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PLATO AT THE GOOGLEPLEX









PROLOGUE


A book devoted to a particular thinker often presumes that thinker got everything right. I don’t think this is true of Plato. Plato got about as much wrong as we would expect from a philosopher who lived 2,400 years ago. Were this not the case, then philosophy, advancing our knowledge not at all, would be useless. I don’t think it’s useless, so I’m quite happy to acknowledge how mistaken or confused Plato can often strike us.


Plato is surprisingly relevant to many of our contemporary discussions, but this isn’t because he knew as much as we do. Obviously, he didn’t know the science that we know. But, less obviously, he didn’t know the philosophy that we know, including philosophy that has filtered outward beyond the seminar table. Conclusions that philosophers first establish by way of tortuous reasoning have a way, over time, of leaking into shared knowledge. Such leakage is perhaps more common as regards the questions of morality than other branches of philosophy, since those are questions that constantly test us. We can hardly get through our lives—in fact, it’s hard to get through a week—without considering what makes specific actions right and others wrong and debating with ourselves whether that is a difference that must compel the actions we choose. (Okay, it’s wrong! I get it! But why should I care?)


Plato’s ruminations, as profound as they are, hardly give us the last word on such matters. European thinkers of the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment, coming two millennia after Plato, had much to add to our shared conceptions of morality, particularly as regards individual rights, and we have learned from them and gone on.* This is why it is impossible for us to read Plato now without occasional disapproval. It’s precisely because he initiated a process that has taken us beyond him.


So Plato hardly did all the philosophical work. And yet he did do something so extraordinary as to mark his thinking as one of the pivotal stages in humankind’s development. What Plato did was to carve out the field of philosophy itself. It was Plato who first framed the majority of fundamental philosophical questions. He grasped the essence of a peculiar kind of question, the philosophical question, some specimens of which were already afloat in the Athens of his day, and he extended its application. He applied the philosophical question not only to norms of human behavior, as Socrates had done, but to language, to politics, to art, to mathematics, to religion, to love and friendship, to the mind, to personal identity, to the meaning of life and the meaning of death, to the natures of explanation, of rationality, and of knowledge itself. Philosophical questions could be framed in all these far-flung areas of human concern and inquiry, and Plato framed them, often in their definitive form. How did he do it? Why was it he who did it? This is a mystery I’ve always wanted to unravel. But how do you get close enough to Plato to even attempt to figure him out? Drawing conclusions about which doctrines he meant to assert—or even whether he meant to assert any doctrines at all—is difficult enough, much less hoping to get a glimpse into the soul of the man.


Though Plato is (at least for many of us) an easy philosopher to love, he is also a deucedly difficult philosopher to get close to. Despite his enormous influence, he is one of the most remote figures in the history of thought. His remoteness is not only a matter of his antiquity, but also of the manner in which he gave himself to us by way of his writings. He didn’t create treatises, essays, or inquiries that propound positions. Instead, he wrote dialogues, which are not only great works of philosophy but also great works of literature.


His language is that of a consummate artist. Classical scholars affirm that his Greek is the purest and finest of any of the ancient writings that have come down to us. “The lyrical prose of Plato had no peer in the ancient world,” writes one scholar in his introduction to Percy Bysshe Shelley’s extraordinary translation of Plato’s Symposium, the great Romantic pouring his own lyrical gifts into the text.* But, more to the point, Plato’s vivid characters discuss philosophical problems in so lively and natural a manner that it is difficult to catch the author’s point of view through the engagement of the many voices with one another. His dialogues allow us to draw a little bit closer to many of his contemporaries—including Socrates—while Plato holds himself aloof. Some readers of the dialogues interpret the character of Socrates, who is often the character who gets the most lines, as a stand-in for Plato, much as Salviati speaks for Galileo in Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems and as Philo speaks for David Hume in Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion; but this pastes too simple a face over an interpretive chimera.† It is almost as naive to reduce the dialogic Socrates to a mere sock puppet for the philosopher Plato as it is to reduce Plato to a mere notetaker for the philosopher Socrates. Plato floats fugitive between these two reductions.


His elusiveness is comparable to that of another protean writer of whom it is difficult to catch a glimpse through the genius of the work, William Shakespeare. In both, it’s the capaciousness and vivacity of points of view animating the text that drives the author into the shadows. In the case of Shakespeare, the remoteness of the author has provoked some otherwise sober people to contend that the actor born on Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon, who left school at fourteen and never went to university and married an already pregnant Anne Hathaway, to whom he willed his “second-best” bed, was merely a front man for the real author—even a whole committee of authors.‡ In the case of Plato, the remoteness makes itself felt not only in the difficulties of disentangling Plato from Socrates, but, even more dramatically, in the mutually incompatible characterizations that have been foisted upon him.


It has been claimed that Plato was an egalitarian; it has been claimed that he was a totalitarian. It has been claimed that he was a utopian, proposing a universal blueprint for the ideal state; it has been claimed he was an anti-utopian, demonstrating that all political idealism is folly. It has been claimed he was a populist, concerned with the best interests of all citizens; it has been claimed he was an elitist with disturbing eugenicist tendencies. It has been claimed he was other-worldly; it has been claimed he was this-worldly. It has been claimed he was a romantic; it has been claimed he was a prig. It has been claimed that he was a theorizer, with sweeping metaphysical doctrines; it has been claimed he was an anti-theorizing skeptic, always intent on unsettling convictions. It has been claimed he was full of humor and play; it has been claimed he was as solemn as a sermon limning the torments of the damned. It has been claimed he loved his fellow man; it has been claimed he loathed his fellow man. It has been claimed he was a philosopher who used his artistic gifts in the service of philosophy; it has been claimed he was an artist who used philosophy in the service of his art.


Isn’t it curious that a figure can exert so much influence throughout the course of Western civilization and escape consensus as to what he was all about? And how in the world can one hope to draw closer to so elusive a figure?


He was an ancient Greek, a citizen of the city-state of Athens during its classical age. How much of Plato’s achievement in almost singlehandedly creating philosophy is explained by his having been a Greek? The Greeks have fascinated us for a good long while now. Even the Romans, who vanquished them militarily, were vanquished from within by the fascinating Greeks. After the millennia of obsession, is there anything new to say about them? I think so, and it is this: the preconditions for philosophy were created there in ancient Greece, and most especially in Athens. These preconditions lay not only in a preoccupation with the question of what it is that makes life worth living but in a distinctive approach to this question.


The Greeks were not alone in being preoccupied with the question of human worth and human mattering. Across the Mediterranean was the still-obscure tribe called the Ivrim, the Hebrews, from the word for “over,” since they were over on the other side of the Jordan. There they worked out their notion of a covenantal relationship with a tribal god whom they eventually elevated to the position of the one and only God, The Master of the Universe who provides the foundation for both the physical world without and the moral world within. To live according to his commandments was to live a life worth living. Our Western culture is still an uneasy mix of the approaches to the question of human worth worked out by these two Mediterranean peoples, the Greeks and the Hebrews. But even they weren’t alone in their existential preoccupations. In Persia, Zoroastrianism presented a dualistic version of the forces of good and evil; in China, there was Confucius and Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu; and in India, there was the Buddha. Each of these approaches adds to the range of choices we have for conceiving the life worth living.


