
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 



Philosophy at A-Level 

Yes, dreams really do come true! 
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There are many 

branches in 

Philosophy. 

At A-level you will 

be studying these 

four. 
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Textbook 



If you want to buy 

two… 

 
‘Philosophy for AS 
Epistemology and Ethics 

By Michael Lacewing 



Epistemology: A Prelude 
Here are some ‘thought-experiments’* in Epistemology. 

After today, you should be much less certain that the table in 

front of you exists. 

And much less certain of the world in general really. 

But don’t be scared….this is just Philosophy. 

  

* Scientists study physical objects. Philosophy, the ‘Queen of the Sciences’, 
some say, studies and analyses concepts, like ‘knowledge’, ‘Truth’, ‘Justice’, 
‘virtue’, ‘God’, ‘rights’, ‘mind’, ‘consciousness’, ‘Beauty’ and many more… 
Philosophers use ‘thought-experiments’ to do so. 



Scepticism of the External World. 

Or 
(“Can I really be sure that the table exists?”) 

Or 

(“Can I be certain of anything?”) 

 

How do we know the table exists? 

 
Right, I can perceive it with my senses. 

So, if my senses are trustworthy, I can trust what 

they tell me. 

But wait, there’s a problem here…can you guess? 



Reasons to be a Sceptic 1 

Yes, our senses, as Descartes said, deceive 

us… 

For example, look at this picture (next 

page). Count how many bars there are. 
 
 

 



How many? 

Well, really that isn’t the point. 

In fact, all these lines are horizontal and straight. 
 



And of course, 

rainbows are a 

more common 

visual illusion. 

 
They seem to be in 

a certain place. 

 
But if you try 

finding that place, 

you’ll be walking a 

loooong way… 



Reasons to be a Sceptic 1 

In addition to visual hallucinations, there are 

auditory ones. 

Our ears can deceive us too. 

The McGurk Effect… 

We Cannot Believe Our Ears! 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G-lN8vWm3m0&safe=active


Reasons to Be 

a Sceptic 
What about this 

picture? 

Do you notice 

anything odd? 

Are your eyes 

deceiving you 

here? 

Or is your mind? 

Is your mind 

telling you 

something which 

cannot possibly 

be the case? 



Reasons to be a Sceptic 2 

• So, our senses sometimes deceive us. 

• But we can trust our senses *most* of the 
time surely? 

• Well, how do you know you are not dreaming 
now? 

• A recent film, ‘Inception’ makes this point, 
with explosions… 

Can You Tell You're Not Dreaming? 'Inception' 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Rp9fet2f1Og


Can You Prove You’re Not 

Dreaming? 

• 400 years before 
‘Inception,’ the Philosopher 
Rene Descartes posed this 
problem for knowledge. 

• Read ‘The Butterfly Dream 
of Chuang Tzu’.  

• Take a few minutes to think 
about the questions in. 

• Can anyone prove they are 
not dreaming? 
 
 

 

 

Remember, even if it is only a tiny, tiny, slight 
possibility that you are dreaming now, then it 
means you cannot be 100% certain the table 
(or anything else) exists. 
 



 

The Butterfly Dream of Chuang Tzu 

 
"Once upon a time, I, Zhuangzi, dreamt I was a butterfly, 
fluttering hither and thither, to all intents and purposes a 
butterfly. I was conscious only of my happiness as a butterfly, 
unaware that I was Zhuangzi. Soon I awakened, and there I was, 
veritably myself again. Now I do not know whether I was then a 
man dreaming I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a 
butterfly, dreaming I am a man. Between a man and a butterfly 
there is necessarily a distinction. The transition is called the 
transformation of material things." 

 How do we know when we’re dreaming, and when we’re awake? 
 How do we know if what we’re perceiving is “real” or a mere “illusion” or “fantasy”? 
 Is the “me” of various dream-characters the same as or different from the “me” of my waking world? 
 How do I know, when I experience something I call “waking up,” that it is a waking up to “reality” as 

opposed to merely waking up into another level of dream? 

 



Reasons to be a Sceptic 3 
 
 

“There is no logical impossibility in the hypothesis that the world 
sprang into being five minutes ago, exactly as it then was, with a 
population that "remembered" a wholly unreal past. There is no 
logically necessary connection between events at different times; 
therefore nothing that is happening now or will happen in the 
future can disprove the hypothesis that the world began five 
minutes ago.” 

—Bertrand Russell, The Analysis of Mind, 1921, pp. 159–60) 
 
 
 
 

Think about: Is there any way or proving that the world 

didn’t just pop into existence 5 minutes ago? 

http://rationalwiki.org/wiki/Bertrand_Russell


Reasons to be a Sceptic 

• I’ve given you (at least) three reason to be 
sceptical that we can have certain knowledge of 
anything. 

1) Our senses deceive us. 

