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Introduction to the Project

			This book is a history of Western philosophy. Before launching into the subject properly, it seems fitting to reflect on the key terms that define the project. What is philosophy? What is history, and what kind of history is required for a history of philosophy? Finally, what does it mean to be “Western”? These are all daunting questions that could easily require book-length treatments, so all I can do in the space available is sketch the perspectives on them that will be assumed in this work.

			What Is “Western” Philosophy?

			Let me begin with the last of these questions. I shall not try to say in general what it means to be “Western” or what constitutes “the West” in human history. Sometimes the best way of defining something is to “point” at it, to give what philosophers call an “ostensive” definition. I shall try to give such a description of Western philosophy as a particular intellectual movement that began in Ionia (particularly in Miletus) in the sixth century BC among Greek-speaking inhabitants of what is today Turkey. This movement flourished in the centuries that followed, particularly in Athens in the thought of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. In the “Hellenistic” world the movement spread throughout the Middle East and later helped shape the Roman Empire, particularly in places such as Alexandria and Rome itself. This movement continued among Islamic, Christian, and Jewish thinkers during the medieval period in Europe and the Middle East, and developed further in Europe in the “modern period” under the influence of such thinkers as René Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Benedict Spinoza. The eighteenth century saw in Europe the triumph of “the Enlightenment” in the work of such thinkers as David Hume and Immanuel Kant. In the nineteenth century, Western philosophy was shaped by such movements as idealism and positivism, and in the twentieth century split into two strands: “analytic” philosophy (dominant in the English-speaking world, including North America, Australia, and New Zealand) and “continental” philosophy, with strong roots in France and Germany.

			In speaking of Western philosophy I simply want to refer to the particular tradition described in the last paragraph. It is important to recognize that other regions of the world, such as China and India, have ancient and profound philosophical traditions of their own, and hence Western philosophy is far from the whole of philosophy. Despite this fact, what is called Western philosophy today is a global phenomenon, in that the thinkers and questions that constitute this intellectual tradition are solidly represented in universities throughout the world. This means that the era of Western philosophy as an identifiable, more or less self-contained intellectual movement may be over or at least nearing an end, since all the world’s great philosophical traditions are now in conversation with each other.

			To say this is to look forward, however, and as one of the great Western philosophers (Søren Kierkegaard) memorably said, life is lived forward but must be understood backward. Since this work is history and not prophecy, it will take this backward view and focus on Western philosophy as a discrete intellectual tradition. Throughout the long history of Western philosophy, geographical isolation meant that most of the great Western philosophers knew little about the traditions of India and China, or other regions of the world. Although Western philosophy is only one of the world’s great philosophical traditions, it clearly has enormous historical importance in the development of what is today called “the West” and “modernity” and is thus well worth historical study in its own right. Most of the time, when I speak of “philosophy” in this book I shall mean “Western philosophy.” I shall not always use the qualifier Western for the sake of conciseness, but the adjective should always be understood as implied, except in contexts where philosophy in a more global sense is being discussed.

			What Is Philosophy?

			Even if we are content with identifying Western philosophy as a particular historical tradition, one would like to be able to say something about the nature of philosophy itself. What does it mean to do philosophy or to be a philosopher? These are also very difficult questions. In fact, there is no agreed-on view of what counts as philosophy. Different philosophers have decidedly different views of philosophy, and thus the question “What is philosophy?” is itself one of the philosophical questions philosophers argue about. Some philosophers believe that philosophy is a quest for timeless truths that are universally valid. Marxist philosophers believe that philosophy reflects the class conflicts that are grounded in various economic systems of production. Some “materialist” or “naturalist” philosophers see philosophy as something that must be based on the progress of science. Many more such views could be described.

			Even if we limit ourselves to philosophy as it has been understood in the West, it seems pretty clear that the meaning of the term has undergone some significant changes during the course of its long history. Philosophy is today considered to be a separate subject of study, distinguished from mathematics, the natural and social sciences, theology, and from such subjects as literary criticism. Among the early Greek practitioners of philosophy, however, it included all these subjects and much more besides. Philosophy is, etymologically speaking, the love of wisdom, and the early Greek philosophers seemed to have thought that the search for wisdom encompassed a quest for all kinds of knowledge.

			This early view of philosophy is dimly preserved in the contemporary university, which still awards the degree “doctor of philosophy” as the highest achievement of many fields, including the sciences. This older view of philosophy can also be understood if we recognize that although philosophy is now a separate “discipline” or “subject,” philosophical questions are not the exclusive property of professional philosophers. When scholars or researchers in various fields ask basic or foundational questions about those fields, they continue to do philosophy. The literature professor who asks how it is that a text can mean something is really doing philosophy, as is the physicist who asks whether the models he or she uses to make sense of mathematical equations that describe the physical world are in some sense “real.”

			The early Greek philosophers began by asking questions about the natural world that we today would describe as the beginnings of natural science. They can therefore be described as early scientists as well as philosophers. However, they were not just concerned with seeking theoretical knowledge. They were also intensely concerned with practical questions that bear on the meaning of human life and how it should be lived. Most of the early philosophers were concerned above all with questions about the good life: What is happiness? What does it mean to live well? They did not see wisdom merely as what we today would call scientific knowledge of nature; rather wisdom encompasses an understanding of human life and how it should be lived. Although the early Greek thinkers were doubtless driven in part by sheer intellectual curiosity, even their speculations about the cosmos were partly connected to a desire to understand human existence. Human persons are obviously part of the natural world, and some account of their place in it is necessary to have a view of how human life should be lived. Whatever else wisdom may be, it surely encompasses an understanding of human life and how it should be lived.

			However, when one looks at contemporary philosophy, it is easy to doubt that philosophy continues to be a search for wisdom in this sense. Professional philosophers as a group seem no wiser than other folks, and it is far from clear that people who study philosophy academically necessarily become wiser by doing so (although I believe that the study of philosophy still makes such growth in wisdom possible). Those points may not undermine the claim that philosophy is a quest for wisdom, since to say that one is looking for something is by no means an assurance that one will find it. However, the problem is not just that contemporary philosophy has failed to find wisdom. Rather, it appears that a great deal of contemporary philosophy has little interest in the subject. To be sure, ethics remains a branch of philosophy, and there are philosophers who continue to debate questions about the good life. But much of philosophy today seems focused on technical questions that have, at best, a remote link to the kind of wisdom that would help a person to live well. To say this is by no means to imply that the study of contemporary philosophy is without value, but it does raise questions about whether that academic subject called “philosophy” has much in common with what the Greeks called philosophy.

			Despite these differences, and the worries they raise, I believe that one can see in contemporary philosophy the descendant of something that started with the Greeks, and that has wisdom as its chief end. However, in order to grasp what they have in common, I believe one must begin with the earlier, Greek conception, and use that conception as a guide for understanding the later history of what we call “philosophy.” Philosophy is a quest for wisdom, and wisdom is, at least in part, practical. A wise person would be a person who understands what it is to be a human being and how human life should be lived. That in turn requires an understanding of the world in which humans live. The person who is looking for the right things can see these concerns as present in the whole history of Western philosophy, but it is easier to do that if one’s conception of philosophy is shaped by the early Greeks, in whom the quest for wisdom as including an understanding of the good life stands out so vividly.

			That what we call “philosophy” has changed over time in the West is not surprising if we think of philosophy, as I think we should, as a human cultural creation and not a “natural kind.” To say this is not to say philosophy could be just anything. We would not make ditch-digging philosophy just by calling it “philosophy.” There are, as we shall see, a set of enduring questions, as well as strategies for finding answers to those questions, that characterize Western philosophy, despite the significant changes in our understanding of philosophy that have occurred. These questions define what are usually regarded as the core areas of philosophy: metaphysics, ethics, and epistemology.

			Metaphysics comprises the questions philosophers ask about the nature of reality. Philosophy began when some of the ancient Greeks began to speculate about the true nature of the world: What is the basic “stuff” of which the natural world is composed? Is reality one interconnected whole, or is it composed of many discrete entities? Is material reality composed of indivisible particles (atoms) or is it continuously divisible? Contemporary philosophers still ask recognizable versions of these questions as well as many more that ancient philosophers asked: Do humans have souls? What happens to humans after death? Are there divine beings? What are the gods like, and how are they related to humans and the natural world?

			Ethical questions were, as I have already said, clearly urgent for the early Greek philosophers as well. They were well aware of the differences in ethical beliefs and customs between various Greek city-states as well as the differences between Greeks and Persians. In light of those differences they asked whether ethical ideals are simply a human cultural construction or whether some ethical norms were rooted in nature or perhaps in some transcendent reality and thus have a kind of objectivity. What does it mean to live well, and what should the goals of human life be, both for the individual and for the community?

			As divergent answers quickly appeared to these metaphysical and ethical questions, epistemological issues naturally came to the fore as well, for enduring disagreement naturally leads to questions about one’s convictions. Epistemology is the part of philosophy that asks questions about truth, knowledge, and beliefs. What is truth? Can truth be known, and if so, how is knowledge possible? When are humans justified in their beliefs? What counts as a justification for a belief? Quite early some philosophers were led to skepticism about human knowledge, and this in turn led to renewed attempts to develop various accounts of how knowledge could be attained.

			In pursuing all these questions, philosophers from the beginning have relied on reasoning, or intellectual reflection, to gain answers. Even those philosophers, termed empiricists, who believe that all knowledge ultimately comes from sense experience have given rational arguments for this view. Obviously, different philosophers have different views of human reason and its limits, but all have done philosophy by reasoning. It is not surprising then that most philosophers have regarded logic, understood as an account of what constitutes good reasoning, to be a central tool for answering the questions of philosophy.

			William James famously defined philosophy simply as “an unusually obstinate effort to think clearly.” This definition may not quite work as it stands, since we need to say something more about the kinds of questions philosophers think about, but if we specify that the questions philosophers think about are the basic or foundational questions that arise for all humans or that are posed by the fundamental assumptions made by the special disciplines, James’s definition is probably as good a definition as one can find.

			What Is the History of Philosophy?

			The last thing I want to do in this introduction is to say something about what I view as a history of philosophy. The English term history is famously ambiguous, in that we use it to refer to the series of events that really occurred in the past (as in “that event was history and not fiction; it really happened”), but also to the narratives that humans construct to represent those historical events. What is the goal of these narratives? In the nineteenth century, some historians claimed that history should see itself as a kind of objective science, which tries to describe historical reality “as it really happened.”1 Others saw this as an impossible goal. Historians cannot replicate the past, since historical narratives are always selective and written from a particular point of view. The second group stresses that all historians have biases, personal and political and religious concerns that may motivate and shape the stories about the past that they tell.

			I believe that the consensus among historians today is that there is something right about both of these perspectives. Good historians strive for honesty; they want to know and describe what really happened, and they seek to base their conclusions on the best evidence and reasoning they can. However, it is equally true that no historian occupies what philosopher Thomas Nagel has called “the view from nowhere.” Everyone who writes a history sees the world, including that part of the world he or she wants to write a history about, from a particular perspective. A Marxist historian will understand the French Revolution very differently than a libertarian conservative. An atheist historian who thinks that religious beliefs are rooted in ignorance and superstition is likely to understand the decline of religious belief among intellectuals in Europe after the Enlightenment as due to an increase in reasoning ability and scientific knowledge, while a religious thinker such as Kierkegaard will see the same development as explained by a decline in the emotional and imaginative capacities of European intellectuals.

			How should we respond to this “situated” character of historians? We should not, I think, despair of truth. It is true that all humans are historically situated individuals, and that it is impossible to shed all of one’s particularities. However, the various perspectives we bring to the issues are not always distorting lenses; sometimes they may be just what is needed to bring the truth into clearer focus. It is also the case that historical truth is often complex; historians who seem to be disagreeing may be emphasizing different aspects of a fuller story. We should not respond to our situatedness by pretending to be completely “neutral” or “objective.” Rather, those who tell a historical story should honestly recognize and make clear the perspectives they bring to the issues, making it easier, both for themselves and for their audiences, to decide what might be distortion and what might be insight.

			A recognition that no one occupies the view from nowhere does not mean that one cannot care about truth, or seek evidence that will be convincing, even to people who approach the questions from very different personal perspectives. However, even though a commitment to honesty and fairness in this sense is important, it does not eliminate the importance of a particular point of view. All historians recognize the importance of honestly considering evidence, but points of view may shape how evidence is interpreted and weighed; they certainly have a lot to do with what a historian considers important and therefore chooses to select or omit.

