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[iiE STORY OF PHILOSOPHY

INVITATION
PHILOSOPHY

QUESTIONING THE FUNDAMENTALS WE NORMALLY
TAKE FOR GRANTED

HE DAILY LIVES OF MOST of us are full of things

that keep us busy and preoccupied. But every
now and again we find ourselves drawing back
and wondering what it is all about. And then, perhaps,

we may start asking fundamental questions that normally

we do not stop to ask.

This can happen with regard to any aspect of life.
In politics, for example, people are all the time bandying
around terms like “freedom,”“equality,”“social justice,”
and so on. But every now and again somebody comes
along who asks:“Yes, but what do we actually mean
by freedom? And what do we mean by equality?”
Such questioning can become challengingly awkward.
The person may say:“Surely freedom and equality are
in conflict with one another? If we're all free to live our
lives as we like, aren’t we bound to end up in a whole
lot of different and very unequal situations? And isn’t
that something that can be prevented only by government
interference? If that’s true, then it’s no good us saying
we're in favour of freedom and equality and just leaving
it at that. There’s an element of contradiction involved.”
It is when people start to talk like this that they are
beginning to think philosophically. In this case they are
embarking on what is known as political philosophy.

People can subject any field of human activity to
fundamental questioning like this - which is another
way of saying that there can be a philosophy of anything.

44

Lawyers are referring constantly to guilt and innocence,
justice, a fair trial, and so on. But if one of them says:
“When we talk about justice, do we mean the same as
what the politicians mean when they talk about social
justice, or are we talking about something different here?”
he is beginning to do philosophy of law. The doctor
who asks himself:“Is there ever such a thing as perfect

REMBRANDT, 7HI TWO PHILOSOPHERS (1628)
Discussion, argument. debate, are crucial to philosophy., because
erervihing that is said must lic open to question and criticism
So one might say it takes tiwo to philosopbize, and philosophy is
a shared search for the truth

health - if not, what do we mean by cure?” is beginning
to do philosophy of medicine. In every field of activity
there is a philosophy of it that involves questioning its
fundamental concepts, principles, and methods. So there
is philosophy of science, philosophy of religion, philosophy
of art, and so on. Nearly always, some of the best

practitioners in each field are interested in its philosophy.
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AN INVITATION TO PHILOSOPIIY

It is important to realize that when the political
philosopher asks:“What is freedom?” he is not just asking
for a definition of the word. If that were all he wanted
he could look it up in the dictionary. His question goes
far beyond that. He is seeking an altogether deeper
understanding of the concept, and of how it actually
functions in our thoughts and our lives, and of other ways
in which it might also be used, and of the possible dangers
of its use, and of how it does or could relate to other key
political concepts such as equality. He is trying clarify his
mind and ours on a subject that has important practical
implications for us and yet which bristles with difficulties.

HIS ELUCIDATION OF CONCEPTS, though,

fascinating as it is, is the mere surface of

philosophy. The greatest philosophers have
gone much deeper than that and questioned the
most fundamental aspects of our existence
and our experience. We human beings find
ourselves in a world we had no say about
entering. In its most obvious and basic
features it consists of a framework of space
and time - three dimensions of space and one
dimension of time - inhabited by a large number
of widely differing material objects, some of which
are people like ourselves. And philosophers have
raised questions like: “What is time?” and
“Is everything that actually exists, including people,
a material object and nothing more? Can something
that is not a material object have real existence?
If so, what is the nature of that existence?” In asking
questions like this they are not just trying to
achieve a deeper understanding of concepts.
They are striving towards a fundamental
understanding of whatever it is that exists,
including ourselves. And they are trying
to do this without making it a question of

)
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religious faith, or appealing to the say-so of an authority.
They may as individuals have religious beliefs - most
great philosophers have had, though some have not -
yet as good philosophers they do not attempt to support
their philosophical arguments with appeals to religion.
A philosophical argument is one that carries its own
credentials with it, in the form of reasons: it asks you

for your rational assent, not for faith or obedience.
Philosophy tries to see how far reason alone will take us.
Because philosophy is a quest for rational
understanding of the most fundamental kind it raises
important questions about the nature of understanding
and hence of enquiry and knowledge. How are we to
go about finding answers to all these questions of ours?
Can we ever really know, in the sense of being sure of,
anything? If so, what? And even if we do know, how will
we be able to be sure that we know; in other words can
we ever know that we know? Questions like this have
themselves come to occupy a place near the center of
philosophy. Alongside questions about the world around
us, the philosopher asks questions about the nature
of human perception, experience, and understanding.
So, put at its most basic, philosophy has developed
in such a way that two fundamental questions
lie at its heart: the first is “What
is the nature of whatever
it is that exits?” and
the second is “How,

AUGUSTE RODIN,
THE THINKER (1880)
The nakedness of
Rodin’s famons
statie of a solitary
thinker deeply
wrapped in thought
suggests that man
is a uniqieely
reflective and
self~aware
" animal. and that
this is something
Jundamental to
the buman
condition




'HE STORY OF PHILOSOPHY

i

if at all, can we know?” Investigation into the first

Investigation into the second question - about the
nature of knowledge, and what, if anything, we can
know - is called epistemology. It is the development
of these two over the centuries - and of all the
subsidiary questions that arise out of them - that
constitute the mainstream of philosophy’s history.

¢¢

WILLIAM BLAKE, THE ANCIENT OF DAYS (1794)
Regularity is found at every level in the known wniverse,
from the very biggest (o the very smallest. and
wusually in forms that can be expressed in mathematical
equations. It is as if the universe itself embodies
rationality. It is as if. somebody once said
“God is a mathematicican

question, about what exists and the nature of existence,
constitutes the branch of philosophy known as ontology.

Into this mainstream flow all the important tributaries,
such as moral and political philosophy, philosophy of
science, aesthetics, philosophy of religion, and the rest.
All these have their place in philosophy as a whole, but
questions about what exists, and how we can know, are
logically prior to questions raised in these other branches.
It may be that to some of our most important
questions we shall never find the answers. But that is
itself not something we can know in advance. So we

shall want to mount assaults on all the problems that
interest us. If in the course of doing so we discover good
reasons to believe that a particular question is not
susceptible of an answer we shall have to find a way

of coming to terms with that. It is a conclusion which -
like all other philosophical conclusions - we shall
require good reasons for believing. We shall not be
willing just to accept it on spec, or on faith, or because
we have an intuition to that effect: we shall want to
know why we should believe it to be true.

HIS INSISTENCE ON REASONS is one of the

halimarks of philosophy. It distinguishes

philosophy from, for example, both religion
and the arts. In religion, reasons are appealed to
sometimes, but also faith, revelation, ritual, and
obedience have indispensable roles, and reason can
never take a person the whole way. The creative artist,
like the philosopher, is fully committed to a truth-seeking
activity, trying to see below the surface of things and
acquire a deeper understanding of human experience;
however, he publishes, or publicly presents, his insights
in a different form from the philosopher, a form that
relies on direct perception and intuition rather than
on rational argument.

8



AN INVITATION TO PHILOSOPHY

A different sort of frontier runs between philosophy and
the sciences. Again, the scientist like the philosopher and
the creative artist, is engaged in truth-seeking enquiry,
trying to make new discoveries about the world and the
nature of our experience of it, and to make sense of
these, and to publish his findings. And he, like the
philosopher, is much concerned to be able to provide
rational backing for everything he says. In his case the
key difference from the philosopher is that the scientist

2

IMMANUEL KANT

is concerned with questions that can be decided by
experiment or observation. And there are no experiments
or observations that will tell us whether or not time
had a beginning, or what “rights” are. Questions like
that, which are amenable to rational enquiry but not
amenable to the methods of science, are typical of

the questions that get bequeathed to philosophers.

T IS ESSENTIAL TO REALIZE that philosophy,

science, and art are not at odds with one another.

They have much more in common than appears
at first sight. In fact, as we shall see in this book, it was
out of philosophy that science was born. It is the same
world that philosophy, science, and art are all exploring.
All three confront the mystery of the world’s existence,
and our existence as human beings, and try to achieve
a deeper understanding of it. All three make perpetual
use of both inspiration and criticism. And all three
make their findings public so that they can be shared.
But because they use different methods, and follow
different paths, they may sometimes appeal to
different temperaments. Yet they share the goal

of exploring human knowledge and experience, 1

and trying to bring what is hidden to light, and
organize their findings into publicly articulate

| form. They enrich one another, and a fully rounded
human being will find himself becoming naturally
interested in all three. This book tells the story of one
of them, philosophy. Like the other two,
it is among the most fascinating and
valuable things that civilization has
produced. And, like the others,

its future is likely to be richer
than its past.

SALVADOR DAL,

HOMAGE 10 NEWTON (1969)

Man bas the ability not only to

explore space outside bimself but

‘l. to relate his discoveries to his own

inner spaces of thought and feeling.

Here the sciences. philosophy.
and the arts may meet and
4/)'11( 1y one another.
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(GREEKS

HEIR WORLD

PHILOSOPHY BEGINS WHEN HUMAN BEINGS
START TRYING TO UNDERSTAND THE WORLD,
NOT THROUGH RELIGION OR BY ACCEPTING
AUTHORITY BUT THROUGH THE USE OF REASON.
THIS SEEMS TO HAVE BEGUN AMONG THE EARLY
GREEKS, IN THE OTH, 5TH, AND 4TH CENTURIES
BC. THEIR EARLIEST QUESTIONS WERE: “WHAT 1S
THE WORLD MADE OF?” AND “WHAT HOLDS
THE WORLD UP?” BUT THEN CAME SOCRATES,
THE MOST FAMOUS OF ALL GREEK
PHILOSOPHERS, WHO SAID THAT WHAT MATTERS
MOST 1S HOW WE OUGHT TO LIVE. HIS BASIC
QUESTION WAS: “WHAT IS JUSTICE?” HIS ruUPIL
PLATO WAS THE FIRST WESTERN PHILOSOPHER
WHOSE WRITIEN WORKS HAVE SURVIVED,
AND THESE ARE NOW STUDIED IN UNIVERSITIES
ALL OVER THE WORLD. PLATO’S PUPIL

ARISTOTLE WAS OF SIMILAR GENIUS.

BRONZE HEAD OF APHRODITI
This bronze bead was found at Satala, Turkey. It was sculpted in the
2id or 1st century e and is now in the British Museum, London




I'HE GREEKS AND THEIR WORLD

THE EMERGENCE OF
RATIONAL THINKING

The very earliest Western philosophers, those before Socrates,
prodiiced large-scale theories about the world, some of which

CONNECTIONS
Chalenas, a Greek
soothsayer of the +4th

century Be, examines an
animal’s liver. He was
not studying anatomy,
however, he was trying
to predict the future by
examining entrails.
Everywhere, magical
thinking cume before
rational thinking, and
sometimes led to it
For this reason it is a
mistake 1o think of the
twWo as I]U(‘L‘.\Sill‘il\'
opposed: they are
often contiguous.

were wildly mistaken but some profound enough to be
influential down to our own day.

THE FIRST PHILOSOPHERS were making two great
breaks with the past simultaneously. In the first
place they were trying to understand the world by
the use of their reason, without appealing to religion,
or revelation, or authority, or tradition. This in itself
was something wholly new, and one of the most
important milestones in human development.

But at the same time they were teaching other
people to use their own reason too, and think for
themselves; so they did not expect even their own
pupils necessarily to agree with them. They were

DAY

Ten &,

THE BIRTHPLACE OF WESTERN PHILOSOPUY

the first teachers who did not try to pass on
a body of knowledge pure and unsullied, inviolate,
but instead encouraged their pupils to discuss and
argue, debate, put forward ideas of their own.
These two developments in the mental life
of mankind, both of them revolutionary, are linked,
which is why they appeared on the scene together.
They form the foundations of what we now call
“rational thinking” Once they had been introduced
they launched an unparalleled rate of growth in
human knowledge and understanding.
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The first-known
; philosopher. Thales.
was born in Miletus

Socrates and Plato made
Athens the first world

Rational hunean thought emerged for the first tine in the Western world Leenter of philosopby
around the 6th century Bo in the eastern Mediterranean. Nearly all the
carly philosophers lived on one of the region's codastlines or islaneds.
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L all material objects are reducible to energy. But this
thought could not have occurred to Thales - the

- very low temperatures water becomes I‘OCk, at

' was born in Miletus in 610 B¢ and lived to about

BEFORE SOCRATES

The first thinkers of this  the astounding idea that the earth is not supported
kind emerged in the by anything at all. It is just a solid object hanging in
ancient Greek world space, and is kept in position by its equidistance

in the 6th century sc.  from everything else. Anaximander did not think of
The one usually the earth as being a globe, because it seemed to
thought of as the him self-evident that we live on a flat surface, so he
very first, Thales, thought of it as cylindrical. “The earth...is held up

was a Greek who by nothing, but remains stationary owing to the fact
lived in the town of that it is equally distant from all other things. Its

Miletus, on the Asia- shape... is like that of a drum. We walk on one of its
Minor coast of what flat surfaces, while the other is on the opposite side.”
is now Turkey. After This was too much for his pupil Anaximenes,
the name of the town,  who considered it self-evident that the earth was \ H-'\R\}'ESI'I'IN“ OLIVES l
. . . When Thales was tauntec
[ he and his followers have  flat, and also that it must be held up by something. for his poverty, he put
e . become known as the  He came to believe that it floated on air in the sort down all the money he
While be realized o . . . had on deposit to rent
that the material world Milesian school. We of way the lid of a boiling saucepan sometimes the olive presses during
| was reducible to a single do not know his  floats on the steam. It is salutary to realize that for the next harvest season.
| element. Thales mistakenly . . k X He was then able to
supposed this to be water. dates of birth many generations after their deaths Anaximenes charge whatever he liked
and death,but we  remained a more respected and more influential | “'h:'” ""‘"’,'I,“l'li':""‘l“‘: the
. . . . ) . . . Presses. Wids 10
know he was active and flourishing in the 580s ¢, philosopher than Anaximander. This means that show that philosophers
because he accurately predicted an eclipse of the throughout those generations there were thinkers ‘ ”Wf"\‘\‘_v::“‘h‘y' "‘)‘l‘l;“[‘h‘\\”m
sun that took place in 585 sc. He was also an earl using Anaximenes as their starting point when in interested in other things.
p y g g P 8
civil engineer, one who carried out the feat of fact there had already been another thinker before
diverting the waters of the river Hylas to enable him who had come up with

King Croesus to pass. something much

WHAT ARE THINGS MADE OF?

The question that most obsessed Thales was: “What
is the world made of?” It seemed to him that it must
ultimately all be made from a single element. Now
this is an amazing insight, extremely unobvious, and
one we now know to be true: we now know that

ou,
aa.,
*~a

physics that leads up to it had not yet been done.
He came to the conclusion that everything was
water in one form or another. He could see that at

,...
o

" emm .
o,

very high temperatures air. Every time the rains
come down plants spring out of the earth, so
they are evidently water in another form. All living \ -
things need a huge and constant intake of water to :
go on living. (Our bodies are in fact some 60 per
cent water.) Every landmass comes to an end at
the water’s edge; so Thales thought this meant that
the whole earth is floating on water, and so has
emerged out of water, and so is constituted of water.
Thales had a pupil called Anaximander, who

e A a0

546 BC. He realized that if, as Thales said, the earth
was supported by the sea, the sea would have to

ANAXIMANDER, THE FIRST MAP MAKER

be supported by something else - and so on, ad Anaximander was the first to make a map of the known world and
to realize that the earth was banging unsupported in spdace.
Despite this amazing discovery, bowever, belicf in a flat carth
as an infinite regress. He solved this problem with persisted for a long time

infinituin: you would find yourself in what is known

13



I'HI

GREEKS AND

THEIR WORLD

F THE SAYINGS OF
HERACLITUS

[ Heraclitus said tico
things that are still
qroted. One is:

A hidden connection
is stronger than an
obrions one "
1he other: "It is not
possible to step into
the same river twice. "
Perbaps equally good
iy “What anger wants
it buys at the price
of soul "

“Ibis world
is a comedy to
those that thirnk,
a tragedy to
those that feel —
a solution of
why Democritis
lavghed and
Heraclitus
wept 7’

HORACE WALPOLE

PRE-SOCRATIC
FRAGMENTS
No complete work
survives from any
of the pre-Socratic
philosophers: we have
only fragments of the
originals, plis
quotations and
summaries that
appeadr in the works
of later writers —
though some of these
quotations and
Summaries dre /()Hg,
The first Western
philosopber from
whom we have
complete works,
in their original
language, is Plato.

HERACLITUS: THE FIRST OF THE HIGHLY QUOTABLES
Among Heraclitus’ sayings is that a man’s character is bis
destiny. This perceptive insight was to be seconded by
Sigmund Freud more than two thousand years later.

continued to happen throughout the history of
philosophy. It does not develop in a straight line, but
rather in a two-steps-forward-followed-by-one-step-
back sort of way. If it should happen that we
ourselves are living in a one-step-back period, we
have especially much to learn from the past.

THE WAY UP 1S THE WAY DOWN
A philosopher better known today than any of the

| Milesians is Heraclitus. He was from Ephesus, a
town on the same stretch of coast as Miletus, and
at his peak in the early 6th century Bc. He is famous

\ for two ideas in particular, both of which have had
great influence.

The first is the unity of opposites. He pointed
out that the path up the mountainside and the
path down the mountainside are not two different
paths running in opposite directions, they are one
and the same path. The young Heraclitus and the
old Heraclitus are not two different individuals,
they are the same Heraclitus. If your drinking
companion says your bottle of wine is half full and
you say it is half empty you are not contradicting
him, you are agreeing with him. Everything
(Heraclitus thought) is a coming together of
opposites, or at least of opposing tendencies.

This means that strife and contradiction are not
to be avoided. Indeed, they are what come together

to make up the world. If you did away with
contradiction you would do away with reality.
But this in turn means that reality is inherently
unstable. Everything is in flux all the time. And
this is the second idea that has been permanently
associated with Heraclitus.“Everything is Flux.”
Nothing in this world of ours just permanently
is. Everything is changing all the time. Things come
into existence in their different ways, and are never
the same for two moments together so long as they
exist, until eventually they go out of existence
again. We ourselves are like this. Everything in the
universe is like it - perhaps the universe itself is
like it. What we think of as “things” are not actually
stable objects at all, they are in perpetual transition.
Heraclitus likened them to flames in this respect:
flames look as if they are objects, but they
are not so much objects as
processes. This is a
profound idea. But it is
also disconcerting.
Human beings

MARITIME
OUTLOOK
The world of the
ancient Greeks was
weaterborne, d world

of coasts and islands,
thus leading them at first
to believe that the whole

earth was floating on water




BEFORE SOCRATES

have always tried to find something stable to
believe in, something reliable that would last and
not pass away. And Heraclitus is telling us that there
is no such thing. Change is the law of life and of the
universe. It rules over all. We can never escape it.

THE KEY 1S MATHEMATICS
Perhaps the most famous of all the pre-Socratic
philosophers, better known even than Heraclitus, is
Pythagoras. He was born on Samos, an island off the
coast from which all the philosophers came that we
have discussed so far;and he lived from about 570 BC
to about 497 Bc. He was a many-sided genius, one of
his gifts being for mathematics - many of us in the
20th century have had to learn Pythagoras’ Theorem
at school. It was he who introduced the idea of the
“square” and the “cube” of a number, thus
applying geometrical concepts to
arithmetic. Through his
teachings the word
“theory” acquired ; . y
its now £

PYTHAGORAS

This Greek philosopher and mathematician was the first
person to have the idea that all the workings of the material
wuniverse are expressible in terms of mathematics.

familiar meaning. He is thought to be the person
who invented the term “philosophy”, and who first
applied the word “cosmos” to the universe. His
direct influence lasted for generations.

He was the first great thinker to bring mathematics
to bear on philosophy. This was one of the most
fruitful notions that any human being has ever had.
Ever since his day, mathematics has developed in
symbiotic relationship with philosophy and the
sciences, and some of the very greatest philosophers
have also been great mathematicians - Descartes,
for instance, invented not only the graph but the
whole subject of analytic geometry, and Leibniz
discovered calculus; to take only two examples.

HERACLITUS

We are now used to the idea that mathematics
plays an indispensable role in our understanding

of the universe. The fact that the cosmos at every
level, from the outermost galaxies down to the
interior of the individual atom, is saturated with
structure of a kind that is expressible in mathematical

PENNY-WISE

Coins trunsmit not only
value but information
and propaganda, cven
religious images. Their
use began in the same
geographical arca as
rational thinking. By the
time of the pre-Socratic
philosophers many Greek
city states had their own
mints, and these began
to stamp their coins with
their own distinctive
devices: Athens chose
that of an owl, the bird
of wisdom.

“’17)011 almost

makest me
waver in
my faith
10 hold
opinion with
Pythagoras &

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,
THE MERCHANT OF VENICE

PYTHAGORAS’
THOUGHTS

Pyihagoras originated
more of the
Sundamental ideas
of Western philosophy
than any thinker
before Plato. Indeed,
much that is often
attributed to Plato
was adapted by him
from Pythagoras,
inchuding the idea
that we remember a
| good deal of what we
| know from a previous

life, and the idea

that mathematical
i order pervades the
I physical world.




THE GREEKS AND

THEIR WORLD

ALLEGORY OF THE LIBERAL ARTS

I this Renaissance painting, created two thousand years dafter
his death. Pyvthagoras was still seen as being at the summit
of the liberal arts for his mathematics. Aristotle — on the first
tier holding a book — is also still in the picture for bis logic

terms is so familiar to us that it is in danger of

appearing obvious, but in truth it is not obvious at all,
it is utterly astonishing. It is what has led so many of
the greatest scientists of all, such as Einstein, to believe

that there must be some sort of intelligence behind
the universe, if not necessarily a God in the
conventional Judeo-Christian sense.The very first
person to have this insight about the expressibility
of the whole universe in terms of mathematics was
Pythagoras, and he also was led by it into some sort
of mysticism.

Pythagoras developed the philosophical
consequences of these insights over a broad area;
but since nearly all his most important ideas were
taken up and developed still further by Plato we
shall (to avoid repetition) wait until we get to Plato
before going into them further.

WE MAKE OUR KNOWLEDGE
One of the most attractive of the pre-Socratic
philosophers is Xenophanes, who flourished in
the later part of the 6th century sc. Like Pythagoras
he was born on the Greek litoral (Colophon, lonia)
of Asia Minor but spent most of his time in southerr
Italy. He seems to have understood in a rather deep
way that human views of things are human creations
including what we take to be our knowledge.
By learning more and more, and changing our ideas
in the light of what we learn, we may get nearer
and nearer to the truth, but our ideas remain always
ours, and there is always an element of guesswork
involved. He said
... as for certain truth, no man bhas Rnown it,
Nor shall be know it, neither of the gods
Nor yet of all the things of which I speak,
For even if by chance be were to utter
The final truth, be would bimself not knou it:
For all is but a woven web of guesses.
Xenophanes was shrewd, indeed witty, on the
subject of gods:
The Ethiops say that their gods are flat-nosed
and black.
While the Thracians say that theirs have blue
eyes and red hair.
Yet if cattle or borses or lions bad bands and
could draw
And could sculpture like men, then the borses
would draw their gods
Like horses, and cattle like cattle, and each
would then shape
Bodies of gods in the likeness, each Rind,
of its oun.
These translations of Xenophanes were made by the
20th-century philosopher Karl Popper. The idea that
all of our so-called scientific knowledge is in fact
conjecture, and is in principle always replaceable by
something that may be nearer to the truth, is centra
to Popper’s philosophy; and he regarded Xenophanes
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THE BASIC ELEMENTS

Two thonusand years after Empedocles first formaudated the
idlea that the world consists of the four elements of earth,

water, air. and fire the notion still persisted. The idea
is represented in this medieval painting.

as the first person ever to have expressed that thought.
There is a tradition that the next philosopher we
come to consider, Parmenides, was a pupil of
Xenophanes. He flourished in the first half of the
5th century B¢, and he provides us with our first link
to Socrates. Plato has an account of Parmenides as
an old man, Zeno (a disciple of Parmenides) as a
middle-aged man, and the young Socrates, meeting
for a philosophical discussion. Both Socrates and Plato
were conscious of having learnt from Parmenides.

ALL IS ONE
Parmenides considered it self-contradictory to say
of nothing that it exists. There can never, he thought,
have been nothing, and therefore it cannot be true
to say that everything - or, indeed, anything - came
out of nothing. Everything must always have existed.
For a similar reason it is not possible for anything to
pass into nothing. Therefore not only must everything
be beginningless and uncreated, it must also be
eternal and imperishable. For similar reasons, too,
there cannot be any gaps in reality, parts of reality
where nothing is: reality must be continuous with
itself at all points;all of space must be full, a plenum.
This gives rise to a view of the universe being really
a single unchanging entity. All is One. What appears
as change, or movement, is something that occurs
within an enclosed and unchanging system.
Surprisingly, perhaps, this is strikingly like the

scientific view of the universe that developed

between Newton in the 17th century and Einstein

- in the twentieth. Two things about that view made

]

it reminiscent of Parmenides. First, it was
deterministic, so everything was seen as being
inescapably and necessarily as it is. Second, it was
believed that only from the subjective standpoint
of an observer could there be a “now”: objectively
speaking, all time-instants were equally significant.
When two of the greatest minds of the 20th century
found themselves having an argument about this,
the name of Parmenides came up in the discussion.
The two were Einstein and Popper, and in the
account the latter gives of it in his autobiography
Unended Quest he writes:“I tried to persuade him
to give up his determinism, which amounted to
the view that the world was a four-dimensional
Parmenidian block universe in which change was
a human illusion, or very nearly so. (He agreed that
this had been his view, and while discussing it I
called him ‘Parmenides.’)” Nothing could iltustrate
more vividly than this the fact that the ideas of
Parmenides have been a living point of reference
for thinkers down to our own day.

THE FOUR ELEMENTS
The most colorful personality among the pre-
Socratic philosophers was Empedocles, who lived
for roughly the first half of the 5th century Bc.
He was a democratic political leader, no doubt
a demagogue, who was credited with miraculous
powers, and died by throwing himself into the
crater of the volcano Mount Etna - which must
be the most melodramatic, not to say operatic,
death of any famous philosopher.
Empedocles tried to reassert the
reality of the ever-changing world
of sensory experience, and also the
plurality of this world, as against
Parmenides, while conceding
some of Parmenides’ insights.
He admitted that matter cannot
come into existence out of
nothing, or pass away into nothing,
but he held that everything was
made up of four different elements
that are perennial: earth, water, air,
and fire. (The fire accounts for the
heavenly fires of sun and stars.)
This doctrine of the four elements

CLASSICAL ORDERS
The beanty of mathematics was
appreciated by Greek architects as well as
(,1'(’(’/\’[J/H/u,\u[)/wris They embodied the
principles of geometry in stone, das in the
Temple of Olympian Zeus (Corinthian
capitals begun 174 ). The resill was
architecture of a harmony and poise
such as the world hael never seen before

|
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MEMORABLE THOUGHTS |
Before the
devetopment of
writing, poetry
preceded prose
because it was edsier
to remember. Some
of the very earliest
philosophy is written
in poetry and some of
it bighly memorable.
Ouitstanding among
the ancient Greeks
in this respect
is Xenophanes.
Outstanding among
the later, Roman
philosophers, who
wrote in Latin,
was Lucretins

“Eacb man

believes only his

experience 7

EMPEDOCLES
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SOPHISTS
Professional teachers.,
Sophists began to
appear in the period
Just before Socrates
They trained young
men in the arts
needed for public
life, in particilar
public speaking.
Because they taught
their pupils bow to
make the best of any
case, regardless of
what their own
private convictions
might be, they drew
opprobriinn from the
intellectually
Jastidious; the word
“sophist” consequently

acquired a devogatory

connotation that it
bas kept to this day.
The first and most
Samous of the Sophists
was Protagoras
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iqueity were freguently portrayed in medieval
presented a secular ideal of wisdom aned

was taken up by Aristotle, and played an important

role in Western thinking until the Renaissance. Indeed,

it is still quite often alluded to in Western literature.

Among the most insightful of the pre-Socratic
philosophers were those known as “the Atomists,”
by which term is meant chiefly two people,
Leucippus and Democritus. Leucippus had the
fundamental idea that everything is made up of
atoms that are too small to be seen, or even sub-
divided any further - the word “atom” comes from
the Greek words meaning “cannot be cut.” All that
exists, he taught, are atoms and space; and all the
different objects that there are consist simply of
different collections of atoms in space.

The atoms themselves are uncreated and
indestructible, and all change in the universe
consists of atoms altering cither their formations
or their locations. The interpretation that he and
Democritus put on change was essentially causal,
and this is notable because they made no attempt

to explain natural phenomena in terms of purposes.

Democritus once said:“I would rather discover one

cause than gain the Kingdom of Persia.” Yet another

basic doctrine they taught is that the universe is
not a continuum, as Parmenides said it was, but
consists of separate entities. Between them they
seem to have originated atomic physics. Altogether
these two thinkers made astonishing strides. We
must not fall into the error of attributing to them
developments of their ideas which came later; but
when all is said and done there remains something
profoundly original about their insights.

PHILOSOPHY COMES TO ATHENS

Our consideration of the Greek philosophers
before Socrates has been selective, and has by no
means exhausted the catalogue of interesting and
important figures. We have discussed only the most
influential of them; but there remains, for example,
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Anaxagoras, who introduced philosophy to Athens
itself, and Protagoras, who is still often quoted for
his phrase:*Man is the measure of all things.”

If we stand back and view them as a whole
we find that before Protagoras they all had certain
striking features in common. First, they were
concerned primarily to understand the nature
of the world around us rather than human nature -
indeed, it is doubtful whether they even had such
a concept as “human nature” Second, they
uninhibitedly went in for bold theorizing on the
largest possible scale. Inevitably, given that they

44
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PROTAGORAS

were the very first thinkers to do so, much of
what they came up with may seem wild and
woolly. But the impressive thing is how many good
ideas they had, ideas destined to bear rich fruit in
the subsequent development of the attempts we
human beings have made over the centuries to
understand the world in which we find ourselves.

TIII WISDOA OF CLASSICAL PHILOSOPITY

learning. Often their presence in ain otherwise religions context wds medit
to indicate that fuith was not bostile to reason, bud barmonions with it
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ne of Parmenides’ pupils

was a clever young man

called Zeno (known as
Zeno of Elea to distinguish him

from the founder of
Stoicism, Zeno of
Citium). This Zeno was
brilliant at producing
paradoxes, some of
which have puzzled
people ever since.

Among these is the
story of Achilles and the
tortoise. Achilles and the
tortoise decide to have
a race. Because Achilles
can run twice as fast as the
tortoise he gives her a long
start. Now, says Zeno, by
the time Achilles reaches
the tortoise’s starting point
she will have moved ahead
by half the distance of her
lead. And by the time
Achilles reaches that point
she will have moved on by
half of that distance. And so

on, and so forth, ad infinitum.
Achilles is never able to catch

up with the tortoise, because,

each point, by the time he has

covered the distance between
them she will always have
moved on further by half of

that distance. So Achilles never

overtakes the tortoise.
“Hang on!,” you may cry:
“But Achilles does overtake
the tortoise. Of course he
does. This is all nonsense.”
If you say that you will be

LOGICAL ARGUMENT

ACHILLES
/v TORTOISE

missing the point — and it is actually overtakes the tortoise.

important to be clear what the He does, and you know pertectly
point of this story is. It is not to well that he does, and so does

convince you that Achilles never Zeno. The point is that here is

AN [MPECCABLY

an impeccably logical
argument that leads
to a false conclusion.
And what are we to
say about that?

f it is possible for

THAT LEADS TO A
FALSE CONCLUSION

without fault, to a conclusion

us to start from

unobjectionable
premises, and then
proceed by logical
steps, each of which is

which is manifestly untrue,
this threatens with chaos
all our attempts to reason
about the world around
us. People have found it
terribly disconcerting.
There must be a fault in
the logic, they have said.
But no one has yet been
wholly successful in
demonstrating what it is.

at or this reason, one of the
well-known philosophers
of the 20th century,

Gilbert Ryle, has written of

THE PARADIGM
OF A
PHILOSOPHICAL
PUZzZLE

the parable of Achilles and
the tortoise: “In many ways

it deserves to rank as the
paradigm of a philosophical
puzzle.” Perhaps one day it will
be solved, as someone has
recently solved the problem
of Fermat's Last Theorem.
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CENTER OF ATTRACTION
Socrates was far from

handsome. All the
descriptions and images
we have of him portray
him as snub-nosed and
pug-fuced. But he
possessed great irony
and humor. He also
had a powertul personal
charisma. People who
were themselves of the
highest ability were
attracted to him, and
formed a brilliant circle
with him at its center.