The philosopher Karl Jaspers baptized this normatively* fertile period in human history—which was roughly 800 to 200 B.C.E.—the “Axial Age,” because visions forged during that period extend out into our own day, like the axials of a wheel. These ways of normatively framing our lives still resonate with millions of people, including secularists, who are the inheritors of the Greek tradition.


The Greeks themselves can hardly be called secularists. Religious rituals saturated their lives—their gods and goddesses were everywhere and had to be propitiated or something terrible would happen. Their rituals were, by and large, apotropaic, meant to ward off evil. There were public rites associated with the individual city-states and others that were Panhellenic; there were secret rites that belonged to the mystery cults. But what is remarkable about the Greeks—even pre-philosophically—is that, despite the salience of religious rituals in their lives, when it came to the question of what it is that makes an individual human life worth living they didn’t look to their immortals but rather approached the question in mortal terms. Their approaching the question of human mattering in human terms is the singularity that creates the conditions for philosophy in ancient Greece, most especially as these conditions were realized in the city-state of Athens.


Their human approach to the question of human mattering meant that the tragic point of view—in fact, several versions of the tragic point of view—were agonizingly distinct possibilities. It is no accident that Athens was the home not only of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle,* but also of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. Their approach to the question of what makes a human life worth living created not only the conditions for the great tragic dramatists but also the audiences for them. Those audiences didn’t shrink from confronting the possibility that human life, tragically, is not worth living. Perhaps we don’t matter and nothing can be done to make us matter. Or, only slightly less tragic, perhaps there is something that must be done in order to achieve a life worth living, something that will redeem that life by singling it out as extraordinary, and only then will it matter. It is only an ordinary life—with nothing to distinguish it from the great masses of other anonymous lives that have come before us and will come after us—that doesn’t matter. There is a pronounced pitilessness in this proposition, and there was a pronounced pitilessness in the Greeks. One must exert oneself in order to achieve a life that matters. If you don’t exert yourself, or if your exertions don’t amount to much of anything, then you might as well not have bothered to have shown up for your existence at all.


How many of us harbor something like this attitude, whether vaguely or not, that the ordinary souls among us—by definition, the overwhelming majority of us—don’t matter as much as the extraordinary ones do? So, too, did a great many Greeks, at least those among them who had the luxury of worrying over such existential quandaries, Greeks who not only wrote the tragedies but were moved to pity and terror by them. I call their attitude the Ethos of the Extraordinary. It is only by making oneself extraordinary that one can keep from disappearing without a trace, like some poor soul who slips beneath the ocean’s waves—an image that called forth an intensity of terror for the seafaring Greeks.† One must live so that one will be spoken about, by as many speakers as possible and for as long as possible. It is, in the end, the only kind of immortality for which we may hope. And, of course, we are still speaking about the ancient Greeks, especially the extraordinary ones among them, of which there were so many.


Plato shared, with radical modifications, in the Ethos of the Extraordinary, and it led him to create philosophy as we know it. The kind of exertion that is required if one is to achieve a life worth living is philosophy as he understood it. It is our exertions in reason that make us matter—make us, to the extent that we can be, godlike. And if such exertions don’t win the acclaim of the masses, so much the worse for the masses. The kind of extraordinary that matters is likely to go undetected by them—so, in a certain sense, though not in all senses, they really don’t matter. This is a harsh statement, but, as already noted, harshness didn’t much faze the Greeks, and Plato is no exception here.


Plato opened up his dialogues to many different kinds of people, including those who didn’t conventionally count for much in Athenian society. He did the same in the Academy that he established in a grove outside the city center and which became the prototype for the European university. It is reported that even women could study there, which accords with what he has to say about female intellectual potential in the Republic and the Laws. Nevertheless, his philosophical version of the Ethos of the Extraordinary left many stranded outside of the mattering class, namely all those who aren’t able, or inclined, to do philosophy, to do reason. When, in the Apology, his rendition of Socrates’ trial in 399 B.C.E., he has Socrates declare that the unexamined life is not worth living, he is both endorsing the Ethos of the Extraordinary shared by many in his culture and, at the same time, modifying it sufficiently to outrage his fellow Athenians. (That trial did not end well for Socrates.) A widely shared Greek presumption slips unexamined into his thinking. It will be pried out when European philosophers, after the centuries of encasing the question of human worth in religious thinking, return once again to consider the question of what makes a human life matter in secular terms, as the Greeks had done.


Here is an irony: the unexamined presumption that led Plato to create philosophy as we know it would eventually be invalidated by philosophy. That’s progress. The progress to be made in philosophy is often a matter of discovering presumptions that slip unexamined into reasoning, so why not the unexamined presumption that got the whole self-criticial process started? Plato, I would think, could only approve.


But thinking about Plato in these terms only gets us so close to him. Yes, he was an Athenian and, as an Athenian, imported certain preoccupations and preconceptions into his thinking. But that is only part of drawing closer to the remote figure of Plato. The other part is Plato’s relationship with Socrates.


We know precious little about the personal life of Plato, but this we do know. The drama of Socrates’ life—the true meaning of which was given, for Plato as well as for others, in his death—was personally transformative for Plato. It convinced him to devote his life to philosophy—he tells us this himself in his Seventh Letter*— which he did with singular effect. His response to the trauma of Socrates’ execution by the democratic polis of Athens, when Socrates was seventy years old and Plato was in his late twenties, was to create philosophy as we know it, formulating its central questions, questions far beyond any that had, in all probability, occurred to Socrates himself.†


But almost until the very end of his life, he kept the figure of Socrates at the center of his work. Plato wrote about philosophy with misgivings. He worried, for one thing, that philosophical writing would take the place of living conversations, for which, in philosophy, there is no substitute. (Philosophy, still, is an unusually gregarious subject.) Having agonized no less about the best way to write (and teach) philosophy than about philosophy itself, Plato created his dialogues, all of which have come down to us. (No commentator ever mentions a work of Plato that we don’t have, in contrast to the works of Aristotle.) Twenty-five out of his twenty-six dialogues feature the character of Socrates, who, whether he is carrying the thrust of the argument forward or not—and often he isn’t—is central to Plato’s conception of philosophy. Socrates is altogether absent only in the Laws, written when Plato was an old man, almost a decade older than Socrates had been when he died. But even in his absence, Socrates is significant.


This literary ploy of Plato’s makes it difficult to distill out of the dialogues what is historically true of Socrates, the man who wandered barefoot through the Athenian agora in a not terribly clean chitōn and persistently asked questions whose points were difficult to grasp, creating a crowd of onlookers around him as he went about thwarting every proffered answer, a busker of dialectics, a philosophical urban guerrilla. Plato is not the only Athenian who wrote Socratic dialogues following Socrates’ execution.* But he is the only writer of Socratic dialogues who is a philosophical genius. Plato’s attitude toward “his” Socrates doesn’t remain static over the course of his long life, any more than his ever self-critical philosophical positions remain static. Tracing the shifts in his attitude toward the philosopher whose death turned him to philosophy is perhaps a way of trying to bring the remote figure of Plato closer to us as a person.


