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Preface

The title of this book contains two words that are semantically very loaded, “logic” and
“information”. Before I say anything about its contents, I better explain how I use each
of them.

Consider “logic” first. Philosophy is often concerned with the study of structural
properties of systems—whether empirical, like political organizations, or conceptual,
like scientific theories—and their dynamics.! Before the advent of modern mathemat-
ical logic, such structural studies might have been considered to be part of logic
broadly understood.? Today, this would be very misleading. But so would be the use
of labels such as “informal logic™ and “philosophical logic’,* already appropriated by
other branches of philosophy. Thus, for lack of a better expression, I have chosen to
refer to such structural studies as “conceptual logic”. A conceptual logic is what we
have in mind when we ask questions about the abstract properties, principles, mech-
anisms, or dynamics characterizing or underpinning systems like international rela-
tions, a bureaucracy, a scientific theory, or the internal arrangement of elements in a
device to perform a specific task. A conceptual logic focuses on formal features that
are independent of specific implementations or idiosyncratic contingencies, on types
rather than tokens, on invariants and their mutual relations, and on state transitions
that are generalizable. This is the sense in which “logic” should be understood in the
title of this book.

Next, take “information”. What remains unclear in the previous explanation is
exactly what further qualifies as a conceptual logic of a system. Later in this book,
I shall use a more precise vocabulary and talk about the “model” (semantic information
about) of a “system” (the referent “abouted” by some semantic information). This
means that the overall question I address across this book, and hence its subtitle, can
be phrased more precisely by asking: what is the conceptual logic of information-
modelling (i.e. generating a description of some structural properties of) a system?
Note that, once unpacked, this question is not ontological but epistemological. It is not
about the intrinsic, conceptual logic of a system in itself, but rather about the concep-
tual logic of the model (i.e. information) of a system, and how we design® it. If this is

! See Alexander (1964, p. 8).

* For an enlightening reconstruction of the late modern developments of logic between Kant and Frege
see Heis (2012).

* See two excellent examples: Sinnott- Armstrong and Fogelin (2015), Walton and Brinton (2016).

* See two excellent examples: Burgess (2009), Sainsbury (2001).

° Parsons (2016) is a great source for a philosophical analysis of the debate on the concept of design. The
book is also an essential starting point to frame the proposal made in this book. It dedicates quite some
space to the debate on modernism. It is a must-read for anyone interested in understanding the conceptual
nature of design together with the excellent Dunne and Raby (2013). These works, together with Barthes
(1981) and Flusser (1999), have deeply influenced my views on the topic.
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unclear, compare the conceptual logic of a watch’s mechanism with the conceptual
logic of the design of a watch. The focus is really about a conceptual logic of the design
of a system, understood as a specific kind of conceptual logic of information about (the
design of the model of) a system; and not any kind of information, but that particular
kind we call semantic or factual information, that is, information about something,
Thus, “information” in the title of this book is not the sort of quantitative, probabilistic,
signal-based concept that one may find in an engineering textbook (what is sometimes
called Shannon information)—although I shall use that too in the following chapters—
but the well-formed, meaningful, and truthful kind that one may find in a tourist guide
about Rome.

Focusing on the logic of a model rather than on the logic of a system captured by a
model means that this book is closely linked with some of the epistemological ideas
I supported in a previous book, entitled The Philosophy of Information (Floridi 2011c).
However, this is not a book in the epistemological tradition. It is rather a book on the
logic of design and hence of making, transforming, refining, and improving the objects
of our knowledge. So, it is not a book about ontology either, at least not in the classic
sense. For some philosophers, it may be obvious that the conceptual logic of semantic
information is the deep, conceptual logic of the world. Or, to put it in the vocabulary
just introduced, that the logic of a model of a system is the logic of the system. In this,
Hegel, Marx, the first Wittgenstein, and the atomistic Russell appear to share the same
view. I am not so sure. Actually, I really doubt it, but, most importantly, this is not an
issue that needs to be resolved here. We can all refrain from stepping into any
ontological discussion, and phrase anything that we need to discuss epistemologically,
and therefore more safely in terms of commitment. If, as a bonus, some readers may
believe that we pay one and get two, as it were—that is, if anyone is convinced that by
developing a conceptual logic of the model we shall also have obtained a conceptual
logic of the corresponding system—TI shall not complain, but neither shall T join them.

