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For links to websites where you can find out more about philosophy, 
famous philosophers including Socrates and Plato, and start thinking 

like a philosopher with videos, games and activities, 
go to usborne.com/Quicklinks and type in the title of this book.

Please follow the internet safety guidelines at the Usborne Quicklinks website. 
Children should be supervised online.

http://usborne.com/Quicklinks




WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY?

Philosophy is a way of thinking about things – from what the 
world around us is like, to what beauty is, to the existence of God. 

These are BIG subjects, and to get to the bottom of them, 
philosophers ask BIG questions.

But philosophy isn’t just for philosophers. Chances are 
you’ve asked some of these questions yourself...

How do I 
know tha� this 

world isn’t 
al� a dream?

If I could take a pil� tha� 
would make me hap�y al� 

the time, should I?

Can I be sure 
tha� other peo�l� 
think, fe�l or se� 
things as I do?

How can I know 
tha� the Sun wil� 
rise tom�r��w?

PHARMACY

Should we trea� 
al� peo�l� equal�y, 
and if so, how do 

we do this?





Can anyo�e prove 
tha� God exist�?

If ther� are aliens, do they 
have the same ideas about 
‘right’ and ‘wrong’ as we do?

Does outer space 
come to an end?

Is it pos�ible to 
do absolute�y 

nothi�g?What makes 
something a 
work of art?

Is it right to help 
some�n� if I know 
tha� doing so wil� 

hurt some�n� els�?

Why should we do what the 
governm��t tel�s us? 

In fact, should we ev�n 
have a governm��t?

If scient���� built 
a machine tha� 

behav�d just like a 
human, would it have 
fe�lings, and should I 

trea� it kindly?

Do anim�ls 
have rights?

Some of these questions may seem like 
science fiction, but others can and do 
a�ect us in our day-to-day lives. 
This can mean anything from how 
we behave, to the way governments 
operate, to the laws we live by.
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A WORLD OF PHILOSOPHY

Philosophy covers so many di�erent questions that it’s usually 
broken down into di�erent branches. Here are just some of 

them, and a few examples of questions they deal with.

What is knowledge and how
do we acquire it? Can a cause happen 

after its e�ect?

(KNOWLEDGE)

EPISTEMOLOGY

(REALITY, TIME, 

AND WHO WE ARE)

METAPHYSICS

How can we be sure that 
our beliefs about the world 
are true? And if we can’t, 

does it matter?

How much can something 
change over time, and still 

be considered to be the 
same thing?RELIGION

MIND
Are we free 

to make 
our own 
choices?

Does God exist, 
and is it possible 

to prove it? If God is good 
and created 

everything, how 
come there’s evil? What does it mean 

to say that someone 
has consciousness?
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Why should we care 
about the environment?What is the 

morally right 
thing to do?

(ALSO CALLED 

MORAL THEORY)

ETHICS

If I don’t have free will, 
can I be responsible 

for what I do?

Is anything right or 
wrong regardless of 

what we believe?

(BEAUTY 

AND ART)

AESTHETICS

What is 
beauty?

What is 
freedom?

What’s the 
best sort of 

government?

What is art?

POLITICAL 

THEORY Can any sentences 
be both true 

and false?

Is it acceptable 
for people to 
own things?

LOGIC AND 

LANGUAGE

Is it possible to have a language that can 
only be understood by one person?
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DOING PHILOSOPHY

Philosophers question EVERYTHING and ANYTHING. 
They question ideas and concepts, theories and arguments. They even 

question the questions that they and other philosophers ask...

So why ask so many 
question�? What’s the point?

What, not ev�n things 
we’r� certain about?

Give me an exampl�, pleas�.

Wel�, it alw�ys has.

Yes, I sup�o�e so.

Um, ye��s��…

Ok. But do I have to be 
certain? It stil� se�m� 

 it  rise!like�y wil�

The point is tha� when you’re 
doing philos���y, you can’t
take anythi�g for granted.

No.  
not those things.

Especial�y

How do you know tha� the 
Sun wil� rise tom�r��w?

OK. Now, can you imag�ne 
the Sun  ris�ng?not

Since you can imag�ne it, surely you 
agre� it’s  the Sun  rise.pos�ible won’t

Wel�, if it’s , you can’t 
know for certain tha� it  rise…

pos�ible
wil�

But does it being ‘like�y’ give you 
a go�d reason to beli�v� it?