It’s hard, not to say presumptuous, to approach Plato as a person. No philosopher more discourages such an approach. Plato seemed to have little sympathy for the merely personal. We become more worthy the more we bend our minds to the impersonal. We become better as we take in the universe, thinking more about the largeness that it is and less about the smallness that is us. Plato often betrays a horror of human nature, seeing it as more beastly than godlike.† Human nature is an ethical and political problem to be solved, and only the universe is adequate to the enormous task.‡ The Laws, which features three old men in conversation, twice unflatteringly compares humans to puppets,“though with some touch of reality about them, too,” as the Athenian says. The old man from Sparta responds to this, “I must say, sir, you have but a poor estimate of our race,” and the Athenian doesn’t bother to deny it.


Plato’s bleak despair regarding “our race” might have grown more pronounced in his old age, but I suspect Plato took a dim view of humanity even when he was younger. Socrates’ fate at the hands of the democracy—his death sentence, like the guilty verdict, was the result of popular vote—might have had as much to do with his dim view of humanity as it did with his turning to philosophy in the first place. Whereas Socrates might laugh out loud at the vulgar jokes of the comic writers, even when he was made the butt of them,* Plato’s more characteristic reaction toward the riotous and ridiculous aspects of human nature was, I suspect, a shudder. His love for Socrates helped him to repress the shudder. Socrates was, for him, a means of reconciling himself to human life, deformed as it is by ugly contradictions. Socrates, so very human—as Plato takes pains to show us—himself embodied these contradictions. Because there had been such a man as Socrates, Plato could convince himself that human life was worth caring about. But I suspect that for him it did take convincing.


By writing as he did, Plato created a morass of interpretive confusion. But he also created philosophy as a living monument to Socrates. The word “philosophy” has love written into it. It translates as love of wisdom. Love of wisdom is an impersonal sort of love. So it bears mentioning that a very personal love—Plato’s love for Socrates—was working itself out in the man who created philosophy as we know it.


All of this adds an element of paradox to the style in which Plato wrote, especially given what Plato will say about philosophical love replacing personal love (the source for our degraded notion of “Platonic love”). But even this tension is put to philosophical use. Plato worries about so many dangers tripping us up in our thinking, and one of these dangers is that our thinking might become too reflexive and comfortable with itself. He aims to keep our thinking from becoming thoughtless, and to that end he is never averse to the destabilizing effects of paradox.


The expository chapters of this book alternate with anachronistic dialogues in which Plato himself is a character, taking up our contemporary questions, which are continuous with ones that Plato first raised. The questions in each dialogue are related to ones raised in the expository chapter immediately preceding.


These are, quite literally, dialogues out of time. But there is a way in which the dialogues that Plato wrote are also dialogues out of time. They wrench a person out of time, as Plato believed philosophy must do. In the Phaedo, which presents Socrates’ death, Plato dramatically puts the detachment of the philosopher from his time this way: to philosophize is to prepare to die. (Oddly, philosophy departments have forgone turning this into an enrollment-boosting slogan.)


When I was a child I was addicted to science fiction, and my favorite science fiction required the reader to accept just one preposterous premise, and then everything else made sense. That is what the dialogues of this book ask of the reader. Just accept the one preposterous premise that Plato could turn up in twenty-first-century America, an author on a book tour, and everything else, I hope, makes sense. So here he is at Google headquarters, in Mountain View, California, discussing with his media escort and a software engineer whether crowd-sourcing can answer all ethical questions. And here he is on a panel of child-rearing experts in Manhattan, including a psychoanalyst and a “tiger mom,” discussing the question of how to raise a child so that it will shine. And here he is helping out an advice columnist on some of the trickier questions concerning love and sex and revealing the shallowness of our notion of “Platonic love.” And here he is on cable news discussing with an aggressive interviewer whether reason has any useful role to play in our moral and political lives. And here he is in a cognitive neuroscience laboratory at a prestigious university, volunteering to have his brain scanned, and discussing with two scientists whether the problems of free will and personal identity can be solved by brain imaging.


As often as I can, I interweave passages from his writings into the conversations he has with our contemporaries, giving the citations. His words sound natural in conversations that will be familiar to the reader, and this is a testament to the surprising relevance he still has—but not because his intuitions always ring true to us. His relevance derives overwhelmingly from the questions he asked and from his insistence that they cannot be easily dispensed with in the ways that people often think. One of the peculiar features of philosophical questions is how eager people are to offer solutions that miss the point of the questions. Sometimes these failed solutions are scientific, and sometimes they are religious, and sometimes they are based on what is called plain common sense. Plato composed some of the most definitive rebuttals of uncomprehending answers to philosophical questions that have ever been made, and one can (and I do) fit these smoothly into conversations he has with neuroscientists and software engineers, not to speak of a bumptious cable news anchor. But I rarely give him the answers, and this I think is true to the man. The thing about Plato is that he rarely presented himself as giving us the final answers. What he insisted upon was the recalcitrance of the questions in the face of shallow attempts to make them go away. His genius for formulating counter-reductive arguments is at one with the genius that allowed him to raise up the field of philosophy as we know it.


I do make him a quick study, and he has much catching up to do, as much in ethics—what, no slaves?—as in science and technology. This is as it should be if the field he created has made progress. A major contention of this book—and it is a controversial one—is that it has, and that its progress extends beyond the seminar table. In his conversation at the Googleplex, his media escort, a practical-minded woman with little use for the examined life, is able to overwhelm him with the kind of ethical intuitions that she takes for granted and of which he never dreamed—though once she states them he immediately gets the point.


If there is such a thing as philosophical progress, then why—unlike scientific progress—is it so invisible? This is a question that runs throughout the book, in the expository chapters as well as in the dialogues. Ruminating on Plato—the ways in which he’s still with us and the ways in which he’s been left behind—offers an answer to this question. Philosophical progress is invisible because it is incorporated into our points of view. What was tortuously secured by complex argument becomes widely shared intuition, so obvious that we forget its provenance. We don’t see it, because we see with it.


 


 


 


* The important point—that the Greek philosophers lacked the idea of individual rights as it was developed by thinkers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—is discussed by Stephen Darwall. See his “Grotius at the Creation of Modern Moral Philosophy,” in Honor, History, and Relationship: Essays in Second-Personal Ethics II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).


* The Symposium of Plato: The Shelley Translation, edited and introduced by David K. O’Connor (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2002).


† See Who Speaks for Plato: Studies in Platonic Anonymity, edited by Gerald A. Press (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2000). The eleven contributors to the volume all argue against the view that Socrates, or any other character in the dialogues, is a mouthpiece for Plato.


‡ Proposed candidates have included a death-faking Christopher Marlowe; Francis Bacon; Walter Raleigh; Edmund Spenser; Lord Buckhurst; Edward de Vere, seventeenth Earl of Oxford; and William Stanley, sixth Earl of Derby.


* Philosophers use the word “normative” to refer to any propositions that contain the word “ought,” as in “You ought to consider the interests of others as well as those of yourself,” and “You ought to be rational and consider all the facts, not only those that support your favored hypothesis.” Though many normative propositions deal with ethical matters, not all of them do, as my second example demonstrates. In particular, epistemology, which examines the conditions for securing knowledge, raises normative issues. Religion, of course, addresses normative issues, but so, too, does secular philosophy.


* Aristotle was born in Stagira, near Macedonia, but came to Athens to study in Plato’s Academy. He stayed to eventually found his own Athenian school, the Lyceum.