			There are two facts about me that are relevant to understanding the perspective I shall bring to the history of Western philosophy. The first is that I am a philosopher, and I think of the history of philosophy not simply as the history of ideas, but as a part of philosophy itself. Part of the motivation for studying the history of philosophy is to make progress in philosophy. I do not simply want to describe what various philosophers claimed, but to evaluate their ideas as well, and I see such evaluations as providing part of the explanation for the way the story has gone. Part of the explanation for the development of new views in philosophy is intellectual dissatisfaction with other ideas. One cannot tell the story of philosophy properly without paying attention to the arguments and criticisms philosophers make of each other, and this cannot be done in a completely impartial way. Sometimes the best explanation for why a philosophical view is rejected is that it is a bad theory, based on inadequate reasoning. If I were simply doing what I would call the history of ideas, I might focus predominantly on the social and economic causes of various philosophical theories, but such concerns would not necessarily help us gain insight into the validity of those theories. (Although a recognition of such causes can give us insight into why philosophers accepted views that now seem obviously false and even repugnant; it is instructive here to look at what some of the great philosophers have said about women, race, and slavery and see how their views may have been shaped by their own social situations.)

			The second important fact about me is that I am a Christian believer. Part of my interest in philosophy stems from a conviction that philosophy is a valuable tool for a Christian who wants a deeper understanding of his or her faith, and who wants a deeper understanding of the Western world that has been partly shaped by philosophy. The history of Western philosophy is particularly interesting for a Christian because that history often intersects with the history of theology and the history of various religions, especially the three Abrahamic faiths: Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. Although I want to tell the history of philosophy, that history cannot be sharply separated from the history of religion, just as it cannot be sharply separated from the history of science or the history of art. In my account of philosophy, I shall therefore pay special attention to the links between philosophy and religious faith. For people of biblical faith, “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps 111:10; Prov 9:10), and so it is plausible to think that such faith may have something important to contribute to philosophy as well. Philosophy has something valuable to offer people of faith, but faith may in turn provide something that philosophy badly needs.

			Some may think that this perspective will limit the value of the work, on the grounds that philosophy and religion ought to be clearly distinguished. I agree that philosophy and religion must be distinguished, but I will argue that a history of Western philosophy will be a better and truer history if it takes full account of the relations between philosophical thought and religious belief. Some contemporary philosophers may have little interest in religion, but virtually all the great thinkers of the ancient, medieval, and even modern European worlds were intensely interested in questions about God and spiritual realities. A history of philosophy that neglects this fact will be a poorer history, just as a history of philosophy that neglected the connections between philosophy and scientific developments would be a poorer history.
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The Beginnings of Western Philosophy

			
The Pre-Socratics

			As noted already, Western philosophy began in Ionia, in the city of Miletus, during the sixth century BC. Miletus was a Greek city on the coast of what is now Turkey. Why did philosophy begin among the Greeks? And why in Ionia?

			Many possible explanations have been offered, though it is doubtful that any definitive answers can be given. Some attribute the origins of philosophy simply to the special characteristics of the Greek temperament or Greek mind. The Greeks were simply a people of genius. There is little doubt that if one looks at Greek art and literature, as well as philosophy, Greek civilization made some impressive achievements. Artists still marvel over Greek sculpture and architecture, just as lovers of literature never tire of the Iliad. The questions and problems that Plato and Aristotle discuss often seem amazingly contemporary. However, to point out the greatness of Greek civilization is not to offer an explanation, but rather to highlight what needs to be explained. Why were the Greeks capable of such astounding intellectual and artistic achievements?

			A more helpful answer may lie in the character of Greek society. Many of the Greek city-states were very prosperous economically, and this prosperity made possible a leisured class who had time to devote to such cultural activities as philosophical reflection. Unlike some societies in the ancient Middle East, Greek city-states were not typically dominated by a single absolute ruler, but had a reasonably large class of aristocrats with shared interests in intellectual issues as well as the arts. Nor were Greek city-states controlled by a caste of priests with an entrenched set of theological beliefs. There were of course religious cults and social roles for priests, but there was no dominant caste of priests who enforced an orthodox view. There was thus both a larger community available for such pursuits and more “space” for alternative points of view.

			Miletus shared these economic and social characteristics, and had some special features of its own. Besides being prosperous, it was a trading center and had contacts with Persian, Babylonian, and Egyptian cultures, and it makes sense that the clash of ideas inevitable when cultures mix would stimulate creative reflection. Egyptian and Babylonian culture had made impressive achievements in both mathematics and astronomy, and it is likely that educated people in Miletus would have known about this work. There was a stock story about many of the earliest philosophers, such as Thales, that they had traveled to Egypt. Whether this is true or not, it certainly points to Egyptian influence.

			To say that the early Greeks learned from others is not to under­estimate their originality. Egyptian mathematics, for example, seems highly practical in nature, motivated by the need to do accounting, surveying, and other such tasks accurately. The Greeks learned from the Egyptians, but Greek mathematics included a desire for generalized theorems and rational proofs, and thus it is to Greeks that we owe the birth of mathematics as a genuine science. Babylonian astronomers were gifted and careful observers of the stars and planets, and this allowed them to make very accurate predictions about the heavenly bodies. However, their interest in astronomy was tightly bound up with astrological and religious interests, and it is again the Greeks who seemed to be interested in the study of the heavenly bodies as natural phenomena. It is thus justifiable for Plato to claim that though the Greeks have borrowed much from foreigners, they have brought what they borrowed to a higher level of perfection.1

			Another factor that may partially explain the rise of philosophy among the Greeks may lie in the special characteristics of Greek religion and mythology. In Greek culture, just as in India and China, religion and poetry existed long before philosophy as a recognizable activity. Educated Greeks absorbed religion not only through cultic worship but also through the Homeric epic poems and later in the tragedies of such playwrights as Aeschylus and Sophocles. Greek religion as presented in these poetic forms embodies many tensions and sometimes seems to present outright contradictions. The gods are presented as immortal and noble, to be revered and honored, but they are also described as engaging in behavior that seems far from honorable. To a thoughtful person, Greek religion left many questions about the nature of the gods and their relation to the world unanswered, and this perhaps contributed to the growth of philosophical reflection as well. Certainly from the earliest period, we see Greek philosophers questioning and correcting the religious traditions handed down to them.

			Thales and the Milesians

			No whole works survive from the earliest philosophers; indeed, some of them may only have transmitted their ideas orally. We only know what we know about them through statements attributed to them in later, surviving works. Since many of these works are critical, we cannot be sure that their views are always represented fairly. However, though the evidence is scanty, ancient witnesses agree that the origins of philosophy lie in Miletus, and that the story begins with Thales, who lived approximately from 624 to 546 BC. We know little about Thales, but a number of stories about him were circulated in antiquity, some of which seem more likely than others. Among the more likely anecdotes is the claim that Thales successfully predicted an eclipse of the sun in 585 BC. Other plausible stories hold that he determined a way to measure the height of the Egyptian pyramids while traveling in Egypt, and that he hit on an engineering solution that allowed the Lydian army successfully to bridge and cross the Halys River. More inventive stories include Plato’s account of a “joke” made by a Thracian maid, who claimed that Thales was so intent on observing the heavens that he fell into a well while gazing up into the sky.2 Aristotle repeats a story that Thales, tired of being reproached for his poverty as a philosopher, used his knowledge of the weather to make a small fortune by securing a monopoly on olive presses in a year when he knew there would be a record crop of olives. These latter stories seem less plausible because, as Plato himself says, they trade on what were already stereotypes of philosophers, and thus seem to be the kinds of tales one would expect to be invented about the founder of philosophy.

			What is really important about Thales is his attempt to give a comprehensive theoretical account of the natural world by affirming that water is the “basic stuff” out of which the whole of reality is composed. At first glance, this claim seems simplistic as well as implausible, but Aristotle speculates that Thales had reasons for making the claim.3 Evaporation shows that water can become air, and of course it is obvious that water can achieve a solid form when it freezes. Aristotle points out that it is natural to think that moisture is associated with the origins of life, a point that is still understood by scientists who look for evidence of water in looking for signs of life on other planets.

			What Thales is trying to do is more significant than his actual theory. In viewing all of reality as water, Thales is attempting to explain the whole of the natural world in terms of one basic principle, one archē, to use a Greek word with a variety of meanings, including “beginning,” “first cause,” or “first principle.” The achievement of Thales was to dare to assume that the incredible variety and complexity of the natural world nonetheless could be explained by a relatively simple principle. The archē he sought was something like an “ultimate underlying substance,” the basic stuff out of which everything else was composed. As we shall see, Thales’s successors did not accept his theory, and proposed a good number of alternative views of the archē. They did, however, accept and carry on his project of explaining the natural world.

			Thales and his successors made several key assumptions: (1) The natural universe is rational and intelligible. (2) The natural universe is a unity, in that all of it can be explained by one or more simple principles. The challenge such a view faces lies in explaining the apparent diversity of the natural world as well as the changes it undergoes. (3) There is a distinction between reality and appearance; the natural world is not simply as it appears but must be understood in terms of a true nature that differs from that appearance. These assumptions not only have been determinative of the history of Western philosophy, but continue to shape the natural sciences even today.

			Anaximander

			The next important Milesian figure is Anaximander, reported to have been an “associate” or perhaps a student of Thales. Anaximander’s dates are somewhat uncertain, but there is a report that he died in 547 BC at the age of sixty-four. Anaximander believed that the incredible complexity and diversity of the natural world could not all be accounted for in terms of water, and so proposed that the archē was something he called the “boundless” or the “indefinite.” The Greek term he used was the apeiron, a term that later comes to mean the infinite but for Anaximander more likely meant simply that which is indeterminate.

			This “unbounded” stuff was for Anaximander something like the ground of all reality, but is itself in some ways indescribable, beyond language. The apeiron, while far from being a personal God, has some of the transcendence of a divine reality. Things in the world come and go, but the apeiron is eternal. Things do not come and go randomly, however. According to Anaximander, things that have come into being perish because they must “pay penalty and retribution for their injustice.”4 The idea seems to be that there is a cosmic order, with necessary laws that govern what comes into being and what passes out of being. The processes of motion and change are eternal because they are grounded in what is eternal.

			Anaximander is also credited with some interesting cosmological and scientific speculations. Thales was reputed to have taught that the earth was a flat disk floating on a sea of water. Anaximander, however, held that the earth is “aloft” and not supported by anything. It stays in place because it is “equidistant.” It is not completely clear what the earth is equidistant from, but the idea seems to be that the earth is simply the center of the universe and has no reason to move in any direction. Anaximander also offers an early speculation that humans may have evolved from other animals.5

			Anaximenes

			Anaximenes, the last of the important Milesians, who lived roughly from 585 to 528 BC, was a student or associate of Anaximander. Anaximenes agrees with his predecessors that there must be some archē for the natural world. However, he finds Anaximander’s idea of the apeiron to be too vague to be useful. A principle that lies beyond language is a principle we cannot really understand, and that we cannot really employ to explain anything. The archē is indeed infinite, but it must not be completely indeterminate.

			Rather than return to Thales’s theory of water as the basic stuff, Anaximenes proposes that the archē is best understood as air. Of course, he did not possess the contemporary scientific concept of the air as a mixture of gases. Rather, Anaximenes thought of air as something like a fine, invisible mist. The standard “four elements” as most Greeks conceived of them were air, fire, water, and earth. Anaximenes believed that the basic stuff was air, and that air could become any of the other elements through processes of condensation and rarefaction. As air becomes rarefied it is transformed into fire; as it becomes more dense it first become water and, if the process continues, is transformed into earth.

			One can see in Anaximenes’s account an attempt to combine the strengths and avoid the problems of his predecessors. Air seems more ethereal and indefinite than Thales’s water, and thus Anaximenes tries to meet the concern of Anaximander. Indeed, it seems that the air for Anaximenes has the same religious quality as the unbounded did for Anaximander. The air is seen as infinite and even divine. However, air clearly has more content than the indefinite or the unbounded of Anaximander, and thus is less vulnerable to the charge of being contentless and unthinkable.

			In his cosmology, Anaximenes views the earth, sun, and moon as all “riding upon the air.” Again, this seems an attempt to synthesize the views of his predecessors. Seeing the earth, air, and sun as “riding in the air” seems a bit like the view of Anaximander that the earth is simply suspended in space, but the air nevertheless is something and not nothing, and thus the view tries to meet Thales’s desire to give an explanation for what holds the earth in place.

			In 499 Miletus was involved in a revolt against the Persian Empire, resulting in the destruction of Miletus by the Persians in 494. This brought an end to the Milesian school, but their ideas survived to be adopted, modified, and rejected by later Greek thinkers. Philosophy as a cultural enterprise was on its way. The Milesians are often described as “naturalists” because their major concern was for an understanding of the natural world. However, they should not be understood as “naturalists” in the contemporary sense. Indeed, the very distinction between nature and what is “divine” or supernatural would have been foreign to them.

