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Praise for Plato and a Platypus Walk into a Bar . . .

"It’s often difficult to find the perfect gifts for people we love. . . . I stumbled upon the perfect prese
. . . Plato and a Platypus Walk into a Bar . . . What happens when you mix corny jokes, one-liners an
vaudeville humor with some of life’s greatest lessons? You get an extraordinary read you’ll want
share with as many people as possible. It’s a funny-bone tickler with teeth. And that’s no joke.”
—Orlando Sentinel

“Once you start this book, it is hard to put down. The jokes, the zingers and the thought behind the
carry you along like a good night at the Comedy Club just might. The principal difference is that yo
end with the principle, not the difference. Get it? Got it. Good.” —Berkshire Eagle
"Plato and a Platypus Walk into a Bar . . . : Understanding Philosophy Through Jokes, by Harvar
philosophy majors Tom Cathcart and Dan Klein, is a hoot.” —Chicago Sun-Times
“I don’t think I have ever before had such a joyful read.”
—Peggy Smith, author of Mark My Words
“As a lifelong aficionado of old jokes I can’t help but love this book, and I have been quoting liberal
from it in my classes.”
—Tim Madigan, Philosophy Now
“A sprightly crash course in philosophy, Plato and a Platypus Walk into a Bar . . . is both enlightenin
and laugh-out-loud funny.”
—Bas Bleu
“I laughed, I learned, I loved it.” —Roy Blount, Jr.
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PENGUIN BOOKS
Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A. • Penguin
Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) • Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL,
England • Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin
Books Ltd) • Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell,
Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) • Penguin Books India Pvt
Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi - 110 017, India • Penguin Group (NZ),
67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson
New Zealand Ltd) • Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue Rosebank,
Johannesburg 2196, South Africa
Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
First published in the United States of America by Abrams Image,
an imprint of Harry N. Abrams, Inc. 2007
This edition with additional text published in Penguin Books 2008
Copyright © Thomas Cathcart and Daniel Klein, 2007
All rights reserved
Illustration credits: © The New Yorker Collection, 2000/Bruck Eric Kaplan/cartoonbank.com:
p. 18; © Andy McKay/www.CartoonStock.com: p. 32; © Mike Baldwin/www.CartoonStock.com:
pp. 89, 103; © The New Yorker Collection 2000/Matthew Diffee/cartoonbank.com: p. 122; © The
New Yorker Collection 2000/Leo Cullum/cartoonbank.com; p. 136; © Merrily Harpur/Punch ltd:
p. 159; © Andy McKay/www.CartoonStock.com: p. 174.
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING IN PUBLICATION DATA
Cathcart, Thomas, 1940Plato and a platypus walk into a bar— : understanding philosophy
through jokes / Thomas Cathcart & Daniel Klein.
p. cm
Originally published: New York : Abrams Image, 2006.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
eISBN : 978-1-4406-3423-9
1. Philosophy. 2. Philosophy—Humor. I. Klein, Daniel M. II. Title
BD31.C38 2008
102’.07—dc22 2008008999
The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means
without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only
authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy
of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.
http://us.penguingroup.com

To the memory of our philosophical grandfather
GROUCHO MARX,
who summed up our basic ideology when he said,
“These are my principles; if you don’t like them, I have others.”

Philogagging
An Introduction
DIMITRI: If Atlas holds up the world, what holds up Atlas?
TASSO: Atlas stands on the back of a turtle.
DIMITRI: But what does the turtle stand on?
TASSO: Another turtle.
DIMITRI: And what does that turtle stand on?