2) Maybe you are dreaming. 

3) Maybe the Universe just came into existence 5 
minutes ago. 

That means you cannot be certain of anything. 
If we cannot achieve knowledge, what are 
Universities and research (and schools) for? 



Maybe that table is just not there. 
 

 

 

Remember, just because you strongly believe something, that 
doesn’t mean it’s true. 
People have strongly believed all sorts of things which have 
been shown to be false. 
For a belief to be considered knowledge, there must be good 
reasons and evidence. 



Epistemology 
• This has been a very brief introduction to things 

we’ll analyse in much more detail next year. 

• We will examine things like: 

What knowledge is. 

Whether we can have any knowledge. 

Are we born (genetically/psychologically) with 
knowledge, or is all from experience? 

What perception is, and how our perception is 
connected to the world ‘out there’. 

And many more fascinating and important issues. 



 

Rationalism and Empiricism 

• Where do we get knowledge from? 

• Are we born with some knowledge? 

• Or does it all come from experience? 

• This is the debate between Rationalism and 
Empiricism. 



Where does knowledge come from? 
 
 
 
 

List four things you know. 

 Now state where you learned 
these things.
 What was the origin of these 
pieces of knowledge?

 
Did you learn all these things from 

experience? 
 

Or are some of them things you 
know ‘naturally’ – that you were 

born knowing? 



Empiricism: 
Is the mind at birth a ‘Tabula Rasa’ (a blank slate)? 

‘Let us suppose the mind to be, as 
we say, a blank tablet of white paper, 
void of all characters, without any 
ideas; how comes it to be 
furnished?…To this I answer in one 
word, from Experience: in that, all 
our knowledge is founded; and from 
that it ultimately derives itself.’ 
(II.i.5). 

John Locke, An Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding 

 
Innate knowledge: knowledge 

we are born with. 



Rationalism and Empiricism: 

 Philosophers like John Locke and David Hume think that we learn 

everything through experience – the mind is blank at birth.

In other words, there are no innate ideas. 

This view is Empiricism – that all knowledge, certainly all important 

knowledge, comes from experience. (The sciences are Empirical-based.) 

 
 Other Philosophers, like Plato and Descartes, think that there is innate 

knowledge.

They think we are born knowing certain things. 

This view is Rationalism - the view that we gain knowledge through reason, 

not experience, and that we know certain things naturally from birth. 

(Examples might be Maths, Geometry, Logic) 



What Do Humans, If Anything, Know Innately? 

What do human being learn from experience (from our 
environment), and what do know naturally (or by just using our 
intelligence)? 
Discuss in pairs and write down your conclusions. 

What would you be like if you were 
brought  up  in  isolation,  or   by  animals 
? 

Watch and decide 
Do cases like these help us to decide who 
is right in the Rationalism and Empiricism 

debate? 

 'Feral Children‘ 

The Case of Oxana 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gkRNQ3NMKZo
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=93HymGXC_wM


Is Knowledge from Experience or 

Innate? 

• Next year we will also examine this question – 
where does knowledge come from? 

 Is some knowledge innate? 

Or is everything learned from experience? 

(Trying to answer this question is not as easy as 

it might seem, and is still much debated.) 

 
 



Moral Philosophy 
 
Moral Philosophy or Ethics is the study of Morality (what is right 
and wrong).   
 
As a topic to study, moral philosophy is not just of ‘philosophical’ 
relevance; it also has a clear, practical application.   We all face 
ethical questions all the time, some big, some small: 
 
 
Should I recycle?  Should I buy free-range eggs?  Should I lend a 
large sum of money to a friend in need? Should I put my ageing 
mother in a care home? Should I look at this picture of a semi-
naked person? Should I speak to her after what she said? 

Think of your own ethical questions. 



 

Normative, Practical and Meta-Ethics 
 

You can approach the study of Ethics in many different 
ways. At A-level we take 3 approaches: 
 

1) Normative Ethics: Exploring what is right and 
wrong by examining rules or norms.  

 
 
For example, considering the widely accepted norm: ‘do 
not murder’ by asking why not?  Is it wrong because 
murder produces bad consequences or is wrong to 
intend to murder?  



 
In Normative ethics you can either consider: 
 
What type of person we should be (agent-centered)?  
 
Or  
 
What kind of acts should we do (act-centered)?  
 
When considering the action, we can consider the 
motives or the consequences.  
 

 



The other approaches to the study of what is right and 
wrong are: 
 

2) Practical Ethics: This is where you apply 
normative ideas about ethics to practical situations 

And 

3) Meta-Ethics: The study of ethical language. 
Defining words such as good, bad, right and wrong. 