THE OMPHALOS STONE
Delphi was regarded as
the center of the world.

The Greeks placed a
huge stone there to be,

as they put it the world's

navel — and then revered
it us a holy object.

THE MASTERLY
INTERROGATOR

Socrates was in effect the founder
of moral philosophy. He also
established the method of trying
to get at truth by persistent
questioning.

SOCRATES WAS THE FIRST great Greek philosopher
to be Athenian by birth, and he lived in what has
been called that city's golden age. He was born
around 470 sc and died in 399 B¢, leaving behind
him a wife and three children. As a young man, he
studied the then-fashionable philosophies of what
are now called the “pre-Socratic philosophers,”
which in their different ways were trying to
understand the natural world around us. Two
things above all impressed him about them, both
of which he thought were to their disadvantage.
The first was that they were at odds with one
another. They were a welter of conflicting theories.
And there seemed to be no satisfactory way of
deciding between them. They propounded exciting
ideas about the world, but without much apparent
regard for critical method; so it was impossible to
tell which of them, if any, was true. But his second
objection was that it would make little practical

THE TEMPLE AT DELPII
The oracle at Delphi was generally regarded as the ultimate
sotrce of wisdom about the triee natire of things.

THE SCHOOL OF ATHENS
This magnificent fresco in the Vatican. painted
by Raphael during the years 150811, portrays

the most famous thinkers of ancient Greece.
At the very centre. side by side. stand Plato and
Aristotle, Plato on the left, Aristotle on the right.
To the left of them Socrates is addressing
a group of bystanders.

difference, anyway, even if we could discover
which of them were true. What effect did it have
on our actual lives to know how far the sun was
from the earth, or whether it was the size of the
Peloponnese or bigger than the whole world?

Our behavior could in no way be affected by

such knowledge. What we needed to know was
how to conduct our lives and ourselves. For us,

the urgent questions were more like: What is good?
What is right? What is just? If we knew the answers
to those questions it would have a profound effect
on the way we lived.

Socrates did not think he knew the answers to
these questions. But he saw that no one else knew
them either. When the oracle at Delphi declared
him to be the wisest of men, he thought this could
mean only that he alone knew that he did not
know anything. There was no such thing at that
time as securely based knowledge of the naturat
world, and not much knowledge about the world
of human affairs cither.
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So he went around Athens raising the basic
questions of morality and politics with anyone
who would listen to him. Such was the interest
of the discussions he raised - and he was
obviously a charismatic personality as well -

that people gathered round him wherever he
went, especially the eager young. His procedure
was always the same. He would take some
concept that was fundamental to our lives and ask,
“What is friendship?,” or “What is courage?,”

or “What is religious piety?” He would challenge
a person who thought he knew the answer, and
then subject that answer to examination by
asking the person a series of searching questions
about it. For instance, if the person claimed that
courage was essentially the capacity to endure,
Socrates might say,“But what about obstinacy,
then? Obstinate people can show extraordinary
persistence, and therefore endurance. Is that
courage? Is it even admirable?” And so the other
person would be driven to retract his answer,

or at least qualify it. Under interrogation it always
emerged that the original answer was defective.
This showed that although that interlocutor -
and what is more the bystanders - had thought
they knew what, let us say, “courage” was, actually
they did not.

This Socratic questioning became famous. And it
killed two birds with one stone. It exposed the
ignorance of people who thought they knew - but
who in fact, as the Delphic oracle had told Socrates,
knew no more than he did. And it aroused in

the bystanders an interest in a fundamental
philosophical question, and got them launched

on a discussion of it. Although Socrates seldom
came up with any final answers himself (and in
any case it would have been part of his method

to insist that any such answer should itself be
probed and questioned, and therefore could not
be relied on to be “final™), he stimulated an excited
interest in the problems he raised, and made
people appreciate more fully than they had before
the difficulties involved in trying to solve them.

WHAT LIES BEHIND THE WORDS?

When Socrates asked a question like “What is
justice?” he was not asking for a mere verbal
definition. The fact that we apply the word “just”
to all sorts of different people, decisions, laws, and
sets of arrangements meant, he believed, that there
was something common to them, a common
property called “justice” which they all shared;
and it was the character of this common property
that he was trying to uncover. In other words, he
believed that something exists called “justice,” and
that its existence
is real, although

ANCIENT AND REVERED

By the time this mural painting of Socrates was made in a
Roman villa during the Ist century ap, be bad become a
cudtural bero in intellectual circles of the Roman Empire

MAN OF THE PEOPLE

New portraits of Socrates
continue to be made 1o
this day. This picture of
him walking through the
streets of Athens dates
from 1897.

“]fyozt will
take my aduvice,
you will think
little of Socrates,

and a great

deal more of
truth?’

SOCRATES

CARELESS OF FAME

Socrates took no steps
to ensure the survival
of his own work
or name. Socrates
never, so far as
we kiow, wrote
anything down.
All the knowledge we
have of hint comes
Jfrom other people.
The chief of these is
bis pupil Plato, who
wrote an inmmortal
series of dialogues
with Socrates as the
main speaker.

In Plato’s early
dialogues. at least,
we get the views of the
historical Socrates.
Later, Plato begins
putting his own views
into Socrates’ mouth
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A in a play called The Clouds Avistotle (1op left). Plato (top right). Seneca (hottom
P 3 0 kS j (423 BC). In the end, the right}, aid Socrates (hottom left).
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D . rx) ./ ) authorities arrested him
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~ / on charges of corrupting which he continually reverts, it becomes clear that
the young, and of not believing  there are certain cherished beliefs that underlie
in the gods of the city. He was much of what he says.

v 4 tried, and condemned to die One is that to a man who preserves his
by poison. The detailed story integrity no real, long-term harm can ever come.
of his trial and death is one of The uncertainties of this world are such that it can

the most inspiring tragedies in  happen to anybody that he is stripped of all his
the history of human thought.  possessions and thrown into prison unjustly, or

What has made Socrates crippled by accident or disease; but these are
in some ways the best known chance happenings in a fleeting existence that
of all philosophers is that it is going to end soon anyway. Provided your soul
% was he who began the relentless remains untouched, your misfortunes will be
e ‘ A r- questioning of our basic concepts comparatively trivial. Real personal catastrophe
ke N e o V;’ '} that has been characteristic of consists in corruption of the soul. That is why it
‘ S . philosophy ever since. He used does a person far, far less harm to suffer injustice
R A \ - 1 ? to say that he had no positive than to commit it. We should pity the perpetrator
- ot AL %%\ 4/ teachings to offer, only questions of injustice, not the victim of injustice.
"y to ask. But this was disingenuous. This belief of Socrates made him a hero to the
) From certain lines of questioning to Stoics, who hundreds of years later turned him into

a sort of secular patron saint. Another basic belief

ARISTOPIIANES of Socrates was that no one really knowingly does
The immortal comedian Aristophanes was the greatest comic wrong. His point here was that if you really do in

Playwright of ancient Greece. i one of bis plays he caricatired
Socrales on the stage. This tndicates how well bnown to the
public Socrates had become something, then you do not do it. Conversely, if you

the fullest sense understand that it is wrong to do
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do do it, this shows that you have not properly
grasped, deep down, that it is wrong. This view
has the consequence that virtue becomes a matter
of knowledge. This conviction on Socrates’ part
provided a great deal of the drive behind his
tireless pursuit of questions like “What is justice?”:
he believed that if only we knew the answer to
that question we would be bound to behave justly.
In such cases, the pursuit of knowledge and an
aspiration to virtue are one and the same thing.

BE TRUE TO YOURSELF

1t is doubtful whether any philosopher has had more

influence than Socrates. He was the first to teach
the priority of personal integrity in terms of a
person’s duty to himself, and not to the gods, or the

law, or any other authorities. This has had incalculable

influence down the ages. Not only was he willing
to die at the hands of the law rather than give up
saying what he believed to be right, he actually
chose to do so, when he could have escaped had
he wished. It is a priority that has been reasserted
by some of the greatest minds since - minds not
necessarily under his influence. Jesus said: “What

Ihis famous painting by the French artist David, completed in 1787, shows
Socrates about to drink the hemdock that Rilled him. (In ancient Athens

will a man gain by winning the whole world, at the
cost of his true self?” And Shakespeare said: “This
above all: to thine own self be true.”

In addition to this, Socrates did more than any
other individual to establish the principle that
everything must be open to question - there can
be no cut and dried answers, because answers, like
everything else, are themselves open to question.
Following on from this, he established at the centre
of philosophy a method known as dialectic, the
method of seeking truth by a process of question
and answer. It has remained there ever since, and
is used particularly as a teaching method - which
is after all what Socrates himself used it for. It is not
equally appropriate for all forms of teaching - it is
not, for example, a good way of imparting pure
information - but as a way of getting people to
re-examine what they think they already know,
it is incomparable. To be most effective it calls
for a sympathetic personal relationship between
teacher and pupil, one in which the teacher truly
understands the pupil’s difficulties and prompts
him step by step in the right direction. This is
often still called “Socratic method.”

THE DEATIE OF SOCRATES

USING TUE NAME
Socrates has given
his name to the
archetypal notiorn of
a wise and dominant
Sfigure outside the
realm of politics
If we say of a person
“He is the Socrales
of present-clay Paris” |
ereryone knouws what \

we are meaning.
We do not use the
name of any
ather philosopher ‘
like this. ‘

prisoners condemned to death were reguiired 1o take poison themselves or be
killed ) He points to the bigher realm which be considers bis final destination
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A WRITER BUT
NOT A RULER
Plato was a genius in
more ways than one.
His dialogues, in the
finest Greek prose ever
written, were works
of art as well as works
of philosophy. When he
tried to influence
practical politics,
however, he was
not successful,

KEY WORKS
The Republic
for an overview
of Plato’s whole
philosophy
The Symposium
JSor bis views
on love.

The Apology,
the Phacedo and
the Crito
Jor bis portrait

of Socrates. |

BRIDGING THE HUMAN AND
ABSTRACT WORLDS

There is a well-known saying that the whole of Western philosophy

is footnotes to Plato. This is because his writings have set an
agenda which philosophy as a whole — and not only moral
philosophy — can be said roughly to have followed ever since.

NONE OF THE PHILOSOPHERS we have considered
up to now left written works which have survived.
So everything we know about them comes from
references and quotations in the writings of other
and later thinkers, who knew them or their works,
works that have since been lost. Some of the
references and quotations are extensive but
nevertheless they are incomplete, and second-hand.
Socrates wrote nothing at all, and so it is only through
the writings of others that we know anything at all
about him.Yet we have a vivid sense of his character.

Our chief source here is Plato, who was one of
his pupils. Plato was the first Western philosopher
who wrote works that survive intact. What is more,
we have reason to believe that we possess pretty
well his entire output. As with his teacher Socrates,
there are many people who regard him as the
greatest philosopher of all time.

SOCRATES' PLATO AND PLATO’S SOCRATES

Plato was about 31 when Socrates was executed

in 399 Bc. He was in the courtroom throughout the
trial. That whole sequence of events seems to have
come as a traumatic experience to him, for he
regarded Socrates as the best and wisest and most
just of all human beings. After the death of Socrates,
Plato started to circulate a series of philosophical
dialogues in which the protagonist is always
Socrates, quizzing his interlocutors about the basic
concepts of morals and politics, tripping people

up with his questions. Plato seems to have had

two main motives for doing this. One was defiant,
to reassert the teachings of Socrates in spite of
their having been officially condemned; the other
was to rehabilitate his beloved mentor’s reputation,
showing him to have been not a corrupter of
young men but their most valued teacher.

It is generally agreed among scholars that the

‘hief source of the ideas in Plato’s dialogues changed

as the years went by. The early dialogues contain
a more or less accurate portrait of the historical
Socrates, if we allow for the usual artistic or
journalistic licence. The subjects raised were the
subjects raised by the real Socrates, and things that
Plato had heard him say were put into his mouth.
But by the time Plato had come to the end of this
material he found he had created an enthusiastic
reading public that was eager for more. So, having
plenty more to say, he went on writing and
publishing dialogues, in what was by now a

(44
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popular and accepted form that features Socrates ji
as the protagonist; but now he was putting his ]
own ideas into that figure’s mouth. Inevitably, this ;
creates a problem for scholars about where the :
real Socrates ends and Plato begins. Perhaps this i

can never be satisfactorily solved. But there is little
room for doubt that the earlier and later dialogues
of Plato present us with the philosophies of two
different philosophers, the earlier being Socrates
and the later being Plato.

The earlier is solely concerned with the
problems of moral and political philosophy, and
is dismissive of philosophical problems about the
natural world. Onc of this earlier philosopher’s
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Ancient Greece was the first society in which students
were taught to think for themselves — to discuss, debate,
argie, and criticize — and not just to parrot the views

most committed beliefs is in the identification of
virtue with knowledge; and he pursues knowledge
entirely through discussion and argument.

None of these things is true of the later
philosopher. This one, Plato, is passionately
interested in philosophy right across the board,
cvery bit as much applied to the natural world

THE SCHOOL OF PLATO

of their teacher. It led to the most rapid expansion
of understanding there had ever been, and to the idea
that knowledge can actually grow through criticism.

as to how we should conduct our personal lives.
No aspect of reality fails to arouse his interest.

Far from being unconcerned with mathematics or
physics, he regards these as the keys to understanding
the natural world. Over the door of his academy he
inscribed the words:“Let no one enter here who is
ignorant of mathematics” Many of his most important
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““Ihe wise Plato
saith, as ye
may redd
The word
mist needs
accorde with
the deed ?’

GEOFFREY CHAUCER

CRADLE OF ‘
WESTERN CULTURE
Plato knew Athens in
its golden age in the
5th and ‘ith centuries
se. when this one city
ias prodicing not |
only great philosophy
but great physics. 1
mathematics, ;
astroinonty.
history — and also
greal scrlpture, l
architectnre, and
drama. In addition
to all this it was the
JSirst democracy

=}

THE SIREN VOICE OF ART

This Roman fresco in a private villa provided people
in the house with a view of an imaginary garden,

doctrines are expounded in long explanations that
are not discussions or dialogues in any real sense
but only in a purely token form, with a cardboard
character chiming in every now and again with a
“Yes indeed” or “That has to be admitted.” And he
rejects the doctrine that virtue is solely a matier
of knowing what is right.

Where Plato never parts company with Socrates
is in his commitment to the view that the only real
harm that can come to a person is harm to the soul,
and therefore that it is better to suffer wrong than
to commit it; and also in his commitment to
thinking for oneself, taking nothing for granted,
being ready to question everything and everybody.
It was this latter belief that carried him forward
over the years from expounding the ideas of
Socrates to expounding his own ideas. After all,
to think in Socrates’ way, the way Socrates taught
other people to think, is to think for oneself

A SCENE FROM THE SYMPOSITM
Vcibiades the statesman arrives at the bouse of Agathon the
poet for an erening of conversation that will last for ever.

as if the wall did not exist. Plato believed that all art
deceived in this way, and was «a snare to the soul.

independently of any authority; so for Plato this
meant thinking for himself, independently of Socrates.
By departing from Socrates he followed Socrates.

THE FIRST PROFESSOR

Plato lived for half a century after the death of
Socrates, dying at the age of 81. During this time
he published some two dozen dialogues which
vary in length from 20 to 300 pages of modern
print. The most famous of all of them are the
Republic, which is chiefly concerned with the
nature of justice, and which attempts, among other
things, to set out a blueprint for the ideal state, and
the Symposium, which is an investigation into the
nature of love. Most of the rest are named after
whoever appears in them as the chief interlocutor
of Socrates. Thus we have the Phaedo, the Laches,
the Euthyphro, the Theaetetus, the Parimeniides,
the Timaeus, and so on.

These dialogues are among the world’s great
literature. In addition to containing some of the
best philosophy ever produced they are beautifully
written - many language scholars think they
contain the finest of all Greek prose. Perhaps the
most moving of all, and therefore the best to read
first, are those most directly to do with the trial
and death of Socrates: the Crito, the Apology, and
the Phaedo. The Apology purports to be the
speech made by Socrates in his own defence at
his trial, and is his apologia pro vita sua, his
justification for his life.

TR ¢



PLATO

Plato is to be considered as an artist as well as a
philosopher. Also, it was he who established the
prototype of the college. “Academy” was simply the
name of his house, and because he taught grown-up
pupils there the word came to be used for any
building in which young people of mature years
receive a higher education.

IDEAL EXISTENCE
The doctrine for which Plato is best known is
his theory of Forms or Ideas, by which for these
purposes he meant the same thing. (In this context,
the words Form and Idea are usually spelled with
a capital letter to make it clear that they are being
used in Plato’s sense.)

Reference has been made to the fact that
when Socrates asked “What is beauty?” or “What is
courage?” he regarded himself not as trying to pin
down the definition of a word, but as trying to
discover the nature of some abstract entity that
actually existed. He regarded these entities not
as being in some place, or at any particular time,
but as having some kind of universal existence that
was independent of place and time. The individual

beautiful objects that exist in our everyday world,
and the particular courageous actions that
individual people perform, are always fleeting, but
they partake of the timeless essence of true beauty
or true courage; and these are indestructible ideals
with an existence of their own.

Plato took up this implied theory about the
nature of morals and values and generalized it
across the whole of reality. Everything, without
exception, in this world of ours he regarded as
being an ephemeral, decaying copy of something
whose ideal form (hence the terms Ideal and Form)
has a permanent and indestructible existence
outside space and time.

Plato supported this conclusion with arguments
from different sources. For example, it seemed to
him that the more we pursue our studies in
physics, the clearer it becomes that mathematical
relationships are built into everything in the
material world. The whole cosmos seems to
exemplify order, harmony, proportion - or, as we
would now put it, the whole of physics can be
expressed in terms of mathematical equations.
Plato, following Pythagoras, took this as revealing
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RATIONAL ORDER IN ALL, FROM MATHEMATICS TO LAW

Plato continues to crop up in images from his time to our
own. This 16th-century fresco i a Romanian mondstery

shows hin in the company of the mathematician Pythagoras
cand Solon, the great Athenian reformer and fegislator

THE CLARKE PLATO
Before the invention of
printing, the only way

writings could be
circulated was through

being re-copicd by hand.
Thus a work’s being
known and studied,
perhaps even its very
survival, depended on
copying, as in the case of
the Clarke Plato (895 aAp).
Throughout the Middle
Ages this was one of the
chiet occupations of
scholars and churchmen,
So it s through the
medieval church that
a great deal of pre
Christian culture has
been transmitted to the
modern world.

AN AUSTERE REGIME

Sparta, the ancient
Greek city stale that
dominated the
southern Peloponnese,
was flourishing as
a rival 1o Athens
when Plato was in
the prime of life -
but he lived lo see
its downfall.
lis social structure
was essentially a
military one, and
by contrast with
cultired, democratic |
Athens its way of
life was disciplined
and anstere

The word “Spartan™
| remains in nse to [
this day as « byword
for a barsh regime




I'HE

GREEKS AND

THEIR WORLD

-

THE REPUBLIC

Plato’s Republic
begins as an enguiry
into the natitre of
justice, but broadens
ont into a
cousideration of
human natitre as a
whole, including the
natire of inan’s
social life, until by the
end it bas addressed
most of the main
questions of
philosophby. It also
contains the first
known blueprint for
an ideal society
For all these reasons
it bas now come to be
thonght of as Plato’s
masterpiece, the
dialogne providing
the best overvienw
of bis mature
philosophy.

THE GREEK IDEAL
The Greek genius for
combining order with

cmotion found

expression in their way
of lite, from their politics
to their art. Even their
vases show an ideal
blend of torm and
feeling. This balance has
been regarded as an
ideal ever since, and is
known as “the Greek
ideal,” but no subsequent
socicty has succecded
in achieving it

|

|

<% IDEALS THAT LAST

g; The Venus de NMilo (¢, 200 po) is
perbaps the most famous statiwe
i the world. It shows the Greek

™ goddess Apbrodite as the ancient

Greeks ' ideal of feminine heauty.

that, underlying the messy, not to say chaotic
surface of our everyday world, there is an order that

has all the ideality and perfection of mathematics. A
This order is not perceptible to the eye, but it is
accessible to the mind, and intelligible to the
intellect. Most important of all it is there, it exists,
it is what constitutes underlying reality. In pursuit
of this particular research program he drew into

.

i

the Academy some of the leading mathematicians
of his day, and under his patronage great strides
were made in the development of various aspects
of mathematics and what we now think of as the
sciences. All were then part of “philosophy.”

PLATO AND CHRISTIANITY
This approach, developed by Plato with great

richness across a wide area of subject matter,
resulted in a view of total reality as being divided
into two realms. There is the visible world, the
world as it is presented to our senses, our ordinary
everyday world, in which nothing lasts and nothing

stays the same - as Plato liked to put it, everything
in this world is always becoming something else,
but nothing ever just permanently is. (This
formulation became shortened to “everything is
becoming, nothing is.”) Everything comes into
existence and passes away, everything is
imperfect, everything decays. This world in space
and time is the only world that our human sensory °
apparatus can apprehend. But then there is another
realm which is not in space or time, and not
accessible to our senses, and in which there is
permanence and perfect order. This other world

is the timeless and unchanging reality of which

(44
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our everyday world offers us only brief and
unsatisfactory glimpses. But it is what one might
call real reality, because it alone is stable,
unshakeable - it alone just is, and is not always
in the process of sliding into something else.

The implications of the existence of these two
realms are the same for us human beings considered
as objects as they are for everything else. There is
a part of us that can be seen, while underlying




1 prepare the theoretical
. foundations for some
' important aspects of

. was neither Christian nor Jew,
©and arrived at his conclusions

. the Judeo-Christian tradition.
| In fact, he arrived at them by

|
|
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PLATO

- into orthodox Christian

' for people to refer to Socrates
. and Plato as “Christians before
. Christ.” Many Christians

| historic mission of those

working out of these

. that preoccupied many
scholars during the Middle Ages.

this is a part that cannot be seen but of which our
minds are capable of achieving awareness. The part
that can be seen consists of our bodies, material
objects that exemplify the laws of physics and
inhabit the realm of space and time.These physical
bodies of ours come into existence and pass away,
are always imperfect, are never the same for two
moments together, and are at all times highly
perishable. But they are the merest and most
fleeting glimpses of something that is also us
and is non-material, timeless, and indestructible,
something that we may refer to as the soul.
These souls are our permanent Forms. The order
of being that they inhabit is the timeless, spaceless
one in which exist all the unchanging Forms that
constitute ultimate reality.

Readers who have been brought up in a
Christian tradition will at once recognize this
view as familiar. ‘That is because the school of
philosophy that was dominant in the Hellenistic

- world in which Christianity came on to the scene

and proceeded to develop was the tradition of
Platonism. The New Testament was, of course,
written in Greek; and many of the deeper
thinkers among the early Christians were

. profoundly concerned to reconcile the revelations

of their religion with Plato’s main doctrines.
What happened was that the

most important of these )
doctrines became absorbed

thinking. There was a time
when it was quite common

seriously believed that the

Greek thinkers had been to

Christianity. The detailed

connections was something

Plato, to state the obvious,

in complete independence of

philosophical argument.
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IMAGINARY LIKENESS
Manuscripts. before the age of printing,
were often illuminated with illustrations
These.are one of our chief sonrces of
portraits of the philosophers of antiquity,
as i the pictire of Plato (top lefl) abore. Bt
usially there was nothing on which to base
a likeness of the original

They do not call for any belief in 2 God, or in
religious revelation, and during the period since
him they have been accepted in whole or in part
by many who were not religious. Plato himself did
in fact come to regard the ldeal Forms as divine,
because perfect; and he also came to believe, as
Pythagoras had done, in reincarnation; but the bulk
of his philosophical influence has been on thinkers
who declined to go along with him in either of
those respects, some completely irreligious.

PLATO’S HOSTILITY TO THE ARTS
Plato believed that for an intelligent person the
ultimate aim in life should be to pierce the surface
of things and penetrate to the level of underlying
reality. This may in turn be understood as a kind
of intellectual mysticism, for it means acquiring
an intellectual grasp of that world of 1deas in
which the soul exists already, and will go on
existing for all eternity. In this sense it is rather
like rehearsing for being dead - which is exactly
what Socrates is quoted in the Phaedo as saying
the philosopher does.

To achieve this, clearly, the individual needs
to see through (in both senses) the decaying
ephemera that constitute the world of the senses,
to free himself from their attractions and seductions.
It is this requirement that leads
Plato to be hostile to the arts.
He views the arts as being of
their nature representational,
and as making a powerful
appeal to the senses - and
of course the more beautiful
the art the more powerful this
appeal is bound to be. Works
of art are, in his view, doubly
deceptive, for they are illusory
semblances of things that are
illusory semblances.They
glamorize the fleeting things
of this world, and they enrich
our emotional attachment to
them, thereby holding us back
from our true calling, which is
to soar above their level
altogether to the timeless and
non-sensory reality beyond. So
they are a danger to our souls.
In an ideal society they would
not be allowed. This doctrine of
Plato’s has since helped to give
confidence to people wishing
to ban or control the arts.

DANCE BEFORE THE

GOD DIONYSOS
The Greek world in
which Plato was
‘ philosophizing was one
in which religious rituals
were widespread.
For a prominent person
to deny the existence
of certain pagan gods
was [or him to put his
life in danger. This makes
it difficult to be sure to
what extent, il at all,
Plato really believed
in them.

GREEK
| TRAGEDY
‘ Greek tragedy dealt
with some of the
deepest of all human
concerns, and was
therefore of interest
to many philosophers.
The three outstanding
tragedians were
Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides,
all of whowm are still
performed. One of the
perenatial themes was
the conflict betiween
the individual's
private desires or
relationships and his
dhly to society as a
whole: an individual
who comes into
bead-on conflict with
soctety almost always
ends by being
destroyed
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ST. JOouN
The New Testament
apostle St John the
Evangelist (Ist century
AD), to whom the letters
of John are tradituonally
ascribed, was a Jew
steeped in Greek
thought. He faunched the
centuries-long process of
accommaodating it to the
Judeo-Christian tradition.

“[ “a man
seeks from the
good life
anything beyond
itself; it is not
the good life
that be is

seeking ??

ProtiNus

PLATO AND
CURISTIANITY

Plato had more
influence on the
develophent of
early Christicn
thonght than any
other non-Christicn.
Greek was still the
langnage of
international cultire
and scholarship in
the world into
which Jesus was born
aid the best-known
philosophy in that
world was Plato’s
The New Testament
was writlen i Greel

Plato sees the human individual as made up of
three conflicting elements: passion, intellect, and
will. And he deems it essential for the intellect to
be in control, governing passions through the will.
From this appraisal of persons, he extrapolates a
corresponding view of society as a whole. In his
ideal society, an intermediate police class, which he
calls the auxiliaries, would keep the masses in order
under the direction of a philosophically aware
governing class, who would act as the guardians of
society as a whole. Put like this, it sounds not unlike
a description of the communist societies of the
20th century; and it was indeed to be the case that
Plato’s political ideas had an immense influence
down the centuries, and not least on the utopian
totalitarian philosophies of Left and Right that
characterized the 20th century.

DISCIPLES OF GENIUS

The writings of Plato, plus those of philosophers
who developed under his influence, were to
dominate philosophy in Europe for six or seven
hundred years - until, that is, the rise of Christian
thought to a position of comparable and then
greater pre-eminence.

The most gifted of Plato’s successors was one
of the most immediate, his pupil Aristotle, whose
work is of such importance that it will receive
extended consideration in its own right. Aristotle
founded a tradition in philosophy that was different
from Plato’s, and often at odds with it - yet, even
so, he several times says “we” to describe the
disciples of Plato. Apart from Aristotle, the

outstanding philosopher to emerge directly

from under the influence of Plato’s teaching came
hundreds of years later, towards the end of its
period of dominance, in the 3rd century ab. He was
Plotinus, who was born in 204 AD and died in 269 ap.
Plotinus, though an Egyptian (with a Roman
name), wrote in Greek, and can be thought of as
the last of the great Greek philosophers, the end
of a line of succession that had begun with Thales
in the 6th century B¢, and indeed the last great
philosopher of antiquity altogether. His thought
developed the mysticat strain in Plato’s and came
to be known as Neo-Platonism. He was not a
Christian and he never mentioned Christianity
in his writings, yet his philosophy stands
recognizably close to those of the two greatest
Christian philosophers of the next thousand years,
St. Augustine and St.Thomas Aquinas. His influence
on the development of Christian thought was
enormous. The famous 20th-century Christian
writer Dean Inge refers to him as “the great thinker

who must be, for all time, the classical representative

of mystical philosophy. No other mystical thinker
even approaches Plotinus in power and insight
and profound spiritual penetration.”

THE PHILOSOPHER-MYSTIC

Plotinus’ work, more than that of anyone before
him except for Plato himself, made Platonic
philosophy central to the inteltectual development
of Christianity. Plotinus taught that since ultimate
reality consists of Plato’s Ideal Forms, what exists
is ultimately mental, and therefore for something
to be created is for it to be thought. There are,

he believed, three ascending levels of being.

The lowest, on which

1

e

APPROVED PAGAN PHILOSOPHER
Though not a Christian, Plotinus ideas found sufficient approval for bis
sarcophagus to be housed in one of the Vatican's museums

human beings ure, is
soul. The next level
up, on which the
Ideal Forms are
apprehended, is
intellect. The highest
level is the good.
Reflective human beings
are engaged in an
attempted ascent towards
one-ness with the good.
Christians translated this into
their doctrines that the
world has been created
in the mind of God,

and that human beings

are aspiring to one-ness
with God, who is
perfect goodness.
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he most famous passage in

all Plato’s writings occurs in

the Republic, and is known
as the Myth of the Cave. In it Plato
puts into symbolic form his view
of the human condition, and
especially of human knowledge,
in relation to reality as a whole.

Imagine, he says, a big cave,

connected to the outside world
by a passage long enough to
prevent any daylight from
penetrating into the cave
itself. Facing the far wall,
with their backs to the
entrance, is a row of
prisoners. Not only are their
limbs chained, they are also
fastened by the neck so that
they cannot move their heads,
and therefore cannot see one
another, indeed cannot see any part
of themselves. All they can see is
the wall in front of them. And they
have been in this situation all their
lives, and know nothing else.

n the cave behind them is a

bright fire. Unknown to them

there is a rampart as high as
a man between the fire and them;
and on the other side of this
rampart are people perpetually
passing to and fro carrying things
on their heads. The shadows of
these objects are cast on to the wall
in front of the prisoners by the light
of the fire, and the voices of the
people carrying them are echoed

back from this wall to the prisoners’

ears. Now, says Plato, the only

entities that the prisoners ever
perceive or experience in the
whole of their existence are those
shadows and those echoes. In these
circumstances it would be natural

for them to assume that shadows
and echoes constitute all the reality
there is; and it would be to this
“reality,” and to their experiences
of it, that all their talk would refer.

ALL THEY
CAN SEE IS
THE WALL
IN FRONT
OF THEM

f one of the prisoners could
shake off his chains, so
cramped would he be by a
lifetime of entrapment in the half-
dark, that merely to turn around
would be painful and awkward
tor him, and the fire would dazzle
his eyes. He would find himself
confused and uncomprehending,
and would want to turn back

again to face the wall of
shadows, the reality he
understood. If he were
dragged up out of the
cave altogether into the
world of blazing sunlight
he would be blinded and
bewildered, and it would
be a long time before he was
able to see or understand
anything. But then, once he was
used to being in the upper world,
if he were to return to the cave he
would be temporarily blinded again,
this time by the darkness. And
everything he said to the prisoners
about his experiences would be
unintelligible to those people whose
language had reference only to
shadows and echoes.

he way to begin

understanding this allegory

is to see us human beings
as imprisoned in our own bodies,
with only other such prisoners
for company, and all of us unable
to discern the real selves of one
another, or even our own real
selves. Our direct experience is not
of reality, but what is in our minds.
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GENIUS UNDIMMED
Aristotle is regarded by
virtually all serious
students of philosophy as
one of the three or four
greatest giants of the
subject. Today his
Metaphysics and his
Ethics, in particular, are
studied in universities
all over the world.

“Plato is dear
to me, but
dearer still

is truth *?

ARISTOTLE

ARISTOTLE AND ALEXA

Aristotle the philosopber tittoi
voung pupil Alexander the G

on to conguer the whole of the

RISTOTLE
THE MAN WHO MAPPED OUT SCIENCES
AND FORMULATED LOGIC

Aristotle was the founder of an approach to philosophy
that starts from observation and experience,
prior to abstract thinking.