TASSO: My dear Dimitri, it’s turtles all the way down!
This bit of ancient Greek dialogue perfectly illustrates the philosophical notion of infinite regress,
concept that comes up when we ask if there is a First Cause—of life, of the universe, of time an
space, and most significantly, of a Creator. Something must have created the Creator, so the causa
buck—or turtle—cannot stop with him. Or with the Creator behind him. Or the one behind him. It
Creators all the way down—or up, if that seems like the right direction for chasing down Creators.
If you find that infinite regress is getting you nowhere fast, you might consider the doctrine of creati
ex nihilo—creation out of nothing—or, as John Lennon put it in a slightly different context, “Befo
Elvis, there was nothing.”
But let’s lend an ear to old Tasso again. As well as being illuminating, his rejoinder—"It’s turtle
all the way down!”— definitely has the ring of a punch line. Ba-da-bing!
That’s no surprise to us. The construction and payoff of jokes and the construction and payoff o
philosophical concepts are made out of the same stuff. They tease the mind in similar ways. That
because philosophy and jokes proceed from the same impulse: to confound our sense of the way thing
are, to flip our worlds upside down, and to ferret out hidden, often uncomfortable, truths about lif
What the philosopher calls an insight, the gagster calls a zinger.
For example, consider the following classic joke. On the surface, it just sounds deliciously goof
but on closer inspection it speaks to the very heart of British empiricist philosophy—the question o
what sort of information about the world we can depend on.
Morty comes home to find his wife and his best friend, Lou, naked together in bed. Just as Morty
about to open his mouth, Lou jumps out of the bed and says, "Before you say anything, old pal, wh
are you going to believe, me or your eyes?”
By challenging the primacy of sensory experience, Lou raises the question of what sort of data
certain and why. Is one way of gathering facts about the world—say, seeing— more dependable tha
others—say, a leap of faith that accepts Lou’s description of reality?
Here’s another example of a philogag, this one a riff on the Argument from Analogy, which say
that if two outcomes are similar, they must have a similar cause:
A ninety-year-old man went to the doctor and said,“Doctor, my eighteen-year-old wife is expectin
a baby.”
The doctor said, "Let me tell you a story. A man went hunting, but instead of a gun, he picked up a
umbrella by mistake. When a bear suddenly charged at the man, he picked up the umbrella, shot th
bear, and killed it.”

The man said, "Impossible. Someone else must have shot that bear.”
The doctor said, “My point exactly!”
You couldn’t ask for a better illustration of the Argument from Analogy, a philosophical plo
currently (and erroneously) being used in the argument for Intelligent Design (i.e., if there’s a
eyeball, there must be an Eyeball-Designer-in-the -Sky.)
We could go on and on—and in fact we will, from Agnosticism to Zen, from Hermeneutics t
Eternity. We will show how philosophical concepts can be illuminated by jokes and how many joke
are loaded with fascinating philosophical content. Wait a second, are those two notions the same? Ca
we get back to you on that?
STUDENTS wandering into a philosophy class are usually hoping to gain some perspective on, sa
the meaning of it all, but then some rumpled guy in mismatched tweeds ambles up to the podium an
starts lecturing on the meaning of “meaning.”

First things first, he says. Before we answer any question, big or small, we need to understand wh
the question itself signifies. Listening reluctantly, we soon discover that what this guy has to say
wicked interesting.
That’s just the way philosophy—and philosophers—are. Questions beget questions, and thos
questions beget another whole generation of questions. It’s questions all the way down.
We may start with basic ones like, “What is the meaning of it all?” and, “Does God exist?” an
“How can I be true to myself?” and, “Am I in the wrong classroom?” but very quickly we discover w
need to ask other questions in order to answer our original questions. This process has given rise to a
array of philosophical disciplines, each delving into particular Big Questions by asking and attemptin
to answer the questions that underlie them. Any questions?
So it follows that, “What is the meaning of it all?” is dealt with in the discipline known a
Metaphysics, and “Does God exist?” in the one called, Philosophy of Religion. “How can I be true
myself?” falls to the school of Existentialism; “Am I in the wrong classroom?” to the new sector o
philosophy called Meta-philosophy, which poses the question, “What is philosophy?” And on it goe
with each sphere of philosophy undertaking different kinds of questions and concepts.
We’ve arranged this book not chronologically, but by those questions we had in mind when w
wandered into that first philosophy classroom—and the philosophical disciplines that tackle them
What’s so neat is that a whole bunch of jokes just happen to occupy the identical conceptual territor
as these disciplines. (Pure chance? Or is there an Intelligent Designer after all?) And there is a bi
reason why this is all so neat: When the two of us wandered out of that classroom, we were so baffle
and bewildered, we were convinced we’d never get our minds around this heady stuff. That’s when
graduate student sauntered up to us and told us the joke about Morty coming home to find his be
friend, Lou, in bed with his wife.
“Now that’s philosophy!” he said.
We call it philogagging.
THOMAS CATHCART
DANIEL KLEIN
August, 2006

{I}
Metaphysics
Metaphysics tackles the Big Questions head on:
What is being? What is the nature of reality? Do we have
free will? How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?
How many does it take to change a lightbulb?
DIMITRI: Something’s been bothering me lately, Tasso.
TASSO: What’s that?
DIMITRI: What is the meaning of it all?
TASSO: All what?
DIMITRI: You know, life, death, love—the whole stuffed grape leaf.
TASSO: What makes you think any of it has any meaning?
DIMITRI: Because it has to. Otherwise life would just be…
TASSO: What?
Dimitri: i need an ouzo.

