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INTRODUCTION 
 
Welcome to Top 40 Philosophy, powered by the 
combustion of popular music mixed with 
misunderstood philosophy. I mean “misunderstood” 
like Pink’s “Missundaztood,” or Tom Petty’s “You 
Don’t Know How It Feels,” or Kendrick Lamar’s “Don’t 
Understand.”  
 
When I received my Ph.D. in philosophy (which is 
redundant), I stopped being able to misunderstand 
philosophy. I’m like a philosophy genius now.  
 
But philosophy is misunderstood. It’s got a bad rep for 
being pointless and boring and brooding — even 
though it’s actually the greatest thing ever. 
 

* * * 
 
What’s that? You say you took a philosophy class once 
and it was horrible? And you read the books and they 
were horrible too? 
 
You’re right. Many philosophy classes are awful, and a 
lot of philosophy books are painful.  
 
But music is the same way. Many artists are really bad, 
and many songs are embarrassments to the human 
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species. But still, music is awesome and songs are the 
greatest thing ever. 
 
So, philosophy is just like music. When it is good, it is 
very, very good; and when it is bad it is horrid.  
 
But when you put philosophy and music together it’s 
like magic. Even if the music is no good, 
“philosophizing” about it is a ton of fun.  
 
It’s like when you meet your friends at the café or 
cafeteria or bar (or club? I hear a lot about “clubs”) to 
complain about how stupid and awful your one 
“friend” is or your one class is or whatever. It can be 
fun to discuss something even if that thing is not fun 
itself. 
 
More importantly, when you discuss something using 
philosophy, you actually learn something in addition 
to having fun. It’s meaningful in addition to being 
entertaining. You’re gaining insights into life and 
yourself and the world. And that can be a rush (do 
people still say that?), believe it or not. 
 

* * * 
 
Look, I’ll prove it to you. Here in Top 40 Philosophy: 
Volume 1, I’ll analyze 40 (+ 1) songs (and bonus track!) 
using philosophy.  
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18 are pop. (Although some pop songs “lean” 
rock and others “lean” hip-hop).  
 
11 are rock. (I’m using “rock” in the 
contemporary sense — the sense that makes 
the Foo Fighters a rock band, but not Maroon 
5).  
 
9 are Christmas songs (performed by pop 
artists, of course). 
 
4 are hip-hop. (Only four? The songs I analyze 
in class are usually hip-hop. We’re going to 
need to address this imbalance in Volume 2.).  
 
0 are country. (Well, okay. One of the 
Christmas songs is by a country artist. Volume 2 
will need to address this imbalance too.) 

 
You’ll love it. It’s going to be awesome. 
 

* * * 
 
You can find the original versions of the following 41 
discussions  —  with music videos embedded — on my 
blog: http://micahtillman.com/blog. I’ve compiled 
them all here for ease of access, cleaned them up a 
bit, and updated some dead links. Plus, I’ve added a 
Conclusion to the end, so meet me there when you’re 
done exploring! 

http://micahtillman.com/blog
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Bon Voyage!  
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1 
Taylor Swift, “Shake It Off” 

Epistemology (Saying vs. Seeing) 
 
Welcome to “Top 40 Philosophy” where I get to do 
one of my favorite things: analyze vapid pop music 
philosophically, just to prove: 

1. that you can do philosophy about anything, 
and 

2. that doing philosophy about something 
actually makes it (the thing) better, for some 
reason. 

 
I’ll be working primarily from Billboard’s Hot 100 list, 
but reserve the right to analyze songs that aren’t 
actually in the Top 40. Just so you know. 
 
Today we have the song that was #1 when I started 
Top 40 Philosophy: “Shake It Off,” by Taylor Swift.  
 
The video — which you can watch here — is a spoof 
of Lady Gaga and Miley Cyrus (among other things) 
that reminds me of “Choreography” from White 
Christmas. (Remind me to talk about the ontological 
status of spoofs sometime.) 
 
The song belongs lyrically to the “My Critics Are 
Wrong and/or Irrelevant” genre, and thus makes no 
significant contribution to English literature. But it 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nfWlot6h_JM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s-cXP1uDFpA
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does raise an interesting point about what 
philosophers call “epistemology” (the study of what 
knowledge is and how it happens). 
 
The first verse is about what people say. The second is 
about what they (don’t) see. 
In drawing this contrast, the song implies that 
knowledge comes from seeing. If people only saw Ms. 
Swift’s actual life, they would know what she is really 
like. But they don’t. Their claims are mere hearsay, not 
knowledge. 
 
The philosophical question this raises for us is this: 
Does all knowledge come from first-hand experience 
(“seeing”)? Or can knowledge ever come from what 
some authority, expert, or witness tells us? 
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2 
Meghan Trainor, “All About That 

Bass” 
Value Theory (Human Perfection & Desire) 
 
In today’s installment, we turn to the song that was #2 
on Billboard’s Hot 100 the week I started Top 40 
Philosophy: Meghan Trainor’s “All About That Bass.” 
 
Taylor Swift’s “Shake It Off” video seems to have 
been inspired by White Christmas. But the video for 
“All About That Bass” (which you can watch here) is 
an homage to Hairspray. 
 
Lyrically, the song belongs to the “body positive” 
genre, which began (in its current incarnation) in 2001 
with Destiny’s Child’s “Bootylicious.” Trainor’s song, 
however, owes as much to the message of Lady 
Gaga’s “Born This Way.” 
 
Both “AATB” and “Born This Way” assert that 
everyone is perfect just the way they are. In both, 
furthermore, a woman sings about her mother’s 
advice.  Unlike in “Born This Way,” however, the 
mother in “AATB” supports her claims by appealing to 
the desires of men. One reason not to be concerned 
with your weight, the mother says, is that men 
actually prefer weightier women. 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7PCkvCPvDXk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K54VMAmjNSk
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/All_About_That_Bass
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IyYnnUcgeMc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wV1FrqwZyKw#t=151
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“What’s philosophical about this?” you ask.  
 
“The issue of perfection,” I reply. 
 
One branch of philosophy is called “value theory.” If 
something is perfect, we assume it is valuable. In fact, 
“perfect” implies “completely valuable,” or “couldn’t 
possibly have more value.” 
 
But what is the standard of value? 

 Are things valuable just because people value 
them (e.g., is a female body type valuable 
because it’s the type men prefer)? 

 Are things intrinsically valuable (i.e., would 
they have value even if no one liked them)? 

 Does each person or thing get its own standard 
of value (e.g., might something be good “to 
me,” even if it is not good “to you”)? 

 
We philosophers trace these questions back to Plato, 
but I think they go back even further. 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Value_theory
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Euthyphro_dilemma
http://www.pdcnet.org/pdc/bvdb.nsf/purchase?openform&fp=philtheol&id=philtheol_2014_0026_0001_0207_0219
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3 
Maroon 5, “Animals” 

Ontology (Human Nature vs. Animal 
Nature) 

 
The last entry in my first week of Top 40 Philosophy 
was the then-current #3 song on Billboard’s Hot 100, 
Maroon 5’s “Animals.” 
 
Here’s a link to the lyric video, since the “actual” video 
is disturbing and NSFW. I love it that fans were making 
so many of their own lyric videos that artists were 
forced to try to beat them to the punch. So long as 
people care what artists are actually saying, the world 
is not lost. 
 
Unfortunately, sometimes the artist is saying that 
both he and his significant other are essentially 
animals. 
 
“But aren’t humans animals?” you ask. 
 
“A philosopher who follows Aristotle would say we 
are rational animals,” I respond. We are physically 
moving (“animate”) beings, who can think/reason/use 
language. We are a mixture of the irrational animal 
and the rational divine. 
 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7BJ3ZXpserc
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Many philosophers have thought our emotional and 
social difficulties come from being a mixture. Animals 
are not conflicted souls, and neither are gods. But 
humans combine the two and thus are at war with 
themselves. 
 
In “Animals,” the conflict is between an outer shell, 
and an inner reality.* One person can cause another’s 
inner (animal) reality to manifest itself, in spite of the 
other’s desire to maintain his or her rational front. 
 
Levine & Co., then, are trying to help us with our 
philosophy of human nature. They want us to ask 
what it means to be human — and what we should do 
about it. Should we bring our two sides into harmony 
(Aristotle), or try to free our rational side altogether 
(Socrates)? 
 
Levine & Co. appear to be anti-Socrates. “Leave 
rationality behind and let the animal take over,” as it 
were. I find this disturbing, but I don’t want to insult 
animals too much. So many of them are so adorable. 
 
For example, this video shows is one of the greatest 
things that has ever happened. 
 
________ 
*Compare this to Nietzche’s On the Advantage and 
Disadvantage of History for Life, section 4. 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_nature
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.7.vii.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/phaedo.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dsg8JccRZCw
http://www.amazon.com/Advantage-Disadvantage-History-Hackett-Classics/dp/0915144948/
http://www.amazon.com/Advantage-Disadvantage-History-Hackett-Classics/dp/0915144948/
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4 
Bobby Shmurda, “Hot *****” 

Ethics (Virtue & Friendship) 
 
During the inaugural week of Top 40 Philosophy, we 
philosophized about the top 3 songs on Billboard’s 
Hot 100. Next up was Tove Lo’s “Habits (Stay High),” 
and I didn’t want to do two depressing songs in a row. 
So, we started the second week by jumping over to 
the Billboard Hot R&B/Hip-Hop Songs, where we 
found Bobby Shmurda’s “Hot *****” (radio edit title: 
“Hot Boy”) — which was currently also at #6 on the 
Hot 100 chart. 
 
The video for the song is tame compared to Maroon 

5’s “Animals” (though perhaps not tame compared to 
the “Animals” lyric video). The lyrics, however, are 
NSFW. 
 
If you watch the video (here’s a link) what you will 
witness is a bunch of friends helping one of their 
friends make a video for his song about how cool he 
and his friends are. Mr. Shmurda spends the first 
stanza listing his friends and their accomplishments. 
He does plenty of talking about himself, but the song 
is a celebration of his entire friend group, their 
common identity, and their common power. 
 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
http://www.billboard.com/charts/r-b-hip-hop-songs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJwKKKd2ZYE
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Just like Ms. Swift’s “Shake It Off,” there is nothing 
original about the lyrics; the song belongs squarely 
within a rather overdone genre (in this case, the “Me 
and My Crew Are Awesome” genre). What makes it 
popular, then, is: 

 Its beat — the musical track over which Mr. 
Shmurda is rapping — which was created by 
Jahlil Beats. (This is standard in contemporary 
hip-hop. The “songwriter” is the person who 
wrote the lyrics, and is usually the rapper her- 
or himself. The “producer” is the person who 
created the music.) 

 The obvious camaraderie and fun seen in the 
video. (Witness everyone who has copied the 
“Shmoney Dance.” The song revels in 
community and has created and/or helped to 
sustain an even wider community.) 

 
What we have to ask is: 

1. What is the heart of the friendship/community 
the song celebrates? 

2. What other “hearts” are available? 
3. Which would be best? 

 
The answers, it seems to me, are as follows 
(respectively): 

1. Physical power (and violence against 
outsiders). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jahlil_Beats
https://vine.co/search/shmoney+dance
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJwKKKd2ZYE#t=138
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJwKKKd2ZYE#t=138
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2. Mental power. Food preferences. Painting. 
Charity work. Political power. Poetry. Inventing 
new technologies. Etc. 

3. The ones that promote the virtues and the 
Transcendentals. 

 
Judging from the amount of space Aristotle devotes 
to it, friendship (philia: the kind of love one has for 
friends) is the most important moral virtue. And even 
after all this time, it’s still worth thinking about what 
makes friendship good, and why it’s worth pursuing. 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendentals
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendentals
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.8.viii.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.8.viii.html
http://www.pdcnet.org/scholarpdf/show?id=acpq_1998_0072_0003_0405_0417&pdfname=acpq_1998_0072_0003_0405_0417.pdf&file_type=pdf
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5 
DJ Khaled, “I’ll Hold You Down” 

Epistemology (Suspension of Disbelief) 
 
While I was writing this entry, the #1 song on the 
Billboard R&B/Hip-Hop Airplay chart was DJ Khaled’s 
“I’ll Hold You Down.” The song features Chris Brown, 
August Alsina, Future, and Jeremih. The actual video is 
cringe-inducing, so here’s a link to a fan’s lyric video, if 
you’d prefer. 
 
Evidently, to “hold a person down” is to “protect” 
and “support” the person, even though it sounds like 
a phrase-length portmanteau of “hold you back” and 
“keep you down.” The ethos of the song is one of 
heartfelt gratitude and commitment, which, I 
suppose, puts it in the “Love Song” genre. 
 
In this case, unlike the case of Bobby Shurda’s “Hot 
*****,” the lyrics are central to the appeal of the 
song. And yet two of the gentleman promising to hold 
the women of the world down are Chris Brown and 
Future. Enjoying the song, then, requires a serious 
suspension of disbelief on the part of listeners. 
 
But, then again, so does listening to most love songs. 
And since most pop songs are love songs (or their 
inverse: breakup songs), enjoying most pop music 
requires the same suspension. There’s no way a 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-r-and-b-hip-hop-airplay
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fxPBu_vX9Q0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7GzGsUiCYmU
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=hold+you+down
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=hold+you+down
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chris_Brown#Relationships
http://www.mtv.com/news/1980208/future-ciara-monster-throw-away/
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person could actually go through as many breakups 
and discoveries of true love as are required for a 
standard pop album. 
 
Popular music, then, reminds one of Mark Twain’s 
fictional schoolboy who says, “Faith is believing what 
you know ain’t so.” Except here it is singers, not 
preachers, who are encouraging self-deception. 
 
Plato worried about the effects of raising children on 
musical myths. And worrying about the effects of 
entertainment on children is still something we do 
today. 
 
Myths can be “true,” of course, if their general picture 
of the world, and of what it means to be human in the 
world, is correct. I wonder, however, what the world 
would be like without what we might call “false” 
myths: myths like contemporary pop love songs. In 
many (perhaps most) cases, that would surely be a 
good thing. 
 
Nevertheless, I’m reminded of what Puddleglum says 
in The Silver Chair: 
 

We’re just babies making up a game, if you’re 
right. But four babies playing a game can make 
a play-world which licks your real world hollow. 
That’s why I’m going to stand by the play-
world. I’m on Aslan’s side even if there isn’t any 

http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/3200/pg3200.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/republic.3.ii.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/republic.11.x.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qh2sWSVRrmo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qh2sWSVRrmo
http://books.google.com/books?id=8CHIVgrxz9YC&pg=PP6&dq=cs+lewis+silver+chair&hl=en&sa=X&ei=XzNpVOayF8vesATEmID4Ag&ved=0CDMQ6AEwAw#v=onepage&q=four%20babies%20playing%20a%20game&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=8CHIVgrxz9YC&pg=PP6&dq=cs+lewis+silver+chair&hl=en&sa=X&ei=XzNpVOayF8vesATEmID4Ag&ved=0CDMQ6AEwAw#v=onepage&q=four%20babies%20playing%20a%20game&f=false
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Aslan to lead it. I’m going to live like a Narnian 
as I can even if there isn’t any Narnia. 
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6 
Tove Lo, “Habits (Stay High)” 

Ethics (Happiness & Virtue) 
 
After taking a two-post break from the Billboard Hot 
100 chart, I returned to what was then the #4 song, 
“Habits (Stay High)” by Tove Lo. Both the video and 
the song itself contain what we now call “mature 
content,” but neither is precisely NSFW. I actually 
think the video (here’s a link) is a pretty powerful 
indictment of the habits it portrays. 
 
The song belongs broadly to the “Love Song” genre, 
to the “Breakup” sub-genre thereof, and to the “And 
I’m Miserable about It” sub-sub-genre. However, the 
video reminds me most strongly of Kid Cudi’s “Pursuit 
of Happiness,” which not only is a great song but has 
an unusually deep video. (Notice where Party Cudi and 
Tormented Cudi end up at the end of the video.) 
 
The song, then, is less about love than happiness. Ms. 
Lo believes her happiness derives from another 
person, and because she has been deprived of that 
person, she has also been deprived of happiness. In 
despair, she devotes herself full time to trying to fill up 
and cover over her emptiness and misery. 
 
And it is clear from the video that what she is doing is 
not working. Superficial socialization, casual sexual 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oh2LWWORoiM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7xzU9Qqdqww
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7xzU9Qqdqww
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activity, and alcohol and drug abuse simply don’t 
work. They are stopgaps, not solutions — placebos, 
not cures. 
 
So, is Ms. Lo’s problem that she was unwise to think 
another person could bring her happiness? Does 
depending on another person simply make us too 
vulnerable? That is what Neoplatonists like St. 
Augustine and Boethius would say. If we want true 
happiness, we must devote ourselves to something 
that will not fail us (either by changing into something 
else or by being taken away from us). 
 
Aristotelians, however, would say that Ms. Lo’s real 
problem is that she has developed the wrong habits. 
Her habits are vices, not virtues, and only the virtuous 
person can be truly happy. It is not her devotion to 
another person, but her being herself a bad person, 
that makes her miserable. 
 
Fortunately for Ms. Lo, however, she is not actually 
vicious (i.e., her character is not one of vice, pure and 
simple). She is tormented about her habits, while if 
she were actually vicious, she would enjoy them 
without regret. There is still hope for her, and hope is 
essential to happiness (unless Camus is right that one 
can be happy even without hope). 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neoplatonism
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kgNuD5I2tYA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kgNuD5I2tYA
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/14328/14328-h/14328-h.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/2055.htm
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.7.vii.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.7.vii.html
http://books.google.com/books?id=SWs0MhTn05IC&dq=camus+myth+of+sisyphus
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7 
Foo Fighters, “My Hero” 

Ethics (Heroes & Praise) 
 
I began Top 40 Philosophy with Taylor Swift, and had 
finally made my way down the chart to Tove Lo’s 
“Habits (Stay High).” Next up would have been “Bang 
Bang,” by Jessie J et. al., but I didn’t have the energy 
to redeem that song at the moment. Instead, I 
decided to jump back to the year I graduated high 
school and entered college. 
 