 
 
 
 

Thought Experiment: The Trolley Problem by Philippa Foot 
 
 

Thought experiments are imaginary scenarios that help 
ethicists to identify what their principles or judgments 
really are. They can also be really fun to think about. 
Have a look at the following ones: 



Thought Experiment 1: Philippa Foot’s Trolley Dilemma 
 
Imagine a runaway trolley. The brakes have failed. Up ahead are five people 
tied to the track. On a side track, there is one person. By Pressing a switch, 
you can turn the trolley into that track, killing the person there, but the five 
people on the main track would live. What should you do? 

 

            

This thought 
experiment may tease 
out your normative 
ideas: whether you 
think the 
consequence or the 
motive of an action is 
more important. 



Thought Experiment 2: Peter Singer’s Drowning Child 

 

Imagine you are walking past a shallow pond and you see a small child in the pond 
who is in danger of drowning. There is no one else around. You know the pond is 
not deep or dangerous but if you go into the pond to save the child you will ruin 
your shoes. Would it be wrong in those circumstances for you to say ‘I do not want 
to spoil my shoes so I will not wade into the pond to save the child, I will let them 
drown’? 

 

Is there a difference between this scenario and you living a comfortable life now 
and not doing anything about the 27 000 children who die from living in poverty? 
These deaths could be prevented if we shared more of our wealth. If you would 
ruin your shoes to save a life, why not instead of buying them in the first place 
donate the money to charity to save a life?    

 

Drowning Child Thought Experiment              

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


Thought Experiment 3: Wittgenstein’s Beetle 

 
Imagine that everyone is given a box which only they can look in. In everyone’s box 
is a “beetle.” Everyone calls the thing in their box a beetle, but they can never 
compare what’s in their box, their beetle, with other people’s beetles. We only 
know what a beetle is by referring to our own box. It’s possible that everyone has 
something completely different in their boxes. It’s also possible that no one has 
anything in their box at all. 

The point of the experiment is that we refer to things that others can have no 
access to. All children at some point ask whether the colour blue that they see is 
that same as others are seeing. When I feel pain, how can I know whether it’s the 
same thing you’re experiencing when you say you are in pain? 

 

 

Thought experiments are useful 
for when people face real ethical 

dilemmas such as this next 
dilemma: 

 

This thought experiment can help you think about META-ETHICS!! 

https://www.academia.edu/2916922/The_uses_of_Wittgenstein_s_beetle_Philosophical_Investigations_293_and_its_interpreters
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=x86hLtOkou8&feature=emb_title


A Practical Ethical Dilemma: 
 
A group of American Navy SEALS were hiding in a rural part of 
Afghanistan.  They were looking for members of the Taliban. 

 
Suddenly, an Afghan goatherd came along with his goats and spotted them. 

 
The Navy SEALS had to decide on a moral problem. 

 
Should they let the goatherd go, in which case he might tell the Taliban where they were? 

Or should they have killed the goatherd, and so prevented their lives from being put in 
danger?  

  
WRITE: 

 

What decision should the soldiers have 
made? Kill the goatherd or let him go? 

Justify your decision with reasons.  If you 
use a moral principle or rule, explain it. 

 



Bridging Work

1) Read through this booklet. Write down your thoughts and questions on the ideas on each 
page. 

2) EPISTEMOLOGY: Read and summarise Meditation 1 and 2 (only up until, “I have answered 
that: a thinking thing.”) from Descartes’s ‘Meditations’ in less than 500 words. 

Available here: https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/descartes/1639/meditations.htm

Answer this question in a brief essay (max 1,000 words). “Taking Descartes’s sceptical 
arguments into account, can we be certain of anything? If so, what, and why?” 

3) MORAL PHILOSOPHY:

Read first part of Chapter 1 of ‘An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation’ by 
Jeremy Bentham. See next page.

Summarise key points in less than 500 words. 

https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/descartes/1639/meditations.htm


Chapter 1 of ‘An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation’ by Jeremy Bentham
I. Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to 
point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, 
on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we 
think: every effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it. In words a man 
may pretend to abjure their empire: but in reality he will remain subject to it all the while. The principle of utility recognizes 
this subjection, and assumes it for the foundation of that system, the object of which is to rear the fabric of felicity by the 
hands of reason and of law. Systems which attempt to question it, deal in sounds instead of sense, in caprice instead of 
reason, in darkness instead of light. But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is not by such means that moral science is 
to be improved.

II. The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work: it will be proper therefore at the outset to give an explicit 
and determinate account of what is meant by it. By the principle of utility is meant that principle which approves or 
disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness 
of the party whose interest is in question: or, what is the same thing in other words, to promote or to oppose that 
happiness. I say of every action whatsoever, and therefore not only of every action of a private individual, but of every 
measure of government.

III. By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or 
happiness, (all this in the present case comes to the same thing) or (what comes again to the same thing) to prevent the 
happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered: if that party be the community in 
general, then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual, then the happiness of that individual.
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