TELEOLOGY

Does the universe have a purpose?
According to Aristotle, everything has a telos, which is an inner goal it is meant to attain. An acor
has a telos: an oak tree. It’s what an acorn is “meant to be.” Birds have one; bees have one. They sa
that down in Boston even beans have one. It’s part of the very structure of reality.
If that seems a little abstract, in the following story Mrs. Goldstein telescopes the telos down
earth.
Mrs. Goldstein was walking down the street with her two grandchildren. A friend stopped to ask he
how old they were.
She replied, "The doctor is five and the lawyer is seven.”
Does human life have a telos?
Aristotle thought so. He thought the telos of human life is happiness, a point disputed by oth
philosophers throughout human history. St. Augustine, seven centuries later, thought the telos of li
is to love God. To a twentieth-century existentialist like Martin Heidegger, man’s telos is to liv
without denial of the true human condition, particularly death. Happiness? How shallow!
Meaning-of-life jokes have multiplied as fast as meanings of life, which in turn have multiplied a
fast as philosophers.

A seeker has heard that the wisest guru in all of India lives atop India’s highest mountain. So th
seeker treks over hill and Delhi until he reaches the fabled mountain. It’s incredibly steep, and mo
than once he slips and falls. By the time he reaches the top, he is full of cuts and bruises, but there
the guru, sitting cross-legged in front of his cave.
"O, wise guru,” the seeker says, “I have come to you to ask what the secret of life is.”
“Ah, yes, the secret of life,” the guru says. “The secret of life is a teacup.”
“A teacup? I came all the way up here to find the meaning of life, and you tell me it’s a teacup!”
The guru shrugs. “So maybe it isn’t a teacup.”

This guru is acknowledging that formulating the telos of life is a slippery business. Furthermor
it’s not everybody’s cup of tea.
There is a distinction between the telos of life—what human beings are meant to be—and a particul
individual’s goals in life—what he wants to be. Is Sam, the dentist in the following story, reall
seeking the universal telos of life or simply doing his own thing? His mom clearly has her own idea o
the telos of her son’s life.
A Philadelphia dentist, Sam Lipschitz, went off to India to find the meaning of life. Months went b
and his mother didn’t hear a word from him. Finally, she took a plane to India and asked for the wise
man there. She was directed to an ashram, where the guard told her that she would have to wait a wee
for an audience with the guru, and at that time she would only be allowed to speak three words to him
She waited, carefully preparing her words. When she was finally ushered in to see the guru, she said
him,“Sam, come home!”
Look up “metaphysics” in the dictionary and it tells you the word stems from the title of a treatise b
Aristotle and that it deals with questions at a level of abstraction beyond (meta) scientific observatio
But this turns out to be a case of what is known in Latin as post hoc hokum. In fact, Aristotle didn
call his treatise “metaphysics” at all, let alone because it dealt with questions beyond the purview
science. Actually, it was given that name in the first century A.D. by an editor of Aristotle’s collecte
works, who chose the title because that chapter was “beyond” (i.e., came after) Aristotle’s treatise o
“Physics.”

ESSENTIALISM

What is the structure of reality? What specific attributes make things what they are? Or a
philosophers are wont to say, What attributes make things not what they aren’t?
Aristotle drew a distinction between essential and accidental properties. The way he put it is th
essential properties are those without which a thing wouldn’t be what it is, and accidental propertie
are those that determine how a thing is, but not what it is. For example, Aristotle thought th
rationality was essential to being a human being and, since Socrates was a human being, Socrates
rationality was essential to his being Socrates. Without the property of rationality, Socrates simp
wouldn’t be Socrates. He wouldn’t even be a human being, so how could he be Socrates? On the oth
hand, Aristotle thought that Socrates’s property of being snub-nosed was merely accidental; snub
nosed was part of how Socrates was, but it wasn’t essential to what or who he was. To put it anothe
way, take away Socrates’s rationality, and he’s no longer Socrates, but give him plastic surgery, an