Dave Grohl made headlines the week before I wrote 
this entry for saying something about Taylor Swift and 
Spotify, and since Taylor Swift gave us our first post, I 
decided to give Mr. Grohl our first “flashback” post. 
Here, then, is a link to the Foo Fighter’s (now-classic), 
“My Hero” (which somehow only made it to #6 on the 
Billboard modern rock chart). 
 
This song belongs to what we Christians call the 
“Praise & Worship” genre — except it is praise of a 
human, not a deity. Contemporary American hero-
worship songs are normally found in country music 
and are likely to be about warriors, like the ballads of 
old. Now that I think about it, however, not every 
Praise & Worship song is about a hero. The most well-
populated class of P&W songs are what we might call 
“Self-Worship” or “We-Worship.” Just listen to metal 

http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/dave-grohl-on-taylor-swift-spotify-fight-i-dont-f--king-care-20141114
http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/dave-grohl-on-taylor-swift-spotify-fight-i-dont-f--king-care-20141114
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EqWRaAF6_WY
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/My_Hero_%28song%29#Charts
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/My_Hero_%28song%29#Charts
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(see AC/DC’s “T.N.T.”) or hip-hop (see the entry above 
on Bobby Shmurda) if you don’t believe me. 
 
In any event, songs like “My Hero” are rare in rock. 
And, ironically, what’s especially rare about the song is 
that Mr. Grohl’s hero is completely “ordinary.” (You 
never see his face in the video.) He’s not a warrior and 
he’s not from the distant past. He simply “bled it out” 
while everyone else “petered out.” 
 
Perhaps there is no irony here, however. An ordinary 
person is exactly the kind of hero you would expect 
from an alternative rock band. Alternative began as a 
folk/punk revolt against the elitism of 80s metal. 
Especially in its Nirvana incarnation (the band that first 
introduced Grohl to the world), alternative rock was 
music anyone could play. It took rock down off the 
stage and gave it back to the audience, like Martin 
Luther had tried to do with church music. 
 
The musicians who created alternative rock were 
extremely talented of course, but they presented 
themselves as people anyone could be like. And isn’t 
“Someone I Want to Be Like” what a hero is? 
 
Alternative rock taught people that you could be both 
ordinary and valuable at the same time. You don’t 
have to be exceptional to be good. I, for one, find this 
worldview very attractive. 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=44XYEeD1A1U
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8 
Nirvana, “Smells Like Teen Spirit” 
Ontology & Epistemology (Do Emotions 

Reveal Reality?) 
 
In our previous entry, we discussed heroes and the 
Foo Fighters. Today, let’s jump back even further in 
time to the song that introduced the world to the Foo 
Fighters’ Dave Grohl. 
 
Nirvana’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit” was released in 
1991, made it to #1 on Billboard’s Modern Rock chart, 
and (shockingly) to #6 on the Billboard Hot 100 chart. 
The album, Nevermind, went #1. (In this video, Mr. 
Grohl is the one playing drums.) 
 
Here is where I begin to cough nervously, realizing I’m 
still dressing and wearing my hair the way people did 
when I was 11 (though at the time I was still dressing 
and wearing my hair like it was the 80s). I’ve become 
one of those guys. 
 
“Smells Like Teen Spirit” belongs to no genre lyrically. 
The words are somewhere between Beckett-esque 
absurdism and McCartney-esque nonsense. With that 
being said, they significantly contribute to the song’s 
appeal. Some of the lines are just really powerful, 
even though they really don’t mean anything. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smells_Like_Teen_Spirit#Charts_and_certifications
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nevermind#Chart_positions
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hTWKbfoikeg
http://www.metrolyrics.com/smells-like-teen-spirit-lyrics-nirvana.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Beckett
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yesterday_%28Beatles_song%29#Origins
http://books.google.com/books?id=v868l_IRu8QC&pg=PA118&lpg=PA118&dq=mccartney+%22the+movement+you+need+is+on+your+shoulder%22+nonsense#v=onepage&q=mccartney%20%22the%20movement%20you%20need%20is%20on%20your%20shoulder%22%20nonsense&f=false
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Q: “If it doesn’t mean anything, why are they so 
angry?” 
 
A: I don’t know. Why are Scandinavian musicians so 
angry, when everyone knows they live in socialist 
paradise — the best of all possible nations? 
 
Q: “It’s just teenage angst, isn’t it? Get over it, 
babies.” 
 
A: Look, I get it. You’re bored and old now. You’re 
embarrassed about your younger, angsty self. But 
that just means you got tired and gave up, not that 
your angst was illegitimate. Being a quitter is nothing 
to be proud of. 
 
Q: “I didn’t give up on my angst. I matured. I grew 
up.” 
 
A: First, that wasn’t a question. Second, if you’re 
saying that “That’s just how I feel” is no defense, then 
I agree . I’m an Aristotelian about emotions. They can 
be properly or improperly (maturely or immaturely) 
attuned to reality. 
 
Q: “But you think teenage angst is an appropriate 
emotional response to the world? The world really is 
that bad?” 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Early_Norwegian_black_metal_scene
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swedish_death_metal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swedish_death_metal
http://genius.com/842013/Nirvana-serve-the-servants/Teenage-angst-has-paid-off-well-now-im-bored-and-old
http://genius.com/842013/Nirvana-serve-the-servants/Teenage-angst-has-paid-off-well-now-im-bored-and-old
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fNmlYGzEC8g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bg1sT4ILG0w
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/emotions-17th18th/LD1Background.html#Ari
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A: I suppose. But what I’m also saying is: look what 
Nirvana did with the angst. They turned it into 
inspiration for some of the greatest rock-n-roll ever 
produced. They helped redeem it by using it as fuel for 
creativity. They helped make an angst-worthy world a 
better place by filling it with awesome music. And I 
think that’s something not only to thank them for, but 
to praise God about. 
 
Q: “Uhhhhhh. . . .” 
 
A: No, I’m serious. God didn’t have to design things 
such that art could burn even misery and anger as 
fuel. God didn’t have to design humans such that we 
tend to create meaningful bonds with each other in 
response to suffering. I wrote earlier about 
community in (and in response to) Bobby Shmurda’s 
work. 90s alternative wasn’t a celebration of self — 
like contemporary hip-hop is — but it had the same 
community-building effect. We could just respond to 
misery with more misery, and to suffering with 
isolation. But we don’t, or at least don’t always. 
 
Q: “So, you think we live in the best of all possible 
worlds?” 
 
A: No, I just think we don’t live in the worst of all 
possible worlds, and that’s something both to notice 
and to be thankful for. 
 

http://home.messiah.edu/~rcollins/Philosophical%20Theology/Connection%20building%20theodicy.pdf
http://home.messiah.edu/~rcollins/Philosophical%20Theology/Connection%20building%20theodicy.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Candide
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Candide
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Q: “Well, this entry has taken an unexpected turn.” 
 
A: Yeah. It wasn’t planned, if that’s any comfort. 
 
Q: “No, it isn’t.” 
 
A: If you’re sad, I’ve got an entire genre called 
“grunge” for you to listen to. It’ll make you feel 
better, and less alone. 
 
Q: “Thanks, but I prefer classic rock.” 
 
A: Good, because that’s where we’re going next. 
 
Next up: Boston’s “More than a Feeling.” 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grunge
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9 
Boston, “More Than a Feeling” 
Epistemology & Ontology (Is Reality 

Emotional?) 
 
Kurt Cobain thought of “Smells Like Teen Spirit’s” 
chord progression as a rip-off of Boston’s “More Than 
a Feeling.” Nirvana even introed “Smells Like Teen 
Spirit” with “More Than a Feeling” at least once 
(see this video). So, since we did “Smells Like Teen 
Spirit” in our previous entry, let’s do “More Than a 
Feeling” today (which was released in 1976 and made 
it to #5 on Billboard’s Hot 100). Here’s a link to the 
video. 
 
That is, without a doubt, one of the greatest rock 
songs ever. The vocals are divine. The riffs are perfect. 
The song structure is inventive and intricate. It’s just 
an absolutely amazing song. 
(If you don’t hear the similarity to “Smells Like Teen 
Spirit,” that’s okay. The first two chords of the chorus 
are played in a similar rhythm in both songs, and are 
“the same” two chords, but in two different keys. 
Other than that, the songs are completely different.) 
 
We talked about angst last time, and whether or not it 
is legitimate. We asked whether or not angst was 
revelatory of reality. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smells_Like_Teen_Spirit#Composition
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U7ba2A3mtVU
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/More_Than_a_Feeling#Charts
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FRfcq4M2VsM
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(Audience [sarcastically]: “Big words there, 
Tillman! Oh you fancy huh? How ’bout you TALK 
NORMAL.”) 
 
That is, we were wondering if teens are mistaken to 
be angsty about the world. Is angst, perhaps, an 
overreaction — or is the world actually an angsty 
place? 
 
In “More Than a Feeling,” Brad Delp “looked out this 
morning, and the sun was gone.” I assume it was a 
cloudy — we might say, “sad” or “depressing” — day. 
 
“But days don’t get depressed,” you say. “People get 
depressed in response to days.” 
 
True enough. But look at it this way. When you see a 
yellow leaf, you are seeing yellow. The leaf isn’t 
seeing yellow, of course. The leaf just is yellow. You, 
on the other hand, are seeing yellow. And you are 
seeing yellow because you are seeing the leaf, and the 
leaf is yellow. Your “seeing yellow” is the appropriate 
response to the leaf, because the leaf is itself actually 
yellow. 
 
Now, take a sad day. Your “feeling sad” is like your 
“seeing yellow.” And the day’s being sad is like the 
leaf’s being yellow. The day isn’t feeling sad. (Days 
don’t have feelings; people do.) But the day is sad, like 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=47-xxp02PFg
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/boston/morethanafeeling.html
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/boston/morethanafeeling.html
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the leaf is yellow. And that means when you feel sad 
about the day, you are feeling the appropriate thing. 
You are feeling the day as it is (like you were seeing 
the leaf as it is). It is a sad day, and you are feeling it as 
a sad day. 
 
That’s my theory anyway. Most philosophers would 
disagree with me. They’d say “it’s all in your head.” 
But with Boston I say it’s “more than a feeling.” That 
is, if you’re feeling things the way they actually are, it’s 
not just an emotion in your head. Your emotion is your 
feeling reality as it is. 
 
“But don’t people ever make mistakes?” you ask. 
“Don’t they ever feel the wrong thing?” 
Alas, yes. We sometimes see the wrong color, just like 
we sometimes feel the wrong emotion. In fact, I’d say 
we often make mistakes about which emotion is 
appropriate. 
 
Some people, furthermore, might be “emotion blind,” 
like some people are “color blind.” They might 
consistently feel inaccurate emotions, just like a color 
blind person consistently sees at least some colors 
inaccurately. But just because people make mistakes, 
or are systematically deceived, doesn’t mean no one 
ever has an accurate emotional response to things. 
 
I think one of our jobs as humans is to work toward 
having accurate emotions: emotions that genuinely 
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reflect the things we encounter, without overreacting 
or misinterpreting. 
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10 
Taylor Swift, “Blank Space” 

Value Theory (Pain, Pleasure, & Value) 
 
Alright, enough wallowing in the past. After that 
awesome trip down Memory Lane, I returned to the 
current Billboard Hot 100 and found — surprise, 
surprise! — Taylor Swift again. Billboard tells us that 
Ms. Swift is “the first woman in the Hot 100’s 56-year 
history to succeed herself at the top spot.” She kicked 
herself out of first place with “Blank Space,” while the 
song with which we began Top 40 Philosophy (“Shake 
It Off”) dropped to #3. 
 
Here’s a link to the “Blank Space” video. Did you 
watch it? Good. 
 
So, first, Taylor Swift is adorable. It’s almost painful. 
Second, the first guy in that video . . . I wish I were 
that good looking. (As the philosopher Yorke says, “I 
want a perfect body; I want a perfect soul.”) 
 
While “Shake It Off” challenged the common picture 
of Ms. Swift as constantly cycling through boyfriends, 
this song affirms that picture. I suspect (a) Ms. Swift 
just enjoys playing with the media, and (b) the 
branding campaign for 1989 is, “Keep ‘Em Confused.” 
 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
http://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/chart-beat/6320061/taylor-swift-blank-space-hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e-ORhEE9VVg
http://www.buzzfeed.com/lyapalater/this-is-the-ridiculously-hot-male-model-from-taylo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XFkzRNyygfk
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But in any case, I want to focus on the following lines 
from the song: “You can tell me when it’s over / if the 
high was worth the pain.” 
 
Here’s my problem: I strongly suspect the second line 
doesn’t make any sense. Let’s imagine that Ms. Swift 
is a utilitarian, like Jeremy Bentham. Bentham came 
up with an elaborate theory whereby you could 
calculate the right action in any circumstance. It is 
often called the “hedonic calculus.” 
 
But here’s the question: can you take pleasure and 
pain, which are qualities, and calculate with them as if 
they are quantities? Is pain negative pleasure, or 
pleasure negative pain? 
 
Historically, it was difficult for mathematicians to 
make sense of negative numbers, except as 
representing debt.* $5 of debt counts as -$5. But pain 
isn’t pleasure that you owe someone else. Nor is pain 
the kind of thing you can wipe out, just by getting an 
equal amount of pleasure (like -5 + 5 = 0). If you have a 
particular amount of pain, and an equal amount of 
pleasure, they just sit there, side-by-side. Pain is its 
own kind of thing, and pleasure is a totally different 
kind of thing. They’re not on the same scale, like 
negative and positive numbers. 
 
And isn’t whether something is “worth” it about more 
than pain and pleasure? Isn’t it, more importantly, 

http://www.directlyrics.com/taylor-swift-blank-spaces-lyrics.html
http://www.directlyrics.com/taylor-swift-blank-spaces-lyrics.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremy_Bentham
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Felicific_calculus
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about importance and meaningfulness and goodness? 
Aren’t there some things that are so important that it 
doesn’t matter how much pain they cost you, or how 
little pleasure they give? 
 
Let’s just say that I’m with Viktor Frankl here, rather 
than Jeremy Bentham (though Bentham seems to me 
to have been a positive force in British history). 
 
________ 
*I think I got this idea from Joseph Mazur, 
Enlightening Symbols: A Short History of Mathematical 
Notation and Its Hidden Powers (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 2014). 
 
  

http://www.viktorfrankl.org/e/lifeandwork.html
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/10204.html
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/10204.html
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11 
Hozier, “Take Me to Church” 
Ontology (The Good vs. The True) 

 
We had done all the other songs in the top 5 on 
Billboard’s Hot 100 chart, so for this entry we jumped 
down to the then-#6-song, Hozier’s “Take Me to 
Church.” The video (here’s a link) is about the anti-
LGBT laws and violence in Russia. 
 
Hozier is Irish, evidently, and “Take Me to Church” is 
about having a better religious experience in romantic 
love than in “real” church — given the serious 
problems with many real churches. 
 
We might see this song as hopeful, then, taking it to 
show that even if we are cut off from encountering 
God through church, other avenues remain open. 
Even if we do not see God in the group that is 
supposed to be the Body of Christ, we can still see 
God in individuals who are God’s image. 
 
Alternatively, we might see this song as evidence of 
someone who, because of the faults of the humans 
who claim to speak for God, has decided to worship a 
faulty human instead of God. 
 
But this is Top 40 Philosophy, not Top 40 Bible 
Studies, so we don’t have to decide between these 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PVjiKRfKpPI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKzwZnyvLcE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKzwZnyvLcE
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hozier_%28musician%29
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/psalms/19.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/1-corinthians/passage.aspx?q=1-corinthians+12:12-31
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/genesis/passage.aspx?q=genesis+1:26-27
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alternatives. What I want to focus on here is the 
interesting fact that when people reject God, they 
often do it for moral reasons. That is, they experience 
themselves as faced with a choice between God, on 
the one hand, and the Good, on the other, and they 
choose the Good. 
 
This choice should make perfect sense, even to us 
religious folk. Since we believe that God is the Good, if 
anything is opposed to the Good, we must assume 
that it is not God. Therefore, if someone experiences 
God as opposed to the Good — and if they have 
understood the Good correctly — then they are right 
to choose the Good, because the “God” in question 
cannot actually be God. 
 
Other people choose against God not in favor of the 
Good, but in favor of the True. That is, they have come 
to the conclusion that it simply not true that God 
exists, and thus they choose to believe that God does 
not exist. 
 
What this means, however, is that when people 
choose the True over God, they are actually — at least 
in a way — choosing the Good over the God once 
again. They choose to believe what is true because 
they think that truth has fundamental value, and that 
being in line with the truth is fundamentally 
important. That is, they believe that truth is 
fundamentally good. Once again, then, they are doing 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Form_of_the_Good
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/boethius/consolation.iv.html#iv-p137
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendentals
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their best to align with the Good, rather than against 
it. 
 
Very often, in other words, Christians and atheists are 
on the same side, morally. They are not enemies, but 
allies. Perhaps, then, if we want to promote peace and 
harmony, we should all take a course in the 
Transcendentals. 
  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/transcendentals-medieval/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/transcendentals-medieval/
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12 
Jessie J, Ariana Grande, & Nicki 

Minaj, “Bang Bang” 
Epistemology (Intersubjectivity) 

 
Okay, there’s no avoiding it this time. “Bang Bang,” by 
Jessie J, Ariana Grande, and Nicki Minaj, was at #8 and 
we’d already done all the other songs above it on the 
Billboard Hot 100. Here’s a link to just the audio, if you 
dare. 
 
First, let me say that — for some reason — this song 
reminds me of Christina Aguilera, Lil’ Kim, Mya, and 
Pink’s cover of “Lady Marmalade,” for Moulin Rouge. 
But I don’t know why you would care what the song 
reminds me of. 
 