			Xenophanes of Colophon

			Though not a Milesian, Xenophanes (570–478 BC) was from Colophon, a town in Ionia not far from Miletus, and deserves some discussion before moving on to other pre-Socratic philosophers, since he overlapped with the Milesians chronologically and probably knew of their ideas. Xenophanes is important chiefly for his critique of traditional religious beliefs. He subjects traditional Homeric stories about the gods and Greek Olympic religion in general to rational criticism. The Greek gods do not measure up to this rational standard, either morally or metaphysically: “Homer and Hesiod have ascribed to the gods all deeds which among men are a reproach and a disgrace; thieving, adultery, and deceiving one another.”6 Metaphysically, Xenophanes implicitly criticizes the anthropomorphic conception of the Greek gods as having bodies like that of the Greeks themselves, noting that “Ethiopians say that their gods are flat-nosed and dark, Thracians that theirs are blue-eyed and red-haired.” Adding ridicule to such criticism, he asserts that “if oxen and horses and lions had hands and were able to draw with their hands and do the same things as men, horses would draw the shapes of god to look like horses and oxen to look like oxen, and each would make the gods’ bodies have the same shape as they themselves had.”7

			Here Xenophanes seems to anticipate Feuerbach’s argument in the nineteenth century that humans are not created in God’s image, but rather create gods in their own image.8 However, Xenophanes was no atheist, but the first known Greek thinker clearly to assert something that can justly be called monotheism: “God is one, greatest among gods and men, not at all like mortals in body or thought.”9 Nor is God remote or unconnected to the universe; God has direct control over everything: “But without effort he shakes all things by the thought of his mind.”10 Xenophanes even anticipates some of what will later be known as the classical theistic attributes. For example, God seems immutable in respect to motion: “He always remains in the same place, moving not at all.”11 And, though it is unlikely that Xenophanes grasped the later concept of God as absolutely simple, God is seen as a unity who does not act by virtue of parts: “All of him sees, all of him thinks, all of him hears.”12

			Xenophanes, like his Milesian contemporaries, also engages in some cosmological speculations, but these are of lesser interest. What is more important is that his rejection of traditional religious ideas led him to more general skepticism about what humans know and how they know: “No man has seen nor will anyone know the truth about the gods and all the things I speak of.”13 Xenophanes distinguishes between truth and belief, affirming that only what is true can be known, but that true belief by itself does not necessarily count as knowledge. Xenophanes therefore has been said to be the “father of epistemology” in philosophy.14

			Pythagoreanism

			Pythagoras (ca. 570–497 BC) was born in Samos, a small island in the Aegean Sea, not too far from Miletus. However, he was dissatisfied with conditions in Ionia, and emigrated to a Greek colony in southern Italy. Pythagoras was clearly a charismatic figure, the kind of person who attracts devoted followers and about whom many legends accumulate. He founded a kind of religious community in Italy that endured until about 400 BC. Since, as is usually the case with the pre-Socratics, we have no writings from Pythagoras, it is often difficult to say what ideas come from Pythagoras himself and which come from the community he founded, and I shall speak sometimes of Pythagoras and sometimes of the community, the members of which came to be known as Pythagoreans. Some of the rules of the community seem odd, and we can do little more than speculate about their point or justification:


	
			Do not stir the fire with a knife.

			Rub out the mark of a pot in the ashes.

			Do not wear a ring.

			Do not have swallows in the house.

			Spit on your nail parings and hair trimmings.

			Roll up your bedclothes on rising and smooth out the imprint of the body.

			Do not urinate facing the sun.

	


			The Pythagoreans were also forbidden to eat beans; perhaps the flatulence associated with beans was thought to be spiritually disturbing.

			More comprehensible is the commitment of the Pythagoreans to vegetarianism, since a hallmark of Pythagoras’s teaching was the view that the soul after death is reincarnated in some new life form. In such a case, if one eats meat there is a real danger one might be eating one’s own grandmother! This view that the soul is immortal and is reincarnated after death was attributed by the Greeks to the Egyptians; today such views are linked to religions that originated in India, such as Hinduism and Buddhism. As we shall see later in discussing Plato, these kinds of views about the soul, linked to what is sometimes term “Orphic” Greek religion, will be very influential throughout ancient philosophy.

			The Pythagoreans were also noted for their work in mathematics. Even today, students in geometry learn the “Pythagorean theorem,” which asserts that the square of the hypotenuse of any right triangle is equal to the sum of the squares of the other two sides. It is likely that the Pythagoreans did not study mathematics out of pure intellectual curiosity, but saw the rigors of mathematical thought as an activity that purified the soul. In any case, mathematics had for them deep philosophical significance; Aristotle affirms that the Pythagoreans “supposed the elements of numbers to be the elements of all things.”15 They are also credited with holding that numbers constitute “the whole heaven” and are “the substance of all things.”16

			It seems that, unlike the Milesians, who affirmed that the archē was either water, or the unbounded, or air, Pythagoras held that the universe was mathematical in character. What could this mean, and why did he hold such an apparently strange view? Part of the motivation for the view was the exciting discovery that musical intervals correspond to mathematical ratios. A harp string of course gives a specific note if plucked. If one doubles the length of the string, the note will be exactly one octave lower; halve the string and the note is one octave higher. Perhaps this discovery led the Pythagoreans to believe that the “deep structure” of the string was something mathematical, a ratio that was expressed both in the harmony of the sound and the physical character of the string.

			The Pythagoreans then developed a view that the natural world is not merely “physical stuff” but that the natural world is an appearance of a reality that could be described as hidden and spiritual. This is an anticipation of what comes to be called “metaphysical idealism.” Once more, the impact of this view is particularly visible in Plato. It is in fact sometimes hard to determine what elements in Plato are simply taken over from Pythagoreanism and what elements are his own original development of ideas inspired by the Pythagoreans. In any case, the Pythagorean view that reality consists of numbers seems less bizarre if one thinks of contemporary physics. Contemporary physical theory increasingly consists of mathematical equations that give precise descriptions of the physical world. The “models” and pictures employed to make sense of those equations may not be truly understandable by anyone who does not grasp the underlying mathematics.

			
Heraclitus

			Heraclitus, a native of Ephesus, who was probably born around 540 and died in 484 BC, is one of the most significant of the pre-Socratic philosophers. His views are difficult to interpret; even in antiquity he was known as “Heraclitus the Obscure.” He would likely have been a difficult person to like, since he clearly believed himself to be superior to others and shows contempt both for the citizens of his native city and his philosophical predecessors: “Every grown man of the Ephesians should hang himself and leave the city to the boys; for they banished Hermodorus, the best man among them.”17 “Much learning does not teach insight. Otherwise it would have taught Hesiod and Pythagoras and moreover Xenophanes and Hecataeus.”18 For Heraclitus, human opinions were simply children’s playthings.19

			At first glance Heraclitus seems to be similar to the Milesians, searching for the archē, or basic stuff of the universe, by claiming that everything is fire: “All things are an exchange for fire and fire for all things.”20 However, it is not clear whether Heraclitus thought of fire as literal fire, or whether he sees fire as a metaphor for the constant flux that he believes to lie at the heart of the natural world. For Heraclitus puts great emphasis on the natural world as constantly changing. Perhaps the most famous saying attributed to Heraclitus is the claim that “it is not possible to step twice into the same river.”21 Some contemporary philosophers see Heraclitus as an inspiring model of a thinker who is willing to embrace change and affirm the impermanence of all things.22

			However, Heraclitus does not simply affirm the transience of all things. Rather, he affirms that the constant change we observe is governed by some kind of natural necessity. Nature is governed by what he calls the Logos, a Greek word with multiple meanings, including “reason,” “word,” and “explanation.” Significantly, a few hundred years later the writer of the Fourth Gospel chooses this word to describe the exalted status of Jesus the Christ: “In the beginning was the Logos.” It is difficult to know exactly what Heraclitus meant by his claim that there is a Logos that governs all the changes in the physical universe. (Again, it is not for nothing he is called “Heraclitus the Obscure.”) But it seems most likely that he believed that the constant change in nature nevertheless is the expression of an underlying order. This leads Heraclitus to assert that it is precisely constant change that gives things their identity, a view that he loves to express in paradoxes, reveling in the idea that apparent opposites are really identical: “The road up and the road down are one and the same.”23 Opposite qualities occur successively, but they do not disturb an underlying identity: “The same thing is both living and dead, and the waking and the sleeping, and young and old, for these things transformed are those, and those transformed back again are these.”24

			Heraclitus sees these constant processes of change as necessary. Perhaps for that reason, and because they are the expression of Logos, he affirms that our human relative evaluations of what is good and bad are unreliable: “To god all things are beautiful and good and just, but humans have supposed some unjust and others just.”25 Heraclitus thus initiates a venerable series of philosophers who are willing to affirm that if we could only see the world as God sees it, sub specie aeternitatis (under the aspect of eternity), to use the phrase Spinoza will later champion, then we would see that all is perfect, and that the apparent evils in the world reflect our partial view. Many will have difficulty accepting the perfection of a world that is shaped by violence and strife, but not Heraclitus: “War is the father of all and king of all.”26

			Many of Heraclitus’s views have a strong influence on the later philosophy of Stoicism, as we shall see. The points of affinity include the view that the universe is born out of fire, the view that there is a divine order (Logos) that permeates and governs the natural world, and the view that the world, for all its apparent imperfections, nonetheless can be loved and embraced as perfect if we see it from the right perspective.

			The Eleatics: Parmenides and Zeno

			Heraclitus was famous in the ancient world for his affirmation of change; his antipode was the philosopher Parmenides (515–450 BC), who rejected the reality of change altogether. Parmenides, along with his disciple Zeno, was from Elea, a Greek colony in southwest Italy, and the views of the two, along with those of their followers, are commonly described as the Eleatic philosophy. Although Parmenides’s philosophy is startling in its rejection of what seems to be common sense, he was revered in Elea, and is reported to have written a very wise set of laws. A good portion of Parmenides’s most famous work, written in poetry as a kind of revelation from a goddess, has survived.

			The goddess begins by describing two distinct “routes” or “paths” that can be followed, a path of persuasion that is linked to truth, and another path, less clearly described but that seems to be the path of “appearances” that most people’s opinions reflect.27 Parmenides poses a stark logical disjunction: what has reality either is or is not.28 But the choice between these options is clear, since what is not does not exist, and what does not exist has no being at all. Since that which is not does not exist it cannot be known, or named or thought.29 From this seemingly unassailable foundation, Parmenides proceeds to draw a series of increasingly hard-to-accept conclusions.

			Since only what has being can exist, it is impossible for nonbeing to exist. However, it is not possible to make sense of any kind of change without positing the reality of nonbeing. Take, for example, the kind of change involved in coming into existence. Parmenides argues that for something to come into existence it would have to undergo a change from nonbeing to being, but there is no such thing as nonbeing. All change must involve some state of affairs that either did not exist in the past or will no longer exist after the change. The whole idea of “becoming” is a self-contradictory idea, and so change must be an illusion. Just as shocking, Parmenides holds that plurality is also just appearance. In order for there to be plurality, there would have to be something that divides the parts of being, but this could only be nonbeing, whose possibility has already been denied.30 Reality then is just one undifferentiated absolute unity, with no change or parts. Only “the One” then exists.

			This kind of philosophical view is usually termed “absolute monism,” and it certainly goes against ordinary experience. Parmenides himself may have been a materialist who thought that the one absolute reality was an all-embracing sphere, spatially as well as temporally uniform.31 However, there are elements in his thought that fit poorly with materialism. Many monists are also metaphysical idealists, in that they claim that true reality is not the physical world that we experience with our senses, but a spiritual reality knowable by thought. Parmenides at least anticipates a major element in idealism by claiming that “the same thing is for thinking and for being.”32 He also leans toward philosophical rationalism (the view that gives priority to reason over experience) in his epistemology, since he asserts that true reality is that which can be grasped by reason, and sense experience is an unreliable guide to true reality. It gives us only how things appear rather than how they are.

			Before dismissing such a view too quickly, it is worth noting that a similar view is prominent in a major strand of Hindu thought called Advaita Vedanta. Like Parmenides, Advaita Vedanta makes a strong distinction between reality and appearances. The world appears to be composed of many changing entities, but the Vedantist holds that in reality everything, even the human soul, is identical to Brahman, the divine reality that is an absolute unity. This way of thinking may be far from that of the typical modern Westerner, but it has a venerable pedigree, and often appeals to mystics. We cannot know for sure, but the religious character of absolute monism may have been part of its appeal for Parmenides as well.

			Zeno

			At the age of sixty-five, Parmenides is reported to have visited Athens, accompanied by his then forty-year-old student Zeno, where both of them encountered the young Socrates. Parmenides’s philosophy, which denies the reality of differences as well as the possibility of change, just seems absurd to many people. Zeno tries hard to show that if one accepts the reality of plurality and change, equally absurd consequences follow.

