WHAT ARE PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS?


The nature of philosophical questions

PESA conference 2006, Politics, Business and Education: The Aims of Education in the Twenty-First century

Clinton Golding

University of Melbourne

cgolding@unimelb.edu.au

Abstract

Although there seems to be something distinctive about the form of philosophical questions – for example they require complex thinking to answer and they go beyond settled answers – I argue that the function is more important than the form in understanding a philosophical question. The function of a philosophical question is to make sense of issues that are incongruent so that we can see and do new things. Philosophical questions are best understood as seeking a distinctly ‘philosophical’ sort of resolution to a distinctly ‘philosophical’ type of problem. We don’t resolve philosophical questions by discovering new facts, providing accurate information or filling gaps in our knowledge. We resolve philosophical questions by making sense of issues that did not seem to make sense even when we have all the information. 
This paper explores the nature of philosophical questions. There are at least two ways this could be done. One is by taking a descriptive or historical approach that attempts to accurately describe how philosophical questions are used. The second is a pedagogical project that attempts to understand philosophical questions in a way that will be helpful for teachers and students engaging with philosophy. This paper is written primarily with the second project in mind. I am not intending to give a precise account of philosophical questions as used by different philosophers, cultures and traditions. My aim is to provide perspectives, tools and distinctions that can support students and teachers so they can understand, ask and engage with philosophical questions. 

1. CONTINUUM OF QUESTIONS

I will first situate philosophical questions in a continuum of questions. Most questions about a topic can be understood as being more or less close to one end of the continuum or the other. The continuum I describe is akin to the ‘Taxonomy of Cognitive Objectives’ edited by Benjamin Bloom, though my continuum organises questions rather than cognitive objectives. Like ‘Bloom’s taxonomy’ it is an attempt to order phenomena in a way that “will reveal some of their essential properties as well as the interrelationships between them.” [Bloom, p17] I will explain the essential properties of questions in two ways based on the complexity of thinking needed to provide an answer and whether they have settled answers or not. Although this continuum will not enable us to precisely pick out philosophical questions, it will allow us to show what sort of question they are.

Continuum: Simple thinking – Complex thinking

Some questions require simple thinking to answer and some require complex thinking to answer. This is a similar distinction to the one Bloom makes when distinguishing simple and complex cognitive tasks. [Bloom, p16]  

There are several different ways we might understand the difference between simple and complex cognitive tasks. First, simple tasks involve undemanding and discrete cognitive behaviours, for example applying a learned formula. Complex tasks, however, involve classes of cognitive behaviours that integrate many simpler behaviours, for example problem solving. [Bloom, p16-18] Second, simple cognitive tasks involve making few cognitive moves, steps or relationships whereas complex cognitive tasks involve making many cognitive moves, steps or relationships. [Bloom, p30] In other words performing a large number of simple thinking behaviours or moves, where each is related to the others, makes a complex thinking behaviour. 

A third way to understand the continuum from simple to complex is to see it as from “the concrete or tangible to the abstract or intangible.” [Bloom, p30] Simple cognitive tasks involve concrete facts and information, while complex cognitive tasks involve concepts, relationships and theories. 

An example of the difference between a simple and complex cognitive task might be as follows: A simple cognitive task may involve recalling a discrete, concrete fact, such as ‘the Maori people in New Zealand practise facial tattooing’. A complex cognitive task may involve recalling a number of discrete facts about the customs of different peoples, looking for the similarities and differences between them and then, holding these comparisons in mind, creating a theory of ‘culture’ that explains each of them. 
The continuum from simple to complex may be summarised by the difficulty of the task involved, where difficulty can be measured by how often such tasks are done well. [Bloom, p18] A simple cognitive task is usually performed well as it involves few cognitive moves done on a small number of concrete phenomena. A complex cognitive task is rarely done well as it involves a large number of interconnected cognitive moves done on a large group of abstract phenomena. 
So to summarise the continuum from simple thinking to complex thinking: 

Simple thinking questions require simple thinking to answer – remembering or comprehending for example. You might need to do some time-consuming and complex actions to answer these questions (take a survey, do an experiment or calculations) but you don’t have to do complex thinking. You can provide an answer to these questions by reading a book, asking someone, collecting data or doing a test or experiment.


