists that these can 
only be accepted by reasonable and intelligent people if they can meet 
certain tests set up by the logical mind. Rather than merely possessing 
an unorganized mass of opinions, the philosopher feels that these must 
be inspected, scrutinized and organized into a meaningful and coherent 
system of views. 

What does a philosopher do? 
One may be tempted to observe at this point that these initial comments 
give some slight idea, perhaps, of what philosophy deals with, but that 
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they are too vague to make clear what it is all about. Why can't one just 
give a straightforward definition of the subject, and then proceed, so 
that one can see clearly at the outset what a philosopher is trying to do? 

The difficulty is that philosophy can be better explained by doing it 
than by trying to describe it. It is in part a way of dealing with questions, 
as well as an attempt to resolve certain problems which have been the 
traditional interest of the persons who have called themselves, or have 
been called, 'philosophers'. As we shall see throughout this book, one 
of the subjects that philosophers have never been able to agree upon is 
what philosophy consists in. 

Varieties of philosophy 

The people who have engaged seriously in philosophizing have had 
varying aims. Some have been religious leaders, like Saint Augustine, 
and have tried to explain and justify certain religious points of view. 
Some have been scientists, like Rene Descartes, who have attempted to 
interpret the meaning and importance of various scientific discoveries 
and theories. Others, like John Locke and Karl Marx, have philoso
phized in order to effect certain changes in the political organization of 
society. Many have been interested in justifying or promulgating some 
set of ideas which they thought might aid mankind. Others have had no 
such grandiose purpose, but merely wished to understand certain 
features of the world in which they lived, and certain beliefs that people 
held. 

Who are philosophers? 

The occupations of philosophers have been as varied as their aims. 
Some have been teachers, often university professors giving courses in 
philosophy, as in the instance of St Thomas Aquinas in the Middle 
Ages, teaching at the University of Paris, or John Dewey in the 
twentieth century, lecturing at Columbia University, or Martin Heri-
degg at the University of Freiburg, or Ludwig Wittgenstein at 
Cambridge University. Others have been leaders of religious move
ments, often taking an active part in the affairs of their organizations, 
like St Augustine, who was Bishop of Hippo at the decline of the 
Roman Empire, or George Berkeley, who was the Bishop of Cloyne in 
Ireland in the eighteenth century. Many philosophers have had 
ordinary occupations, like Baruch Spinoza, who was a lens-grinder by 
profession. John Locke was a medical doctor; John Stuart Mill was a 
writer for magazines, and briefly a Member of Parliament. A good 
many of the most prominent philosophers have been scientists or 
mathematicians. Some have had careers which kept them far removed 
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from the excitement and crises of everyday life; others were continually 
occupied in the most active pursuits. 

Regardless of their aims, or their occupations, philosophers have, by 
and large, shared a common conviction that thoughtful examination 
and analysis of our views, and our evidence for them, is important and 
worthwhile. A philosopher thinks about certain matters in certain 
ways. He/she wants to find out what various basic ideas or concepts 
that we have mean, what we base our knowledge on, what standards 
should be employed in arriving at sound judgments, what beliefs we 
ought to adhere to, and the like. By reflecting upon such questions, the 
philosopher feels that one can achieve more significant comprehension 
of the universe, natural and human. 

Recently one of the authors of this book began his lectures in a course 
entitled 'Introduction to Philosophy'. He tried to give the class some 
idea of what sort of material they would be considering throughout the 
course by raising a question that Plato had asked over twenty-three 
hundred years ago: 'What is justice?' To suggest what this question 
might mean, he raised related problems, among them: 'How do we 
distinguish just acts from unjust ones?' 'How do we tell what we ought 
to do, or what is right?' 'Is justice based only on legal conventions, or are 
there other, more basic standards?' After the lecture, a student 
remarked to the professor that many questions had now been asked and 
he wondered if the answers would be forthcoming in the near future. 
The teacher told him that they would consider some possible answers in 
the course, but he could not guarantee that they would be the right 
answers. The student answered, 'That's all right, so long as we get 
answers—just so that we don't have to think'. 