Putting the two clarifications together, this book is a study in the conceptual logic of
semantic information. The next thing I should be candid about is that it is a construc-
tionist study.

The scientific-realist reader should not be alarmed. If anything, this is a pragmatist
book about a world that needs to be modelled correctly in order to be made meaning-
tul satisfactorily. I never seriously question for a moment the recalcitrant and often
grating presence of outside realities. Actually, I have little patience for self-indulgent
and irresponsible speculations about logically possible situations involving brains in a
vat, dreaming butterflies, or Matrix-like pills. In the best scenarios, they were once
devised to help discuss valuable philosophical questions. They have now become scho-
lastic puzzles that engage only professional academics.

At the same time, the naive realist may rightly be a bit suspicious. Because the
constructionism I develop in this book is still of a Kantian kind (more on Kant below).
The starting point defended in this book, as in my previous works, is that we do not
have access to the world in itself, something I am not even sure one can explain in full.
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We always access any reality through specific interfaces, what I shall define in Chapter 2
as levels of abstraction, borrowing a conceptual framework from computer science.
The world provides the data, to be understood as constraining affordances, and we
transform them into information, like semantic engines. But such transformation or
repurposing (see Chapter 4) is not equivalent to portraying, or picturing, or photo-
graphing, or photocopying anything. It is more like cooking: the dish does not repre-
sent the ingredients, it uses them to make something else out of them, yet the reality of
the dish and its properties hugely depend on the reality and the properties of the ingre-
dients. Models are not representations understood as pictures, but interpretations
understood as data elaborations, of systems. Thus, the whole book may also be read as
an articulation and defence of the thesis that knowledge is design, and that philosophy
is the ultimate form of conceptual design.

There is one more clarification I should make. Shifting from representing to inter-
preting the world may be controversial. We shall see that it raises problems in terms of
quality of the outcome (Chapter 5) and scepticism about its truthfulness (Chapters 6
and 7). But it is not new and it can easily be mistaken for something that I criticize
throughout the book: a passive understanding of knowledge as being always about
something already present in the world. This Platonic view, to be found also in
Descartes, is too reductive. Modelling is not just dealing with what there is; it is often
designing what there could, or should be. Having a different word helps here: a blue-
print is a model of something that does not yet exist but that we want to design, not of
something that is already there and that we want to explain, for example. So, this book
is a constructionist study in the conceptual logic of semantic information both as a model
(mimesis) and as a blueprint (poiesis). We have reached the full description. And this
can now be used to contextualize this book within the wider project for the foundation
of the philosophy of information.

This is the third volume in a tetralogy that includes The Philosophy of Information
(volume one (Floridi 2011c¢)) and The Ethics of Information (volume two (Floridi 2013b)).
I began labelling the tetralogy Principia Philosophiae Informationis not as a sign of
bottomless hubris—although it may well be—but as an internal pun among some
colleagues. In a sort of rowing-like competition, I joked that it was time for Oxford to
catch up with Cambridge on the 3-0 scoring about “principia”. Not a pun that many
find funny, or even intelligible.

Within the Principia project, this book occupies a middle ground between the first
and the second volume. However, as the reader should expect, the three volumes are
all written as stand-alone, so this book too can be read without any knowledge of
anything else I have ever published. Yet the three volumes are complementary. The
essential message from volume one is quite straightforward. Semantic information
is well-formed, meaningful, and truthful data; knowledge is relevant semantic infor-
mation properly accounted for; humans are the only known semantic engines and
conscious informational organisms who can design and understand semantic arte-
facts, and thus develop a growing knowledge of reality; and reality is the totality of
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information (notice the crucial absence of ‘semantic’). Against that background, volume
two investigates the foundations of the ethics of informational organisms (inforgs) like
us, which flourish in informational environments (infosphere), and are responsible for
their construction and well-being. In short, volume two is about the ethics of inforgs in
the infosphere. Thus, in a classic Kantian move, we are shifting from theoretical to
pragmatic philosophy. I already mentioned that this third volume, insofar as it focuses
on the conceptual logic of semantic information as a model, is linked with the epistemo-
logical analysis provided in The Philosophy of Information. And insofar as it focuses on
the conceptual logic of semantic information as a blueprint, it offers a bridge towards the
normative analysis provided in The Ethics of Information. This discusses, among other
things, what duties, rights, and responsibilities are associated with the poietic practices
that characterize our existence, from making sense of the world to changing it according
to what we consider normatively right or morally good. By working like a hinge between
the two previous books, this third one prepares the basis for volume four, on The Politics
of Information. There, the epistemological, conceptual, and normative constructionism
supports the study of the design opportunities we have in understanding and shaping
what I like to call “the human project” in our information societies.