How old was the girl? (Get an answer by re-reading the story about the girl)


How old can elephants live? (Get an answer by consulting an encyclopedia)


How many people are in the room? (Get an answer by counting)

Complex thinking questions require complex thinking to answer – critical, creative, interpretative and evaluative thinking for example. These questions may involve some simple thinking and the gathering of some facts. However, they also involve complex thinking about the relationship between the facts as well as about more abstract features such as theories or ideas. 

Should we ever insult people? 


What is the Mind? 


Is the death penalty a good idea? 


What makes a good discussion? 

Continuum: Answers settled – Answers not settled

A second way to explain the continuum of questions is relative to whether the answers are settled or not. This distinction is roughly equivalent to the one Cam makes between open and closed questions. For Cam a closed question is one that has a settled answer (whether someone is aware of it or not) and an open question as one that does not have such a settled answer. [Cam 2003 p61 & 2006 p33] The answer to a question might be settled by:

· The extent of knowledge we currently have

· What is counted as beyond dispute – for example, questions with answers in settled systems of thought such as mathematics or the law.

· What we can settle by appealing to empirical facts

A question whose answer is settled has only one acceptable answer. Because the answer is already settled, we only need to gather the settled knowledge or information to get the answer and don’t need to apply complex thinking.  


What does 2 + 2 equal? (The system of mathematics settles the answer)

How big is the Moon? (The empirical facts about the moon settle the answer)


What country is Auckland in? (The geographical and social facts settle the answer)

A question whose answer is not settled has no answer that has been established or settled beyond dispute at this time, nor can it be settled by appeal to empirical evidence alone. This mean that more than one answer is possible, and none are obviously ‘right’. 

What does it mean to be brave? 

How should we treat those less fortunate than ourselves?

Putting the two descriptions of the continuum together

At one end of the continuum are questions which have one settled answer. At the other end are questions which are left open by the facts and settled knowledge. The more that answers to questions are left open, the more complex thinking is required to provide a quality answer.

The middle of the continuum describes the open inquiry and current research questions. These are not currently settled and will require more thinking as well as more empirical research to provide an answer. This would include questions that require empirical research for an answer, even though there currently is no answer that has been established or settled beyond dispute. We will need to use complex thinking to find an answer, but ultimately it is empirical work such as experiments or surveys that will settle the answer.
Are there aliens on Sirius? 

Is there a gene that causes violence?

The middle of the continuum also includes those research questions whose answer seems settled by the facts, but getting an answer will equally require complex cognitive tasks such as analysis, interpretation and evaluation. 


What are the major differences between the Earth and Mars?


What would happen if Cuba were no longer a communist country?



What is the connection between level of income and health?
Despite being a clear continuum, there is still some ambiguity about where particular questions might fall. For some questions it is difficult to tell how simple or complex the thinking needed to answer it might be. For example, ‘How do I best have students learn to subtract?’ may involve simply applying an existing teaching method, or may involve more complex thinking to construct a new theory and teaching methodology. For other questions there can be ambiguity as to whether it can be settled by empirical means. For example, there is some debate about whether questions about the nature of knowledge can be settled by looking at the empirical findings of psychology and cognitive science. This ambiguity with some questions does not undermine the continuum however. The continuum is useful even if some questions are not easily situated on it. Also, I will resolve these ambiguities when I discuss the function of philosophical questions later in this paper. 

2. WHAT IS A PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTION?

Phil Cam says, 

“… philosophical questions are essentially contentious. They don’t call for the correct answer. They demand further investigation and admit of different answers that may have one merit or another. They point to problems that cannot be solved by calculation, or by consulting a book, or by remembering what the teacher has said. They require children to think for themselves.” [Cam 1995, p15]

Using the continuum I described, I can build on Cam’s description. I will describe some general features of philosophical questions that are useful for distinguishing them from other types of questions. Later I will give a more precise analysis of the function of a philosophical question to explain what I take to be their essence. 

