What is Philosophy?
Matjaž Potrč

Philosophy tries to provide answers to questions such as what there is, what one can know and what one should do. Answers to these questions should take a position in certain direction, all in allowing for an inclusive approach.

What is philosophy?
It is a trial to provide answers to some basic questions, such as 


(1) What is there?


(2) What can we know?


(3) What should one do?

Besides to these, there is a specific question pertaining to the nature of philosophy itself


(4) What kind of answer can one expect in philosophy?

I will try to answer the mentioned questions in outline, along the ways I have been thinking about them and in the manner I have elaborated them. It is a useful device to have questions summarily answered right at the beginning, before their further and somewhat more detailed elaboration.


(Answer to 1) There is one material world.


(Answer to 2) Conditions of our knowledge are transglobal and evidential.


(Answer to 3) We should follow generalist particularist normativity.


(Answer to 4) We should expect inclusive answers in philosophy.

Once as the preliminary answers to our questions are laid down, we can see that these answers presuppose some preliminary choices, so that these answers are already given in respect to the just mentioned choices. These basic choices, again preliminarily, go as follows:

(Choices for 1) There are many or there is one.


(Choices for 2) Conditions for our knowledge are reliabilist or they are evidentialist.


(Choices for 3) Our moral actions are guided by general principles, or again they are guided by deliberation in particular circumstances.


(Choices for 4) On can expect final exclusivist answers, or again one can expect inclusive answers in philosophy.

Let us go back now to these questions, to their answers and to the basic choices that precede these answers, in a more slow and thoughtful manner.
(1) What is there?
(Choices for 1) There are many or there is one.

(Answer to 1) There is one material world.

Basic choices for an answer to (1), namely to the question about what there is, are that there are many existing things, or that there is one, or again that there is nothing. As on the rest of occasions, I will take here just basic choices, not digging too deep into all available alternatives. But the mentioning of the option that there is nothing out there, actually, should be considered in ontology, according to my opinion. The option that there is nothing out there is called nihilism. I do not buy nihilism, already by my preliminary decision that there exists a material world. If there is the material world out there, this naturally gives support for naturalism, to the belief that the material world might be investigated by whatever natural sciences are able to articulate as truths about it.

Now let us see the option that there are many things out there. This is the common sense option according to which there is a plurality of things, or of middle sized dry goods out there, such as stones, chairs and cats.


In respect to this common sense pluralist ontological answer to our question about what there is, the other answer that I propose seems strange: that there is just one material world. This monistic ontological answer is supported by some questions that are keyed to the nature of the plurality involving middle sized dry goods, as defended by the opinion of common sense. Here are some deliberations bringing possible second thoughts in respect to the existence of plurality of middle sized dry goods:

Vagueness: middle sized dry goods, such as cats, stones and chairs, turn out to be vague: there is no definite boundary that could have been assigned to them. But if they are vague a bit, they are vague all the way down. But if things are vague, then there are no criteria for their identity. So, there are no middle sized dry goods around, actually. But if there isn’t any plurality of things around, then there is just one thing, the world. Q.E.D.

Non-Arbitrariness of Composition (NAOC): It would be insensible to suppose that there exists a bunch of arbitrarily composed things out there. But if so, then it is sensible to accept the existence of just one ontological entity, of the world. The NAOC principle has to do with the Special Composition Question (SCQ), which asks “Under which circumstances do things compose another thing?” The answer to this question seems easy at first sight, but a closer scrutiny shows that each candidate principle of composition will leave us wanting. Take for example the principle with the name Contact. The answer to SCQ provided by Contact is “Several things compose another thing iff they find themselves in contact.” But the questionable nature of this answer is revealed by the following consideration: As we shake hands, it would seem insensible to claim that a new entity comes into existence through our contact, a new ontological entity that ceases to exist once as we stop shaking hands. As Contact and other candidate principles do not manage to bring a satisfactory answer to SCQ, it seems sensible to conclude that the presupposition of existence of many entities is wrong. But we also denied the plausibility to nihilism. So, monism has to be right as a way to go in ontology. And I really believe that there exists one, dynamical and rich material world out there, called by me the Blobject (which is neither a snobject or one of perfectly non-vague objects, nor a slobject or vague object).

A question remains to be answered though: Isn’t monistic view lunatic after all, for it goes directly against the widespread opinions of common sense?


The answer to this question is instructive, in respect to our question (4). And the answer goes like this: It is correct to claim, under the contextual standards of the ultimate ontological inquiry, that there is just one world out there. But if the contextual standards of our inquiry get lowered, as this happens in the context of the everyday common sense circumstances, then the right way to go is to embrace plurality of the middle sized dry goods.

This means that, although the basic ontological question gets answered in the monist way, this monist way to go in the ultimate ontology still turns out to be compatible with the acknowledgement of existence of plurality of things in the contextual circumstances of the everyday common sense discourse.


