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How we think about the world matters in very important ways. It impacts on what we
do from day to day, for a start. For example, if, as a student, you have a poor opinion
of'a particular lecturer at vour university or college — it vou have decided that he or she
is boring or difficult to follow — you will be less likely to attend the lecture, unless of
course you think there are strong conventions in place to compel you to go. If you
think of the world as a dangerous place, this may impact on how you travel to the lecture:
you may avoid public transport, for cxample, and decide to walk, because of the
possibility of a terrorist attack. Such an attack may be statistically very unlikely, but the
way vou picture the world will affect how you interpret such ‘evidence’ and how you
behave. Other students may see travelling on the bus or the train as a way of making a
political statement, a way of ‘defying’ those who want to prevent life going on as usual.

This chapter explores the notion that how we think about the world affects how
we live in it. It is of course not just a matter of how we live in it on our own, but how
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we live in it with others. You encounter lots of people in your life from the moment
vou wake up to the moment vou go to bed. Some of them may be close to you and
you may cven love them. Some you don’t know so well, but may sce regularly like
students and lecturers. Some you’ve never met but have heard or read about, like people
all over the globe who appear in the news. And, of course, there may be some people
you just do not like, find ‘weird’, or plain annoying. Either way, we don’t live in the
world on our own and somehow need to find ways of accommodating each other.

Living in the world with other people is the realm of politics and ethics. Broadly
speaking ethics is about how we should live with other people in the world and politics
is about what kinds of living and ways of thinking about who wc arc arc madc possiblc.
So, for example, should somcone whom you regard as “weird” be treated any differently
to somconc vou love? Furthermore, what counts as ‘weird’? What docs that tell us about
‘normal’? Are people whose lives are different to ours, perhaps because they live in a
different country to us or practice a different religion, ‘weird’? Ethics and politics looks
at both how we should regard and accommodate each other and what kinds of things
make it possible to, for example, treat each other with respect and those which don’t.
That I might view you as ‘weird’ or even ‘inhuman’ (politics) may very much dictate
how I then treat you (ethics). When we examine more closely how we think about the
world, it turns out that cthics and politics arc inscparable.

Is thinking about the world somcthing that just happens in our heads? Perhaps,
but our thinking about the world must in some way be public, or accessible to others.
We formulate and communicate ideas and thoughts by means of language. Language
is public. Tt consists of shared rules and vocabularies, for example. Language seems a
strong candidate for giving us access to how we think about the world and, as such,
the relationship of language to the world is a central theme of this chapter.

The thoughts we have about the world reveal a number of things: the types of things
that we believe are in the world, the kinds of people that we think we live amongst,
what we think is important, what we think is possible, and even how we believe we
should think about the world. These thoughts arc all attempts to make sense of the
world and our place in it. So, the questions that we are going to look at here are:

1 How do we begin to think about the world and make sense of it?
2 Does the world exist independently of any thoughts we might have about it?
3 Is the way we think about the world simply a representation of what it is?

This may seem a bit abstract, but let’s look more closely now at the effects that our
thinking has in the world.

Somec people regard thinking and language as somcthing that is scparate from the
world. They sce the world as carrying on independently of what we think. According
to this way of thinking, we producce various representations of the world, but the world
continues regardless of our thoughts about it. However, as I mentioned above, what
we are going to explore in this chapter is how what we think about the world actually
impacts on the world: it changes the world and our relations with the people in it. We
also examine how, if we ignore the impact our ways of thinking have on the world, we
can find ourselves complicit in what happens in ways we might not wish to be. In other
words, this chapter suggests that if we don’t sometimes pause to think about how we

The significance of being
treated as ‘human’ and
the problem of who gets
to count as such is
explored in Chapter 27.

These broad questions
are examined in the
context of thinking about
danger in Section 3 of
Chapter 24.
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Can you think of other
scenarios that you have
come across? What is it
that makes something a
scenario? It might be
helpful to think about
this question as you read
this section.

think about the world we might find oursclves accepting and endorsing practices we
might find immoral, wrong or unjust.

ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLE

THINKING ABOUT TORTURE: THE TICKING BOMB
SCENARIO

We will begin by looking at an cxample of thinking. The form of thinking we will
cxamine is the one most often used to think about torture. It is called ‘the ticking
bomb scenario’. Although we will be engaging with thinking about torture here, it is
important to be clear that this does not necessarily mean we are engaging with the
practices of torture and their justification or otherwise. In fact, as we shall see, sometimes
our thinking about torture avoids engaging with it in important ways.

Torture obviously aftects people’s bodies and lives; it causes great physical suftering
and pain and has profoundly negative emotional and psychological effects. Elaine Scarry,
in her book The Body in Pain (1985), goes as far as to say that torture in a sense destrovs,
or in her words ‘unmakes’, the world: it destroys ideas of the world and our place in it
that have been painstakingly put together. Some governments have condoned torture
and created official policies around its usc. The particular way of thinking about torturc
that T want to examine — the ticking bomb scenario — has been an important part of
recent debates. Examining the use of the ticking bomb scenario to think about torture,
and the practical implications of that way of thinking, provides an example of how ways
of thinking about the world have very real effects.

An absolute prohibition against torture is embodied in a convention to which many
states have agreed, the United Nations Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. In the Convention Against Torture
(CAT) (1984), torturc is prohibited bccausc it violates ‘the inherent dignity of the
human person’ (Prcamble). Torture is defined as:

any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally
inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third person
information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has
committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him
or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such
pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with the consent or
acquicscence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity. It
docs not include pain or suffering arising only from, inhcerent in or incidental to
lawful sanctions.

(Article 1)

The Convention continues: ‘No exceptional circumstances whatsoever, whether a
state of war or a threat of war, internal political instability or any other public emergency,
may be invoked as a justification of torture’ (Article 2, section 2). The Convention
Against Torture, therefore, prohibits any circumstances being used as a justification for
torturc. However, the argument has been made that there are circumstances when