he’s Socrates with a nose job. Which reminds us of a joke.
When Thompson hit seventy, he decided to change his lifestyle completely so that he could liv
longer. He went on a strict diet, he jogged, he swam, and he took sunbaths. In just three month
time,Thompson lost thirty pounds, reduced his waist by six inches, and expanded his chest by fiv
inches. Svelte and tan, he decided to top it all off with a sporty new haircut. Afterward, while steppin
out of the barbershop, he was hit by a bus.
As he lay dying, he cried out,“God, how could you do this to me?”
And a voice from the heavens responded, “To tell you the truth,Thompson, I didn’t recognize you.”
Poor Thompson seems to have changed certain accidental properties of himself, although w
recognize that he is still essentially Thompson. So does Thompson for that matter. In fact, both o
these conditions are essential to the joke. Ironically, the only character in the joke who does n
recognize Thompson is God, who you’d think would be essentially omniscient.

The distinction between essential and accidental properties is illustrated by a number of other joke
in this vein.
Abe: I got a riddle for you, Sol. What’s green, hangs on the wall, and whistles?
Sol: I give up.
Abe: A herring.
Sol: But a herring isn’t green.
Abe: So you can paint it green.
Sol: But a herring doesn’t hang on the wall.
Abe: Put a nail through it, it hangs on the wall.
Sol: But a herring doesn’t whistle!
Abe: So? It doesn’t whistle.
The following version probably won’t garner you many yuks at Caroline’s Comedy Club, but it ma
win you a few points at the American Philosophical Association’s annual meeting.
Abe: What is the object "X” that has the properties of greenness, wall-suspension, and whistlin
capability?
Sol: I can’t think of anything that fits that description.
Abe: A herring.
Sol: A herring doesn’t have greenness.
Abe: Not as an essential property, Solly. But a herring could be accidentally green, no? Try paintin
it. You’ll see.
Sol: But a herring doesn’t have wall-suspension.
Abe: But what if you accidentally nail it to the wall?
Sol: How could you accidentally nail a herring to the wall?
Abe: Trust me. Anything’s possible. That’s philosophy.
Sol: Okay, but a herring doesn’t whistle, even accidentally.
Abe: So sue me.

Sol and Abe turn to face the A.P.A. audience, which is totally silent.
Sol: What is this, a convention of Stoics? Hey, Nietzsche got bigger laughs when he played th
Vatican.
Sometimes an object has properties that at first blush seem to be accidental, but turn out to b
accidental only within certain limits, as illustrated in this gag.
“Why is an elephant big, gray, and wrinkled?”
“Because if he was small, white, and round, he’d be an aspirin.”

We can picture an elephant on the small side; we’d call it “a small elephant.” We can even pictur
an elephant a sort of dusty brown; we would call it “a sort of dusty-brown elephant.” And an elephan
without wrinkles would be “an unwrinkled elephant.” In other words, bigness, grayness, an
wrinkledness all fail Aristotle’s test of defining what an elephant essentially is. Instead they describ
how elephants are, generally and accidentally. The joke says, though, that this is true only up to
point. Something as small, white, and round as an aspirin cannot be an elephant, and confronted wi
such an object, we would not be tempted to ask, “Is that an aspirin you’re taking, Bob, or an atypic
elephant?”
The point is that bigness, grayness, and wrinkledness are not precise enough terms to be th
essential qualities of an elephant. It’s a certain size range and a certain color range that, among oth
qualities, determine whether or not something is an elephant. Wrinkledness, on the other hand, may b
a red herring, or perhaps a whistling herring.

RATIONALISM

Now for something completely different—a school of metaphysics that has produced literally volume
of satire without any help from us. There’s only one problem: The jokes all miss the point.
When the seventeenth-century rationalist philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz famously sai
“This is the best of all possible worlds,” he opened himself to unmerciful ridicule. It all began in th
following century with Candide, Voltaire’s very funny novel of a good-natured young man (Candid
and his philosophical mentor, Dr. Pangloss (Voltaire’s rendition of Leibniz). In his journeys, youn
Candide encounters floggings, unjust executions, epidemics, and an earthquake patterned after th
Lisbon earthquake of 1755, which had leveled the city. Nothing, however, can shake Dr. Pangloss’
insistence that “Everything is for the best in this best of all possible worlds.” When Candide sets o
to save Jacques, a Dutch Anabaptist, from drowning, Pangloss stops him by proving that the Bay o
Lisbon had been “formed expressly for the Anabaptist to drown in.”
Two centuries later, Leonard Bernstein’s 1956 musical, Candide, added to the joke. The show
best-known song, “The Best of All Possible Worlds,” has Pangloss and the cast sing Richard Wilbur
lyrics praising war as a blessing in disguise, because it unites us all—as victims.
Terry Southern and Mason Hoffenberg joined the fun with their ribald version, Candy, about a naïv
young girl, who, despite being taken advantage of by all the men she meets, remains innocent an
optimistic. It was made into a 1964 movie with an all-star cast that included philosopher Ringo Starr
Funny stuff—but, unfortunately, it all misconstrues Leibniz’s thesis. Leibniz was a rationalist,
philosophical term-of-trade for someone who thinks that reason takes precedence over other ways o