In respect to our question (4), namely “What kind of answer can we expect in philosophy?” this amounts to embracing of compatibilist option. Although ontological monism is affirmed in the high-geared context of the philosophical inquiry, this is still compatible with the acceptance of pluralism, i.e. of existence of several items, according to the standards of common sense, everyday attitude. Compatibilism is thus the right way to go, all in that the clear monistic answer to the ultimate ontological question gets offered.

(2) What can we know?
(Choices for 2) Conditions for our knowledge are reliabilist or they are evidentialist.

(Answer to 2) Conditions of our knowledge are transglobal and evidential.

Knowledge is conceived as justified true belief. If I should know that p, I first have to believe that p (have some psychological relation to it), p should be true, and my belief that p should be justified.

Here is a sound looking justification proposal: our beliefs amount to knowledge if they are reliable. Reliability means that those beliefs are gathered on the basis of reliable mechanisms, say: I see the dog in sound state of my mind, in convenient environmental circumstances of illumination.


But reliability needs a sustainable support, if it wishes to provide appropriate answers to standard counterexamples. So, here are Athena and Fortuna, who drive through the countryside which is, unbeknownst to them, populated by a bunch of fake-barns. They take a look at one barn, which just happens to be a genuine barn among all these fake-barns. They conclude that it is a barn. And it is a barn indeed. Do they know that it is a barn?


Consider Athena first. She has a good knowledge of barns, and she did have a good look at the item. The intuition is about Athena that she is justified in her belief how there is a barn out there. But actually, given the external unfavorable circumstances, she does not know.


Take a look at Fortuna now. She learned just yesterday what a barn might approximately look like, and she catches just a quick glimpse of the construction. The intuition here is that her opinion is too fortuitous that it would be able to count as knowledge.

Reliability is either local or global. It is local if it depends upon the narrow circumstances, just on some portion of the world. The reliability is global though if it comes through in the whole world and if it transcends local circumstances and environment. The intuition is that Athena is globally justified in respect to Fortuna who is just locally justified. But as already claimed, none of them is really justified.


Now consider Diana and Delia. They drive through the fake-barn country, and they have previously read in the local newspaper all about bunch of fake-barns being installed there. Their knowledge thus happens under the modulational control of the information available to them in the newspaper. Given this information, Diana refrains from forming the belief that there is a barn in front of her as she sees one, whereas Delia does form the belief that there is a barn there. Our intuition is that Diana is justified in her action, whereas Delia is not so justified. As mentioned, we have justification under modulational control here, and none of ladies really has knowledge, due to their fake-barn country environment.

Now take the daemon world approach, the Cartesian skeptical approach, actually. If the cognitive agent finds herself in the daemon world, then no amount of local or global justification will do the trick of bringing her to knowledge. The needed commodity is then transglobal justification, the one that will match the daemon-world conditions.

What has happened? We have been searching for an appropriate definition of reliability in respect to justification that could have lead to knowledge. We found out that just local justification is not enough, and that it should be superseded by the global justification (justification under a wider range of environmental circumstances). But then it turns out that this is too narrow as well, and that the needed thing is transglobal justification. Transglobal justification, now, happens under conditions of the daemon world, and this daemon world excludes local and global environments as relevant to justification. The relevant criterion for transglobal justification then turns out to be the narrow world fitting justification that is compatible with evidentialist conditions.


In this way, we came to evidentialism, which is usually presented as the counter-pole to reliabilism, now figuring as giving identical conditions for justification. In other words, the conditions of justification for transglobal reliabilism seem to be identical to satisfaction conditions of justification for evidentialism, for both are attuned to the narrow perspective. 


One would now think that evidentialism is the right way to go, in the search for adequate justification conditions. But this is not completely right. If one would embrace evidentialism, the reliability of processes leading to justification would still remain important. So, in short, one may claim that the overall adequate way to go in securing justification conditions is evidentialism-reliabilism.

What does this mean? It means that conditions for knowledge are equivalent for me and for my brain-in-a-vat duplicate: both are transglobal, and thus evidential, if adequate. But even these narrow conditions for knowledge still retain reliabilist ingredients.


A lesson is forthcoming here again in respect to the question (4) “What kind of answer can we expect in philosophy?” In respect to the quest about knowledge, our answer turned out to be evidentialism. But it also came out that ingredients of reliabilism should be included into the answer as well. So we again finish with compatibilist answer of evidentialism-reliabilism as the adequate answer where to go in respect to our knowledge.

(3) What should we do?
(Choices for 3) Our moral actions are guided by general principles, or again they are guided by deliberation in particular circumstances.

(Answer to 3) We should follow generalist particularist normativity.

