January 2018 - Philosophical Mini-Debate Topics

1) This house believes that academic philosophy today is pompous, underdeveloped and ineffectual. (Don Cameron)
   Philosophy today differs from science and medicine by resembling the style of these subjects in medieval times. It has few conclusions of which we can be reasonably certain; it cloaks itself in language that is difficult for the ordinary citizen to understand and it refers frequently to ancient sources. This is exactly what medicine did in the pre-scientific era.

   Words like aetiology, deontology, epistemology, hermeneutic, ontological, teleological can all be translated by two or three short ordinary words. Why are they used? It can only be an attempt to impress the reader with the author’s erudition. It is not only special words, but a bizarre style of speech. A speaker at BRLSI some months ago said the following: “Worlds of perceptual consciousness are in fact epistemologically prior and less theorized than the physical world in either of its levels. Views from somehow come before and are no such abstractions as the view compounded from nowhere. Certainly there is what we call the world seen my way – and, incidentally, if it isn’t my perceptual consciousness, what is it?” What does this gibberish mean? If academic philosophers have to speak like that to achieve status in the profession, the whole field is corrupt.

2) Will Artificial Intelligence ever become reality?
(Andreas Wasmuht)
Alan Turing predicted that Artificial Intelligence would become a reality by the 21st Century by machines passing the Turing test. According to some technologists and scientists such as Stephen Hawking, Elon Musk, and Bill Gates the answer seems to be yes and they predict that the A.Is will replace us (“The development of full artificial intelligence could spell the end of the human race.” – Professor Stephen Hawking). Cinematology has long predicted the rise of the machines in films such as Terminator, I Robot, Ex Machina and Transcendence, yet true A.I has not become a reality outside Science Fiction.

The frequently quoted reasons for this may relate to certain capabilities and functionings that are deemed to be exclusively human, such as self-awareness, sentience, consciousness and a mind that can give rise to as these are all features of human cognition in order for beliefs, desires, and motivations and intentionality to arise.

This implies that brains and computers operate on a different basis, despite the development of quantum computing. The brain computes, learns and understands through the connectivity and interactions of billions of neurons and trillions of synaptic connections that constantly provide feedback to each other from which higher order faculties arise. On the other hand, to date, Robots and computers have been based on computational systems that lead to deterministic outcomes. Ultimately, this represents the difference between semantics and ‘syntactics.’ That is not to say that reproduction, self-sustenance, independent existence and intelligent learning and awareness will forever be restricted to a biological entity.
3) This house believes that the so-called problem of free will presents no philosophical difficulty. (Don Cameron)
Human brains have evolved as decision-making mechanisms because they helped their ancestors to survive and reproduce. They take in information from the environment and process it by an (as yet incompletely understood) process of electro-chemical nerve impulses. Using instinctive and learned values, decisions are produced.

The individual can be, free in the sense that decisions are taken without undue constraint by other individuals or circumstances. But the idea that “we” can be free from the mechanistic nature of our brains is meaningless. “We” are our mechanistic brains!

I recited the poem:

There once was a man who said "Damn! 
It is borne in upon me I am 
An engine that moves 
In predestinate grooves; 
I'm not even a bus, I'm a tram." 
—Maurice E. Hare (1886-1967) 

4) Are we programmed to believe? 

(Andreas Wasmuht)
Many scientists believe human beings evolved a suite of cognitive traits that are more or less unique to our species. This does not make us "better" than other animals but only different. And one of these uniquely human traits, commonly referred to as "theory of mind", is at the heart of every profound existential question you could ever hope to ask: What happens when we die? What is the meaning of life? Why do bad things happen to good people?

Minds – like other unseen causal forces, such as gravity and mass – are unobservable and so "theoretical" in the sense that we use this causal construct to explain and predict behaviours.

The philosopher, Ludwig Andreas Feuerbach, reversed the idea of divinely inspired existence and morality, by arguing that it is the human need to find states of perfection in nature that compels us to posit an omniscient, omnipotent and omnibeneficient ‘architect’. The ‘creation’ of absolute standards and measures of perfections does provide the human species with a basis of establishing standards, customs and laws that can be applied to a mutual social environment, in which behaviour and actions are evaluated on a common evaluative scale. Does that not preclude the existence of ‘the first uncaused cause’, it only opens the possibility that our intuition of the divine may equally be the result of social evolution. 

Perhaps, we would do well to explore our beliefs and opinions for ourselves as part of the overall social fabric, rather than remaining anesthetised in our dogmatic slumbers. This was the mission of Immanuel Kant, who sought to find our morality in reason, without denying the existence of the divine. The latter simply represented a question that could not be answered as it transcended the phenomenal world into the noumenal. Sapere aude – dare to be wise, seems to be as apt today as it was some 250 years ago when Kant constructed his Critiques.
