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Glossary of terms for This is Philosophy: An Introduction 

 
 

A priori Knowledge that does not come from experience. 

Agent causation The view that any willful agent can spontaneously 
begin a new chain of causation is the world, one that 
has no causal history prior to the act of willing. 

Agent-neutral moral 
theory 

A moral theory according to which everyone has the 
same duties and moral aims, no matter what their 
personal interests or interpersonal relationships. 

Agent-relative moral 
theory 

A moral theory according to which our interpersonal 
relationships can impose particular moral 
obligations that we do not have to all others. 

Agnosticism Withholding judgment about the existence of God. 

Anatta The Buddhist view that there is no substantial self. 

Atheism Judging that there is no God. 

Begging the question Assuming the very thing that needs to be proven; 
typically when the premises of an argument 
presuppose its conclusion. 

Behaviorism The theory of mind that mental states are really just 
behaviors, or that sentences referring to mental 
states can be translated without loss into sentences 
that only refer to behavior. 

Bundle theory The view that you are nothing more than a loosely 
unified confederation of interests, motivations, 
beliefs, sensations, and emotions. Genuine personal 
identity over time is a fiction and an act of the 
imagination; we identify persons over time out of 
custom, without a more profound or defensible 
philosophical reason. 

Categorical imperative 
(version 1) 

You should act only according to those principles of 
action that you could will to be a universal law of 
nature. 

Categorical imperative 
(version 2) 

You should treat other people as ends in themselves 
and never merely as means to your own ends. 



 2 

Chinese room argument An argument against the Turing test (and 
functionalism) that contends that computers are 
merely syntax-manipulating devices and have no 
grasp of semantics and the meaning of what they do.  

Clifford’s principle It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to 
believe anything upon insufficient evidence. 

Cogito ergo sum I think, therefore I am. 

Compatibilist free will Your performance of an action is free just in case it is 
the result of your beliefs, desires, and intentions. 

Consequentialism A theory about the structure of morality according to 
which all that morally matters is the consequences of 
action. 

Cosmological argument One of the traditional arguments for God’s existence. 
According to this argument, God exists because there 
had to be a first cause, or prime mover, that started 
the causal chain of physical events. 

Deontology The moral theory proposed by Immanuel Kant, 
according to which there is an absolute moral law 
expressed by the categorical imperative. Deontology 
is the basis for the theory of rights. 

Descriptive relativism The descriptive thesis that beliefs about morality and 
the values people possess vary across cultures 
divided by times and places. 

Determinism Given the laws of nature and a set of initial 
conditions, there is exactly one physically possible 
future. 

Dilemma argument The argument that there is no free will because all 
behavior is either determined or random, and both 
preclude free choice. 

Divine command theory: The theory that moral qualities are the result of 
God’s decisions. It is God’s love that makes things 
good, and his dislike that makes things bad. Prior to, 
or considered independently of, God’s judgment, 
things don’t have moral qualities at all. 

Divine foreknowledge The argument that there is no free will because God’s 
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argument infallible knowledge of the future precludes free 
choice. 

Empiricism  The theory that all knowledge comes either directly 
from experience or inference from experience. 

Epistemic principle We know that if any ordinary claim about the world 
is true, then no skeptical possibility is true. 

Ethical egoism The moral theory that everyone should always act in 
his or her own self-interest. 

Felicific calculus Jeremy Bentham’s proposed method of measuring 
pains and pleasures in terms of their intensity, 
duration, certainty or uncertainty, propinquity or 
remoteness, fecundity, purity, and extent. 

Functionalism The theory that the mind is an abstract, immaterial 
object that must be implemented by a physical thing, 
akin to computer software. 

Hedonism The thesis that the highest good is pleasure.  

Hedonist principle You should believe whatever makes you happy. 

Human universals Characteristics present in every human society that 
has so far been identified and studied. 

Identity of indiscernibles Two objects that have all the same properties in 
common are identical; they are really just one object. 

Incompatibilism Either we have no free will or determinism is false. 

Instrumental value The value possessed by a thing insofar as it allows us 
to survive, achieve our goals, and make us happy. It 
is no more than a useful tool to help us get what has 
intrinsic value. 

Intentional states Mental states like beliefs, hopes, desires, fears, 
wishes, loves, and hates. 

Intrinsic value The value possessed by a thing that is valuable in 
itself, for its own sake, regardless of whether it 
produces happiness or any other valuable thing. 

Knowledge argument The argument that someone who knows all the 
objective neurological facts about the brain still does 
not know what it is like to see red, or have stereoptic 
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vision, until they have those subjective experiences.  

Libertarian free will Your will is free just in case you can choose to 
perform one action instead of another. 

Mental substance This is what ideas, thoughts, and sensations are 
composed out of. According to substance dualism, 
your mind is, or is made out of, a mental substance. 
Your brain is a physical thing, but your mind is not. 

Metaphysical principle If any ordinary claim about the world is true, then no 
skeptical possibility is true. 

Methodism Start with some method you’re sure is reliable and 
then use it to distinguish between the true and the 
false. 

Mind-body problem A problem for substance dualism about how it is 
possible for mental and physical substances to 
causally interact. 

Mind-brain identity theory The theory that mental states are identical with 
specific brain states. 