The philosopher does not want any answers, and is unwilling to 
accept them merely because they purport to be answers. The student 
might be willing enough to live 'the unexamined life', but the 
philosopher wants to find the right answers, those that a rational man 
can feel are warranted after most thoughtful consideration. The fact 
that some answers have been offered, or even that some have been 
accepted by almost everybody in a given society, does not suffice for the 
philosopher. Even that one might feel that certain answers are the right 
ones is not an adequate basis for relying upon them. Rather, the 
philosopher insists, it must be completely certain, that these answers are 
the true ones, before a rational person can adopt them as his/her own. 
Otherwise, the best that we may be able to accomplish by philosophical 
examination is only to realize the inadequacy of all answers that have 
been thus far presented. 

That particular student, like so many people in all ages, was willing 
to sell his 'birthright' rather than undertake the effort required to 
philosophize. He was abdicating his proper function as a rational 
human being in order not to have to be bothered with the problem of 



Introduction xv 

finding some justification for what he believed, with discovering some 
consistent and coherent system for his views. But the philosopher 
claims that fundamentally the questions to be considered are too 
important to be answered in any quick and lazy fashion. It would be far 
better to have no answers than unexamined answers or, worse, answers 
that might be wrong. 

Two examples 
In order to make clearer what the philosopher is seeking and what he/ 
she does, let us consider briefly two examples from the earliest history 
of philosophy, which indicate the sort of situations that have given rise 
to intellectual consideration of various fundamental beliefs. The first 
instance is that of the first Greek philosophers, who lived in the sixth 
century BC, in one of the Greek colonies in Asia Minor, the part which 
is now Turkey. 

The Greek philosophers 

From the little we know of this era, apparently the vast majority of the 
populace was willing to accept a mythological explanation of events, an 
explanation like those we find in the works of Homer. Natural 
occurrences were accounted for in terms of the activities of gods or 
spirits who inhabited the natural world. The wars, jealousies and 
rivalries among the gods, and their relations with men and women, were 
taken to account for the events of the visible world. 

The thinkers who began the philosophical quest were those who 
found that when they scrutinized these accepted beliefs they were seen 
to be inadequate. Different societies had different legends and mythol
ogies. Most of these either conflicted with the others or with themselves. 
The explanations were always based upon insufficient evidence, and 
could never adequately account for all the information people had 
acquired about the world. The philosophers, to the dismay of their 
contemporaries, challenged the believers in mythology to prove their 
views, or to find a better theory, one that would satisfy reasonable 
people. Out of this rejection of traditionally accepted beliefs, and the 
search for more plausible or more defensible theories, came the 
attempts of thoughtful people to explain the natural world in some 
consistent and rational fashion. 

Book of Job 
Similarly, in the Bible, in the Book of Job, we are given a picture of the 
beginning of the philosophical quest. Job is portrayed as living in a 
world in which people accept the view that the universe is governed by 
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a just and good God who rewards the just and punishes the wicked, and 
that this system of divine retribution works out immediately in 
everyone's lifetime. Job, we are told, 'was perfect and upright, and one 
that feared God, and eschewed evil', and yet he was punished. 

Job and his 'comforters' discussed this apparent conflict between the 
accepted belief in God's goodness and justice and what was happening 
before their very eyes - i.e., the torments of Job. The 'comforters' 
refused to examine their view with critical eyes, and instead denied the 
facts. They attempted to convince Job that he must have been a wicked 
man, otherwise he could not be in his predicament. Job, on the other 
hand, saw that the accepted system of belief could not be adequate to 
account for what we do in fact know about the world, namely, that the 
wicked flourish and the just suffer in this supposedly divinely-governed 
cosmos. 

The Book of Job reveals the defects of the traditionally-held view 
about the nature of the world. Because of these, a different, and more 
rationally defensible, theory has to be sought. Several possible ones are 
examined in the course of the book, and finally the only remaining 
solution is that man is unable by means of reason, to discover any 
satisfactory answer. Rather than rest content with inconsistent theories, 
or unjustifiable ones, the philosophical writer of the Book of Job could 
only pose a question. The people who lived 'the unexamined life' tried 
their best to avoid facing the problem. But the philosopher, because of 
his need for intellectually satisfactory beliefs, had to examine it. Even if 
he could not find a better theory than the traditional one, at least he 
would not accept a view that he knew was inadequate. 