acquiring knowledge (as opposed, for example, to an empiricist, who maintains that the senses are th
primary path to knowledge.) Leibniz got to his idea that this is the best of all possible worlds b
arguing by reason alone that:
1. There would be no world at all if God had not chosen to create a world.
2. The “principle of sufficient reason” says that when there is more than one alternative, the
must be an explanation for why one is the case rather than another.
3. In the case of God’s choosing a particular world to create, the explanation must necessarily b
found in the attributes of God himself, since there was nothing else around at the time.
4. Because God is both all-powerful and morally perfect, he must have created the best possib
world. If you think about it, under the circumstances it was the only possible world. Being al
powerful and morally perfect, God could not have created a world that wasn’t the best.

Voltaire, Bernstein et al, and Southern and Hoffenberg all satirize what they take to be Leibniz
meaning: “Everything is hunky-dory.” But Leibniz didn’t think there was no evil in the world. H
merely thought that for God to have created the world in any other way would have resulted in eve
more evil.
Fortunately, we have a couple of jokes that actually do shed light on Leibniz’s philosophy.
An optimist thinks that this is the best of all possible worlds. A pessimist fears that this is so.
The joke implies that the optimist approves of the idea that this is the best of all possible world
while the pessimist does not. From Leibniz’s rationalist perspective, the world simply is what it is; th
joke clarifies the obvious truth that optimism and pessimism are personal attitudes that have nothin
to do with Leibniz’s neutral, rational description of the world.
The optimist says, "The glass is half full.”
The pessimist says, “The glass is half empty.”
The rationalist says, “This glass is twice as big as it needs to be.”
That makes it clear as glass.

INFINITY AND ETERNITY

It turns out that, however wonderful this world is or isn’t, we’re only here for a short visit. But sho
compared to what? An unlimited number of years?

“It’s a bit embarrassing to admit, but everything that happens happens for no real reason.”

Leibniz goes to the opposite extreme from the God shown at left (not to be confused with God above
Being a rationalist, Leibniz wasn’t content to say that anything “just happened,” as though somethin
else might just as easily have happened instead. He felt that there must be some reason that mad
every situation necessary. Why does it rain more in Seattle than in Albuquerque? Because condition
A, B, and C make it impossible for it to be the other way around. Given conditions A, B, and C,
couldn’t be any other way. So far most of us would agree with him, especially those of us who live
Seattle. But Liebniz goes on to argue that even those antecedent conditions (A, B, and C) could n
have been otherwise. And the ones before them, and before them, and so on and so on and scoob
dooby-doo. This is what he called the “Principle of Sufficient Reason,” meaning that the reason an
actual state of affairs is actual is that it would be impossible for it to be otherwise. A universe that d
not have a disproportionate amount of rain in Seattle and all the conditions that lead to that rain ju
wouldn’t cut it as a universe. It would be chaos; the universe would have no “uni.”
The notion of infinity has been confounding metaphysicians for, well, an eternity. Non
metaphysicians, however, have been less impressed.
Two cows are standing in the pasture. One turns to the other and says, "Although pi is usual
abbreviated to five numbers, it actually goes on into infinity.”
The second cow turns to the first and says,“Moo.”
The following joke combines the idea of eternity with another howler of a philosophical concep
relativity:
A woman is told by her doctor that she has six months to live. “Is there anything I can do?” sh
asks.
“Yes, there is,” the doctor replies. “You could marry a tax accountant.”
“How will that help my illness?” the woman asks.
“Oh, it won’t help your illness,” says the doctor, “but it will make that six months seem like a

eternity!”
This joke raises the philosophical question, “How could something finite, like six months, possib
be analogous to something infinite, like eternity?” Those who ask this question have never lived wi
a tax accountant.

DETERMINISM VERSUS FREE WILL

While we are in the here and now, do we have any control over our destiny?
Down through the centuries, much philosophical ink has been spilled over the question of wheth
human beings are free to decide and act or whether our decisions and actions are determined b
external forces: heredity, environment, history, fate, Microsoft.

