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‘Our life is an apprentice to the truth that around
every circle another can be drawn; that there is
no end to nature, but every end is a new
beginning.’

Ralph Waldo Emerson

‘We (the undivided divinity operating within us)
have dreamt the world.  We have dreamt it as
firm, mysterious, visible, ubiquitous in space
and durable in time; but in its architecture we
have allowed tenuous and eternal crevices of
unreason which tell us it is false’.

William Poundstone — Labyrinths of Reason

‘The universe is made of stories, not of atoms.’

Muriel Rukeyser

‘If the doors of perception were cleansed,
everything would appear to man as it is.
Infinite.’

William Blake — The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell
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Preface to the Third Edition

Conatus is a Latin word meaning the will to live
and the tendency for living things to grow and
to flourish.

The ‘egocentric predicament’ is the idea that, as
people, we can at most only be certain of our
own thoughts.  The external world and the
minds of other people are unknown to us.  So
there is always a need to bridge the gap
between our thoughts and our experiences of
the world outside our heads.  Over the
centuries, philosophers have considered various
ways in which the gap can be closed.  Lacking
any final answers from philosophy and science,
we need to somehow close this gap ourselves,
so that we can get on with the business of
living.

In the original version of the book, I presented a
series of essays, which I’d gathered up from
several decades of writing, and set those down
in more or less their original form.  To these I
added comments — expanding the contents of
each essay with some additional information.

In the revised edition, I streamlined the writing
and also added some further thoughts to the
topics explored.  The revised edition contains a
lot of detail, and in this third edition I have tried
to simplify things somewhat and get rid of many
of the ‘isms’ that can cause confusion and that
perhaps can be a distraction from the main
focus of the work.  (In fact I try to dispense with
most of the ‘isms’ by Chapter 2.)  I have also re-
structured the book to a considerable extent and
removed a lot of the content that relates to
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religious faith.  God does however still feature in
many of the discussions and I have endeavoured
to include a spiritual and religious viewpoint on
all the questions tackled in the work.  Whilst
essence and narrative still play an important
part of the book, they have been dropped as
major themes.  I am keeping the revised edition
in print, so that readers who wish to explore
subjects in more depth will still have the more
complex version to refer to.

As in all of my books, most of the views
expressed herein are not original to me.  For the
most part, all I have done is to try to arrange
other people’s ideas in an orderly way, and in a
way that I hope will be informative and helpful.
There is, however, a little conjecture on my part
in this book, and where appropriate I have
indicated this in the text.
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1. Introduction

‘There is nothing so absurd which has not
sometimes been asserted by some
philosophers.’

Cicero

From Immanuel Kant (and following Plotinus)
we have the three divisions of philosophy —
truth, beauty and goodness — reflected in the
names of his three ‘critiques’,  The Critique of
Pure Reason (truth), The Critique of Judgement
(beauty) and The Critique of Practical Reason
(goodness/morality). In this introduction I just
want to take a brief look at those ‘big three’ by
way of a lead into explaining the structure of the
book.

The most basic of the three, concerning matters
of truth, was once referred to as ‘first
philosophy’.  A variety of subjects have been
included under this heading. They include the
study of being, metaphysics (including such
matters as scepticism, the existence of God and
the nature of the soul), the meaning of things
and somethings, seeing the universe as The
One, and also the study of the roots of ethics —
what we now describe as meta-ethics.  Robert
Pirsig, in his book Lila, gave a very apt list of
questions that metaphysics deals with.  These
are: Are the objects we perceive real or illusory?
Does the external world exist apart from our
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consciousness of it?  Is reality reducible to a
single underlying substance?  If so, is it
essentially material or spiritual?  And finally: Is
the universe intelligible and orderly, or
incomprehensible and chaotic?  (Pirsig’s book
Lila is the sequel to his better-known Zen and
the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.)

Truth has taken on a special pre-eminence in
modern times.  People still cling to a belief in an
absolute truth in the form of verifiable
correspondence with the observable world as
being at least theoretically possible.  The notion
still holds sway even although looking more
closely at such truth claims leads inevitably to
an ever-receding horizon of possible knowledge
about the world.  Look close enough at matter,
or energy, or force and it simply evaporates.  Is
there anything absolutely true?  Perhaps just
the statement, ‘something is going on’!  But
even that might be up for question!

Beauty — or aesthetics — is often seen as the
poor cousin of our big three. Again, like truth,
there are no grounds for believing standards of
beauty to have any absolute validity.  In this
work however, I will be taking a very broad view
of the meaning of aesthetics.  There is a thread
that we will be following, which links aesthetics
into values, meanings and then on into ethics
and morality.

When we turn to morality, or goodness itself,
this raises further questions.  There are those
belief systems that would place goodness —
along with all judgements of value and quality
— in some separate category of existence.  So
we are as likely to take an essentialist view of
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morality as we are with truth.  We’ll see this as
a re-current theme throughout the work.  It is a
temptation to derive values and ethics either
just from what we observe people doing or from
what we think values and ethics ought to be.
Both approaches are suspect, and in this work it
is a rather more complex story that I’m looking
to tell!