† Telemakhos, whose father, Odysseus, hasn’t been heard from since he set sail after the sacking of Troy, mourns a fate he describes as far worse than death. “The gods have made him invisible. If he were dead, I would not grieve for him so much—if he had been killed at Troy, or died in the arms of friends after the war. Then, the Greeks would have made a tomb for him, and he would have won great glory for me, his son, as well as for himself. Instead, the storm fiends have snatched him away and left no word of him. He has perished unseen and unheard of” (Iliad I.235ff). That phrase “unseen and unheard of” contains all the terror of a life that, in the end, amounts to nothing.


* A good many scholars now seem to think the Seventh Letter is authentic; but even if it isn’t, scholars agree that it was written by someone who was well informed about the private details of Plato’s life.


† Plato’s dialogues are traditionally divided into the Early, the Middle, and the Late, though there continue to be disagreements on aspects of the chronology, and there are scholars who dispute the entire idea of a set chronology. Plato might well have gone back and edited dialogues until almost the time of his death, somewhat like Henry James rewriting earlier works in his later style. Traditionally, the early dialogues are accepted as most representative of Socrates’ practices and preoccupations, and these are confined to moral questions and often end in the impasse of aporia, a conceptual deadend. It is only in the middle dialogues that Plato raises questions of metaphysics, epistemology, political philosophy, cosmology, philosophy of language, and so on.


* Aristotle writes in his Poetics (1447b) of an established genre of Socratic literature, Sōkratikoi Logoi, all of which were written after Socrates’ death. See Appendix A.


† In the Phaedo, he indulges in a riff on the inhuman forms that most people will take after they die—becoming donkeys “and other perverse animals,” or predators, “like wolves and hawks and kites,” while the “ordinary citizens,” the upright and uptight bourgeoisie, will be transformed into busy little bees and ants (81e–82b). It’s an amusing passage, as well as telling.


‡ Such a view—setting the universe itself to the task of making us humans better—tends to meld together subjects that we keep resolutely apart. So it is impossible to speak of Plato’s ethics or political theory or aesthetics without also speaking of his cosmology, metaphysics, epistemology, and psychology. Our division of domains is foreign to Plato’s thought. “Metaphysics, Ethics, and Psychology would have seemed to Plato a meaningless classification and he would certainly have protested against its application to himself. Each of these terms he would have thought to include all the others.” G. M. A. Grube, Plato’s Thought: Eight Cardinal Points of Plato’s Philosophy as Treated in the Whole of His Works (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), p. viii.


* Socrates was often featured in the dramatic works of his Athenian contemporaries, most notably in those of the comic playwright Aristophanes, though also in other comic writers whose works did not survive. Aristophanes featured Socrates in three of his extant plays: Clouds, Frogs, and Birds. Clouds came in third at the Athenian literary festival in 423 B.C.E., trailing yet another play that featured a barefoot Socrates. Although his character is mercilessly lampooned—in Clouds he hangs from a basket in midair and perorates with impressive absurdity, offering solecisms on how to avoid repaying one’s debts and urging the young to beat their know-nothing parents into philosophical submission—Socrates himself is reported to have found his notoriety good fun. In his Moralia, Plutarch, the first century C.E. philosopher and historian, quoted Socrates as having said, “When they break a jest upon me in the theater, I feel as if I were at a big party of good friends.”
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MAN WALKS INTO A SEMINAR ROOM
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Plato was born in ancient Athens in the month of Thergelian (May–June) of the first year of the eighty-eighth Olympiad, which would make it the year 428 or 427 B.C.E. by our reckoning, and he died some eighty or eighty-one years later. His antiquity removes him to a time and a sensibility that some have argued are all but irrecoverable to us. And yet, despite the historical distance, Plato could stroll into almost any graduate seminar in philosophy, seat himself at the elliptical table around which abstractions and distinctions would be propagating with abandon, and catch the drift in no time at all.


First off, Plato would have little trouble recognizing the techniques being employed: the laborious constructions and deconstructions of arguments; the intense inspection of intuitions, drawing out their implications and prodding and palpating them for contradictions and other unwelcome consequences; the counterexample tossed in the face of proposed generalizations; the endless attempts to get a grip on slippery terms, to separate out multiple senses that get merged under single expressions.


And then there are the thought-experiments often couched in wildly imaginative terms: Suppose that somewhere out in the universe there’s a planet just like ours—let’s call it Twin Earth—on which there’s a molecule-by-molecule clone of everything and every person, with just one exception. They have something that looks and behaves just like water only it’s not H2O. It’s something with an entirely different chemical constitution; let’s just call it XYZ. And we’re talking a few hundred years ago, so scientists on Earth and Twin Earth can’t know about the chemical compositions. Both Earthlings and Twin Earthlings use the word “water,” and for all they know, for all that’s in their heads when they use the word “water,” it means the same thing on Earth and on Twin Earth. But does it mean the same thing, and if it doesn’t, then doesn’t that prove that meanings are not in the head?*


Or maybe the issue being argued is the ethics of abortion, and someone, wanting to set aside the whole irresolvable question of whether the fetus is a person or not, proposes the following thought-experiment: You wake up in a hospital bed and find yourself surgically attached to a famous violinist. You’re told that you, and you alone, being a perfect match for him, can keep him alive for the nine months he requires in order to be viable on his own. There’s no question that you’re both persons, and he’s an important one at that. But still, do you have an ethical obligation to put your life on hold and remain surgically attached to him?†


I mention these famous contemporary thought-experiments not in order to endorse them one way or the other, but simply as examples of what often takes place around philosophy’s seminar table. The point I want to make is that, even though the scenarios would be alien to Plato, the techniques employed by the disputants round the table would be largely familiar to him. Plato was himself a master of composing elaborately counterfactual thought-experiments,‡ and we could expect Plato to soon enter the philosophical fray, no doubt dominating the table before the seminar was well under way.


And it wouldn’t be the techniques alone that would give Plato the distinct feeling of been here, done that. Many of the questions being batted around the table would be owned by Plato. Moral relativism? You mean to tell me you people are still arguing about whether there are any objective facts about right and wrong or rather whether it’s all relative to specific cultures, so that in, say, the militaristically regimented city of Sparta, a society I actually admired in many respects, the murder of puny and otherwise unpromising babies, who would only drain the state’s resources without reciprocally contributing, is a moral obligation, whereas in other societies, perhaps less ruthlessly rational and more prey to sentimentality, infanticide is morally condemned? By Zeus, we were battling that moral relativism rot out with sophists back in the day when Alexander the Great wasn’t even a gleam in Philip and Olympias’ eyes!*


Or suppose the question on the table is “What is the relevant level of description for explaining a person’s action?” And let’s say, to make the conversation around the table even more charged, that the action under discussion is of a kind to make the person come under judgment as either guilty or innocent of a crime of some kind. Is the right level of description the state of the brain before and during the time of the action? Or is the relevant description one that displays the action as an expression of the person’s character, embedding the action in a more extended narrative of who this person is? Though the physical terms deemed relevant would be new to Plato—the prefrontal lobe and the right temporoparietal junction, the amygdala and dopamine—the general philosophical argument would be familiar to him, as talk round the table focused on the “explanatory gap” between the neural and the narrative descriptions. After all, Plato could lay claim to having first formulated something like this explanatory gap when he considered the explanation for Socrates’ decision to stay in prison rather than fleeing to save his life.†


Or suppose the topic of conversation at the seminar table concerns whether abstract entities, such as numbers, truly exist. Mathematicians prove all sorts of truths about numbers, truths that often assert the existence of certain numbers (for example, given two rational numbers, there exists a rational number between them) and sometimes the non-existence of certain numbers (for example, there exists no largest prime number). But what does this talk of mathematical existence amount to? Do these proofs really have to do with existence in the same way that tables and chairs, the moon and the sun, and you and me exist? Or is mathematical existence something like saying that a particular move exists in chess—say, when a pawn has moved completely across the board to a square on the opponent’s back row and can be exchanged for any piece, not just a piece that your opponent has captured, which can result in your having, say, two queens on the board? Is that what mathematical existence amounts to, simply being the logical consequence of stipulated rules? Or is the existence asserted in these proofs something like existence in fictional worlds, where it is no less true that Hamlet was born in Denmark than that Hamlet, being purely fictional, was never born at all?