			Zeno is most famous for his development of a set of puzzles and paradoxes that are inherent in the acceptance of plurality and change, but I will only discuss a few of the more famous ones. The first I will explain is called “the racecourse.” In order for a runner to go from the beginning of a race to the finish line, he must first travel half of the distance to the finish line. After reaching this halfway point, before he can reach the finish line, he must then travel half of the remaining distance. Similarly, when he reaches that point, he must travel half of the remaining distance, and so on indefinitely. Although each segment he travels gets progressively smaller, each one has a finite length and so will take some time to complete. However, the number of units he must traverse to reach the finish line is infinite, and it is impossible for him to complete an infinite number of segments of the racecourse in a finite time. So it is not possible to run a race and reach the finish line. The affirmation of motion leads to absurd consequences.

			A second paradox is called “Achilles and the tortoise.” Imagine that Achilles, a legendarily fast runner, is racing a tortoise, and gives the tortoise a head start. At the time when Achilles begins to run, the tortoise will be at a particular point. However, by the time Achilles reaches that point, the tortoise will have traveled further to a new point. By the time Achilles reaches that new point the tortoise will have gone yet further ahead, and so on to infinity. Hence Achilles can never catch the tortoise.

			The third paradox I want to describe is called “the arrow.” When an archer shoots an arrow we believe the arrow travels from one position to another until it reaches its target. However, at any given moment the arrow will always be in a particular place with definite boundaries corresponding to the length of the arrow. But for an object to be in a particular place with definite boundaries that correspond to the size of the object is just for that object to be at rest. If the arrow is at rest at every moment, when does it move? If there is no point at which it is in motion, it is never in motion.

			Zeno also argues that taking physical objects as having spatial parts leads to absurdity. If we think that something has some particular size and thickness, then each part of the object will also have a particular size and thickness, and the number of such parts will be unlimited. But it is impossible for something with an infinite number of parts, each of which has some definite size and thickness, to be itself finite.33

			While Zeno’s paradoxes have not convinced many people of the unreality of motion and change, they have provided enduring challenges to philosophers who want to defend motion and plurality, both in the ancient world and even today. At the very least Zeno shows that our ordinary concepts of space, time, and change may not be fully coherent as they stand. The Eleatic denial of the reality of change left an indelible mark on Plato, and through Plato, has continued to haunt Western philosophy. Many thinkers who do not go all the way to absolute monism nevertheless agree, as Plato affirms, that what is ultimately real must be changeless. Whatever changes does not have reality in the fullest sense. This conviction has not only shaped much of Western philosophy but has also had a profoundly influential impact on Western theology, since it implies that a God who is absolutely real must be absolutely immutable as well.

			Empedocles and Anaxagoras

			The conflict between the Eleatics and Heraclitus, particularly the arguments of Parmenides and Zeno against the possibility of change, sets the agenda for all later Greek philosophers, but is especially important for Empedocles and Anaxagoras, two of their immediate successors. Both of these thinkers struggle hard to give an account of change while essentially accepting Parmenides’s view that what has being can neither be created nor destroyed.

			Empedocles (ca. 490–430 BC) was from Sicily, not far from Elea, and he clearly shows the influence of Parmenides. He affirms that it is impossible that what is real can come into existence or perish, and thus Parmenides is right about the basic reality that makes up the world.34 However, Empedocles thinks that change is nonetheless real. The objects we see are constantly changing, because those objects are in some sense not the things that really exist; ordinary objects are composed of more basic elements. The objects change as the “mixtures” that compose them change. The elements themselves then do not change, but there is a Heraclitean flux in the way the elements are mixed together to form objects. According to Empedocles, the basic constituents of the natural universe are the “four elements”: earth, air, fire, and water. These elements can neither be created nor destroyed, but their proportions in everyday objects change constantly. Empedocles also gives a speculative (though somewhat unclear) account of what generates the changes: some objects have an affinity for others, and objects come together and fall apart due to the influence of two great principles: love and strife.35

			Anaxagoras (500–428 BC) was from Clazomenae, a town near Ionia, but he spent the greater part of his life in Athens. He was close to Pericles, and late in his life he was put on trial for impiety (like Socrates later) by Pericles’s enemies and condemned to die, but was rescued from prison (unlike Socrates) and escaped from Athens. Like Empedocles, Anaxagoras agrees that change is a process in which more basic unchanging realities are being combined and separated.36 However, he disagrees with Empedocles, both about the nature of the underlying, unchanging reality and about the principles that govern the processes of mixing and dissolving.

			For Anaxagoras there are not just four elements, but an innumerable variety of basic elements, which he calls “seeds.” Objects are not composed of simply a single kind of seed, but are always a mixture containing the whole variety of seeds, though the seeds that predominate give objects their observable character. The “hidden” seeds, however, are present, and explain how objects can change their characteristics as the mixture changes and different kinds of seeds that were only latent before become predominant. This view must be distinguished from that of the atomists (to be discussed in the next section), since Anaxagoras does not believe that there is a “smallest part” of an object.

			What causes the mixing and unmixing of the seeds? Anaxagoras sees no value in “love and strife,” the quasi-mythical principles of Empedocles. Instead, he gives an account that is partly physical and mechanical, but not wholly so. The mixing and unmixing is caused by a great vortex that operates continually, and the swirling gives off, separates, and mixes the seeds of things. However, the ultimate cause of the vortex itself is Mind (Nous in Greek). Anaxagoras thus clearly distinguishes the material world and Mind, and makes the latter to be the ultimate or final explanation of the behavior of the former. (He does not see Mind as creating the material world, since the basic elements of reality can neither be created nor destroyed.) Still he affirms that Mind “has control over all things,” both animate objects and the cosmos as a whole.37

			Anaxagoras’s view of Nous is clearly a move in the direction of monotheism, and has a marked effect on his successors. Aristotle, for example, says that Anaxagoras “seemed like a sober man in comparison with his predecessors,” and Plato has Socrates recall his high hopes when he hears that Anaxagoras affirmed Mind as the ultimate cause of the universe.38 However, both of these philosophers also express disappointment that Anaxagoras does not make full use of Mind as an explanation. Aristotle says that when Anaxagoras “is at a loss to tell from what cause something necessarily is, then he drags reason in, but in all other cases ascribes events to anything rather than to reason.”39 Similarly, Plato has Socrates express his disappointment that “the man made no use of Mind, nor gave it any responsibility for the management of things, but mentioned as causes air and ether and water and many other strange things.”40 Both agree that Anaxagoras made a major step forward by positing Mind as the ultimate cause of the natural universe, but charge that he failed to see and develop the real implications of this move.

			Democritus and the Atomists

			The last group of pre-Socratic philosophers I shall discuss are among the most interesting. The atomists proposed a metaphysical view that is both bold and strikingly anticipates some of the main ideas of modern physics. The basic ideas of atomism were first formulated by Leucippus, reputed to be a native of Miletus who was a contemporary of Empedocles. Unfortunately, however, we know little or nothing about Leucippus, and any writings of his have been lost. Most of what we know about atomism comes from Democritus, who developed and defended the main idea of Leucippus: that reality consists of tiny, in­divisible particles (atoms) that move about in the void. We know that Democritus was born in Abdera in Thrace (an area north of Greece) and he was reported to have lived one hundred years, from 460 to 360 BC. Democritus is therefore not really “pre-Socratic,” but a contemporary of Socrates, who also overlapped with Plato. However, the ideas Democritus elaborates come from the pre-Socratic period, and so it seems right to treat atomism as a view that was “on the scene” already at the time of Plato and Aristotle.

			It seems clear that the inspiration behind atomism was to respond to the arguments of Parmenides and Zeno that the view that there is a plurality of physical objects is incoherent. Parmenides had argued that in order for two objects to be distinct they would have to be separated by something. However, what separates the two would appear to be nothing at all, and Parmenides claims that one cannot coherently affirm the existence of nonbeing. What does not exist cannot exist.

			The atomists challenged the argument by holding that what separates physical objects is not really nothing, but the void. The void is not just nonbeing, but a kind of something, a place or container in which matter moves. Many of the arguments of Zeno depended on the idea that matter is infinitely divisible. The atomists rejected this by holding that atoms, indivisible particles that are too small to see, are what is real. An element of Parmenides’s view is still preserved, in that Democritus holds that atoms can neither be created nor destroyed. One might say that each individual atom is like Parmenides’s One, eternal and fully real. However, Democritus sees no problem in affirming that these atoms exist in space, a kind of container that can be empty or full.

			Democritus believed there was an indefinitely large number of atoms, but that there are nonetheless different types of atoms. Types of atoms differ from each other, however, only with regard to such characteristics as size, shape, and location. Atoms are in constant motion, but Democritus sees no need to explain their motion. Atoms have always been in motion and continue to move in a particular direction until they collide with other atoms. When such collisions take place, atoms sometimes interlock with other atoms, particularly when their shapes allow this. The resulting combinations produce what we call physical objects, which persist until they are struck by other atoms in ways that cause them to separate.

			Atoms have no color; qualities like color and sound and smell are the result of the atoms impinging on human sensory organs. The observed characteristics of ordinary physical objects are all to be explained by the underlying characteristics of the atoms that compose them, and all the explanations given are mechanistic in character. For example, lead is said to be heavier than iron, because the atoms in lead are more densely packed together.41 There is no room for mind or purpose in Democritus’s universe. Human persons, like everything else in the universe, are composed of atoms in the void, and what we call thinking must be a process that is explained by atoms.

			To explain our perceptions of the physical world, the atomists adopted the theory that physical objects are constantly giving off or shedding “effluences,” thin films of atoms that impinge on our sensory organs, and in some way produce an image of the object in the perceiver. Since atoms are not visible in ordinary perception, in his epistemology Democritus argues for the priority of rational thought over perception as the source of knowledge.

			Democritus does give some attention to ethical implications of his metaphysic. Surprisingly, perhaps, he does not opt for simple hedonism by viewing pleasure as the chief good. Rather, he thinks the good life for a human person consists in what he calls “cheerfulness,” a state of contentedness in which the soul is “disturbed by no fear or superstition or any other emotion.”42 Pleasure is to be sought only when it is beneficial by contributing to this end. In practice Democritus thinks that a life of moderation, in which people limit their desires to what is achievable, best leads to this cheerfulness.43 People who drink or eat to excess, or focus their lives on sex, gain more pain than pleasure in the long run.

			Democritus does not deny the existence of the gods; he was no atheist. However, on his materialistic view, the gods must be long-lasting combinations of atoms, like everything else. While he does not deny the existence of the gods, they play little role in his thought. The gods have little concern for humans, and when we recognize this we free ourselves from superstitious fears. As we will see, when atomism is revived in the Roman world by Lucretius, this element of atomism is particularly significant.

			As already noted, modern science revived atomism, and classical chemistry was founded on the idea that the basic elements were composed of atoms of distinct types. It might appear that contemporary science has rejected atomism, since it is now common to speak of nuclear reactors that “split atoms.” From the perspective of the Greek atomists, this is an oxymoron, since an atom for them was simply defined as that which cannot be divided, and thus an atom that can be split is not a true atom. This apparent contradiction reveals a shift in the meaning of the term. The small particles identified by nineteenth-century scientists as atoms were believed to be indivisible, but turned out not to be. However, in one sense contemporary science continues in the spirit of Greek atomism. The particles called atoms have turned out to be composed of other particles: electrons, protons, and neutrons, all of which are in turn composed of yet smaller entities. Still, contemporary scientists are still seeking to break reality down into its smallest components and thereby explain the qualities of the observable world. They thereby are the intellectual descendants of the Greek atomists.
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Socrates and the Sophists

			The figure of Socrates, an Athenian who lived from 470 to 399 BC, looms almost as large over the history of Western philosophy as does the figure of Jesus over the history of Christianity. Socrates’s significance is shown by the fact that all the philosophers we have discussed so far, covering a period of nearly two hundred years, are known collectively as the “pre-Socratics.” However, before discussing Socrates in depth, I shall set out some of the context for his life by describing the Sophists, a group of Socrates’s contemporaries with whom he had strong disagreements, but with whom he was often grouped by the broader public of Athens, a confusion that contributed to Socrates’s death.

			The Sophists as Teachers of Rhetoric

			Under the leadership of Pericles in the fifth century BC, Athens had become a democracy. This opened up the possibility of political power to a broader share of the public, though women and slaves were of course still excluded from participation in public affairs. In this new context, public speaking became an important skill, since a person could only get a new law enacted or win a lawsuit by convincing his fellow citizens that his views were correct. The sons of wealthy families who wished to wield influence particularly wanted to gain such persuasive skills, and such families had the means to pay someone who could offer this kind of training. A group of men, collectively called “Sophists,” who professed to be able to offer such an education, soon arose to meet the need. The term Sophist had already been in use, and had formerly meant simply “wise person” or even “philosopher.” In the fifth century the term now refers to a specific group of thinkers and, as we shall see, eventually takes on negative connotations.

