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Introduction: 
philosophy in 

a nutshell?
One of my earliest memories is of sitting in my bedroom 
in my parents’ house bereft of anything in particular to 
do. The antique train set, beautifully landscaped and 
papier-mâchéd in puce green (it had a tunnel through 
a mountain and two stations), which was bolted to the 
wall and took up almost half the room, had broken 
down. In truth, it was always breaking down, but it was 
a joy when it worked. I think it was then that I started 
thinking about how things work, or don’t work, at some 
times but not others. I was not pondering this in the 
mundane sense, such as of a washing machine breaking 
down, or of dropping a mobile phone in a toilet, nor 
even of my train set that had worked perfectly the day 
before. Instead, I was developing a sense of the fallible 
nature of things in general. 

What is at the core of this transient nature of reality 
that my six-year-old self was struggling to comprehend? 
I would hardly call it a eureka moment, but I suddenly 
realized that I was having a conversation with myself.  
I was asking questions, analysing, deliberating and, 
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quite frankly, feeling confused. As far back as my 
memory serves, that seems to be the point when I first 
started thinking, or was conscious of being able to think,  
for myself. 

Of course, I must have been thinking before that.  
I must have known not to put my hand in the open fire, 
or to stand in front of a bus, or to leave my bicycle out 
in the rain. I must have known what it was like to feel 
hungry or happy or angry or sad. Was this knowledge a 
priori (a term many philosophers are particularly keen 
on), meaning had I acquired this knowledge from my 
innate capacity for theoretical deduction, as opposed to 
observation of my own experiences? This ‘voice in my 
head’ was starting to ask questions – why is there a voice 
in our heads? I’ve used the word ‘known’ several times 
in this paragraph, in the present perfect tense most 
commonly used to denote unfinished time. But what 
would happen if time suddenly stopped; if it finished? 
Would every voice in everyone’s head suddenly stop 
thinking? It is a pretty fearful thought.

How long I sat thinking under the broken train set 
in my bedroom I don’t know. One thing that has always 
struck me is how our personal perception of time and 
space seems to narrow and reduce as we get older. An 
hour, a day, even a month seems much longer to a 
six-year-old than to a forty-six-year-old. The summer 
holidays seem to last an age when you are an adolescent, 
but these days all I notice is how early the street lights 
go on in August. I remember returning to my old 
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secondary school a couple of years after I had left and 
being struck by how small the school hall suddenly 
seemed. This space, with its imposing wooden stage 
at one end where the austere headmaster delivered his 
assemblies, flanked by rows of senior teachers, appeared 
vast when I was in the first form. It suddenly seemed 
to have got smaller, its dimensions had shrunk. Unless 
the school had undertaken radical building work, this 
wasn’t possible. It was simply that my perception of the 
space or, more pertinently, my experience of myself 
within that space had changed. 

So what relevance does a broken train set or a shrinking 
school hall have for the subject of philosophy? Both 
these phenomena represent observations and reflections 
from experience. How reliable these reflections are 
when filtered through the prism of memories is open to 
question. I am attempting, in a roundabout way, to come 
to some conclusions about what actually constitutes 
philosophy. Is it thinking and reflecting on the human 
experience of reality?

The traditional definition of a philosopher (often 
attributed to Pythagoras) is a ‘lover of wisdom or 
knowledge’. It would follow that philosophy is the study 
of knowledge. It is interesting to note how philosophy 
and science as disciplines devoted to understanding 
the world have separated and diverged over the last 
few centuries. Science seems to hold the upper hand, 
since it seems able to prove things. Philosophy is seen 
in some senses as purely theoretical, adept at asking 
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questions but incapable of providing clear answers. 
Many of the great philosophers did not distinguish 
between the importance of disciplines such as 
mathematics, physics and the natural sciences over the 
study of ethics, aesthetics or theology. Immanuel Kant 
once famously asserted that philosophy was ‘the queen 
of all the sciences’ – he believed that studying thoughts 
and ideas or, more precisely, how ideas are formed, 
was of higher importance than doing sums or solving 
equations. The common cliché is that philosophy is 
comprised of questions of which the answer is invariably 
more questions. In this light, is it possible to present 
philosophy ‘in a nutshell’?