JUST AS PLATO HAD been a pupil of Socrates, so
Aristotle was a pupil of Plato. And Aristotle himself
became tutor to Alexander the Great, so there is a
direct line of intellectual succession here through
four generations of tremendous historical figures.
Aristotle’s father was court physician to the king
of Macedon, which is how he later came to be tutor
to Alexander, son of Philip of Macedon. Aristotle
himself was born in the city of Stagira in 384 BC.
His father died when he was still a boy, so he was
brought up by a guardian, who sent him to Athens
when he was about 17 to be educated at Plato’s
Academy. Aristotle stayed at the Academy for
something like 20 years. Later in life, in about 335 B¢,
he founded a school of his own in Athens called the
Lyceum: its archaeological site was recently
discovered, to great international excitement, in
1996. He died in the year 322 Bc at the age of 62.

PHILOSOPHER OF THIS WORLD
Aristotle fully acknowledged Plato’s
genius, and his own indebtedness

to him, but rejected something
fundamental to Plato’s philosophy,
namely the idea that there are two
worlds. As we have seen, Plato
taught that there can be no such
thing as reliable knowledge of this
ever-changing world that is
presented to our senses. The objects
of true knowledge inhabit, he said,
another world, an abstract realm
independent of time and space,
accessible only to the intellect.
As far as Aristotle was concerned,
there is only one world that we can
do any philosophizing about, and that
is this world we live in and
NDER

11g his gifted

ecl, who went
known world

experience. To him this is a world of
inexhaustible fascination and wonder.
Indeed, he believed that it was this

sense of wonder that caused human beings to
philosophize in the first place, whether as
individuals or as a species; that this is the world
they want to get to know and understand.

Furthermore, Aristotle did not believe that
we could find any firm ground outside this world
on which to stand, and from which to pursue

¢¢

ARISTOTLE

philosophical enquiries. Whatever is outside all

possibility of experience for us can be nothing

for us. We have no validatable way of referring to

it, or talking about it, and therefore it cannot enter

into our discourse in any reliable way: if we stray

beyond the ground covered by experience we

wander into empty talk. From this standpoint

Aristotle was dismissive of Plato’s Ideal Forms:

he simply did not believe that we have any good

reasons to believe that they exist, and what is

more he did not believe that they do exist.
Aristotle’s desire to know about the world of

experience was like an unslakable lust. Throughout

his life he poured himself into research with

gargantuan passion and energy across an almost

incredibly wide range. He mapped out for the first

PLATO AND ARISTOTLE = PHILOSOPHY'S TWO WORLDS

Plato on the left. holds the Timacus, a work of abstract
metaphysics, and points to higher things. Aristotle clitches

bis Ethics, and says by bis gesture that we sbould keep our |

feet on the ground. These tuo opposing tendencies in
philosophy have been in conflict throughoult its history

{
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METAPHYSICS
The word
“metaphysics” comes

Sront the Greek words

meaning “afier
physics, ” and was
stmply the name of

that book in Aristotle’s

collected works which
came after the book
abont physics. It
denotes the study of
the most underlying
Jeatures of veality —
thne, space, material
substance, and so on.

DANTE, PUPIL OF GENIUS
Dante was the preeminent poet of the late Middle Ages.
He regarded Aristotle as the ultimate authority on matlers,
which Christian doctrine did not address.

time many of the basic fields of enquiry, and his
own work on them provided the names for them
that are used to this day: among these are logic,
physics, political science, economics, psychology,
metaphysics, meteorology, rhetoric, and ethics.

This is an almost unbelievable achievement for one
individual. He also invented technical terms in those
fields that have been used ever since, the words in
other languages being derived either from his
Greek terms or from their subsequently Latinized
equivalents. Such terms include energy, dynamic,
induction, demonstration, substance, attribute,
essence, property, accident, category, topic,
proposition, and universal. On top of all this he
systematized logic, working out which forms of
inference were valid and which invalid - in other
words, what really does follow from what, and what
only appears to but doesn’t really; and he gave all

these different forms of inference names. For two
thousand years the study of logic was to mean the
study of Aristotle’s logic.

Before this sort of intellectual accomplishment
one can only stand in awe. The human race was not
to produce a thinker of Aristotle’s calibre for another
two thousand years. Indeed, it is doubtful whether
any human being has ever known as much as he did.

Y

DANTE ON ARISTOTLE

During the Dark Ages, following the fall of the
Roman Empire, knowledge of his work died out in
Europe, but was kept alive in the Arab world. From
there it made its way back into Europe during the
late Middle Ages, and became the biggest single body
of scientific, or quasi-scientific, knowledge that
Europeans possessed. Inevitably, those parts of it
that were to develop as separate sciences eventually
outgrew not only Aristotle’s own research but also
his conceptions and his methods. Nevertheless, in
the 14th century we find the ltalian poet Dante
(1265-1321) referring to Aristotle as “the teacher of
those who know”. His biology was important until
the 19th century, and so was his logic. His general
philosophy, including his political and moral theory,
and also his aesthetics, remain influential to this day.

THE NATURE OF BEING
The key question from which Aristotle started out
was: What are the objects in this world? What is it
for something to exist? In his own words, “The
question that was asked long ago, is asked now, and
is always a matter of difficulty [is] What is being?”
His first important conclusion was that things
are not just the matter of which they materially
consist. He uses the example of a house. If you
commissioned a builder to build a house on your
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land, and his trucks
unloaded on to the site the
bricks, the tiles, the wood
and so on, and he said to
you:“Here you are, here’s
your house,” you would
think it must be a joke, and
a bad one. There would be
all the constituent materials
of a house, but it would
not be a house at all - just
a higgledy-piggledy heap of
bricks and so on. To be a
house, everything would
need to be put together in

consists is changing
every day, and

certain ways, with a very specific and detailed
structure, and it would be by virtue of that
structure that it was a house. Indeed, the house
would not need to be made of those sorts of
materials at all, it could be made entirely of other
things - concrete, glass, metal, plastics. It does of
course (and this retains a certain importance)
have to be made of sorme material, but it is not the
| materials that make it a house, it is the structure
and the form. Aristotle’'s most striking example

of this is human beings. Take Socrates, he says.
The matter of which his body

Among Aristotle’s most valuable contributions were those to
biology and physiology. As always. he tried (o base bis theories
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ARISTOTLE'S PHYSICS

It is from the title of ihis work by Aristotle that

the subject of pbysics gets ils name

LOOKING CLOSELY AT THE FACTS

it changes in its entirety
every few years; yet
throughout his life he goes
on being the same Socrates.
Therefore it cannot possibly
be contended that Socrates
is the matter of which his
body consists. Aristotle
extends this argument to

whole species. We do not

call all the different kinds

of dogs dogs because they

are made of some distinctive
material. They are dogs by l
virtue of a distinctive

organization and structure which they share, and
which differentiate them from other animals that
are likewise made of flesh, blood, and bone.
These arguments of Aristotle’s against the kind
of crude materialism which asserts that only matter
exists are devastating, and have never been properly
answered. Yet from his day to ours there have
continued to be some people who are crude
materialists. However, until they can answer
Aristotle’s objections their position would seem
to call for little further consideration. Aristotle,
then, has established that a thing is

whatever it is by virtue of
its form. This brings

on careful observation of the facts. This ath-century fresco
is thought to show hin leading pupils in an anatony class

A figoits ma s vl fabiteres
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Horandvcoeesafion:
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OUT OF FAVOR
A reaction against
Aristotle’s world view
came eventually in the
16th and 17th centuries.
Here, in a book of 1616
about different types
of human character,
Aristotelian man is
compared to an ass.

“Men are
good in
one way,

but bad

in many o

ARISTOTLE

KEY WORKS
Nicomachean Ethics
Politics
Poetics
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Posterior Analytics
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Metaphysics

On the Soul
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RHETORIC

In this book Aristotle

analyses and teaches the
art of persuasion — not
only how to construct
a speech but also how

to make a personal
impression on the

audience, the tricks

of the orator’s trade.

““The weak
are always
anxious
Jor justice
and equality.
The strong
pay no bheed

to either ”’?

ARISTOTLE

| S

WISE WORDS
In 1545 Roger
Ascham (1515-68).
the English scholar
and bumanist, made
the following
observation: “He that
will write well in any
tongue must follow
this connsel of
Aristotle, to speak as
the common people
do, to think as wise
mein do; and so
should every man
understand bim.”

|
i

him straight up against his next problem: What
exactly is form in this sense? We have established
that it is not material, so what is it? Aristotle has
already rejected Plato’s theory of Forms, so he has
ruled out the possibility that form is some sort of
other-worldly entity existing outside space and
time. To satisfy him it has got to be this-worldly.

THE FOUR BECAUSES

We have seen that, according to Aristotle, form is

that which causes something to be the thing it is.

This leads him to examine the notion of “cause” in

this context; and he ends by breaking the concept

of “form” down into four
different and

I/;/am.. -

¥
“ .‘

FORM AND INTENTION
In Michelangelo’s unfinished sculpture, The Awakening

Slave (c.
The antist’s intention, his concept. and his carving are just
as indispensable to the statiwe as bis marble.

1525-30), a human figure emerges from obscurity.

complementary kinds of “cause.” Since what he then
calls “the four causes” constitute the reasons why a
thing is as it is, it can be helpful to think of them as
the four “be-causes,” in short the four becauses.
Form is the explanation of things.

Let us take his example of a marble statue. For
this to be the thing it is there needs first of all to
be the marble. This would be called by Aristotle
the material cause, the what-is-it-made-of? cause.
We have already learnt from Aristotle that this is
not enough in itself to make the statue, which
requires no fewer than three other causes, yet
nevertheless the material is necessary, even though
not sufficient. For the statue to come into being it
needs to have been hewn out of a block of marble
by a hammer and chisel: this hewing is what
Aristotle calls the efficient cause, the what-actually-
does-or-makes-it? cause. But again, to be the thing
that it is, the statue needs to take the shape that it

“ALL ME!
BY NATU

DESIRE
TO KNO

ARISTOTLE

)

does, that of a horse or a man or whatsoever - a
block of marble hacked at random is not a statue.
Aristotle calls this shape the formal cause, the
what-gives-it-the-shape-by-which-it-is-identified?
cause. Then, finally, all of this only happens at all
because a sculptor has set out to make a statue in
the first place. All three of the other causes have
been called into operation in order to realize an
intention: the overall reason for the statue’s
existence is that it is the fulfilment of a sculptor’s
purposes. Aristotle calls this the final cause, the
ultimate-reason-for-it-all cause.

Aristotle’s four causes, then, are as follows:
material cause, efficient cause, formal cause, and
final cause. Of the second, third, and fourth of
these, any two or more may be the same in an
individual case. This is particularly germane in the
life sciences: the formal cause of the ouk tree that
has grown out of the acorn is also its final cause:
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| he said that if an axe had a soul it would be cutting.

ARISTOTLE

THE FATHER OF LOGIC

Aristotle’s logic remained at the centre of a Christian bigher

education throughout the Middle Ages, and well beyond.

the ultimate shape achieved is also the ultimate

point of the process. (In this case the material cause

would be the wood, bark, and leaves of which the
tree consists, and the efficient cause would be the
indispensable nourishment of it by earth, water,
air, and the light from the sun’s fire.)

Through this analysis we begin to understand
the nature of Aristotle’s conception of form, as
against Plato’s. According to Aristotle an object’s
form, though not something material, is inherent
in the this-worldly object, and can no more exist

. separately from it than a man’s build can exist

separately from his body. Something of utmost
significance that this illustrates is that in our
understanding of the world we are not compelled
to choose between a materialist analysis and an
other-worldly analysis: it is possible to develop an
understanding of the world that gives full rein to
non-materialist considerations while remaining this-
worldly. Aristotle always saw the true essence of
any object as consisting not in the matter of which

it is made but in the function it performs: he once

said that if the eye had a soul it would be seeing.
He applied this principle also to inanimate objects:

The real point of everything, according to him,

This painting of 1502 in the Cathedral of Le Py, depicts
Aristotle’s Logic, Cicero’s Rhetoric, and Tithal's Music.

is what it does, what it is for; and it is through
understanding this that we learn to understand
things. We also come in this way to an understanding
of Aristotle’s concepts of soul, form, and final cause.
This analysis, in addition to giving Aristotle a
sohution to the problem of what things are that
does away with Plato’s Ideal Forms, also provides
him with a solution to the problem of change.
According to him, change occurs when the on-
going material that is part of something acquires
a form that it had not previously possessed.

SAVING THE APPEARANCES

In all attempts to understand the world, says
Aristotle, we should never lose sight of the fact
that it is fbis world that we are trying to understand.
Although we may be in awe of it we should never
accept explanations of it that deny the validity

of the very experiences we are trying to explain.
We should make it a point of method in all our
investigations to maintain a firm hold on these
experiences, the experiences that actually present
themselves to us, and to keep referring back to
them at every stage, because it is understanding
these that is, so to speak, the final cause of our
enquiries. To jettison our hold on them in order

LIFE AT RISK
Like Socrates, Aristotle
was indicted for
impiety by the
Athenians towards the
end of his life. In
order to prevent them
Jrom sinning against
philosophy a second
time by executing him
as they had executed
Socrates, he left Athens
Jor Chalcis in 323 e,
and died there the
Jollowing year, aged
62. Not all subsequent
thinkers were so
licky. The most
recent philosopher of
genius to be tortured
to death for bis views
was Giordano Bruno
(1548-1600) in the
vedr 1600.
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ARCHIMEDES
The inventor and
mathematician
Archimedes (287-212 Bo)
wis wmnong Aristotle’s
most gifted successors
in the development of
science. He tormulated
the principle of the lever,
and showed that an
irregular body's volume
could be measured by
the amount of water
it displaced.

“P()enj' IS moie
philosophical
and more
worthy of
serious attention

than history %

ARISTOTLE

to embrace belief in something we do not experience
is to throw the baby out with the bath water.

He called this principle “saving the appearances.”
The phrase is a rather feeble-sounding one, but it

is used by philosophers to this day because of the
importance of the principle involved.

Plato and Aristotle are the two archetypes of
the two main conflicting approaches that have
characterized philosophy throughout its history.

On the one hand there are philosophers who set
only a secondary value on knowledge of the world
as it presents itself to our senses, believing that our
ultimate concern needs to be with something that
lies “behind” or “beyond” (or “hidden below the
surface of”) the world. On the other hand there are
philosophers who believe that this world is itself
the most proper object for our concern and our
philosophizing. To take an example much nearer

to our own age, the great rationalist philosophers
of the 17th and 18th centuries believed that the
knowledge of the surface of things that our sensory
experience seems to give us only too often deceives
us; whereas the great empiricist philosophers of the
selfsame period believed that reliable information
can be based only on direct examination of
observable facts. The opposition between the two
tendencies is perennial, and comes out in one way
or another in age after age, in different guises.

THE GOLDEN MEAN

The respective appeals that the two different
approaches possess for individuals may have
something to do with personal temperament.
People of a religious bent, though by no means
only they, are likely to find a more Platonic
approach congenial, while more down-to-earth,
worldly, commonsensical people are likely to
prefer an Artistotelian approach. But the reason
why both are perennial is that each emphasizes
truths which the

A MODEL EDUCATION
The Greeks developed the
principle of “all-rovwnd

education” that was to become
he ideal for the rest of Firope

other undervalues. Therefore the important thing
is not to be exclusive in our own approach, but
to learn from both. The unique genius of the
German philosopher Kant, in the late 18th
century, is that he brought the two harmoniously
together and fused them in a way that is both
coherent and plausible.

So far, our discussion of Aristotle has confined
itself to his epistemology (theory of knowledge).
But something should also be said about other areas
of his philosophy. His writings in ethics have been
as influential as anyone’s, his key book here being
the Nicomachean Ethics.Whereas for most of the
20th century moral philosophers tended to take
a narrow view of the subject, and to devote
themselves to the analysis of moral concepts -
What do we mean Dy good? What do we mean
by onught? - Aristotle’s approach was quite different
from this, and very much broader.

¢
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ARISTOTLE

He starts out from the proposition that what each
one of us wants is a happy life in the fullest sense
of the phrase. What will give us this, he thinks, is
the fullest development and exercise of our capacities
that is compatible with living in a society. Unbridled
self-indulgence and self-assertion will bring us into
perpetual conflict with other people, and in any
case it is bad for our character - but then so also
is inhibition. So he develops his famous doctrine
of “the golden mean,” according to which a virtue
is the midway point between two extremes,
cach of which is a vice. Thus generosity is
the mean between profligacy and
meanness; courage between foolhardiness
and cowardice; self-respect between vanity
and self-abasement; modesty between
shamelessness and shyness. The aim always
is to be a balanced personality. And this,
he thinks, is the way to achieve happiness.
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One striking thing about
Aristotle’s moral philosophy is
how little moralizing there is in
it. Its aim is essentially practical.
Its doctrine of moderation in all
things, and nothing too much,
may appeal less to the young
and eager than it does to the
middle-aged and comfortable;
but the young usually come
round to thinking more highly
of it in the course of time.

THE FULL LIFE

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics
leads straight into his Politics -
in fact the two were intended to
be the first and second parts of
the same treatise. For according
to Aristotle the true purpose

of government is to enable

its citizens to live the full

and happy life discussed in

his ethics. And one of his first
points is that it is only by being
a member of a society that an
individual can do this -
happiness and self-fulfillment are
not to be found in personal isolation. This is the
point of his much-quoted phrase “Man is by nature
a political animal.” There are, he insists, inescapable
social and political dimensions to any happy
personal life. And one of the most influential
aspects of his political philosophy has been his
enabling view of the State, his idea that the
function of the State is to make possible the
development and happiness of the individual.

PITY AND TERROR

The only other book of Aristotle’s that we shall

mention is his Poetics. This is a discussion of

literature and drama. The most important part

of it is devoted to poetic tragedy, which Aristotle

claims can give us more insight into life than does

the study of history. (Most lovers of Shakespeare

would agree with that.) The emotional experience

we have when we watch a tragedy, Aristotle says,

is catharsis, which he defines as purgation, or

| cleansing, by pity and terror. [t was Aristotle who
laid it down that a plot should have, in his very own
words, “a beginning, a middle, and an end”. He also
said that the plot of a tragedy “tries as far as is
possible to keep within a single revolution of the
sun, or only slightly to exceed it”. One of his editors

A GREEK THEATER

The Greeks staged their plays in open air theaters such as this one at Taorniina,
Sicily. The auditorinm was fan-shaped and seating levels were not divided.

at the time of the Italian Renaissance, a man called
Castelvetro who published an edition of the Poetics
in 1570, expanded this into the famous doctrine of
the three unities of time, place, and action. These
have come to be known as “the Aristotelian rules”
of the drama, and they have had enormous influence,
but they are not strictly speaking Aristotle’s idea
but rather an extension of one of his ideas.
However, so many of Aristotle’s ideas have
become part of our culture that it is a tragedy that
we do not have in their original form the works
that he published. These were famous throughout
antiquity for their great beauty of style - the Roman
writer and orator Cicero called Aristotle’s writing
“a river of gold.” So widely are they referred to in
the writings of others that we know quite a lot
about them; but the works themselves have been
lost. All that now survive are lecture notes, written
up cither by Aristotle himself or by his pupils,
covering something like a fifth of his total output
of ideas. These have nothing like the artistic quality
of Plato, in fact they are a bit stodgy to read (as
one would expect of lecture notes) so in practice
it is only devoted students of philosophy who read
them. But of their importance to Western
civilization there can be no question.

GREEK DRAMA
The quality of the best
Greek drama has

never been surpassed
In Athens the plays were
attended by most of the
male citizen body, and
handled what were
widely telt to be
fundamental issues.
Masks were always
worn by the actors o
represent the characters
they were playing —
there was no such
thing as makeup.
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A HARSH WORD
Cynic means “like a
dog, " and ihe most

Jamous of all the
cynic philosophers,
Diogenes, explained
this nickname: “I am
called a dog becanse
1 fawn on those who
give me anything,

1 yelp at those who
refuse, and [ sink my
teeth in rascals.”
The word “cynic " Is
still in use today, but
has come to mean
someone who always
takes the lowest
possible opiition of the
motivations of others.

“Truly, if 1
were not
Alexander
I would wish to

be Diogenes

ALEXANDER THE GREAT

)

THE FIRST INTERNATIONAL LIBRARY
Alexandria’s library was the world's most caluable for
nearly a thousand years, from 290 B¢ to AD 646

o]

THE DROPOUTS
OF THE ANCIENT
WORLD

The Cynics rejected all socical
conventions. They were the first
of four major schools of GreeR
philosophy which emerged after
the fall of Athens.

ARISTOTLE'S PUPIL Alexander the Great changed
history in a way that affected the development
of philosophy. In an astoundingly short time he
conquered more or less the whole world as it was
known to the ancient Greeks, from Italy to India,
including most of what is now called the Middle
East, together with vast areas of North Africa.
The independence of the Greek city states came
to an end as they were swallowed up in Alexander’s
empire, and they lost their cultural dominance.
Everywhere he went, Alexander founded
new cities, from which his conquests were to be
administered, and these he colonized with Greeks.
The colonists mostly married local women, so
the populations of these cities quickly became
cosmopolitan, but their ruling ethos and language
remained everywhere Greek. The upshot was that
the whole of the ancient world came to be run
from “Greek” cities that were not in Greece, and
whose populations were muttiracial and
multilingual. That world is known as the Hellenistic
world. Its most important city was the one which
Alexander named after himself, Alexandria, in
Egypt. This became the chief international center
of culture and learning,
the site of the most
important library the
ancient world ever
possessed. The Hellenistic
age of which it was the
cultural capital lasted
for some three hundred
years, from the downfall
of the Greek city states
in the 1th century i

e

to the rise of the Roman

B e e

Empire in the 1st century sc. During that time the
culture and civilization of ancient Greece became
propagated throughout the ancient world. These
were the circumstances in which the Roman
republic emerged, and in which the Roman Empire
struggled to establish itself. It was also the world
into which Christianity was born, and explains
why - although Palestine was a Roman colony -
the New Testament was written in Greek.

THE FIRST TWO CYNICS
Immediately after the death of Alexander his
empire broke up into warring factions - so,
while the cultural unity that he had created
continued, there was incessant strife and conflict
at the political level. All four of the new schools
of philosophy that flourished during this period -
the Cynics, the Sceptics, the Epicureans, and the
Stoics - reflect that fact. All of them are
concerned with how a civilized man is to live
in an insecure, unstable, and dangerous world.
The first of these to appear were the Cynics.
They were what we would now call dropouts.
Their progenitor was Antisthenes, a disciple of
Socrates and near-contemporary of Plato. Until
he was middle-aged he lived a conventional life
in that aristocratic circle of phitosophers. But
with the death of Socrates and the fall of Athens
Antisthenes world came to an end, whereupon
he decided to opt out and embrace a basic, simple
life. He started dressing like a laborer, and living

40)




THE CYNICS

ALEXANDER: PHILOSOPHER AND SCIENTIST
Not only a great warrior, Alexander was in part responsible
 for spreading Greek culture throughont the ancient world.
This medieval illumination sbows Alexander exploring
\ the seabed in a glass divingbell.

among the poor, and he proclaimed that he wanted
no government, no private property, no marriage,
‘and no established religion.

Antisthenes had a follower who became more

famous than himself, a man called Diogenes
(404-323 BC). Diogenes aggressively flouted all
l the conventions, and deliberately shocked people,
whether by not washing or by dressing, if at all,
in filthy rags, or living in a burial urn, or eating
disgusting food, or committing flagrant acts of
public indecency. He lived like a dog; and for this
| reason people gave him the nickname “Cynic”
(from the Greek word kynikos) which means “like
-a dog." This is how the word, which we still use,
‘was coined. But its meaning has changed over time.

THE FIRST COSMOPOLITAN
' Diogenes and his followers were not cynics in today’s
. sense of the word. They had a positive belief in
virtue. But their basic creed was that the difference

between true values and false values was the only

I distinction that mattered: all other distinctions were
rubbish - all social conventions, for instance, such
distinctions as those between yours and mine, public

. and private, naked and clothed, raw and cooked -

| all that was nonsense. Diogenes had the same

| : N 5
contempt for the distinction between Greek

AN EPITAPH FOR
DIOGENES
| An epitaph raised in
i Athens to the memory
of Diogenes read:

“TAM A

CITIZEN
OF THE
WORLD” |

‘\.
DI1OGENES

“Say. dog, I pray,
what guard you in
that tomb?”

‘A dog.”
“His name?”
“Diogenes.”
“From far?”
“Sinope.”
“Ile who made a tub
! his bome?”

Tmgermemnn]
]

—

“The same. Nouw,
dead. among the stars
astar.”

and foreigner - so when asked what his country
was he replied:*I am a citizen of the world,” and
in doing so coined the single Greek word in
which he expressed that thought,“cosmopolitan,
a concept for which many have been grateful to him.
There are many good stories about Diogenes.
The most famous is that when Alexander the Great
came to visit him in his filthy hole and stood in
the entrance asking if there was anything that he,
the ruler of the entire world, could do for him,
Diogenes replied “Yes - you can stand out of

»

my light” There is no doubt that he meant this
tiguratively as well as literally. It is possibly the
most eloquent put-down of worldly values that
a philosopher has ever managed to deliver.

DIOGENES BEING VISITED BY ALEXANDER
DI a confrontation of two whole value systems, the conqgueror of the world meets
the philosopber who rejected worldly values, preferring to live like a dog

My
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CET
THE FIRST RELATIVISTS IN PHILOSOPHY

Scepticism as a philosophy was launched on its long and
influential career by one of Alexander the Great's soldiers.

IN THE BROADEST SENSE of the word “scepticism” He launched a whole school of philosophers that
there had long been a certain tradition of it in Greek  became known as Sceptics; and their brand of

CARNEADES (214~129 BC)

A fiommidlable dtdbates, philosophy. Xenophanes had taught that, although systematic, all-embracing philosophical Scepticism
(X:’ii?l‘l;:ll';&‘l::‘:d we can always learn more than we know, we can is to this day sometimes referred to as Pyrrhonism.
head of Plato’s Academy never be sure that we have reached any final truth. Pyrrho had served as a soldier with Alexander
pr(;d}':jjni:tu:; ]st:l,]t?;sm Socrates said that the only thing he knew was that the Great, and had campaigned with him as far
of the day. He was he did not know anything. However, Socrates did afield as India. Seeing such a huge diversity of

especially effective in
criticizing the rival . . i .
philosophies what is more, he was bent on acquiring some, on him the diversity of opinions that are to be

of the Epicureans

at least believe that knowledge was possible, and, countries and peoples seems to have impressed

R o gl while Xenophanes believed that we could lessen found among human beings. For almost everything ]
the degree of our ignorance if we made the effort. believed by the people in one place there seem !
Both men took a positive attitude towards enquiry to be people somewhere else who believe the |
and the possibility of learning. opposite. And normally the arguments are equalty
good on both sides - or so it seemed to Pyrrho. ,
ARGUING BOTH WAYS All we can do is go by things as they appear to us:

The first person to make scepticism the be-all but appearances are notoriously deceptive, so we
and end-all of his thought - to adopt it as being in should never assume the truth of one explanation
itself a philosophy, so to speak, and one consisting rather than any other. The best thing was to stop |

of an active refusal to believe anything - was worrying and just go with the flow, that is to say

Pyrrho (c¢. 365-270 8¢).  swim along with whatever customs and practices
prevail in the circumstances we happen to
find ourselves in.
Pyrrho had a pupil, Timon of Phlius
(320-230 B), who supported this
attitude with more substantial
intellectual arguments. -
In particular he I
pointed out that
every argument *
or proof proceeded
from premises which I,
it did not itself establish. If you tried to
demonstrate the truth of those premises 1

by other arguments or proofs then they

had to be based on undemonstrated
premises. And so it went on, ad infinitint.
No ultimate ground of certainty could

ever be reached. |
After Timon's death his successor, ;

Arcesilaus (315-240 Bo), took over the

leadership of Plato’s Academy, which then i

POWER AFFECTS IDEAS remained in the hands of the Sceptics for two

Alexander the Great had « bigger side-effect o the way Western philosophy developed
than any other ruler: he destroyed the independence of the Greek city states in which
philosophy bad come to fruition. while making Greek a universal langiage. methods: one was to expound equally powerful

hundred years. Arcesilaus had two main teaching




THE SCEPTICS

arguments on both sides of a question; the other

was to offer to refute any case put forward by
one of his students. His successor as head of the

L\Academy, Carneades (214-129 Bc), made a great

stir on a visit to Rome by giving a series of public

lectures, in the first of which he forcefully

- expounded the views of Plato and Aristotle

' on justice, and then in his second lecture refuted
everything he had said in the first.

NO ULTIMATE CERTAINTY

Scepticism has had a permanently important part
to play in the history of philosophy, from that day
to this. Chiefly it is because certainty is simply not
available at the level of argument, demonstration,
or proof - although it was not until the 20th century
- that this became generally acknowledged, so the

| pursuit of certainty was destined to play a centrally
important role in the historical development of

' philosophy. What a valid argument proves is that its
. conclusions follow from its premises, but that is not
at all the same as proving that those conclusions are
' true. Every valid argument starts with an “if":if p is
true then g must be true. But that leaves open the
question of whether or not p is true. The argument
itself cannot prove that, because it has already

TNV,
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SEXTUS EMPIRICUS

' assumed it, and to have assumed already what it sets
out to prove would be to move in a vicious circle.
So every “proof” rests on unproven premises; and
this is as true in logic, mathematics, and science as
it is in everyday life. Even so, it does not follow from
this that we have no better grounds for any one set
of beliefs than for any other: to say that would be

THE ENDS OF THE EARTH
Alexanders empire was identified by its inhabitants with
civilization. as if swrrounded by a wall of fire. It established
what we know as the Hellenistic world, which lasted
Jor bundreds of years and within which the universal
language was Greek — which is why the New Testament
was written in Greek.

untrue. However, the working out of these tricky
distinctions was to be a long and troublesome
business in the history of philosophy.

The most famous Sceptical philosopher of more
recent centuries is the Scotsman David Hume (see
pp.112-17). He qualified his own Scepticism by
pointing out that to live at all we have perpetually
to make choices, decisions, and this forces us to
form judgements about the way things are, whether
we like it or not. Since certainty is not available to
us we have to make the best assessments we can
of the realities we face - and this is incompatible
with regarding all alternatives with equal scepticism.
Our Scepticism therefore needs to be, as he put it,
mitigated. It is indeed doubtful whether anyone
could live on the basis of complete Scepticism -
or, if they could, whether such a life would be
worth living. But this refutation of Scepticism,
if refutation it is, is not a logical argument.

In practical life we must steer a middle course
between demanding a degree of certainty that we
can never have and treating all possibilities as if
they were of equal weight when they are not.

KEY WORKS
Three books by Sextus
Empiricus (¢c. ap 200)
are the source of most

of our knowledge of
Scepticism in the
anctent world:

Outlines of
Pyrrhonism
Against the
Dogmatists

Against the
Professors
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SEXTUS EMPIRICUS’

PYRRHONIARUM (OUTLINES
OF PYRRHONISM)
The fullest account we
have of the works of
Pyrrho, Scepticism’s
founder, is from Sextus
Empiricus (¢. ap 200).
Sextus was not himselt
an original thinker, but
he set out other peoples’
arguments so well that
his writings became
influential. In the +th
century St Gregory
publicly denounced him
along with Pyrrho for
infecting people with
“the vile and malignant
discase” of Scepticism.
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Ericurus

David Hume, writing in
the 18th century, made
the following
observation: “Epicurus’
questions are yet
unanswered. 1s he [God]
willing to prevent evil,
but not able? Then is he
impotent. Is he able, but
not willing? Then is he
malevolent. Is he both

able and willing? Whence

then is evil?” A very
similar pussage occurs
in Voltaire. Perhaps
Epicurus’ questions are
still unanswered.
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THE EARLIEST SCIENTIFIC AND
LIBERAL HUMANISTS

Like many attitudes of the 20th century, the philosophy of Epicurus
was materialistic, pleasure-seeking, and non-religious. It was the first
such philosophy to be fully developed intellectually.

OF THE PHILOSOPHIES that were new in the
Hellenistic age, two were outstanding in importance
and influence, and they were those of the
Epicureans and the Stoics.
Epicureanism was very much the creation of
a single thinker, Epicurus (c. 341-270 Bc). Its aim
above all else was to liberate people from fear, not
only the fear of death but the fear of life. In an age
when all forms of public life were unpredictable
and highly dangerous it taught people to seek
happiness and fulfilment in their private lives.
“Live unknown” was one of its
maxims. This was
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BACCIIUS AND MAENAD

Bacchus, or Dionysos, was the god of the intoxicating powers of Natiore

Ile was associated with orgies

of which the Epicureans were often accused.
but of which they actually disapproved

completely at odds with all previous ideas of
secking fame and glory, or even wanting something
so apparently decent as honor. But Epicureanism
was to an unusual degree a fully worked-out
philosophy that tried to embrace all aspects of
existence. It began with a view of physics.