A philosophical question requires complex thinking to answer, because gathering more information or settled knowledge will not deal with the problems or issues such questions address. In other words, philosophical questions are a subset of questions at one end of the continuum. If a question requires only simple thinking and can be answered by empirical means, then it is not a philosophical question. 

However, philosophical questions are not the only questions that have no settled answers and require complex thinking to answer. Some creative thinking questions also have no settled answers and require complex thinking. For example, ‘What if all cars were painted yellow?’ Also, some theoretical questions from disciplines outside philosophy may not yet be settled and require complex thinking, for example, ‘Is light a wave or a particle?’

The answer to philosophical questions is not determined by some settled ‘right answer’ and more than one answer to them is possible. This might be thought to imply that there are no ‘right and wrong answers’ to these questions. The more the facts leave an answer unsettled, then the more that ‘correctness’ or ‘incorrectness’ cannot be used as a criteria for judging a quality answer. If we can’t say an answer is ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ then all answers are equally good, so no ‘real’ answer is possible.

However, I reject this implication as I hold that there are other criteria we can use to judge the quality of answers even in the absence of relevant settled knowledge. Even if we cannot decide which are the better answers by conducting an experiment or survey, or by reading a book, doing a calculation, or talking to an expert, we can decide which are the better answers by using, for example, the intellectual standards for judging good reasoning. We can use these standards to evaluate answers: Are they clear, accurate, relevant, fair, precise, plausible, consistent, logical, broad, deep complete and significant. [Paul 1993, p473] For example an answer that is superficial, biased and unclear is not as good as an answer that is deep, clear, and unbiased. [Paul 1993, p473] 

So while it might be true that philosophical questions don’t have ‘right and wrong answers’ as such, this doesn’t mean there is no way to judge the answers to these questions. ‘Right and wrong’ are incorrect categories to apply to philosophical questions. Instead they are questions with ‘better and worse’ answers as judged by the criteria of the intellectual standards. [Paul 2002, p10] 

Philosophical questions are more about abstract concerns than they are about concrete information, facts or individuals. Philosophical questions are about the frameworks we use to make sense of ourselves and the world. Because philosophical questions are not concrete they are a sub-set of the unsettled abstract questions. Not all abstract questions are unsettled however. For example, questions about racism may be settled within certain disciplines in the social sciences or the law. There is a problem however, in that some questions can be settled or unsettled depending on the discipline in which they are situated. For example, ‘What is racism?’ may be unsettled in philosophy, but settled under the law. The section on the function of philosophical questions will help to resolve this tension.

One way to make sense of philosophical questions as the unsettled abstract questions is to see philosophical questions as essentially conceptual. We use concepts like freedom, justice and beauty to mediate our understanding of the world. Our experiences are already famed in terms of concepts and so it is only by employing concepts that we can have any understanding. [McDowell, p9 & Kant p93] However, I don’t want to restrict my view of philosophical questions to that of analytic philosophy. Although conceptual questions are important, I think there is more to philosophical questions than conceptual analysis. 

It might be better to think of philosophical questions as being about the ‘framework of ideas’ we use to make sense of the world. By ‘framework of ideas’ I mean such things as beliefs, theories, evaluations, ontologies, values and views. For example, we make sense of the world according to the frameworks we construct to answer questions such as; ‘What is the just way to organise society?’ or ‘What counts as a proof and how do we know we have it?’

Philosophical questions are thus perfect tools for exploring across the curriculum and for integrating and making sense of all disciplines. Philosophical questions explore links between the concepts and ideas that are at the heart of the every discipline and field of human activity. [Golding, 2002 p2] “Considering the nature of its questions, philosophy should not be thought of as the isolated, esoteric discipline it is commonly taken to be, but as one that makes connections between and supports understanding in the disciplines.” [Cam, 1995 p.15] For example philosophical questions such as: ‘What is knowledge?’ and ‘How do we come to know something for certain?’ help us to make sense of mathematics, science and history as well as the links between them.