The three volumes may be understood as seeking to invert four misconceptions,
easily explainable by using the classic communication model introduced by Shannon:
sender, message, receiver, channel. Epistemology focuses too much on the passive
receiver/consumer of knowledge, when it should be concerned with the active sender/
producer, because knowing is constructing. Ethics focuses too much on the sender/
agent, when it should be concerned with the receiver/patient, because the keys to being
good are care, respect, and tolerance. Metaphysics focuses too much on the relata,
the sender/producer/agent/receiver/consumer/patient, which it conceives as entities,
when it should be concerned with the message/relations, because dynamic structures
constitute the structured. And logic focuses too much on channels of communication
as justifying or grounding our conclusions, when it should be concerned with channels
that enable us to extract (and transfer) information from a variety of sources reliably,
because the logic of information design is a logic of relata and clusters of relations,
rather than alogic of things as bearers of predicates. I will be utterly amazed if even one
of these u-turns in our philosophical paradigms will be successful.

Let me now turn to a quick overview of the contents. The task of this third volume is
still that of contributing to the development of a philosophy of our time for our time, as
L have written more than once. As in the previous two volumes, it does so systematically
(conceptual architecture is pursued as a valuable feature of philosophical thinking)
rather than exhaustively, by pursuing two goals.

The first goal is meta-theoretical and is fulfilled by Part I. This comprises the first
three chapters. There, I offer an interpretation of philosophical questions as open
questions (Chapter 1), of philosophy as the conceptual design of such questions and of
their answers (Chapter 2), and of constructionism as the best way of approaching such
away of doing philosophy (Chapter 3).
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On the basis of this first part, the second part pursues not a meta-theoretical but a
theoretical investigation. In Chapter 4, I investigate how a constructionist philosophy
as conceptual design can interpret perception and testimony as data providers. This
leads to the discussion of two further issues: the quality of the information that we
are able to elaborate on the basis of such data (Chapter 5); and the truthfulness of
the information constructed, namely the sceptical challenge faced by a construc-
tionist interpretation of semantic information, and its related modelling processes
(Chapter 6). In Chapters 7 and 8 I return to the features of a constructionist logic to
analyse the value of information closure for the consistency of our models of the world,
and the possibility of expanding such models even through fallacious reasoning. In
Chapter 9, I finally define what the maker’s knowledge could be, once we interpret our-
selves as the designers responsible for our own understanding of the world. The book
ends with a detailed analysis of what conceptual logic may underpin our designing
activities, seen as depending on constraints and a relation of “a makes b a sufficient
solution” (Chapter 10). The ten chapters are strictly related, so I have added internal
references whenever it might be useful. They could be read in a slightly different order,
as one of the anonymous referees pointed out. I agree. I offer here the structure that
I find more helpful, but, for example, some readers may wish to go to the end of the
story first, and learn about the logic of design as a conceptual logic of information
before approaching any other chapter.

In terms of its philosophical roots, like volumes one and two, this too is a German
book, written from a post-analytic continental-divide perspective, which I have the
impression is increasingly fading away. The careful reader will easily place this work in
the tradition linking pragmatism, especially Charles Sanders Peirce, with the philoso-
phy of technology, especially Herbert Simon.® Unlike volume one, and even more than
volume two, this third volume is much less neo-Kantian than I expected it to be. And
contrary to volume two, it is also less Platonic and Cartesian. In short, writing it has
made me aware that I may be moving out of the shadows of my three philosophical
heroes. Not a plan, but this is what happens when you follow your reasoning wherever
it leads you. Amici Plato, Cartesius et Kant, sed magis amica veritas. In The Ethics of
Information, I wrote that “some books write their authors”. I now have the impression
that only bad books are fully controlled by their authors. They are called airport novels
and telenovelas. Let me illustrate this with an anecdote.