The Greek tragedians stressed the influence of character and its inevitable flaws in determining th
course of events.
When asked whether he believed in free will, twentieth-century novelist Isaac Bashevis Sing
replied, tongue-in-cheek, “I have no choice.” (This is actually a position that some philosophers hav
taken with empty cheeks: that we are compelled to believe in our own free will because otherwis
there is no basis for our belief in moral responsibility. Our moral choices would be out of our hands.)
Recently, the notion that psychological forces outside our control determine our behavior ha
eroded the idea of moral responsibility to the point that we now have the “Twinkie defense,” in whic
a defendant claimed that the sugar in his snack compelled him to commit murder. It’s “the devil mad
me do it” dressed up in psychological garb.
Then again, there are some determinists who say, “God made me do it. In fact, God has determine
everything in the universe down to the last detail.” Baruch Spinoza, the seventeenth-centur
Dutch/Jewish philosopher, and Jonathan Edwards, the eighteenth-century American theologian, we
proponents of this sort of theological determinism. The eagle, the frog, and the truck driver in th
following story all probably thought they chose and executed their actions freely.

Moses, Jesus, and a bearded old man are playing golf. Moses drives a long one, which lands on th
fairway but rolls directly toward the pond. Moses raises his club, parts the water, and the ball rol
safely to the other side.
Jesus also hits a long one toward the same pond, but just as it’s about to land in the center, it hover
above the surface. Jesus casually walks out on the pond and chips it onto the green.
The bearded man’s drive hits a fence and bounces out onto the street, where it caroms off a
oncoming truck and back onto the fairway. It’s headed directly for the pond, but it lands on a lily pa
where a frog sees it and snatches it into his mouth. An eagle swoops down, grabs the frog, and flie
away. As the eagle and frog pass over the green, the frog drops the ball, and it lands in the cup for
hole-in-one.
Moses turns to Jesus and says, "I hate playing with your dad.”

PROCESS PHILOSOPHY

It had to happen—a philosopher came along who took exception to this notion of a compulsive Go
who has his finger in everything. Twentieth-century philosopher Alfred North Whitehead argued th
not only is God incapable of determining the future—the future will determine him. According
Whitehead’s process philosophy, God is neither omnipotent nor omniscient, but is changed by even
as they unfold. Or, as the New Agers might say, “God is, like, so evolved.”

Alvin is working in his store when he hears a booming voice from above that says, "Alvin, sell you
business!” He ignores it. The voice goes on for days saying, "Alvin, sell your business for thre
million dollars!” After weeks of this, he relents and sells his store.
The voice says, “Alvin, go to Las Vegas!”
Alvin asks why.
“Alvin, just take the three million dollars and go to Las Vegas.”
Alvin obeys, goes to Las Vegas, and visits a casino.
The voice says, "Alvin, go to the blackjack table and put it all down on one hand!”
Alvin hesitates but gives in. He’s dealt an eighteen. The dealer has a six showing.
“Alvin, take a card!”
"What? The dealer has . . .”
“Take a card!”
Alvin tells the dealer to hit him, and gets an ace. Nineteen. He breathes easy.
“Alvin, take another card.”
“What?”
“TAKE ANOTHER CARD!”
Alvin asks for another card. It’s another ace. He has twenty.
“Alvin, take another card!” the voice commands.
“I have twenty!” Alvin shouts.
“TAKE ANOTHER CARD!” booms the voice.
“Hit me!” Alvin says. He gets another ace. Twenty-one!
And the booming voice says, "Un-fucking-believable!”
Hey, there is something appealing about a God who can surprise himself.

THE PRINCIPLE OF PARSIMONY

There has always been an antimetaphysical strain in philosophy, culminating in the triumph of th
scientific worldview in the last two centuries. Rudolf Carnap and the Vienna Circle (not a seventie
disco group, contrary to popular opinion) went so far as to outlaw metaphysics as nonration
speculation that has been superseded by science.
Rudy and the V.C. took their cue from the fourteenth-century theologian William Occam, who cam
up with the principle of parsimony, aka “Occam’s razor.” This principle declares that, “Theorie
should not be any more complex than necessary.” Or, as Occam put it metaphysically, theories shou

not “multiply entities unnecessarily.”
Suppose Isaac Newton had watched the apple fall and exclaimed, “I’ve got it! Apples are bein
caught in a tug-of-war between gremlins pulling them up and trolls pulling them down, and trolls a
stronger!”
Occam would have retorted, “Okay, Isaac, so your theory does account for all the observable fact
but get with the program—keep it simple!”
Carnap would agree.
One evening after dinner, a five-year-old boy asked his father, “Where did Mommy go?”