The verses of “Bang Bang” say, in essence: “Choose 
me — oh male — from among the various options 
available to you, because I’ll do more of the sex for 
you than other women will.” Given this basic message, 
it is unsurprising that the lyrics were written by three 
men. (I infer from the Wikipedia description that Ms. 
Minaj wrote her verse, which arrives far too late in the 
song to save it.) 
 
The chorus comes closer than the verses to treating 
the singers as autonomous agents, and even states 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YswhUHH6Ufc
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lady_Marmalade#Moulin_Rouge.21_cover
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bang_Bang_%28Jessie_J,_Ariana_Grande_and_Nicki_Minaj_song%29#Credits_and_personnel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bang_Bang_%28Jessie_J,_Ariana_Grande_and_Nicki_Minaj_song%29#Credits_and_personnel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bang_Bang_%28Jessie_J,_Ariana_Grande_and_Nicki_Minaj_song%29#Background


36 

 

that women can own cars. So, the world described by 
the song could be worse. However, the only power 
the chorus gives women is the power to get a man 
off, so the “Women Exist to Give Men Sexual 
Pleasure” theme continues. 
 
But I’m a guy. Just because I hear the song as sexist 
against women doesn’t mean women will hear it that 
way. And if philosophy teaches you anything, it is that 
intersubjectivity is the path to objectivity. That is, by 
experiencing things together and/or comparing our 
experiences with each other’s (i.e., 
“intersubjectivity”), we can obtain knowledge about 
reality (i.e., “objectivity”). 
 
If I hear a noise, for example, I might wonder whether 
I was “just hearing things.” So I ask you whether you 
heard it too. If you did, then I know that I actually 
heard something — that something really did make a 
noise. I move from subjectivity (what I experienced) 
to intersubjectivity (what we experienced) to 
objectivity. That’s the basic idea, anyway (and this is 
one of the reasons why groupthink is so dangerous). 
 
The claim that we need to test our ideas against what 
other people think goes all the way back to Plato. In 
Plato’s terminology, “dialectic” (roughly: the give-and-
take of challenging conversation with educated 
people) is the path to knowledge. But the simplest 
early example of the idea that I have found is in Book 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Groupthink
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dialectic
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II, chapter 7 of St. Augustine’s On Free Choice of the 
Will. There, Augustine says that when two people see 
an object (e.g., a car), we have two choices. Either (1) 
we assume the two people are experiencing 
simultaneous and identical hallucinations of a car, or 
(2) we assume there is a single car “out there in the 
real world” that both are seeing. Augustine thinks the 
second option is obviously best. 
 
So, I’ll be interested to hear what other people think. 
Do these largely male-written lyrics strike you as sexist 
against women, like they do me? Or do I need to 
rethink things? 
  

http://www.amazon.com/Free-Choice-Will-Hackett-Classics/dp/0872201880
http://www.amazon.com/Free-Choice-Will-Hackett-Classics/dp/0872201880
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13 
Dido, “Thank You” 

Ontology (Wholes vs. Heaps) 
 
Since it was the Thanksgiving holiday here in America, 
I decided to analyze Dido’s “Thank You,” from 1998 
next. The song made it to #3 on the Billboard Hot 100 
in 2001. 
 
In the video, Dido seems to live in Mr. Fredricksen’s 
house from Up. Or, perhaps the Pixar peeps are just 
really big Dido fans. In any event, what a bizarre music 
video. The song is about the happiness someone who 
loves you can bring, even when everything else in life 
is difficult. It starts sad, but ends happy. The video 
doesn’t. So weird. 
 
“Thank You” got famous in America because Eminem 
used its first verse (and its verses’ music) as the 
musical track for his song “Stan.” So, what was a part 
of one song, became a part of another. I think that’s 
really cool. It reminds one of the “variations on a 
theme” practice of classical composers. 
 
Saying that the verse of Dido’s “Thank You” is a 
“part” of the song implies that the song itself is a 
whole. Saying that it is a “part” of Eminem’s “Stan” 
also implies that “Stan,” the song, is a whole. So, we 
have one thing that is part of two different wholes. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thank_You_%28Dido_song%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thank_You_%28Dido_song%29#Chart_performance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thank_You_%28Dido_song%29#Chart_performance
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1TO48Cnl66w
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stan_%28song%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Variations_on_a_Theme
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Variations_on_a_Theme
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“What would they be, other than wholes?” you ask. 
 
“Heaps,” I respond. “Collections. Sets. A bunch of 
individual wholes that happen to be hanging out 
together.” 
 
Some purported songs are just heaps, rather than 
wholes. Take the Beatles’ “Revolution #9” (or, rather, 
don’t take it; it’s horrifying). But almost all albums are 
heaps, rather than wholes. They’re just a bunch of 
songs that happen to be released together. Only 
“concept albums” attempt to achieve full unity at the 
level of the album. 
 
What’s particularly interesting about these issues 
(which belong to what philosophers call “mereology”) 
is the fact that they arise not only when you’re talking 
about music, but also when you’re talking about 
people and people groups. Are you a whole, or just a 
heap of your various atoms (or maybe organs)? That 
is, are you one thing, made up of many parts, or just a 
bunch of things that happen to be hanging out 
together? Similarly, are the groups you belong to 
wholes — is a group a single thing, and its members 
“parts” of it — or are they just a bunch of individual 
wholes that happen to be hanging out together? 
 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-metaphysics/#UniRec
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6AYYByRsJ3E
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concept_album
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mereology/
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I have some very strong opinions on these subjects, 
but I will leave you to discuss them with your family, 
which may or may not be a single whole/thing. 
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14 
Ludacris, “Roll Out” 
Ethics (Money & Power) 

 
At the Tillman Family Thanksgiving Festivities, my 
brothers told me I should do a Ludacris song for this 
entry. Tillmans communicate with each other almost 
entirely through our own set of memes (usually movie 
and song quotations), and one that has recently been 
added to the language is the exclamation “Luda!,” 
from Justin Bieber’s “Baby.” When my brothers — 
who had successfully avoided hearing Mr. Bieber’s 
music for much longer than most people — 
encountered the song, they found Ludacris’s self-
introduction endearingly hilarious. 
 
So, in the spirit of family holidays, I present for your 
consideration, “Roll Out,” by Ludacris. The song made 
it to #17 on the Billboard Hot 100 in 2002, though it 
was released in 2001, the same year Dido’s “Thank 
You” made it to #3. 
 
“Roll Out” is the first Ludacris song I remember 
clearly. The “hook” (which, in rap refers to the chorus 
as a whole) is so catchy. Well done, Timbaland. 
 
The “20s,” to which the chorus refers, are 20-inch 
wheels/rims that were popular with car enthusiasts in 
2001, and made them (the cars, not the enthusiasts) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kffacxfA7G4#t=132
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kffacxfA7G4#t=132
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t21DFnu00Dc
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rollout_%28My_Business%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rollout_%28My_Business%29
https://www.google.com/search?q=20+inch+wheels&newwindow=1&rlz=1C1CHKZ_enUS436US436&espv=2&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ei=sHh4VMOYHs3IsASL6ICYAg&ved=0CAkQ_AUoAg&biw=1366&bih=643
https://www.google.com/search?q=20+inch+wheels&newwindow=1&rlz=1C1CHKZ_enUS436US436&espv=2&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ei=sHh4VMOYHs3IsASL6ICYAg&ved=0CAkQ_AUoAg&biw=1366&bih=643
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look like Amish tractors. Though I’ve always thought 
such wheels look silly, they show off how much 
money their owners have to spend on making their 
cars look like they have so much money to spend 
simply on making their cars look like their owners 
have so much money to spend simply on making their 
cars look like . . . (etc., to infinity). The whole song, in 
other words, is about the attention Ludacris gets 
because of his “conspicuous consumption.” 
 
Money is a form of power (as the Wikipedia article on 
conspicuous consumption notes), in that if you have 
money, you have the ability to get other people to do 
things for you. It is unsurprising, therefore, that the 
chorus of the song begins with: “I got my twin Glock 
40s, cocked back / Me and my homies, so drop that.” 
That is, Ludacris’s economic power is in addition to 
the physical power provided by weapons and a team 
to back him up. 
 
Everyone has heard the phrase, “The love of money is 
the root of all evil,” from 1 Timothy 6:10, and I think 
we can see here why that phrase might be true. The 
love of money is a love of power. 
 
But what’s so great about power? Having power over 
other people makes you feel important, significant, 
and valuable, which is something humans intrinsically 
need. Furthermore, even though Ludacris ends the 
song by telling people to “get out [his] business,” 

https://www.google.com/search?q=amish+tractor+wheels
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conspicuous_consumption
http://www.metrolyrics.com/roll-out-my-business-lyrics-ludacris.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/kjv/1-timothy/6-10.html
http://www.amazon.com/Mans-Search-Meaning-Viktor-Frankl/dp/080701429X
http://www.amazon.com/Mans-Search-Meaning-Viktor-Frankl/dp/080701429X
http://www.metrolyrics.com/roll-out-my-business-lyrics-ludacris.html
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things often don’t seem real/objective to you unless 
other people see/hear/experience them too. (This is 
the issue of intersubjectivity, which we discussed 
recently.) 
 
So, I suppose one of the good things about 
Thanksgiving is that it gave us a day to tell other 
people that we find them important, significant, and 
valuable, and thus to affirm for them that what they 
might have only suspected otherwise. 
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15 
The Beatles, “I Want to Hold Your 

Hand” 
The Mind–Body Problem of Other Minds 

 
When I wrote this entry, it had been fifty years since “I 
Want to Hold Your Hand” became the first Beatles 
single to reach #1 on the Billboard Hot 100. It was the 
first of six Beatles singles to go #1 in 1964 (which is a 
record), and we’ll be covering all six. (The band who 
holds 2nd place for most #1s in a year — if you care — 
is also the Beatles, with five in 1965.) 
 
For the original post, I had found a live recording of “I 
Want to Hold Your Hand,” from Washington, DC, in 
1964. It was adorable. Everyone was so excited! There 
were cops — in fancy dress — standing around the 
stage, holding back the rabble (who were all seated 
twelve-year-olds).  
 
Unfortunately, that video is no longer on YouTube, 
due to copyright issues. However, this video may still 
be up when you read this. 
 
In any event, you know the song, and we’re supposed 
to be philosophizing, not enjoying good music. So, 
let’s get to it. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Want_to_Hold_Your_Hand
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/I_Want_to_Hold_Your_Hand
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_chart_achievements_and_milestones#Most_number-one_singles_in_a_calendar_year
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_chart_achievements_and_milestones#Most_number-one_singles_in_a_calendar_year
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_chart_achievements_and_milestones#Most_number-one_singles_in_a_calendar_year
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=46_yYR6tGOI
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“I Want to Hold Your Hand,” is a song about two 
fascinating philosophical problems. The first is called 
“The Problem of Other Minds.” 
 

1. The Problem of Other Minds 
 
John and Paul sing: “I’ll tell you something / I think 
you’ll understand.” But thinking is different from 
knowing, and you can know what you plan to say 
while only thinking the other person will understand. 
It’s an annoying fact about being human that you can 
know your own mind without knowing other people’s 
minds. 
 
But why? You experience your own mind, but you 
experience other people’s faces, movements, voices, 
etc. You experience the mental side of yourself, but 
only the physical side of others. (That, at any rate, is 
how the problem is often stated.) 
 

2. The Mind-Body Problem 
 
The two sides of our selves — physical and mental — 
are connected, however. As Paul and John admit, 
“when I touch you I feel happy inside.” Physical 
events, in other words, can lead to conscious 
experiences, which count as “mental.” 
 

http://www.oldielyrics.com/lyrics/the_beatles/i_want_to_hold_your_hand.html
http://www.oldielyrics.com/lyrics/the_beatles/i_want_to_hold_your_hand.html
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And it goes the other way too: “It’s such a feeling that 
my love / I can’t hide.” Conscious experiences 
sometimes have physical manifestations. 
 
So, what is the relation between the conscious mind 
and the physical body? This is what philosophers call 
“The Mind-Body Problem.” 
 
If the mind and body are two different kinds of thing, 
how do they interact? (Symphonies and legs are two 
different kinds of thing, for example, and symphonies 
can’t trip people.) 
 
But if they are the same thing, where does the 
Problem of Other Minds come from? (If you can 
experience one, but not the other, they would seem 
to be different.) 
 
Next, we’ll do “She Loves You,” which succeeded “I 
Want to Hold Your Hand” at #1. And while I’ll be 
tempted to talk about the Problem of Other Minds 
again (just think about the lyrics!), I promise to pick a 
different topic. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Philosophy of Mind (at the intersection of Ontology 
and Epistemology) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_mind
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/
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Continue your investigation at: 

 The three links above. 
 “Other Minds” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
 “The Mind-Body Problem” (Wikipedia) 

  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/other-minds/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind%E2%80%93body_problem
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16 
The Beatles, “She Loves You” 

Epistemology (Authority, Science, & 
Religion) 

 
Last time, we discussed the Beatles’ first #1 song on 
Billboard’s Hot 100. “I Want to Hold Your Hand” held 
the #1 spot for seven weeks in 1964, till “She Loves 
You” dethroned it. So, for your viewing pleasure, I 
offer you (via this link) a bunch of Justin Bieber 
haircuts playing to a bunch of Justin Bieber fans. (Yes 
kids, your grandparents [or, for my generation, your 
parents], were exactly the same as you, when they 
were kids.) 
 
Did you watch the video? Isn’t it fantastic? (It’s from 
the A Hard Day’s Night movie, which was shot and 
released in 1964.) Whodathunk a band who only 
appeals to sobbing tween girls would turn out to be 
the greatest rock band of all time? (Answer: Anyone 
who was actually listening to their songwriting skills, 
that’s who.) 
 
The thing that’s always especially attracted me to 
“She Loves You” is that it’s a love song written from 
the wrong point of view. And evidently I’m not the 
only one who’s noticed this. (I thought I was so 
insightful. Alas.) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=26&v=Te5KoX3hQz4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Hard_Day%27s_Night_%28film%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Hard_Day%27s_Night_%28film%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/She_Loves_You#Composition
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/She_Loves_You#Composition
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This point-of-view shift leads to our theme for today. 
 

Our Theme for Today 
 
The Beatles are telling a guy who’s wronged a woman 
that, despite what he thinks, she still loves him. But 
how can he be sure? For the moment, at least, he has 
to take their word for it. 
 
“You promised you weren’t going to do the Problem 
of Other Minds again!” you say, feeling something 
between betrayal and outrage. 
 
“I’m not!” I respond. “Today, I want to talk about 
whether we should take things ‘on authority’.” 
 
You think this is the greatest idea you have literally 
ever heard, and indicate that I should proceed. 
 

Knowledge from Authority? 
 
You know something is real if you’ve experienced it 
for yourself, right? Or, as we’ve discussed before (see 
the “Bang Bang” entry), you know it’s real if you have 
experienced it for yourself with other people. 
 
But what if you haven’t experienced it at all, even 
though someone else claims to know? Should you 
take her/his word for it? 
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“It depends if they’re trustworthy,” you reasonably 
respond (for once). “And clearly the Beatles are 
talking to a friend who would know whether they’re 
trustworthy or not.” 
 
“That sounds right to me,” I say. But here’s a further 
question: Can the guy they’re singing to actually know 
that she loves him, given that all he has is the 
testimony of trustworthy witnesses? 
 

Oh Snap! 
 
This question is at the heart of the tensions between 
science and religion in our society. 
 
God doesn’t talk directly to most of us (or, if God 
does, most of us haven’t figured out how to listen). 
And most of us don’t do science ourselves. 
 
Let’s call the people to whom God actually talks — 
and the people who actually have the government 
funding, laboratory space, equipment, and grad 
students required to do science — “the 1%.” And let’s 
call the rest of us who aren’t so privileged “the 99%.” 
 
Given our situation, can we — the 99% — actually 
know anything about either God or science? Or, is the 
best we can do to “take it on authority”? 
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____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Epistemology 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The link above. 
 “Philosophy of Science” (Wikipedia) 
 “Epistemology of Religion” (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 
  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_science
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/religion-epistemology/
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17 
The Beatles, “Can’t Buy Me Love” 
Essence: Are Things Their Origin, Their 

Current State, or Their End? 
 
Beatles Week continues today, with “Can’t Buy Me 
Love.” It was #1 for five weeks on Billboard’s Hot 100 
in 1964. That gave the Beatles three consecutive 
songs and fourteen straight weeks at #1. The video 
you can watch here is from the movie A Hard Day’s 
Night. 
 

Innovating on the Blues 
 
Early rock songs were often just blues songs with a 
backbeat (i.e., they were Rhythm & Blues — R&B — 
even though nowadays people think of rock and R&B 
as quasi-opposites). “Can’t Buy Me Love” then, is a 
standard early rock song. And yet it’s also innovative. 
 
First, a standard blues song has three lines per verse, 
with the second line being simply a repeat of the first. 
For example: 
 

Philosophy is the best, you should totally major 
in it 
Philosophy is the best, you should totally major 
in it 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=13&v=d834SzBm8m8
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0058182/
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0058182/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blues
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beat_%28music%29#Backbeat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhythm_and_blues
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And if you’re from the South, then “in it” 
rhymes with “Senate” 

 
The second line of each stanza in “Can’t Buy Me Love” 
is similar to the line that came before, but always at 
least slightly different. That’s one innovation.  
 
A second innovation has to do with choruses. Blues 
songs don’t have choruses, you see. They’re just one 
verse after another. “Can’t Buy Me Love,” in contrast, 
has a chorus. 
 

Origins or Destinations? 
 
So, “Can’t Buy Me Love,” a song written Paul 
McCartney — a white British guy — comes from a 
music genre invented by black Americans. 
 
Many people think that the origin of a thing defines it. 
If they don’t like a thing’s origin, therefore, they won’t 
like the thing itself. Imagine that a white supremacist 
realized the origin of “Can’t Buy Me Love,” for 
example. He might come to the conclusion that the 
song is “black music,” and thus reject it even though 
it’s performed by a bunch of white guys. 
 