			The Sophists tended to be outsiders rather than Athenian natives. Protagoras, Gorgias, and Thrasymachus (all to be discussed below) came, respectively, from Thrace, Sicily, and Chalcedon. Their outsider status gave them a sensitivity to the strong differences in ethical and political outlooks found in different societies. Most of the pre-Socratic philosophers had sought to find a basis for ethics in nature, or what the Greeks called physis. The Sophists were skeptical about the possibility of grounding ethics in nature, and tended to see ethical principles as rooted in custom, or nomos. If ethical principles are conventional in this way, it follows that they are changeable. There are no objective, absolute principles; a relativistic view seems to follow inevitably.

			Although the Sophists’ strong suit was rhetoric, they claimed to offer a more general education as well. Hippias, for example, offered instruction in a huge range of areas. According to Plato, he taught mathematics, astronomy, painting, sculpture, and history, and even such crafts as metalworking, jewelry, shoemaking, and weaving.1 As noted above, initially there was a demand for the Sophists’ educational services. However, in time the relativistic thrust of Sophist teaching created a backlash among the wealthy aristocrats who paid for their services. Rich aristocrats tend to be conservatives who value tradition, but a relativistic view of traditions undermines respect for the old ways. The Sophists sold themselves as people who could teach their students how to win arguments; even if the case was weak, their rhetorical skills allowed “the weaker argument [to] defeat the stronger.”2 However, what is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander, and such rhetorical skills could be employed on behalf of all kinds of causes. The Sophists began to be viewed as “hired guns,” willing to work for any view, but with no real commitments of their own except a commitment to their own financial advancement. Perhaps they appeared to the Athenians in something like the way people view unscrupulous lawyers today, the kind of lawyers who would use any argument so long as it allows them to “win.” The legacy of the Sophists can be seen even in contemporary English, in which the adjective sophistical is still used to describe an argument that convinces through some kind of logical fallacy or verbal trickery.

			There is clearly a fit between this kind of opportunism and the Sophists’ tendency to be skeptical about objective truths, particularly in ethics. If ethical principles are conventional and relative, then there are no absolute obligations that govern human actions. If one is skeptical about the possibility of objective truth, then it seems plausible to think that the purpose of rational argument is to convince others to do what one wishes; reason is a tool for power and influence rather than an organ intended to help us gain truth. In advancing such views the Sophists gave philosophy a bad name. Socrates, along with his student Plato, tried hard to show the difference between their own use of reason and the arguments of the Sophists, but the distinction was not always clear to the Athenians of their day. Before giving a fuller account of Socrates, I shall briefly describe the views of three of the most important Sophists.

			Protagoras of Abdera. Protagoras (ca. 490–420 BC) was one of the earliest and most successful (financially) of the Sophists. He is most famous for his relativistic aphorism: “Man is the measure of all things: of the things which are, that they are, and of the things which are not, that they are not.”3 There is some dispute about whether by “man” Protagoras meant to refer to individual human persons or to human beings collectively, but most believe that he meant to refer to individuals. In effect Protagoras is claiming that truth is a human creation; we human beings decide what is true and what is false. Protagoras thus is the first “anti­realist” in Western philosophy, rejecting the claim that truth is something objective that humans discover for the claim that truth is something humans make for their own purposes.4 Remarkably enough, then, a view that is often associated with “postmodernism” in recent Western thought is already anticipated in one of the earliest Greek philosophers.

			Protagoras is also known for his skepticism about religious matters, affirming that “concerning the gods I am unable to know either that they are or that they are not.”5 This view eventually got Protagoras into trouble, as he was banned from Athens and his books burned. Protagoras is also credited with the view that equally good arguments could be constructed on both sides of every issue, a claim that likely led to the accusation that the Sophists were people who made “the worse argument seem the better,” which became a stock charge against them.6

			Gorgias. Gorgias was another late fifth-century thinker, who came to Athens as an ambassador from a city in Sicily in 427 BC. He is best known for a book, On What Is Not, or On Nature, a work whose title and arguments seem to parody those of the Eleatics. Though the book has not survived, summaries of it have been passed down. There is some controversy over whether the claims and arguments in the work were meant seriously or simply as a parody to show the futility of philosophical arguments.

			In the work, Gorgias argues for three increasingly nihilistic claims: (1) Nothing exists. (2) If anything exists, it could not be known. (3) If anything could be known it could not be communicated.7 A summary of the argument offered for the first thesis could go something like this: If something existed, either it must be what is or what is not. But what is not cannot be anything. However, nothing that is can exist either. For to exist, it would either have to be eternal or else have had a beginning. But both are impossible, according to Gorgias. If it did not have a beginning, then it would be infinite, but if infinite it would be unlimited and indefinite, and this means it would exist nowhere. But what exists nowhere does not exist at all. The other alternative is equally impossible, since for something to have a beginning it must come into existence, but it could not come from nothing but only from something that already exists.

			As mentioned, there is controversy as to whether Gorgias meant these arguments as sober philosophy or just as parodies of philosophical arguments. Given the character of the claims, it is safe to say that either way philosophy as the quest for truth goes nowhere, and so it is not surprising that Gorgias became simply a teacher of rhetoric.

			Thrasymachus. Our knowledge of Thrasymachus is based chiefly on a portrayal of him in Plato’s Republic, which I shall discuss in the next chapter. In the Republic Plato, through the character of his teacher Socrates, defends the value of justice, both in the individual and in the state. Thrasymachus angrily breaks in on the discussion in book one and claims that justice is simply “the advantage of the stronger.”8 Thrasymachus regards justice merely as a set of rules imposed on others by those who have the power to do so. Such a definition of justice actually undermines belief in the value of justice, since it boils down to the claim that “might makes right.” Those who have the power to do so make the rules; it is rational to obey those rules only to the degree that it is expedient to do so. Thrasymachus thus anticipates Nietzsche’s later account of morality as simply an expression of the “will to power.”9 Morality in general and justice in particular is simply a tool to control others and get what one wants. Obviously someone who accepts such a view will not believe in the objective validity of morality and will conform to morality only to the degree that it is expedient to do so. There is little wonder that conservative Athenians found the Sophists’ views to be disturbing and unsettling, and blamed them for some of the disasters that befell Athens during the war with Sparta. The ferment created by the Sophists is the backdrop against which we must understand the life and teachings of Socrates.

			Socrates: Sources for our Knowledge

			Socrates wrote nothing. His legacy comes down to us solely through the accounts given by others of his philosophical activity, and the influence he left on his disciples and associates, most notably Plato. There are three main sources of information about Socrates. The first is the comic poet Aristophanes, who wrote a play called The Clouds, in which Socrates is portrayed as a pompous and vain person, making an entrance in a basket in the sky and claiming to contemplate the sun and travel through the air. In the play the stock charge against the Sophists is made against Socrates: that he “makes the weaker argument defeat the stronger.” Since Aristophanes’s play is intended as satire, it cannot be regarded as close to the historical truth. However, it may well give us some insight as to how Socrates and other philosophers were viewed by the general public.

			A more valuable portrait can be found in Xenophon’s Memorabilia. Xenophon was an aristocrat who remembers Socrates as a courageous and stalwart fellow soldier. He portrays Socrates’s philosophical activity as almost exclusively directed toward ethical questions; Socrates simply wanted to make his Athenians better people. Most scholars have regarded Xenophon’s portrait as accurate as far as it goes, but there is a suspicion that because Xenophon himself was not a first-rate philosopher, he may well have failed fully to appreciate Socrates’s philosophical work.

			This brings us to the portraits of Socrates provided in Plato’s writings, which consist almost exclusively of dialogues, in which Socrates is generally though not always the leading character. The problem posed by the Platonic dialogues can be simply put: Does Plato in these dialogues give us accurate information about the historical Socrates, or is “Socrates” simply a character Plato invents as a vehicle for presenting Plato’s own ideas? On the one hand, Socrates was a very public figure, and presumably his views would have been well known by those who heard him philosophize. Therefore, some scholars argue that Plato would not have invented views and put them into the mouth of Socrates unless there was some historical basis for those views in what Socrates said. On the other hand, it was not uncommon in the ancient world for the disciples of a famous master to credit the master for their own work, so perhaps Plato is simply showing reverence for his teacher in putting into Socrates’s mouth views that were Plato’s own original contribution. The main issue at stake is whether the elaborate metaphysical views of Plato (to be discussed in the next chapter), especially the “theory of Forms,” were first developed by Socrates, or whether they were Platonic views. There are respected scholars who hold both positions.10

			I shall here follow the views of the majority of scholars, however, who rely on a comment of Aristotle, who affirmed that Socrates sought universal definitions, but did not view the “Forms” or “essences” of things as existing separately.11 The idea that objects have such a Form was a view invented by Plato. Since Aristotle was a member of Plato’s school (the Academy) for many years, it seems reasonable to think that he would have had reliable knowledge about this issue. Those who follow this view typically take some of Plato’s dialogues, such as the Apology, Euthyphro, and Crito, to be early ones, which present an accurate picture of Socrates’s philosophical activity and do not credit him with speculative metaphysical views. Other Platonic dialogues are regarded as later ones in which Socrates as a character puts forward the ideas we now associate with Platonism.

			This view is not without its problems. For example, some of the most important discussions of the theory of Forms occur in the Phaedo, a dialogue about the death of Socrates generally regarded as early and as presenting a reliable picture of how Socrates died. Perhaps the best way to go forward is to accept the view that the theory of Forms is a Platonic view, but that Plato himself regarded the theory as developing the logical consequences of views that Socrates had. Perhaps from our perspective Plato seems to be inventing original theories, but he himself thought of them as elaborations and developments of views that Socrates undoubtedly held. One’s judgment on how much of Plato comes from Socrates may then depend in part on what one sees as the logical implications of Socrates’s views.

			Plato’s Apology and Euthyphro


			Of all Plato’s dialogues, it is the Apology that is generally regarded as the most important source about Socrates’s life. In 399 Socrates was accused of “not believing in the gods in whom the city believes, but in other new spiritual things,” and also “corrupting the young.”12 He was convicted of the charges and eventually executed. Plato’s Apology purports to be a presentation of the long speech Socrates made in his own defense at the trial. Since the trial was a public event attended by hundreds of people, and Plato’s purpose in writing the dialogue was to vindicate his beloved teacher Socrates by showing that the verdict and sentence were unjust, it is highly unlikely that Plato would give an in­accurate account of what Socrates said at the trial. It is not, of course, a word-for-word transcript, since there were no video recorders or court stenographers in ancient Greece. However, if Plato had substantially falsified Socrates’s defense, this would have been easily recognized by the eyewitnesses, and his attempted defense of Socrates would have been undermined.

			In the Apology Socrates defends himself in part by giving an extended account of his life as a philosopher. Socrates had made a career of sorts out of critically examining the views of many prominent Athenians, politicians, Sophists, and poets included. A typical example of this activity is given in another Platonic dialogue, the Euthyphro, which is set shortly before Socrates’s trial. Awaiting the trial, Socrates meets Euthyphro, who is in court to accuse his father of manslaughter, because the father had allowed a servant who was a murderer to die. Most Greeks would have thought that Euthyphro’s actions here were highly dubious; for a son to prosecute his own father, especially with respect to such ambiguous circumstances, would have been scandalous. Euthyphro, who sees himself as a religious expert, is convinced he is doing the right thing. True religious piety demands he prosecute his father.

			Socrates responds, with irony that seems completely lost on Euthyphro, by claiming that this is a great stroke of luck for him. Since Euthyphro is such an expert on piety, he will be able to educate Socrates about this subject, and thus enable Socrates to defend himself at his trial. When Euthyphro is asked to explain piety, he initially responds by simply telling Socrates that piety is doing what Euthyphro is doing: prosecuting his own father (or anyone else) when it is right to do so. Socrates responds that this is only an example of piety; what he wants from Euthyphro is a general account of piety. What is it that all pious actions have in common, which makes them pious? (On the view of Plato’s relation to Socrates I am taking, Socrates is asking for what Plato would later describe as a description of the Form of piety, the Ideal of piety that all piety must resemble.)