First of all, Epicurus accepted the atomism of
Democritus. He believed that all there was in the
material universe were atoms and space, nothing else.

Since it is impossible for atoms to come into
existence out of nothing or pass away into nothing
they are indestructible and eternal. However, their
movements are unpredictable, and no combination
that they form ever endures. For this reason,
physical objects, all of which are combinations of
atoms, are ephemeral. Their life is always a story
of atoms coming together and then, eventually,
dispersing again. All change in the universe consists
cither of this endlessly repeated process or of the
objects thus formed moving in space.

WOMEN AND SLAVES INCLUDED

We ourselves are among the objects formed in this
way. A group of particularly fine atoms comes
together to make a body and a mind in the form
of a single entity, a human being, whose eventual
dispersal is inevitable. But this dispersal is not to
be feared. Such a dissolution of the human being
means that the entity that we are ceases to exist
when we die, and therefore there is no one to
whom being dead happens: so long as we exist,
death is not, and when death is, we are not. Nor is
there anyone to whom those terrors, that so many
religions threaten people with after their deaths,
can happen.“Death is nothing to us,” says Epicurus;
and anyone who genuinely grasps that truth, deep
down, is liberated from fear of death.

As for the gods, Epicurus manages to get them
out of the picture without denying their existence
(which would have been a dangerous thing for him
to do) by saying that they are far, far away and,




THE EPICUREANS

Tbeing gods, they have no desire to become involved
in the perpetual mess and turmoil of human affairs.
fSo they are inactive as far as we are concerned, and
“we have nothing to hope and nothing to fear”
from them. For us, it is as if they do not exist.
. Since non-existence is our own inescapable
destiny we should make the best of the only life
we have. The good life in this life, happiness in
L'this world, should be our aim. The way to achieve
:’this is to have nothing to do with the violence
“and uncertainties of public life but to withdraw
lg'into private communities of like-minded people.
And because both our physical health and the
rmaintenance of good personal relationships require

: Tit, we should enjoy our pleasures in moderation,
| ..

' though no non-injurious activity needs to be
regarded as forbidden in itself.

“DEATH IS
'NOTHING
- TO us”

EPICURUS

The communities formed by the Epicureans for
these purposes were in principle open to anyone,
including women and slaves - a fact which drew

a great deal of antagonism towards them from their
surrounding societies. When Christianity came on
the scene the Epicureans were anathema to
|Christians in particular, because of their denial of
iimmortality and of the existence of a benevolent
iGod, and also because of their affirmation of the

values of this world.

!
| POETIC MASTERPIECE

| What is striking to us now about Epicureanism

:is how similar it is, almost point by point, to the
;scientiﬁc and liberal humanism of the 20th century.
(It was the first thought-through version of an
lattitude to life that has been widely embraced in
iour own age. Its most dramatic and widely read

|articulation was achieved in a long poem written
:in the Latin language in the 1st century Bc, Ou the
| Nature of Things (De Rerum Natiutra) by Lucretius
1 (€.95-52 BC). This is one of the supreme

| masterpiceces of Latin literature, and its purpose
jwas to import Epicureanism into Roman culture.

The poet seems to have been somewhat
desperately seeking salvation in the philosophy
he so passionately embraced, for he himself was
intermittently subject to the terrors of madness,
and he died eventually by committing suicide.
Perhaps because the doctrines of Epicureanism
were to such an unusual degree the creation of
a single thinker, it remained surprisingly
unchanged throughout its long history. In the
Middle Ages it was denounced by Christians as
Antichrist, and then almost petered out; but it was
rediscovered in the 16th and 17th centuries, and
had a significant influence on the beginnings of
modern science and humanism.
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ON THE NATURE OF THINGS
Lucretius, the supreme Epicurean poet, is shown writing

Christian edition of his pagan masterpiece. The accompanying text is the opening of
Book One, bis pacan of praise to Venus, the goddess of sexual love
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MEMENTO MORI
The skull was used
by the Epicureans,

as by many others, as
a symbol of mortality.
Its implied message
was: “Enjoy life while
you have it.”

Nl

o_=/4 A

{]
mawn
arom 8

hs

al his desk in this illuminated

L,



I'HE GREEKS AND THEIR WORLD

ZENO OF CITIUM

The founder of Stoicism,
Zeno, wrote a much
admired Republic in

which he argued for the
rule of Jaw and the
universal validity of

political institutions. With
the exception of scattered
quotations, none of his
writings survive.,

KEY WORKS
The Letters of Seneca
The Discotirses
| of Sencca
The Discourses
of Epictetus
| The Meditations
| of Marcus Aurclius

i Excellemnt histories
of Stoicism in the
ancient world were
written by Cicero,
Diogenes. Laertius,
and Sextus Empiricus.

THE GOVERNING
PHILOSOPHY OF THE
ROMAN EMPIRE

Since death and adversity are

ot of our control, and come to

everyone, we should meet them
with dignified acceptance.

STOICISM AS A PHILOSOPHY continued as an
organized movement for some five hundred years.
With it, and through it, Western philosophy ceased
to be specifically Greek and became international.
This was a direct result of Alexander the Great’s
conquests having spread Greek culture throughout
the so-called civilized world - the early Stoic
philosophers were mostly Syrians, the later ones
mostly Romans. The voices of the most famous
of them came from the entire gamut of the social
hierarchy, one even being a slave (Epictetus) and
another a Roman Emperor (Marcus Aurelius).
Stoicism seems to have had a special appeal for
emperors. According to a leading authority, “nearly
all the successors of
Alexander - we may say
all the principal kings
in existence in the
generations following
Zeno - professed
themselves Stoics.”

Zeno (334-2062 Be)
of Citium, in Cyprus, was
the founder of Stoicism.
(He should not be
confused with the pre-
Socratic philosopher Zeno
of Elea, who was discussed
on p.19.) The core of the
Stoic philosophy lies in
the view that there can
be no authority higher
than reason. By unpacking
the consequences of that
belief we arrive at most

SENECA = A PHILOSOPHER AND POLITICIAN
One of the later Stoics, Seneca, lulor (o Nero, was joint-
chief administrator of the Roman Lmpire from ap 54-062

of the important tenets
of Stoic philosophy.

BPSEE Ty e

MARCUS AURELIUS

This Roman Emperor. who ruded from ap 161 to 180, Dhas
symbolized for many generations the golden age of the
Roman Empire. As a Stoic aned philosophical writer, Marcuns
Aurelius reveals what it can be like when the man at the
very apex of power is also a philosopher.

First, the world as our reason presents it to us as
being, that is to say the world of Nature, is all the
reality there is. There is nothing “higher” And
Nature itself is governed by rationally intelligible
principles. We ourselves are part of Nature. The
spirit of rationality that imbues us and it (and that
is to say, everything) is what is meant by God.

As thus conceived, God is not outside the world
and separate from it, he is all-pervadingly in the
world - he is, as it were, the mind of the world,
the self-awareness of the world.

EMOTIONS ARE JUDGEMENTS
Because we are at one with Nature, and because
there is no higher realm, there can be no question
of our going anywhere “else” when we die - there
is nowhere else to go. We dissolve back into Nature.
It is through the ethics evolved from this belief that
Stoicism achieved its greatest fame and influence.
Because Nature is governed by rational
principles there are reasons why everything is as
it is. We cannot change it, nor should we desire to.
Therefore our attitude in the face of our own
mortality, or what may seem to us personal tragedy,
should be one of unruffled acceptance. In so far
as our emotions rebel against this, our emotions are
in the wrong. The Stoics believed that emotions are
judgements, and therefore cognitive: they are forms
of “knowledge”, whether true or false. Greed, for

106




[HE STOICS

instance, is the judgement that money is a
pre-eminent good and to be acquired by every
available means - a false judgement. If all our
emotions are made subject to our reason they will
embody none but true judgements, and we shall
then be at one with things as they actually are.

People who adopted the Stoic philosophy were
often able to endure life’s vicissitudes with calm
and dignity. But even for them there might come
a time when they would no longer wish to go on
living - for example in circumstances of personal
ruin or disgrace, or in the agonies of a terminal
disease. In those circumstances, they believed,
the rational thing to do was to end one’s own life
painlessly, and this many of them did. So a high
proportion of the well-known Stoics ended their
lives by committing suicide.

The most vivid and compelling of all the
expositions of Stoicism are to be found in the
writings of the later Stoics, which were all in Latin.
The outstanding figures here are Seneca
(c. 2 BC-AD 65) and Marcus Aurelius (Ab 121-180).
They were not original thinkers in the sense of
adding significantly to already-existing Stoic
doctrines, but they were such good writers that
their works are read to this day by people who
are not academics. It is to them that anyone who
wants to study Stoicism at first hand should turn.

(44

by

RALPH WALDO EMERSON

Stoic ethics have always been widely found to be
impressive and admirable, even by people who do
not wholly go along with them. They are not easy
to practise - but perhaps it is bound to be a

characteristic of any ethics worthy of the name that

they are difficult to put into practice. They had an
unmistakable influence on Christian ethics, which

were beginning to spread at the time when Seneca,

Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius were writing. And,
of course, to this very day the words “stoic” and

“stoicism” are in familiar use in our language, with
perhaps grudgingly admiring overtones, to mean
“withstanding adversity without complaint”. There
must be many people now living who - even if
they have never consciously formulated this fact to
themselves - subscribe to an ideal in ethics which
is essentially the same as that of the Stoics.

The fact that in recent centuries the best
available school education in many European
countries was based on the study of Latin literature
had, as one of its side-effects, that many generations
of well educated European males absorbed some of
the values of Stoicism.The famous “stiff upper lip”
of the public-school educated Englishman was
precisely an example of Stoicism in practice and
in action, partly rooted in a classical education.

CHOOSING DEATH OVER LIFE
Suicide was not taboo for the Stoics. On the contrary. they belicved in a man's right
1o determine his own death as well as his own life

A WORLD-VIEW

Stoicism did not only
consist of the moral
philosophy with which
it is now associated.
Stoics made advances
in Jogic and in theory
of knowledge —
indeed, they proposed
a philosophy for the
whole of buman

experience. |
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HRISTIANITY
HILOSOPHY

FOR A THOUSAND YEARS BETWEEN THE FALL OF THE
ROMAN EMPIRE IN THE STH CENTURY AD AND THE
DAWN OF THE RENAISSANCE IN THE 15TH CENTURY
THE TORCH OF CIVILIZATION IN WESTERN EUROPE
WAS CARRIED MAINLY BY THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH.
BUT BEFORE CHRISTIANS WERE WILLING TO EMBRACE
ANY IDEAS OR DISCOVERIES, THEY NEEDED TO
ASSURE THEMSELVES THAT THESE WERE NOT
INCOMPATIBLE WITH CHRISTIANITY. SO THE
WRITINGS OF THE GREATEST PHILOSOPHERS OF
ANTIQUITY WERE SCRUTINIZED TO DETERMINE WHICH
OF THEIR IDEAS COULD BE HARMONIZED WITH
CHRISTIANITY, AND WHICH WOULD HAVE TO BE
REJECTED. THE SUPREME SYNTHESIS WAS ACHIEVED
TOWARD THE END OF THE PERIOD, IN THE
WRITINGS OF THOMAS AQUINAS, WHO PRODUCED
A VAST, CAPACIOUS WORLD-VIEW HARMONIZING

WHAT WERE THEN THE MAJOR THOUGHT-SYSTEMS.

BYZANTINE ALTARPIECE
1his detail from the High Altar of San Marco, Venice, is made
of gold and silver with precious stones. pearls. and encainel




CHRISTIANITY AND PHILOSOPHY

r CICERO
Marcus Tullius Cicero
(106-143 pc) was an
orator. statesmdin,
cand philosophical
writer. When fulius
Cuaesar cante to power
he withdreuw from
politics and wrote
most of his works on
philosopby and
rhetoric hiving in

retirement. e was |
opposed to Mark

Antony's control after
Caesar’s death in

43 v and was
murdered at the
orders of Caesar's
adopted son
Octavian.

ONE OF THE MOST ATTRACTIVE personalities

in the history of philosophy, Augustine was born
in the town of Hippo in North Africa, in what is
now Algeria, in AD 354. It was there that he died in
AD 430, though between those two dates his travels
took him far afield in the Mediterranean world.

His father was a pagan but his mother, whom he
loved dearly, was a woman of simple Christian faith.
Augustine turned his back on Christianity when he
was a teenager. Reading Cicero at the age of 18 or
19 sent him off on a philosophical quest that was
to take him through several different intellectual
positions before he returned to what he called
Catholic Christianity.

He first adopted Manichaeism, a doctrine of the
Persian prophet Mani, of about the 3rd century Ap,
to the effect that the universe is a battleground
between forces of good and evil, light and darkness.
Matter is evil but spirit is good, and each human
being is a mixture of both, with the spark of light
that is his soul longing for liberation from the gross
material of his body. But Augustine grew sceptical
of what seemed to him the unsound intellectual

arguments of the Manichaeans, and
eventually he became a
fully-fledged
philosophical
Sceptic of the kind
that now ruled in
the Academy that had
been founded by Plato.
This seems to have
led him to the study
of Plato,and of
Neo-Platonism in the
work of Plotinus; and
for a time he came
completely under
their sway. When
SAINT AUGUSTINI
i answer (o the pagair challenge: “Why did your God create

the nniverse at that arbitrary moment in tine? " St Augustine
replied: “Bult that was when be created time too

finally he returned
to Christianity at the

age of 32 he carried

THE FUSION OF PLATONISM
AND CHRISTIANITY

Augustine was arguably the outstanding figure in philosophy
between Aristotle and Aquinas, a period of some 1,600 years.

his Platonism and his Neco-Platonism with him, and
fused them with Christianity in a way that was to
have consequences of incalculable importance.

He himself tells the story of these developments
in his wonderful book Confessions, which is the
first autobiography in the modern sense. It contains
a fascinating account of his childhood, a moving
character portrait of his mother, and frank
confessions of his sexual promiscuity as a young
man. Wanting and yet not wanting to escape from
his enslavement to sex, he tells us he used to pray
to God:“Lord, make me chaste, but not yet.”

ANTICIPATIONS

The most interesting philosophizing in the
Confessions - appropriately for an autobiography -
is about the nature of time.“If no one asks me
[what time is] I know; if they ask and I try to
explain, I do not know.” Augustine’s conviction that
although the flow of time exists for living creatures
it is not a reality for God led him to the conclusion
that the flow of time is something that
characterizes only experience, and is not something
that exists in itself, independently of experience.

In this he anticipated the philosophy of Kant (sce
pp-132-37). In another of his doctrines about time
he anticipated Schopenhauer (see pp.138-45),
namely the doctrine that the present is the
inescapable mode of all existence. He anticipated
Schopenhauer again in his view that our whole
worldly being, including our intellect, is dominated
by our will.Yet another of his impressive
anticipations is of Descartes (see pp.&1-89): he
argued that the Sceptics must be wrong, because,
as he explained, to doubt anything, let alone
“everything.” [ must needs exist, and therefore

my own existence is something which it is
impossible for me to doubt. Since the fact that

I exist is a teuth that 1 know with absolute certaiuty,

it is untrue to say that we cannot know anything,
or that it is impossible for us to be sure of anything,

or indeed that it is possible for us to doubt
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SAINT AUGUSTINE

everything, which is the very foundation of the
Sceptical position. And this being so, there may
be other things, too, that it is possible for me

to know with absolute certainty.

A SUCCESSFUL MARRIAGE

One thing that made it possible for Augustine
to fuse the Platonic tradition in philosophy
with Christianity is the fact that Christianity
is not, in itself, a philosophy. Its
fundamental beliefs are of a historical
rather than a philosophical nature: for
instance that a God made our world,

and then came to live in the world of

his creation as one of the people in it,

and appeared on earth as a man called
Jesus, in a particular part of Palestine,

at a particular time, and lived a life that
took a certain course, of which we possess
historical records. Being a Christian involves,
among other things, believing such things as
this, and trying to live in the way the God who
created us told us, partly through the mouth of
this Jesus, that we should. Jesus did indeed provide

us with a good deal of moral instruction, but he was

not much given to discussing philosophical questions.

)

SAINT AUGUSTINE

So it was not the case that there was a Platonic
philosophy on the one hand, and on the other, a
philosophy at variance with it, Christian philosophy -
thus giving Augustine the problem of marrying

the two. It was rather that Christianity (unlike,

say, Buddhism) was for the most part a non-
philosophical religion, and Augustine, believing

that Platonic philosophy embodied important

THE BAPTISM OF CARIST

Christianity’s beliefs are bistorical rather than philosopbical.
1his Sth-century mosaic depicts Christ’s Baptism by St Jobu the
Baptist and the subsequent appearance of the 1Holy Spirit in the

Jorm of a dove, as the voice of God declares Jesus as bis Son.

truths about aspects of reality that the Bible did
not concern itself with, wanted Platonism to be
absorbed into the Christian world-view. In the way
that this was effected, though, it was important not
to take on board any particular aspect of Platonism
that might have as one of its logical consequences
(perhaps not perceived immediately) something
that contradicted Christianity, for Christianity was
the self-revelation of God, and must always have
prior claim to truth. Anything believed by a
Christian in contradiction to Christianity was
heresy. It was with these thoughts in mind that
Augustine brought the detailed analysis of
philosophical doctrines on to his agenda. He always
saw philosophy as playing a secondary role to
religious revelation. But the best of his philosophy
is excellent philosophy nonetheless. In this way

he was largely successful in his aim of getting
Platonic and Neo-Platonic philosophy absorbed
into the church’s view of the nature of reality.
Plato’s doctrines that true knowledge is of a realm
of timeless and perfect nonmaterial entities with

KEY WORKS
1t is rare for one
person o bave written
not jist one but tiwo
of what are generally
regarded as the world's
greatest books. Bt
Augnstine did. There
is first The Confessions
(c..an -400) the world's
Jirst autobiography,
and still one of the
hest. And then there is
The City of God
(a0 413426, still
required reading in
Religions Studies
at naiversitios.




CHRISTIANITY AND PHILOSOPHY

THE FALL FROM GRACE
Many thinkers in the 4th
century ad thought that
sexual reproduction was
a consequence of the
Fall. However, Augustine
believed that sexuality
was a fundamental part
of human nature as
intended by God, but
wius distorted through
Adam's sin — Man had
fallen by the act of his
own will

which our contact is nonsensory; that there is

a part of us that is also timeless and nonmaterial
which already belongs to that realm, while our
bodies are among the fleeting and decaying
material objects of the sensory world; that because
all the objects of the sensory world are ephemeral
and decaying there can be no stable, true, and
lasting knowledge of it, consisting as it does of
fleeting illusions; all this, and many other Platonic
doctrines besides, became so familiar a part of the
Christian outlook that many if not most Christians
came to assume that these ideas, although nowhere
actually stated by Christ, had nevertheless somehow
been originated by Christianity, and were to be
thought of as a natural part of it.

SOULS IN HELL

One doctrine of St. Augustine’s that was never
officially accepted by the church but had

long-term and in many ways tragic consequences
was his doctrine of predestination. This rested

on his view that we cannot be saved through the
exercise of our own wills independently of God,
but that God’s intervention and grace are necessary
for our salvation. Souls who go to hell are souls

for whom God does not intervene. Thus the
damned are damned by God’s choice. This doctrine
was used over subsequent centuries to justify the
burning and torture of many heretics - treating
them, in other words, as if they were damned souls
in hell - and untold thousands died appalling
deaths in its name. This is one example - Marxism
provides others, and there are more elsewhere ~

THE SPANISH INQUISITION

Augustine befieved in the use of some force against dissenters, and his opinion becanie
part of Chireh law. The Spanish Inguisition. set up in 1478, became powerfud dafter laws
were passed in 1492 and 1502 requiring Moslems and Jews (o convert to Christicizity

of theories produced by a philosopher being

used to justify mass murder. It demonstrates, if
demonstration were needed, the immense practical
consequences that can flow from an abstract idea.
More than a thousand years later this same idea

of Augustine’s was still exerting a powerful
influence on leading religious thinkers, not
Catholics only but also key Protestant church
reformers such as Luther, Calvin, and Jansen.

THE COLLAPSE OF CIVILIZATION

Augustine lived during part of the period of
collapse of the Roman Empire. Throughout his
life the whole civilized world as he knew it was
being steadily destroyed by Barbarian hordes.
At the very moment when he died in the city
of his birth, Hippo, it was being besieged by
Vandals, to whom it surrendered after his death.
What lay immediately ahead in time was further
collapse followed by the period we now call the
Dark Ages. There can be little doubt that these
circumstances were in part responsible for
Augustine’s pessimistic view of fallen human
nature, and of the sinful character of the world ‘
in which we have to live. His great book The City

of God is about how ecach individual is a citizen

of two different communities simultaneously;

on the one hand there is the kingdom of God,

which is unchanging and eternal, and based on

true values, while on the other there are the highly
unstable kingdoms of this world, which come and

go with bewildering rapidity and are based on false
values. We find ourselves living in both. (The reader
will at once see a parallelism between these and

the two worlds of Plato.)

Augustine was the last great philosopher of
Latin antiquity, and many would consider him the
greatest. He was also the first philosopher whose :
philosophical quest took more the form of i
digging into his own inner life than of considering ’
the reality outside himself or the society around
him.And he contributed not just one but two of
the finest books that there are in world literature:
the Confessions (c. ap 400) and The City of God
(C.AD 413-4206).

THE TORMENTS OF HELL

The Cuy of God (41 3-26) was one of the
most influential books of the Middle Ages
Augustine belicved that ever since the Fall God
bad divided mankind into the elect and the
damuned. In this world the earthly aited heavenly
worlds are intermingled, but after resurrection
only the elect receive God's grace — the damed
will burn for eternity in el

N
o

ITALl



SAINT

AUGUSTINE

{\.‘
Satre du Ml font par Ny

Hoacs a (e fug e 2

| !

dfigtmentena fwe | C‘

it come nd poutrons [ 2

g | aon fo1e [ tonemet aue i

- H e an bl #atoue conli gue o apprtamen . _-71
.}:" i} &rdap nueulv ame o temr cfte o1 AT queapces § v 0
= ! e truete X Bt Renanere See faniee pour e one fe de > "
tourmcut &umrn‘um\nmm fora andaues fre |4 > :;

orpeEr fanble eftie won aviable dofe gue e Ji i

L
praffont phier o courmeaé e Jeoubo Nomonver fi
anene donliue o Gucuree pacduable. ctpuree Jr
T¢ stuvap Temonfrt gue Joaelle pate ue fore uid aué
Sy avure @ marmSza monle a femon flree que ot Tope .
/o ‘:\;@s ﬁ-_mmwa«mlx;m 4 Gunuozenfite Ty cozpe fore |
Y, anrany famte quate affeffe e cofee odie T

3

proceive uelinpome coutre fsdues effvptitres
efuelee anaeieffowe G Bncnere s B et vfe
dutanr «Seconanre eft e ou )leff e § el §f
bienfovoue)ront en @ ¥ fiuteontvie. & caonlis (it
uaCferone en Qlefiredon dnJugament-anues p
fravameffors 0:d:¢ OnaRINT o1 contrany ficom
e ou Jeettefant Le fifi femnd ennorenn fée au
cae guils aue T 2amaffout 5 e efefandg




CHRISTIANITY AND PIHILOSOPHY

[T
Blﬁ aet

b N,

The Moors™ conquest of
Spain, following their
invasions of ap 711,
lasted for eight centuries.
In the citadel and palace
ol the Alhambra
(1238-1358) the Moorish
tradition reached its
climax. With its
colonnades and courtyard
gardens the Alhambra is
a fine example of the
Islamic heritage running
alongside the Christian
traditions of European
Gothic architecture. This
view of the palace shows
the Court of Lions.

“For in every
ill-turn of
JSortune the most
unhappy sort
of misfortune
is to have

been happy 7

BOETIIUS

THE WORLD OF ISLAM
By the time of
Mohammed's death
in Ap 632 Iskam had
spread through much
of Arabia. By i 751
the Islamic empire
ranged from the
borders of France
almost 1o China in
Asia. Islem made
great advances
in phifosophy.
ncathematics,
astronomy, did
medicine. In the arts,
il produced greal
architecture,
calligraphy, ceramics, |

and textiles.
B

A PROLONGED ATTEMPT TO FIT
| PLATO, ARISTOTLE, AND

CHRISTIANITY HARMONIOUSLY
INTO THE SAME OUTLOOK

Becatise of the subsequent rise of science, medieval philosophy
has been unjustly neglected in recent centuries, except by Roman
Catholic scholars. It richly rewards attention.

THE COLLAPSE OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE saw

the overrunning and occupation of its various
territories by other forces, many of them pagun
hordes who were often at war with one another.
The classical civilization that by now consisted of
the accumulated treasures of Greek, Hellenistic,

T1E CONSOLATION OF PHILOSOPHY
Lere we see Lady Philosophy wooing her stivdent Boethius

awdy from “striaupet muses” — Lady Fortune, who is tiurning
a wheel on which four figures are ascending and descending

and Roman culture was brought down in ruins, and
was succeeded by the period that we call the Dark
Ages. Since Europeans have for so long tended to
equate civilization itself with European culture it is
worth noting that while Europe was going through
this dark age - approximately the period between
AD 600 and 1000 - there were more highly
developed civilizations flourishing in other parts of
the world. It was the golden age of Islam, which
prospered throughout the eastern part of what had
been Alexander’s empire, and from there all the way
across North Africa to Spain. Chinese civilization
reached the high point of the Tang dynasty (AD
618-907), which is considered by connoisseurs to
be the greatest period ever of Chinese poetry.

¢ ' " T

by

BoetHn's

A distinctive Japanese culture was emerging and
developing rapidly towards what was to be its
classical period. Another half millennium was to
pass before Europe began to get itself launched
on the process of effectively imposing its power
and its culture on the rest of the globe. If anyone
in the Dark Ages had suggested that this barbaric,
benighted continent would ever one day be able
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A BATTLE BETWEEN ROMANS AND BARBARIANS

In the +#th and 5th centuries an Barbarians hegan to cross
the borders of the Western Roman Fmpire. The poor
economies of some Barbarian peoples, such as the Goths
and the Vandals, had led them to seck new lands and

to do that it would probably have seemed absurd.
During that period it was the Istamic world that
preserved much of the culture of classical antiquity.
The outstanding example of this in philosophy
involves the works of Aristotle. Most of these were
lost in Europe but preserved in the Arab world, and
were not to be reintroduced into Europe until the
13th century. (Cultural contact with the Arab world
in the 12th and 13th centuries was to have altogether
a transforming effect on European intellectual
development, and not only with regard to Aristotle.)
The only works of Aristotle’s to survive in Europe
during the Dark Ages were his logical writings, and
this was because they were translated into Latin by
Boethius (c. 480 Bc-c. 524 Bc). This extraordinary
man rose to high office under an Ostrogoth ruler of
[taly called Theodoric whose principal minister he
became for many years; but his enemies conspired
against him, and he was imprisoned and executed.
While awaiting his death in prison he wrote a book
called The Consolation of Philosophy which has
continued to be read from that day to this.
Although he was a Christian the consolations to

wealth. Inn an 410 a Visigothic army commanded by King
Alaric laid siege to Rome. a feat repeated in an 455 by the
Vandals. By ap -#76 the Western Roman Empire had ceased
to exist and Italy was ruled by Barbarian kings.

which his title refers are not specifically Christian
but rather Stoic and Neo-Platonist. His book
remained one of the two or three books with most
universal appeal throughout the Middle Ages.

IRELAND AS A BEACON

After Boethius, Europe’s reversion to barbarism
lasted over a period of several hundred years,
throughout which time the individuals and
institutions trying to cling to the remnants of
civilization were very much on the defensive.
Foremost among these institutions was the
Christian church, which in the earlier part of the
period had to fight every inch of the way for its
own survival. So it was not a time in which much
could be expected in the way of disinterested and

original intellectual work, and scarcely any was done.

The Germanic tribes that destroyed Roman rule
in northern Europe invaded and occupied Britain,
but stopped at the Irish sea; so Ireland was left
unbarbarized. Many of the literate and learned from
Britain and the Continent fled there, with the
result that an amazing period occurred in Irish

TANG DYNASTY
China’s Tang dynasty
(aD 618-907) took
the place of the
Sui dynasty (AD
581-618). It was a
cuttural golden age
Jor China, and in the
arts it produced great
literature, sculpture,
porcelain, and
pottery. The invention
of porcelain (about
1,000 years before
its discovery in
Europe) meant that
ceramics became
highly vahied abroad.
Tang pottery is hest
known for a variety
of innorvative
techniques, especially
its use of colored
glazes. The dynasty
is also notable for
its fine metalwork
and jewelry

Sy
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CELTIC IRELAND |
By the 5th centitry ap
the Irish bad come
into contact with
Christianity. By ¢. AD
600 Ireland had its
own script, which in
turn led to the
development of the
decorated book. Royal
patronage was vital
Sfor the creation of the
Sine metalwork and
manuscripts of this
period. The Book ot
Kells, created by Irish
monks in the
8th and early 9th
centuries, and later
taken to the
monastery of Kells in
Ireland. is perbaps the
Sinest illuniinated
manuscript produced
in this time of
remarkable artistic
achievement.

CHIVALRY
Chivalry was
originally a collective
term used to describe
medieval krnights.
Later it came to mean
the honorable, loyal,
and courteous
bebavionr expected
of a knight. Chivalry
was at its beight
during the 12th and
13th centuries and
was strengthened by
the Crusades, which
bad led to the
Jounding of the earliest
orders of chirvalry,
such as the Order of
the Hospital of St Jobn
of Jerusalen:.

history - roughly the 6th, 7th, and
8th centuries - when that island
was an ontpost of civilization

on the edge of an otherwise
uncivilized Europe. This is how
it came about that the only truly
outstanding philosopher to
emerge during the Dark Ages was
in Ireland. His name, somewhat
confusingly, was John the Scot,
the Latin name for Ireland in
those days being “Scotia.” He is
also sometimes referred to as
John Scotus Erigena. His dates of
birth and death are unknown, but
he is thought to have been born
in around abp 810 and died in
about Ap 877.

Erigena was the only large-scale
systematic philosopher to
emerge in the West between, !
on the one hand, St. Augustine

and Boethius, and on the other,
Anselm in the 11th century -

a period of five or six hundred
years. However, once we come

to Anselm we find ourselves
encountering a succession of
gifted philosophers one after
another: Peter Abelacd in the

12th century, Roger Bacon

and Thomas Aquinas in the ]
13th, followed then by Duns
Scotus, then by William of
Ockham - by which time
the medieval period is itself

IRISH CRUCIFIXION PLAQUE
Celtic monasteries produced some of the
greatest Early Christian art, providing
new patronage and new technigues. This
Sth-century crucifixion plague may be
one of the earliest representations of the
Crucifixion in Ireland

coming to an end.
DIVINE SELF-KNOWLEDGE
Erigena argued that since correct LOVE STORY

Anselm’s most influential

contribution to the history

reasoning cannot lead to false
conclusions, there can never be

any conflict between reason and
divine revelation: they are independent ways of
arriving at truth, and both are valid. So he set out to
demonstrate rationally alt the truths of the Christian
faith. This was to bring his work under official
suspicion on the ground that if he were right it
would render both faith and revelation unnecessary.
His philosophical approach was that of Neo-
Platonism, and as such very much in the
tradition of St. Augustine; but he was a
more rigorous thinker than
Augustine - the technical
quality of the argumentation
is higher, and his intellectual
points drive deeper. One of
his profoundest arguments
was to the effect that

since God is unknowable,

in the sense of not being
the sort of entity that
constitutes a possible object
of knowledge, it is impossible
for God to know himself, to
understand his own nature. After
many centuries this insight was
generalized by Kant into the
point that it is impossible for

any consciously aware being -
not only God but also, for
example, a human being - to
understand its own nature.

ABELARD AND HELOISE
Peter Abelard was a theologian, logician. and
moral philosopher, whose most important
writings address the problem of universals
His love affair with fleloise led (o bim being
castrated by ber uncle, Canon Fulbert of
Notre Dame. Here, we see Héloise taking the
vetl from Abelard

of thought is the ontological
argument for the existence of God. This is explained
and discussed on p.57, so at this point we may
move straight on to Abelard, whose life (¢. 1079-
1142) was lived mostly in and around Paris.
The tragic story of Abelard and Héloise is one of
the great love stories of the world, on a par with
that of Tristan and Isolde, or Romeo and Juliet.
Héloise was the niece of Canon Fulbert
of Notre Dame; and she and Abelard
became secret tovers. She had
a child, whereupon they
married, still secretly. Seeking
revenge, her brothers,
organized by the Canon,
broke into Peter’s room
one night and castrated
him. The story ends with

him becoming a monk
and her a nun, and the
two of them writing letters

to one another which are
now an established part of
world literature.