If you don’t judge a thing by where it comes from, you 
might judge it instead by where it’s going. As William 
James quipped — paraphrasing Jesus — “By their 
fruits ye shall know them, not by their roots.” William 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Can%27t_Buy_Me_Love#Composition
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Can%27t_Buy_Me_Love#Composition
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blues
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-new2?id=JamVari.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=1&division=div1
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/matthew/7-16.html
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James called this “our empiricist criterion,” but 
utilitarians use it too. Utilitarians, after all, say that an 
action is good if it has good consequences, and bad if 
it has bad consequences. 
 
So, imagine you’re a worried parent in 1964. You 
might not care that “Can’t Buy Me Love” derives from 
black American music. But you may be worried that 
it’s going to tempt your children into hopping around 
in socks, or doing drugs, or whatever else happens to 
kids after they get into rock-n-roll. 
 

What the Thing Is, in Itself 
 
Could we judge “Can’t Buy Me Love” for what it is, in 
itself? Could we ignore both its roots and its fruits, and 
just focus on the song itself? 
 
Kant argued that that’s what you should do for 
actions. We should ask whether the action itself is 
good or bad, not whether its consequences are good 
or bad. 
 
Aristotle also belongs to the “judge things for what 
they are” camp. You may have to look to the future — 
to what a thing will be when it is fully mature — to see 
what it is now. But this doesn’t mean you judge things 
by their consequences. Your focus is the thing itself. 
 

Why You Care 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/rationalism-empiricism/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utilitarianism
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-moral/
http://maritain.nd.edu/ama/Ramos/Ramos05.pdf
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A lot of people think they can show that an idea is 
wrong — is false — if they can show that a bad or 
stupid person said it. Other people think they can 
show that an idea is wrong/false if they can show that 
the idea was programmed into us by evolution, or by 
our culture. Watch out for this the next time you get 
into a political or religious argument with anyone. (If 
you care, this is called the Genetic Fallacy.) 
 
A lot of other people think they can show that an idea 
is false if they can show that believing it would have 
consequences they don’t like. A thing that has bad 
consequences is bad, they assume, and bad things are 
wrong, and wrong ideas are false. In some cases, I 
think this type of argument actually works. But in 
many cases, it probably commits the Moralistic 
Fallacy. 
 
So, what if we just examined each idea for itself, 
asking whether it is true or false? Could we do it? Or 
do we need to know the context of an idea — its 
roots and fruits — in order to fully understand it? 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ontology, Epistemology, and Ethics. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genetic_fallacy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moralistic_fallacy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moralistic_fallacy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethics
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Continue your investigation at: 
 The links above. 
 “Evolutionary Psychology” (Wikipedia) 
 “Mysticism” (from Varieties of Religious 

Experience), by William James 
 “The Ontological Priority of Ends and Its 

Relevance to the Narrative Arts” [PDF], by 
Francis Slade 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Evolutionary_psychology
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-new2?id=JamVari.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=11&division=div1
http://maritain.nd.edu/ama/Ramos/Ramos05.pdf
http://maritain.nd.edu/ama/Ramos/Ramos05.pdf
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18 
The Beatles, “Love Me Do” 

Ethics = Epistemology & Ontology?: Love = 
Truth = Faith(fullness) 

 
Today we cover “Love Me Do” the fourth #1 single for 
the Beatles in 1964. 
 
If you listen to the song, you can see why it was #1 for 
only a week, compared to seven, two, and five for “I 
Want to Hold Your Hand,” “She Loves You,” and 
“Can’t Buy Me Love,” respectively. “Love Me Do” is a 
solid song, but not exciting like the previous three. 
 
I don’t mean to be mean to Paul and John, however. 
“Love Me Do” shows the Fab Four weren’t just driving 
pop-rock joy all the time. They could be mellow and 
folky as well. George can play an acoustic guitar, and 
John can even play a harmonica! (Look at them, being 
all American.) 
 
We talked last time about the origins of Beatles music 
in the American South, so we’ll leave that to one side 
here. Instead, let’s talk today about love and truth and 
faithfulness. 
 

Truth and Faithfulness 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jbt8oH5Lxto
http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-the-beatles-i-want-to-hold-your-hand/
http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-the-beatles-i-want-to-hold-your-hand/
http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-the-beatles-she-loves-you/
http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-the-beatles-cant-buy-me-love/
http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-the-beatles-cant-buy-me-love/
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Truth is one of us philosophers’ favorite topics. “What 
kinds of things can be true?” we constantly mutter to 
ourselves. “A spoken statement, but not a noise,” 
another philosopher will mutter back. “A belief, but 
not a brain,” a third will whisper. 
 
But what does “being true” mean? Is a sentence true 
when it “matches reality”? Is a belief true when it 
“brings things to light”? Our muttered arguments can 
get very theoretical. 
 
The Beatles remind us, however, that truth can be 
personal and intimate. We (not just sentences) can be 
true, and we can be true to each other (not just to 
things). 
 
To be true as a human is to be faithful, perhaps even 
“loyal” (see the Harry Potter novels for more on the 
importance of loyalty). Truth, as it were, has a beating 
heart. 
 
(Whatever that means. I was being “Continental” 
there for a second, so I have to be “Analytic” for a 
second, in the interest of fair play.) 
 

Love and Faithfulness 
 
The connection between truth and faithfulness should 
make us to think about truth and faith. But truth and 
faithfulness in “Love Me Do” are primarily about love. 

http://books.google.com/books?id=YeOXBAAAQBAJ&q=%22one+bit+of+matter%22#v=snippet&q=%22one%20bit%20of%20matter%22&f=false
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/truth-correspondence/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aletheia
http://micahtillman.com/analytic-vs-continental-philosophy/
http://micahtillman.com/analytic-vs-continental-philosophy/
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Loving someone — according to the Beatles — means 
being faithful to her or him. But faithfulness is a 
hallmark of “the faithful.” And that means love is 
connected to religion and worship. So, maybe the 
medieval love poets and Hozier [see the entry above 
on “Take Me to Church”] were right about love. 
 
(What I just did there is another Continental thing that 
annoys Analytic philosophers [and my Analytic side]. I 
think it’s called “reasoning by metonymy.”) 
 
“But love isn’t worship!” you cry. 
 
“Don’t you think worship is what the fans in the “I 
Want to Hold Your Hand” and  
“She Loves You” videos were doing?” I respond. 
 
“Maybe,” you say. “But you only worship what is 
higher than you, and that means worship entails 
subordination. Love is not subordination.” 
 

Love and Identification 
 
So, let’s think of love like an Aristotelian would. 
Aristotle said that when you love someone, you 
experience that person as another you, as your other 
self. And Aquinas said that when you love something, 
you not only contain it (in a way), but are transformed 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Allegory_of_Love
http://books.google.com/books?id=5dBHAxbjNHEC&pg=PA213&lpg=PA213&dq=metonymy+derrida&source=bl&ots=wZoH28kJtG&sig=U3p59c1Xu-k3M-Q674OicBE4bUw&hl=en&sa=X&ei=K9l8VPS-FOfCsASTmIKoCA&ved=0CFIQ6AEwBw#v=onepage&q=metonymy%20derrida&f=false
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metonymy
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.9.ix.html#219
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.9.ix.html#219
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/2066.htm#article6
http://www.newadvent.org/summa/2062.htm#article3


60 

 

into it (in a way). There’s an identity between “lover” 
and “beloved.” 
 
But once I begin saying, “As Aristotle said . . .,” and 
“Aquinas says . . .,” both my Analytic and Continental 
sides start to scream, “You’re going Historical!” And if 
I’ve gone Historical, that means we’ve covered all 
three schools of contemporary philosophy. We can 
head home for dinner, having done a good day’s 
work. 
 
“But you didn’t actually come to a conclusion and tie 
everything together,” you protest. “You just — I don’t 
know — free-associated till you wore yourself out.” 
 
“I know, right?” I respond. “It’s been a hard day’s 
night, and I’ve been workin’ like a dog.” 
 
“You can’t end one post and transition to the next just 
by quoting the song for next time.” 
 
“Watch me.” 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Continental Philosophy, Analytic Philosophy, and 
Historical Philosophy. 
 

http://www.newadvent.org/summa/2062.htm#article3
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Continental_philosophy
http://www.iep.utm.edu/analytic/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_philosophy
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Continue your investigation at: 
 The links above. 
 !!!Listen to the genius song, “Truth Untitled,” 

by Melatonin.!!! Do it now. 
 The Metaphysics of Love Project 
 “What Is the Difference between Analytic and 

Continental Philosophy?”  
  

https://soundcloud.com/melatonin-4/truth-untitled
http://www.themetaphysicsoflove.com/
http://micahtillman.com/analytic-vs-continental-philosophy/
http://micahtillman.com/analytic-vs-continental-philosophy/
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19  
The Beatles, “A Hard Day’s Night” 

Ontology (Art, Imagination, & Possibility) 
 
The fifth of six Beatles songs to go #1 on Billboard’s 
Hot 100 in 1964, “A Hard Day’s Night” was our next-to-
last song in the first Beatles Week. Watch (with 
delight!) the opening credits for the movie of the 
same name. 
 
I’ve always liked this song. It creates a distinct world, 
and you live in that world for the duration of the song. 
The world is claustrophobic and dark. Only two people 
are ever present in this world; there are hints that 
other people exist, but they are always absent. And 
you only have two places you can be: home and work. 
Unless you’re the “you,” in which case you only ever 
exist at home. And it’s always night. 
 
The world created by “A Hard Day’s Night” is kind of 
scary, in other words. But movies and roller coasters 
are scary, and that makes them fun. 
 

Worlds and Flavors 
 
C. S. Lewis said somewhere that great works of 
literature have their own flavors, and if you want to 
experience a particular flavor again, you can’t go to 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=70QfHtKdh_0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=70QfHtKdh_0
https://www.google.com/search?q=c.+s.+lewis+taste+of+pineapple
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just any book. It’s like the taste of pineapple, he said; 
you can only get it from pineapples. So, you have to 
go back and re-read the book that has the flavor 
you’re looking for. 
 
In Surprised by Joy, Lewis talks, for instance, about the 
“northernness” you experience in reading the Nordic 
myths. But, having never read those myths, I would 
refer you to the atmosphere of Narnia, Hogwarts, or 
Middle Earth. These are places that works of art open 
to us, and it’s worthwhile just to go and be there in 
them for a while. (This is one reason why I don’t 
complain about there being three, overly-long Hobbit 
movies. The more time we get to spend in Middle 
Earth, the better.) 
 

Imagination and Possibility 
 
The world of “A Hard Day’s Night” doesn’t actually 
exist, of course. It feels like a horror movie to me, but 
it’s all imaginary. And because my experience of the 
song requires my imagination, you might experience it 
differently. Though our “faculties” of sight and 
hearing open onto the same world, our imaginations 
do not. Or, at least, they might not. “Intersubjectivity” 
— which we have discussed before — is harder to 
achieve in imagination. 
 
There is a debate in philosophy, however, about 
whether imagination might actually tell us something 

http://www.amazon.com/Surprised-Joy-Shape-Early-Life/dp/0156870118
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about reality. If you can imagine something, that 
means it’s at least possible, many philosophers have 
claimed. And then we get into arguments about how 
and where “possible things” — like Hogwarts and 
Narnia — exist. These “possible worlds” don’t actually 
exist “here in the real world,” but they also don’t “not 
exist” in the same way as impossible things. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Aesthetics, Ontology, Epistemology. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Possible Worlds” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
 “Imagination” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
 
 
  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/possible-worlds/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aesthetics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/possible-worlds/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/imagination/
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20 
The Beatles, “I Feel Fine” 

Ontology (Belonging, Ownership, & 
Mereology) 

 
Our first Beatles Week closes with the Beatles’ sixth #1 
on Billboard’s Hot 100 in 1964 (and first #1 on the chart 
for 1965) “I Feel Fine.” For the original post, I had 
found a video someone spliced together from the 
various available videos of the song. It got taken 
down, though, because of copyright issues. So, try this 
one instead.  
 
In 1964, the Beatles were deeply concerned (as we 
have seen) about the connection between money and 
wealth, on the one hand, and love, on the other. 
Specifically, they were concerned about whether or 
not using money to obtain objects for a woman could 
cause said woman to love you, or at least give her a 
good reason to love you. Perhaps all the women they 
knew at the time had “Gifts” as their love language. 
 
But “I Feel Fine” is about more than just wealth and 
affection. It’s also about obtaining knowledge from 
witnesses/authorities, which we covered a couple 
entries back. Among the things the authority in this 
song says, however, is something interesting about 
belonging. So, let’s talk about that. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1964
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1965
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Billboard_Hot_100_number-one_singles_of_1965
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WWTC5nFgwUQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WWTC5nFgwUQ
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Five_Love_Languages
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Baby says she’s mine 
You know, she tells me all the time 

 
That’s from the second stanza of the song. Then in the 
chorus, we have, “I’m so glad that she’s my little girl.” 
But, despite what that sounds like (“baby,” “my little 
girl”), the “she” in question is not the “me” in 
question’s daughter. She belongs to him in some 
other way. 
 
So, how does one thing come to belong to another? 
 
A part belongs to its whole (e.g., a branch belongs to 
its tree). Perhaps a creation belongs to its creator. For 
example, a painting belongs to its painter, but also a 
child belongs to its parents. 
 
However, a child is not a part of its parents, nor do the 
parents own the child. The child is “theirs,” but not in 
the way their elbows are theirs, nor in the way their 
house is “theirs.” The child is theirs in that the child’s 
existence originally derives from them, and in that 
they have the responsibility to sustain its continued 
existence. 
 
You could also say that the child is the parents’ 
because there’s a lot of the parents in the child. In 
fact, John Locke argued that a thing becomes yours if 
(1) it doesn’t already belong to someone else, and (2) 

http://www.metrolyrics.com/i-feel-fine-lyrics-beatles.html
http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtr05.htm
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you “mix your labor with it,” and thus integrate a part 
of yourself into it. But he doesn’t think one person can 
own another like that. 
 
To get the kind of belonging found in the relationship 
between beloved and lover, there has to be an active 
decision on the part of the beloved. We can, as it 
were, dedicate ourselves to others. Which is 
something we’ve also talked about this week. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ontology, Mereology. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 Second Treatise of Civil Government, by John 

Locke 
 “Promises” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
  

http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtr04.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/mereology/
http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtreat.htm
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/promises/
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21 
Pentatonix, “Mary, Did You Know?” 
Where Are Notes, Emotions, & Reason in 

the Body? 
 
After having spent the first week of Advent on the 
Beatles — which was not exactly appropriate — I 
decided it was time for Christmas music. Billboard’s 
Holiday 100 was topped, at that point, by Pentatonix’s 
cover of “Mary, Did You Know?” (The song was also at 
#60 on the Hot 100.) Here’s a link to the video. 
 
The lyrics to the song — written by Mark “The 
Christian Weird Al” Lowry (back in 1984) — 
are shockingly Christian. Drop the question format, 
and you could use them as a creed on Sunday. But the 
song has always creeped me out, musically. 
 
It’s like Pharrell’s “Happy”; the harmonic and melodic 
space it lives in is just so dark. But, then again, I’ve 
already said something similar about the lyrical world 
of “A Hard Day’s Night,” and my favorite Christmas 
song is “Carol of the Bells,” which is melodically and 
harmonically dark as well. 
 

An Experiment to Try Right Now! 
 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-holiday-songs
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-holiday-songs
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ifCWN5pJGIE
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Lowry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Lowry
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary,_Did_You_Know%3F#Background
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y6Sxv-sUYtM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WSUFzC6_fp8
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We apply terms like “dark” and “bright” to music all 
the time, without thinking much about how 
metaphorical they must be. I have no idea how we 
came to experience minor keys as “dark,” and major 
keys as “bright.” But I do know how we came to 
experience some notes as “low,” and others as 
“high.” 
 
Try an experiment for me. Hum the opening 
bass/guitar riff of “My Sherona,” by the Knack. (It 
goes, “low-low high-high, low high,” etc.) Or hum the 
opening guitar/bass riff of “Bulls on Parade,” by Rage 
Against The Machine. (It goes, “high-low, high high-
low, high high-low,” etc.) Or  try the opening synth riff 
of “Monosynth,” by Joy Electric. (It goes, “low, high, 
low, high,” etc.). 
 
When you’ve torn yourself away from the song, think 
about where in your body those notes were. You 
could feel a “buzz” or “resonating” somewhere in 
your body when you hummed each note. Where did 
you feel the low one resonating? And where did you 
feel the high one resonating? 
 
Now, try sliding up slowly from one note to the other, 
and then sliding back down slowly. You can feel the 
note move up from your chest and into your head, as 
you raise the pitch, and then drop out of your head 
and return to your chest as you lower the pitch. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g1T71PGd-J0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3L4YrGaR8E4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2xGiOdq6cBM
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Places in the Body 
 
Why are high notes high, and low notes low? It’s 
because we find them in different places in our body. 
Low notes are lower in our bodies (they are in our 
chests), and high notes are higher in our bodies (they 
are in our heads). 
 
The same can be said, I think, about reason, emotion, 
and desire. We think (“reason”) with our heads. We 
feel (“emote”) with our hearts. We hunger (“desire”) 
with our stomachs. Reason, therefore, is higher in our 
bodies than emotion, and emotion is higher in our 
bodies than desire. I suspect this is the origin of the 
universal belief in classical philosophy that reason is 
higher (more important than, in charge of) the 
emotions, and that the emotions are higher than 
(more important than, in charge of) the desires. 
 
However, we could say emotion is “central,” because 
we find it in our bodies between thoughts and hunger. 
And similarly, we could say that desire is 
“fundamental,” since we find it lowest in our bodies 
of the three. I’m sure you can think of people who 
prefer to think in these terms. 
 
In any event, the true location of notes is not 
culturally relative (pace Daniel Levitin). It depends on 
the human body — the same human body we all have. 
And the location of emotions in the body is also 

http://www.amazon.com/This-Your-Brain-Music-Obsession/dp/0452288525/
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something deeply important, as William James argued 
long ago. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Philosophy of Music, Philosophy of Human Nature. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “The Mind-Bending Effects of Feeling Two 

Hearts,” by David Robson (BBC Future) 
 
  

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141205-the-man-with-two-hearts
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James%E2%80%93Lange_theory
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James%E2%80%93Lange_theory
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/music/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_nature
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141205-the-man-with-two-hearts
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20141205-the-man-with-two-hearts
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22 
Idina Menzel, “Do You Hear What I 

Hear?” 
Possible Worlds, Intersubjectivity, & 

Speech Acts 
 
When I wrote this entry, Pentatonix had the #1 song 
on Billboard’s Holiday 100, and the #1 album on 
Billboard’s Holiday Albums chart. The #2 album was 
Idina “Adele ‘Elsa’ Dazeem” Menzel’s Holiday Wishes, 
and the first track on that album was, “Do You Hear 
What I Hear?” (Two question songs in a row!) 
 
I did not know this at the time, but Wikipedia 
informed me that “Do You Hear What I Hear?” was 
written in 1962 in response to the Cuban Missile Crisis. 
JFK had that to handle in ’62, then got assassinated 
the next year. Then, the year after that, the Beatles 
would come to America. 
 

Other Worlds 
 
As Wikipedia points out, the first Christmas Eve didn’t 
play out like the song describes it. Unlike, “Mary, Did 
You Know?,” you couldn’t use these lyrics as a creed. 
But that has never bothered me. The song strikes me 
as describing how the first Christmas Eve happened in 
another world, like The Lion, the Witch, and the 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-holiday-songs
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-holiday-songs
http://www.billboard.com/charts/holiday-albums
http://www.billboard.com/charts/holiday-albums
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/03/idina-menzel-adele-dazeem_n_5085919.html
http://www.imdb.com/character/ch0077841/?ref_=tt_cl_t2
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/03/idina-menzel-adele-dazeem_n_5085919.html
http://www.amazon.com/Holiday-Wishes-Idina-Menzel/dp/B00NB81XS6
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Do_You_Hear_What_I_Hear%3F
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Do_You_Hear_What_I_Hear%3F
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuban_missile_crisis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assassination_of_John_F._Kennedy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Do_You_Hear_What_I_Hear%3F#Summary
http://www.amazon.com/Lion-Witch-Wardrobe-Chronicles-Narnia/dp/0064471047


73 

 

Wardrobe describes how the Fall, Crucifixion, and 
Resurrection happens in Narnia, or Perelandra 
describes how Eden happens on Perelandra. 
 
The world of “Do You Hear What I Hear?” is a lovely, 
though tragic, place. The wind talks to sheep, sheep 
talk to shepherd boys, shepherd boys can get an 
audience in the middle of the night with kings, and 
kings want peace so much that they are willing to 
wake up their entire kingdom — nay, the entire world 
(“people everywhere”) — in the middle of the night. 
But the Child is shivering, and the King is so broken by 
the circumstances outside the song (whatever they 
are) that he knows the only hope they have left is to 
pray and try to help the Child survive long enough to 
have his effect. 
 

What the Song Is About 
 
Though the song doesn’t tell us what exactly is wrong 
with the world it describes, it does say something 
about hearing. Its title is, “Do You Hear What I Hear?” 
Thus, we are surprised when “Do you see what I see?” 
comes first in the lyrics (“Do you hear what I hear?” is 
second). Our surprise is due to what psychologists call 
“priming.” The title “primes” us to expect one thing, 
but then the song gives us something else. 
 
In more philosophical terms, the title creates a 
context into which the lyrics of the song don’t quite 

http://www.amazon.com/Lion-Witch-Wardrobe-Chronicles-Narnia/dp/0064471047
http://www.amazon.com/Perelandra-Space-Trilogy-Book-2/dp/074323491X/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priming_%28psychology%29
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fit. It indicates to us the nature of the whole, and then 
we find the parts of the whole to be slightly other 
than was implied. 
 
But the song isn’t about priming, or contexts, or parts-
and-wholes. It’s about intersubjectivity, which keeps 
coming up over and over in Top 40 Philosophy. The 
Night Wind asks the Little Lamb if it is sharing the 
Night Wind’s visual experience. The Little Lamb asks 
the Shepherd Boy if he is sharing its auditory 
experience. The Shepherd Boy asks the King if he is 
sharing the Shepherd Boy’s intellectual experience. If 
the answer is ever “yes,” then the questioner is 
reassured that it/he is experiencing reality, not just 
hallucinating. 
 

Speech Acts 
 
This changes in the final verse, though. Instead of 
asking the people everywhere a question, the King 
gives them a command. He could have asked, “Do you 
say what I say?” or “Do you pray what I pray?” 
Instead, however, he gives an order: “Listen to what I 
say! Pray for peace!” 
 
The difference between asking a question, giving a 
report, giving a command, quoting a request, making 
a promise, and so on, is a difference between what 
philosophers call “speech acts.” Offering a description 
is one act you can perform by speaking. Making an 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/speech-acts/
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inquiry is another act you can perform by speaking. 
Giving a command is a third act you can perform by 
speaking. (And so on.) 
 
Even speaking, in other words, is a kind of doing. 
 
I suppose the question, then, is, “What will we do by 
speaking today?” 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Epistemology, Philosophy of Mind, Philosophy of 
Language. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Priming (psychology)” (Wikipedia) 
 “Speech Acts” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
  

http://www.iep.utm.edu/epistemo/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_mind
http://www.iep.utm.edu/lang-phi/
http://www.iep.utm.edu/lang-phi/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priming_%28psychology%29
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/speech-acts/
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23 
Michael Bublé, “Silent Night” 

Political Theory (Who Should Get to 
Rule?) 

 
Having done a song from each of the top two 
“Holiday” albums that week, we moved on to the 
third: Christmas, by Michael Bublé. I’ve never liked 
Michael Bublé simply because he’s Canadian (and 
Americans have to dislike Canadians, like fans of rival 
sports teams) and his last name sounds like an 
American pretending to have a French accent (stupid 
Americans). But that’s no good reason not to like 
someone, especially not someone with such a good 
voice. 
 
In any event, “Silent Night” is on both Mr. Bublé’s and 
Ms. Menzel’s Christmas albums, so making it our third 
song for the week made sense. Here’s a link to the 
video. 
 
“Silent Night” is a classic Christmas carol now, unlike 
the question songs from earlier. In a few years, it will 
be two centuries old. It will have well and truly grown 
up. 
 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/holiday-albums
http://www.billboard.com/charts/holiday-albums
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Bubl%C3%A9
http://www.amazon.com/Christmas-Michael-Bubl%C3%A9/dp/B005H0IW6W
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00NB81XS6/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ep4X1Ousft8
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silent_Night
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In “Silent Night,” though, Jesus is said to be “Lord at 
[his] birth.” And that is undemocratic in at least two 
ways. 
 
First, babies aren’t allowed to vote in modern 
democracies, much less run for office. In England, of 
course, they don’t need to run. All they have to do is 
stand. But still. Newborn babies can’t even do that. 
 
And second, you don’t get to be the democratic ruler 
of a country just by being born who you are. People 
have to vote for you. 
 
I know, I know. You don’t vote for kings. But that’s 
the point. Christianity, abstractly speaking, is an un-
democratic religion. It holds that there is a single 
human person who has the right to rule everyone, 
simply because of who that person is. Practically, 
however, Christianity can and should be much more 
democratic, given Jesus’ non-violent view of his own 
kingdom and description of how to be a leader in that 
kingdom. 
 
But still, Jesus never said, “Choose your political 
leaders by popular vote.” So, even for Christians, the 
answer to the question of how best to decide who 
should have political power isn’t set in stone. Let us, 
therefore, ask the question once more. 
 

http://www.metrolyrics.com/silent-night-lyrics-christmas-carols.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZtYU87QNjPw
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/john/passage.aspx?q=john+18:33-37
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/john/passage.aspx?q=john+18:33-37
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/mark/passage.aspx?q=mark+9:33-37
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/mark/passage.aspx?q=mark+9:33-37
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Why should the person with the most votes get to 
rule? The best justification John Locke — whom I love 
dearly — could come up with boils down to, “The 
majority would beat the minority in a fight.” Might 
makes right, in other words. 
 
But surely there’s a better answer than that. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Political Philosophy. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The link above. 
 “On Democratic Theories,” by Huong Nguyen 

(Philosophy Now) 
 “Altruism theory of voting” (Wikipedia) 

  

http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtr08.htm
http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtr08.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_philosophy
https://philosophynow.org/issues/101/On_Democratic_Theories
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Altruism_theory_of_voting
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24 
Darius Rucker, “Have Yourself a 

Merry Little Christmas” 
Ontology (The Ship of Theseus) 

 
As of my writing this, we had done one song each 
from the top three albums on Billboard’s Holiday 
Albums chart. For this entry, then, we had album #4, 
Darius Rucker’s, Home for the Holidays. The album 
peaked at #2, so we took its 2nd song: “Have Yourself 
a Merry Little Christmas.” (Warning for Originalists: 
Rucker sings the happy line, not the sad line.) 
 
“Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” was 
originally sung by Judy Garland in the intriguingly-odd 
Meet Me in St. Louis. In the movie — during an 
absolutely heart-breaking scene (link) — Ms. Garland 
sings: 
 
Someday soon we all will be together, if the fates 
allow 
Until then we’ll have to muddle through somehow 
 
Sinatra asked the song’s lyricist, Hugh Martin, to 
change the line, and that’s how we ended up with 
“Hang a shining star upon the highest bough.” 
 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/holiday-albums
http://www.billboard.com/charts/holiday-albums
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Home_for_the_Holidays_%28Darius_Rucker_album%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Home_for_the_Holidays_%28Darius_Rucker_album%29#Chart_performance
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtGTtV5vYnw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtGTtV5vYnw
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Have_Yourself_a_Merry_Little_Christmas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meet_Me_in_St._Louis
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=189&v=yudgy30Dd68
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Have_Yourself_a_Merry_Little_Christmas#Lyrics
http://www.metrolyrics.com/have-yourself-a-merry-little-christmas-lyrics-frank-sinatra.html
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Sinatra, however, was evidently just carrying on a 
tradition of telling Martin that the song was too 
depressing, and he needed to change the lyrics. The 
original lyrics were even more . . . sobering. So, here’s 
the question: Is it even the same song anymore? 
 
There’s an ancient philosophical puzzle called “The 
Ship of Theseus.” Imagine you are in a boat carrying 
lumber. As you sail along, you find yourself having to 
constantly replace pieces of the ship with new pieces 
made from the lumber you’re carrying. By the time 
you reach your destination, in fact, you’ve had to 
replace every single piece of the ship. So, is the ship 
you arrive in the same as the ship you left in? It has 
completely different parts. Does that make it a 
completely different whole? 
 
With “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” we 
might say it’s the same song because only the lyrics 
were changed, while the melody remained the same. 
People often say something similar about humans. 
Even though every cell in your body supposedly gets 
replaced every seven years (I’ve never bothered to 
check if that’s actually a fact), your mind or soul 
remains the same throughout. So, you’re the same 
person now because a part of you has been the same 
the whole time. 
 
Other people, of course, will say that because your 
body is always changing, your soul isn’t just a part of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Have_Yourself_a_Merry_Little_Christmas#Lyrics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ship_of_Theseus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ship_of_Theseus
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you. Your soul is you. But, then again, some people 
say there’s no such thing as souls. 
 
So, what do you think? Are you the same being (the 
same whole thing) as you were seven years ago, even 
if all your parts are different now? Or do you need one 
part to be the same the whole way through? Or is that 
“one part” (your mind/soul) actually the whole you, 
with all the changing “parts” (your body) being more 
like clothes that your true self has been wearing and 
changing? 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Mereology, Philosophy of Mind. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Personal Identity” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
 “Ship of Theseus” (Wikipedia) 
 Ship of Theseus (I’ve never seen it, but it looks 

interesting) 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mereology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_mind
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/identity-personal/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ship_of_Theseus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ship_of_Theseus_%28film%29
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25 
Nat King Cole, “The Christmas 

Song” 
Value Theory (Is “Kids’ Stuff” Worse?) 

 
According to the Billboard Holiday Albums chart (as I 
was writing this), we should have done a song from 
Pentatonix’s first Christmas album next. But we had 
already done Pentatonix on the previous Monday. 
And the next album on the chart was the amusingly-
titled, Ellen’s The Only Christmas Album You’ll Ever 
Need, Volume 1. But (of course) it’s just a collection of 
other people’s songs. 
 
So, instead of doing the fifth album on the Holiday 
Albums chart, we did the fifth song (as of when I 
wrote this) on the Holiday 100 singles chart: Nat King 
Cole’s “The Christmas Song.” Here’s a link to the 
video. 
 
Nat King Cole and Andy Williams are my two favorite 
voices — except for Billie Holiday. I mean, it’s hard not 
to believe in the existence of intrinsic value after 
listening to those three sing. 
 
The chords for this song are insane, as anyone who’s 
ever tried to play it knows. (Thanks a lot, Mel Tormé.) 
But I, as usual, want to talk about the lyrics. 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/holiday-albums
http://www.amazon.com/Ellens-Only-Holiday-Album-Youll/dp/B00P2K37WG
http://www.amazon.com/Ellens-Only-Holiday-Album-Youll/dp/B00P2K37WG
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-holiday-songs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=__kQ1PCP6B0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yz7FYPQp7v0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mSOg89IZ1ZQ
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/value-intrinsic-extrinsic/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Christmas_Song
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Nostalgia for Something New 
 
One of the things that’s interesting about Christmas 
songs from the 40s-60s (this one is from the 40s) is 
that they help define the feel and atmosphere of 
Christmas for me, even though I know: 

(a) Christmas was celebrated long before they 
were written, and 

(b) they belong to an era in which Christmas 
was rebranded as “The Annual Return of 
Santa Claus.” 

 
I can’t imagine Christmas without these songs, so I’m 
glad they had been added to the Christmas mix by the 
time I was born — even if it means I don’t get the 
original recipe. 
 
For Christians like me, of course, Christmas is primarily 
a time about looking back to the beginning. (We’ve 
talked before — when analyzing the Beatles — about 
whether or not to judge things by where they come 
from, where they’re going, or what they are in 
themselves.) But even for non-Christians, as “The 
Christmas Song” brilliantly shows, Christmas is about 
reliving childhood excitement and wonder. 
 

Childish Stuff 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christmas#Feast_established
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Santa_Claus#20th_century
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Santa_Claus#20th_century
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There is a tendency to see the things you’ve outgrown 
as being of less value than you originally thought (see 
the entry above on Nirvana and angst). Rattles are 
fascinating for infants, and peekaboo is hilarious to 
babies, but what’s actually fascinating is quantum 
mechanics, and what’s actually hilarious is 30 Rock. 
Kids’ movies, furthermore, are just kids’ movies. The 
really good films are made for mature audiences. And 
young adult fiction is dumbed down. The really good 
books are written for the parents of the kids reading 
the YA books. 
 
When we grow out of something, and cease to find it 
interesting, it has lost its value to us. But this is 
extrinsic value. And we are often able to experience 
its original value again if we share an experience of it 
with a child. (Intersubjectivity again!) 
 
Peekaboo really is hilarious when you’re playing it 
with a baby. Disney cartoons really are quality 
entertainment when you’re watching them with kids. 
 
The question, then, is whether the value was there all 
along, and you had just lost the ability to see it 
without help. Perhaps nostalgia can sometimes be a 
signal that we have grown callous, not that we have 
grown up. 
 
____ 
 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/value-intrinsic-extrinsic/
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The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Value Theory. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The link above. 
 “No, you don’t have to be ashamed of reading 

young adult fiction,” by Alyssa Rosenberg 
(Washington Post) 

 “In Defense of YA: The Pleasure and Value in 
Young Adult Literature Rightly Read,” by Erin 
Wyble Newcomb (Christ and Pop Culture) 

 “The Value of Young Adult Literature”  (Young 
Adult Library Services Association) 

  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/value-theory/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/act-four/wp/2014/06/06/no-you-do-not-have-to-be-ashamed-of-reading-young-adult-fiction/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/act-four/wp/2014/06/06/no-you-do-not-have-to-be-ashamed-of-reading-young-adult-fiction/
http://christandpopculture.com/defense-ya-pleasure-value-young-adult-literature-rightly-read/
http://christandpopculture.com/defense-ya-pleasure-value-young-adult-literature-rightly-read/
http://www.ala.org/yalsa/guidelines/whitepapers/yalit
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26 
The Foo Fighters, “Something from 

Nothing” 
Ontology & Cosmogony 

 
Since we were sufficiently nostalgic from doing a 
week on the Beatles, and sufficiently jolly from doing 
a week of Christmas songs, I decided to do a week of 
rock and/or roll. Specifically, I chose the top five songs 
on Billboard’s “Mainstream Rock Songs” chart at the 
time. 
 
Billboard has quite a few charts that claim to be 
“rock,” but if you want to be guaranteed songs that 
actually rock, you have to go with the “Mainstream” 
chart. Number 1 this week is the Foo Fighters’ 
philosophically-titled, “Something from Nothing.” 
Here’s the video. 
 
“Something from Nothing” is the Foo Fighters’ 
contribution to the ancient philosophical discussion of 
where everything comes from. Philosophers have 
pretty much always agreed with Dave Grohl, when he 
sings, “But in the end we all / come from what’s come 
before.” In Latin, philosophers would say, “ex nihilo 
nihil fit”; out of nothing nothing comes. (Or, as 
Richard Rodgers put it, “Nothing comes from nothing 
/ Nothing ever could.”) 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-mainstream-rock-tracks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_YlZ1JdcVk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_YlZ1JdcVk#t=110
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_YlZ1JdcVk#t=110
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nothing_comes_from_nothing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nothing_comes_from_nothing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rodgers_and_Hammerstein#The_Sound_of_Music
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Later in the song, however, Grohl claims to have come 
from nothing — though he also claims to have a fuse, 
which means he doesn’t actually come from nothing. 
This claim that something can come from nothing, 
combined with a specification of a something (an 
originating thing, substrate, support, or “matter” 
from of which things actually came) reminds one of 
recent claims by a certain physicist. But, while self-
contradiction is unacceptable in physics, it is perfectly 
acceptable in poetry. 
 