This book has its work cut out, as it is composed 
of questions. These questions, it is hoped, will have 
occurred to most people from time to time, especially 
during quiet moments of reflection or observation (like 
my younger self sat under the train set).

I have been necessarily selective in the philosophers 
I have chosen to elucidate the questions, and have tried, 
where possible, to provide counter-arguments and 
perspectives. Fundamental questions such as ‘what is 
happiness?’ have been examined by many philosophers 
and writers through the ages, and to attempt a 
comprehensive review of all of the literature on the 
subject would, of course, fill a library. I apologize for 
any omissions, and hope my summaries will encourage 
you to further investigate the questions. Many of the key 
ideas and issues overlap, so I have attempted to signpost 
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where relationships exist. There are undoubtedly 
many related ideas in the study of ethics, aesthetics 
and systems of belief. We owe it to ourselves never to 
stop trying to learn new things or, more importantly, 
to question why some things are, and other things are 
not. Maybe the right to examine ideas and thoughts is 
philosophy in a nutshell.

Alain Stephen
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Why is there 
something 
rather than 

nothing?
Metaphysics is a branch of philosophy that addresses 
questions concerning the nature of existence and 
relationships between mind and matter. The word first 
appears in the works of the Ancient Greek philosopher 
Aristotle (384–322 bce) as metaphusika, meaning ‘after 
physics’. This has led to the common interpretation of 
metaphysics as the study of things beyond the physical 
world, or of things that cannot be analysed through 
scientific experiment, observation or method. There is a 
theory that Aristotle’s use of the word can be attributed 
to the first editor of his collected works, Andronicus of 
Rhodes. Aristotle wrote treatises on a vast range of subjects 
and the word metaphusika was Andronicus’ method of 
classifying a series of writings that were not concerned 
with disciplines such as science, mathematics or law.

However, subsequent philosophers have taken the 
term to mean the study of the non-physical or immaterial, 
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and relationships with perceived reality. Aristotle was 
particularly fond of ordering different branches of 
human knowledge. According to Andronicus, he valued 
metaphysics as the purest of the sciences, using the term 
‘first principles’ to denote the discovery of the essential 
laws that govern the universe.

❛ Nothing is more real than nothing. ❜
SAMUEL BECKETT, MALONE DIES (1956)

One of the central issues of metaphysics concerns  
defining the ‘nature’ of being, existence and our sense 
of reality. One aspect of these enquiries concerns 
the question of why there is something rather than 
nothing. The pre-Socratic Ancient Greek philosopher 
Parmenides of Elea (c. 515–460 bce) addressed the issue 
in his treatise, On Nature. Parmenides’ investigation 
takes the form of an epic poem, of which only 160 lines 
remain (it is thought the original work contained over 
3,000 lines). The poem outlines the story of a young 
man (presumably Parmenides) meeting a goddess 
who imparts to him the true nature of all things in 
the universe. The goddess explains that there are two 
fundamental ways of understanding: the way of truth 
and the way of opinion. 

The way of truth is defined as things as they are and 
this can be delineated into two paths of enquiry: things 
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that exist and things that don’t exist. For Parmenides, 
we know that things exist because it is impossible to 
contemplate something that doesn’t exist, just as it is 
impossible for nothing to become something:

It is necessary to speak and to think what is; 

for being is, but nothing is not.

PARMENIDES, ON NATURE (c. 475 bce)

In contrast to the way of truth is the way of opinion. 
Parmenides takes issue with earlier pre-Socratic 
thinkers’ reliance upon the senses to determine 
the nature of things, by arguing that the senses are 
unreliable. In short, our experience of things is different 
from things ‘as they are’ (see Can we ever experience 
anything objectively?) and so cannot be trusted. Thus, 
Parmenides can be considered one of the first thinkers 
to express the duality between appearances and reality. 

Parmenides concludes that as what is is, and what is 
not cannot be, there is something rather than nothing, 
because nothing doesn’t exist. The universe is therefore 
one single, infinite, eternal and unchanging entity. The 
English philosopher Bertrand Russell provides a neat 
summary of Parmenides’ paradox in his famous work, 
A History of Western Philosophy:




