Thought Experiments
In philosophy these are little stories told for a specific purpose.  They usually contain the following key features:
· They usually involve an imagined or hypothetical scenario. 

· They offer arguments which attempt to establish the correct evaluation of the scenario.

· This evaluation of the imagined scenario is then taken to reveal something about other cases beyond the scenario. 

Example:

Judith Jarvis Thomson introduces the thought experiment below in her paper ‘A Defense of Abortion’.  Specifically she wants to highlight the moral issues involved when a woman becomes pregnant through rape.

You wake up in the morning and find yourself back to back in bed with an unconscious violinist. A famous unconscious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal kidney ailment, and the Society of Music Lovers has canvassed all the available medical records and found that you alone have the right blood type to help. They have therefore kidnapped you, and last night the violinist's circulatory system was plugged into yours, so that your kidneys can be used to extract poisons from his blood as well as your own. If he is unplugged from you now, he will die; but in nine months he will have recovered from his ailment, and can safely be unplugged from you.

Evaluation:
Clearly this is a form of analogical argument but we need to consider whether the analogy between the two scenarios is convincing.  For example, is the relationship between the woman and the violinist (a complete stranger) the same as that between the woman and her foetus/ embryo (50% of her DNA and the possibility of a future life together)?  Thomson wants to claim that the woman is not morally compelled to accede to the request to support the violinist for 9 months. Does the fact that his has been a successful and fulfilling life up till this point make that decision easier than deciding to terminate the possible life of the embryo?

In your assessment you need to: 

explain the purposes of thought experiments in general 

provide a brief summary example of one in particular

state its purpose 

evaluate its success/ relevance

* Use the notes from your research and presentation to prepare for this or revise any other examples discussed in class.