“But don’t Christians believe God created the universe 
from nothing?” 
 
Most do, yes. But they still believe the universe comes 
from God, so it doesn’t come from nothing. They just 
mean God created the material out of which the 
universe is made, rather than taking a pre-existing 
material and shaping it into objects. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Metaphysics, Cosmogony. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “A Universe from Nothing?” by Sean Carroll 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V_YlZ1JdcVk#t=197
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Universe_from_Nothing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ex_nihilo
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaphysics/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmogony
http://www.preposterousuniverse.com/blog/2012/04/28/a-universe-from-nothing/
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 “Did God Create from Nothing?” interview with 
William Lane Craig (by Robert Lawrence Kuhn) 

  

http://www.reasonablefaith.org/media/did-god-create-from-nothing-robert-lawrence-kuhn
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27 
Five Finger Death Punch, “Wrong 

Side of Heaven” 
Value Theory (Is Neutral 50% Bad + 50% 

Good?) 
 
Song #2 on Billboard’s “Mainstream Rock Songs” 
chart when I wrote this entry was “Wrong Side of 
Heaven,” by Five Finger Death Punch. Here’s the 
video. 
 
I’ve never found 5FDP’s music attractive. I don’t like 
their style of corporate metal, but I think I’m primarily 
unhappy with the lead singer’s vocal style. It sounds 
pretentious to me — but to each his own. I like Billy 
Corgan’s voice, which is objectively terrible. 
 
This song’s claim is that it is possible to be somewhat 
good, without being completely good, and somewhat 
bad, without being completely bad. Or, rather, 
whether or not you are good or bad can be unclear — 
especially to yourself. The best you may be able to say 
is that you’re “somewhere in the middle.” 
 
We normally think you have two options: good, or 
bad. But then we realize there’s probably a third: 
neutral. But this song implies that you can be in the 
middle without being neutral. It’s as if “neutral” 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-mainstream-rock-tracks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_l4Ab5FRwM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_l4Ab5FRwM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmUZ6nCFNoU#t=59
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doesn’t mean “0 good and 0 bad,” but rather “50/50 
good and bad.” 
 
The question this song raises, therefore, is broader 
even than how we see good and bad. It has to do with 
whether opposite pairs — like good/bad, true/false, 
happy/sad — are always digital (“discrete”), always 
analog (“continuous”), or sometimes one and 
sometimes the other. Should we see opposites as two 
mutually-exclusive options, or as two ends of a sliding 
scale? (Or are some pairs one, and some pairs the 
other?) 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Metaethics (Value Theory), Metaphysics. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Is Reality Digital or Analog?” essays from a 

contest co-sponsored by Scientific American 
  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaethics/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/value-theory/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaphysics/
http://fqxi.org/community/essay/winners/2011.1
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/2011/06/14/is-reality-digital-or-analog-read-the-essays-and-cast-your-vote/
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28 
Royal Blood, “Figure It Out” 

Ontology (A Refutation of Idealism) 
 
The day before yesterday, we had a song about 
creation. Yesterday, a song about heaven. Today, a 
song about royal blood. Evidently, it’s still Christmas 
here on Top 40 Philosophy. 
 
Well, okay, the song today isn’t about royal blood. It’s 
about figuring things out. But it’s by a band called 
“Royal Blood.” (Song #3 on Billboard’s “Mainstream 
Rock Songs” chart when I wrote this entry was 
“Figure It Out,” by Royal Blood.) Here’s a link to the 
video. 
 
Royal Blood consists of only two people: a 
bassist/vocalist and a drummer. The distorted guitar 
you hear, then, is actually a bass. I had no idea you 
could use distortion on a bass until I heard Ben Folds 
Five, and then I wondered why guitars had cornered 
the market on distortion. 
 
If you are trying to figure something out, as this song 
repeatedly asserts its singer is doing, that means there 
is something you have yet to “wrap your mind 
around.” That is, there’s your mind, on one side, and a 
thing, on the other, and the two aren’t fully engaged 
with each other. 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-mainstream-rock-tracks
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-mainstream-rock-tracks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jhgVu2lsi_k
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Blood_%28band%29
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yr_s6-Q7f00
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yr_s6-Q7f00
http://www.metrolyrics.com/figure-it-out-lyrics-royal-blood.html


92 

 

 
This implies, it seems to me, that idealism is wrong. 
Idealism (in philosophy, not in politics) is the theory 
that reality is fundamentally mental. All that exists is 
mind. There is nothing physical. All the things we think 
are physical are actually mental. Everything, as it were, 
is all in someone’s head. 
 
Now, if everything were in your head — if everything 
were your mind — there wouldn’t be the kind of 
opposition you encounter when you try to figure 
something out. The thing you’d be trying to figure out 
would already be figured out, because it would 
already be your mind (because everything would be 
your mind). 
 
Right? 
 
“But what if everything were in someone else’s 
mind?” 
 
Well then, you would be part of the same mind as 
everything else, and thus whatever you were trying to 
figure out would be part of the same thing as your 
mind. There wouldn’t be your mind, on the one hand, 
and the thing you’re trying to figure out, on the other. 
Everything would all be part of the same mind. 
 
“But what if we weren’t in anyone’s head, but we 
were just minds — different minds — and everything 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Idealism
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else was either a different mind or part of a different 
mind?” 
 
Well . . . well, okay. That kind of idealism might put 
you in a position where you’d have to figure things 
out. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Metaphysics, Philosophy of Mind. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “George Berkeley” (perhaps the most famous 

idealist in Western philosophy) (Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

 “Keith Ward on Idealism in Eastern and 
Western Philosophy,” podcast interview 
(Philosophy Bites) 

  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaphysics/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_mind
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/berkeley/
http://philosophybites.com/2009/02/keith-ward-on-idealism-in-eastern-and-western-philosophy.html
http://philosophybites.com/2009/02/keith-ward-on-idealism-in-eastern-and-western-philosophy.html
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29 
Seether, “Same **** Life” 

Ontology (Specific Identity, Heaps, & 
Deconstruction) 

 
Today we have a song by the grunge revivalists from 
South Africa who call themselves “Seether.” Song #4 
on Billboard’s “Mainstream Rock Songs” chart when I 
wrote this entry was their song, “Same **** Life.”  
 
(I know, I probably don’t need to censor that word, 
since you’ll hear/see it if you watch the lyric video. But 
one of my mom’s friends might read this, and I don’t 
want to embarrass anyone more than necessary. You 
remember back when the Kingston Trio got in trouble 
for “Greenback Dollar”?) 
 

Critical Analysis 
 
This song is standard fare for Seether, lyrically-
speaking. Shaun Morgan complains about his life 
while criticizing “you” (presumably an ex — I always 
assume it’s Amy Lee) for being even worse than he is. 
 
The complaining-about-his-life is something I can 
handle. That’s what grunge is all about. The criticizing-
you-for-being-even-worse, however, is typical of emo, 
and has always annoyed me (like the frequent 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seether
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-mainstream-rock-tracks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4eVmZ2UHjro
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Kingston_Trio
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TufDxRHetcI
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amy_Lee#Personal_life
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criticism of parents annoyed Saliva; though I think 
Saliva was criticizing Linkin Park and Staind, whose 
albums from 2000 and 2001 [respectively] were just 
impossibly good). 
 
Musically, the song’s main/verse riff is quality grunge. 
It takes what is a fundamentally a two-chord 
progression and makes it interesting. However: 
(a) the verses and choruses are musically unrelated, 
(b) the bridge-to-chorus transition is the one of the 
worst (most jarring/forced) I’ve ever heard, and 
(c) the choruses’ progression starts and ends its 
central motif on the same chord, creating an awkward 
moment where there is no harmonic movement even 
as it is trying to move forward. 
 

Don Henley (Boo!) 
 
The worst instance of that third problem is Don 
Henley’s “Boys of Summer.” The second and third 
chords of the chorus of “Boys of Summer” are 
identical. Just where the song is supposed to move 
forward, it freezes. 
 
“How can they be the second and the third chords, 
then? If they’re the same, then it’s just the second.” 
 
Just listen to the song and you’ll see what I mean. The 
chorus has a four-chord structure, with changes just 
before (1) “I [can see you],” (2) “your [brown skin 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YfjTZLxekig#t=81
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vjVkXlxsO8Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_-9VnIba_qQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4eVmZ2UHjro#t=143
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4eVmZ2UHjro#t=49
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4eVmZ2UHjro#t=49
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DtxlvQqvDQs#t=54
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shining],” (3) “you [got your hair],” and (4) 
“sunglasses [on].” It’s just that (2) and (3) are the 
same chord. It sounds like he forgot which chord 
came next, and decided to just stick with the one he 
was on. 
 
“But if they’re different they can’t be the same, and if 
they’re the same they can’t be different!” you 
continue to insist. 
 

Different Identities 
 
Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong (I smugly retort). 
You’re confusing numerical identity with specific 
identity. 
 
You are the same thing as yourself, which means you 
are “numerically identical” to yourself. But while you 
and I are numerically distinct (we are not the same 
thing), we are the same kind of thing. 
 
That is, I assume you’re human. I know I am. (I’m 
suddenly concerned you might be a robot.) We belong 
to the same species, and thus are “specifically” 
identical. 
 

Harry Potter (Yay!) 
 
“Blah blah blah,” you mutter, because you’re just the 
worst at debates. 

http://simplyphilosophy.org/philosophy/classical-greek-philosophy/aristotle/topics-book-1-identity/
http://simplyphilosophy.org/philosophy/classical-greek-philosophy/aristotle/topics-book-1-identity/
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Think of it like this (I say soothingly). It’s like someone 
hands you a copy of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s 
Stone. You read it, and say, “Next book, please!” 
 
So, the person hands you a copy of Harry Potter and 
the Philosopher’s Stone. You start reading it. It sounds 
familiar. You’re pretty sure you recognize the first 
scene. Is it a flashback? Is that why the words are all 
spelled slightly odd? 
 
Eventually, you realize it’s the same book. You’re just 
reading a copy of the British original, rather than a 
copy of the American adaptation. You’re reading the 
same book all over again, even though it’s a different 
copy. 
 

Weirdo 
 
“So, you think you and I are like two copies of some 
original?” you ask, skeptically. 
 
If I were a Platonist, I would. 
 
“Are you a Platonist?” you ask. 
 
A lot of the time, yes. Yes I am. 
 
“Weirdo,” you say. 
 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/platonism/
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Seether Proves Deconstruction? 
 
Look, it’s not about me. The problem is with the song. 
Its verses and choruses don’t hang together. It 
doesn’t form a whole. It’s a heap. It’s not even 
identical with itself. 
 
And then in the middle of its choruses, one part of it is 
identical with another part of it — which means 
it’s missing a part. 
 
“Wait, are we talking about the Don Henley song, or 
the Seether song?” 
 
The Seether song. 
 
“You do realize they’re two different songs, right? If 
the Seether song isn’t even the same as itself, it 
definitely isn’t the same as ‘Boys of Summer’.” 
 
Yes. I know. It’s just they just have the same problem. 
(One of the same problems, anyway.) 
 
“You totalizing fool,” you say, shaking your head 
sadly. “. . . But the verse melody of the Seether song 
is really catchy.” 
 
Yeah, especially the falsetto part. It’s like: he’s a guy, 
but he’s singing like a girl. He’s deconstructing the 
gender binary! 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/levinas/
https://www.google.com/search?q=deconstruct+the+gender+binary
https://www.google.com/search?q=deconstruct+the+gender+binary
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“No. Stop. Seether is not on a noble mission to bring 
awareness to serious social issues. Enough of your 
academic flights of fancy.” 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ontology / Metaphysics. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Identity” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
 “Platonism in Metaphysics” (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 
 “Emmanuel Levinas” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
 “Deconstruction” (Internet Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ncRZYQq1ux4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaphysics/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/identity/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/platonism/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/levinas/
http://www.iep.utm.edu/deconst/
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30 
Three Days Grace, “I Am Machine” 

Ontology (Quality from Quantity, Content 
from Form) 

 
One more day of Rawk. Song #5 on Billboard’s 
“Mainstream Rock Songs” chart — when I started this 
post (the new charts are released on Thursdays, I 
think) — is Three Days Grace’s “I Am Machine.” The 
video isn’t terribly impressive — Blabbermouth calls it 
a lyric video, which is technically correct — but it gives 
you a glimpse into the recording process. This is what 
the musicians actually look like in the studio as they’re 
recording a song. 
 
“What are you going to talk about with this song, 
Tillman?” 
 
I’m glad you asked, you. Thanks! I’m going to talk 
about the difference between form and content. 
 

Form vs. Content 
 
Take this image, for instance: 
 

http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-mainstream-rock-tracks
http://www.billboard.com/charts/hot-mainstream-rock-tracks
http://www.blabbermouth.net/news/three-days-grace-releases-new-song-i-am-machine/
http://www.blabbermouth.net/news/three-days-grace-releases-new-song-i-am-machine/
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(If you’re reading this in black-and-white, I’ll describe 

the colors below.) 
 
In the image above you have six geometric shapes: 
three squares and three circles. In the top row, the 
three shapes have the same form; they are all squares. 
In the bottom row, however, there is a different form; 
all three shapes are circles. The shape of a shape, in 
other words, is its “form.” 
 
In spite of the fact that the shapes in the top row have 
the same form, they have three different “contents.” 
The first column (the square and circle on the left) is 
made of the color red (or something close to it). The 
second column (the square and circle in the middle) is 
made of the color . . . um . . . teal . . . blue-ish? And the 
third column is made of the color . . . goldenrod? . . . 
yellow-ish? Something. Let’s just say they’re red, blue, 
and yellow. 
 
In each “column,” the form changes (from square to 
circle) while the content stays the same. 
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Quantity vs. Quality 
 
Now, the form of a shape is studied by geometry, 
which is a branch of mathematics. So, form is usually 
(at least since Augustine’s On Free Choice of the Will, 
book II) thought of as mathematical or quantitative. 
The content (i.e., the color) of a shape, however, is 
studied by artists, and so is usually thought of as 
qualitative. Form is quantity, content is quality. 
 
However, form is not just quantity. Form is the way 
the content is structured, arranged, organized, related 
to itself, and so on. 
 
Likewise, content is not just quality. Content is the 
stuff or material or substance being formed. 
 
Got it? Form = structure, arrangement, organization, 
relation, etc. and is quantitative (numerical, or 
measureable by numbers). Content = stuff, 
material/matter, substance, etc. and is qualitative. 
 

Harmony Is Form? 
 
Now here’s the deal. Three Days Grace has always had 
a unique vocal sound (Listen to the chorus of their 
first single; listen to the pre-chorus/chorus of “The 
Good Life”), even though they’ve changed lead 
singers. 

http://www.amazon.com/Free-Choice-Will-Saint-Augustine/dp/0023080302
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d8ekz_CSBVg#t=57
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tzRk5EIHAoI#t=36
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Days_Grace#New_vocalist_and_future_plans_.282014.E2.80.93present.29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_Days_Grace#New_vocalist_and_future_plans_.282014.E2.80.93present.29
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At first I thought the quality of Three Days Grace’s 
vocals was just due to Adam Gontier’s voice. But then 
I began to suspect there were actually backing vocals 
behind his voice whenever it took on the “Three Days 
Grace” sound. So, I thought maybe it had something 
to do with how the backing vocals mesh with the lead 
vocals. 
 
If the Three Days Grace vocal sound is in fact due to 
the relationship between their lead and backing 
vocals, this would explain why they can pull it off with 
two different lead singers. The same relationship, 
after all, can “hold” between different things. The 
relationship we call “living in” holds between me and 
my apartment. But the same relationship holds 
between you and your mansion. Different things, 
same relationship. 
 
The Beatles’ harmonies, furthermore, sound like the 
Everly Brothers’ harmonies. What makes the sound is 
the relationship between the voices, not the voices 
themselves. Same relationship; different voices. 
 

Harmony Is Content? 
 
However, if this is right, we have a huge philosophical 
problem. Relationships belong to form. But the 
“sound” of a band’s vocals is a matter of quality. The 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adam_Gontier
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=80l8HEZ5zFw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=80l8HEZ5zFw
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quality of the vocals is like the color of a square, or the 
material a house is made from. 
 
But what if the quality of Three Days Grace’s (or 
Simon and Garfunkel’s, or the Cranberries’, or Alice in 
Chains’) vocals is due to the relationship between lead 
vocals and backing vocals? Then that means a quality 
of those vocals is due to the relationship between 
their parts (between lead voice and backing voice). 
The quality of the vocals belongs not to the material 
of the vocals but to the form of the vocals. 
 

Quality from Quantity?!? 
 
“But of course!,” you interject. “Even the quality we 
call ‘color’ is something formal/structural. It’s a 
number. It’s the number of waves of light per second. 
 
“But that’s just a quantity!” I exclaim. “How do you 
get quality from quantity?” 
 
The same issue, furthermore, is raised by the song’s 
lyrics. The song is about having lost the ability to feel 
— to have emotions and desires. It is about feeling 
feelingless, as if you were a machine. 
 
Feelings are a matter of quality. 
 

Mr. Spock and Mr. Locke 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4fWyzwo1xg0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yam5uK6e-bQ#t=62
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7YDPNl7PeUU#t=39
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7YDPNl7PeUU#t=39
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Now, we all know the Vulcans want to be emotionless. 
They want to be purely rational. They want to simply 
think and reason and not let emotions get in the way. 
They want to do what reason tells them, like John 
Locke believed we should do (Second Treatise, Section 
6) when we’re trying to set up a government. 
 
But “what reason tells us” is a matter of content, not 
form. And a lot of philosophers believe that reason is 
purely formal. It just tells you if an argument is 
structured in the right way (if its parts are 
connected/related to each other correctly). But that 
just tells you whether the argument is valid, not if it’s 
actually sound (i.e., not if it’s really true). 
 