In these examples - both instances from the beginnings of philoso
phical activities in ancient times - we can discern some of the drive that 
sets the philosophical quest in motion. There are always people who are 
ready to accept almost any view. But there are others who are troubled 
by what appear to be inconsistencies in these views, or are troubled 
because they do not see why these views ought to be accepted, or why 
they are true. These philosophers begin to raise questions and seek 
solutions. How they do this, and what they have accomplished, is the 
subject-matter of philosophy. 

Conclusion 
If one asks, what is the point of all this searching for some consistent 
and coherent system of beliefs, of demanding rationally satisfactory 
explanations, possibly a kind of answer is contained in a story about a 
relatively recent catastrophe. According to the newspaper accounts, a 
Georgia bootlegger ran out of liquor with which to supply his clients. 
There was a great demand, and to satisfy this, he concocted a brew out 
of some anti-freeze and other ingredients. The results were disastrous -
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some thirty people died from drinking the beverage. When the 
bootlegger was arrested, he was asked if he had anything to say about 
what had happened as a result of his nefarious activities. 'Well,' he 
commented, 'it makes a man think.' 

Philosophy, in a less dangerous way, also makes a person think -
think about the basic foundations of his/her outlook, his/her knowl
edge, his/her beliefs. It makes one inquire into the reasons for what one 
accepts and does, and into the importance of one's ideas and ideals, in 
the hope that one's final convictions, whether they remain the same, or 
whether they change as a result of this examination, will at least be 
rationally held ones. 

Whether this desired consequence is actually superior to declining to 
examine one's life, is a philosophical question, and one that can better 
be decided after reading this book. One may well decide, after seeing 
what philosophy is, and what philosophers have done, that it is all a 
waste of time. On the other hand, one may find that the consideration 
of problems in the various branches of philosophy - logic, ethics, theory 
of knowledge, metaphysics, and so on - provides solutions to the most 
urgent questions. Any conclusion that the reader comes to, we hope, 
will be based upon a thoughtful consideration of the material that is to 
follow, and hence will be the result of the reader's philosophizing. 

We repeat: the best way to discover what philosophy is, is by studying 
it, and by philosophizing. 
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1 
Ethics 

The definition of 'ethics' 

As with so many words in common use, the term 'ethics' has a number 
of different meanings. In one of its most frequent uses, it refers to a code 
or set of principles by which people live. Thus, we speak of 'medical 
ethics' and mean by this phrase the code which regulates and guides the 
behaviour of doctors in their dealings with each other and with their 
patients. Or again, when we speak of 'Christian ethics' we are referring 
to the principles which prescribe the behaviour of those who are 
Christians, such as the rules for conduct which are found in the Ten 
Commandments. 

Philosophers, however, do not only employ the word in this sense 
when we speak of'ethics'. They also mean by it a theoretical study, very 
much as the physicist means by 'physics' a theoretical study. But 
whereas the physicist studies certain natural phenomena, such as 
moving bodies and their laws, the objects which are studied in ethics are 
theories. These theories, sometimes called 'ethical theories', deal with 
such questions as 'How ought men to behave?' 'What is the good life for 
man?' and so on. An example of an ethical theory studied in the branch 
of philosophy called 'ethics' is Hedonism. This is an ancient theory 
which contends that the good life is ultimately one of pleasure. 

Philosophers study such theories as Hedonism not merely because 
these doctrines have important consequences for living and for 
understanding human nature, but also because many ethical doctrines 
which appear plausible at a first glance, such as Hedonism, are found 
upon careful examination to suffer from certain defects. For example, 
does it not make sense to speak of 'bad pleasures', i.e., of the things 
which may give us momentary pleasure, such as drinking alcohol, but 
which may result in a life of subsequent pain and travail? If this is so, 
then how can the good life be identical with a life of pleasure, since there 
are pleasures which are bad? But if it is not pleasure which constitutes 