So the hope of finding absolute truth, beauty
and goodness is, to say the least, optimistic!
But we still cling to a hope — and even live out
in practice — the idea that all these big three
are indeed solid and immovable. Of necessity, a
start must be made from the knowledge of the
world that seems to be available — with the
intimate presence of our own minds and the
seeming endurance of an external reality.
Perhaps our brains are hard-wired to process the
world in particular ways.  Or perhaps something
about the way the world is in itself leads us
inevitably to see it in the way that it is normally
seen, even if the underlying reality is different.
But, if this is the case, it’s an odd and unsettling
idea that our minds cannot be trusted!

And the situation is a bit more subtle than just
saying yes or no to whether one, two or all three
of our big three can be ticked off as ‘conquered’.
For one thing, I think it’s a good thing to be
uncertain!   I think doubt should be welcomed
as the doubt allows for scope and imagination in
the way the world is met.  I think this can give
us a measure of genuine tolerance and
compassion in dealing with others.  But actually,
as explored in this work, the way these matters
are dealt with is a story that people seem
almost reluctant to admit to!  Because it’s not a
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question of accepting the big three as absolute,
or rejecting them as relative or arbitrary.
There’s something more subtle going on.

Philosophy only asks certain questions, and —
like all intellectual enquiry — it has specific
views in mind that it is seeking to demonstrate
as true.  So it could be asked, what are the
current theories that people are trying to
demonstrate?  A prop for a purely materialist
interpretation of the universe is one of the
common themes, to tie in with modern science.
Also, notions of the world as a simulation of
some sort or another.  And finally, pragmatism,
and meanings delivered from the way theories
are constructed and the way words are used.
Such matters will be touched on throughout the
book.

The book starts off by plunging into those big
three in more detail.  For truth, we are looking
to explore the various methods by which we
seek for the truth and the various categories of
knowledge that result.  For beauty — something
more profound than simply an aesthetic of
prettiness or attractiveness — and indeed, in
this work, a lead in to such matters as quality,
value and meaning.  For goodness we’ll explore
‘meta-ethics’ — the basis of our ethics and
morality — and still very much a metaphysical
search.  And we’ll explore the various theories of
morality that are on offer and see if any of them
can really provide us with satisfactory answers
about how to lead a good life.

With these themes in mind, the running order of
the book is determined — truth, beauty, value,
goodness.
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The way our thoughts split up the world is also
an important theme of this book.  In fact,
several chapters are devoted to exploring such
splits and trying to understand what they mean
and whether they help or hinder our search.
Perhaps a pattern can be discerned to our
investigations, starting with observation, moving
on to establish explanations and from there
making the leap from  ‘how questions’ to ‘why
questions’.  A meaning is a step beyond an
explanation.  A purpose is a step beyond a
meaning.  And as I’ve suggested above, this is
still only half the story!  There is something
about the way us humans deal with the
questions of truth, goodness, beauty, meaning
and purpose that will lead us to further
conclusions.

Along with this procession of thoughts, I’ll also
be exploring whether direct links can be made
between our themes.  Could, for example, value
be discovered just by observing the world?  And,
if thoughts on value could be established, could
a system of ethics and aesthetics then be
devised, based on our values?  The way
thoughts are structured just now suggests that
such a project might be possible.  But it may
also be the case that there are other ways to
link up our themes that yield better results, or
at least useful insights.

So, it could be said, getting a handle on the big
themes is one thing.  Deciding what might be
done in response to what is discovered is quite
another. It is important to see this, at least in
part, as a separate endeavour. If somehow truth
and knowledge about the world could be got to
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grips with then could there be progress towards
finding meaning in the universe?  And if
meaning is thus discovered then perhaps also
values and purpose and the discovery of ways
people might live without having to assume that
human morality is just something that’s been
made up, such that it could have been other
than it is?  In other words, could studying the
universe provide an understanding of how
people might live?

So, without further ado, let’s start with the
search for truth.
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Truth
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2. Foundations

‘We are theologians in childhood, metaphysical
in youth and natural philosophers in virility.’

Auguste Comte — The Foundations of Sociology

It’s a common experience to be in that place of
asking whether the world really exists! Both our
common-sense view of reality and, for the most
part, the scientific view make the assumption of
the independent existence of objective reality.
Both Einstein and Wittgenstein said that the
most amazing thing about the universe is that it
is comprehensible — so a very clear sense of
explanations and truths is working out there in
the world, even whilst truth seems so difficult to
pin down.  Even the way we frame our questions
about the universe may be misleading us about
its true nature.

This chapter explores some fundamental
questions about the world: How can there be
certainty that statements about the world are
true?  How can it be known that what is true for
us is also true for others?  How can it be known
that the deductions that science makes are true?
What makes a scientific theory true or false?
Some possible answers to these questions can
be summarised as follows:

1.  There is an external world, which is



Thank You for previewing this eBook 

You can read the full version of this eBook in different formats: 

 HTML (Free /Available to everyone) 

 

 PDF / TXT (Available to V.I.P. members. Free Standard members can 

access up to 5 PDF/TXT eBooks per month each month) 

 

 Epub & Mobipocket (Exclusive to V.I.P. members) 

To download this full book, simply select the format you desire below 

 

 

 

http://www.free-ebooks.net/