When the subject is mathematical existence, then Plato would be delighted (or maybe embarrassed) by how central to the argument raging around the seminar table his eponym is. The exact terms of these arguments would be unfamiliar to him—with new mathematical results enlisted pro and con—but the question of “mathematical Platonism” would be front and center. Only last week, an acquaintance sent me an updating email and added this postscript: “This fall I sat in on a seminar on Boolean-valued models forcing extensions of the set-theoretic universe.” He then listed the names of the mathematicians and logicians attending, a stellar constellation, and continued, “Very difficult stuff, but utterly beautiful. Arguments over Platonism raged the entire time.”


Yes, it’s true. A certain percentage of those questions still swirling around philosophy’s millennia-spanning seminar, the participants still going at them with everything they’ve got, were first posed by Plato—and often the “everything they’ve got” was first gotten to by Plato, too. So comfortable would Plato feel seated at philosophy’s seminar table that Alfred North Whitehead could famously write, “The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.”*


Those predisposed to dismiss philosophy—some of my best friends—might hear in Whitehead’s kudos to Plato a well-aimed jeer at philosophy’s expense. That an ancient Greek could still command contemporary relevance, much less the supremacy that Whitehead claimed for him, does not speak well for the field’s rate of progress. Of course, not all philosophers would assent to Whitehead’s “safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition.” But that lack of agreement in itself bolsters a philosophy-jeerer’s charge that philosophy never can establish anything.


The reason that some of my best friends are philosophy-jeerers is that many of my best friends are scientists. I do not mean to assert that the majority of scientists are hostile to philosophy. I’ve known scientists who are philosophically impressive. But there is, in a significant segment of the scientific culture, so ingrained a prejudice against philosophy that, much like other prejudices, people casually express their biases without even realizing they are doing so. To quote from a random example that is fresh in my mind, having read it this morning in a short item in Science magazine reporting on the search for “Goldilocks planets,” those neither too hot nor too cold to support life: “Just two decades ago, most considered the question of life elsewhere in the universe a fringe topic, more suitable for philosophy than for scientific research.”*


The casual equating of philosophy with topics on the fringe, emptily speculated upon, can pass unremarked in scientific circles. Like most prejudices, this one is usually not reasoned out, although sometimes it is. Sometimes a scientist is willing to stand up and bravely defend the claim that philosophy is worthless. “Philosophy used to be a field that had content, but then ‘natural philosophy’ became physics, and physics has only continued to make inroads,” Lawrence Krauss, a cosmologist who writes popular science books, told an interviewer. “Philosophy is a field that, unfortunately, reminds me of that old Woody Allen joke, ‘those that can’t do, teach, and those that can’t teach, teach gym.’ And the worst part of philosophy is the philosophy of science; the only people, as far as I can tell, that read work by philosophers of science are other philosophers of science. It has no impact on physics whatsoever, and I doubt that other philosophers read it because it’s fairly technical. And so it’s really hard to understand what justifies it. And so I’d say that this tension [between philosophy and science] occurs because people in philosophy feel threatened, and they have every right to feel threatened, because science progresses and philosophy doesn’t.”†


There are many things that one can say in response to this position. For starters, one could point out that the position presupposes that we have a clear criterion for distinguishing between scientific and non-scientific views of the world. When pressed to give the requisite criterion, scientists almost automatically reach for the notion of “falsifiability” first proposed by Karl Popper. His profession? Philosophy. The Kraussian position also presupposes that fields like relativistic quantum field theory (the very theory that, according to Krauss, is helping to render philosophy obsolete) are offering us descriptions of physical reality, even though they employ concepts which refer (if they refer) to unobservable states and entities, such as, to take a non-random example, relativistic quantum fields. The view that the strange entities dreamed up in the models of theoretical physics, though unobservable, are nonetheless real (if the theory in question is true) is known as “scientific realism”—a substantive philosophical claim, countered by a view known as “scientific instrumentalism,” according to which such theories as relativistic quantum field theory are merely tools for making predictions of observations and are not about any actual things that exist in the world. In this view, the success of relativistic quantum field theory offers no reason to believe that there is any such thing as a relativistic quantum field.


Presumably physicists care about the “philosophical” question of whether they are actually talking about anything other than observations when they do their science. And indeed, scientific instrumentalism is by no means a conceptual toy constructed for the extended playtime of philosophers. The view itself was first fully formulated by the physicist Pierre Duhem,* and many physicists, including Niels Bohr, a leading formulator of quantum mechanics, have advocated instrumentalism, often motivated by the strangeness of quantum mechanics, which puts up challenging barriers to straightforward realistic interpretations.† (A realistic interpretation can give one far more reality than one had bargained for—the so-called multiverse.)‡ Quantum strangeness was Bohr’s reason for advocating instrumentalism. Perhaps not surprisingly, other physicists disagree, and when they are disagreeing, they are going beyond the domain of theoretical science and plunging straight into philosophy of science. What they’re disagreeing about is the question of what it is, precisely, they are doing when they are doing science. Are they refining their instruments for observation or discovering new aspects of reality?


All of which is to say that one cannot make the claims for science that many philosophy-jeerers make without relying heavily on claims—such as the falsifiability criterion for scientific statements, or the assumption of scientific realism—which belong not only to philosophy, but to that “worst part of philosophy,” philosophy of science.* So if philosophy has as little substance as Krauss claims, if there is no way to make progress in philosophical knowledge, then this is as serious a problem for a physicist like Krauss as it is for those who call themselves philosophers.


Krauss mentions the old Woody Allen joke, but I’m reminded of another joke:


After a lifetime of hard work and bad luck, Jake makes a killing in the stock market and buys a villa for himself and his bride of forty years, Mimi, on prime real estate in Miami Beach. The first evening that they’re settled in, he and Mimi go out on the patio to enjoy their view of the Atlantic Ocean, and Jake discovers that it’s obscured by the trees of their neighbors. It’s okay, says Mimi, trying to calm down her excitable husband, but Jake gets right on the phone with the neighbors, and, after extensive bickering, they agree that, if he pays for it, they’ll top their trees. The landscaping work is done, and Jake and Mimi take their positions that evening on the veranda. Alas, the topped-off trees still get in the way of the view. Jake calls the neighbors, demanding that the trees will have to go, right down to the roots, but this time the neighbors balk. It’s okay, Mimi is heard plaintively begging in the background, but Jake, determined that he and Mimi get the view that their years of scrimping and saving deserve, offers to buy the neighboring villa at an inflated price. The neighbors immediately agree, and, as soon as the papers are signed, Jake has the offending trees cut down. “You know,” Jake says to Mimi that evening, as they sit on the veranda drinking in their unobstructed view of the Atlantic Ocean, “there are some things that money just can’t buy.” Like Jake, some philosophy-jeerers don’t take into account all the philosophical cash they have to spend in order to arrive at their view.