One day, when I was a boy, my mother found me distressed because I had just read
about the death of Porthos, one of the four musketeers, in Dumas’ The Man in the Iron
Mask (1847-50, now (Dumas 2008)). There was not much she could do, but she tried
to console me by pointing out that I was not alone. Dumas himself had been deeply
upset by the death of his character. She recounted the story according to which a
maiden had found Dumas crying because Porthos was dead. This seemed to me perfectly

¢ The reader interested in exploring these connections may wish to consult Allo (2010) and Durante
(2017).
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reasonable. It was a very sad moment indeed. But what struck me at the time, and
made me forget my sadness, was the alleged explanation that Dumas offered when
asked why he, the omnipotent author, could not change the story of his own literary
character. He said that Porthos had to die. That seemed to me to express, better than
anything else I had experienced at the time, the force of a theorem, the strength of
logical coherence, the inescapable, constraining grip of dynamic structures, which
have features and interact in ways that are utterly independent of our wills and desires.
You can choose the if, but not the then. Dumas was a great writer because he felt
powerless. Porthos’ death was the inexorable conclusion, given the development of the
plot. That evening I thanked my mother for the lesson in logical thinking, and felt a
bit less upset: necessity is somewhat soothing. Many years later, I went to check the
episode again. It still saddens me. But I found a line that seems very appropriate to
conclude this anecdote. “ ‘Parbleu!” said Porthos again, with laughter that he did not
even attempt to restrain, ‘when a thing is explained to me I understand it; begone, and
give me the light””

Regarding the style and structure of this book, as I wrote in the preface of volumes
one and two, I remain painfully aware that this third volume too is not a page-turner, to
put it mildly, despite my attempts to make it as interesting and reader-friendly as pos-
sible. I remain convinced that esoferic (in the technical sense) research in philosophy is
the only way of developing new ideas. But exoteric philosophy has its crucial place. It is
like the more accessible and relevant tip of the more obscure and yet necessary part of
the iceberg under the surface of everyday life. The reader interested in a much lighter
reading may wish to check The Fourth Revolution: How the Infosphere is Reshaping
Human Reality (Floridi 2014a) or perhaps the even easier (Floridi 2010b).

This book will require not only graduate-level knowledge of philosophy, patience,
and time but also an open mind. The last three are scarce resources. For in the last two
decades or so of debates, I have been made fully aware—sometimes in ways less
friendly than I wish—that some of the ideas I defend in the following pages are contro-
versial. | havealso seen how often mistakes are made by relying on “systemicattractors™
ifanew idea looks a bit like an old idea we already have, then the old one is a magnet to
which the new one is powerfully attracted, almost irresistibly. We end up thinking that
“that new” is really just like “this old”, and if we do not like “this old” then we dislike
“that new” as well. Bad philosophy indeed, but it takes mental strength and exercise to
resist such a powerful shift. In the case of this book, I am sure some readers will be
tempted to conclude that it is an anti-realist, anti-naturalist attempt to let the sceptic
and the relativist have the final word about logic, knowledge, and science. So, let me say
this as clearly as I can, quoting Margaret Thatcher: no, no, no. There are many ways of
being anti-sceptic and anti-relativist, and being a realist constructionist is one of them.
I actually believe that it is the best option we have today. The reader does not have to
follow me that far. But no mistake should be made about the direction I am taking.

As in the previous two volumes, two features that [ thought might help the reader to
access the contents of this book more easily are the summaries and conclusions at the
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beginning and at the end of each chapter, and some redundancy. Regarding the first
feature, I know it is slightly unorthodox, but the solution, already adopted in volumes
one and two, of starting each chapter with a ‘Previously in Chapter x...} should enable
the reader to browse the text, or fast-forward entire chapters of it, without losing the
essential plot. Science-fiction fans, who recognize the reference to Battlestar Galactica,
may consider this third volume as the equivalent of season three.

Regarding the second feature, while editing the final version of the book, I decided
to leave in the chapters some repetitions and some rephrasing of recurrent themes,
whenever I thought that the place where the original content had been introduced was
too distant, either in terms of pages or in terms of theoretical context. If sometimes the
reader experiences some déja vu I hope it will be to the advantage of clarity, as a feature
and not a bug.