This characterisation seems to imply that any question about abstract concepts, ideas or theories would count as philosophical – including questions that might normally be seen as part of other disciplines, such as, ‘Is history fiction?’ or ‘Are atoms real’? There seem to be two options for dealing with this problematic implication. First, have a broad notion of philosophy that holds that philosophical questions are explored in many disciplines. Alternatively, find some other criteria that shows that the questions asked within the discipline of philosophy are distinctive. I tend to favour the first option. If there is no settled method for answering a question, no empirical evidence that will settle it and the question is not a matter of mere taste, then that question counts as philosophical, regardless of what discipline raises this question.
 This troubling implication is further explored in the section on the function of philosophical questions.

3. FUNCTION IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN FORM

Up to this point, I have been treating philosophical questions as if there were something distinctive about the questions themselves. However, although my descriptions are accurate for most philosophical questions, they do not get to the essence of what makes a philosophical question. What makes a question philosophical cannot be decided just by looking at the form or wording of the question but only by looking at the intended use of the question.
 

For example a question whose wording indicates it is a closed, factual question with only one possible answer could be philosophical if teachers and students explore the deeper issues surrounding it. For example, ‘Can worms think?’ seems to invite the settled answer – ‘no’. However, if we choose to take a philosophical perspective, and choose to explore further questions such as, ‘What is thinking?’ or ‘How do we tell if something can think or not?’, this question will lead to philosophical exploration. 

Likewise a question that appears to be philosophical need not be if the teacher asking it was not intending it to be explored, but was instead trying to lead the students to the ‘right answer’. For example if a teacher asks the question ‘Is racism always bad?’, but only wants students to come up with the teacher’s preferred answer – ‘yes because it is unequal treatment of people’ - then it is not a philosophical question. 

I think a focus on the function of questions rather than their description will help to resolve some of the ambiguities that arose while trying to accurately describe philosophical questions. The ambiguities arose because we could point to two examples of questions with the same description but which were not both philosophical. When we look at the function of the questions rather than just the form or description, the ambiguity disappears. The two questions looked the same but were actually being used for different functions. This is why one appeared to be philosophical and the other did not. It is really function that does the work in making a question philosophical. Because of this, rather than distinguishing philosophical questions by description, I will distinguish the philosophical functions of questions.

What is the function of philosophical questions?

If we want to explain philosophical questions by their function, it will be useful to first look at the function of questions in general. One way to do this is to see them as attempts to provide a resolution to a problem of some sort. [Poulton 2006]


Problem


question


resolution

Not all questions fit this structure, but many do, philosophical questions included. Note that I intend ‘problem’ and ‘resolution’ to be understood in a general way that needs to be fleshed out for each different type of function. There are many different types of problems and many types of resolution, and we shouldn’t assume that the features of one type are also the features of other types. To help understand philosophical questions, we must look at the particular sort of problem they respond to and the particular sort of resolution they seek to provide, and compare this with other sorts of questions. 

	QUESTION FUNCTION
	PROBLEM
	RESOLUTION
	EXAMPLE

	Factual
	Lack of knowledge
	Knowledge
	What is the capital of Australia?

	Clarification 
	Lack of clarity
	Clarity
	Do you mean learning or teaching?

	Action
	Uncertainty about what to do
	Make a choice about what to do
	What is the cheapest way to get to Hong Kong?

	Philosophical
	Wonder

Cognitive dissonance

Incongruity
	Greater understanding

Insight

Making sense
	Can you own people?

What is the difference between change and progress?


The problems that philosophical questions respond to are not problems of lack of knowledge or information about a topic. Instead they respond to a puzzling or problematic feature of the way we think about or understand a topic or issue. They respond to a problematic feature of our ‘framework of ideas’ that remains even after we have all the information and knowledge there is to be gained. Ward calls this, “a sense of incoherence, ie a feeling that we don’t thoroughly understand what we are talking about.” [Ward 2003, p11] Plato refers to examples where our theories or views lead us to inconsistencies or contradictions. These “force the mind into a quandary,” [Plato, Republic VII 524e] and create wonder and curiosity that is the proper foundation of philosophy. [Plato, Theaetetus 155 c-d]. For example, we may be dissatisfied with our understanding of honesty and have a sense of cognitive dissonance as on one hand we think honesty is the best policy, but we also encourage our children to tell their grandparents they liked their Christmas presents when they hated them. We might respond to this problem by asking philosophical questions such as: ‘Is telling the truth always the right thing to do?’ or ‘Why do we think it is good to be honest?’ Another example might be a sense of wonder about how numbers can be so certain and yet so unlike anything else we are certain about such as tables, chairs or houses. We might respond to this problem by asking philosophical questions such as: ‘What is a number?’ or ‘Are numbers real?’ or ‘Are numbers invented?’