In respect to our actions, we will concentrate upon moral actions. Now, there is well entrenched opinion that moral actions are guided by general exceptionless principles, such as “You should not lie”. But this opinion has been challenged recently by what came to be known as moral particularism. Moral particularism claims that moral generalities always have possibility of having exceptions, of being overridden, and of undergoing effects of reversal. The beginning of all this is pluralism, where in counterdistinction to the moral monism (just one principle, such as consequentialist good maximized in respect to many), we have several principles coming together in a situation. Intuitive insight into the overall situation is then needed in order for an appropriate moral judgment in the situation to be fallen. Now, extreme particularism claims that there is really no impact of moral generalities in a situation. Due to the possible reversal and silencing of moral principles, one should stick just with deliberation in a specific holistic situation. Moral particularist is thus a moral intuitionist, and thus a moral realist, moral cognitivist and non-naturalist.

Now, moral particularism is a welcome and interesting option. It asks us to reconsider the ways we come to moral actions, the ways we come to the answers about “What should we do?”


But there is the following argument against moral particularism: there is flattening of the moral landscape according to the opinion of moral particularist. We feel that there are tendencies and forces in the moral landscape, just similarly as pluralist claimed, and that these forces and tendencies bring about the overall situation and lead to the moral judgment that will be intuitively fallen upon it.

Doing justice to this intuition, one may well finish with the kind of particularism that still allows for generalities, but generalities with ineliminable exceptions.  Because of these, this still remains a case of particularism. But it may now be called generalist particularism. 


The lesson for our question (4) “What kind of answer can we expect in philosophy?” again comes in the form of compatibilism: there is compatibility between generalism and particularism.


Our decision was for particularism, but it is the kind of particularism that is compatible with generalism. Without this compatibility, the dynamics of the moral landscape underlying our moral judgments, and further our moral activity as based upon these judgments, would not come through in a realistic manner, as this is well supported by moral phenomenology.

The choice was made, but it is an inclusive, not an exclusive choice.
(4) What kind of answer can we expect in philosophy?
(Choices for 4) One can expect final exclusivist answers, or again one can expect inclusive answers in philosophy.
(Answer to 4) We should expect inclusive answers in philosophy.

Take some excellent philosophers in philosophy of mind that turned dualists, such as Chalmers. Such philosophers, as far as I understand, went the way of exclusivist choices in respect to the answers we can expect in philosophy. Of course, one is naturalist in the post-identity-theory time of philosophy of psychology. But one still thinks that dualism is the appropriate ultimate choice. Why? Because one goes exclusivist: either one has materialism, or one has dualism as the relevant stuff. But there are arguments against physicalism/materialism (such as knowledge argument figuring black and white room scientist Mary). So, physicalism must be wrong. So, one should embrace dualism as the ultimate choice.


But this seems to me to be a piece of zombie reasoning, the kind of reasoning succeeding under the strict mesmerizing and high-contextual geared conditions of exclusive choices.


Now, this zombie confusion is the result of being driven just by exclusivist option, by exclusion of the inclusive way to go. In philosophy of mind, this goes along with the mesmerizing atomistic delimited reasoning figuring exclusivity of the Physical, Mental, and causation. Each of these terms would deserve an important deliberative second look.

The most important thing is that the existence of inclusive choices is forgotten. Take the two interpretations of the connective or:
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The inclusive or or vel allows for both alternatives to stay in power, despite of the prevalence of one of these. I think that people in philosophy of mind should embrace compatibilist approach. I believe the following:


(a) There exists a material world.


(b) Consciousness/phenomenology is important.

And I say: you ca go materialist, all in allowing for the importance of consciousness, and you must actually do so if you wish to stay sound in your position.

So, yes, there is a choice of naturalism, just in spirit of identity theorists following U.T. Place, and also there is a space for phenomenology. You should go inclusive, not exclusive.

It is on time now to deliver a quick summary, in inclusivist perspective, of our basic questions and answers.


(1) What is there?


There is just one world, in the ultimate ontology, but this is compatible with preserving the existence of many middle sized dry goods, under the contextual conditions proper to common sense.


(2) What can we know?


We can know whatever is based upon a reliable belief. But conditions for reliability are local, global or transglobal. Just as global conditions for reliability override local ones, so transglobal conditions override global ones. So, plausible reliabilism quite of equals evidentialism. So, evidentialist conditions should be embraced in our answer to the question about conditions of our knowledge. But evidentialist conditions include reliability of beliefs. So, the compatibilist evidentialism-reliabilism is the right answer to the question about conditions of our knowledge.

(3) What should we do?


The answer to moral deliberation and action may be supported either by general principles or by particular circumstances. One should go particularist, I believe, all in preserving the dynamics of the moral landscape by allowing for soft generalities being active in situation as forces and tendencies.

What is then philosophy?


According to me, philosophy should try to answer some basic questions, such as: What is there? What can we know? What should we do?

Philosophers should lay out alternatives and possible choices in answering these questions (many-one, reliabilism-evidentialism, generalism-particularism).

Then they should make decisions (one, evidentialism, particularism). But these decisions should stay compatibilist (ontological contextual variations, evidentialism-reliabilism, generalist particularism).


This is my answer to the question about what philosophy really is.
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