So, setting the paradox of being worried about being 
unable to feel to one side, Three Days Grace are right 
to be worried about being machines. It’s not enough 
to just have form. You also need content. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ontology / Metaphysics. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Substance” (Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy) 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/7370/7370-h/7370-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/7370/7370-h/7370-h.htm
http://www.iep.utm.edu/val-snd/
http://www.iep.utm.edu/val-snd/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/metaphysics/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/substance/
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 “Qualia: The Knowledge Argument” (Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 

 “Emergent Properties” (Stanford Encyclopedia 
of Philosophy) 

  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/qualia-knowledge/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/properties-emergent/
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31 
Burl Ives, “Holly Jolly Christmas” 

Language Games & Speech Acts 
 
It was Christmas week when I wrote this entry, which 
made me want to do more Christmas songs. So, I 
decided to philosophize about some songs from the 
great “Christmas Specials” that have become part of 
Christmas for Americans since the 1960s. 
 
TIME released a list of the “10 Greatest” specials last 
year, so we started there. First on their list (though 
the list has no numbers) was Rankin-Bass’s “Rudolph 
the Red-Nosed Reindeer.” I don’t really like the song 
on which the special is based, though, so I’m going to 
do “Holly Jolly Christmas,” which — like “Rudolph the 
Red-Nosed Reindeer” — is also by Johnny Marks. 
Here’s the song from the show itself. 
 
Telling people to “have a Holly Jolly Christmas” is one 
way of greeting them in a seasonally-appropriate 
fashion. And the practice of giving people “Season’s 
Greetings” is fascinating. It is what Wittgenstein 
would call a “language game.” We all know the rules 
of the game, and how to play it. One person tells the 
other person what kind of experience to have during a 
particular time period. “Have a good day,” or “Have a 
Merry Christmas” — or, elliptically — “Merry 
Christmas!” It sounds like a command. However, 

http://entertainment.time.com/2013/12/12/10-greatest-christmas-tv-specials-from-your-childhood/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Holly_Jolly_Christmas
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0LeF_tZD8Q
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language-game_%28philosophy%29
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instead of saying, “Yes sir!” or “You can’t tell me what 
to do!” the other person is supposed to respond, 
“Thank you.” 
 
So, the game is played by one person apparently 
commanding the other person, and the other person 
responding as if she or he were grateful. The second 
person is supposed to pretend that in commanding 
her or him to have a good time, the first person was 
actually promising or giving the good time in question. 
 
For fun, of course, we occasionally respond not with, 
“Thank you!,” but with, “I will.” We, with tongue in 
cheek, are treating the well-wishing as the command 
it apparently is. But we find this response “cheeky” or 
amusing because we all know the well-wishing is not 
actually a command. It’s a different sort of speech act 
altogether, even though it uses the sentence form 
that would embody a command if it were used in a 
different language game (e.g., the game of organizing 
an FBI search party). 
 
No wonder, then, that some of us have such a hard 
time navigating normal conversations. (See, e.g., Jim 
Parsons’s Sheldon Cooper on The Big Bang Theory, or 
Benedict Cumberbatch’s Alan Turing in The Imitation 
Game.) You have to be able to tell what language 
game is being played in order to know what speech 
acts are being performed, since the same sentence in 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speech_act
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R_cczIWvBq4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R_cczIWvBq4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sheldon_Cooper
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Imitation_Game
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Imitation_Game
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two different games can embody completely different 
acts. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Philosophy of Language. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Ludwig Wittgenstein” (Stanford Encyclopedia 

of Philosophy) 
 “John Langshaw Austin” (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 
 
 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_language
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/wittgenstein/#Lan
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/austin-jl/#SpeActTru
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32 
Charlie Brown’s “Christmas Time Is 

Here” vs.  
The Muppets’ “It Feels Like 

Christmas” 
The Ontology of “Atmospheres” & 

“Seasons” 
 
The second classic Christmas Special on TIME’s list of 
the “10 Greatest” specials is “A Charlie Brown 
Christmas.” So, for today, let’s talk about Vince 
Guaraldi Trio’s “Christmas Time Is Here.” 
 
Evidently, Lee Mendelson — who produced the 
special — also wrote the lyrics for “Christmas Time Is 
Here,” with Guaraldi having already written the music. 
Now tell me, my friends, if “happiness and cheer” 
would be among the words that Guaraldi’s music 
would call to mind if you didn’t know the lyrics. Like 
Pharrell’s “Happy,” the music for “Christmas Time Is 
Here” is somber, perhaps even sad. But we’ve already 
talked about that issue, in relation to “Mary, Did You 
Know?” 
 
“Christmas Time Is Here” is about the arrival of the 
Christmas season, and all the things that go with it. 
Christmas is something that happens to us, and the 

http://entertainment.time.com/2013/12/12/10-greatest-christmas-tv-specials-from-your-childhood/
http://entertainment.time.com/2013/12/12/10-greatest-christmas-tv-specials-from-your-childhood/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christmas_Time_Is_Here
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Charlie_Brown_Christmas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Charlie_Brown_Christmas
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Charlie_Brown_Christmas#Music
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song ends with the wish, “that we could always see / 
such spirit through the year.” 
 
In contrast, Paul William’s, “It Feels Like Christmas,” 
from The Muppet Christmas Carol says “the message” 
of Christmas “is ‘make it last all year’.” 
 
Seasons and times-of-year happen to us, in one song. 
We might wish they could last, but that is ultimately 
up to them. Seasons and times-of-year are things we 
can extend or fail to extend, in the other song. We 
have the power — nay, the obligation! — to keep 
them around. (Well, to keep one around, at least.) 
 
Compare this to the “atmosphere” in a room — say, 
at a meeting or party. It seems that in some instances, 
the atmosphere is tense or sad or angry, and there’s 
nothing we can do to change it. We walk in, and are 
immediately “caught up” in it. In other cases, 
however, a new person walks into the room and 
completely changes the atmosphere. 
 
So, are seasons and atmospheres objective, 
subjective, or intersubjective? And do we have control 
over them or not? 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 

http://www.metrolyrics.com/christmas-time-is-here-lyrics-vince-guaraldi-trio.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Muppet_Christmas_Carol#Music
http://micahtillman.com/tag/intersubjectivity/
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A: Epistemology, Ontology. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “John Searle” (Wikipedia) 

 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistemology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Searle#Social_reality
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33 
Dr. Seuss & Sixpence, “You’re a 

Mean One, Mr. Grinch” 
Ethics (Can Vice Be Cured?) 

 
The third classic Christmas Special on TIME’s list of the 
“10 Greatest” is “How the Grinch Stole Christmas.” 
This means, of course, that we have to analyze, 
“You’re a Mean One, Mr. Grinch.” But let’s use 
Sixpence None the Richer’s cover, which is pretty 
great. (Though, the original can’t be beat.) Here’s a 
link. 
 
Dr. Seuss wrote the words, Albert Hague wrote the 
music, and Thurl Ravenscroft sang the original. 
 
The lyrics are really clever, if you’ve never seen them 
written out. They’ve got a strange, but appropriately 
Seussian structure and rhyme pattern. 
 
The lyrics are also very mean to the Grinch, however. 
(It would seem Dr. Seuss would have done well in rap 
battles.) But how are you supposed to convince a bad 
person to change, other than by insulting him? 
 
A virtuous person, on Aristotle’s account, actually 
enjoys doing what is right, while a vicious person 
actually enjoys doing what is wrong. So, could a 

http://entertainment.time.com/2013/12/12/10-greatest-christmas-tv-specials-from-your-childhood/
http://entertainment.time.com/2013/12/12/10-greatest-christmas-tv-specials-from-your-childhood/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AtJ0nBSJ8xA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AtJ0nBSJ8xA
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/You%27re_a_Mean_One,_Mr._Grinch
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Hague
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Hague
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thurl_Ravenscroft
http://www.metrolyrics.com/youre-a-mean-one-mr-grinch-lyrics-jim-carrey.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_rap
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_rap


114 

 

vicious person ever change? Nicomachean Ethics II.3 
suggests that punishment might work as a cure. (And 
that is how Spike, from Buffy the Vampire Slayer, was 
finally cured.) 
 
But what is it that finally cures the Grinch? 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ethics. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The link above. 
 “Habits: How They Form and How to Break 

Them” (Fresh Air, on NPR) 
 Nicomachean Ethics, by Aristotle 

  

http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.2.ii.html
http://buffy.wikia.com/wiki/Behavior-Modification_Circuitry
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/
http://www.npr.org/2012/03/05/147192599/habits-how-they-form-and-how-to-break-them
http://www.npr.org/2012/03/05/147192599/habits-how-they-form-and-how-to-break-them
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.html
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34 
Jars of Clay, “Little Drummer Boy” 
Epistemology & Philosophy of Mind (The 

Five Love Languages) 
 
The fourth classic Christmas Special on TIME’s list of 
the “10 Greatest” is “The Little Drummer Boy.” There 
are a couple other fun songs from the special, but I 
want to do Jars of Clay’s cover of The Song Itself. 
Theirs is by far the best version I’ve ever heard. 
(Here’s a link to a fan-made lyric video.) Those boys 
once knew how to play acoustic guitars. Maybe they 
still do. But they definitely did when they put out this 
EP. 
 
The credits that play during The Special Itself say the 
music is by Maury Laws, with Jules Bass (he of Rankin-
Bass fame) writing the lyrics. (Bass is still alive, 
evidently! I don’t know why this surprises me so 
much.) 
 
The Main Song, however, is from 1941 and was written 
by Katherine Kennicott Davis. She claimed to have 
based it on a Czech carol, which no one has been able 
to identify. Cooler still, it was the von Trapp Family 
Singers who first popularized it. 
 

http://entertainment.time.com/2013/12/12/10-greatest-christmas-tv-specials-from-your-childhood/
http://entertainment.time.com/2013/12/12/10-greatest-christmas-tv-specials-from-your-childhood/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?t=31&v=E9RzG7pTRis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drummer_Boy_%28EP%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drummer_Boy_%28EP%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maury_Laws
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jules_Bass
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Little_Drummer_Boy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Little_Drummer_Boy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Little_Drummer_Boy#Origins
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Little_Drummer_Boy#Origins
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Little_Drummer_Boy#mediaviewer/File:CaroloftheDrummusic.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Little_Drummer_Boy#mediaviewer/File:CaroloftheDrummusic.jpg
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The theme of the song is “gifts,” which — believe it or 
not — have become an important philosophical topic. 
What I want to talk about, however, is the theory of a 
psychologist. 
 

Love Languages 
 
Gary Chapman (not the singer) argues that you can 
tell a person you love her or him all you want, but the 
person won’t hear it — won’t actually feel loved — 
unless you are speaking that person’s “love 
language.” 
 
There are five love languages, Chapman says: “Words 
of Affirmation” is the most obvious (e.g., saying, “I 
love you,” or “You’re the best”). However, “The Little 
Drummer Boy” also mentions as second: “Acts of 
Service.” Some people will only experience 
themselves as being actually loved by you if you do 
things for them (see the Beatles’ “A Hard Day’s 
Night”). 
 
Then again, Chapman also recognizes “Gifts” as a love 
language of its own. Some people, evidently, will only 
feel loved by you if you give them things (see our 
discussion of the Beatles’ “I Feel Fine,” in contrast 
with “Can’t Buy Me Love”).  
 
Some people, however, won’t feel your love if you put 
it into words, or into deeds, or into gifts. What they 

http://www.iep.utm.edu/derrida/#H7
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gary_Chapman_%28author%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gary_Chapman_%28musician%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Five_Love_Languages
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qXo3NFqkaRM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qXo3NFqkaRM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8mT4Q_Sdsfk
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need is “Quality Time” from you (see “A Hard Day’s 
Night” again). And for still other people, none of that 
matters nearly as much as “Physical Touch” (see “A 
Hard Day’s Night” yet again, and our discussion of “I 
Want to Hold Your Hand”). 
 

Question 
 
So, in “The Little Drummer Boy,” what is Baby Jesus’ 
love language? 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ethics or Epistemology believe it or not. 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The link above. 
 “Derrida on Gift,” by Peter J. Leithart (First 

Things) 
 5lovelanguages.com 

  

http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/
http://www.firstthings.com/blogs/leithart/2006/04/derrida-on-gift
http://www.5lovelanguages.com/
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35 
Coolio (ft. L.V.), “Gangsta’s 

Paradise” 
Nature vs. Nurture & Social Ontology 

 
It is a truth universally acknowledged that you should 
always talk about music from twenty years ago. Since 
it is now 2015 (at least it was when I wrote this entry), 
that means we should take as our theme the songs of 
1995. 
 
The #1 song for 1995 was Coolio’s “Gangsta’s 
Paradise” (ft. L.V.). It was the #1 rap song for eleven 
straight weeks (that’s almost three months!), and 
even was #1 on the Hot 100 chart for three weeks. A 
post-gangsta-rap-revolution song (not a cheesy early-
90s white boy rap song), was being played in 
Caucasian-soccer-mom-and-dad-populated offices 
across the US. (I find this idea delightful.) 
 
Here’s a link to the video. The song, as you will 
remember, was most closely associated with 
Dangerous Minds, which Rap Genius refers to as “sort 
of a poor man’s To Sir, with Love.” The movie and the 
song, then, are both about whether or not people are 
determined by their environments, or can be saved 
through outside intervention. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Billboard_Year-End_Hot_100_singles_of_1995
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gangsta%27s_Paradise
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gangsta%27s_Paradise
http://www.billboard.com/archive/charts/1995/hot-100
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R_K6971WmAs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R_K6971WmAs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YFK6H_CcuX8
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dangerous_Minds
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/To_Sir,_with_Love
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Star Trek and the Stoics 
 
The ancient Greeks believed in fate, and thought that 
even the gods were controlled by it. No matter what 
choices you made, some things were just going to 
happen to you. (The J.J. Abrams Star Trek reboot 
exemplifies this philosophy. No matter what changes 
you make in history, Pike is always going to end up 
paralyzed, Kirk is always going to end up captain of 
the Enterprise, and Spock will always befriend Kirk as 
his First Officer.) 
 
The later Stoics, in contrast, believed the universe was 
itself deterministic. It wasn’t just particular events 
that had to occur, no matter what; everything that 
happens has to happen, no matter what. 
 

Nature and Nurture 
 
Many modern scientists came to the same conclusion 
as the Stoics, but a debate arose among psychologists 
over whether people were determined (i.e., 
controlled) by their environments or by their genes. 
Do we end up the way we end up, and do what we do, 
because of where we grew up and the people who 
influenced us? Or do we end up the way we end up, 
and do what we do, because of the fact that we were 
born with a particular set of DNA molecules in our 
cells? You will recognize this as the “nature (DNA) vs. 
nurture (environment)” debate. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moirai
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Star_Trek_%28film%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Pike_%28Star_Trek%29
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Coolio sides with the proponents of nurture. We are 
what we are and do what we do because of how and 
where we were raised. The only hope for us to 
change, then, is if something from outside our 
environment intervenes. That is, the only hope for us 
is if something new comes along to nurture us in a 
different direction. There’s nothing we can do for 
ourselves. 
 

We Need an Intervention 
 
But if everyone is determined by their environments, 
that means someone else’s environment will have to 
determine her (Dangerous Minds) or him (To Sir, with 
Love) to intervene. Two different environments will 
have to “bump into each other,” as it were. 
 
But if each individual environment is part of the 
Universal Environment, then this really isn’t an 
intervention. It’s just two parts of the Whole 
interacting with each other — i.e., it’s just the Whole 
interacting with Itself. 
 
That’s really depressing. Thanks, Coolio. I’m going to 
go read William James’ A Pluralistic Universe now, to 
make myself feel better. 
 
____ 
 

http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11984/pg11984.html
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The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ontology (or Cosmology) and Ethics (or Philosophy 
of Human Nature). 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The link above. 
 “Nature versus nurture” (Wikipedia) 
 “Causal Determinism” (Stanford Encyclopedia 

of Philosophy) 
 A Pluralistic Universe, by William James 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmology
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_nature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_nature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nature_versus_nurture
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/determinism-causal/
http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11984/pg11984.html
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36 
Green Day, “When I Come Around” 
Weakness of Will (Socrates, Aristotle, & 

St. Paul) 
 
Green Day’s “When I Come Around” went #1 on the 
Billboard Alternative Songs chart, the first week of 
January, 1995. It stayed there for seven weeks. 
 
Here’s  a link to the video. They were so young! And so 
angsty! Also, Mike Dirnt’s bass work on that song is 
excellent. 
 
Let’s talk about the second verse, shall we? 
 

Oh I heard it all before 
So don’t knock down my door 
I’m a loser and the user 
So I don’t need no accuser 
To try and **** me down because I know you’re 
right 

 
It’s a peculiar fact about humans that we can know 
that something is wrong, and yet do it anyway. Well, 
Socrates actually didn’t think this was a fact about 
human nature. Socrates thought that if you really 
knew something was wrong, you wouldn’t be able to 
do it. So if you do something wrong, it must be 

http://www.billboard.com/archive/charts/1995/alternative-songs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i8dh9gDzmz8
http://www.metrolyrics.com/when-i-come-around-lyrics-green-day.html
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/protagoras.html
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because you didn’t actually know it was wrong. 
Maybe you thought it was wrong, but it was just an 
opinion, not real knowledge. 
 
The fancy philosophy term for “knowing something is 
wrong but doing it anyway” is “weakness of will” 
(akrasia in Greek). Socrates — as I just said — thought 
there was no such thing. Aristotle, however, thought 
there totally was. 
 
When you know something is wrong, but do it 
anyway, Aristotle thought you were drunk. Or sort of 
drunk. You know the thing is wrong, but only “in a 
drunken way.” Your knowledge is hazy, and doesn’t 
quite “kick in.” It’s there, alright, but it’s just not 
active or effective. (On the debate between Aristotle 
and Socrates, see Nicomachean Ethics VII.2.) 
 