The resolution of a philosophical problem is not the same as getting a settled answer or reaching a final resting place. This is what we seek when we want to resolve a factual problem where we had a gap of knowledge that we wanted to fill. Philosophical problems arise even when we have all the settled knowledge available so providing more settled answers will not resolve them. Also, even when we resolve a philosophical problem, this does not mean we have reached a final resolution. There is always more that can be said and further progress that can be made.

Because philosophical problems are not resolved by providing final, settled answers, they are sometimes seen to be the sorts of things that cannot be truly resolved. This could imply that when we engage with philosophical questions we are not trying to resolve them as this is impossible. Engaging with philosophical questions is just to stretch our minds or to discover different points of view. However, I argue that we do seek to resolve philosophical problems and they can be resolved in ways that are compatible with having no settled answers and having different resolutions at different times. 

The resolution we seek from a philosophical question is a deeper sense of understanding, [Ward 2003, p12] greater insight, or to make sense of the issue. [Golding, 2005] We seek to create a new framework of ideas that allows us to remove the contradiction, inconsistency or cognitive dissonance. This is not the sort of resolution which requires us to arrive at a final answer and leaves it open for more to be said or for further exploration to occur. For example, take the philosophical problem about honesty raised previously. A successful resolution would be, for example, if we create a new way of thinking about honesty that shows how telling the grandparents they loved the present was not dishonest or was a dishonesty that was acceptable. This would resolve the problem we felt, but would still allow the possibility of discovering further philosophical problems and the possibility of different resolutions.

A philosophical resolution gives us a new way of seeing things that allows the problem to disappear. For example, by changing some of our ideas, we can now see how what looked to be two incompatible views can co-exist, or that they are not incompatible as we thought. Philosophical resolution allows us to do things we could not do before and which also make the problem disappear. For example, we might resolve some philosophical problems about justice if we are able to judge actions as just and unjust without contradiction. This change in what we see or do cannot be accounted for by an addition of more knowledge or information. It is transformative development, not additive.
Although we are seeking resolution when we raise philosophical problems, it is not a bad thing if we have not yet reached it. We can still be satisfied because we are moving forwards even though we have yet to resolve the issue for ourselves. For example, we can be satisfied that we have uncovered more complex problems than we thought we were dealing with. It is important to be content with making progress without full resolution, but still not lose sight that our aim is resolution. The ultimate purpose for grappling with a philosophical problem is to see, think or do new things so that the problem disappears. 

This analysis of the resolution of philosophical problems has similarities to analyses provided by both Piaget [1977] and Dewey [1998]. It is similar to the Piagetian process of cognitive conflict, assimilation and adaptation until cognitive equilibrium is reached. It is the process by which we realise our present concepts are not adequate, powerful enough or cannot meet the current cognitive demands. [Adey & Shayer 2002 and Shayer 1997] It is also similar to the Dewean process of experiencing doubt or felt discomfort and then moving to ‘making things whole’. [Dewey 1998]

Although Piaget and Dewey were attempting to give a more general explanation of the development of ideas, I think their work is useful to explain philosophical problems and resolutions. There are different kinds of cognitive conflict and hence different ways of reaching equilibrium. There are different types of felt discomfort and hence different ways of making things whole. These relate to the different types of problems and resolutions I described. For example there can be a felt discomfort or cognitive conflict because a current ‘framework of ideas’ has gaps. This is resolved by filling the gaps with settled knowledge. The cognitive conflict or felt discomfort in a philosophical problem is different, and so requires a different sort of equilibrium or making things whole.