I don’t get it!
Don’t wor�y, We can talk about the Sun ris�ng 

ag�in later (se� page 107). The importan� 
point is, you se�m to be get�in� the hang of 

doing philos���y.

I do?
Yes! The conversati�� we’v� just be�n 

having is philos���y in action. It’s real�y 
not tha� dif��cult, esp�cial�y when we use 

this question and answer ap�ro�ch.

The question and answer approach to philosophy has its origins thousands 
of years ago, in Ancient Greece. It’s sometimes known as the Socratic 
Method, after the philosopher Socrates, who was famous for using it. In 
fact, the word ‘philosophy’ itself comes from an Ancient Greek word, 
meaning ‘love of wisdom’. Here are two tips on how to do it well.

Listen careful�y when some�n� is 
put�ing forwa�d an argument.

Socrates*

Be polite. Even thoug� it’s cal�ed 
an ‘argument’, you can stil� 

pres�nt your ideas, or question 
some�n� els�’�, in a calm and 

co�l-head�� man�er.

* say sock-rat-ease
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HOW TO ARGUE

It’s not enough to ask any old question when you’re doing philosophy, 
you need to know how to argue properly. In particular, it’s useful to 
know how to spot di�erent ways an argument can be true or false.

Arguments are the key tools of philosophy. They’re made up of two 
components: a premise and a conclusion.

PREMISE CONCLUSION

A premise is a statement 
that can either be true 

or false.

A conclusion is a statement 
that’s meant to follow from 

one or more premises.

If an argument is a good one, its premises give you good reasons to 
believe its conclusion. Here are some examples of arguments. Not all of 
them are good ones:

PREMISE 1 PREMISE 2 CONCLUSION

Al� fo�tbal�s 
are round.

This is a fo�tbal�. 
Ther�fo��…

This fo�tbal� 
is round.A

B

C

Al� peo�l� with 
brown hair have 

brown ey�s.

This person 
has brown hair. 

Ther�fo��…

This person has 
brown ey�s.

Al� cats 
are anim�ls.

My pet rat is an 
anim�l. Ther�fo��…

My pet rat 
is a cat.
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Philosophers examine arguments using a system of rules known as logic. If a 
premise is true, and the conclusion makes sense as a result of that premise, 
then it’s a good argument. Now, you might have noticed that there is 
something wrong with arguments B and C. They’re both bad arguments –
for two di�erent reasons.

B is a bad argument because one of the premises – premise 1 – is false.

It’s not  tha� al� peo�l� with 
brown hair have brown ey�s.

true

Once you realize that premise 1 is 
false, you have no reason to believe the 
conclusion. When an argument fails in 
this way, it’s said to be unsound.

C is a bad argument because the conclusion doesn’t follow from 
the premises.

I agre� tha� premis�� 1 and 2 are 
true. But, ev�n so, the con�lusi�� 

doesn’t fol��w from them.

When an argument fails for this 
reason, it’s said to be invalid.

Logic is a very usef�l to�l for 
examin��g philos����ca� and, inde��, 

ev�ryda� arguments. If you can 
explain  an argument is bad, it 
can help ev�ryon� to move forwa�d.

why
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THOUGHT EXPERIMENTS

Another one of philosophy’s key tools is known as a thought 
experiment. This is a ‘what if’ question that sparks a series of 

further questions. Be warned, thought experiments can get you
to imagine some very bizarre situations.

What if I wasn’t walking 
around in a body, but 
was real�y just a brain 
in a jar tha�  it 

has a body?
thinks

What if you could save 10 
peo�l� by kil��ng one person. 

What would be the right thing 
to do? What if tha� person was 

your brothe� or si�ter?

What if some�n� went to 
prison voluntari�y, and 
di�n’t  to leav� 

their prison cel�, would 
they stil� be fre�?

want

What if a tre� fal�s in a 
forest and no one is 

around to hear it, does 
it make a sound?

A good thought experiment should lead you onto a path of questions and
answers 
that often challenge your first response to each experiment. The scenarios
they 
describe don’t have to be likely, or even physically possible, but they do have12