But still, even if the most extreme philosopher-jeerer can’t altogether avoid relying on a bit of philosophy, Popperian or otherwise, isn’t there something to the charge that “science progresses and philosophy doesn’t”? After all, if Plato, a man who voiced misgivings about that newfangled technology of writing things down,* can still find his place at philosophy’s seminar table, doesn’t that cast the field as a whole in a seriously non-progressive light?


No self-respecting physicist would declare that all of physics consists of a series of footnotes to Democritus, even though that Greek, a bit more ancient even than Plato, managed not only to conceptualize but also to name the atom.† Nor would any biologist describe his field as mere footnotes to Aristotle, even though Aristotle, with pre-scientific prescience, first laid out the taxonomy of the animal kingdom. Why don’t these other ancients have the currency in these scientific fields that Plato still enjoys in philosophy?


The answer, delivered in unison by the chorus of philosophy-jeerers, is that the empirical sciences, so unlike philosophy, make palpable progress. Possessing the self-correcting means to test and dispose, they prod the physical world so that the physical world gets a chance to answer back for itself in the form of experimental evidence. If science oftentimes has charged off in some altogether wrong direction, believing, say, that fire is to be explained by the existence of a fire-stuff, phlogiston, or that life is to be explained by the existence of a life-stuff, the élan vital, then empirical testing will, sooner or later,* disabuse science of such fictions. All mortals are fallible, even the smartest among us, including the scientists. We are prey to cognitive lapses, some of them built into the very machinery of thinking, such as the statistical fallacies we are prone to commit. (Cognitive scientists have recently taken on these cognitive lapses and biases as a subject for scientific explanation.†) Given these cognitive vulnerabilities, it would be convenient to have an arrangement whereby reality can tell us off; and that is precisely what science is. Scientific methodology is the arrangement that allows reality to answer us back. This arrangement was precisely what Karl Popper had in mind when he made falsifiability the criterion of demarcation between the scientific and non-scientific, the very piece of philosophy of science that so many scientists automatically reach for when asked to defend their view that science alone makes progress.* Insofar as a claim about reality is scientific, it is, in principle, falsifiable, which means nothing more or less than reality’s being afforded the opportunity to answer us back. “Ah, so you think that it’s perfectly obvious that two events are either simultaneous or they’re not, regardless of which inertial frame of reference they’re measured in, do you? Well, we’ll just see about that!” Voilà, the theory of special relativity displaces Newtonian mechanics.


Philosophy, in contrast, is like one of those dreaded conversationalists whose idea of engaging with you is to speak endlessly at you, not requiring—in fact, actively discouraging—any response on your part, one idea engendering another in a self-perpetuating closed system (as in the classic definition of a “bore”: someone who won’t change his mind and won’t change the subject). In exactly the same way—which is to say, not at all—does the actual world get to be involved when it is philosophy that is doing the talking. And it’s exactly because philosophy is just such a one-sided conversationalist that its rate of progress is what it is—in a word, null. (Again, still quoting the philosophy-jeerers here.)


And it’s not just the empirical sciences that tell so damningly of philosophy’s folly of futility. Even mathematics, though just as abstract and non-empirical as philosophy,† could hardly be said to consist of a mere series of footnotes to Pythagoras, the number-enchanted seer who died some sixty-odd years before Plato was born but whose mathematically dominated view of the universe had a profound effect on the younger philosopher. Mathematics could not be said to be a mere series of footnotes to any of the Greeks, including Euclid, who was born twenty-two years after Plato died and codified many of the proofs of his predecessors.*


Such ancient thinkers as Democritus, Aristotle, and Pythagoras have been left in the ancient dust by the fields of physics, biology, and mathematics. Democritus, intending to major now in physics, wouldn’t get very far with his freewheeling speculative approach and might well be taken aback by the great amount of mathematics—calculus in classical mechanics, for starters—that he would be required to master if he wanted to understand modern conceptions of matter and energy, space and time. The melding of experimental techniques with mathematical description was the great leap forward, accomplished in the seventeenth century, that brought us to the point at which, as Krauss put it, “ ‘natural philosophy’ became physics.”† Democritus would also have to put in long hours in the lab, devising experiments under carefully controlled conditions, and taking measurements by means of instruments designed to extract precisely the right information. As for Aristotle, should he intend to major in biology his first assignment would be to master the theory of natural selection, together with genetics, without both of which he could not begin to understand any contemporary explanations for biological structures and functions. And then there is Pythagoras. The legend is that the founder of theoretical mathematics was so outraged when one of his students, the haplessly gifted Hippasus, discovered irrational numbers‡ that he sent the poor fellow out on a raft to drown, initiating a venerable tradition of professors mistreating their graduate students. Pythagoras, should he want to continue on for a degree in modern-day mathematics, would have to learn to abide far more counterintuitive results than numbers that cannot be written as ratios between whole numbers. From the square root of −1, to Georg Cantor’s revelation of infinite domains infinitely more infinite than other infinite domains, to Kurt Gödel’s incompleteness theorems, mathematics has constantly displaced the borders between the conceivable and the inconceivable, and Pythagoras would be in for some long hours of awesome mind-blowing.


And all the while Democritus, Aristotle, and Pythagoras were getting remedial tutoring in their respective fields, our man Plato would be holding forth at philosophy’s seminar table. Isn’t this ample proof of something seriously awry with the entire field of philosophy?


But wait just a second here. Since Democritus, Aristotle, and Pythagoras are officially classified as philosophers, shouldn’t the field of philosophy get some credit, after all, for those progress-achieving, distance-making fields that left those ancients far behind? Not at all, responds the chorus of philosophy-jeerers. Oh, sure, philosophy, by spinning out questions in every direction, like a toddler who has just discovered the exasperating power of mechanically appending “Why?” to every received answer, has managed over the course of its excessively long history to occasionally put forth some good questions, by which is meant questions that have actual answers, instead of variations on those soundless-or-not-trees-in-the-forest non-starters for which no discoverable fact of the matter would count as any solution at all. Philosophers, asking and asking without ever possessing the means of answering, sometimes ask questions that are, so to speak, protoscientific, posed before the science yet exists that can pursue them effectively, which is to say empirically. But even though it’s the philosophers who ask the questions, it’s always the scientists who answer them. Philosophy’s role in the whole matter is to send up a signal reading “Science desperately needed here.” Or, changing the metaphor, philosophy is a cold storage room in which questions are shelved until the sciences get around to handling them. Or, to change the metaphor yet again, philosophers are premature ejaculators who pose questions too embarrassingly soon, spilling their seminal genius to no effect.