The type of cognitive conflict or felt doubt determines the type of resolution needed. Take the questions, “What is the mind?” This could point to the problem ‘How is the mind explained by modern cognitive science?’ If so it is resolved by applying the methods and knowledge of cognitive science. However, it could alternatively point to the problem ‘How do I make sense of the mind as different from the body?’ To resolve this we will have to create and explore different frameworks and knowledge from multiple different disciplines. The method needed to resolve the problem will depend on what sort of problem it is.

Building on the analysis provided by Dewey and Piaget, resolution of a philosophical problem increases our cognitive capacity or is a type of growth. We don’t just develop a new view, we develop a higher capacity for thinking new things. We resolve a philosophical problem when the problem now makes sense. Making sense increases our cognitive capacity or is a type of growth – we are able to think things we could not think before. 

One implication of this view about the philosophical function of questions is that for students to understand philosophical questions, they must understand philosophical problems and resolutions. If students think that all philosophical questions are a response to a lack of knowledge and the way to resolve them is to gather more knowledge, then philosophical dialogue will seem like a waste of time. They will only be satisfied by a final, settled answer. This explains why many students get frustrated by discussion about philosophical questions. They simply misunderstand what the function of these questions is.

Another implication of this view is that for students to understand the resolution of a particular philosophical question, they need to understand the specific problem the question is responding to. They cannot just look at the question, but must look at the problem behind it.  For example, take the philosophical question “How do we know that the colour you see when you look at the something ‘red’ is the same as the colour I see when I look at the same ‘red’ thing?” This question is meaningless unless we have an experience of the problematic issue that it responds to. The question is an attempt to point to how we have no access to the experiences of others, so we can’t tell for sure what they experience even when we are looking at the same thing and saying the same word ‘red’. Someone could read this question and not understand the problem behind it. But if they do not understand the problem, nothing that is said could resolve this issue for them. Experience of the philosophical problem is what motivates us to seek a philosophical resolution to a question and what makes the resolution meaningful.

This means resolving a question is at least partially subjective. We must resolve the problem as it occurs for each individual. This implies that different people may be satisfied by quite different resolutions to a philosophical question. What may leave one person satisfied they have resolved the issue may leave another dissatisfied as the problem they were experiencing is not resolved. 

4. CONCLUSION

My intention was to give an account of the nature of philosophical questions. Initially I described the characteristic form that philosophical questions take – they are about our frameworks of ideas and require complex thinking to answer. While there are no settled answers to philosophical questions, there are better and worse answers based on intellectual standards. However, while I agree that these are useful descriptions of philosophical questions, I argue that the form of the question is not what is essential. What makes philosophical questions different from other types of question is their function. In particular, a philosophical question is used to respond to an issue of incongruity or cognitive conflict so that we can develop a greater understanding or make sense of the issue.
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� Paul calls these “One system” questions as they can be given an answer by using procedures or methods established within one system, eg mathematics or science. [Paul 2002, p8-9]


� This position would also imply that once a settled method can be used to provide a settled answer to a question, the question is no longer philosophical. This could be used to understand what happened to the questions of ‘natural philosophy’ as the scientific method was developed. However, a more challenging implication is that some questions within the discipline of philosophy, for example some questions of logic, might also fail to count as philosophical.


� This is similar to Dillon’s distinction between questions which are “predetermined to be right” or “to be discussed or recited.” [Dillon 1994, p. 22]


� Some problems seem to require application of settled knowledge or frameworks, such as physics or history. Other problems seem to cut across the settled frameworks or to be outside the frameworks altogether. This raises the issue whether philosophical problems are outside all settled frameworks, or whether they invite application of their own particular settled frameworks. Some ways of doing philosophy seem to imply that to analyse philosophical problems we apply a settled framework. For example, we provide a Marxist analysis of issues or apply a framework of modal logic. However, other ways of doing philosophy seem to indicate that when we do philosophy we are dealing with issues that defy settled frameworks. For example, we ask questions about the nature of other disciplines and we challenge any settled frameworks that have been developed. An analysis of paradigms and settled frameworks in a neo-Kuhnian manner is likely to be fruitful on this issue.
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