A final word now on what the reader will not find in the following pages. This is not
an introduction to formal logic from an informational perspective (a book that should
be written) or to some modal logic of “S is informed that p”. Nor do I seek to provide
an exhaustive investigation of all the issues that may go under the label of “logic of
information” In particular, I hope to work more extensively on testimony, epistemic
luck, and causality in the future. They are a topic just touched upon in the following
chapters. The book is not a textbook on information theory or on the sort of topics
discussed in undergraduate courses entitled “Introduction to (library and) informa-
tion science” either.” The reader interested in such topics might wish to look at The
Routledge Handbook of Philosophy of Information (Floridi 2016) or at Information—A
Very Short Introduction (Floridi 2010b). This book is about the roots of some of the
logical problems of our time, not their leaves. It is about design.

7 Tdiscussed the relationship between the philosophy of information and library and information science
in Floridi (2002a, 2004b).
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A agent, Alice

B agent, Bob

C agent, Carol

ICTs Information and Communication Technologies
LoA Level of Abstraction

PI Philosophy of Information

The use of Alice as synonymous with Agent is not merely an Oxford-related reference.
The reader acquainted with the literature on quantum information will recognize in
Alice, Bob, Carol, and Dave the more memorable and concrete placeholder names for
otherwise abstract agents or particles; see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alice_and_
Bob, retrieved January 2018.
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PART 1

Philosophy’s Open Questions

Advanced research develops at an ever-faster pace, so it is becoming increasingly hard to
anticipate its future. This holds true in any field of investigation, including philosophy,
where the scope and varied nature of the discipline make forecasting its development
perhaps an even more challenging task. At the same time, there seems to be a growing
demand for philosophical understanding, in a world in which conceptual problems,
ethical issues, social and political tensions, economic imbalances, religious and cultural
clashes, international conflicts, and environmental challenges have acquired global
dimensions and visibly affect the lives of billions of people simultaneously. The world
needs more philosophical insights and more ideas on how to cope with a complex
future. It needs conceptual theorizing and philosophical answers. Therefore, it is simply
irresponsible to dismiss philosophy as a useless waste of time, with cheap jokes, popu-
listic rhetoric, and unscientific remarks, as Stephen Hawking (more on himin Chapter 1),
Neil deGrasse Tyson, or Bill Nye have done. True, philosophy has its ups and downs, as
I shall argue in Chapter 1, but so have other disciplines, and it is essential that we
should try to identify the most promising lines of philosophical research, and antici-
pate trends in which it might be worth investing our intellectual efforts and dwindling
resources. What kind of philosophy are we developing? And what kind of philosophy
should we be fostering? These are difficult questions. They also represent a classic leit-
motifin the history of philosophy, because no serious philosophy worth pursuing shies
away from the reflection on its own status. It comes with the job, as they say. They are
also questions that should be asked preferably to (I did not write by) experts.' The main

! They have been; see for example Schlette (1968), Leaman (1998), Bencivenga (2006), Dietrich and
Weber (2011), and Floridi (2013a). In the latter case, I sought to collect views from philosophers who are
also editors in chief of influential philosophical journals and philosophy editors of important publishing
houses. They may contribute particularly helpful perspectives on the future of philosophical research
because they enjoy a privileged role with respect to its current state. Not only are they likely to have a better
sense of what is the most promising work in progress, and what kind of fruitful patterns might be emerging,
as the journals’ long backlogs of forthcoming articles and publishers’ long-term editorial plans clearly sug-
gest. They are also the ones who may have an overall perspective about what is not published, and for what
reasons. As in the case of negative results, this too is valuable information. According to a widely cited
piece of research, (Fanelli 2012), every year there is a 6 per cent decrease in the publication number of sci-
entific papers with negative results. It would be interesting to compare this situation to philosophical journals.



2 PHILOSOPHY’S OPEN QUESTIONS

questions to address are inevitably indexical: what now, what next, what for. The strategy
is always, to quote Schlick:?

to ask the question, “‘What will be the future of philosophy?’ entirely from the point of view of
the philosopher. However, to answer the question we shall have to use the method of the
historian because we shall not be able to say what the future of philosophy will be except in so
far as our conclusions are derived from our knowledge of its past and its present.