In philosophy Abelard’s
most interesting writings are
about the problem of what
are called universals, which
are terms such as “red” or
“tree” that can be applied in

L‘Xil(‘tly the same ay to an
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1 170 EXISTENCE
PROVED?

Among the different arguments for the existence of God, three stand ot |
in importance in the earlier history of philosophy, each of which is
still encountered in many variations.

GoOD

THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
he argument that the
universe exhibits design and
purpose: the acorn becomes

the oak, the stars move in
predictable courses, everything
seems to be acting out some
purpose or plan. An argument of
this kind is called a “teleological”
argument because a teleological
explanation is one that explains
something in terms of its aim

or goal. The appeal of such
arguments has been

weakened by the rise of

the modern sciences which —
whether in the physical or the
life sciences — explain natural
phenomena in terms of either
causes or randomness, and
dispense with the notion of
purpose in anything to do with
nonconscious phenomena.

Also, although there is certainly a
great deal of order in the universe,
there is also apparent chaos, and
perhaps the order has been at one
time exaggerated. Furthermore,

it has been seriously questioned
whether it is meaningful to talk
of the sum total of everything

as having a purpose.

THE COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
he argument that the
universe’s being here at all
means that someone must

have created it — it cannot just have

come into existence all by itself, out
of nothing — is the “cosmological”
argument. Its great weakness is that

it leads to an infinite regress. If the
cosmos is so wonderful that its
existence needs something else

to explain it, then the existence

of that something else is even more
wonderful, and how shall we
explain that? And indeed, if we

do hit on an explanation, we shall
then have to provide an explanation
of that. And so on.

THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
he third great argument
for the existence of God
is called the “ontological”
argument — the word “ontology”
applies to any discussion to do
with the nature of being. The
inventor of this argument seems
to have been St. Anselm (1033-1109)
who was for 16 years Archbishop
of Canterbury. Imagine, he says,
the greatest, most perfect being
possible. If the being you think
of has every desirable attribute
except that of existence, it is
not the greatest or most perfect
possible, because obviously a
being that exists is both greater
and more perfect than one that
does not. Therefore the greatest,
most perfect possible being must
exist. Most reflective people feel
that this argument will not do,
but — as in the case of Achilles
and the tortoise (see p.19) — it is
disconcertingly difficult to show
what is wrong with it. Kant, in the
late 18th century, did this to most
peoples’ satisfaction. But the matter
remains controversial, and in recent
years the ontological argument has
resurfaced in philosophy.

The consensts among philosophers now is that the existence of God
cannot be proved. This is not, of course, to say that he does not exist, but only that
his existence is not something that can be rationally demonstrated.
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THE TRINITY
I'he doctrine of the

Trinity — of God as the
Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit, yet remaining one
entity = is central 1o
Christianity. Its nature
wias much debated by
medieval philosophers.
The Father is depicted
behind the crucified
Son, supporting the
cross, The Holy Spint is
represented as a dove.

“Sl’lz COMNSISIS
not in desiring
da woman, brit

i1n consent to

the desire ’’

PETER ABELARD

GOTHIC PAINTING
The Gothic style first
emerged in the
architecture of the
late Medieval period
In painting, the

change to a new style
began in the late-13th
century with the work
of Italian artists such
as Cimeabue
fc. 124(-c. 1302)
and Giotto
(Cc. 1267-1337)
1he most noticeable
Seatrere of the art
| of this period is its
increased naturalism.
The Gothic style
became the dominant
style of painting
throughout Evrope
wuntil the end of the
15th century.

indefinitely large number of different objects.

Do these terms denote something that itself exists,
or not? Plato had said that they did - that there is
an Ideal Form of redness, and that the particular
redness of each individual red object is a copy or
reflection of that, however imperfect. Aristotle had
denied it: there are of course red objects, he said,
but redness is not something that exists separately
and apart from the actual red objects there are.
The first of these two positions, the more Platonic

one, became known as “realism” because it asserted
that universals have a real existence. The latter and
more Aristotelian position became known as
“nominalism” because it asserted that universals are
useful names for certain characteristics, but are not
things that exist in themselves. The battle between
realists and nominalists became one of the running
battles of medieval philosophy. This was partly
because it was over an issue of genuine difficulty,
and partly because it possessed serious implications
for theology, for instance, the nature of the Trinity.
Abelard was a sophisticated and qualified
nominalist; but the problem has still not been
solved to the general satisfaction, and although we
no longer use the medieval terminology we are
still struggling with the same problem.

MEDIEVAL RENAISSANCE

The 13th century saw the first really big flowering
of European thought and civilization to occur since
the collapse of the Roman Empire. It was the period
in which the Christian and Islamic cultures had
their most fruitful interchanges; the philosophy of
Aristotle returned to Europe from the Arab world;
the wonderful romantic literature of the Arthurian
legends, and the literatures surrounding
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A HAND RISES FROM THE LAKE TO TAKE KING ARTHUR'S SWORD
The Arvthurian legends came into existence during the 13th
century. The story of Arthur assumed its final form in 1485,

after the publication of Morte d&'Arthur by Sir Thomas Malory.
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HEAVENLY LIGHT

The great Gothic cathedrals of the 13th century were a
striking symbol of Enrope’s emergeince from the Dark Ages.

One of the finest examples of Gothic architecture is the

Sainte-Chappelle ( 1243-48) in Paris. which displays the
decorative effect of window traceries, and the lightness and

soaring height that typified the style. Vertical sbafts and

pointed arches led the eye — aiid the soul — up to heaven

Charlemagne and the Nibelungs, came into
existence; the great French Gothic cathedrals

were built. In England it saw the foundation of

the universities of Oxford and Cambridge; also

the beginnings of constitutional government with
Magna Carta and the House of Commons. Among
the ecarliest people to teach at Oxford was Roger
Bacon (c. 1220-c¢. 1292). He was remarkable not

so much for his achievements as for his perception
of possibilities. He believed that there could and
should be a unified science, based on mathematics,
but making use of observation and experiment as
well as abstract reasoning. He himself did original
work in optics. He was one of a small but growing
band of people who were beginning to recognize
the importance of practical observation in the
pursuit of empirical truth.

But the outstanding philosopher of the 13th
century - in most people’s view the greatest
philosopher since Augustine, 800 years before - was
Thomas Aquinas (1225-74). In more recent times
there was a long period during which Aquinas held
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a very special place in the minds of Roman
'Ca(holics, because in 1879 Pope Leo XIII
recommended his philosophy as a model for
Catholic thought. For something like a hundred
years after that Aquinas was almost what one might
call the official philosopher of the Catholic Church,
regarded by Catholics with unique veneration. Since
the Second Vatican Council of 1962-64, however,
this attitude has relaxed, and Catholic thinkers now
feel more comfortable about criticizing Aquinas.

THOMAS AQUINAS

The great achievement of Aquinas was to produce
a vast synthesis of all that had been best argued

in Western thought up to his time, and show it to
be compatible with Christian belief. He even drew
on other sources too by including elements of
Jewish and Islamic thought. Christian philosophy
had developed from the beginning, as we have
seen, with a high content of Platonism and Neo-
Platonism; but now the philosophy of Aristotle was
recovered by Christendom, and this too had to be
absorbed. Thomism (which is what the philosophy
founded by Aquinas is called) consists for the most
part of a highly successful marriage between an
already extensively Platonized Christianity and the
philosophy of Aristotle. Throughout this large-scale
enterprise Aquinas is scrupulous about maintaining

-
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THOMAS AQUINAS

the distinction between philosophy and religion,

or between reason and faith. For example, he says
that as far as rational thought is concerned the
questions whether the world had a beginning and
will have an end are undecidable: in either case the
truth could lie either way. But, he says, as a Christian

he believes (though it is not rationally demonstrable)
that the world had a beginning, having been created
by God, and will one day have an end.

Basing himself on Aristotle, Aquinas argues that
all our rational knowledge of this world is acquired
through sensory experience, on which our minds
then reflect. There is nothing in the inteliect which
was not first in the senses. When a child is born its
mind is like a clean slate on which nothing has yet
been written. (Aquinas uses the
Latin term tabula rasa, or clean
slate, a phrase often accredited
to the much later philosopher
John Locke.) From these
beginnings Aquinas
develops a theory of
knowledge which is so
uncompromisingly
empiricist that a
modern reader might

suppose it to sit

buur: bonmr gy
Quuar wpn. |
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ST. THOMAS AQUINAS

Aquiinas was among the first philosophers to introdiice the work of Aristotle into
Christian thought. [n'The Triumph of St Thomas Aquinas, by the [ith-century Pisan
painter Francesco Traini, Aquinas is depicted beticeen Aristotle (left) and Plato (right ).

KEY WORKS
The most famous
works of Aquinas are
two compencdic
written for students,
by whom they beve
been used ever since.
One is called Summa
Theologine (Sumnuiry
of Theology ), and the
other Summa Contra
Gentiles (On the Truth
of the Catholic Faith ).
Unlike Auguistine’s
works, however, they
are difficult for the
general reader.
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GuUILDS

In medieval Enrope
guilds were
associations _formed
Jfor the promotion of
professional interests.
Craft guilds were
sacieties for members
with a specific trade,
belping to mainain
standards and
benefits. Most artisans
and tradesmen
belonged to a guild.
In England, the livery
comparties of the City
of London are the
most notable survivors.,

THE MICROCOSM
The notion of the
MICTOCOSM dlllk"\ n
Western philosophy from
Socratic times. The

MICTOCOSM 1s a term
designating man as being
a little world (as the
picture above shows) in
which the macrocosm, or
universe, is reflected.
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uncomfortably with

religious belief; but of course

Aquinas holds that the world of which we

thus gain our knowledge is through and through
God’s creation, and therefore it is impossible for
the knowledge thus gained to conflict with
religious revelation.

ESSENCE AND EXISTENCE

A distinction developed by Aquinas that has played
a role in philosophy ever since is between
existence and essence.The essence of a thing is
what that thing is, and this is a separate matter from
the question of whether or not it exists. A simple
example can make this clear. If a child says to you:
“What is a unicorn?” you could reply:“It’s a rather
elegant horse, usually white, with a long straight or
spiral horn sticking up out of its head” If the child
then says: “Do unicorns exist?” you would have to
say:“No they don’t exist” In this example the first
of your two answers would have addressed itself
to the question of essence and the second to the
question of existence. If the child goes on to ask
you about tigers you can vividly describe tigers

to him, yet however extensive and detailed your
description he still has to ask you “Do they exist?,”
because from the description itself he has no way
of knowing whether they exist or not - that is
always a scparate question, and one which he has
to ask you about separately. This distinction was
the basis for Aquinas’ rejection of Anselm’s

GOD CREATING THE WORLD
This exquisite, 12th-century, Spanish tapestry
shows God as the creator. He is surrounded by scenes
(from left) of the creation of Eve from Adam. the birds and
the fish, and Adam naming the animeats.

ontological argument for the existence of God:
Anselm’s definition gives us God’s essence, but

no characterization of essence, however exhaustive,
guarantees existence.

Aquinas addressed himself with exceptional
insight to the question of what it is for something
to exist. If a thing is only essence it has the
potential for existence, but its existence is not
yet actual. Assuming that God made the world
in accordance with his wishes, the world’s essence
must have preceded its existence. But God's own
essence cannot have preceded his existence - so
God must be, so to speak, pure existence.

Generations of philosophers were to dispute
over the question which is prior, essence or
existence. As so often in the history of philosophy;,
one side of this dispute turned out to have natural
affinities with Plato, the other with Aristotle: the
notion that essence must always precede existence
derived obvious support from Plato’s theory of
Ideal Forms (see p.27), while the apparently
contrary assertion that only from our knowledge
of already existing objects can we ever even have
derived any notion whatsoever of essences, and
that any individual object needs first to exist before
it can possibly possess any ol the characteristics

60
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attributed to it by a knowing subject, fitted in opened to a new approach to human knowledge,
comfortably with an Aristotelian approach. an approach we have since come to think of as
Readers will also notice a parallel between this scientific. The best-known single idea associated
dispute and the argument over the nature of with his name is the principle of Ockham’s razor,
universals (see p.58). which has been accepted and used ever since.

This states that of two alternative explanations
OCKHAM’S RAZOR for the same phenomena the more complicated
Positions held by Aquinas were criticized by Duns is more likely to have something wrong with it,
Scotus (¢. 1266-1308), who in some technical and therefore, other things being equal, the more T o,
ways is the most superior example of a medieval simple is the more likely to be correct. This being A Scottish scholastic

9 q g se 8 A philosopher and

scholastic philosopher. His exposition and s0, we should always, in the course of trying to T S I
dissection of arguments is so meticulous that those  work out an explanation of something, assume became a Franciscan and
who study him are often permanently influenced the ‘minimum we need to assume. Entities should Stfﬁi:ffJiﬁilﬁifﬁ"“l,ﬁi
by that in itself. He always holds honestly to the not be posited unnecessarily. At first sight it scems ']l]':'(l:l\“;l }‘{:?;ﬁ:;):)‘;t}:\t
distinction between reason and faith: for example, counter-intuitive to say that simpler explanations repe Al o
although he believes in the immortality of the soul are more likely to be correct than complicated M'flffffff :l'll::l It;:;::t
he states that none of the so-called “proofs” of it ones; but so it is. The qualification “other things
do in fact succeed in proving it.The outstanding being equal”is crucial here. Einstein hit the point
American philosopher C. S. Peirce (see pp.186-87) off brilliantly when he said “Everything should
regarded him as one of the “profoundest be made as simple as possible, but not simpler.”

metaphysicians that ever lived.” 1t is only too ironical
that our word “dunce” should have been coined
from his name, by his detractors, after his death.
Some of Duns Scotus’ criticisms were pushed
further by William of Ockham (1285-1347), who
developed such a far-reachingly empiricist
approach that in retrospect he seems almost to
be a forerunner of the most famous of all schools

99

WILLIAM OF OCKHAM

of British empiricist philosophy, the succession of
Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. Ockham argued that
there is such a thing as necessity in logic but not
in the natural order of things: in nature even
unbroken regularities are contingent, which is to
say, they need not have happened, they could have
been otherwise. This means we cannot reach any
knowledge of the world purely through logical
argument or speculation. Instead we have to look
and see how things actually are; and it is only

observation and experience - which of course we

must then reason about - that can provide us with THE LADY AND THE UNICORN

How can our words have meaning if the thing to which they refer, such as the wiicorn,
does not exist? The example is wnimportant, but it illustrates a fundamental problem

nature. With Ockham the path is intellectually about essence and existence which bas long puzzied philosophers

a reliable basis for knowledge of the world of
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BEGINNINGS
MODERN
SCIENCE

SCIENCE DID NOT BEGIN, AS WE MIGHT HAVE
EXPECTED, WITH A STUDY OF THOSE MATTERS
CLOSEST TO HAND, NAMELY HUMAN AFFAIRS, AND
THEN WORK OUTWARD TOWARD THE MOST
DISTANT THINGS, NAMELY THE STARS. ON THE
CONTRARY, SCIENCE BEGAN WITH OBSERVATION OF
THE STARS, AND WORKED FROM THERE INWARD.
THE LAST MATTERS TO COME UNDER SCIENTIFIC
OBSERVATION WERE HUMAN AFFAIRS. THE KEY TO
THE NEWNESS OF MODERN SCIENCE WAS ITS
INSISTENCE ON TESTING THEORIES BY DIRECT
CONFRONTATION WITH REALITY, CHECKING THEM
BY OBSERVING AND MEASURING THE DATA THEY
WERE SUPPOSED TO EXPLAIN. BEFORE THEN,
THEORIES HAD BEEN TESTED CHIEFLY BY

DISCUSSION AND ARGUMENT.

MODEL OF THE SOLAR SYSTEM
This early 19th-century orrery was macde to demonstrate
the planetary orbits of our Solar Systein




THE BEGINNINGS OF

MODERN

SCIENCE

NICOLAUS COPERNICUS

By attributing (o the
earth a daily motion
around its oun axis
and a yearly motion
around the stationary
sun, Copernicus
developed an idea
that had far-reaching
implications for
modern science. The
earth could no longer
be considered the
center of the cosmos.

“Thou hast
Sfixed the earth
immovable

and firm’’

PsaLM 93,
ADDRESSING GOD

PTOLEMY
An Alexandrian
mathematician and
astronomer, Claudius
Ptolemy was active
in the 2nd century Ap

Almagest, puts the carth
at the center of the
universe. From the 16th
century, this view was
gradually superseded by
the heliocentric system,
which puts the sun at
the center

His most important book,

FROM

COPERNICUS
TO NEWTON
THE UNVEILING
OF THE UNIVERSE

In the 16th and 17th centuries
the new science brought about the
biggest single change in man’s
conception of the universe that
had ever occurred.

THE SYSTEM OF ASTRONOMY that was developed
over generations by the ancient Greeks came to

be known as the Ptolemaic system, after Ptolemy,
an astronomer who lived in Alexandria in the

2nd century ap and published the first systematic
account of astronomy as it had evolved up to that
time. This remained the basis for astronomy in
Europe until the 16th century. It taught that the
earth was a sphere hanging unsupported in space,
and was the center of the universe, with the planets
and stars moving around it in vast circles.

AUTHORITY THREATENED

During the Middie Ages the Catholic Church
incorporated the Ptolemaic system into the
Christian view of the world, as part of its general
program of combining the wisdom and learning of
the ancients with the Christian religion. On this
view God had made the world to be at the center
of everything. And to be the master of this world
he had created man in his own image. In the
heavens, he had established his paradise, as being
the realm to which the souls of human beings
would go after their bodies died.

Psychologically, this picture was fairly simple.
The observable part of it seemed more or less
obvious, even if the mathematics required to
support it were disconcertingly complicated.

But in the [6th century a Polish churchman called
Copernicus (1473-1543) pointed out that many
of the most fearsome mathematical difficulties
would melt away if, instead of assuming that the

Sive
VNIVERSI TO,

THE COPERNICAN SYSTEM
The Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus, founder
of modern astronomy, proposed the idea that the sun.
not the earth, is at the center of our solar system.
The Copernican system, with the sun circled by the
six known planets. is shown in this print.

earth were at the center, we treated the sun as the
center. When we did this, he showed that planetary
movements that were becoming increasingly
difficult to explain suddenly made good, clear
sense. Copernicus kept insisting that this was only
a hypothesis. He had some idea of the trouble his
ideas would cause, and so he delayed their
publication until what turned out to be the year i
of his death, 1543; and even then he dedicated
his book to the Pope.

As usual with new ideas, it took some time
for his to get through. But when they did - one
is tempted to use the phrase “all hell broke loose.” |
For Copernicus’ hypothesis meant that the earth
moved round the sun, and not vice versa: and not
only did this deny something the church had been
teaching for a thousand years, it flatly contradicted |
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the Bible itself. Psatm 93 says (addressing God):
“Thou hast fixed the earth immovable and firm.”
It is scarcely surprising that, in the century after
its publication, Copernicus’ theory was officially
condemned by the church.

But not only the Catholic Church was outraged.

Leading Protestants were just as scandalized.
“People give ear,” protested Luther,“to an upstart
astrologer who strove to show that the earth
revolves, not the heavens or the firmament, the
sun and the moon... This fool wishes to reverse the
entire science of astronomy; but sacred scripture
tells us that Joshua commanded the sun to stand
still and not the earth.” Calvin, similarly, said:
“Who will venture to place the authority of
Copernicus above that of the Holy Spirit?”

The question of authority was central to the
whole furore. Of course Copernicus was offering
us fundamental insights into the nature of the
universe, insights whose development and
implications have been of historic importance.
But the outcry over his ideas had little to do

Vot

)

Joun Carvin

with an impersonal concern for truth. What people
were more aware of was the fact that if his theory
was right then the most revered of all authorities
were wrong, the whole lot of them - the Bible,

the church, the wisest men of the ancient world.
And if the authorities were wrong about this they
might equally well be wrong about other things.
The whole established order was under threat,
even the very idea of authority itself.

THE WRONG CIRCLES
Another consequence of Copernicus’ ideas that
was to be seismic in its effect was the removal

of man from his privileged position in the universe.

We humans were no longer the center of
everything. It no longer appeared that
everything else revolved around us.
When this realization spread it
was earthquakelike in its
consequences for human
attitudes, not least peoples’
attitudes towards religion.
If no authority could
be accepted uncriticaltty
this was bound to apply
to Copernicus himself.
Astronomers who came
after him criticized his
theory, and checked it

NICOLAUS COPERNICUS

It was while be was studying
mathematics and classics at the

University of Cracow that Copernicus

Jirst developed an interest in astrononty

|

THE TELESCOPE
No one is certain who
was the first lo find
out that d peir of
lenses conld be wsed
to make far-off objects
appecr closer.

By 1608 three rival
claimants, all from
the low countries, had
applied for patents.
1he first telescopes to
be developed were
“refracting” telescopes
which used lenses
to make light bend.
In 1668 Isaac Newton
designed a
“reflecting” telescope
which. by using
mirrors instead of
lenses. avoided color
dispersion and gave
a sharper image.

.

COPERNICUS’
KEY WORK
Fearing the anger
and disapproval
of the Church,
Copernicus delayed
publishing bis book
On the Revolutions
of the Celestial
Spheres — which
proposed that the
planets orbil around
the sun — undil the
end of bis life

in 1543.
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(1609), Kepler
demonstrated that the
orbit of the planet
Mars is an ellipse.

11t Harmonies of the
World (1619) be
related a planet's
meair distance from
the sun o the time
it tcrkes 1o complete
its elliptical orbit
aronnd the suin.

|
KEPLER'S KEY WORKS
Fit his New Astronomy

D

i
23S, |
Jupicer l

MUSIC OF THE PLANETS
Kepler discovered a
relationship between the
velocities of the planets
in their elliptical orbits
and musical harmony.
He then caleulated
musical scales from the
velocities of the plianets
when closest o and
furthiest from the sun.
The example above is
from his Harmonies
of the World

JOHANNES KEPLER |
The German ‘
mathematician and
astronomer Joheainnes
Kepler (1571-1630)
studied theology before
becoming interested
i astronomy.

He discovered the
laws of planctary
motion by studying
the orbit of Mars and
stated that the planets
| moved in elliptical

orbits, and ot in
i circles as Copernicus

l had thought l

TYCHO BRAHE IN [IS OBSERVATORY
When Danish King Frederick If gave Tycho Brabe, the
greatest of the pre-telescope astronomers. the island of Hren.
Tyeho built an obseivatory for the accurate measurement
of the stars. The instruments be used for these observations
were large metal sextants and quadrants

against observable reality. The Danish astronomer
Tycho Brahe (1546-1601) built up the biggest
and most accurate body of measured observations
that was ever made before the invention of the
telescope - and then handed all this material over
to a figure of genius, the
German astronomer Johannes
Kepler (1571-1630).
Copernicus had taken it
for granted that the motions
of all heavenly bodies were

TENELRGICO, |

circular and uniform, but
Kepler destroyed both of these
assumptions. He showed that
the planets move in ellipses,
not circles, and that their
motions are faster in some
parts of their orbit than in
others. This in turn destroyed
the deep-rooted assumption
that all celestial movements
must make symmetrical
patterns - an assumption
which had started out on

an aesthetic basis with the
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KEPLER'S EXPLANATION OF THE PLANETS

Johannes Kepler applied mcathematics to the
study of planetary orbits aned based bis laws
of planetary motion entirely on observation

ancient Greeks and then acquired a religious basis
in the Middle Ages. This was yet another demolition
of age-old conceptions of the universe - and of the
authority of the authorities.

GALILEO, THE GIANT FROM PISA

The first of the founding fathers of modern
science to come into personal conflict with the
power-wiclding authorities of this world was
Galileo (1564-1642). He was condemned by the
Inquisition ~ a tribunal formed by the Roman
Catholic Church to uncover and suppress heresy -
first privately in 16106, then publicly in 1633.

His crime was the two-fold one of asserting that

the earth rotates on its axis and that it revolves
round the sun. These ideas were by now nearly

a century old, having been got by Galileo via Kepler
from Copernicus: but they almost cost Galitleo his
skin. To save himself he recanted, and promised
never again to uphold the sinful view that the

carth moves. However, as he came away from the
table on which he had signed his recantation he

was heard to mutter under his breath:“But it still
moves, just the same.”

Galileo was a wonderful scientist, and more
than a scientist. It is disputed whether or not he H
invented the telescope, but he was certainly the
first person to look through one at the stars, and i
this development transformed the whole nature |
of astronomy. He discovered the principle of the
pendulum, and this transformed both the
manufacture and the accuracy of clocks. He !
invented the thermometer. Everyone up to his time ¢
had believed that the heavier a body is the faster ¢

it will fall, but he made the

1CA

astonishing discovery that ,Jl
e all bodies fall at the same '
velocity regardless of their
weight, provided they are

not interfered with by some |

1
!‘
4

other pressure. He discovered, |
furthermore, that this velocity
accelerates at a uniform rate

of 32 feet per second per
second. He established that
every projectile moves in a
parabola (thus launching the
science of gunnery). And he
showed that - far from it being
natural for heavenly bodies. or |
any other bodies, to move in

circles or ellipses - the natural |
thing was for a moving body
to carry on moving in a !

= ol iR
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THE TRIAL OF GALILEO

Galileo's Dialogue On the Two Chief World Systems
Prolemaic and Copernican, published in 1632, argued for
the new cosmology. As a resull, Galileo was called before the

straight line unless and until some other force acted
on it. He discovered that if several different forces
act on a moving body at the same time, the effect
on its movement is the same as if they had acted
separately and successively. This particularly rich
discovery opened the door to the whole new
science of dynamics. It was Galileo who consciously

14

)

GALILEO GALILEL

formulated for the first time the principle of
objectivity in science, the idea that even the most
immediate and direct physical experiences such as
colors and smells should systematically be left out of
the recorded observations of scientists as being
personal to the observer.

This cursory list of his achievements, incomplete
though it is, must make it clear that Galileo was one
of the most original and creative geniuses of all time.

Inquisition to explain exactly wby he was questioning
traditional beliefs. Eventually, Galileo was forced to declare
that the earth was the immovable center of the universe.

The consequences of his work for man’s
understanding of the world, and hence for human
thought processes, is beyond all calculation. Despite
the precariousness of his situation, he proclaimed,
when he dared, the principle that power and
authority, including the authorities of the Christian
religion, should have no right to interfere with the
truth-seeking activities of science.“Why,” he said:
“this would be as if an absolute despot, being
neither a physician nor an architect, but knowing
himself free to command, should undertake to
administer medicines and erect buildings according
to his whim - at grave peril of his poor patients’
lives, and speedy collapse of his edifices.” Keep out!

7as his message to the authorities. And the slow
but eventual spread of this attitude was to bring
about revolutionary changes in European
inteltectual and social life.

ISAAC NEWTON — SUPREME SCIENTIST
The greatest genius of all in this unfolding story

indeed, possibly the greatest scientist of all time
was an Englishman, [saac Newton (1642-1727).
Just for starters, between the ages of 23 and 24,
he correctly analyzed the constituent properties
of light, invented calculus, and not only formulated
the concept of gravity but worked out the law of

ACADEMIES OF ITALY
In the wrban centers
of late 16th-centinry
ltaly there were a
large number of
learned academies
that debated
literature, philosophy.
and science
| One of the most
Jamous was the
Accademia del
Cimento (Academy
of Experiments) in
Florence. established
in 1657 by Galileo's
pupil, Vicenzo Viviani
(1662—-1703). s
members conducted
a broad range of
experiments in
subjects such as
biology and physics.

THE PENDULUM CLOCK
Galileo observed that a
pendulum appears to
take the same time to
swing back and forth.

He later designed a clock
that operated on this
principle. This design,

drawn by his pupil

Vicenzo Viviani, was not

built until the 19th
century, Pendulum clocks
were much more
accurate than their more
primitive forerunners

GALILEO’S KEY WORKS

| In Dialogue on the
Two Chief World
Systems — Ptolemaic
and Copernican
(1632), Galileo
argued for the sun
centered cosmology
Galileo's work on
the principles of
mechanics is
discussed in bis
Discourses upon the
New Sciences (1638)
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NEWTON'S MOMENT

OF DISCOVERY
Newton is suid to have
reatized the wider
importance of gravity
in 1666 when he saw
an apple fall from a tree
in his garden. The falling
apple made him question
whether the force exerted
by the carth in making
the apple [all was the
same force that made the
moon fall towards the
carth, and so pull it into
an clliptical orbit round
the carth.

T1UE ROYAL OBSERVATORY
Founded by Charles Il in 1675 and designed hy
Sir Christopher Wren, the puipose of the Royal Observatory
in Greenwich, England. was 1o improve knowledge of
celestial bodies as an aid o navigation

gravitation - all in a single year at the outset of
his career. His work enabled him to revise and
correct that of Kepler and Galileo - for instance
he reformulated Kepler’s three laws of planetary
motion into what became known ever after as

(44
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ISAAC NEWTON

Newton'’s laws of motion - and gradually built up
a system of mathematical physics that enabled
him to give a complete and accurate picture of
the planctary system. The book in which he did
this was published in 1687, and is usually known
as his Principia, short for a much longer Latin title.
The intellectual achievement is awe-inspiring.

Only 54 years earlier the Pope had publicly
condemned Galileo for asserting that the earth
moved, and now Newton was providing mankind
with an accurate working model of the entire
planetary system.

The name given to this kind of enquiry was
“natural philosophy,” because it was the attempt to
understand the workings of nature. The distinction
had not yet been made, and was not to be made until
the following century, between philosophy and
science. Meanwhile natural philosophy brought
about one of the biggest revolutions in general
thinking that had ever occurred. Pythagoras’ insight
that the whole material universe was susceptible
of explanation in terms of mathematics had at last,
after two thousand years, been given its vindication

and its proof.
For it was now established
that the workings of the
physical universe
were indeed

03
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subject to laws, that these laws were discernible by
human beings, and that they were expressible in ‘1
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equations. Because of their constancy, these
equations gave man for the first time the power of
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scientific prediction. Given a full description of the
present state of any physical system one could, with
the aid of Newton'’s laws, accurately predict what

its state would be at any future time. This in turn
gave many of the people who understood the new
science an unprecedented sense of mastery, the

;3 tradtare ficer, jamque abdita caerx.
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EDM. HALLET.

feeling that they had somehow tamed the universe
with their understanding. This feeling was to be
greatly enhanced over ensuing generations, when

(L]

PHILOSOPHIA
NATURALIS

Principia
MATHEMATICA

Definitiones.

Def L
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Newtonian mechanics was put to work in the

: . 1tLO-
development of machinery that made the Industrial o

wr,
B © Defe

Revolution possible. It seemed that man was indeed
becoming the master of nature, not
just in his theoretical

NEWTON’S PRINCIPIA
Newton's most important hook, the one-rolinie Principia,
explains bis three laws of motion and his theory of gravity,
as well as demonstrating that it is the force of gravity that
keeps the plancts moving in orbits around the sin.

understanding but in
the most direct
practical
terms of domination and exploitation. However,
with the earth no longer seen as the center of
the universe but a minor planet of a minor star
it became difficult for many to believe that the
existence of the entire cosmos must have a
purpose connected with man. There began that
rapid spread of disbelief in the existence of God
that conspicuously characterizes the West over
the following three centuries, as more and
more people came to think of man himself as
lord of the known universe.

A NEW WORLD-VIEW
The consequences of all this for traditional
thought-structures and authorities were
cataclysmic. It came to be believed
increasingly widely that, in matters of truth-
seeking, tradition was an encumbrance and
authority had no place. Any statement of the
form “x is true” was met no longer with the
question “Which authority is it that says so?”
but with the question “What is your evidence
for that - where is your proof?”; and authorities
came eventually to be seen as being as open
to critical questioning, as accountable, as others.
These great intellectual movements took time
to work themselves out, of course, but they played
a central role in helping to bring about the end of

THE CLOCKWORK UNIVERSE

This clockiwork model of the solar system. with the sun in the cenler
orbited by the carth and the moon, was built in 1712 by Jobn Rowley
Known as an orvery, after the fourth Earl of Orrery, for whom it wes
made, it reflects Newton's view of the nuniverse as « gicint machine.