This is the view—pick your metaphor—that Krauss was proposing when he diagnosed why philosophers feel so threatened, as he put it, by the growing power of the sciences, and in particular physics, that they treated his proposed answer to the classic philosophical question Why is there something rather than nothing? with less than universal ovation, insisting that, though the cited physics is terrific, it doesn’t address the specifically philosophical question.* And whether or not the philosophers were correct about Krauss’s proposed answer to this specific philosophical question, still there is his larger point that philosophy’s main contribution to the growth of knowledge is in providing cold storage. The history of philosophy is, after all, rife with philosophers going after questions that would eventually receive their answers from science.


So take the very first philosophers you will find listed in a history of Western philosophy. Philosophy is said to have begun, toward the latter part of the seventh century B.C.E., not in Greece proper, but on the coast of Asia Minor, in what is now Turkey, in the Greek settlements that constituted Ionia, in rich trading cities that had contacts not only with the rest of Greece but with the older, more established civilizations of Egypt and the Near East. The earliest philosophers—men like Thales and Anaximander, both residents of the Ionian city of Miletus, which is therefore duly recorded as the official birthplace of philosophy—were protoscientists, asking questions, and sometimes even guessing at semi-accurate answers, which Q&A would eventually be taken over by physicists and cosmologists, who minimized the intuitive guesswork, and got to work at experimentally engaging reality to respond.†


These first Ionian philosophers would themselves have made excellent scientists. They were bursting with the right kind of curiosity about the physical world, and their inclinations were thoroughly materialist—they intuited that there is some fundamental kind of stuff that’s uniform throughout all the myriad phantasmagoria that we perceive—as well as naturalist—they intuited that a small number of fundamental laws underlie all the ceaseless changes. Actually, we retrospectively dub it “intuiting” (a verb philosophers call a “success term” and linguists a “factive”), rather than just “imagining,” because those Ionians turned out to be right in their intuition that there was some fundamental material principle that constituted everything in the universe (E=mc2 is a materialist principle). And they were right in their intuition that there was an intelligible regularity underlying nature. They were right that physical events are not the outcome of the capricious antics of larger-than-life gods, but rather that they fit into patterns that are lawlike, or, as modern philosophers of science put it, nomological, from the Greek nomos, for law. Of all the conceptions that made science possible, none is more essential than what the physicist and historian of science Gerald Holton called “the Ionian Enchantment”: the intuition that nature is governed by a small number of laws which account for all the vast complexity that we observe in the physical universe.* This enchantment, if enchantment it be, ensorcels all of science. Once the Ionians posited this intelligibility, the next question became what is the proper form for conceiving of this intelligibility, and this question continued as a divisive one throughout the Greek classical age. It’s this question that forms the crux of the opposition between Plato and Aristotle, with Plato opting for mathematical structure as providing the form of intelligibility and Aristotle opting for teleology.


Science simply cannot subject the Ionian nomological intuition to doubt and still remain science. Should an observation clash with what scientists have heretofore believed was a law of nature, the scientific response is never to consider the possibility that we’d gotten the Ionian intuition wrong; rather, the scientific response is that we got that particular natural law, or cluster of laws, wrong. Scientists may even decide, as they appear to have done, that the laws governing the motions of the subatomic particles of matter are irreducibly statistical. This is a radical rethinking of the nature of natural laws, but not so radical as the negation of the Ionian intuition would be; that possibility is scientifically unthinkable. It is a fundamental condition of doing science that nothing that we could possibly observe would count as a violation of the Ionian Enchantment, at least that part of the Ionian Enchantment that posits the nomological character of physical reality. Nothing would count as evidence that our physical reality is ungoverned by physical laws. Rather the scientific response would be that we hadn’t formulated the laws correctly.*


The Ionians happened on other important aspects of what would eventually become incorporated into the scientific method. Anaximander, who wrote a long and long-lost poem entitled On Nature, small fragments of which have come down to us, hypothesized the existence of what contemporary philosophers of science would classify as a theoretical entity or theoretical construct: something that one can’t directly observe, as the quantum fields can’t be directly observed, but which is conceptualized in the context of an overall theory meant to explain as many observations as possible. Many theoretical constructs have been framed and many have been discarded along the way of scientific progress.† The most abstruse reaches of theoretical physics are still in the business of doing the sort of thing Anaximander first attempted, the big difference being that these theories must somehow be connected with observable consequences, or predictions, by which they might be tested. Genes are a theoretical construct that has allowed the explanatory power of biology to increase by orders of magnitude, a success which should remind us that calling an entity a theoretical construct doesn’t mean that we don’t know it to exist (at least those of us who are scientific realists). It just explains how we came to know the particular thing in question to exist, which wasn’t through direct observation but because of how it functions in a scientific explanation.


Anaximander called his theoretical construct the apeiron, or the boundless, a basic something or other which is indefinite in itself, subtending all possible qualities, reconciling in its boundlessness all opposites, out of which precipitates the great abundance of this world. Anaximander’s apeiron is a first approximation to our modern concept of matter.


Anaximander’s conception of the fundamental material principle was a giant leap forward in imaginative theorizing, especially compared to that of his teacher, Thales, who holds the official title of “first Western philosopher.” Thales, also proceeding on the first-rate intuition that there is a material unity behind the diversity, had settled for water, though some have argued that Thales’ reference to water was a metaphor. If it was, it was lost on Aristotle,* as well as on Bertrand Russell, who writes:




In every history of philosophy for students, the first thing mentioned is that philosophy began with Thales, who said that everything is water. This is discouraging to the beginner who is struggling—perhaps not very hard—to feel that respect for philosophy which the curriculum seems to expect. There is, however, ample reason to feel respect for Thales, though perhaps rather as a man of science than as a philosopher in the modern sense of the word.†





I had the good fortune to have Russell’s History of Western Philosophy assigned by my professor for my first course in philosophy, and my admiration for its verve and clarity has never dissipated. My literary agent once tried to convince me to take Bertrand Russell on and write a new History of Western Philosophy, extending it to philosophers who came after John Dewey, Russell’s last entry. I dismissed the suggestion for two obvious reasons, both involving comparisons between Lord Russell and me. The first comparison is the obvious one, Lord Russell being one of the preeminent thinkers of his age, and the second is that the long stretch of time that allowed Russell to undertake the tome was granted him by a stay in prison.* It has been a lifelong goal of mine to stay out of prison. So I offered my agent a counterproposal: a history of western philosophy in limericks, a task for which I might even be better qualified than Lord Russell, and which would in any case be quicker. Here is my first entry, which works best, if it works at all, when read with a New York accent:




From the beginning philosophy sought for
The order behind the disorder


Thales sipped cheap wine
And in this did divine:


“Why it’s nothing at all but pure water!”





The reader will be relieved to learn I abandoned the project.


Anaximander, though demoting water metaphysically, kept the element prominent by proposing that it had once covered the surface of the earth, with all life having originated out of a primordial mud, and with humans developing—or evolving, as we might put it—from fish. (Anaximander might have had recourse to fossils in hypothesizing so happily; we don’t really know.)