St. Paul attributes weakness of will to a war between 
two parts of ourselves, and offers no solution to the 
problem other than the exclamation, “Thanks be to 
God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” So, evidently 
Jesus is the answer, but I’ve never really understood 
what that means. 
 
So, how do we solve weakness of will? (I’ve got some 
extra weight I need to lose after the holidays.) 
 
____ 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akrasia
http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.7.vii.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/romans/passage.aspx?q=romans+7:15-25
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/romans/passage.aspx?q=romans+7:15-25
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The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ethics (or Philosophy of Human Nature). 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
 “Protagoras” by Plato 
 “Akrasia” in “Aristotle’s Ethics” (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 
 Chapter 7 of the Epistle to the Romans, by St. 

Paul 
  

http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_nature
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/protagoras.html
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-ethics/#Akr
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-ethics/
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/romans/7.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/romans/1.html
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37 
TLC, “Waterfalls” 

Ethics (Contra Coolio, Nurture Is the Cure) 
 
The #2 song for 1995 was TLC’s “Waterfalls,” which is 

a riff on the opening lines of the first two verses of 
Paul McCartney’s “Waterfalls.” (The “Baby is good to 
me” line in the 2nd verse also seems to be a reference 
to the Beatles’ “I Feel Fine.”) 
 
The “waterfalls” talk in both songs makes little sense 
(it is, after all, from the guy who brought us, “The 
movement you need is on your shoulder”), but it’s 
interesting, and both songs are musically very good. 
 
(Here’s a link to the video for “Waterfalls.” What is up 
with the dance they’re doing as water-people in front 
of the waterfall?) 
 
The #1 and #2 songs of 1995 were clearly about social 
issues. “Gangsta’s Paradise” said we’re all trapped by 
the social environments in which we live, unless 
someone intervenes from a different environment. 
“Waterfalls,” in contrast, says we should stay close to 
home; the environment in which we were raised is 
safest. It’s adventuring and living “fast” that gets us 
into trouble. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Billboard_Year-End_Hot_100_singles_of_1995
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterfalls_%28TLC_song%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waterfalls_%28TLC_song%29
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sYstxLoOnYA
http://www.metrolyrics.com/waterfalls-lyrics-tlc.html
http://www.metrolyrics.com/waterfalls-lyrics-tlc.html
http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-the-beatles-i-feel-fine/
http://genius.com/983074/The-beatles-hey-jude/The-movement-you-need-is-on-your-shoulder
http://genius.com/983074/The-beatles-hey-jude/The-movement-you-need-is-on-your-shoulder
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8WEtxJ4-sh4
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In the song’s rap verse, however, there is an 
interesting mix of personal and social responsibility. 
Ms. Lopes says that “the system’s got you victim to 
your own mind.” That is, it is possible to be fooled into 
doing something wrong, while still being the one who 
is doing the wrong. 
 
This, of course, should remind us of the song from last 
time. 1995 was a heavy year. 
 
____ 
 

The Hidden Track 
Q: What kind of philosophy were we doing today? 
A: Ethics (or Social Philosophy). 
 
Continue your investigation at: 

 The links above. 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lisa_Lopes
http://www.metrolyrics.com/waterfalls-lyrics-tlc.html
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_philosophy
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38 
Live, “Lightning Crashes” 

Thrownness & Agency in a Social World 
 
At the end of February, 1995, Live’s “Lightning 
Crashes” kicked Green Day’s “When I Come Around” 
out of the #1 spot on Billboard’s Alternative Songs 
chart. It held that position for nine weeks, which is 
appropriate because it takes about nine weeks to get 
going. (Here’s a link to the video.) 
 
That wasn’t an insult, btw. It’s fascinating that Live 
went with this arrangement when they recorded the 
song. Just one guitar and vocals till after the first verse 
and chorus have been sung, and the second verse (or 
third verse, if you count the first two stanzas as 
distinct verses) has already begun. It’s brave to keep 
the song that stripped-down for so long. 
 
The song lyrically is about the connections between 
people, as one generation leaves the world to the 
next. (You can read that sentence in multiple ways, 
and I think Live intends them all.) Specifically, the 
generation passing away leaves their “confusion” to 
the generation being born. 
 
Heidegger refers to the fact that we are born into the 
world that our forebears leave us as “thrownness” in 
his first book, Being and Time. We are “thrown” into a 

http://www.billboard.com/archive/charts/1995/alternative-songs
http://www.billboard.com/archive/charts/1995/alternative-songs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xsJ4O-nSveg
http://www.metrolyrics.com/lightning-crashes-lyrics-live.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thrownness
http://www.amazon.com/Being-Time-Martin-Heidegger/dp/0061575593
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world at birth, rather than having to create a world for 
ourselves. We might go on later to join J.R.R. Tolkien 
in “sub-creating” new worlds, but we do not have to 
first create a world in which to live. The world is 
already there, waiting for us, and thus what it means 
for us to be “agents,” or to be “free,” is to work with 
what we have been given. 
 
The world that some of us are thrown into might be 
smooth sailing. However, “Lightning Crashes” implies 
that it is also a confusing place. And the song doesn’t 
seem to think that is a bad thing. “The confusion that 
was hers / belongs now to the baby down the hall.” 
You can come to be attached to even the 
imperfections in a thing (or a person). And there is 
something to be said for mystery. 
  

http://tolkiengateway.net/wiki/Sub-creation
http://www.metrolyrics.com/lightning-crashes-lyrics-live.html
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39 
Notorious B.I.G., “Big 

Poppa/Warning” 
Greed & Violence according to Plato, 

Marx, & Biggie 
 

Background 
 
If people know anything about rap, it’s that there’s 
some kind of feud between East Coast and West Coast 
rappers. Or, at least, there was. If they know anything 
else, it was that “2Pac and Biggie” were both killed as 
part of this feud (at least purportedly), one (2Pac) 
from the West Coast, and the other (Biggie) from the 
East. 
 
In 1995, the feud played out on the Billboard Rap 
Songs chart, with Notorious B.I.G.’s “Big 
Poppa/Warning” going #1 for six weeks, to be 
replaced for one week by 2Pac’s “Dear Mama/Old 
School” for one week, which was replaced in turn by 
“Big Poppa/Warning” for one week, which was 
replaced in turn by “Dear Mama/Old School” for one 
week, which was replaced in turn by “Big 
Poppa/Warning” for two weeks, which was replaced 
in turn by “Dear Mama/Old School” for one week, 
which was replaced in turn by 2Pac’s fellow West 
Coaster, Dr. Dre, with his song “Keep Their Heads 

http://www.billboard.com/archive/charts/1995/rap-song
http://www.billboard.com/archive/charts/1995/rap-song
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Ringin'” for one week, which was replaced in turn by 
“Dear Mama/Old School” for two weeks. 
 
In all, Biggie gave the East Coast nine weeks at #1 from 
the end of January through the beginning of May, 
while 2Pac (and Dre) gave the West Coast six weeks at 
#1 during the same period. East Coast artists would 
dominate the chart from there on, until Coolio (a West 
Coaster) released “Gangsta’s Paradise” — a kind of 
despairing critique of the entire situation — which 
went #1 in September and ended up the #1 song in all 
genres for the year. 
 
Since our focus for the moment is 1995’s top songs — 
and we’ve already done “Gangsta’s Paradise” — let’s 
do Notorious B.I.G.’s “Big Poppa/Warning” today and 
Tupac Shakur’s “Dear Mama/Old School” later this 
week. 
 

The Song(s) 
 
“Big Poppa/Warning” is two songs that overlap, 
musically, with “Warning” beginning before “Big 
Poppa” ends. The two videos have a similar 
connection, with “Big Poppa” taking place at a club, 
and “Warning” taking place later the same night. 
Neither is particularly NSFW, but “Warning” (the 
second video below) is definitely more NSFW, and 
ends pretty violently. 
 

http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-coolio-ft-lv-gangstas-paradise/
http://micahtillman.com/top-40-philosophy-coolio-ft-lv-gangstas-paradise/
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Here’s a link to the video for “Big Poppa.” And here’s 
a link to the video for “Warning.”  
 
These two songs celebrate the two opposed thematic 
extremes of hip-hop, with “Big Poppa” focusing on 
the “playa” lifestyle, and “Warning” focusing on the 
“gangsta” lifestyle. As the songs work together, 
however, the second is presented as a consequence 
of jealousy over the first. Once you become successful 
(monetarily and with women) you attract attention, 
evidently. And that attention leads others to want to 
take what you have acquired. 
 
The two songs together, then, present violence as a 
result of greed. This should put us in mind of Plato’s 
explanation for the origin of war in the Republic. If 
people seek pleasures beyond what is strictly 
necessary — which Biggie refers to as “foolish 
pleasure” — they will have to take from others. And 
this will create conflict. 
 
The difference between Biggie and Plato is that Biggie 
thinks he has not had to exploit anyone else to acquire 
his wealth. The greed that leads to conflict in Biggie’s 
world is the greed of jealousy, which leads have-nots 
to attack the rich, while in Plato’s world there is no 
jealousy involved, and the conflict seems to be 
between economic equals. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=phaJXp_zMYM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TbSm6HsX_ek
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TbSm6HsX_ek
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/republic.3.ii.html#605
http://classics.mit.edu/Plato/republic.3.ii.html#605
http://genius.com/The-notorious-big-big-poppa-lyrics/
http://genius.com/The-notorious-big-big-poppa-lyrics/
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This would probably be the appropriate place to say 
something about Marx as well. Marx wouldn’t like the 
nouveau riche, capitalist Biggie, for example. But I 
need to get back to pre-semester prep, so I’ll leave it 
to you to continue the comparisons and contrasts. 
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40 
Better than Ezra, “Good” 

Can You Reject a Finite Good & Still Think 
It Good? 

 
The third alternative rock song to go #1 in 1995 was 
Better than Ezra’s “Good.” Here is a link to a VHS-to-
YouTube transfer of their performance on a younger-
than-I-remember Letterman. 
 
(Did you notice how David Letterman read the 
instruction “Hold Up” aloud? In the moment, he 
seemed to take it as a name or exclamation, rather 
than a command. Speech act confusion! But that’s not 
the song, and we’re here to analyze the song.) 
 

The Song’s Story 
 
In the song, a person arrives at his home to find it 
deserted. The only thing truly present is a letter from 
someone — presumably a former lover — that says, 
“It was good, living with you.” 
 
It is unclear whether the letter had been left for him 
inside the house (e.g., that the lover has vacated the 
house while the singer was out) or whether the letter 
had been delivered in the mail. However, given the 
fact that he describes himself as “Looking around the 

http://www.billboard.com/archive/charts/1995/alternative-songs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_m4XiXLpXDs
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/betterthanezra/good.html
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house . . . for signs of life,” it would seem that 
whoever wrote the letter had left surprisingly-quickly. 
 
In the second verse, our protagonist sits alone in the 
empty house and contemplates how to respond to 
the letter. His conclusion is that he should respond by 
repeating back what the letter said. It was indeed good 
to live with whoever wrote the original “note.” 
 
“Good,” therefore, reminds me of a much happier 
version of Ben Folds Five’s later “Don’t Change Your 
Plans.” 
 

The Song’s Philosophy 
 
More importantly, from our point of view here as 
philosophers, is that the song is about the genuine 
goodness of “finite goods.” We often experience the 
rejection or termination of something (an event, a 
relationship, an opportunity, a project, etc.) as a 
speech act declaring that thing to be “no good.” This 
common way of reading the act of rejection or 
termination is expressed colloquially in the Bible, 
which refers to choosing one thing over another as 
“loving” one and “hating” the other (Malachi 1:1-3; 
Luke 14:26). 
 
Better than Ezra, however, insists that it is possible to 
end something while still firmly believing it to have 
been good. This implies that the goodness of the 

http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/betterthanezra/good.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JcG5SJvhcMw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JcG5SJvhcMw
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/malachi/1.html
http://www.biblestudytools.com/nrs/luke/passage.aspx?q=luke+14:16-33
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thing being terminated does not “exhaust the 
goodness” available. That is, “all the goodness 
available” may not be located in a single option. 
Multiple options may be open to you, and each and 
every one of them might be good. To choose one over 
the others, therefore, would not be to say the others 
are bad, but to say the one you chose is best — or at 
least that you prefer its goodness to the (genuine) 
goodnesses found in the other options. 
 
As I said above, we are dealing here with “finite 
goods” — with things that are limited in some way, 
and which do not take up (or “hog”) all the goodness 
available for themselves. However, if we were 
speaking of an “infinite good” — say, God — we 
might have a different situation. It might be that to 
reject an infinite good would be to necessarily choose 
a bad alternative, and hence to claim that it is the 
infinite good you are rejecting which is actually bad. 
 
However, as I argued when dealing with Hozier’s 
“Take Me to Church,” many (perhaps most) people 
who reject God do so in favor of The Good, and thus 
— if traditional Christianity is correct — have not truly 
rejected God at all. 
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41 
TLC, “Creep” 

Can You Accept Something Bad & Still 
Think It Bad? 

 
TLC had the #2 and #3 songs for 1995. We’ve already 
covered “Waterfalls,” (which argued — against the 
year’s #1 song, “Gangsta’s Paradise” — that you can 
escape the environment in which you were raised, but 
doing so would be a bad thing) so today we move on 
to “Creep.” 
 
Here’s a link to its video. What a strange song. 
Musically, I like it. But I have to agree with TLC’s Lisa 
Lopes. Here is what Wikipedia says: 
 
In the documentary The Last Days of Left Eye, TLC 
member Lisa “Left Eye” Lopes said she was . . . against 
the release of “Creep” as a single, and threatened to 
wear black tape over her mouth in the music video. 
She thought that when a girl finds out that her man is 
cheating on her, the girl better leave rather than cheat 
back. 
 
The song’s lyrics — which were written by a man — 
present the woman’s cheating as coming from 
necessity: “It’s only ’cause I need some affection.” 
Thus, she can still feel like she remains faithful to him, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Billboard_Year-End_Hot_100_singles_of_1995
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LlZydtG3xqI
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creep_%28TLC_song%29#Song_information
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Last_Days_of_Left_Eye
http://genius.com/Tlc-creep-lyrics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creep_%28TLC_song%29#Song_information
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claiming that she’ll “never go astray.” In fact, she feels 
the need — out of her love and faithfulness — to 
“keep him protected” from finding out “the things 
[she] did.” 
 

Contrast with Better than Ezra and the 
Beatles 
 
What a twisted song! It would be fruitful to compare 
this view of “faithfulness” with the one we got from 
the Beatles’ “Love Me Do.” For the Beatles, 
faithfulness was a form of truthfulness, while for TLC 
(or, rather, for their male songwriter), faithfulness and 
truthfulness are at odds. (Of course, we all know the 
extent to which the view of faithfulness they 
espoused expressed the view of faithfulness John 
ended up living out.) 
 
It would also be fruitful to compare “Creep” with 
Better than Ezra’s “Good,” from last time. In “Good,” 
we discovered the possibility of rejecting something 
we nevertheless think is good. In “Creep,” however, 
we find someone refusing to reject a person in spite of 
finding his actions to be wrong. It is possible, 
according to this song, to think someone is wrong and 
yet still love him. 
 

The Principle of Non-Contradiction 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lennon#Cynthia_Lennon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Lennon#Cynthia_Lennon
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“Isn’t it a contradiction to think someone is wrong or 
bad, and yet still find the person lovable?” you might 
ask. The answer must be: “Only if ‘wrong’ or ‘bad’ is 
equivalent to ‘unlovable’. Only if you find someone 
both lovable and unlovable would you be 
contradicting yourself (and even then, you would 
have to find them lovable and unlovable in the same 
way at the same time for there to be a true 
contradiction).” 
 
Contrast, for instance, the idea that someone is 
lovable in one way, but unlovable in another, with 
Three Days Grace’s “I hate everything about you / why 
do I love you?” 
 
But let’s not end today’s post on such a troubled note. 
Let us instead reflect with gratitude on the fact that 
people can love us even when we’re wrong. 
  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_of_noncontradiction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_of_noncontradiction
http://www.metrolyrics.com/i-hate-everything-about-you-lyrics-three-days-grace.html
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Conclusion 
 
There are waves in the history of pop music. It starts 
off folky. It’s music for the people. Anybody can sing 
and play it. 
 
Then people realize how much potential is in the 
latest “folk” wave. They start developing that 
potential. They create intricate and technical songs. 
They become virtuosos.  
 
Then there’s a punk revolt. A bunch of people start 
refusing to listen to elitist music that only virtuosos 
can play. They work to bring their own songs back to 
their “folk” roots. 
 
As the punkish/folkish movement spreads, the cycle 
begins again. It spirals ever upward. At least we hope. 
 

* * * 
 
That’s a simple story I like to tell. I learned it, at least in 
part, from a rock documentary on PBS. I don’t 
remember which one. Did Ken Burns do a History of 
Rock? 
 
And though the story’s simple, it fits some parts of the 
history of rock-n-roll (and its related genres) rather 
well. Contrast the early and later Beatles (folk to 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ken_Burns


140 

 

virtuoso). Contrast Boston and Nirvana (virtuoso to 
folk). 
 
But the story is also inspired by Hegel, who was a 
philosopher. Hegel thought history moved 
progressively through fazes. One faze would react by 
opposing the faze that came before it. Then the next 
faze would try to combine the two opposites into one. 
 

* * * 
 
We talked a lot in the entries above about 
combinations: about parts and wholes and groups. 
We also talked about how “intersubjectivity” — the 
fact that different people can see the same thing 
together — can assist us in knowing what is real. 
 
And we kept coming back to the question of how our 
emotions are connected to reality. Music, you often 
hear, is all about emotion. I, for one, suspect that my 
dislike of country music has more to do with my 
emotional immaturity than it does with country’s 
being worse than the other stuff I listen to. 

 
One thing I love about philosophy is that while 
encouraging and helping me to mature, it enables me 
to enjoy things in a fuller way. Some things you grow 
out of. Others, you come to appreciate all the more. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dialectic#Hegelian_dialectic