“Where the
statue stood
Of Newton, with
his prism and
silent face,
The marble
index of a
mind for ever
Voyaging through
strange seas of
Thought, alone g

WiLLIAM WORDSWORTH

NEWTON’S
KEY WORKS
In the Principia
(1687), Newton
Jornudlated a theory
of gravitation and
stated his three lauwes
| of motion
Newton's Opticks
(170:4) demonstrated
| that white light is
made up of all the
| colors of the visible

spectrum from
| red to violet

)
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FORMAL SPLENDOR
The gardens of Yaux-le Vicomte (1650-061) by André Le Notre  geometrical design, derived from mathematical formudas.
bhave a strong axial emphasis. The restrained deteils aned express the philosophical thought of the 17th century.

what we call the Middle Ages. The Catholic Church  only ecclesiastical and biblical authority but also the

lost its control over the intellectual and cultural authority of Aristotle. So the new scientific view of
life of Europe - completely so in those countries the world had to struggle for several generations to
that went Protestant, but to some degree even in establish itself against the world-view of Aristotle. |
those countries that remained Catholic, where _ ' } - i

in the longer run they were also to lose it almost
= completely. At the scientific level the world-view
! ANDRE LE NOTRE . .
‘ that was thus overthrown was in essentials
| Ibe French lundscape
architect André Le
Notre (161 3-1700)
perfected the classical
style of gardening. 1is
gardens at Versailles
and Vaux-le-Vicomte
are the perfect symbol
of the age. They are
balanced and
geometrical with o
broad terrace and the
PN QXIS PTG
Srom the privcipal ‘
doorway of the bouse. 1
Features such as |
halustracles. i
Jountains. and staties 1
are organized on a
sysmetrical plan J

Aristotelianism. We have seen how in the later

(44
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MATTHEW ARNOLD

centuries of the Middle Ages thinker after thinker,
culminating in Thomas Aquinas, struggled to
incorporate the work of Aristotie within the world-
view of the Catholic Church (see p.59). To the very
extent that they succeeded, one of the inevitable
consequences was that when - throughout the

subsequent period covered by, first, the

Renaissance, then the Reformation ~ many of the
leading figures of European intellectual and cultural THE NEW LEARNING

By the end of the Middle Ages the Catholic Churcly bad lost

its arthority over the attitudes and values of intellectival life

of the Christian churches this meant rejecting not inn Europe — Man was it chavge of bis own destiny (

life began to throw off or disregard the dominance

I = T
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saac Newton is generally
acknowledged to be the greatest
scientist who ever lived, the only
possible exception being Einstein.
Among many other things, he was
the first human being to provide
a largely accurate account of the
movements of the earth through
space, and of the workings of the
planetary system of which the
earth is part.
After human beings had lived
on the earth’s surface for hundreds
of thousands of years without
understanding the nature of their
home in space, Newton revealed
it. It was a unique moment of
revelation in human history. As the
poet Alexander Pope famously put it:

Nature and Natwre's laws lay
hid in night:

God said, Let Newton be! and
all was light.

ut not only was it

the grand scheme of

things that Newton
unveiled. His laws applied
to the movements of all
objects on the earth’s
surface. He brought to
perfection the sciences of
statics and dynamics. The application
of these through technology was
to make the Industrial Revolution
possible, and thus to transform the
face of the earth — not to mention
the nature of human societies.

The consequences of Newton's

work for philosophy were immense.
Hencetorth, every philosopher had

NEWTON

to take full account of the new
science, in that any description

of reality had to incorporate in

a plausible way the reality revealed
by science. Not only that: any

OF SCIENCE?

account of the nature of knowledge
itself, and of the way it was arrived
at, and its foundations, had to apply
to science if it was to command
credibility.

As far as science was concerned,
the age-old authorities of Church
and State simply did not exist. What
the truth was did not depend on

BE!"”

what they said at all: truth was now
to be established by methods that
operated independently of them.

So established authorities lost their
place in society’s intellectual life.

cople began to question the
fundamentals of their own
beliefs. It the movements
of all matter in space are known
to be subject to scientific laws,
what about our own bodies?
Are all their movements subject
to scientific laws? If so, does this
mean there is no such thing as
free will? Are we not in control
of our own bodies? If there is
no such thing as free will, does
this mean there is no such thing as
morality? And if an exhaustive and
accurate explanation of all physical
phenomena can now be provided
by science, what need is there to
believe in God any more?

or well over a
hundred years
after Newton,

some of the greatest

How CouLD BELIEF IN
GOD BE RECONCILED
WITH THE REVELATIONS

of philosophers addressed

themselves to these

questions. How could
belief in God be reconciled with
the revelations of science? How
could morality function in a world
governed by scientific laws? How
could there be free will in a
deterministic universe? Newton's
work set out the agenda not only
for the science of the age following

him but also for the philosophy.
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KEY WORKS
The Prince (1513)
discusses bow a
new prince can build
wp his power. It
applied to politics
the methods of
experimental science.
It bis Discourses
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discusses the
arguments for and
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NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI
The lalian statesman and political philosopher
VMachiavelli was descencled on hoth sides from
aristocratic Floventine families

THE TEACHER OF PRINCES

Machiavelli was the first person to study objectively, with what
we might now call a scientific attitude, politics and government as
they are actually practiced.

THE EXCITING STORY OF the emergence of
modern science has such a narrative sweep - from
Copernicus, through Kepler, and then Galileo, to its
culmination in Newton - that we wanted to follow
it through, and this has carried us ahead of related
developments in other fields. So we now have some
catching up to do with parallel developments in other
areas. One of the most important of these is political
philosophy. The Renaissance threw up an outstanding
genius in this field, Niccolo Machiavelli
(1469-1527). It will be noted that he was
born only four years before Copernicus.
Just like the new scientists in their
quite different field, Machiavelli tried
to brush aside whatever had been the
established ways of talking about
politics and to see the facts as they
really are, head on. As he puts it in
his most famous book, The Prince,
published in 1513:“Since my
intention is to say something that
will be of practical use to the
enquirer, [ have thought it proper
to represent things as they are in
real truth, rather than as they are
imagined.” Before him, theorists
of politics had written about such
things as the duties of the ruler,
and what sort of person would
constitute an ideal prince, and
what would be the most desirable
form of society; but however
wise and deep the best of such
writings were they were not
about the day-to-day activities
__of politics. By contrast with all
this Machiavelli set out to tell
it like it is. From that day to
this some people have found
what he says in his book
shocking - so much so that
the very word “Machiavellian”

has come into widespread

use as a derogatory term meaning cunning,
amoral, opportunist, and, above all, manipulative.
But all Machiavelli was doing was to bring
intellectual honesty to bear on the realities of
politics. Just as the new scientists tried consciously,
against the whole weight of Christian tradition, to
develop a value-free science, so Machiavelli was

trying to develop a value-free political understanding.

THE GREAT TRUTH-TELLER
With great insight and truthfulness he described the
things that human beings do to get power, and to

keep it - and also the various ways in which they

lose it. With disconcerting directness he deals with
the central role in all politics of force or the threat
of force; with the importance of appearances, and

therefore of image-making; with the question of when
it is advantageous for a politician to keep his word,
and when it is advantageous for him to break it; with
which sorts of plot can be expected to succeed and

(44

by

NICCOLO MACIHIAVELLL

which to fail. The Prince has been called the bible of
Realpolitik (the German word now in use, even in
English, for “real,” hard-nosed politics). One of its
chapters is headed: “On those who came to Power by
Crime.” Never at any time does Machiavelli base an
argument on whatever it is that people are supposed
to do, still less on any Christian or biblical exhortation.
What he provides is an accurately observed and
superbly written account of what actually happens.
And it is not only those of us in the 20th or 21st
centuries who have studied the carcers of Hitler
and Stalin who have seen his insights confirmed in

- 1w
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modern times. So universal and valid are
the best of these insights that one
sees them confirmed wherever
human beings jockey for place
and preferment, not only in
politics but in professional
associations of any kind, or
industrial companies, or service
organizations; even, come to

that, in churches and clubs and
other voluntary bodies.

In Machiavelli’s other great
work, the Discourses (written at
the same time as The Prince, and
also published in 1513), he compares
with a similar penetration and
honesty the pros and cons of
different forms of government, and
reveals it as his view that a republic,
where it has genuine popular
support, is likely to be the best and most stable.

Of course Machiavelli’s honest descriptions of
what goes on in politics are shocking. So would any
such descriptions be of what goes on in our own
day. But readers were quite wrong, most of the time, to

CESARE BORGIA LI
Cesare Borgia was a clever, ambitious, and unscrupulons
opportunist in love with political power. But be was an able
ruler and was ciled by Machiavelli as the model of the ideal

FLORENTINE STATESMAN

Machiavelli was employed as an
enrvoy by the Floreutine Republic at
da time when Europe's political order

appeared to be breaking down.

accuse him of advocating these wicked
practices he wrote about, or to talk of
him as if he were the devil himself.
There are places in his writings
where he says, in effect, that if
the ruler is to save the state in a
particular sort of crisis, or retain
his own position in power, then
he must be prepared to act against
this or that moral principle; but
even in these passages he is,
usually, only stating an unpalatable
truth, at least in the political
circumstances of his time and
place, which was Renaissance Italy.
His revelations were hugely
appreciated even from the
beginning by the perceptive, who
saw him, correctly, as clearing away
the cant of centuries. He rapidly
achieved international fame. Shakespeare refers to
him in one of his plays, and the most famous of all
English lord chancellors, Francis Bacon, wrote: “We
are much beholden to Machiavel and others, that
write what men do, and not what they ought to do.”

WING THE VATICAN

prince. fn this painting of 1877 by Giuseppe-Lorenzo
Gatteri, Cesare is shown being carried from the Vatican
after visiting bis father. the controversial Pope Alexainder VI.
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THE PRINCE
Intended as a handbook
tor rulers, The Prince
(1513) contained advice
on what to do and what
to say to achieve political
success. It is believed by
many that Machiavelli's
model of the ideal
prince was the clever
and unscrupulous
Cesare Borgia,

THE BORGIAS

Originally Spanish
nobles, the Borgia
Samily first came to
Italy in 1443 and rose
to great prominence
in the 15th century.
Rodrigo, who later
became Pope
Alexander VI, was
anxious to extend bis
power and further bis
children’s interests. |
1is illegitimate
children, Cesare
(1475-1507)
and Lucrezia
(1480-1519), were
notorious for their
many crimes and
moral excesses.
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BACON'S ESSAYES
In his Zssayes (1597),
Buacon gives his views on
various subjects — political
and personal. In lucid
prose he studies the
natures ol such things

as ambition, revenge,

and love.

A NEW METHOD FOR THE NEW SCIENCE

Bacon saw the vast possibilities of the newly emerging science,
and put forward programs for its development at every level, from
the theoretical to the institutional.

FRANCIS BACON (1561-1626) was a true
polymath, a man distinguished in politics, law,
literature, philosophy, and science. His whole life
was lived in and around the English court, the
center of political power, under Queen Elizabeth I
and King James I. His father, Sir Nicholas Bacon, was
Lord Keeper of the Great Seal to Elizabeth. Francis
was educated at Cambridge, where he acquired an
abiding hostility to Aristotle, and then went into
law. He became a Member of Parliament at the

age of 23, and eventually, in succession, Solicitor-
General, Attorney-General, Lord Keeper of the
Great Seal (like his father), Lord Chancellor, as well
as becoming a baron and a viscount. At the age

of 36 he published the
collection of

Greshan College in the City of Londown was the bivthplace of the Royal
Soclety, and its bome from 1662-1710. The College was founded by Sir
Thomas Gresham (1519-79) one of the great Elizabetban merchants

essays that has been his most popular book ever
since. But throughout his adult life he was producing
writings that were to have a historic influence on the
direction taken by Western science and philosophy.
Given that he had a public career so overcrowded
with work and achievements, to suggest that in
addition to all this he also wrote Shakespeare’s
plays is about as probable as that George Bernard
Shaw's plays were written by Einstein.

GODFATHER OF SCIENCE
Bacon wanted to use his political influence for
the advancement of science. He tried to persuade
James I to establish a royal institution that
would take the lead in this, and to
found a college for the study of the
experimental sciences. He also
.. Wanted to see professorships of the
new science founded at Oxford
and Cambridge. None of that came
about in his lifetime. But when James’
grandson, Charles II, founded the Royal
Society in 1662 its members were largely
Baconian in their scientific approach, and
regarded Francis Bacon as the intellectual
godfather of the society.
The most important
of all subsequent
British scientists,

GRESIAM COLLEGE = THE EARLY HOME OF TIE ROYAL SOCIETY

Gresham College bad seven resident professors who gave public lectures in
Lnglish as well as Latin. Some of these dealt with practical scientific subjects.
such as astronomy, which were not then on any university curricidim




FRANCIS BACON

SIR FRANCIS BACON
Bacon became the Lord Chancellor of England. However.
he is renowned morve as a philosopher and a writer than for
his legal and political achievenents.

Newton and Darwin, acknowledged their
indebtedness to him; and his influence became
as great in France as it was in England.

When he was at the height of his career and his
power, 60 years old and Lord Chancellor, he was
accused of accepting bribes. He was tried, found
guilty, and dismissed in disgrace from all offices
under the crown. He spent the remaining years
of his life writing philosophy and working out yet
further schemes for the advancement of science.
Throughout his career he mixed the highest genius
in theoretical matters with a shabby weakness in
practical affairs. The poet Alexander Pope described
him as “The wisest, brightest, meanest of mankind.”
SCIENTIFIC METHOD
Bacon was one of the first to see that scientific
knowledge could give men power over nature,
and therefore that the advance of science could be
used to promote human plans and prosperity on an
unimaginable scale. But he thought that no one had
yet gone about this in the right way. The more

rationalistic thinkers were like spiders who spin
their webs out of matter secreted inside their own
bodies: their structures are impressive but
everything comes from within, and lacks sufficient
contact with external reality. The more empirical
thinkers, on the other hand, were likes ants, who
mindlessly collect data but have only limited ideas
about what to do with it. The traditional logic of

¢
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ALEXANDER POPE ON FraNCIS BACON

Aristotle was useless as a tool for discovery: it
compels assent after the fact, but reveals nothing
new. Similarly with definitions: the idea that
definitions advance knowledge is an illusion.“Words
are but the images of matter,” said Bacon:“To fall in
love with them is to fall in love with a picture.”
What is required in order to advance
our knowledge of the natural world,
said Bacon, is the following

controlled and systematic
procedure. First, we must
observe the facts, record our
observations, and amass a
body of reliable data, the
more the better. This is
more effectively done by
many people working in
communication with

one another than by
individuals working

alone - hence the need

for scientific societies and
colleges. At this stage we
must be careful not to
impose our ideas on the
facts, but to let them speak
for themselves. When we
have amassed enough of
them they will begin to do
so: regularities and patterns
will begin to emerge,
causal connections will
reveal themselves, and we

shall start to perceive the

ROYAL SOCIETY
The Royal Society of
London for the
Improvement of
Natural Knowledge,
one of the oldest
scientific societies in
Europe. was formed
in 1602 when a small
nmumber of academies
were incorporated
wunder royal charter.
The organization was
1o have considerable
influence on scientific
derelopments. Among
its founding members
were the architect Sir
Christopber Wren
and the physicist
Robert Hooke.

QUEEN ELIZABETI |
The Quieen did not like Bacon, who was adviser to the
Earl of Essex, ber favorite. When. bowever, Essex was
arrested for plotting against the Queen. it was Bacon,
as one of Her Majesty's counsel, who took part in the
prosecition which led to his execution.
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THE BACON FAMILY
Francis Bacon was the
younger of the two sons
of statesman Sir Nicholas
Bacon (1509-79), Lord
Keeper of the Great Scal
to Elizabeth 1, a staunch
anti-Catholic, and an
irrcconcilable opponent
of Mary. Queen o Scots
In 1606 Francis married
Alice Barnham, a London
alderman’s daughter, but
their marnage was
childless, He is widely
rumored to have been
homosexual = perhaps
bisexual.

WILLIAM HARVEY
The English pbysician
William Harvey
(1578-1657) was
the discoverer of the
circulation of the
blood. e studied
medicine at
Cambridge, and at
Padua University,
rnnder LHlieronymus
Fabricius. Harvey's
book De Motu Cordis
¢t Sanguinis
(On the Motion of
the Heart, 1628) led
10 great advances in
anatomy and
physiology. Harvey
was Bacoit's personal
physician.

laws of nature at work in the particular instances.
At this stage, however, it is important for us to keep
our eyes open for contrary instances. We are all
inclined to leap to conclusions based only on the
evidence that fits them: for example, if a man has a
dream that then comes true he will often announce
that this proves dreams to be prophetic, thereby
simply ignoring the countless number of his dreams
that have not come true. Negative instances are as
important as positive ones in guiding us to the right
conclusions. However, if we are self-disciplined in
this respect we shall begin to perceive the general
laws exemplified in the individual instances. When
we have formed a well-based hypothesis of this kind
our next task is to test it by crucial experiment.
If experiment confirms the hypothesis we shall
indeed have discovered a law of nature; and once
we have done that we can confidently deduce
individual instances from it, in other words make
accurate predictions. So in the process of discovering
a scientific law we are moving from the particular
to the general, a process known as induction;
whereas in applying the law once we have got
it we move from the general to the particular,
a process known as deduction. (Readers of the
Sherlock Holmes stories will note that the standard
method of the great detective, always referred to
by him as deduction, is in fact induction, usually of
the unreliable kind against which Bacon warned us.)
This formulation of scientific method was
to have a simply immense influence from the
17th century to the twentieth. Generation after
generation of scientists were guided by it; and many

THE CIRCULATORY SYSTEM
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generations of philosophers, including some of the
greatest, looked on Bacon as having set humanity
on the right path for distinguishing scientific
knowledge from all other sorts of knowledge -
Kant placed a quotation from Bacon at the front of
the revised edition of his Critiquie of Pure Reason.
In the 18th century Voltaire and the French
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FrANCIS BACON

Encyclopedists regarded him as
having inaugurated the critical,
scientific kind of thinking that :
they spent their lives

propagating on the continent of ]
Europe. It was not to lose this |
position until Einstein and Popper .
introduced a new attitude to
science in the 20th century.

FALSE 1DOLS ;
Having proposed this powerful
and highly disciplined method

for acquiring reliable knowledge,
Bacon warns us against the
influences on our thinking that
seduce us away from it. Because
these are false notions to which

1he discovery of the circulation of blood was one of the first medical advances to come
out of the scientific empiricism associated with Bacoun. This ilustration from Hearvey's
De Motu Cordis et Sanguinis ( 1628) demonstrates the existence of valves in the veins.

we are too inclined to pay
reverence he calls them “idols,”
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|
|
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| The exchanges between human beings are mediated mostly
by language. Words can mean different things to different
- people, and buman beings can ofien confuse language

Cwith reality (Bacon's “idols of the market place”). Nowhere

‘and he names four as being especially dangerous.

First there are what he calls “idols of the tribe,
because they are common to all mankind. These

are the distorting factors inherent in our nature

' as human beings: our tendency to believe the

evidence of our senses when in fact it often

deceives us, and to allow our judgements

o be colored by our feelings, and to impose

interpretations based on our own ideas and

' expectations on what we perceive. Then there
are “idols of the cave,” a reference to Plato’s myth

of the cave (see p.31): each separate individual

- “has his own private den or cavern, which
intercepts and colors the light of nature” according

to his own “peculiar and singular disposition.”
Thirdly, there are “idols of the market place”, which
come from exchanges between human beings, and
are therefore mediated chiefly by language. There

- are two special ways in which words deceive. First,

' the same word means different things to different

people. Second, human beings have a marked
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THE POWER OF SPEECH

are the confusions and deceptions of language more
apparent than in the hurly-burly world of politics — as
depicted above in Egbert van Heemskerk's 1637 painting
of The Election in the Guildhall, Oxford

tendency to confuse language with reality. Finally,
there are “idols of the theater” These are systematic
representations of reality which are in fact not
reality at all. What Bacon has chiefly in mind here
are all the various systems of philosophy in terms
of which people mistakenly look at reality, perhaps
especially the sort that we nowadays term
ideologies, the creators of false consciousness.

QUALITY OF THE MIND

Bacon was a wonderful thinker. He systematically
separated science from metaphysics (the things

we have to assume before we can do any thinking
at all), and saw clearly that scientific explanations
were essentially causal explanations, not explanations
in terms of purposes or goals. Of special and
permanent value were his assertions of the
centrality of observation and experiment to the
acquisition of knowledge about the world, and his
insistence on the never-to-be-forgotten importance,
when drawing conclusions, of the negative instance.

U little
philosophy
inclineth man’s
mind to atheism,
but depth in
philosophy
bringeth mens’
minds about to

religion 4

SIR FRANCIS BACON

SIR WALTER RALEIGH
An English soldier.
seaman, courtier,
writer, explorer, and
Jfavorite of Queen
Elizabeth F Sir Walter
Raleigh (¢. 1552~
1618) was one of the
spectacilar figures of
the Elizabethan age.
His love of adventure
and learning typified
Elizabethan England.
Raleigh quoted Bacon,
with approval, in his
History of the World
(1614). Accused of
treason aganist
Elizabeth's successor,
James I, Raleigh was
imprisoned in the
Tower of London from
1603 to 1616, and
was eventually pit
to death.
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Thonias Hobbes |
developed bis political
theory it The
’ Flements of Law, |
Natural and Politic
(1650)).

In Leviathan (16517),
his masterpicce, |
Hobbes presented bis
thoughts on ‘
metaphysics,
psychology. and
| political philosophy |

““Ihe value

or worth of a

man is, as of
all things,
his price 7]

THOMAS HOBBES

ENGLISH CIVIL WAR

sz |

The conflict betiween
King Charles I and bis
royalist supporters
and Parliament,
knowun as the English
Ciil War (1642-51),
ended with a
Parliamentary victory.
The success of the
Perliamentary forces
(helped by the
creation of the New
Model Army) led to
the King's execution
in 1649, the exile of
his heir. Charles 11,
and the establishment
of a Commonmeealth
| wnder Olirer

Cromuwell

THE FIRST MODERN
MATERIALIST

Hobbes put forward the view that

physical matter is all there is, and

that everything can be explained
in terms of matter in motion.

THOMAS HOBBES (1588-1679) was born
prematurely because his mother panicked when she
heard that the Spanish Armada was approaching.
“Fear and I were born twins,” he used to say,
referring to his own anxious personality. In spite of
it, though, he was a trenchant and aggressive writer,
and an exceptionally independent thinker.

He grew up in England during the reign of
Queen Elizabeth I, and after her death his long life
covered most of the period of Stuart rule plus the
whole of the English Civil War. After being educated
at Oxford he became tutor to the son of the future
Earl of Devonshire, and this gave him three things

CHARLES 11 AS THE PRINCE OF WALES WITIT A PAGI
IThomas Hobbes was mathematics titor to the futive
Charles I € 1630-85). who becaine king in 1660 when
Parliament accepted the restoration of the monarch)

THOMAS [HOBBES
Hobbes lived from Elizabeth I's reign well into the reign of
Charles 1. during which time England faced “he many
challenges caused by the Reformation cand the Civil Wen

that were greatly to promote his intellectual
development: access to a first-class library, extensive
foreign travel, and the opportunity to meet

unusually interesting people at home and abroad.

He formed connections at the highest level that
were both personal and intellectual: he used to visit
Francis Bacon during Bacon'’s years of retirement;

in France he moved in the same circle as Descartes,
with whom he corresponded about philosophy, and
the mathematician Gassendi, who became a good
friend; and in Italy he visited Galileo. For two years he !
was mathematics tutor to the future King Charles II.
Personally timorous he may have been, but he never |
showed any lack of intellectual self-confidence. \
THE MIND AS MACHINE p
In an age dominated by religion, and by religious
faction, when to deny belief in God brought a man
foul of the law and might endanger his life, Hobbes
boldly came out with a philosophy of complete
materialism:“The universe, that is the whole mass

of things that are, is corporeal, that is to say body;
and hath the dimensions of magnitude, namely,
length, breadth, and depth. Also every part of body

is likewise body, and hath the like dimensions.

And, consequently, every part of the universe is body,
and that which is not body is no part of the universe.
And because the universe is all, that which is no

part of it is nothing, and, consequently nowhere.”
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He went on to argue that such philosophers’ and

' theologians’ concepts as “incorporeal substance”

were self-contradictory, and could mean nothing at
all. When challenged to say what, in the light of all
this, his conception of God was, he replied that it
iwas far beyond the abilities of any mere human
‘being to form a conception of God or his attributes.
This was typical of Hobbes’ strategy for securing
free speech for himself. He never soft-pedaled his
‘views, but when challenged to explain how they
could possibly be made compatible with what was
Jacceptable in the society of his day he gave an
‘answer which would have caused the objectors
'embarrassment to deny. One of his favorite ploys

was to say that a question was one for the sovereign to
decide; and he would assert this just as disconcertingly

"of metaphysical or religious questions as of political
Jor legal ones. It made him, not surprisingly, popular

!

with King Charles II, who knew him well anyway,

|
l
|
|
|

by

!
{ Tuomas HOBBES
]

1and enjoyed his company; and this secured his
Es:lfety. To us looking back it is obvious that this
| was, at least in part, a clever and cynical maneuver.
It was obvious to some of his contemporaries too,
‘ though, and in consequence of this one of his early
' books did indeed put his life in danger, whereupon
he fled to the Continent; and on another occasion
fhis writings were banned. In spite of these threats,
‘he lived to be 91, writing almost to the end.
Developing his assertion that only matter
existed, Hobbes came to look at every moving
object, including human beings, as some sort of
y machine, indeed at the whole universe as a vast
machine. Thus, in addition to being what one
might call the founder of modern metaphysical
materialism, he was the first philosopher to put
forward an out-and-out mechanistic view of nature.
1 As part of this he developed a mechanistic
psychology. This was something wholly new, to

AN AGE DOMINATED BY RELIGION
11obbes’ philosophy of complete wmaterialism was at odds
with the God-fearing spirit of bis deay. St. Peter’s in the
Wardrobe is one of 52 churches buill by Sir Christopher
Wren in the City of London after the City had been
destroyed by the Great Fire of London in September 16606.

look at the human mind as a machine - a soft
machine, of course; but nevertheless, in Hobbes’
view, all mental processes were to be understood
as consisting of movements of matter inside an
individual’s skull. All these ideas - the materialism,
the mechanism, and the purely physical psychology -
were to be produced and developed by many
thinkers over the three ensuing centuries, and were
to have great influence. For someone who is out of
sympathy with them it may be difficult to appreciate
how original Hobbes’ ideas were, but they were
important because even if ultimately mistaken they
helped to further key developments in human
understanding. It is, for instance, now widely agreed
that there is, at the very least, an indisputable
physical basis to mental processes, which therefore
cannot be understood without reference to the
physical level; and Hobbes did much to stop people
thinking of mind as something purely abstract.
Hobbes became fascinated by motion,
especially after his visit to Galileo. According to
the old Aristotelian world view, which Galileo was
now fighting to overthrow, rest was self-evidently

SIR CHRISTOPHER WREN
The English architect
Sir Christopher Wren
(1632-1723) was also

a professor of
astronomy at Oxford
Jrom 1660 and one

of the founders of

the Royal Sociely.
Houwever, it is for his

architecture that

Wren is chiefly

remembered,
particularly for St
Paouls Catbedral
(1675-1710) and the
rebuilding of 52
churches in the City
of London between
1670 and 1711.
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INFLUENCE ON THE
UTILITARIANS

When the social
contract went ont |
of fashion IHobbes

| suffered a perviod of
neglect. But in the
10th century interest
in him was revived by
the Utilitarians — the
Sollowers of Jeremy
Bentham (1748
| 1832), in particular
‘ by Jobn Austin
(1700-1832).
the distinguished
philosopher of law
Thanks to him, Iobbes
has been recognized
as one of the greatest
political thinkers.

LEVIATHAN
[n his masterpicce, the
Leviathan (1651), Hobbes
advocates absolutist

government as the only

means of ensuring order.
This title-page shows
Leviathan, made up of
all the members of the
community, dominating
the State. Below are the
symbols of ccclesiastical

and civil rule

SECURITY AND LIBERTY

In Hendrik Steenwyck's (1550-1603) View of a Market Place
we see d sociely at peace. FHobbes believed that il is the fear
of death that canses us to form societies. Without societies

the natural state for physical bodies to be in.

But according to Galileo all physical bodies without
exception were in motion, including the earth itself
(and therefore everything on the earth), and the
natural thing was for any such body to go on
moving in a straight line unless acted upon by a
force. Hobbes, according to his own account, found
this idea haunting. It opened up for him the idea of
total reality as consisting of matter in motion, and
this became his overall conception. If one were to
separate out from this view of things the element
that carried the greatest weight with him it was not
matter but motion. He has been called a motion-
intoxicated man. All causality in his material and
mechanical world took the form of push; and that
was how all change occurred, he believed.

He carried this over into his psychology. All
psychological motivation was seen by him as some
sort of push, whether in the form of an ongoing
drive or in the form of a repulsion. One could dub
these two directions of motivation appetite
and aversion. There are many familiar forms of
them: liking and disliking, love and hate, joy and
grief, and so on. The first hatves of such pairs
denote the inherently unsatisfiable, and therefore
endless, needs and wants of human beings, which
cannot cease unless and until life itself ceases.

The overwhelmingly dominant form of the other,
aversion, and indeed a repulsion far more powerful

we are in a “state of nature” with no rudes or order. To create
a sitnation in which it is nol in anyone's interest to break laws:
we mitst agree to hand over power lo a central authorily

and effective than any other, is the fear of death.
Death is something that most of us will do more
or less anything to avoid.

This basic view of human psychology was
carried over in turn by Hobbes into his political

philosophy. And it was his political philosophy L
which turned out in the long run to be the most
influential aspect of his thought.

FORCE AND FRAUD
Hobbes believed that at bottom it is the fear of
death that causes human beings to form societies.

Without society, in what he calls the state of nature,’
where there are no rules, order, or justice, life is 1
“war of every man against every man,” and all
outcomes are determined by violence and cunning, |
or, as he puts it,“force and fraud.” In his best-known
book, Leviathan (1651), he paints a grisly picture
of what such a state of affairs would be like, ending J
with words that are still quoted: “and which is worst "
of all, continual fear, and the danger of violent death; |
and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and |
short.” Individuals might try to get out of this by
entering into agreements or alliances with one 1
another; but, as Hobbes says, “covenants without

the sword are but words, and of no strength to
secure a man at all.” Anyone who can get away with,
breaking them will break them as soon as [
he finds it in his interests to do so. The only way




HOBBES

to escape from the dilemma is to establish a
situation in which it is not in anyone’s interest
to break laws.

The way to do this, says Hobbes, is for everyone
to agree to hand over power to a central authority
whose job it is to impose law, and to punish
severely any lawbreakers. For such an authority
to be effective it must possess more power than
any individual, or association of individuals, within
the society can hope to attain, and therefore to
have - in effect, and as far as they are concerned -
absolute power, which it is hopeless to defy. This is
the only way to maximize both the liberty and the
security of the individuals who make up the
society; but it does mean that each man “must be
contented with so much liberty against other men
as he would allow other men against himself.”

¢
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TioMas HOBBES” LAST WORDS

Hobbes is always careful to make it clear that this
supreme authority can equally well be an individual
or a group of individuals, and that in either case it
holds its power not from God, or from any ancient
' or higher authority, but from the people
{themsclvcs, the commonwealth; and that the

" people place this power in its hands because to
do so maximizes their interests, in particular their
personal freedom and their safety (in ascending
order of importance). Absolute power is given to
the sovereign not for the gratification of the
sovereign but for the good of all.

CHAOS WORSE THAN TYRANNY
'Hobbes' fundamental political insight is that what
populations fear most of all - more even than the
most iron-fisted dictatorship - is social chaos, and
that they will submit to almost any tyranny in
preference to that. It must be remembered that he
lived and wrote during the years of the English Civil
War, when a king who believed himself to rule by
divine right was executed, and the country
descended into violent disorder, and peace was
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RIGOROUS PUNISHMENT
It was Hobbes view that it is the responsibility of « central
athority to punish lawbreakers severely. This woodcut shouws
the execution of the regicides responsible for the death of
Charles 1 after the restoration of Charles I in 1660

restored only by a military dictatorship - and that
Hobbes was personally close to some of the
important figures in these events. He was himself in
political exile in France when he wrote Leviathan.
When it was published in 1651, Oliver Cromwell
was at the height of his power as dictator of
England. In the same year, Hobbes, in keeping with
his published views, was reconciled with Cromwell
and returned to live in England. But his happiness
was very much greater when the monarchy was
restored in 1660 and his former pupil, Charles II,
ascended the throne as King of England.