			Euthyphro responds to this request for a general definition by saying that piety is simply what the gods love or approve of. Socrates first objects by pointing out that, on Euthyphro’s polytheistic conception of the gods, the gods might disagree with each other, and thus the same act might be both pious and impious. However, even if one assumes the gods all agree (or even if one were a monotheist), there is a more fundamental problem with Euthyphro’s view: Why do the gods love what they love? Would just any act be pious if the gods loved it? If so, they do not love the act because it is pious. Rather, the act is pious because they love it. If, however, we say that the gods love pious acts because they are pious, then those acts must have some quality, distinct from being loved by the gods, that makes them pious and is the ground of the gods’ approval.13 In the dialogue, Euthyphro appears to see the problem with his view, but in the end returns to the view with which he began. Like many of the Socratic dialogues, no positive result is achieved.

			Many of the characteristics of Socrates’s philosophical activity can be seen in the Euthyphro. One of the most significant is Socrates’s practice of interrogating his fellow citizens who claim to understand some important concept, and exposing the fact that they lack the wisdom they claim to possess. Socrates does not normally give lectures or offer sweeping opinions, but proceeds by asking questions of others, but this “Socratic method” is painful for those on whom it is practiced. It is not surprising that prominent politicians, poets, playwrights, and other leading figures who claim to be wise do not enjoy being shown up in the way Euthyphro’s pretensions are exposed in this dialogue.

			In the Apology Socrates acknowledges that his practice of examining people has made him unpopular, but he argues that his activity has been a kind of religious duty. He began to examine others as a response to a message from the oracle of Apollo at Delphi. Socrates’s friend Chaerophon had gone and asked the oracle whether there was anyone wiser than Socrates, and the oracle had responded that there was no one wiser than Socrates. When this was reported to Socrates, he says he was initially puzzled, since he did not claim to be wise or indeed to have any knowledge about anything important at all. So he began to examine those who seemed to be wise so as to see if the oracle’s claim was correct. The sad result of this activity was always the same: the people who claimed to understand virtue, or friendship, or courage, or other important moral qualities were revealed to be ignorant and confused. Socrates is wiser than these others in this respect: they believe they understand what they do not understand, but Socrates at least knows what he does not know. Socrates finally concludes that the oracle was right:

			What is probable, gentlemen, is that in fact the god is wise and that his oracular response meant that human wisdom is worth little or nothing, and that when he says this man, Socrates, he is using my name as an example, as if he said: “This man among you, mortals, is wisest who, like Socrates, understands that his wisdom is worthless.”14

			A second notable characteristic, one associated with Socrates throughout the centuries, is Socrates’s use of irony. Socrates begins his discussion with Euthyphro by apparently taking Euthyphro’s grandiose claims to have expert knowledge about the gods at face value. But it is hard not to see this attitude as ironic, given the repeated failures of the people Socrates examines to measure up to the claims they make.

			Over two thousand years later the Danish philosopher Søren Kier­kegaard, who wrote his doctoral dissertation on Socrates’s use of irony, took Socratic irony as a model for how to critique the complacent Christianity of nineteenth-century Denmark. In Denmark, everyone was a Christian by virtue of being born a Dane (except for the Jews), yet Kierkegaard believed that genuine New Testament Christianity had virtually become extinct. His strategy in “reintroducing Christianity into Christendom” was to imitate Socrates, and take his contemporaries’ claims to be Christian at face value, ironically confessing that he himself was the only one in Denmark who found it really hard to be a Christian.

			A third element of the Euthyphro that seems characteristic of Socrates’s philosophical activity is the quest for clarity through a universal definition. In this dialogue Socrates attempts to clarify the nature of piety. In other Platonic dialogues, Socrates seeks to define such concepts as justice, friendship, and virtue in general as well as specific virtues such as courage, knowledge, and many more important concepts. Socrates seems to have assumed that the qualities described by such universal terms have a kind of objectivity; one can be right or wrong in one’s understanding of them. It is this assumption of Socrates that probably led Plato to his view that in addition to particular instances of justice there is such a thing as justice. To seek an understanding of these universal concepts is to seek to know what Plato called the “Forms” or “Ideas” that particular things participate in or imitate.

			A fourth aspect of the Euthyphro that seems characteristic of Socrates is its inconclusive character. Although progress is made in the dialogue, by sweeping aside mistaken accounts of piety, in the end no positive conclusion is reached. The dialogue ends with puzzlement, though there are hints of a way forward if Euthyphro had been wise enough to follow them. This willingness honestly to acknowledge uncertainty and lack of knowledge is then characteristic of Socrates’s wisdom, always emphasizing that true wisdom does not claim to know what it does not know.

			The final aspect of Socrates’s philosophical activity I want to emphasize is its practical character. Although Socrates admits that as a young man he was interested in the physical theories of the earlier Greek philosophers, he soon gave up the quest to understand the natural world and turned his attention to what it means to live well as a human person. His concerns are focused on key questions as to what it means to live rightly and honorably: What is virtue? Can it be taught? How can it be acquired? Why should we care about virtue? One might think that this aspect is in tension with Socrates’s concern with universal definitions, since these may seem abstract and removed from practical questions. However, this is not the way Socrates saw things. To live well is to live reflectively; we cannot seek for virtue or wisdom or courage without understanding them. In the Apology Socrates goes so far as to claim that “the unexamined life is not worth living.”15

			From my own point of view Socrates here goes too far. Generations of philosophy teachers have repeated this slogan, yet it may well be the most unexamined claim in the history of Western philosophy. Human life is surely valuable and worth living, even if it is lived unreflectively and without critical examination. Nevertheless, even one who rejects this Socratic claim can certainly agree that a life that includes such reflective examination may be far richer than one in which a person never asks what life is all about or how it should be lived.

			Socrates as a Religious Thinker

			When we look at Socrates’s speech in the Apology it is clear that Socrates’s claim to be wiser than others only because he knows what he does not know must be something of an exaggeration. For Socrates does claim to know some things, and he makes these claims with great conviction. Many of the claims he makes have a strongly religious character. In fact, it is a sad irony that Socrates was convicted on a charge of being irreligious, since he was clearly a person of deep religious faith, even having some of the characteristics that might get him dismissed today for being a “religious fanatic.” His life has been inspiring even to Christian thinkers over the years. Kierkegaard, for example, expresses the idea that what contemporary Christendom needs is a new Socrates, and does not hesitate to give Socrates a retrospective baptism of sorts: “True, [Socrates] was no Christian, that I know, although I also definitely remain convinced that he has become one.”16

			First, it is a striking fact that though Socrates often talks about “the gods” as supernatural beings when he is engaging his accusers or talking about the beliefs of the Athenians who served as the jury, when he speaks about his own life he frequently switches to the singular and speaks only about “the God.”17 Thus, he says that he will not stop his philosophical activity even if the court orders him to, because “god ordered me . . . to live the life of a philosopher, to examine myself and others.”18 Since this is so, he must continue, even at the risk of death, and he tells the officials of Athens he will not obey an order to cease: “I will obey the god rather than you.”19 Socrates thus claims to have a personal calling or vocation from God to do philosophy, and he clearly believes that God has the authority to give such commands.

			Socrates, however, did not merely have an abstract belief about God, but claimed to have special experiences in which he received instruction as to how to live his life. From early on in his life, he has repeatedly heard what he calls a “prophetic voice,” which he relies on for guidance. At the trial, Socrates infers from the fact that this “prophetic voice,” or daimōn, never once stopped him or opposed him, as he was making his defense, that he has been following the right path, even though it will lead to his death. In fact, he takes this as evidence that death is not, contrary to the views of most people, really an evil at all, but “a blessing.”20 Socrates relies on his “divine sign” to know God’s will, and he is confident that if he is following God’s will, good things will happen to him. “It is impossible that my familiar sign did not oppose me if I was not about to do what was right.”21

			What does happen to us at death? In the Apology Socrates, though confident that death is a good thing, seems unsure about whether the human soul survives death. In this dialogue he affirms that death is one of two things: “Either the dead are nothing . . . or it is, as we are told, a change and a relocating for the soul from here to another place,” a world in which people are immortal, and are judged in accordance with true justice.22 In the Phaedo, a dialogue that purports to recount Socrates’s last conversation before his execution by drinking hemlock, Socrates is more unambiguous in affirming a belief that humans have immortal souls that survive the death of their bodies. Those who achieve true goodness will eventually escape reincarnation and live in a world of perfection.23 This view articulated in the Phaedo actually fits better with what Socrates says about human life and its purpose in the Apology as well.

			Perhaps Socrates’s most radical conviction is this: God has given humans the task of “soul-making.” Socrates’s own life is compared to the life of a soldier who has been assigned to a “post,” and humans should be concerned above all with becoming good and righteous people. Socrates implores the people of Athens to recognize this task and take it seriously; he even begs them to help his sons to recognize this truth: “When my sons grow up, avenge yourselves by causing them the same kind of grief that I caused you, if you think they care for money or anything else more than they care for virtue.”24

			Since the achievement of goodness is the human task, it makes sense that Socrates claims that the worst thing that can happen to a person is not to be treated badly or unjustly, or even to suffer a disease, but to do something that is evil. For it is only the latter that can damage a person’s soul. Thus he begs the Athenians not to convict him and execute him, not because death is an evil to him, but because by doing so they will be staining their own souls by unjustly executing an innocent person. The person who follows the path of goodness may walk without fear: “Keep this one truth in mind, that a good man cannot be harmed either in life or in death, and that his affairs are not neglected by the gods.”25 This is why Socrates can claim that his accusers cannot really harm him: he does “not think that it is permitted that a better man be harmed by a worse.”26

			The Death of Socrates

			Normally, Socrates’s sentence would have been executed immediately after the trial. However, just before the trial, a ship had been sent on a sacred mission, and the law did not allow any executions to take place during this period. The mission was delayed, and so Socrates was in prison for a substantial period. While he waited, his friends developed a plan to bribe the jailors and spirit Socrates away into exile, saving his life. In Plato’s Crito we have an account of why Socrates refused to go along with the plan.

			Crito, who is a well-to-do friend of Socrates, visits him in prison, tells him about the plan, and urges him to allow his friends to arrange the escape. Crito’s arguments in favor of escaping focus mainly on the consequences of the two courses of action. If Socrates is executed, his friends will miss him, his sons will not have a father to guide them, and people will think his friends were unwilling to spend the money to bribe the jailers and get him out. Socrates does not find these reasons compelling. He does not care what most people will think of him; only views of the good and the wise based on good reasons should be considered.27 In his customary way, he questions Crito and thereby constructs an argument for staying in prison.

			The argument starts from the premise that it is not mere life that is important, but “the good life.”28 Crito agrees with Socrates that “the good life, the beautiful life, and the just life are the same.”29 This means, according to Socrates, that there are some acts that are always wrong, and should be avoided; what is right does not always depend on circumstances.30 If an act is wrong, it must never be done, regardless of the consequences. But if it is always wrong to do what is wrong, it cannot be right to do wrong to another, even if that other person has wronged you. Injuring another person is certainly wrong, and hence Socrates claims it is wrong to retaliate by injuring another person who has injured you. Here Socrates seems to agree with Jesus’ teaching in the New Testament, that a person should not return evil for evil, but should do good toward all: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Mt 5:43-44).

			How does all this bear on Socrates’s decision about escaping from prison? Socrates makes the application by first securing agreement on another principle: that it is right to keep one’s agreements or promises, and failing to do so is a way of injuring another.31 By accepting an education and choosing to live in Athens, Socrates has implicitly promised to obey the laws of the state, since it is understood that those who live in a country and benefit from its laws are thereby agreeing to abide by those laws.32 If this is so, then if Socrates were to break the law by escaping from prison without official permission, he would be injuring the state, and thereby doing wrong. Though Crito can hardly bear the thought that he will lose his friend, he cannot find any defect in Socrates’s reasoning, and agrees that staying in prison is the right thing to do.

			The death of Socrates is movingly described in Plato’s Phaedo, which recounts how he bravely, even cheerfully, drank a hemlock poison after a full day of conversation with his friends. In the dialogue, Socrates presents a number of arguments that the human soul is immortal and will survive death, and thus bolsters the conviction of the Apology that death is not really an evil for the good person. I shall postpone a discussion of those arguments until the next chapter, since many scholars believe that at least some of this dialogue represents Plato’s own philosophy more than Socrates. However, it is worth noting that this confidence in life after death fits the profoundly religious worldview Socrates evidently holds. For him, the world is one in which humans are here to achieve goodness, and it is shaped by a moral order and providence that ultimately guarantees that virtue will be rewarded.
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Plato

			Plato was born of a distinguished Athenian family around 428 BC. Although a person with his family background would naturally have gone into public service, Plato was disillusioned by the failure of Athenian democracy to produce good leadership in the Peloponnesian war with Sparta, and no doubt even more by the execution of his friend and teacher Socrates. So, except for some trips to Sicily, where Plato tried to attend to the education of a ruler (and things turned out poorly in this case), he devoted his life to philosophy rather than seeking political or military office. Around 387 BC Plato gathered a group of colleagues and students, and founded the Academy, the institution in Western history that is often termed the first university, though it is probably better described as a forerunner or anticipation of the university in the modern sense. Plato and his colleagues not only offered instruction but also conducted original research in a number of fields, making particularly important contributions to mathematics. The Academy offered much more to its members than purely academic instruction. Rather, we might think of it as a kind of committed community with shared visions of the good and moral and spiritual practices that formed the members.1 Plato remained active as the leader of the Academy until his death in 348/347 BC at the age of eighty.

			It would be hard to overestimate the influence of Plato on Western culture. The twentieth-century philosopher, logician, and mathematician Alfred North Whitehead memorably said that “the safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.”2 Personally, after forty years of teaching the history of Western philosophy, I find Whitehead’s statement not hyperbole, but close to the sober truth. However, Plato’s influence is seen not only in philosophy but also in theology, political theory, and even the visual arts. Sometimes that influence is seen in strongly critical reactions, but even those who find Plato’s thought repugnant can scarcely escape his towering shadow. It is important not to read back all the ideas of Plato’s followers into his own thinking; one should not assume that Plato is responsible for everything that has been called “Platonism.” Nevertheless, most of the ideas associated with Platonism can at least be traced to elements in Plato’s corpus.

			Although Plato lectured in the Academy, no copies of his lecture notes, if he used any, have been preserved, though some of the reactions of his listeners, notably Aristotle, are available. A historian of philosophy would like to have copies of these lectures, because some scholars believe that in them Plato developed some technical and sophisticated ideas that he did not think suitable for a public audience. Most of Plato’s dialogues do seem intended for a broad audience, and fortunately it appears that all of them have been preserved.

			In most of Plato’s dialogues Socrates is the main protagonist, and this raises the problem, discussed in the last chapter, as to what in the dialogues is derived from Socrates and what ideas are distinctively Plato’s. Although there can be no certainty about this matter, and many excellent scholars diverge from the most popular view, I shall follow the majority view, which divides Plato’s dialogues into three groups: (1) Early dialogues, presumed to be mainly Socratic, and focusing chiefly on ethical concepts and questions. This group includes the Apology, Euthyphro, Crito, Protagoras, and Gorgias. (2) The middle dialogues, in which elements of Socrates’s personality can still be seen at times, but that focus not only on ethical concepts but also on metaphysical and epistemological questions. Some of the major ideas here are presumed to be Plato’s own, though questions can be raised about whether they are logical extensions of Socratic views. Most scholars include the Meno, Phaedo, Symposium, Phaedrus, and the Republic as the most important ones in this group. (3) Later dialogues often include more technical discussions, and some show a greater interest in religious questions as well. The more important later dialogues include the Parmenides, Sophist, Statesman, Timaeus, and the Laws.

			Plato’s Metaphysical and Epistemological Vision

			It is true of most philosophers that their metaphysical and epistemological views are tightly connected, and this is especially so in the case of Plato. It therefore makes sense to try to explain his views on reality and knowledge together. Of course Plato wrote dialogues and not systematic treatises, so any reconstruction of his thought into a systematic form will fail to do full justice to the character of his writings. Nevertheless, some kind of summary provides a good entry point to his thinking. A good place to begin is with what Francis Cornford called the “twin pillars of Platonism”: the theory of Forms and the immortality of the soul. At the heart of Platonism lies a conviction that the visible, physical universe is not the highest reality. What is truly real are the Forms: invisible, spiritual realities that do not exist in space and time and are completely unchangeable. Particular objects in the physical world are said to imitate or “participate” in the Forms, and the Forms in some way explain or make possible the characteristics of the objects visible to the senses. Human persons have a link to this higher, spiritual reality, in that the human soul is itself an invisible spiritual reality that has a capacity to know the Forms. Virtually all forms of Platonism share some version of these twin “pillars,” by holding that there is an invisible reality that is higher than the physical world, and that human beings understood at the deepest level are also spiritual beings who have a natural affinity to that higher reality. I shall begin by discussing Plato’s theory of Forms, leaving a discussion of the soul and immortality until after I have examined Plato’s account of knowledge.

			What are the Forms, and why should Plato believe in their reality? A natural starting place is with the Socratic quest for definitions. In many of Plato’s dialogues, Socrates begins by asking a “What is it?” question about such things as beauty, piety, courage, or virtue. Merely asking such questions seems to assume that they can be answered, and that the answers can be right or wrong. This in turn seems to presuppose that courage and virtue and beauty and other such qualities are objective realities; it is possible to understand them correctly or incorrectly.

			But what kind of reality can they have? Let us consider as an example a particular person, call him Sampson, who possesses courage. Sampson may be courageous and he may do many courageous acts, but neither Sampson nor his actions are identical to courage itself. Sampson may become more or less courageous or even lose the virtue altogether and become cowardly, but courage itself always remains courage. Obviously Sampson is not the only thing that possesses courage; there are other courageous people who do courageous acts. Plato believes that all particular examples of courage must share something in common; they all share or participate in Courage, which can be seen as a kind of ideal or standard that particular things can approximate to in different degrees. Courage is then a Form, an unchanging reality that must be distinguished from the particular objects in the world that have courage (and other qualities) to various degrees and are constantly changing.

			The Forms themselves are neither in time nor space. Courage itself has no particular size or shape and is not located in some discrete region of space. It is timeless because it never changes. Plato speaks of the relation between Forms and particulars in a variety of ways. Particular things can be said to manifest a Form or “participate” in a Form. The latter metaphor is difficult to unpack, but it must mean at the very least that there is an ontological relationship between particulars and Forms. The particular gets some of its reality from the Form. The particular is thus enhanced though the Form is not diminished.

			Often the Forms are described as providing a kind of ideal standard that particulars imitate but never perfectly realize. The Forms are also reflexive in the sense that they are said to manifest or exemplify their own qualities. If there is a Form of the Good that particular good things approximate, then that Form must itself be perfectly good. (I shall discuss the Form of the Good in more detail below.)

			What Forms are there for Plato? The answer is not completely clear. Plato seems most confident that there are Forms for ethical qualities (and other normative qualities, such as beauty), and for mathematical qualities. (The latter kind of Form almost certainly reflects the influence of Pythagoreanism, which Plato may have encountered in Sicily.) Therefore, there certainly are Forms for such qualities as courage, beauty, and justice. Plato is equally confident that there must be such things as Equality and Circularity. No two drawn circles are ever perfectly circular, so circularity itself must be a kind of timeless ideal that drawn circles approximate. Plato often speaks of Forms for such qualities as colors (Whiteness, for example) and relational qualities such as Largeness, though these seem less central to his thinking. He denies there are Forms of negative qualities; what is bad or evil is simply a lack of Form. And in the Parmenides Plato has Socrates appear perplexed about whether there are Forms for insignificant qualities, and says there are “not at all” Forms for such things as mud and dirt.3

			Plato’s metaphysical views can be seen as a kind of synthesis of some of the thinking of his predecessors. In his account of the ordinary world that we experience through perception, Plato sides with Heraclitus, who, it will be recalled, claimed that the world is one of constant flux, in which it is “not possible to step into the same river twice.” Such a world of becoming is too evanescent to be the object of knowledge. Parmenides was right that genuine knowledge must be knowledge of Being, and what has Being must be constant and unchangeable. As we will see, Plato’s views here have had an abiding influence on Western thought, especially its theology, which has tended to see God as supremely real and therefore as completely incapable of any kind of change.

			The Divided Line and the Cave

			This metaphysical vision, along with its epistemological implications, is powerfully illustrated in two memorable sections of Plato’s Republic. The first is called the “divided line,” and it usefully pictures both Plato’s view of reality and his account of human knowledge and belief. Plato has Socrates imagine a line divided into two unequal lengths. Some prefer to think of the line as drawn horizontal, but I prefer to think of it as a vertical line, with the top part being the larger part. We are further asked to think of each section of the divided line as again divided in two unequal lengths proportional to the original division.4 The bottom section of the line represents the world of becoming, reality as it is perceived by the senses, while the top half of the line represents what Plato calls the “intelligible world,” the world of Being that is known through pure thought. The lower half of the lower half is the realm of appearances, shadows, and images, when physical things appear in a misleading or confused way to us; while the top half of the bottom section is the world of actual ordinary objects, including such things as plants and animals. (An illustration of the line is found in figure 1.)

			Corresponding to these metaphysical distinctions are a set of epistemological divisions. When we apprehend shadows and images, we grasp only the imaginary, and if we believe these objects are real we have error. When we rightly grasp that an animal or plant exists, we have what Plato calls true belief or right opinion. This true belief, however valuable it may be for ordinary practical life, does not count as knowledge because knowledge must be directed toward what is universal and unchanging. Genuine knowledge requires certainty, but the world we grasp through sense perception is a world of flux that can never be known with certainty.


				
					[image: Plato's divided line]
					Figure 1. Plato’s divided line

				


			The top section of the line, which represents the intel­ligible world, is the world of genuine knowledge.However, this section of the line, like the lower half, is divided into two sections. The lower half represents the realm of Forms when they are grasped with the help of images, as when a geometer uses a drawn circle to help grasp some features of the circle. This kind of intellectual activity, as Plato sees it, employs “hypotheses” that are assumed but not really clearly and definitively known. The top half of the upper section of the line represents the intellectual sphere in which these features are transcended; the mind employs “dialectic,” a kind of pure conceptual thinking, and eventually is able to have the purest kind of knowledge, which for Plato is an intellectual “seeing” of the Forms themselves. In this sphere the “hypotheses” are not simply taken-for-granted assumptions, but literally beginning points, springboards from which reason eventually arrives at a pure vision of the truth.5

			The divided line analogy is further clarified by Plato’s famous “cave allegory,” also found in the Republic. Plato has Socrates describe a long, deep cave in which prisoners have been bound for their entire lives in the dark regions at the back of the cave. There is a fire at the very back of the cave, behind the prisoners, and a screen-like wall in front of them. The prisoners are bound so that they cannot turn their heads and can only see what is in front of them. Behind them is a kind of wall with a ledge or pathway behind the wall. Men walk along this ledge and hold up little puppets or toys that resemble objects in the normal visible world, such as humans, animals, and tools (see figure 2). The result is that the prisoners see on the screen shadows cast by these figures, and when the men behind them make sounds they hear the echoes of the sounds off the wall-screen. Plato asks us to imagine that the prisoners have a kind of competition in which they try to describe and name the “objects” they are seeing. (Of course in reality they are only seeing the shadows cast by the puppets.)

			Plato then imagines that one of the prisoners is liberated from his bonds. If such an individual were to turn around and look at the puppets, the brightness of the light behind the puppets would no doubt confuse him, and he would be unable to see the objects clearly. If he looked directly at the fire his vision would be even worse, as the brightness would blind him until his eyes could adjust. Doubtless such a person would prefer to go back to his old way of “seeing.” Imagine that the person is dragged by force up through the entrance to the cave and brought out into the sunlight. Again, he would initially be unable to see anything, especially if he gazed directly at the sun itself. In time such a person would recognize that what he used to call reality consisted of shadows and images, and even the objects that were behind him in the cave were just copies of the real objects he has finally learned to recognize. This person would realize that he has found true wisdom and pity his fellow prisoners who are still bound.
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					Figure 2. Allegory of the cave

				


			However, Plato warns, if this person were to come back into the cave and try to help those prisoners, he would appear ridiculous to them. Since his eyes have become accustomed to the light of the actual world, he would no longer be able to see in the darkness of the cave and thus could not play well in the game in which the shadows are recognized. The prisoners would think his eyesight had been ruined, and would resist any attempt on his part to help them. In a clear allusion to Socrates’s fate, Plato says that the prisoners might even try to kill the man who had come back to free them.6

			The cave analogy is a vivid picture of Plato’s account of the mind’s ascent to true knowledge. The puppets held behind the prisoners symbolize the ordinary objects of the physical world, which are copies of the Forms. The prisoners who describe the shadows cast by the puppets see only imitations of imitations and even lack true beliefs about ordinary objects. The prisoner who turns around and looks at those objects has what corresponds to true belief or correct opinion in the divided line. The liberated prisoner who has been dragged out of the cave and sees real physical objects corresponds to the person who has true knowledge of the Forms. The sun itself corresponds to what Plato calls the Form of the Good, a topic I shall discuss later in this chapter.