Inevitably, readers of this book will have their own answers. In this first part of the
book, I present my own. I hope they are convincing, but even if they are not, they
should be helpful in understanding how I approach the philosophical questions dis-
cussed in the second part.

For in the best scenarios, when new research topics begin to emerge, it is conceivable that attempts at
studying them might initially be unsuccessful, and yet, the presence of such failures may still betray the
importance of the topic itself. Finally, editorial strategies and choices also contribute to shaping the future
of the discipline, so editors seem to be well positioned to discuss the future of philosophical research.

2 Schlick (1932), republished in Schlick (1979).



1
What is a Philosophical Question?

Summary

There are many ways of understanding the nature of philosophical questions. One
may consider their morphology, semantics, relevance, or scope. This chapter intro-
duces a different approach, based on the kind of informational resources required
to answer them. The result is a definition of philosophical questions as questions
whose answers are in principle open to informed, rational, and honest disagreement,
ultimate but not absolute, closed under further questioning, possibly constrained by
empirical and logico-mathematical resources, but requiring noetic resources to be
answered. The chapter concludes with a discussion of some of the consequences of
this definition for a conception of philosophy as the study (or ‘science’) of open
questions, which uses conceptual design to analyse and answer them. That is the
topic of Chapter 2.

1. Introduction: Russell’s ‘such ultimate questions’

In 1912, Russell published The Problems of Philosophy (Russell 1912). A hundred years
later, it is still a classic introduction to philosophy, accessible to beginners and insight-
tul for experts. As the reader probably knows, it is a tiny book. In such a short space,
Russell explicitly chooses to privilege epistemological problems over metaphysical
ones. As he writes in the preface:

In the following pages, I have confined myself in the main to those problems of philosophy in
regard to which I thought it possible to say something positive and constructive, since merely
negative criticism seemed out of place. For this reason, theory of knowledge occupies a larger
space than metaphysics in the present volume, and some topics much discussed by philosophers
are treated very briefly, if at all.  (Russell 1912, p. 1)

Such an epistemological orientation makes the book especially suitable for an infor-
mational interpretation, as the analysis of the problem of sense data shows, for example.
Yet, in this chapter, I do not wish to engage with Russell’s selection of philosophical
questions, with his own formulation of them, or even with the answers he advocates.
Instead, I intend to concentrate on only one paragraph. It is the first of the book, and
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is based on a simple but ground-breaking lesson we have learned from studies in
computational complexity since the 1960s: a lesson that had its roots in the work of Alan
Turing (Fortnow and Homer 2003), who was born the same year Russell published his
book. It seems that 1912 was some kind of accidental threshold.

3. A Resource-oriented Approach to the
Nature of Questions

To understand the approach to the nature of philosophical questions that I intend to
advocate, we need to take a step back.

Turing gave us a clear analysis of what an algorithm is. This is crucial in order to shift
our perspective on the nature of computational problems, because having a standard
way of formulating algorithms means having a universal parameter to calculate the
complexity of the problems that such algorithms are supposed to solve. Thus, a Turing
Machine works a bit like the standard metre in Paris. The result, a few decades after
Turing’s ground-breaking research, is that, in computational theory, one investigates
the nature of problems by looking at their complexity, understood as the degree of
difficulty of solving them, by studying the resources required to solve them.” This
means that one does not focus on the specific morphology of the problems—because
this is where having a universal model, such as a Turing machine, helps us not to be
side-tracked—on their semantic features—because we are interested in whole classes
of problems independently of their specific content and topic—or on their scope and
relevance—because we are interested in their complexity, independently of their
timeless applicability. Rather, one investigates the complexity of computational prob-
lems by studying the quantity and quality of resources it would take to solve them. This
usually means considering the amount of time (number of steps) or space (quantity of
memory) required. In this way, it becomes possible to study classes of problems that
share the same degree of complexity, and to structure such classes in hierarchies of
different degrees of complexity.