His father told him,“Mommy is at a Tupperware party.”
This explanation satisfied the boy only for a moment, but then he asked, “What’s a Tupperwar
party, Dad?”
His father figured a simple explanation would be the best approach. “Well, son,” he said, "at
Tupperware party, a bunch of ladies sit around and sell plastic bowls to each other.”
The boy burst out laughing. “Come on, Dad! What is it really?”
The simple truth is that a Tupperware party really is a bunch of ladies sitting around and sellin
plastic bowls to each other. But the marketing folks at the Tupperware Corporation, metaphysician
that they are, would have us believe it’s more complex than that.
Dimitri: i ask you one simple question, and you give me ten different answers. It’s not exactly helpfu
TASSO: If it’s help you want, go see a social worker. I hear they’ve got loads of them in Sparta.
DIMITRI: No, what I want to know is which answer is true?
TASSO: Aha! Now we’re getting somewhere.

{II}
Logic
Without logic, reason is useless. With it, you can win
arguments and alienate multitudes.
DIMITRI: There are so many competing philosophies. How can I be sure anything’s true?

TASSO: Who says anything is true?
DIMITRI: There you go again. Why do you always answer a question with another question?
TASSO: You got a problem with that?
Dimitri: i don’t even know why I asked, because some things just are true. Like two plus two equa
four. That’s true, end of story.
TASSO: But how can you be sure?
DIMITRI: Because I am one smart Athenian.
TASSO: That’s another question. But the reason you can be sure two plus two equals four is because
follows the irrefutable laws of logic.

THE LAW OF NON CONTRADICTION

Tasso’s right.
Let’s start off with a classic joke that draws on Aristotelian logic.
A rabbi is holding court in his village. Schmuel stands up and pleads his case, saying, "Rabbi, Itza
runs his sheep across my land every day and it is ruining my crops. It’s my land. It’s not fair.”
The rabbi says, "You’re right!”
But then Itzak stands up and says, “But Rabbi, going across his land is the only way my sheep ca
drink water from the pond. Without it, they’ll die. For centuries, every shepherd has had the right o
way on the land surrounding the pond, so I should too.”
And the rabbi says,“You’re right!”
The cleaning lady, who has overheard all this, says to the rabbi, “But, Rabbi, they can’t both b
right!”
And the rabbi replies, “You’re right!”
The cleaning lady has informed the rabbi that he has violated Aristotle’s Law of Noncontradiction
which for a rabbi isn’t quite as bad as violating the law against coveting your neighbor’s maidservan
but it’s close. The Law of Noncontradiction says that nothing can both be so and not be so at the sam
time.

ILLOGICAL REASONING

Illogical reasoning is the bane of philosophers, but heaven knows, it can be useful. That’s probabl
why it’s so prevalent.
An Irishman walks into a Dublin bar, orders three pints of Guinness, and drinks them down, taking
sip from one, then a sip from the next, until they’re gone. He then orders three more. The bartend
says,“You know, they’d be less likely to go flat if you bought them one at a time.”
The man says, "Yeah, I know, but I have two brothers, one in the States, one in Australia. When w
all went our separate ways, we promised each other that we’d all drink this way in memory of the day
when we drank together. Each of these is for one of my brothers and the third is for me.”
The bartender is touched, and says, “What a great custom!”

The Irishman becomes a regular in the bar and always orders the same way.
One day he comes in and orders two pints. The other regulars notice, and a silence falls over the ba
When he comes to the bar for his second round, the bartender says, "Please accept my condolence
pal.”
The Irishman says, “Oh, no, everyone’s fine. I just joined the Mormon Church, and I had to qu
drinking.”
In other words, self-serving logic can get you served.

