Philosophy Session 1 — Report. Feb. 22 - 2022

This first of our sessions was introductory in nature. It was pleasing to welcome back ones who had
contributed to U3A philosophy courses in prior years and also to receive input via email from Ian
who was unable to attend in person.

In lively general discussion, the following aspects and subjects were briefly touched on:-

The reason(s) each attendee had for their interest in the course.
Their expectations of what benefit(s) they might get from it.

Expectations included :-
Helping towards a more satisfying personal lifestyle -.
Learning of the lives and ideas of notable philosophers throughout the ages.
Satisfying curiosity about the processes by which these philosophers formed their ideas.
Understanding why people act as they do.

Subjects :-

Information sources, such as books and the internet.

Recognising bias in books and other information sources

The current situation in the Ukraine.

Misinformation in social media outlets.

Logical reasoning.

Circular arguments.

The search for extraterrestrial intelligence.

Philosophical impetus from the industrial revolution.

The mystery of the brain’s functioning.

The origin of the current pandemic.

The mystery of ancient works and discoveries:-
Astronomical knowledge & expertise before telescopes.
Perfection in buildings and artifacts — by what means & tools?
The Antikythera mechanism

The treatment & mistreatment of the disabled.

Copernicus, Galileo, Newton

Occam’s Razor

& miscellaneous other subjects.

It will be appreciated by the many subjects above that very little time could be afforded any one of
them. This ‘butterfly’ flitting from one to another however had its value in allowing discussion to
flow freely, the while giving an indication of interest in topics for a more in-depth treatment later.
Future pre-session notes could be an effective way of fleshing-out some subjects and seeding
attendee interest in others.

There was no lengthy discussion on philosophers Thales & Spinoza (covered briefly in the pre-
session notes). In general the treatment of most philosophers will be through these notes and by
references to external sources where much more detailed information (sometimes interestingly
contradictory) can be found. However, where there is particular interest or value to be found, some
will be treated in sessions.



It should be noted that the role of convener is not one of instructing — rather it is to guide the
discussion along various pathways whilst ensuring (hopefully with some success) that the content is
as wide and as deep as can be in the limited time available. It is important, too, that attendees are
afforded due opportunity to contribute their own ideas freely, in an atmosphere of genuine interest
and respect.

Explanatory notes:

The Antikythera Mechanism is an ancient Greek hand-powered orrery (mechanical model of the
solar system) considered to be the oldest example of an analogue computer. It was retrieved in 1901
from a shipwreck off the coast of the Greek island Antikythera. It is more than 2000 years old,
predating Christ perhaps by as much as 200 years.

Computers can be ‘analogue’ or ‘digital’.

An analogue computer is a mechanical, electrical or electronic device which uses some
smoothly variable physical quantity, such as an electrical voltage or current, to perform calculations
or to be a model for the behaviour of complex systems such as an electrical power generating and
distribution network. They are generally sensitive to their operating environment, such as
temperature variations, and other agents which can affect the accuracy and repetitive reliability of
results.

A digital computer is an electronic device in which the input information is converted
internally into binary numbers for calculation purposes. It is very versatile and can, unlike analogue
devices, repeat computations and/or transfer results to another digital device without error.

Binary numbers, used in computers, are ones expressed using only two ciphers ‘0’ and ‘1’ instead
of the familiar decimal numbering system which uses the ten Arabic ciphers - 0123456789.

Nicholas Copernicus (1473-1543) was an astronomer who proposed a heliocentric system (that the
planets, including the earth, circled around the sun). He faced no persecution from the Church (as
did Galileo) as he did not promote his idea as a fact, and he died shortly after its publication.

Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) was a natural philosopher (scientist), astronomer and mathematician
who incurred the wrath of the Catholic Church by claiming, in contradiction to dogma, that the
earth circled the sun. He was forced, on pain of torture and death, to publicly recant this heresy and
then condemned to permanent house arrest.

Isaac Newton (1642-1726/27) is recognised as one of the greatest mathematicians and physicists of
all time. He formulated the laws of motion and gravitation, discovered the composition of white
light (= the colours of the rainbow), and invented (at the same time as Leibnitz did independently)
the powerful mathematics tool, calculus. His laws of motion gave us understanding of the motions
of the planets and of the forces involved in causing objects to move.

Gottfried Leibnitz (1646-1716) was a mathematician, philosopher, and scientist. He invented an
early calculating machine but is most famous for inventing, independently of Newton, the
mathematical tool, calculus, and developing the notation now used for differential and integral
calculus.



Differential calculus and integral calculus are branches of mathematics concerned with the effect
of infinitesimal (infinitely small) changes as a mathematical variable tends towards (approaches) the
value of zero. These have permitted the resolution of many mathematical problems which
previously were intractable. Today they are an indispensable tools in all branches of engineering,
research, science and industry.

Occam’s Razor is the general principle that where more than one theory is on offer to explain
anything the one least complicated (with the fewest assumptions) is the more likely one. It was
proposed by William of Ockham (1287-1347).

Convener: Keith Ashfold.