The importance of such a shift in perspective may be easily conveyed by means of a
simple analogy. When studying animals, one may concentrate on their morphology
(e.g. quadruped), or reproductive method (e.g. oviparous), or indeed many other
features, such as their habitat (e.g. palustre, or swamp animal). Or one may consider
what it takes it to keep an animal alive. According to this diet-oriented approach, a
class of animals could be catalogued as frugivore, or fruit eater, for example. This is
more or less what happens in computational theory: classes of computational prob-
lems are organized in terms of their complexity understood as the kind of resources
they (would) consume in order to be solved.

7 An excellent introduction is provided by Sipser (2012). I have provided a simple and philosophically
oriented outline of computational complexity in Floridi (1999).
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The previous analogy should help to clarify the resource-oriented approach adopted
below: we can study questions by considering the resources required by their answers.
It should also dispel any concern about the strategy I shall follow. It is not my intention
to try the impossible, that is, to classify and study philosophical problems on the basis
of their computational complexity. On the contrary, later in the chapter it will become
obvious that this should be considered an outdated, Leibnizian dream. In philosophy,
there are no experiments and no calculations, for reasons that will soon be obvious.
What I wish to borrow, from computational complexity theory, is only the simple, yet
very powerful, insight that the nature of problems may be fruitfully studied by focus-
ing on what it may take in principle to solve them, rather than on their form, meaning,
reference, scope, and relevance.

Equipped with this new conceptual tool and a different approach, let us now return
to our initial attempt to clarify what a philosophical question is.

4. Three Kinds of Question

Questions may be of many kinds;® think of Socrates’ rhetorical questions, for example,
or his testing questions. And therefore they may serve a variety of purposes; for
example, implicitly asserting that p, or explicitly checking whether Alice knows that p.
However, it seems clear that, in this context (recall Russell’s book), we are discussing
questions as genuine requests for information’ or queries: we are looking for an answer
we do not have but would like to obtain.! It follows that, from a resource-oriented
approach, and simplifying a bit," we may distinguish between different kinds of ques-
tions as queries (henceforth I shall drop this qualification), depending on what kind of
information it would take to answer them.

Obviously, some questions require empirical information to be answered, as when
Alice asks Bob who is coming to their party on Saturday, and whether any guest is
vegetarian. Equally obviously, some other questions require logico-mathematical infor-
mation to be answered,'? as when Alice asks Bob how many people might be coming

% Analyses abound. In connection with the nature of philosophical questions, Cohen (1929) already
provided a clear analysis of the other senses that I disregard in this chapter, and further bibliographical
references.

* “The question has usually been described as a request for information” (Cohen 1929); see also
Llewelyn (1964) for an analysis of questions as ways to elicit information—what I have called queries.

' The proposal in Cohen (1929)—critically discussed by Llewelyn (1964), but see also Carnap,
C. L. Lewis, Reichenbach, Ryle, Hamblin, and Presley—to construe questions as propositional functions is
perfectly compatible with the theses defended in this chapter, but its adoption would merely burden the
text with an unnecessary complication.

! T am simplifying here because, of course, hybrid cases are very common, combining features of more
than one class (hence my use of the inclusive “or” in the text), but this refinement only makes things more
obscure without helping to make the point any more convincing, so I shall rely on the reader’s intelligence.

12 Whether logico-mathematical resources may be defined as logico-mathematical information is a dif-
ficult issue because the informational nature of logic and hence mathematics is problematic; see Hintikka’s
“scandal of deduction” (Hintikka 1973). I shall not discuss this issue here. For a full discussion and a con-
structive proposal see D’Agostino and Floridi (2009).
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if each guest brings a spouse, and whether there is one chair per person. However, still
other questions may be answered by neither empirical nor logico-mathematical infor-
mation (or a combination of the two), as when Alice asks Bob whether they should
have a party on Saturday at all, or why it may be preferable to anticipate it to Friday. In
this case, no matter how much empirical and logico-mathematical information Bob
may use to formulate his answer, he may still fail to address Alice’s question convincingly.
This is repeatedly stressed in many contexts by philosophers of almost any school. To
quote Uygur again:

the question ‘Is consciousness a mechanism or organism?’ requires primarily a thorough
investigation of the respective concepts ‘mechanism’ and ‘organism. The ground for treating
philosophical questions is thus not various world-facts—e.g. machines or living beings—but
different discourses embodying these concepts.  (Uygur 1964, p. 67)

It gets worse. For Alice might marshal an equal amount of empirical or (inclusive or,
I shall not repeat this clarification unless it is necessary) logico-mathematical informa-
tion to formulate an answer different from Bob’s, even if she and Bob may still be well
informed, reasonable, sensible to each other’s perspectives, and honestly willing to
compromise. For this reason, I shall call this third kind of questions ope# to informed,
rational, and honest disagreement. The reader will have guessed that philosophical
questions are open questions, in the following sense.