			Knowledge as Recollection and the Immortality of the Soul

			For Plato genuine knowledge is knowledge of the Forms, but how is such knowledge possible? Clearly, we cannot know the Forms through sense perception, since we only come to know the changing world of spatiotemporal objects through the senses, and the Forms are eternal realities, not located in space and time. In the Meno Plato has Socrates describe what he calls a “trick argument,” which affirms that it is not possible to seek to learn anything. The argument affirms that learning is impossible, because a person must either know or not know what he is seeking to learn. If he already knows it, he does not need to discover it, but if he does not know it, he will not recognize it even if he finds it.7

			Plato suggests a solution to this dilemma can be had if we think of human knowledge as made possible by “recollection.” There is a sense in which humans already do know what they learn. Human beings have an innate knowledge of the Forms, though it is a knowledge that has been “forgotten” at birth. The human soul is itself immortal and nonphysical, like the Forms themselves, and at some point prior to birth had a perfect knowledge of the Forms. At birth this knowledge is lost, but the capacity to understand the Forms remains and can be actualized through reason. The details of this description may be the kind of thing that Plato describes as a “myth,” a story that conveys some important truth though without insisting that the story gets things exactly right. Regardless of how seriously Plato may take the idea of the soul’s pre­existence, he certainly takes seriously the idea that the soul is immortal and has a capacity to grasp timeless truths.

			In a way the doctrine of recollection is present everywhere in the Platonic dialogues, in that Socrates characteristically seeks to help others acquire wisdom by questioning them. The assumption that underlies this is that each person has a capacity to grasp the truth for himself. Socrates compares himself to a midwife, who does not give birth directly but helps others give birth to the truth that is already within them.8

			In the Meno Plato goes on to illustrate the doctrine of recollection by depicting a memorable encounter with an uneducated slave. Socrates, without ever directly telling the slave anything, but simply asking a series of questions, helps the slave to understand an important geometrical truth: how to construct a square that will be double the size of a given square. The slave first believes that all he has to do is double the size of the sides of the existing square; through questioning Socrates gets him to see that this will result in a square four times the size of the original, rather than double. The correct answer is found by drawing a new square using the diagonals of the existing square, an answer that implicitly shows the slave boy has a grasp of the Pythagorean theorem, since the diagonals will create right triangles.9 Though the slave has received no formal education, he has the capacity to recognize mathematical truths when questioned and thus must have some knowledge of those truths.

			For Plato, this result is not merely one of importance to epistemology. Rather, the capacity to recollect the Forms is evidence of the human soul’s true character. If humans have a knowledge they could not have obtained in this life, then they must be beings who have a more than temporal existence: “Then if the truth about reality is always in our soul, the soul would be immortal so that you should always confidently try to seek out and recollect what you do not know at present—that is, what you do not recollect.”10 The link between immortality and recollection is even clearer in the Phaedo, in which Socrates, facing death at the end of the day, passionately defends his belief in immortality. The emphasis is not so much on recollection as a process as on the soul’s capacity to grasp eternal truth, a capacity that tells us something important about the nature of the soul. The vocation of the philosopher is there described as preparation for death. True philosophy requires an ascetic discipline in which the distractions of physical desires are disciplined, as the philosopher seeks to purify himself and prepare for life after death as a pure soul freed from earthly passions, a life in which the Forms will be clearly known.

			Plato’s view of the human person is thus a strong form of dualism, in which a nonphysical soul resides in a physical body. The body is simply a part of the world of flux, and therefore constantly changes and eventually perishes. The soul, however, is essentially eternal, and exists even before birth. After death the soul may be reincarnated in yet another body, but the person who achieves wisdom and virtue will eventually achieve a spiritual existence in the realm of the Forms.

			Beauty and the Form of the Good

			If one read only the Phaedo, one would think that Plato had a very negative view of the body, and indeed, a low view of physical reality is often associated with Platonism. However, in the Symposium and in the Phaedrus Plato gives a somewhat different picture. In the Symposium Socrates describes erotic, physical love as something that can be a springboard to wisdom. To be sure, physical love is only the beginning of a process, and in the end physical desire is transcended. Nevertheless, in the Symposium Socrates recounts a speech he supposedly heard from Diotima, a prophetess, that shows how physical love can be the beginning of true wisdom. A lover begins by loving and desiring someone who has a beautiful body. However, as the person matures, this love becomes a love of beauty itself, first as found in other bodies, and eventually as found in beautiful actions. At last the lover is able to appreciate the beauty of knowledge, and in the end grasps the Form of Beauty itself.

			The Form of Beauty here is not merely one Form among the others, but seems to be something like a supreme Form that unifies all the Forms. A similar role is played in the Republic by what is described as the “Form of the Good.” The Form of the Good is not merely one Form among others, but the source of the reality of all the Forms, and even that which makes possible knowledge of the Forms: “Not only do the objects of knowledge owe their being known to the good, but their being is also due to it, although the good is not being, but superior to it in rank and power.”11 Sometimes Plato speaks of the supreme Form as “the One” rather than as the Form of Beauty or the Good, but most scholars agree that these are different descriptions of the same reality in Plato’s thought.

			The idea that there is one supreme Form that is the source of the reality of all the Forms is an important contribution to answering one of the questions that Plato’s doctrine of Forms raises: How are the Forms related to each other? The postulation of the Form of the Good answers this question by insisting that the Forms are unified; there is ultimately one transcendent reality that gives rise to all of the Forms. However, it is not completely clear what this means. Perhaps it is meant to be unclear, since Plato himself insists that the Form of the Good is so transcendent that it resists clear description in human language.

			The other important question raised by the doctrine of Forms is this: What is the relation between the Forms and the ordinary objects in our ordinary world? The answer Plato provides to this question relies heavily on various metaphors: ordinary objects are imitations or copies of the Forms, or they are said to “participate” in the Forms. The Forms are in some way the source of the world of becoming. Ordinary objects have a degree of reality, derived from the Forms, even if they are not the highest kind of reality.

			The relation of the Forms to ordinary objects is further explored in Plato’s Timaeus, which provides a kind of creation story. The physical world we experience through the senses is the work of a divine craftsman, often called the “Demiurge,” who uses the Forms as patterns and fashions physical objects out of a formless, preexistent matter. Later Christian theologians were deeply influenced by the Timaeus, although the Christian understanding of creation differs significantly from Plato’s. The Christian God creates ex nihilo (out of nothing), not out of a preexistent matter. The Christian God is not merely a craftsman who uses preexistent stuff but, like Plato’s Form of the Good, is the source of the reality of everything but himself. The Forms that Plato’s Demiurge uses as his models for creation seem external to himself. Christian Platonists, as we shall see later in looking at such philosophers as Augustine, think of the Forms as God’s Ideas, not realities external to God that God simply recognizes.

			In general we can say that Plato has many elements of the Christian concept of God, but from a Christian perspective does not have those elements arranged in the right way. The Form of the Good is the transcendent source of all being and knowledge, but Plato does not seem to see the Good as a personal agent. The Demiurge is a personal agent, but does not have the status of a transcendent Creator. Later Christian Platonists will take these elements and unify them; God is both a personal agent and the source of all reality, truth, and value.

			Plato’s Ethical and Political Philosophy

			I have examined some of the metaphysical and epistemological doctrines that Plato develops in his Republic, but the book is actually primarily directed to ethical and political questions. The book begins with a discussion about justice, in which some standard views of justice (such as “justice is giving to each person what is owed” and “justice is helping friends and harming enemies”) are criticized by Socrates. A man named Thrasymachus, clearly impatient with Socrates, jumps into the conversation and puts forward the radical view that “justice is what is in the interest of the stronger.” Thrasymachus holds that “might makes right” in the sense that what society calls “just” and “unjust” are those rules or policies that are intended to safeguard the position of the rich and powerful. Morality is purely conventional, and there is no reason for the person who is powerful to abide by moral principles when it is in the interest of that person to flout morality. Socrates takes up this challenge and mounts a defense of the claim that justice is inherently good and worthwhile, not just a necessary evil that a person must accept because of expediency.

			At this point Glaucon and Adeimantus jump into the argument. Although they want to believe that Socrates’s view is correct, they challenge him to provide a stronger argument. Glaucon tells the story of Gyges, a man who obtains a magic ring that can make him invisible, and uses the ring to murder the king and marry the queen.12 Would not anyone who had such a ring act as Gyges did? Is it really worthwhile to be a just person, or is it simply the case that people want to be thought to be just? To convincingly argue that justice itself is worth having, and not simply a reputation for justice, Socrates is challenged to compare a person who is perfectly just but is thought to be unjust (and so is unpopular and subject to punishment and hardships) with a person who is in fact unjust but is regarded by others as just (and so is popular and is given honors and rewards). This latter person in fact resembles the “Prince” that will later be described by Machiavelli: a ruler who unscrupulously does what he must to hold on to power, while cleverly cultivating a reputation as moral and beneficent.13

			Plato has Socrates respond to this challenge by giving a full account of justice, both in the individual and in society. Since a city is so much larger than a person, perhaps we can come to see the nature of justice more clearly by first describing a just city. After gaining a clearer picture of justice in the city, we may able to understand what a just individual person is like, and in both cases come to see why justice is valuable. Both the ethical and political philosophy presented center on the possession of key virtues, or admirable qualities.

			Plato’s ideal city has three classes of people. The majority of people are workers, producers of goods and services, who specialize in what they do best and exchange their goods and services with others. The second category of people are the guardians, people who defend the city against external threats as well as citizens who break the laws. From the second category, a third group is formed. Some of the guardians who seem especially talented and intelligent, as well as being people of good character, are given a special education, including physical education and mathematics, culminating in philosophy. The role of the arts in their education is to be strictly regulated. Literature that contains false ideas about the gods should be censored, and the future rulers should listen to music that is not seductive or sensuous but helps to instill discipline and order. Eventually, after some years of practical experience gained through public service, a few of these people become the rulers of the city. Plato is convinced that the democracy he experienced in Athens was a disaster, and that a healthy commonwealth requires rulers who are chosen not for popularity but because of their wisdom. A good city requires “philosopher-kings,” who combine wisdom with power.

			Some of what Plato proposes for the philosopher-kings seems radical and even astonishing. In a society in which women were regarded as inferior and incapable of participating in civic affairs, Plato asserts that women who are intelligent and wise should be included among the leaders. Also, to ensure that the rulers will not use their power for selfish ends, they are not to be allowed to have any private property but hold their goods in common. Even the wives of the men will be shared! The idea clearly is that these people will use their power only for the good of all and not to advance their own private interests. Plato seems to believe that people who are properly educated will not behave in the way humans generally behave. Legitimate questions certainly arise at this point about whether Plato’s ideal city is “utopian” in the sense that it is unrealistic to expect such changes in human nature. Plato himself seems none too optimistic that his ideal city could actually be achieved, perhaps because of his negative experiences with politics both in Athens and in attempting to educate a ruler in Syracuse.

			An ideal city requires that the various classes of people found there learn to do well what they are best suited to do. Similarly, Plato thinks that a human person has distinctive parts, and for a person to flourish, the various parts of the self must “do their job,” so to speak. The human soul (which is the true self) has three distinct parts: reason, spirit, and appetite. In the Phaedrus the self is compared to a chariot with a driver and two horses. One of the horses is unruly and wild, something that can barely be controlled even by a whip, while the other horse responds to admonitions and commands readily. Reason is of course supposed to be the charioteer, while the unruly horse corresponds to the appetites that have their source in the body. The disciplined horse is the “spirited” part of the soul. The three parts correspond to the three most important virtues: temperance requires control of the appetites, courage lies in the ability to seek steadfastly what is right, and wisdom is the ability to discern the true good that the person should seek. In a similar way, the three parts of the city correspond to these three virtues: temperance is especially important for the workers, the guardians must have courage, and the rulers have to provide wisdom. Interestingly, Plato does say that temperance as a virtue must be present in all of the people, and so even if it has a special significance for the workers, it is a virtue that all must have.

			If reason gives true guidance, then, with the help of the spirited part, a person can live harmoniously and be at peace with oneself, making progress toward the goals recognized by reason. Similarly, in the state where the wise give guidance, peace will prevail. Each element of the city must do their own proper work, not usurping the roles of the other parts. When the rational part rules the appetites, receiving help from the spirited part’s desire for honor and aversion to shame, justice obtains. Injustice, by contrast, arises when, for example, the appetites rule or when the spirited element honors something other than wisdom. Humans should want to be genuinely just, and not just appear just, because it is only the just person who can truly flourish. Those who gain riches or power by being unjust in the end harm themselves by damaging their souls. Power and riches are of little value if a person does not know for what purposes these are to be used, but it is only the just and wise person who has such knowledge.

			Conclusion

			It is easy to see why Plato’s thought has had so much enduring influence, both within Christianity and as a philosophical tradition in its own right. In Plato’s dialogues, the figure of Socrates, who can truly be regarded as a philosophical saint and martyr, comes to life. In the later dialogues, Plato develops and extends Socrates’s ideas, sometimes in ways that Socrates himself might not have done. The final result is a memorable vision of human persons as beings with a spiritual and eternal vocation, coming to know a reality that includes both a visible, changing world and a higher, invisible reality that is unchanging.
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