Reading  skills;  evidence;  representing
arguments; conditionals

READING SKILLS

Here is a helpful heuristic for identifying the main idea of a text: look in the beginnings and endings.
For instance:

e The main idea of a paragraph is likely to be found in the first or last sentence.

e The main idea of a section is likely to be found in the first or last paragraph of that
section (and within those paragraphs, in the first or last sentence).

e The main idea of an article is likely to be found in the first or last section (and within
those sections, in the first or last paragraph; and within those paragraphs, in the first
or last sentence).

e The main idea of a book is likely to be found in the first or last chapter (and you know
where to look for the main idea of those chapters!).

e The main idea of any work is often suggested by the title, which is of course the very
first part of the work.

This heuristic is not guaranteed to work, but it is generally very effective. Even when it fails,
main ideas are often found nearby — say, in the second or next-to-last part, rather than in the first
or last part.

EVIDENCE

Evidence tor a claim is simply a reason to believe that claim. The fact that there are dark clouds in
the sky is evidence that it will rain; the fact that my dog is wagging his tail is evidence that he is
happy; the fact that Professor Plum’s thumbprint is on the murder weapon is evidence that he
committed the crime.

We typically use certain words — because, since, therefore, so, etc. — to mark evidential
relationships: “Since dark clouds are gathering, it will rain soon.” These words are among the
many signposts that indicate relationships among ideas. In future seminars, we will discuss
signposts in much greater detail.

Which claims count as good evidence, though? This is a difticult philosophical question!
But here is a rule of thumb that I find very useful: a good evidential claim is a claim that just
about anyone can verity. In other words, good evidence is nterpersonal evidence. Consider the
tollowing evidential claims, for example:

1. Texist
2. Itis wrong to take pleasure in hurting an innocent person.
3. I know that I have hands.

No claim is universally accepted, but these claims come about as close as any. So they
constitute very strong evidence. Any of these claims could be false, but we would need some



extremely compelling counter-evidence to become convinced of that. Thus it is unsurprising that
each of these claims has been influentially used in philosophical argumentation.
By contrast, consider these evidential claims:

4. I have an immortal soul.
5. Morality is subjective.
6. All truths are socially constructed.

These claims are not good evidence. They might be true, and you are welcome to try to support
them with further evidential claims. But you should not rely on these claims in your arguments
without saying more.

The idea that we have been discussing is so important that I will repeat it:

As a rule of thumb, good evidence is interpersonal evidence. That is, a good
evidential claim is a claim that just about anyone can verity.

REPRESENTING ARGUMENTS

When we attempt to support a claim with evidence, we are giving an argument. The claims that
are intended to be evidence are called premaises, and the claim that is intended to be rationally
supported by this evidence is called the conclusion.' Here is a simple example of an argument:

Dark clouds are gathering, so it will rain soon. Thus, I should carry an umbrella.

It is enormously helpful to represent arguments using diagrams. We start by numbering the
claims of the argument, starting with the premises and ending with the conclusion, like so:

1. Dark clouds are gathering.
2. It will rain soon.
3. Ishould carry an umbrella.

We then create our diagram. We use numbers to represent claims (per the list above), and we
use arrows to represent relations of evidential support among these claims. In this case, our
diagram would look like this:

O E— 1 4¢— =

This indicates that 1 is evidence for 2, which is in turn evidence for 3.2

! Technically, however, it is possible for an argument to have no premises or to have multiple conclusions.
2 Notice that claim 2 is both a conclusion (because it is supported by 1) and a premise (because it supports 8). This is
quite common.



Now return to our list of claims 1-3 above. Notice that even though the original argument
included the words “so” and “thus,” we do not include them in our list. For these words indicate
evidential relationships between claims, and such relationships are properly represented by
arrows.

Sometimes several claims provide evidential support collectively. For example:

4. Amber says that this chemical is hydrogen peroxide.
5. Amber is an experienced chemist.
6. 'This chemical is hydrogen peroxide.

Here 4 and 5 collectively support 6. In these cases, we will draw joint arrows, like so:

4 5

6

Argument diagrams are an especially perspicuous way to represent arguments, so they will be
our default tool, both in seminars and in homework. However, in philosophy papers it is standard
to represent arguments in a slightly different way: by using premise-conclusion_form.