5. Philosophical Questions as Open Questions

Empirical and logico-mathematical questions are in principle closed, whereas philo-
sophical questions are in principle open. By this I do not mean to suggest that people
necessarily agree on how to answer empirical and logico-mathematical questions (Iwish).
Nor am I suggesting that the relevant empirical or logico-mathematical information
is always available as a resource to formulate a correct answer to any empirical and
logico-mathematical questions (more wishful thinking). What I am suggesting is that
empirical and logico-mathematical questions are such that, once we have the neces-
sary and suflicient resources to formulate a correct answer, any further disagreement
on that formulated answer may speak volumes about the parties involved but says
nothing about the answer itself. This is how I interpret Kant (and I may be forcing this
interpretation on him) when he writes:

there are sciences the very nature of which requires that every question arising within their
domain should be completely answerable in terms of what is known, inasmuch as the answer
must issue from the same sources from which the question proceeds. In these sciences it is not
permissible to plead unavoidable ignorance; the solution can be demanded.

(Kant 2007, A 476/B 504)

If Alice and Bob disagree on who or how many people did come to their party, one of
them is un- or misinformed, or irrational, or confused, or perhaps just stubborn, or a
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answers) may also lead backwards, to previous questions: ‘Did you buy six bottles of
wine?” may lead to ‘Did you buy any wine?’ which in turn may lead to ‘Did you go shop-
ping?” When this happens, one may say that Q, presupposes Q , which presupposes Q ,,
and so forth. More formally, erotetic implication—the logical relation interpreting the
linguistic relations of ‘posing’ and ‘presupposing’ or of ‘arising from, in the vocabulary
of Wisniewski (1994)—may be as formally stringent as that of ordinary implication. In
the long run, it gives rise to a network, sufficiently loose to admit different topologies
but not, for that reason, less robust. It follows that it is a mistake to think that ultimate
questions are questions that come first or last in time, or at the beginning or the end of
a chain of questions. Given the network of questions that mutually pose or presuppose
each other, ultimate questions are those questions whose answers are most influential
in terms of a cascade of further questions and answers to other related questions within
that network. With an analogy, one may say that they are like key pieces in a jigsaw
puzzle: once they are placed, it is much easier to locate the other pieces. For example,
how one answers the question about the existence of God, or what is a morally good
life worth living, has immensely more influence—in terms of how one answers other
questions within one’s own network—than how one answers the questions about the
choice between black or brown shoes, or whether the party should be organized at all.
Kant spends so much time discussing the question about causality because that is one
of the cornerstones of our understanding of the world. Answer that, and a whole wave of
consequences follows, leading to other questions. Ultimate questions are therefore
attractors, in terms of systems theory: (answers to) less important questions within
the system of questions tend to evolve towards (answers to) them over time. In terms of
visual metaphors, it is better to imagine philosophical questions at the main nodes of
our set of questions, big roundabouts in life’s roads.

In light of the second objection, we can further refine our definition by saying that
philosophical questions are in principle open and ultimate questions, closed under
further questioning. This is even better, but unfortunately the new definition still fails to
deal with a third difficulty: scepticism about the available resources. What if philo-
sophical questions, as defined above, cannot be answered because of an inescapable
lack of the right kind of information? This is the third objection.

8. Third Objection: Open Questions are Unanswerable

Philosophical questions may be philosophical doubts (see the quotation from Russell
insection 1). When they are, they still preserve the features of being open to reasonable
disagreement and closed under further doubting. So, one can follow Descartes, rely on
closure, and deploy doubt to reach certainty about the doubting process itself: radical
doubts generate more doubts, but at least this much is certain. The problem, even in a
Cartesian-friendly scenario, is not so much that certainty is unreachable in this way
but that a purely formal, that is, content-empty, status is all that one can reach safely.
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