About thought experiments – or “trolleyology”

In Philosophy, thought experiments are essentially short, simple but sometimes rather exaggerated, scenarios, in which you have to make a fairly stark choice or decision: this person dies or that one, this clone is the real me, or that is… Philosophers like and use thought experiments because they isolate the issues and choices, and because they really don’t carry out other kinds of experiment – there are no labs or white coats in philosophy departments – though they do take a great interest in other people’s experiments, for example in fields such as psychology and neuro-science.
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Thought experiments can be quite far from real life situations and often borrow from science fiction; for example, those do with consciousness and the mind/brain problem often involve speculating whether you could be a brain in a jar being stimulated by a mad scientist, or which would be the real you if you swapped bodies with someone else or you were cloned or duplicated exactly. 

Another genre of thought experiment is “trolley cases” – tales of runaway trains, trams or trolley-buses, or of people trapped in burning trolley-cars or lorries begging you to put them out of their misery by shooting them (a couple of typical ones, used by philosopher Peter Singer, here.) And so common are these trolley cases that their study has been called (perhaps with tongue in cheek) “trolleyology” by philosophers (most recently by Nigel Warburton and David Edmunds in an article here on "Philosophy's Great Experiment” in Prospect, March 09). Trolley cases tend to raise questions like: Is it ever right to kill someone? Is it better or worse to let someone die or kill them by accident or side effect, than to actively kill them? Is it worse to kill one person than to let ten people die? You can probably see their relevance to some real-life social-ethical issues such as health care rationing and choices, or voluntary euthanasia.

Not everyone likes thought experiments, and some find it hard to get into the spirit of the exercise: they want to embroider or quibble: “Couldn’t he escape some other way?” / “I don’t know how to use a gun / move railway points or signals” – and so on. But in order to carry out a thought experiment you have to accept the story and reason within its narrative limits – because the intention is to focus on some basic ethical or existential choices or principles.  

While I don’t think you should mess with the stories or try to elaborate them, at the point where you begin to relate thought experiments to real life problems, I think it is quite legitimate to question how good they are as analogies. Some are definitely better than others.
Marilyn Mason, April 2009

Further reading

· In Kingston Philosophy Café we have borrowed several thought experiments from Julian Baggini’s book The Pig that Wants to be Eaten.

· You can read more on thought experiments at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thought_experiment. 
· Judith Jarvis Thomson’s “A Defense of Abortion”uses a very famous and widely discussed (and criticised) thought experiment, and can be read at http://spot.colorado.edu/~heathwoo/Phil160,Fall02/thomson.htm; there is some commentary on it at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Violinist_(Thought_Experiment). 
