Traditional Arguments Lesson One – Epistemology, the nature of existence and argument
Section One – World views and paradigm shifts

· The world is full of information. We can see, hear, count and measure things. This provides us with knowledge about the world.

· Because human beings like to understand things we develop theories to explain the information we have. For example Newton (reportedly) saw an apple fall and from there developed his theory of gravity.

· We tend to be proud of our theories and so, when new information comes along we like it to fit with what we already think.

· However, eventually we may find bits of information that don’t fit our theory (or “paradigm”). We usually ignore this as freak bits of data.

· Unfortunately, the data usually mounts up outside our paradigm until we can’t honestly accept that the theory works any more…

· Then a “paradigm shift” happens and we replace our theory with a bigger one that fits all the data.

· A classic example of this is Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection. Previously, people had worked on the assumption that species were static and unchanging, and most of the information they had supported that idea. However, Darwin produced enough data to show that this could not be true, and so the theory of how species came to be changed.

· What’s all this got to do with Philosophy? Well, philosophers often work inside paradigms too and these influence the way we interpret information about the world.

· It is extremely important to be aware of the way in which a paradigm might affect our understanding of the information presented to us. Be on the lookout for assumptions that may occur because of this! 
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Section Two – The Nature of Existence
· Before we get bogged down in arguments about the existence of God it is important to understand what the question means.
1. What does the existence of a table mean?

2. What does the existence of a prime number mean?

3. What does the existence of forgiveness or anger or jealousy mean?

4. What are the similarities and differences between these kinds of existence?

5. So, what does it mean for GOD to exist?
· Because of questions like this Bertrand Russell argued that “Does God exist?” is not a proper question. We use the word “exist” in such a different sense from the normal one that it is improper to talk of God’s existence at all.

· God is so unique and different from anything in creation (according to Christian theology) that we don’t have any appropriate categories to understand what talking about “God’s existence” would actually mean.

· Similarly, a Christian theologian called Paul Tillich argued that talking about God’s existence does not make sense. For Tillich you can talk about the existence of things in creation, but God is not part of the creation itself, so it is not proper to talk of God’s existence.

· Instead Tillich understands God as the “ground of all being”, existence itself, the thing that causes everything to exist, without whom nothing would exist. Therefore to ask “Does God exist?” would be like asking “Does existence exist?”

Tip: Be very careful talking about God’s existence. Be sure to show that you understand that the “existence” of God is not necessarily and obvious thing to talk about or make sense of!

Section Three: Inductive and deductive reasoning
· In general there are two ways of drawing conclusions about the world:

· Inductive reasoning takes our experiences of the world and uses them to make general rules. Science works like this.

· Deductive reasoning takes certain assumptions and works out the implications using logic.
· Inductive reasoning is also known as “a posteriori” reasoning, as it comes after (posterior) experience.

· The value of an inductive argument relies on two important things:

1. The quality and range of the data

· It is not good to generalise based on limited experience.
2. The quality of the argument linking the data to the conclusion.

· It is easy to use inductive reasoning to prove ridiculous things.
· Beware! Even when the data and argument are good, inductive reasoning can still give the wrong conclusion!

· Deductive reasoning is also known as “a priori” reasoning because it comes before (prior to) experience.

· It takes starting points (called “premises”) and uses logic to take the premises to their conclusions.

· In a good deductive argument, if the premises are true, the conclusion must also be true.
· However, this doesn’t work if:

1. A premise is not true

2. The logic is faulty or uses the premises wrongly. For example the proof that women are evil.

Can you think of inductive and deductive arguments of your own? Write down one of each and make a note of any weaknesses in the argument.

Paradigm: God does not exist





Outcome: Food basket shows woman to be crazy





Paradigm: God does exist





Outcome: Food basket proves that God works through everyone








