
0.1 Branches of Philosophy



Traditional branches of philosophy
• Metaphysics. The study of the fundamental nature of 

reality, focusing upon problems that are not (yet) 
suitably treated by the sciences.

• Epistemology. The study of knowledge.  Key questions 
include:
- What is knowledge?
- How do we get knowledge?
- What justifies belief and makes it knowledge?

• Logic. The study of reasoning and of the foundations of 
mathematics.

• Ethics. The study of the good, and how to act with 
respect to the good.



0.2 Methods of Philosophy



Socrates
(c.469-399 BC)



Socrates’s Question

Do the gods love an act because it is good, or is 
an act good because the gods love it?



Methods of philosophy
• Logic.

- Creation and analysis of arguments.
- Refined precision in logical languages and in the analysis of 

natural language.
- Study of reason itself (including mathematics).

• Conceptual analysis.
• Phenomenology.

- Observations of phenomena.
- Attempts to observe phenomena without prejudice.

• Development of new theories.
• Development of new concepts.



Some essential concepts in logic

• Argument
• Valid argument
• Sound argument
• Reductio ad absurdum



I’m going to suggest a weird sense 
of “argument” (compare 1:35)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ohDB5gbtaEQ

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ohDB5gbtaEQ


Some essential concepts in logic
• Argument:  an ordered list of sentences, one 

of which we call the conclusion, and the 
others of which we call premises.

• Valid argument:  necessarily, if the premises 
are true, then the conclusion is true.

• Sound argument:  a valid argument with true 
premises.

• Reductio ad absurdum:  to prove that P is 
true, show that if P were false then you could 
derive a contradiction.
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Some review.  True or false?

An invalid argument can have 
a true conclusion.



Some review.  True or false?

A valid argument can have 
a false conclusion.



True or false?

A sound argument can have 
a false conclusion.



True or false?

A valid argument can have 
a false conclusion and true premises.



A famous example:  
The Euthryphro Argument

Either the gods love an act because it is good, or 
an act is good because the gods love it.

It is not the case that an act is good because the 
gods love it.
____________

The gods love an act because it is good.



Conceptual analysis
• Analyze a statement, phrase, or sentence to 

determine its underlying meaning, and then 
better determine how we can know if it is true 
or false.

• An important part of conceptual analysis 
includes also uncovering errors and 
confusions.  

• (Also, sometimes conceptual analysis reveals a 
sentence is not the kind of thing that is true or 
false.)



Conceptual Analysis:  
a goofy example

A = B.
C = B.
______
C = A.



Conceptual Analysis:  
a goofy example

Love is blind.
Ray Charles is blind.
______
Ray Charles is love.

What conceptual analysis reveals here is that “is” has several 
meanings, and we’ll get into trouble if we confuse those 
meanings.



An example of conceptual analysis

First, consider a simple argument: 

Tom is better at football than Steve.
Steve is better at football than Joe.
_____
Tom is better at football than Joe.



An example of conceptual analysis

A cheeseburger is better than nothing.
Nothing is better than absolute bliss.
_____
A cheeseburger is better than absolute bliss.

What conceptual analysis reveals here is that “nothing” has a 
complex structure and also potentially different kinds of 
meanings, and we’ll get into trouble if we confuse those.



Conceptual Analysis:  
a famous example

“The present King of France is bald.”

If we deny this, does it mean the present king of 
France has hair?

Bertrand Russell’s analysis:
There exists a thing which is the Present King of 
France, and that thing is bald.



Conceptual Analysis:  
semantics

• Closely related to conceptual analysis is 
developing a better understanding of 
semantics.

• Semantics cannot solve philosophical 
problems (unless they are philosophical 
problems about semantics).

• BUT: sometimes understanding semantics can 
help us see how to dissolve a problem.



Conceptual Analysis:  
an example of semantics dissolving a 

problem
• Kuhn’s claim:  

theories are 
incommensurable 
(they cannot be 
compared) 
because the 
definitions are 
different.



Conceptual Analysis:  
an example of semantics dissolving a 

problem
• Kuhn’s claim:  

theories are 
incommensurable 
(they cannot be 
compared) 
because the 
definitions are 
different.

Jupiter is a heavenly 
body in the crystal 

sphere made of the fifth 
element.



Conceptual Analysis:  
an example of semantics dissolving a 

problem
• Kuhn’s claim:  

theories are 
incommensurable 
(they cannot be 
compared) 
because the 
definitions are 
different.

Jupiter is a planet and it 
has its own moons 

orbiting it.



Conceptual Analysis:  
an example of semantics dissolving a 

problem
• Solution: in many 

cases, reference 
includes a 
“pointing” or 
“indicating” 
relationship in 
the meaning.