INDUCTIVE LOGIC

Inductive logic reasons from particular instances to general theories and is the method used to confir
scientific theories. If you observe enough apples falling from trees, you will conclude that apple
always fall down, instead of up or sideways. You might then form a more general hypothesis tha
includes other falling bodies, like pears. Thus is the progress of science.
In the annals of literature, no character is as renowned for his powers of “deduction” as the intrep
Sherlock Holmes, but the way Holmes operates is not generally by using deductive logic at all. H
really uses inductive logic. First, he carefully observes the situation, then he generalizes from his prio
experience, using analogy and probability, as he does in the following story:
Holmes and Watson are on a camping trip. In the middle of the night Holmes wakes up and give
Dr. Watson a nudge. “Watson,” he says, “look up in the sky and tell me what you see.”
“I see millions of stars, Holmes,” says Watson.
“And what do you conclude from that,Watson?”
Watson thinks for a moment. “Well,” he says, “astronomically, it tells me that there are millions o
galaxies and potentially billions of planets. Astrologically, I observe that Saturn is in Le
Horologically, I deduce that the time is approximately a quarter past three. Meteorologically, I suspe
that we will have a beautiful day tomorrow. Theologically, I see that God is all-powerful, and we a
small and insignificant. Uh, what does it tell you, Holmes?”
“Watson, you idiot! Someone has stolen our tent!”
We don’t know exactly how Holmes arrived at his conclusion, but perhaps it was something lik

this:

1. I went to sleep in a tent, but now I can see the stars.
2. My intuitive working hypothesis, based on analogies to similar experiences I have had in th
past, is that someone has stolen our tent.
3. In testing that hypothesis, let’s rule out alternative hypotheses:
• a. Perhaps the tent is still here, but someone is projecting a picture of stars on the roo
of the tent. This is unlikely, based on my past experience of human behavior and th
equipment that experience tells me would have to be present in the tent an
obviously isn’t.
• b. Perhaps the tent blew away. This is unlikely, as my past experiences lead me
conclude that that amount of wind would have awakened me, though perhaps n
Watson.
• c. Etc., etc., etc.
4. No, I think my original hypothesis is probably correct. Someone has stolen our tent.
Induction. All these years we’ve been calling Holmes’s skill by the wrong term.
AN INDUCTIVE LEAP ?

“I mean, what sort of thief takes only a dog bowl?”

FALSIFIABILITY

Patient: Last night I dreamt I had Jennifer Lopez and Angelina Jolie in bed, and the three of u
made love all night.
Shrink: Obviously, you have a deep-seated desire to sleep with your mother.
Patient: What?! Neither of those women looks remotely like my mother.
Shrink: Aha! A reaction formation! You’re obviously repressing your real desires.
The above is not a joke—it is actually the way some Freudians reason. And the problem with the
reasoning is that there is no conceivable set of actual circumstances that would disprove their Oedip
theory. In his critique of inductive logic, twentieth-century philosopher Karl Popper argued that
order for a theory to hold water, there must be some possible circumstances that could demonstrate
to be false. In the above pseudo joke, there are no such circumstances that the Freudian therapist wi
admit as evidence.

And here’s a real joke that hits Popper’s point even more pointedly:
Two men are making breakfast. As one is buttering the toast, he says, “Did you ever notice that
you drop a piece of toast, it always lands butter side down?”
The second guy says, "No, I bet it just seems that way because it’s so unpleasant to clean up th
mess when it lands butter side down. I bet it lands butter side up just as often.”
The first guy says, “Oh, yeah? Watch this.” He drops the toast to the floor, where it lands butter sid
up.
The second guy says, "See, I told you.”
The first guy says, "Oh, I see what happened. I buttered the wrong side!”
For this guy, no amount of evidence will falsify his theory.

DEDUCTIVE LOGIC

Deductive logic reasons from the general to the particular. The bare-bones deductive argument is th
syllogism “All men are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore, Socrates is mortal.” It’s amazing ho
often people screw this up and argue something like, “All men are mortal; Socrates is morta
therefore, Socrates is a man,” which doesn’t logically follow. That would be like saying, “All men a
mortal; my kid’s hamster is mortal; therefore, my kid’s hamster is a man.”
Another way to screw up a deductive argument is by arguing from a false premise.
An old cowboy goes into a bar and orders a drink. As he sits there sipping his whiskey, a young lad
sits down next to him. She turns to the cowboy and asks him,“Are you a real cowboy?”
He replies, “Well, I’ve spent my whole life on the ranch, herding horses, mending fences, an
branding cattle, so I guess I am.”
She says, “I’m a lesbian. I spend my whole day thinking about women. As soon as I get up in th
morning, I think about women. When I shower or watch TV, everything seems to make me think o
women.”
A little while later, a couple sits down next to the old cowboy and asks him, "Are you a re
cowboy?”
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