To represent an argument in this way, we again start by making a numbered list of claims
— first the premises and then the conclusion. Rather than drawing a diagram, however, we simply
draw a line between the premises and the conclusion. Thus, here is how we would represent the
above argument in premise-conclusion form:

4. Amber says that this chemical is hydrogen peroxide.
5. Amber is an experienced chemist.
6. This chemical is hydrogen peroxide.

Regardless of which method you use, here is a crucial tip: as a default, aim to express arguments
very concisely. Usually, an argument — even if it is complex! — can be expressed in just three or four
claims, including the conclusion. And, usually, each of these claims can be expressed in just one
short sentence. So if your representation of an argument is more complex than this, it is likely
that you can do better.

Note that the argument diagram is the single most important philosophical tool that
we will use in this seminar. Thus, when you are taking notes in class, make sure to record all
argument diagrams in full. Similarly, to better understand the readings for this course, try to
diagram the most central arguments of each text on your own.

| CONDITIONALS




The indicative conditional is often — though not always® — expressed by the English phrase “if ...,

then ....” The precise logical and linguistic structure of the indicative conditional is disputed.*

Still, most theorists agree that certain argument forms involving the indicative conditional have

a special property known as deductive validity: by virtue of their structure form alone, any

argument of these forms must have a true conclusion as long as it begins from true premises.
Here are two deductively valid argument forms:

Modus ponens:

1. If z, then y.

2. .
3. .
1 2
3
Example:

1. If it is raining, then I should carry an umbrella.
2. It is raining.
3. I should carry an umbrella.

Modus tollens:

1. Ifz, then y.

2. Not-y.
3. Not-x.
1 2
3
Example:

3 For example, the claim “If I were a basketball player, then I would be much taller” uses a very different kind of
conditional known as the counterfactual conditional.

* But for the sake of specificity, we will be using one interpretation of the indicative conditional throughout this
seminar: we will think of it as what is called a Ramsey conditional. Note that if you have studied logic, then you were
most likely studying the material conditional, which is very different from the Ramsey conditional — so you will need
to bracket what you have learned!



1. If this whisky is Laphroaig, then it has strong notes of smoked fish.
2. It does not have strong notes ot smoked fish.
3. This whisky is not Laphroaig.

You should be warned, however, that there are several common argument forms involving the
conditional that are fallacious! Here are two:

The tallacy of denying the antecedent:

1. If x, then y.
2. Not-x.
3. Not-y.
1 2
3
Example:

1. If something is an alligator, then it is green.
2. This lime is not an alligator.
3. This lime is not green.

The fallacy of affirming the consequent:

1. If x, then y.
3. X.
1 2
3
Example:

1. If something is an alligator, then it is an animal.
2. This dog is an animal.
3. This dog is an alligator.

Note well: students often fail to use these argument forms precisely. Make sure that your «'s and
¥'s match word-for-word, insofar as possible. You might have to make small exceptions for the
sake of grammar — for instance, in many of the examples above, I have allowed for slight slippage
with words like “something,” “it,” and “this.” But be as precise as possible.
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For example, here is an argument that does not use modus ponens precisely:

1. According to Nagasena, if everything is impermanent, then the self does not exist.
2. The Buddha teaches that nothing is permanent.
3. Selves such as you and I do not exist.

The problem is that the #'s and y's do not match word-for-word. To make this argument match
the modus ponens form precisely, we might instead express the argument like this:

1. If everything is impermanent, then the self does not exist.
2. Everything is impermanent.
3. The self does not exist.

Students often have difficulty understanding how to evaluate a conditional claim. Surprisingly, a
claim of the form if'x, then y can be true even if x and y are both false. For example, it is true that
if all animals are birds, then all dogs are birds. But it is false that all animals are birds, and it is
also false that all dogs are birds.

Here is one useful method for evaluating a claim of the form if'z, then y. Assume, just for
the sake of argument, that x is true. Then consider whether y is true, given that assumption. If
so, then the conditional claim is true; if not, then the conditional claim is false.?

Let’s use this method on the claim mentioned above that if all animals are birds, then all
dogs are birds. We start by assuming, just for the sake of argument, that all animals are birds.
Now, we know that all dogs are animals, so given our assumption all dogs must be birds. From
this, we can conclude that the claim if'all animals are birds, then all dogs are birds is true.

% Some philosophers think that this method for evaluating conditionals can fail in certain unusual cases, but you are
unlikely to run into such cases in this course.