Modest skepticism No more than critical thinking. You should demand 
evidence before you believe a claim, buy a product, 
join a religion, or vote for a candidate. And when you 
are offered reasons, you should scrutinize those 
reasons closely and consider opposing points of 
view. Make sure that the premises of the arguments 
you’re considering really do support their 
conclusions, and that the premises themselves are 
acceptable ones. 

Moral evils Murder, war, rape, torture, theft, deception, assault, 
etc. To be contrasted with natural evils. 

Moral relativism The moral theory that the truth of moral claims and 
which values people should adopt vary across 
cultures divided by times and places. What is morally 
permissible in one culture may be morally wrong in 
another culture. 

Multiple realizability 
argument 

The argument that the same mental states can be 
implemented in different neurological ways. It is a 
problem for the mind-brain identity theory. 
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Natural evils Diseases, floods, famines, earthquakes, tornadoes, 
hurricanes, volcanoes, etc. To be contrasted with 
moral evils. 

Natural theology The philosophical tradition of using reason to 
evaluate claims of the divine. 

Normative universe All of one’s legal, moral, aesthetic, and rational 
obligations, duties, and responsibilities. 

Ontological argument One of the traditional arguments for God’s existence. 
It relies on the idea that since God is the most perfect 
being imaginable, and it is more perfect to exist than 
not exist, to imagine God at all is to concede his 
existence. 

Other minds problem The puzzle of how it is possible to know the mental 
states of another person based upon their behavior, a 
particularly acute problem for substance dualists. 

Particularism Start with some examples of what you are positive is 
real and then from those figure out a reliable method 
to separate the true from the false. 

Pascal’s wager Blaise Pascal’s argument that it is rational to believe 
that God exists because it is only if God exists that 
you have something to win or lose by believing, and 
if he does exist you win big by believing and lose big 
by not believing. 

Personal identity The puzzle of simultaneously and consistently 
solving the twin problems of difference and 
sameness. 

Phenomenal states Sensations and feelings. 

Physical criterion The proposal that the closest physical continuer 
relation connects a person moment-to-moment 
across their entire life and thus solves the puzzle of 
personal identity. 

Physical substance This is regular physical, material, corporeal matter, 
the domain of scientific investigation. Your body is 
built of this stuff, for example. 

Principle of alternate You are morally responsible for an action x only if at 
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possibilities the time you did x, there was alternate possible 
action y that you could have done instead. 

Principle of equal 
treatment 

Two people should be treated in the same way 
unless there is a relevant difference between them. 

Principle of the non-
identity of discernibles 

Small differences between person A and person B 
prove that A and B are not identical. 

Problem of difference The problem of explaining what makes you different 
from other people. 

Problem of evil The argument that there is no God because worldly 
suffering is incompatible with the attributes of God. 

Problem of sameness The problem of explaining how you are the same 
person as some baby of long ago, despite the fact that 
you have little in common with that baby. 

Psychological criterion The proposal that the closest psychological continuer 
relation connects a person moment-to-moment 
across their entire life and thus solves the puzzle of 
personal identity. 

Psychological egoism The descriptive thesis that everyone always acts in 
his or her own self-interest. 

Quality of pleasure The density of pleasure per unit of delivery. 

Radical skepticism We can neither avoid error nor gain truth. We’re 
either incapable of eliminating error, invariably 
committed to circular reasoning, or should suspend 
judgment indefinitely. If we have any true beliefs at 
all, we have them by accident. There’s no 
trustworthy way to separate the true from the false, 
or, if there is, we can’t figure out what it is. 

Rational principle You should gain truth and avoid error. 

Regress of reasons for 
acting argument 

The argument that there is no free will because 
actions are the result of desires that one does not 
choose. 

Religious pluralism 
argument 

The argument that there is no God because it is 
inconsistent to believe in one god over any of the 
thousands of others that people have believed in, 
when the evidence for any of these gods is the same.  
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Risk averse principle Better off to miss out on some truths rather than add 
more errors. 

Risk positive principle Better off to add more errors rather than miss out on 
some truths. 

Simpson’s paradox A statistical oddity that arises when a set can be 
partitioned into subsets that each have a property 
opposite to that of the superset. 

Soul criterion The proposal that an incorruptible, immaterial soul 
solves the puzzle of personal identity. 

Substance dualism The theory that reality contains two kinds of 
substances: physical and mental. 

Summum bonum Latin for “the highest good” 

Supererogation The property of a good action that is greater than 
what duty requires. 

Tabula rasa Latin for “blank slate.” John Locke thought that when 
we are born our minds are a tabula rasa, upon which 
experience writes. 

Teleological argument 
(a.k.a. the argument from 
design) 

One of the traditional arguments for God’s existence. 
According to this argument, God exists because his 
existence best explains the complexity and order of 
the universe. 

The wheel We can’t know whether a belief is true unless we 
have some method to tell if it is true, but we can’t 
know whether the method is a good one unless we 
already know if it produces true beliefs. Each is 
logically prior to the other. Therefore we can’t know 
either thing and knowledge is impossible. 

Theater of the mind The view that the mind is a kind of theater screen 
upon which reality projects all the images and 
sounds of a world. 

Theism Judging that there is a God. 

Turing test A thing has a mind if you can talk with it as sensibly 
as you can a human being. 

Utilitarianism A moral theory that is the conjunction of 



 8 

consequentialism and a theory of the highest good.  

Virtue ethics The moral theory that the good life consists in 
cultivating and having a virtuous character. 

 