THE BATTLE OF MARSTON MOOR

L 1682, when in his SOs. Hobbes published Behemoth, The History of the Causes of the

Civil Wars of England. 7he battle of Marston Moor. July 2 1641, twas one of the decisive
battles of the English Civil War and gave the north of Eigland to Parliantent

OLIVER CROMWELL

After serving as one of

the leacing generals
of the Parliamentary
Sforces in the English
civil War, Cronmnweell
(F599-1658) became
chatrman of the
Council of State of the
new republic. From
1653, after first
Jorcibly dissolving
Parliconent, Cromuvell
became lord protector
of England, Scotland,
and freland, and
remained so intil bis
death in 1658. This
macle bim, in effect,
dictator of Britain.
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(GREAT
RATIONALISTS

WHEN THE CHURCH'S AUTHORITY OVER THOUGHT
WAS FINALLY LOOSENED, MANY PEOPLE CAME TO
BELIEVE THAT KNOWLEDGE OF THE WORLD COULD

BE GAINED BY THE USE OF REASON ALONE.
7 ; : IN PHILOSOPHY THIS DEVELOPMENT IS KNOWN AS
; 5. // RATIONALISM. IT WAS LAUNCHED BY [DESCARTES,
= AFTER WHOM THE OUTSTANDING FIGURES IN
# i

RATIONALIST PHILOSOPHY WERE SPINOZA AND
LEIBNIZ. DESCARTES AND LEIBNIZ WERE AMONG

==

THE MOST GIFTED OF ALL MATHEMATICIANS, AND

FOR THEM MATHEMATICS SEEMED TO PROVIDE THE

IDEAL MODEL FOR TRULY RELIABLE KNOWLEDGE.

THEY BELIEVED THAT IF THE METHODS BY WHICH

MATHEMATICIANS SUCH AS THEMSELVES WERE

MAKING NEW DISCOVERIES AND ACQUIRING NEW

KNOWLEDGE COULD BE APPLIED TO HUMAN

ATTEMPTS TO UNDERSTAND THE WORLD, THE

WORLD COULD BE FULLY EXPLAINED.

AN EARLY CALCULATOR
The French philosopher and mathematician Blaise Pascal invented
this calculator in 16-£4 to belp his father with bis tax calculations
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ANALYTICAL GEOMETRY
Descartes invented the
branch of geowelry
called analytical
geometry in 1037,
The basis of
analytical geonetry is
the idea that a point
in space can be
specified by imuntbers
giving its position.
Descartes applied
algebra to geomelry
not just by nsing
algebra to maitipulate
the dimensions of
geometrical figires
but also in the
representation of lines
and curves by
equations

“Iwas struck
by the large
number of

Sfalseboods 1
had accepted
as true in ny

childhood ?’

RENE DESCARTES

BACK TO SQUARE ONE

Descartes placed the question “What can I know?” — and a very
determined pursuit of certainty in the answer— at the center
of Western philosophy for three bundred years.

RENE DESCARTES WAS BORN
in France in 1596. He received
an excellent education at the
hands of the Jesuits, an
education which included
philosophy and mathematics;
then he took a degree in law
at the University of Poitiers,
his home town. As a brilliant
student he perceived that many
of the arguments put forward
by the various authorities he
was studying were invalid, and
often he did not know what to

believe. In order to complete
RENE DESCARTES
Descartes bad bis portrait painted several
times during bis lifetime. This portrait
of Descartes is after a painting by the
Flentish-born artist Frans Hals (¢, 1380
16661, though Descartes almost certainly
never sat for Lals

his education, he says, he joined
the army, and traveled widely in
Europe as a soldier, though
without seeing any fighting.

His travels taught him that the
world of human beings was
even more varied and mutually contradictory than
the world of books. He became obsessed by the
question whether there was anything we could be
sure of, anything we could know for certain.

He settled down in Holland, which allowed the
greatest freedom of expression of any country in
Europe, and proceeded to examine the foundations
of human thought, his investigations taking the

mathematics its certainty was something that could

THE JESUIT COLLEGE OF LA FLECHIY
I 16O+ Descartes father sent hin to the Royval College in the small towin of La Fleche, north of Towraine. Fonnded
by Henry IV ane directed by Jesitits, La Fleche became oje of the most distingiiished schools in Enrope. Descartes
remained at the college until 1612, the last few years heing given to stidy of logic. pbilosopby. and mathematics

algebra to geometry: it is known variously as

analytic geometry or coordinate geometry. He also
invented the graph. Those two familiar lines on a
graph are named after him: they are called Cartesian |
coordinates, the word Cartesian being the adjective
from the name Descartes. The transparent and
utterly reliable certainties of mathematics thritted
him. And he began to wonder whether what gave  §

form of philosophy, mathematics,
and science. For roughly the
twenty years between 1629
and 1649 he produced original
work of the highest quality.

In philosophy his outstanding
works were two: Discourse on
Method, published in 1637, and
Meditations, published in 1641.
In 1649 Queen Christina of
Sweden invited him to
Stockholm to tutor her in
philosophy. In the bitter
Swedish winter he contracted
pneumonia, and died in 1650.

CARTESIAN DOUBT
Descartes was a mathematician
of genius, and invented a new
branch of the subject which
consists in the application of

be taken over and applied in

other areas of knowledge. If it
could, we would have a ready
refutation of the sceptics who

maintained that nothing else
could be known for certain. !
But, far more important than *
that, we would have at our }
disposal a method for acquiring |
certain knowledge about the
world, a method on the basis

of which science in the modern

sense could be constructed.

_ B
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TREATISE ON MAN
Descartes’ treatise,
published in 1664, looks
at the human body as 4
machine, and attempts to
explain physiological
processes in terms of the
behavior of microscopic
corpuscles. This drawing
examines the relationship
between heat and pain.

b
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CHRISTINA OF SWEDE!
Christina of Sweden
(1626-89), the only

child of King Gustar 11

Adolpbus and Princess

Mavria Elconora of
Brandenbiirg, was
giteen of Sweden from
1644 to 1654,
Independent and
intellectually gifted,
she was the patron
of Descartes, the
composer Alessandro
carlatti, and the
architect Giovanni
Bernini. Christina
converted to Roman
Catholicism in 1652
and abdicated
becautse of ber faith
in 1654

QUEEN CIHRISTINA OF SWEDEN AND DESCARTES
davs a week. The lessons lasted arowid five hours. The

combination of early rising and the exceptionally harsh
Swedish winter led to Descartes falling seriousiy ill, and
to his death from puewmonia on February 11. 1650

This painting by Pierre Lowts Dumesnil the Younger depicts
Queen Christina and members of ber court listening to
Descartes giving a philosophy lesson. Christina insisted that
the lessons be given at fire o'clock in the morning, three
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THE HUMAN BRAIN
Descartes’ Treatise on
Marn (166:4) was one of
the most widely read
texts in the 17th and 18th
centuries. The book was
an attempt to explain
physiological processes
along mechanistic lines
and interpreted the body
as a machine. This
illustration shows the
human brain awake
and asleep

THE EXPERIENCE OF OBSERVATION

Descartes argned that direct observation often deceives us,
that one can never be certain that things are as they appear
to be, however closely one may be looking at them. These

Descartes came to the conclusion that mathematics
owed its certainty to the following set of reasons.
Mathematical demonstrations began from a minimal
number of premises of the uttermost simplicity,

a simplicity so basic and so obvious that it was
impossible to doubt them, such as that a straight
line is the shortest distance between two points.
The demonstrations then proceeded deductively
by one logical step at a time, each step being
irrefutable, and usually very simple, again
indubitable. And then - the thing that entranced
everyone who came under the spell of
mathematics - you found that in moving only

by logical steps, each of which was simple and
obvious, from premises each of which was also
simple and obvious, you began to reach conclusions
that were not at all simple and not at all obvious:
whole worlds of unanticipated discoveries started
opening up before you, many of them amazing,
many of them of great practical usefulness, and all
of them reliably true. And there seemed to be no
end of these undiscovered worlds: mathematicians
were for ever opening up the way to unexpectedly
new ones, as Descartes himself had done.

Now, asked Descartes, might it be possible to
apply precisely this method to non-mathematicat
knowledge? If we can find any propositions outside
mathematics whose truth it is literally impossible to
doubt we can use them as premises for deductive
arguments, and then whatever we can logically

paintings of Rouen Cathedral, part of a series painted by
Cleniede Monet between 1892 and 1894. illustrate how the
effects of light can alter the appearance of an object.

deduce from them must be true. This will give us the
methodological foundations for a body of knowledge
on whose discoveries we can one-hundred-percent
rely. But are there any such premises? Or is it the
case (as many people in Descartes’ own day were
saying) that nothing at all can be known for certain
outside mathematics and logic?

In his search for indubitable premises Descartes
journeyed through three stages. First, he considered
the experience of direct and immediate
observation. If I look head-on at this church spire,
or that tree dipping in the water, surely 1 can trust

RENE DESCARTES

!

the immediate evidence of my senses? Alas, on |

investigation it turns out that direct observation
deceives us frequently. This church spire that
flashes golden in the noonday sun, and glows red at
sunset, looks grey the rest of the time. That branch “

I
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DESCARTES

that looks bent at the point where it enters the
water turns out to be straight when I lift it out.
So I can never be sure that things are in fact as they
appear to me, however head-on I may be looking at
them, and however awake and alert my state of mind.

MALICIOUS DEMON

This brings us to Descartes’ second set of

- considerations. Often, he says, he had believed
himself with complete certainty to be doing
something or other, and then woken to find that
 he had been dreaming. Sometimes these dreams
had been homely dreams about his everyday

. activities: he had dreamed he was sitting at his
fireside reading, or at the desk in his study writing,
when all the time he had really been in bed

- sleeping. How could he be sure he was not
dreaming at this very instant? By this token it
appeared that he could never be absolutely sure
he was not dreaming, or hallucinating, or something
of that sort.

At this point of apparent despair in his search
for indubitability Descartes gave the knife an
additional and malign twist, and this was his third
phase. Suppose he said, that all the errors and
illusions on my part were due to the fact that there
exists, unknown to me, a higher spirit whose sole

o
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A PHYSIOLOGICAL TEXTBOOK
Descartes Treatise on Mun (1066-4) is regarded as the first
textbook on physiology. This illustration demonstrates the
supposed relationship between the sensory perception of an
image and muscular action. The image is relayed from the
eves to the pincal giand. The redction between the image
and the pineal gland determines the motor action

aim is to deceive me, and who can exercise
superhuman power over me - can make me sleep
and then dream vividly that I am awake, or make
everything I look at look to me like something else,
or make me believe that two and two add up to
five. Is there anything at all about which even a
malignant spirit such as this would be unable to
deceive me? And he comes to the conclusion that
there is, namely the fact that the deliverances of
my consciousness are whatever it is they are. I can
always make false inferences from them - I may
suppose myself to be sitting beside a fire when in
fact there is no fire and I am in bed dreaming, and
yet that 1 suppose myself to be sitting beside a fire
is an inescapable fact. So the one thing in this and
every other case that I can be unshakably sure of
is that I am having the experiences I am having.
And from this there are things I can infer with
absolute certitude. First of all it means [ know
myself to be some sort of existing being. I may not
know my own nature, indeed 1 may have completely
mistaken views about what it is, but that I exist is
indubitable; and what is more I know with absolute
certitude that I am a being which at the very least,
if nothing else, has conscious experiences, the
particular conscious experiences I have. Descartes
encapsulated this conclusion in a Latin phrase that
has become very famous: Cogito ergo sum, usually
translated rather ineptly as “I think, therefore I am.”

PURSUIT OF CERTAINTY
So, he says, there actually are things outside
mathematics and logic, things about the world of
fact, that I can know with absolute certitude. But is
there anything that can be inferred from those
things with the same degree of certitude? At this
point he uses a new version of an old argument,
a new version of the ontological argument for the
existence of God (see p.57).1 know myself, he says,
to be a very imperfect being, ephemeral and
perishable, and finite, and yet I have in my mind
the concept of an infinite being, eternal and
immortal, perfect in every way; and it is impossible
that anything should be able to create something
greater than itself out of its own resources;
therefore this perfect being must exist, and must
have implanted in me an awareness of itself, like
a craftsman’s signature inscribed on an example
of his handiwork.

The fact that I know that God exists, and is
perfect, means that [ can put my trust in him:
he will not, unlike the malicious demon, deceive
me. So provided I play my full part, pay serious
attention, and do all the disciplined thinking

above, he represents the
universe as an indefinite

vortices. Descartes shows

collected in the vortices,
with a star at the center

AL 2 )

DESCARTES’ UNIVERSE
In The World (1633),
Descartes gives an
account of an
hypothetical “new
world.” In the diagram

number of contiguous
how the matter which

filled the universe was

of each, often with
orbiting planets.

|

RATIONALISM
In philosophy:.
rationalism takes the
position that self-
evident propositions
deduced by reason are
the sole basis of all
knowledge. It is usually
contrasted with
empiricism, which
argues that all
knowledge must
ultimately be derivecd
Sfrom the senses.
Descartes was the first
modern rationalist.
His method influenced
the work of many
philosopbers. notably.
Spinoza, Leibniz.,
and Kant
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DESCARTES’ SKULL?

Descartes was buried in
Stockholm but his body
wus later translerred o
Paris. The skull which
lies with his remains m
the church of St Germain-
des-Pres in Paris s almost
certainly not that of
Descartes, 1t appeuars that
a captain in the Swedish
guards who was present
at the original exhumation
removed the skull and
replaced it with another.
The skull was resold
several times before
eventually tinding a home
in the Musée de FHomme
in the Palais de Chaillot.

MARIN MERSENNE
The Freunch theologian,
mathemeatician, and
philosopher Marin
Mersenne (1588-1648)
was in contact with
philosophers and
scientists throughout
Europe ~ figures such
as Hobbes, Gassendi,
and Galileo - and was
thus in a 1igue
position to witrodice
Descartes’ work to them
and report their
contments back.
He also discovered
a formula (“Mersenne
nmbers”) that
attempted (o represeiit
all prime nnmbers.

required of me, 1 can be certain of the truth of
whatever is then presented clearly and distinctly
to me as being true - not by my senses, of course,
which 1 already know to deceive, but by my mind,
that part of me that apprehends God and also
mathematics, neither of which the senses can do;
the mind that I irreducibly am.

THE BIRTH OF RATIONALISM

Out of this conclusion grew the school of
philosophy known as rationalism, which bases
itself on the belief that our knowledge of the world
is acquired by the use of reason, and that sensory
input is inherently unreliable, more a source of
error than of knowledge. Rationatism has been

one of the abiding traditions of Western philosophy
ever since. Its greatest period spanned the 17th
and 18th centuries, and its outstanding figures
apart from Descartes were Spinoza and Leibniz,
but it has never lost an important degree of
influence on Western thinking.

Few of the great philosophers after Descartes
shared his view of the indubitability of God's
existence. But he introduced some fundamental
things into Western thought. His belief that the
logic of scientific discovery required us to start
from indubitable facts and then derive logical
consequences from these facts in chains of
deductive reasoning became foundational to
Western science. Subsequent thinkers came
mostly to believe that controlled and disciplined
observation (and therefore the use of our senses)
had an indispensable role to play in establishing
those indisputable facts that we need to stock our
premises, but they still thought that Descartes had
got the basic method right, namely, to start from
reliable facts, then apply logic to those facts and
not to let anything intervene that is in the very
least degree susceptible to doubt, no matter how
far-fetched that doubt might be. Descartes
convinced people that this method made possible
a mathematically based science that would give
human beings reliable knowledge about the world,
and indeed that it was the only way of finding out
about the world with absolute certainty.

MIND AND MATTER

Descartes’ conclusion that what human beings
irreducibly are is minds led him to develop a view
of the world as consisting ultimately of two
different kinds of substance, namely mind and
matter. He saw human beings as experiencing
subjects whose world, apart from themselves,
consists of material objects which they observe.

This bifurcation of nature into two kinds of
entity - mind and matter, subject and object,
observer and observed - became a built-in part
of Western man’s way of looking at the world.
To this day it is referred to by philosophers as
“Cartesian dualism” Between Descartes and the
20th century there were few leading philosophers
who dissented from it, perhaps the most effective
being Spinoza and Schopenhauer. Only in the 20th
century did dissent from it become widespread -
and even then it was by no means universal; some
leading philosophers continue to subscribe to it.
Even more than Francis Bacon and Galileo,
Descartes was a key figure in persuading people
in the West that certainty was available in our
knowledge of the world. To obtain it you needed

44
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RENE DESCARTES

to follow the right method, but if you did that you
could build up an impregnable science that would
give you rock-hard, reliable knowledge. He, more
than anyone else, “sold” science to educated
Western man. 1t was largely under his influence that
the pursuit of certainty came to dominate intetlectual
activity in the West, and that considerations of
method became central to that pursuit, for he
regarded himself not as giving us such knowledge
with certainty but as showing us how to get it.

88
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GEOMETRIZ

SCENES FROM THE LIFE OF DESCARTES

This engraving depicts Descartes surrounded by scenes of
some of the principal events in his life. One scene (top left)
tiustrates the death of Descartes' iflegitimate danghter.

It will be remembered that the carliest
philosophers, the pre-Socratics, had taken their
fundamental question to be:“What is there?” or
“What does the world consist of ?” Socrates had
replaced this with a different question, namely
“How ought we to live?” These questions and

their derivations dominated philosophy for many
hundreds of years. But then along came Descartes
and displaced them with one that was different '
yet again: “What can [ know?” It put epistemology,
which is the theory of knowledge, at the centre

of philosophy, where it remained for three
hundred years, so much so that many subsequent
philosophers came to think of philosophy as being,
essentially, epistemology. For this reason Descartes
is generally thought of as the first modern
philosopher, and it often happens that students
going to university to study philosophy are
required to begin their course with his work.
There is another reason for this. By using doubt

as a method - systematically suspending
commitment to anything that it is logically possible
to doubt, thereby stripping away layer after layer
of our accustomed ideas and suppositions - he takes

Francine. on 7 September 1610 In another (top right).
Descartes is shoun as tutor to Queen Christina of Sweden,
a position he held wuntil bis own death on 11 February 1650.

us right back to square one, and attempts to begin
again from scratch.The first-person-singular form
of the question sharpens its cutting edge - not
“What is it possible for us human beings to know?”
but “What can I know?” This appeals to the young,
and rightly so.

A PLEASURE TO READ

Descartes is a superlative writer, a wonderfully clear,
jargon-free stylist, and happens to be one of the
only two indisputably great philosophers to have
written in the French language, the other being
Leibniz. But Leibniz had nothing like the stylistic
distinction of Descartes. This makes Descartes
one of France's greatest cultural possessions,

and for this reason he is required reading in the
upper reaches of all secondary schools in France,
the famous French Lycées. This in turn means that
every well-educated French man or woman has
read him. He still makes worthwhile reading for
educated people everywhere - and one of the best
ways of introducing oneself to the writings of the
great philosophers is still to read Discourse on
Method followed by Meditations.

KEY WORKS

In Discourse on
Method (7637)
Descartes presented
Dis method in
simple terms, and
stmmarized bis
scientific views and
metaphysical systent.
In Meditations (1641)
Descartes developed his
metaphysical doctrine.
Principles of
Philosophy (71644)
is an attempt to
accornt for all
natiral phenomena
in one single system
of mechanical
principles.

RENATI ‘

DES CARTES,
MEDITATIONES
DE PRIMA
PHILOSOPHIA.
IN QVA DE{ EXISTENTIA

ET ANIMSE IMMORTALITAS
_pruaviTe .
~

" > &1“’;/’;
* ¢

PARSIIS,
ANAMIGHIELTN SoLr, v Jacobes,ub
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MEDITATIONS
Belore publication in
1641, the manuscript of
Meditations was sent to
Murin Mersenne, who
was given the task of
collecting together
critical opinion,
including that of
Thomas Hobbes and
Pierre Gassendi, to
which Descartes
drafted replies. The
book’s publication
made Descartes famous
but also involved him
in controversy. In
Holland the president
of the University of
tiirecht accused him of
atheism, and Descartes
was condemned by the
local authoritues
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THE SEPHARDIM

The descendants of
Spanish and
Portuguese Jews, the

Sephardim, are \
distinct from those
descended from North
and East European
Jews, the Ashkenazim.
The Sephardic Jews
who excommunicated
Spinoza lived in
Spain from the Middle

Ages until their ‘
expulsion in 1492. ’
Thereafier, they seltled
in North Africa, the
Middle East, and later
in Amsterdam and
other cities in Europe
and the Americas.

€< the noblest
and most
lovable of
the grect
philosophers o

BERTRAND RUSSELL
ON SPINOZA
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PINOZA

ALL IS ONE, AND
THE ONE IS DIVINE

Although God is, and is in,
everything, this totality is
also to be understood in the
same way as a system of
mathematical physics.

SPINOZA WAS JEWISH, the only Jew before Karl
Marx to occupy a position in the very front rank
of original thinkers among Western philosophers.
(There were several great Jewish scholars.) He was
born in Amsterdam in 1632. He had an orthodox
Jewish upbringing and education; but because of
his heterodox opinions he was expelled from the
Jewish community at the age of 24. At this time
he changed his first name from the Hebrew form
Baruch to its Latin form Benedict. He proceeded
to live a solitary life, earning his living by grinding
and polishing lenses for spectacles, microscopes,
and telescopes - at that time a new profession.
His writings made him famous even so; but when
he was offered a Professorship of Philosophy at
Heidelberg University in 1673 he turned it down

i
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A JEWISH UPBRINGING

This etching and drypoint by Rembrandl, Jews in the Synagoguce (1648, depicts a scene from Jewish life in
I Tth-century Amsterdam that wonld bave been familiar (o the yoiing Spinoza. Born in Amsterdam of
parents of strictly fewish faith. Spinoza received an orthodox Jewish upbringing but was excommiutnicated
[rom the synagogie and driven out from the fewish conmunity in 1656 dt the age of 2+ for bis beretical views

BENEDICT SPINOZA
Spinoza was born in Amsterdam into a distinguished
Jewish emigré family that bad fled Catholic persecution
in Portugal. He studied non-lebrew subjects, sich as
mathematics and linguistics, privately

because he wanted to be left alone to do his
philosophizing “in accordance with his own mind,’
as he put it.

Apart from his philosophy he was the first
scholar of note to examine the scriptures as
historical documents that were of problematic
authorship and embodied the intellectual

limitations of their time. In doing this

he inaugurated the so-called higher
criticism that was to come to full
flower in the 19th and 20th
centuries. He was engaged in
translating the Old Testament into
Dutch at the time of his death in
1677, of a lung complaint which,

it was believed, had been brought
on by the daily inhalation over many
years of powdered glass from his
lens-grinding. After his death, but
in the same year, 1677, the book by
which he is now best known was
published. It is called simply Ethics,
but in fact it covers a whole range
of basic philosophical problems in
addition to ethical ones.

Spinoza, like so many of the most
famous philosophers, was a genuine
polymath. For family reasons he was
brought up to speak Spanish and
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SPINOZA

Portuguese as well as Dutch and Hebrew; and he
wrote in Latin. In addition to this and to being a
distinguished biblical scholar he was learned in
 mathematics and what people called “the new
science,” studying in particular the works of
Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Hobbes, and Descartes.
His professional understanding of microscopes and
telescopes gave him a grasp, ahead of his time, of

 the possibilities of new technology that were being
opened up by this new science. His philosophy, it

| might be said, attempted to bring all these things

-and their implications together into an integrated

and orderly whole.

| He was mightily impressed by science, and he

‘accepted from Descartes the view that the right
way to build up the edifice of our scientific

' knowledge was to start from'f-indubitab]e premises

‘and deduce the consequences of these by logical

reasoning. But at the same time he saw that

{ Descartes’ philosophy left certain fundamental

- problems unsolved. If total reality consists of two

different sorts of substance that are ultimately

. distinct, namely material substance and mental

| substance, or matter and mind, how is it possible

f for mind to move matter around in space?

Descartes’ own answer to this was so feeble that

'no-one was convinced by it, and his successors

_considered it scarcely worth discussing. But there

' were other unsolved problems which were of equal

‘moment to Spinoza. He was a deeply moral human

being and also, by temperament, a deeply religious

one, and this raised all sorts of difficulties for him
as regards the new science. If total reality is the
instantiation of a deductive system in which
everything that is or happens can be deduced
with all the necessity of logic from self-evident

“GOD IS THE
CAUSE OF ALL |

BENEDICT SPINOZA

premises, what room is there for moral choice,
or indeed free will at all - how can there be free
will if everything is scientifically determined?

Also, what place is there for God in such a
system? If everything that happens in the universe
can be explained in terms of scientific laws and
mathematical equations, it would seem that we
no longer need God to function as any part of the
explanation. He is left outside it all, extraneous to
the system so to speak: superfluous. From the 17th
century to the 20th many people were deeply upset -
and baffled - by questions of this kind. Newton’s
answer was that it was God who had created the
whole universe in the first place; and that he then
left it, from outside, to operate all by itself

according to the laws which he had laid down,

and which we now discover as scientific

HEIDELBERG UNIVERSITY

Spinoza was offered a Professorship of Philosopby al
Neidelberg University in 1673, but chose to turn the offer
down. The oldest wniversity in Germany. Heidelberg was

|

Jounded by Rupert I and chartered by Pope Urban VI in

1386, At the time Spinoza was offered bis professorship it was
already considered one of the finest wniversitios in furope.

OrTICS

Spinoza had a deep

interest in optics and the

new astronomy and wa

B

expert at making lenses.

He made a living by

grinding and polishing

lenses for eyeglasses,
telescopes, and
microscopes. This
illustration shows a
microscope and
condenser, taken from
Robert Hooke's book
Micrographia (1665).

BIBLICAL CRITICISM
Literary and
historical criticism of
the Bible, also known
as “higher criticism,”
deals with the
historical
circumstances out of
which the biblical
canon developed. It is
concerned with three
issues: literary
structure, date, and
anthorship. In sceking
(o study the Bible
dispassionately (and
dating many Old
Testament books later
than tradition)
Spinoza bas been
seen as d_forerunner
of hiblical criticism
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KEY WORKS
1he Theological-
Political Treatise was |
published
anomymonsly in 1670 |
but was banned in
1674 for its ‘
} controversial views on
the Bible and ‘
‘ Christian theology.

| Ethics (/677).
| Spinoza's great work, |
rejects Cartesiait
\duaalism in favor of |
Pantheism ‘

MOSES MAIMONIDES
The foremost intellectual
figure of medieval
Judaism, Maimonides
(1135-1204) wus born in
Cordoba, Spain. He was
a philosopher, jurist, and
scientist and his
philosophical work, atter
it was translated into
Latin, influenced the
medieval scholastic
writers. Guide to the
[’l’l]!/l’.\'l‘t/l 1176-91),
his most famous work.
helped introduce the
theories of Aristotle into
mediceval philosophy
Much later, Spinoza
found Maimonides” work
a source for some of
his own ideas.

faws. But this would not do for Spinoza, who
needed a God who was ever-present and all-
pervasive. But still the question confronted him:
what space was there within a deductive and
deterministic system for any such God?

AGAINST DUALISM

Spinoza’s solutions to these problems started with
the bold stroke of denying the basic premise,
denying the fundamental distinction between mind
and matter. We know, he said, for the reasons given
by Descartes, that God exists, and is an infinite and
perfect being. But if God is infinite then he cannot
have boundaries, cannot have limits, for if he had
he would be finite. So there cannot be anything that
God is not. So it cannot, for instance, be the case
that God is one entity and the world quite another,
for this would be to place limits on God’s being. So
God must be co-extensive with everything there is.

(44
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BENEDICT SPINOZA

There is another good Cartesian reason why this
should be so. Descartes had defined substance as
that which needs nothing outside itself in order

to exist. But Spinoza pointed out that the totality
of everything is the only thing that has nothing
outside itself. Within this totality everything that
we seek to understand has to be explained, at least
partially, in terms of something else - our
explanations always take, at least to some extent,
the form of linking things with other things.

The only entity of which this is not, and can not,
be so is the totality of everything. This must simply
be, in and for itself, unexplained by anything else,
unconnected with anything else; for there is nothing
clse. This means that it is the only true substance,

the one and only self-subsistent thing, the only

uncaused cause. But these things are what is meant
by God. Therefore - again, but for a different
reason - God must be co-equivalent with everything.

This means that whether we describe the
cosmos in terms of our religious conceptions or in
terms of planets and other material objects we are
describing the same thing. One set of categories is
abstract or mental, the other material, but these are
merely two different ways of describing the same
reality. The same existent entity is being seen under
two different aspects. So God is not outside the
world, but he is not in the world cither: he is the

world. The physical universe is his body, you might

02



SPINOZA

THE POWER OF NATURE

Ruin in Riesengebirge ((815-20). by the German painter
Caspar David Friedrvich (1774 1840), depicts a vast ane
desolate landscape through which Friedrich cvokes the

say, though that would be merely one way of
looking at it: a spiritual apprehension of God
would be simply a different way of knowing the
same being. We ourselves, although we are finite
creatures and not infinite, have the same duat
character in one being: we are our physical bodies,
but we are also our souls, and these are not two

different people, they are one and the same person:

it is as if, as an ancient Jewish teaching had it, the
body is the soul in its outward form.

awesome and sublime power of Nature. 1lis vision stirvingly
expresses the oneness of Man and Nature and the
rationalistic pantheism found in the work of Spinoza

This is a compelling vision, and many gifted

people since Spinoza have come under its spell.

His deification of nature had enormous appeal
during the late 18th and early 19th centuries for
the Romantic Movement, whose intellectuals made
him one of their patron saints. Unlike the Romantics,
however, Spinoza saw the actions of the human
individual as determined by factors outside his
control, though not in any crude, mechanical way.
With insights strikingly previsionary of Freud's,

I bave
striven 1ot to
langh at buman
dactions, not to
weep at them,
nor to hate
them, but to

understand

them ??

BENEDICT SPINOZA

PANTHEISM
Pantheisim. which
literally translates as
“all is God, " is a mode
of thought that
regards God as

i identical to the
| Universe or Natire
Pantheism affirms the
wunity of all reality
and the divineness of
that wirity. Religious
pantheists are often
mys[icul, claiming to
experience God |
intuitively. Spinoza
was a rationalist, he
believed that Godl.
man. and the physical
world were all part of
one substance, and
that everything, both
I physical and spiritual,
was an extension of
God. Besides Spinoza.
other pantheistic
phitosophers might
perbaps include
| Fichte, Schelling.
and Hegel
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“Men are
deceived if
they think
themselves
Jree ??

BENEDICT SPINOZA

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

The Holland of Spinoza's day was a refuge for freethinkers — among them
Descartes, whose work greatly infliienced Spinoza. Spinoza. too, would not have
heen allowed to do bis philosophical work in any other country. Jan Steen's
(1625-79) painting, Musical Company. conveys this mood of relative frecdom

Spinoza argues that our everyday sense of being
free agents is an illusion based on the fact that we
are not for the most part aware of the real causes of
our actions; and that acquiring this awareness
through reflection can liberate us, not in the sense
of making us free agents literally but by giving us
understanding and insight, and thus enabling us to
come to terms with things as they are. He was the

first person in Europe to put forward this idea. But

at the same time, unlike Freud, he
argued that it was absurd for
individuals to be obsessed by their
personal problems, these being
merely petty concerns: we should
try to see our problems as
occupying the place they actually
do in the totality of things; and
when we do that we shall see them
as insignificant - and this will
greatly help us to bear them. He has
a memorable image for the idea
that we should look at our own
lives through the eyes of eternity:
the Latin phrase he uses, sub specie
aeternitatis, is still often quoted. '

HUMANE VISION

Balance, perspective, toleration -
these are the consequences that
flow from the social side of
Spinoza’s philosophy; and they
are duly embodied in his political
philosophy. One of the books he
published during his lifetime,
Theological-Political Treatise

(his Latin title for this, Tractatis |
Theologico-politiciis, was imitated
by the 20th-century philosopher
Wittgenstein, who called his first
book Tractatus Logico- i
philosophicus), had as its main
purpose the defence of free
expression. Spinoza argued that
freedom of speech, far from being
incompatible with public order,
was necessary in order to secure

it. This view is now a standard part /
of the liberal-minded attitude, but
Spinoza was the first person to pul.‘

it forward in modern terms. Having
said that in a rationally governed
society “every man may think what
he likes, and say what he thinks™;
he then goes on to make the

crucial point:“The real disturbers of the peace are
those who, in a free state, seek to curtail the liberty
of judgment which they are unable to tyrannize over”
Spinoza’s masterpiece, Ethics (1677), is laid out
like a textbook of geometry. Each demonstration
begins with the appropriate definitions and axioms,
and then there follows the argument itself - at the
end of which the letters QED are usually printed.

(QED is short for “quod erat demonstrandiim,’




SPINOZA

A CONTROVERSIAL FIGURE
Spinoza’s determination always to say what bhe believed
on matters of Christian theology, however controversial,
had the consequence that be was widely considered the
embodiment of ungodliness by his conteimporaries.

which means “which was to be proved”, and is
printed at the end of every proof in Euclid’s
immortal handbook of geometry, Elements, written
in the 3rd century sc.) All this is in accordance with
Spinoza’s view, derived from Descartes, that the
right way to achieve understanding of the world is
to apply the methods of mathematics to reality.