Conceptual Analysis:  
an example of semantics dissolving a 

problem
• Solution: in many 

cases, reference 
includes a 
“pointing” or 
“indicating” 
relationship in 
the meaning.

That thing I’m pointing at 
is a heavenly body in the 
crystal sphere made of 

the fifth element.



Conceptual Analysis:  
an example of semantics dissolving a 

problem
• Solution: in many 

cases, reference 
includes a 
“pointing” or 
“indicating” 
relationship in 
the meaning.

That thing I’m pointing at 
is a planet with its own 

moons orbiting it.



Conceptual Analysis: Be able to 
recognize and distinguish

Three Important Kinds of Claims
• Empirical claims:  having to do with the natural world.  These 

claims are usually contingent (they could have been false and they 
could have been true).
– “All crows have feathers.”
– “Albany is the capital of New York”

• Logical-Mathematical claims:  having to do with math, geometry, 
or other logical domains.  These claims are necessary (if true, they 
must be true).
– “2+2=4”
– “In classical geometry, the sum of the length of two sides of a triangle 

is always longer than the third side.”
• Normative claims:  concerning what should (or should not) be the 

case.
– ”You should not be cruel.”
– ”Stalin was evil.”
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Note

• We should include in normative claims also 
aesthetic claims (claims about beauty).  

• Aesthetic claims seem to concern what ought 
to be the case, instead of merely what is the 
case.

• But we will not spend time during the class on 
aesthetics.



What kind of claim?

• We should keep troops in Afghanistan.
• The sum of the interior angles of a triangle is 180 

degrees.
• Evolutionary theory tells us that the survivors of a 

species are the fittest of their species.
• Earth has only one moon.
• There is no largest number.
• Murder is illegal.
• Murder is wrong.



How do we evaluate these claims?
Some methods (not a complete list!)

• Empirical claims:
– Make predictions (if the claim is true, then this other claim will be 

true) and test those predictions.  Continue to use the claim as long as 
it is making true predictions.

– Look for contrary evidence, reject the claim if you find the contrary 
evidence.

• Logical-mathematical claims:
– Prove the claim using the proof methods of logic
– Reject the claim if it leads to a contradiction

• Ethical claims. This is controversial!  Some methods include:
– Reject (or modify) the claim if it has other ethical consequences that 

you consider obviously immoral.
– Reject (or modify) the claim if it depends on empirical claims we know 

to be false.
– Defend the claim based on a theory of the good.



Phenomenology

A method of trying to observe phenomena while 
suspending, as much as possible, one’s 
theoretical expectations and prejudices.



The Hermeneutic Circle

Phenomenologists have claimed that when we 
try to understand and describe something, we 
first describe it crudely so that we can come to 
study it more, then we redescribe it more 
accurately and redefine it more accurately, study 
it more, redescribe it more accurately and 
redefine it more accurately, study it more.... And 
so on.



Theories

• Philosophers do sometimes propose theories.  
How we evaluate these theories will depend 
upon the kind of theory.
– Empirical theory:  can be evaluated using the 

scientific method.
– Metaphysical theory:  does it best explain the 

phenomena we hope to explain?



New Concepts

An example of a new concept invented by 
philosophers is:

Realism (about x):  realism (about x) is the belief 
that there are evidence-transcendent truths 
(about x).



Let’s review
• Logic.

- Creation and analysis of arguments.
- Refined precision in logical languages & in the analysis of natural language.
- Study of reason itself (including mathematics).

• Conceptual analysis.
• Phenomenology.

- Observations of phenomena.
- Attempts to observe phenomena without prejudice.

• Development of new theories.
• Development of new concepts.



Appendix: Some advice mixing a little 
psychology with philosophy

• We have many tendencies to quick solutions which can 
result in poor reasoning.  Here are a few:
– Confirmation bias: we recognize and remember evidence 

that supports our existing beliefs.
– Anchoring (and availability): tendency to overvalue some 

piece of information, usually the first piece of information 
on the topic one acquired.

– Recency effect: overestimating the probability of events 
easily remembered (typically because those events are 
recent).

– Groupthink: desire for group harmony causes neglect of 
options that some in the group do not want to consider.



Some methods to help you avoid some 
of these biases (for empirical claims)
• If you believe claim P, do the following:
– Identify what kind of evidence would convince 

you that P is false.  The evidence should be 
something it is possible to gather.

– Identify two or three of the best arguments 
against your belief P.  Be able to explain why you 
reject those arguments.

If you cannot do these, then your belief is a 
prejudice.



0.3 The Allegory of the Cave as an 
Allegory about Philosophy 

(and especially a certain view in 
epistemology)



The School of Athens

• Socrates (479—399 BC)
• Plato (428—348 BC)
– The Republic is circa 380 BC

• Aristotle (384—322 BC)