This book is often held up as the supreme example
of a philosopher’s attempt to understand everything
in terms of a single interconnected system of
thought. But the Euclidean groundplan in a work

of such scope makes for dry reading. And the truth
is that most of the logical derivations appear to
follow only if the reader makes assumptions which
were commonly made in Spinoza’s time but are not
‘commonly made in ours, for instance that the
existence of God is self-evident. By the standards

of the 21st century, therefore, they are not logical
demonstrations at all. However, the real merits of the
book lie elsewhere, not in the detailed working-out
of the proofs but in the conclusions, the overall vision.

BENIGN INFLUENCE

Spinoza was the supreme pantheist among Western
philosophers. Although his work was neglected
for something like a hundred years after his death
it was revived and treated with veneration by

the Romantics; and ever since then it has had

its admirers, particularly for its religious attitude

towards the totality of what exists. Although
Spinoza was the first great philosopher to follow
Descartes he repudiated Cartesian dualism

(see p.88), a repudiation that was to become
orthodoxy in the 20th century, but not until then.
He was the first great philosopher to set out the
basic case for freedom of speech, which he did a
generation before Locke. And his unaffected yet
lofty, almost mystical attitude to the unimportance
of our personal problems in the overall scheme
of things has brought aid and comfort to many
hard-pressed individuals.

This wide range of vistas has influenced a
correspondingly wide range of people. Subsequent
philosophers who admired him and learnt from
him include Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and
Bertrand Russell. Russell wrote of Spinoza that he
“is the noblest and most lovable of the great
philosophers. Intellectually, some others have
surpassed him, but ethically he is supreme.” Not
only philosophers have come under his spell: giant
thinkers in other fields, such as Einstein and Freud,
and also great creative artists, such as Goethe and
George Eliot, have acknowledged themselves in his
debt. He is a major figure in Western culture
generally, as well as in Western philosophy.

This illustrates a point of general importance
about the great philosophers. Fundamental to the
work of each one of them is a vision of total reality.

¢
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BENEDICT SPINOZA

The philosopher is trying to commend this vision
to us with persuasive arguments. He considers
possible criticisms of these arguments that people
might make, and tries to demolish those criticisms
with further arguments. All this argumentation can
become very complicated. Individual arguments can
be technical, and difficult to follow; or, worse, they
can be detailed and boring. But the point of it all lies
not in the arguments but in the vision. Sometimes this
vision is also difficult to grasp; but more often than
not it is simple compared to the arguments.

ETHICN

BENEDICT nr SPINOZA.

Errics
Spinoza’s chief work,
Ethics (1677), was
published posthumously.
It addresses not only
cthics, but the whole
range of philosophy.
Set out like Euclid's
geometry, Spinoza’s
system proceeded from
the premise that
everything could be
demonstrated.

LITERARY CRITICS

Spinoza's reputation
was restored and
made intellectually
respectable by the
endeavors of literary
critics, especially the
18th-century German
writers and critics

| G.E Lessing and
| Goethe. and the 19th-
i century English poet
Coleridge. Lessing
expressed bis belief
in the pantheistic
philosophy of Spinoza
after reading Goethe's
poem Prometheus.

GEORGE ELIOT
The English novelist
George Eliot, pen name of
Mary Ann Evans (1819-80),
devetoped the method of
psychological analysis
characteristic of modern
tiction. Her Middlemarch
(1872} is considered one
of the greatest novels of
the 19th century
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KEY WORKS
Leibniz wrote on
many branches of
philosophy, but
published only
shoit treatises.
Theodicy (1710)
expressed bis faith in
enlightenment and
reason, which
Voltaire satirized
inn Candide.

11 The Monadology
(1714) Leibniz argned
that everything
consisted of nnits
called monads.

“It is one of
my most
important and
best verified
maxims that
neatire makes
no leaps. This
I bave called
the law of

contintiity &

GOTTFRIED WILHELM
LeisNiz

GERMAN LANGUAGE
Leibniz wrote his
philosophy in Latin
and often
corresponded in
French. Howerer. as a
nationalist, and in
the spirit of the 18th-
century morement for |
lingunistic purity. he
proposed a German
Academy to promote
the German language.
Philosophers after
Letbniz began to write
their work in Germann,
a development that
was greaddy 1o enbance
the language.

THE SUPREME
POLYMATH

Logically, Leibniz divided all
truths into two sorts, truths of
reason and truths of fact. This
distinction continues to play an
important role in philosophy.

GOTTFRIED WILHELM LEIBNIZ (1646-1716) was

a person of unusually wide genius, even for a great
philosopher. He invented calculus independently

of Newton, and published it before Newton did,
although Newton had invented it earlier. It is
Leibniz’s notation, not Newton's, that mathematicians
now use. He invented the concept of kinetic
energy. He invented mathematical logic, although he
did not publish his invention: if he had done so the
subject would have got going one and a half centuries
before it did. And then, in addition to being one

of the greatest mathematicians of all time, he was
one of the most influential of philosophers.

GOTTFRIED WILIELM LEIBNIZ
Leibniz was born in Leipzig in 1646 and died in Hanover
in 1716, As well as being a philosopber. he was a brilliant
mathematician, and o pioneer in mathematical logic.

LEIBN1Z WITH QUEEN SOPHIA CHARLOTTE OF PRUSSIA
Letbniz's book Theodicy is dedicated to Queen Charlotte of
Prussia. With the Queen's support the Germain Acadeny
of Sciences in Berlin was founded in July 1 700.

|
4
|
|

He was the son of a professor of moral philosophy
at the University of Leipzig. So outstanding was he

as a student that he was offered a professorship at
the age of 21; but he turned it down, because he |
wanted to be a man of the world. Most of his public’
career was spent as a courtier, diptomat, librarian, l
and family historian in the service of successive
Dukes of Hanover - one of whom, incidentally, |
became King George 1 of England. In these various
capacities he travelled widely, and this fact together ]
with his published writings made him an admired :
public figure in his prime, though in old age he
became rather neglected and forgotten.

But throughout all this, in the privacy of his
study, he was doing solitary intellectual work, not in
the form of an ordered writing of books, and not to
be published during his lifetime. His description of
the disorder in which this writing went on is
touching. “When I have done something, 1 forget it
almost completely in a few months, and rather than
hunt for it among a chaos of sheets that I have

96



LEIBNIZ

never had time to sort out and index, I have to do

the work all over again.” The result of this is that
whereas a philosopher like Spinoza presents his
system of thought to the reader as a carefully
planned and laid out whole, with Leibniz the reader
is in the quite different position of having to piece
it together for himself.

BASIC DISTINCTION

If someone says to us: “My next-door neighbors
consist of a red-haired man and his fat wife” that
could perfectly well be true but it could equally
well be untrue. The only sure way to establish it is
to carry out a careful investigation to determine
whether a man lives next door who is red-haired
(as against, say, dark-haired, fair-haired or bald),
whether he has a fat wife (as against, say, a thin
wife or no wife), and whether these two are the
only inhabitants of the neighboring house. But if
someone says to us:*“My next-door neighbors
consist of a bachelor and his fat wife” we know
without further ado that the statement is false. We
do not need to carry out any investigations at all to
establish this because “bachelor” means unmarried

(44

2

GOTTFRIED WILHELM LEIBNIZ

man, and therefore the neighbor cannot both be
a bachelor and have a wife - the statement is self-
contradictory, and therefore cannot possibly be true.
Leibniz argued that all truths must belong to these
two logical types. Either we have to examine the
facts in order to find out whether a particular
statement is true or false, or we can do that without
examining the facts, in which case the statement
must be true or false by virtue of the use it makes
of its own terms. Because we can determine the
truth of statements of this latter type by analyzing
them without having to look outside them, they
became known later in the history of philosophy
as “analytic statements.” The other sort became
known as “synthetic statements.” These two terms
are NOw in common use.

The distinction was developed with great power
and sophistication over something like three
hundred years. It became central to the empirical

QUEEN SOPHIA
CHARLOTTE
Sophia Charlolte
(1668-1705), the
sister of George I of
Britain, becanie the
Jirst quieen of Prussia
as the wife of
Frederick I'in 1701.
She was the daughter
of Ernest Augusties, the
Jirst elector of Hanover,
and Sopbia, daughter
of Elizabeth, queen of
Bobemia. In 1684 she
married Prince
Frederick, and greatly
enconraged his

patronage of learning.

MATHEMATICAL LOGIC

The work that Leibniz
dicd on matbemctical
logic would bave been
of great importance
had be published it,
Sor it wonld have
confirmed hint as the
Jounder of
mathematical logic a
Sull century and a
half sooner than was
actually the case.
llowerver, it was not
wuntil the work of
Frege and Russell that
Leibniz's pioneering
work in this field was
recognized.
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GENIUS AT WORK
By far the most important of Leibniz's mathematical achicvements was bis discovery
of infinitesimal calculus, independently of Newton, in 1676
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CAROLINE OF ANSBACH
The beautiful and
intelligent Queen

Caroline (1683-1737),

wife of King George 11

of England, sided with

Leibniz in the debate

about whether it was he

or Newton who invented

calculus. The argument
with Newton made

Leibniz unpopular in

England, and in spite of
Caroline’s favor Leibniz
remained neglected.

CALCULUS
In 1676 Leibniz made
a visit to London,
where bis discussions
with mathematicians
of Isaac Newton's
circle were later to
lead to a controversy
as to whether it was
he or Newton who
was the inventor of
infinitesimal calculus.
Leibniz published bis
system in 1684,
Newton published bis
i 1687, though he
could relate it to
earlier work. The
Royal Society
declared for Newton
in 1711, but the
controversy wds never
really settled

tradition of philosophy which arose between
Leibniz and Kant, and was then again central to
Kant’s philosophy. In the 20th century it was
fundamental to Logical Positivism. It has often been
said that if a student of philosophy does no more
than acquire a firm grasp of this distinction then
studying the subject will have been worth his or
her while. Over time, the whole of both logic and
mathematics came to be seen as consisting of
analytic statements, while all knowledge claims
about the empirical world were seen as synthetic.
This profoundly influenced the way knowledge of
each kind was envisaged and pursued.

The negative consequences of the distinction
are also important. The denial of an analytically true
statement is a self-contradiction, and therefore
could not be true, whereas the denial of a

| synthetically true statement is not a self-
contradiction, it is another synthetic statement that
could be true but happens not to be; so the former
is an impossibility while the latter is a possibility.

Following on from this, Leibniz introduced into
modern philosophy the notion of alternative
possible worlds. It would have been perfectly

“DOCTOR PANGLOSS”

Leibniz's view that God chose to create the best possible world
was nrocked by Voltaire in his novel Candide (1759). The
character of Doctor Pangioss responds to various misfortunes
hy saying “All is for the best in the best of all possible worlds.*

possible for us human beings to have had six
fingers on each hand, or three; but there is no
possible world in which we could have had both
at the same time. So although both are possibilities,
the actualization of one possibility rules out the
actualization of the other. This leads to the notion
of “compossibilities” - possibilities which are
compatible with one another, as against possibilities
that are not. The sum total of any set of
compossibilities makes up a possible world - and
there is an indefinitely large number of them.
Leibniz believed that God could have created any
sort of world he chose, provided of course that it
was a possible one, but that as a perfect being

GOTTFRIED WILHELM LEIBNIZ

himself he chose to create the best possible world.
A world containing free will, and in consequence
wrongdoing and evil, is better than a world in
which free will does not exist; and that is the
explanation of why a perfect God has created a
world in which there is so much evil.

Voltaire, in his novel Candide (1759),
lampooned Leibniz immortally as the character
Pangloss, a fatuously optimistic philosopher who
proclaims that all is for the best in the best of
possible worlds. Like most truly marvellous
caricatures, it did its victim less than justice, for it
gave no indication that there was a serious point
behind what Leibniz was saying.

SUFFICIENT REASON

Another idea that Leibniz made current in
philosophy is called the principle of sufficient
reason. For everything that is the case, he said, there
must be a reason why it is the case. If the truth in
question is an analytic one it can be proved without
reference to external reality, whether by a logical

or mathematical demonstration, or some other form
of deductive argument; or, if the matter is one
involving meaning, by an appeal to definitions; or,

if it is a rule-governed activity, such as a game or
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‘[_ KINETIC ENERGY
only vocabulary people had for talking about non- | Everything that moves
material centers of activity was the vocabulary of has ey 1ergy called

. . L. T “kinetic” energy. The
minds, or spirits, or souls; and this is how Leibniz Jaster an object moves
tried to express himself. He saw the points of

the more mass it has,
propensity for activity that constitute matter as

astonishingly prescient. But in the 17th century the

and the more kinetic
energy it has. As early
as 1686, more than a

being like dots of consciousness occupying points
hundred years before

THE LEIBNIZ-HAUS

From 1676 Leibniz took up a post as librarian to the Duke
of Brunswick. In 1679 the library was transferred from the
Herrenbausen palace to Hanover, and two years later to
larger accommodation in a rear wing. From 1698 it was
boused in a separate building, with living quarters for the
librarian. Known as the Leibniz-Ilaus. it was destroyed in
World War 11, but a replica was inaugurated in 1983.

a conventional pursuit, by appeal to rules and
conventions. If the truth is a synthetic one involving
a factual state of affairs then the sufficient reasons
are those physical causes which have had the
necessary consequence of bringing about this
particular state of affairs. Now to provide an
adequate explanation of anything is to spell out the
sufficient reason for it: so in a particular case we
have first of all to establish which of the different
kinds of truth it is, and then search in the area of
what would be an appropriate sort of sufficient
reason for that kind of truth.This formulation offers
a principle of method to researchers that they

have made use of ever since.

Leibniz was a surprisingly modern thinker in
many ways. Whereas previous thinkers had regarded
matter as inert, and motion as caused by this inert
matter being given some sort of push, Leibniz saw
motion - or at any rate activity, or propensity for
activity - as being inherent in the nature of matter.
In fact he was convinced that the ultimate
constituents of matter were not themselves material
but were non-material centers of activity. We now
know, of course, that all matter is reducible to
energy, so Leibniz's ideas in this respect were

in space. He called these “monads,” and believed
that everything was made up of them.Although he
saw all monads as spaceless within themselves he
also saw them as differing widely in intensity, from
those that go to make up inorganic matter at the
lower end of the scale to human minds, each of
which is a monad, and then on to God, who is also
a monad. Each monad is a point of view in relation
to the rest of reality - its own world. In this respect
monads do not interact - for example we human
beings do not partake of each other’s consciousness -
we are what Leibniz called “windowless.” But all of
us monads were created by God to exist together
in the same world, so he ordained a harmony of
function for us such that the activities of everybody
and everything can coexist. This phrase “pre-
established harmony” has become the most
generally used description of Leibniz’s system.
Leibniz can be described as a philosopher’s
philosopher: the best of his work is too technical

for untrained readers to follow, but his influence
on other philosophers has been enormous.

depended on its mass

this discovery was
macde, Leibniz had
introdnced the term
vis viva, meaning
“iving force.” The vis

viva of an object

and speed. The idea
cansed controversy
during the 1700s.

“Wby is there

something,

rather than

nothing? &

GOTTFRIED WILHELM
LEIBNIZ

Zudem sz 3‘.

LEIBNIZ’S CALCULATING MACHINE

-3

Letbniz devised bis calculating machine in 1673, His version was hased on an
earlicr machine developed by Blaise Pascal, the French scientist and writer.
Leibniz presented bis machine to the Royal Society on bis first journey to London,

Jrom fanuary to March 1673,
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(GREAT
EMPIRICISTS

THE CHIEF REACTION AGAINST RATIONALISM IN
PHILOSOPHY BEGAN IN THE BRITISH ISLES, AND 1S
KNOWN AS EMPIRICISM. THE RATIONALISTS HAD
DOWNGRADED SENSE EXPERIENCE AS A SOURCE OF
KNOWLEDGE, MAINTAINING THAT THE ONLY RELIABLE
KNOWLEDGE COMES FROM THE USE OF OUR REASON.
EMPIRICISTS DENIED THIS. THEY INSISTED THAT
INFORMATION ABOUT THE WORLD EXTERNAL TO
OURSELVES CAN COME TO US ONLY THROUGH OUR
SENSES. THE MIND THEN HAS CRUCIAL WORK TO DO
IN APPRAISING AND ORGANIZING THIS INFORMATION,
AND DRAWING INFERENCES FROM IT, AND
CONNECTING IT WITH OTHER THINGS; BUT THE
ORIGINAL SOURCE OF THE DATA ITSELF CAN BE ONLY
SENSORY EXPERIENCE. ATTACHMENT TO THIS
PRINCIPLE HAS EVER SINCE DOMINATED MOST

PHILOSOPHY IN THE ENGLISH-SPEAKING WORLD.

VIorA D'AMORE (“LOVE-VIOL”)
The romantic name of this instruoment, made in 1774, refers to the seven
sympathetic strings that vibrate in sympathy with the secen nelody strings
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PHILOSOPHICAL

ESSAYS | WA N

THE SUPREME LIBERAL

Although not the first empiricist in the bistory of philosophy,
Locke has ever since bis day been regarded as the chief founding
Sfather of empiricism and all that flows from it.

CONCERNING

Human Underftanding.

Essays Morar and Poz1TicAL.

{
|
|
’ By the Autuos of the

‘ Praed for A Mittan, of
| 5 the Steoed. M

L S

ESsAY CONCERNING
HUMAN UNDERSTANDING
John Locke's major
philosophical work was
published in 1689,
but had been developed
over the preceding
20 years. Itis a
systematic enquiry into
the nature and scope of
human reason.

KEY WORKS
Essay concerning
Human ‘
Understanding (1689)
’ A Letter
concerning Toleration |
| (1689)

|

" Two Treatises of ’

Government (1690) |

| Some Thoughts ’
| concerning Education

‘ (1693)

WILLIAM HI
Together with his wife,
Mary 11, William 111
(1650-1702), also known
as William of Orange.
ruled Great Britin and
Ireland from 1689 to 1702
Although their reign
brought about stability
after a long period of
political unrest, William
was never a popular king

JOHN LOCKE (1632-1704) was the son of
a West of England lawyer who fought with
the Parliamentarians against the King in
the English Civil War. In 1646 Locke was
sent to Westminster School, at that
time perhaps the best school in
England, and learned not only
the classics but Hebrew and
Arabic. From there he

passed into Oxford

University, where he
discovered the new
philosophy and the

new science, becoming
eventually qualified

in medicine. He began to get
involved in public affairs at the
level of secretary and

adviser. In 1667 he took up
residence in the household

of the Earl of Shaftesbury,
leader of the parliamentary
opposition to King Charles I1, as his personal
physician, though in fact serving him in other

and more political capacities also.

He spent the four years 1675-79 in France,
where he studied Descartes and came into contact
with some of the greatest minds of the age. In 1681
the Earl of Shaftesbury was tried for treason, and
acquitted, but fled the country out of fear for his
safety, and settled in Holland. Things became
dangerous for his associates in England, so in 1683
Locke too left England for Holland. It was there
that he wrote the bulk of his masterpiece Essay
concerning Human Understanding, though he had
been working on it since 1671. It was published in
1689. In Holland, Locke became part of a
conspiratorial world of English political exiles.

In the plot to set a Dutchman, William of Orange,
on the throne of England he was one of those
giving advice directly to William. The plot
succecded. After the Glorious Revolution of 1688,
when King James II fled abroad, Locke personally

JOHN LOCKE
Locke's chief contributions included a clear
Sormulation of the social and political principles
that emerged from the turbilence of 17th-century
Britain, and an account of buman knowledge.

escorted the Princess of Orange from
Holland to England, in February 1689,
and there she became Queen Mary to

her husband’s King William III. In the

same year Locke published the first
of his important political works,
A Letter concerning Toleration. =
In 1690 came Tiwo Treatises
of Government,and in 1693

Some Thoughts concerning |

Education. Although he

lived to be 72, and wrote

other things, his most
influential writings all came !
out within a period of less
than five years.

Locke derived great !
satisfaction from being
involved in practical affairs as |
well as philosophy, and was
unusually effective at both.

He never married, but was i
much loved, and had many friends: he was warm, !
charming, witty, and wise, yet at the same time
modest. Whether in personal relationships, politics, *
or philosophy, his supreme attachment seemed to

¢¢ ) 1 ,l»
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JonN LOCKE

be to an engaging common sense, even when

this led him into inconsistencies: he would sooner
admit an inconsistency than deny what seemed

to him the obvious and straightforward truth, what
he would often refer to as the plain facts of the
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matter. In this he was typically English
but very un-French, and particularly
un-Cartesian. He had an acute sense of
how in making our view of things more
consistent we sometimes distance it
further from reality.

OUR LIMITATIONS

Locke is a thinker of the front rank in
two different areas, theory of knowledge
and political philosophy. In the former
he launched what many to this day
regard as its most important project,
namely an enquiry into what are the
limits to what is intelligible to humans.
People before him had tended to assume
that the limits to what could be known
were set by the limits to what there is -
that in principle, at least, we could go on
finding out more and more about reality
until there was nothing left to find out.
There had always been philosophers
who understood that limits of a different
sort might also exist, namely limits to
what it is possible for humans to
apprehend, in which case there might
be aspects of reality which humans can
never know or understand. This
realization was almost universal among
medieval philosophers. But Locke
secularized it, and then took it an
important stage further. If, he thought,
we could analyze our own mental
faculties and find out what they are
capable, and what they are not capable,
of dealing with, we should have
discovered the limits of what is
knowable by us, regardless of what
happens to exist externally to
ourselrves. No matter how much (or
little) exists over and above what is
apprehensible to us, it will have no

way of getting through to us.

~ This is why Locke called his masterpicce

Essay concerning Human Understanding, and
why, at the very beginning of the book, he says he
regarded it as “necessary to examine our own
abilities, and see what objects our understandings
were, or were not, fitted to deal with.” In doing

this he launched an enquiry which was taken up
after him by some of the outstanding figures in
philosophy - Hume and Kant in the 18th century,
Schopenhauer in the 19th; then Russell, Wittgenstein,
;zmd Popper in the 20th. Each of these individuals

AN ALLEGORY OF THE PROTESTANT SUCCESSION

The English Baroque painter Siv fames Thornbill (1635-1734) was the

most favonred artist of the new regime. His unrestrained depiction of
Willicom and Marvy in trivimph is to be found on the ceiling of the

Painted Hall at the naval hospital in Greenwich

felt a sense of special indebtedness to others who
preceded him in this line of succession, a linked

chain that can be said now to constitute a tradition.

HoOw WE LEARN

What we have direct experience of, said Locke, are
the contents of our own consciousness - sensory
images, thoughts, feelings, memories, and so on,

in enormous profusion. To these contents of
consciousness he gave the name “ideas,” regardless

of whether they are intellectual, sensory, emotional,

or anything else: what Locke means by an idea is

THE 1ST EARL OF
SHAFTESBURY

The English statesinan

the Ist Earl of
Shaftesbury (1621-83).
was a supporter of the
Restoration of the

monarchy, and one of

the leading members
of the movement to
exclude the Romean
Catholic Duke of York.
the future James 11,
Jrom the throne.
e was tried for
treason. but acquitted.

aund fled to Amsterdant.

Anthony Asbley Cooper.
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seize the throne in the

Meary. William landed

THE GLORIOUS

REVOLUTION {

The English Revolution
of 1688, dalso krnown
as the Glorions
Revolution, was a
peaceful, bloodless
affair. achieved when
the attenipts of James
1 1o introduce
Catholicism to Great
Britain led seven
nobles to invite
William of Orange to

name of his wife,

in Great Britain in
November 1688 and.
wupon the [light of
Jeames to I'vance. he
was crowned joint
monarch with Mary
in February 1689.

It is
one thing to
show a man
be is in error,
and another
o put bim in
possession of

the truth?’

JOnN LoCKr

LOCKE'S INFLUENCE |
ON EDUCATION |
The English |
gentleman had long i
been England's
ideal of the educated |
persoin. Locke took |
this ideal and
mfused it with
democratic. Puritan,
and practical ‘
characteristics, thus

modifying it to a form

aec (’/’/{1’1/(' to the
new bonrgemsie
This thinking was
extremely influential
m shaping the
development of
English educational
thowght

simply anything that is immediately present to
conscious awareness. As regards our knowledge

of the external world, he insists, the raw data, the
basic input, comes to us through our senses: we are
increasingly in receipt of specific impressions of
light or dark; red, yellow, or blue; hot or cold; rough
or smooth; hard or soft, and so on and so forth; to
which in the early stages of our conscious lives,

we are not even able to give names. But we register
them from the beginning, and remember some of
them, and begin to associate some with others,
until eventually we begin to form general notions
and expectations about them. We start to acquire
the general idea of rthings, objects outside ourselves
from which we are receiving these impressions;
and then we begin the process of learning to
distinguish one thing from another. We begin to
discriminate, say, a furry object that is always
around the place and moves about on four legs and
makes a particular kind of noise: eventually we will
learn to call it a dog. From beginnings such as these
our minds and our memories build up ever more
complex and sophisticated ideas on the ultimate
basis of our sensory input, and gradually we acquire

an intelligible view of the world; and we develop
also the ability to think about it.

One thing Locke emphasizes is that our senses
constitute the only direct interface between
ourselves and the reality external to us: it is only
through our senses that anything of which we can
ever become aware is able to get into us from
outside. We develop the capacity to do all sorts of
marvelous and complicated things inside our heads
with these data; but if we start performing those
operations on material which does not come from
our (or somebody’s) sensory input we have
forfeited the mind’s only link with external reality.
In that case, whatever the mind’s operations may or
may not be doing, they are not connecting up with
anything that exists in the external world. Of
course, the mind can produce, from within its own
resources, dreams and all sorts of other fictions to
which nothing in the external world corresponds;
and there are many circumstances in which they
do that. But Locke came to the conclusion that our
notions about what actually exists - and therefore
our understanding of reality, of the world - must
always derive ultimately from what has been

KNOWLEDGE OF THE EXTERNAL WORLD

Locke helicved that our knowledoe of the external world
comes to us through our senses. through which we acquire
the idea of objects owtside owrselves. The child in Bartolome

Isteban Muoillo's The Holy Family (16500 exchanges

glances with an object that he will eventually. by a process

of discrimination. learn (o recognize as d dog
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experienced through the senses,
or else has to be constructed out
of elements that derive in the end
from such experience.

This is the nub of empiricism.
As usual with any philosophical
doctrine, an essential part of the
point lies in what it rules out. It
denies, for instance, the notion
(accepted by Plato) that we are
born with a certain amount of
knowledge of the world that we
have acquired in a previous
existence. Much more germane
to Locke’s own time, it denied
Descartes’ doctrine that, starting
with nothing but the contents of
our own consciousness, we can
validate our conception of the
external world. In fact, Locke was
against the notion of innate ideas
in any form: he thought there
were no such things. He believed
that when we are born the mind
is like a blank sheet of paper on
which experience then begins to
write; and that all our subsequent

Locke believed that when we are born the mind is like a blank sheet of paper — all
Jutire development depends on bow an individual is educated. These radical
ideas led to a belief that everyone could be liberated by education. This satirical
classroom scene. A School for Boys and Girls, was painted by Jan Steen in
¢. 1670, around the time that Locke was beginning work on bis Essay.

knowledge and understanding of
external reality develops from these origins.

A NEW WAY OF 1DEAS
This view, or developments based on it, was
eventually to spread throughout the Western world.
Today it is so familiar that many people think of it
as obvious, just plain common sense; but when
Locke put it forward it was new, and not at all
obvious. Some of its social implications were
revolutionary, in fact. If everyone comes into the
world with a mind that is a blank sheet of paper, a
tabula rasa, then no one is superior by birth to
anyone else in this regard: everything for the
individual depends on how he or she is educated.
Locke’s ideas led directly, especially in France, to
the belief that the mass of the people could be
liberated from social subjection by education, and
all on an equal footing.

Locke’s “new way of ideas,” as it was called, was

developed also hand in hand with the new science,

both of them placing their central emphasis on
observation and the checking of general ideas
against experience. Locke himself formalized the
distinction between those aspects of material
objects that could be taken account of by science
(he was thinking, inevitably, of the science of his

own day) and those that could not - a distinction
that had been introduced by Galileo. The aspects
of objects that science was able to deal with, said
Locke, were those that were independent of any
individual observer: their length, breadth, height,
weight, position in space, velocity if in motion, and

(44
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JouN LockE

50 on - their measurable, not to say mechanical,
properties. Because independent of any observer,
these properties could be regarded as objectively
characterizing an object, and were therefore called
by Locke its “primary qualities” The qualities that
it was not possible for science to deal with were

WESTMINSTER SCHOOL
Thought to bave begun
as a monastic school,
Westwminster School was
Jounded at about the
same time that
Westminster Abbey was
established. It 1540,
Henry VII made the
school secular, and in
I 1560 Elizabeth 1
reorganized and re-
Jounded it. Througbout
its bistory Westminster
School has educated
some of England'’s finest
politicians. scientists,
i and writers, including
| Locke. Sir Christopber
Wren, Robert Hooke,
and Edward Gibbon
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LOCKE’S BIRTHPLACE
The letter above shows
the house in Wrington,
Somerset, where John

Locke was born on
August 29, 1632, He was
the first son of a lawyer
and country attorney,
whose own father had
been a clothier.

“New opinions
are always
suspected, and
usually opposed,
without any
other reason but
because they are
not already

coninion 2

Jonn Locke

ROBERT BOYLE |
The Irish-horn chemist, '
physicist, and natural
philosopher Robert ’
Boyle (1627-91) met
Locke at Oxford and [
they became close ’
Jfriends. Boyle was one
of the most influential r
scientists of his day
and is most famous I
for arriving in 1662 ’
at a law (Boyle’s Law)
| which states that the |
pressure and volhume

of gas are inversely

proportional.

A devout Protestant,
be was one of the first
‘ menibers of the

“invisible college.”
| which in 1645 became
The Roval Society

those which arose out of the interaction between
the object and an observing subject and therefore
contained a subjective element which could easily
differ from observer to observer - such
characteristics as taste, smell, color, and so on.These
characteristics belonged to objects in an ambiguous
way that depended on being experienced by a
subject, and were therefore called by Locke an
object’s “secondary qualities.” This distinction,
having been written into philosophy’s constitution
by Locke, was never wholly to depart from it.

An essential element in Locke’s theory of
knowledge is the view that because we are able to
observe only an object’s observable characteristics
and behavior we have no way of apprehending it
independently of those characteristics. In other
words, we cannot have any knowledge of what the
object is that has those characteristics and behaves
in that way, the thing in itself: it is an invisible,
metaphysical something - a “something I know not
what,” as Locke himself said. He characterized it as
matter, material substance, but was insistent that we
could know only its characteristics or properties,
we could never know /f. A similar point applies to
the subject. As subjects of knowledge and
experience all we can ever find within ourselves
are the contents of our awareness, our experiences
of every kind: what that entity is, the self or whatever
it is, that has these experiences, is unknowable to
us. So, according to Locke, both the subject and the
object of our knowledge are in themselves
unknowable. The domain of possible knowledge
consists entirely of transactions, or possible
transactions, between these mysterious entities.

LIBERAL REVOLUTION
Because Locke did not believe, as Descartes had,
that our scientific knowledge of the world is
derived by deductive logic from indubitable
premises, he did not believe that it possesses the
same certainty as mathematics does. His quite
different view that we stowly build up that
knowledge on the foundations provided by the
input of our senses leaves room for error. We
generalize from experience - a process known as
induction, not deduction - but sometimes our
generalizations are mistaken, and we need to allow
for that. Occasionally a direct observation turns
IN TUHE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER
Locke claimed that those qualities arising out of the
interaction between an object and an observing subject are
stibjective (i.c. “secondary™) properties and do not exist
unperceived. One such example is color, a subjective element

that can differ from observer to observer. as illustrated in
David Ryckaert's The Artist's Workshop (1638)

out to be erroneous even after it has been checked
by others. So even the most carefully constructed
knowledge built on observation is not absolutely
certain: it is merely probable. It could perhaps
occasionally be wrong. So if, says Locke, we are to
maintain the principle that our beliefs about things
need to be based on the evidence for them, we
must be willing to change our beliefs in the light of
changing evidence. This calls for a commonsense
attitude towards the way we hold our own beliefs -
a requirement which is an important part of Locke's
philosophy. It connects up in a vital way with his

theories about politics, as we shall now see.
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Mankind began, says Locke, in a state of nature. As
a creature made by God in His own image man was
not, even in a state of nature, a jungle beast, for God
had given him reason and conscience. So Locke’s
view of the state of nature is very different from
Hobbes’. Even so, the absence of any such things as
government or civil order is so greatly to the
detriment of human beings that, Locke believed,
individuals came together voluntarily to crea<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>