Another fifth-century philosopher who also fits the mold of a protoscientist in search of an empirical methodology was Empedocles of Acragas, a city not in Ionia but in Greek-settled Sicily.† Empedocles pluralistically listed the basic material elements as four—earth, air, fire, and water—and he speculated that all changes were regulated by two immanent forces, which he named Love and Strife, but which we could advance to scientific respectability by de-anthropomorphizing them into attraction and repulsion. Out of these four elements and these two forces the universe had been generated, including living forms, though not as we know them, but rather in the form of detached organs, which, propelled by the attractive force of Love, merged themselves with other organs to form whole organisms, some of which were monstrous and too unfit to survive, a chain of reasoning that brought Empedocles of Acragas intriguingly close to propounding a protoscientific theory of natural selection.*


So Democritus, a philosopher who formulated a theoretical construct (the atom) which was to prove to be the linchpin of modern conceptions of matter,† falls into a deeper tradition in philosophy, of thinkers who asked the kinds of questions that, at a later stage in Europe’s history, would be taken up by people like Francis Bacon and Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton. Only this time around, a methodology of experimental testing under carefully controlled conditions would be brought to bear, supplemented by instruments specifically designed for the task, and this methodology would decisively remove these questions from the domain of speculative philosophy and deliver them into the province of the empirical sciences, that ingenious arrangement whereby reality is afforded the opportunity to answer us back.‡


This mini-history of philosophy’s origins can be marshaled as some evidence for the larger point that some philosophy-jeerers are trying to make, which is that the activity of posing scientific questions prematurely is the most useful thing of which philosophy can be accused. But once the appropriate scientific theory develops, which most essentially includes the means for testing itself, then philosophy’s usefulness is over, and questions that have been subjected to philosophy’s futile gnawings and naggings and nigglings for unconscionable amounts of time, without any progress being made on them, are suddenly propelling us forward into knowledge, the Real Thing at last. Philosophy’s interrogatory irrepressibility means that philosophers regularly pose questions that eventually get appropriated by disciplines of science as they emerge: physics and cosmology and chemistry and biology, and (emerging somewhat later) psychology and logic and linguistics, and (emerging even later) computer science and cognitive science and neuroscience. As scientific disciplines emerge, the number of philosophical questions—the left-behinds—shrinks. If cold storage is all that philosophy can provide, then the natural course of scientific progress will eventually empty out the cold storage room until all that is left are those permanent non-starters of the soundless-or-not-falling-trees-in-the-forest ilk.


This prediction can be formulated mathematically (a book centered on Plato ought to have at least one equation):


The Fate-of-Philosophy Equation:


ϕt → ∞ = Ø


which means that as time t approaches infinity ∞, the set of philosophical problems ϕ equals the null set Ø.


Krauss was, in effect, propounding the Fate-of-Philosophy Equation, though, as the Jake joke suggested, it takes a certain amount of philosophy—philosophy belonging to “the worst part of philosophy,” philosophy of science—to make the equation intelligible. But if the philosophy-jeerer can abide that small bit of philosophy, then the Fate-of-Philosophy Equation might just possibly be true.


The question of whether the Fate-of-Philosophy Equation is true is an overriding concern of this book. A millennium and a half have passed since Plato inherited a subset of philosophical questions from an extraordinary character of his acquaintance named Socrates, a man who hung around the agora of Athens and engaged anyone he could—from statesmen to sophists (teachers of rhetoric) to poets to artisans to schoolboys to slaves—in philosophical discussion. Socrates’ occupation, as innocuous as it might seem, eventually got him into serious trouble, and he was put on trial, convicted, and executed for the crime of persistently posing his peculiar questions; the formal charges were impiety and corruption of the young. Socrates explained at his trial, at least according to Plato, that he was not interested in the sort of questions posed by Thales and Co.—precisely those questions that we now, looking back, can dub “protoscientific”—but rather was only concerned with questions that helped a person determine what kind of life is worth living.* Socrates called the sphere of this concern epimeleia heautou, care of the self.† For Socrates, these were the paramount philosophical questions. And these questions, he maintained, were not to be answered by the inquiries of Thales and Co., although, he affirmed, they also have objective and discoverable answers.


Having received from Socrates a few of these peculiar questions, Plato went on to swell the sphere of philosophical questions beyond those that Socrates posed, formulating questions not just in ethics but in metaphysics, epistemology, political philosophy, philosophy of language, philosophy of mind, philosophy of science, philosophy of mathematics, philosophy of art, philosophy of law, philosophy of religion, philosophy of education, and philosophy of history. Grasping the essential peculiarity of Socrates’ peculiar questions, he was able to raise up the entire continent of philosophy, like the lost continent of Atlantis hoisted from the depths, which is an especially apt metaphor given that the first recorded allusion to Atlantis comes from Plato himself.‡


But, as I said, it’s been twenty-four hundred years. The inquiries of Thales and Co., now become the mature natural sciences, have ventured into spheres undreamt of by the scientists of fifty years ago, much less a man who spoke the Ionic dialect of ancient Greek. It’s not just physics and cosmology in whose name a philosophy-jeerer can claim to be at last answering age-old philosophical questions with which philosophers have long wrestled. Of perhaps even more pressing relevance are the new sciences of the mind, evolutionary psychology and cognitive and social and affective neuroscience, which have together so ramped up the explanatory powers of how the mind works that both ethics and philosophy of mind have fallen into the sights of science, including the sights of functional magnetic resonance imaging.* And then there is the technology represented by the computer, allowing not only for untold access to information, but also forcing us to rethink the very nature of knowledge, and so of epistemology, and of the entity which knows, namely the mind, and of the philosophical study of that entity, the philosophy of mind. Metaphysics-busting cosmology, ethics-and-philosophy-of-mind-busting neuroscience, epistemology-and-philosophy-of-mind-busting computer technology: What would Plato say about any of this? Would anything he had to say still have philosophical relevance? And if it did, wouldn’t that be stunning proof that philosophy—the frozen-hard bits of it still left in cold storage—never makes progress?


Plato’s persistence might be all very well for Plato and his reputation, but it doesn’t appear to do the case for philosophy any good. To put the point bluntly: If philosophy makes progress, then why doesn’t Plato at long last just go away?


There is, however, one aspect of what takes place around philosophy’s seminar table that would be different for Plato. Chances are he won’t find anybody there writing dialogues. None of the papers presented at the seminar will do what Plato does, which is to enfold philosophical points of view into characters. Why should one waste time on such a project, mere frills around the argument, when it’s the argument that counts for everything in philosophy, and the argument is hard enough to get one’s head around? Isn’t the need to get clear about the argument the very point of Plato and hasn’t his point dictated the bare-bones-of-the-argument style of writing that philosophy has adopted, its rigor and impersonality?


Oh, sure there will be plenty of spirited dialogue around the seminar table, a veritable clamor of dialogue. “Several objections come to mind.” “There seem to be two possible interpretations of what you have just said. Can you tell me which you mean?” “It’s true that if you assume A, then B follows. But doesn’t your assumption of A depend on the condition C and can’t we imagine circumstances in which C won’t hold? For example, consider D.” The sort of endless give-and-take—which Plato is at pains to dramatize in his dialogues—is alive and well, just as Plato would have it. But still the style of writing philosophy is quite different, in the following sense: There are no characters to be found—not in the writing, that is. There are characters aplenty sitting around the seminar table. But the voice that is aimed at is impersonal and precise, even in the comments hurtling around the seminar table, and there is good reason for this, again traceable back to Plato and his formative views on the nature of the field.


There will be different points of view sitting around the seminar table, all of them coming at the same arguments, analyzing them, criticizing them, reaching for the grounds good enough to compel acceptance no matter what the personal differences. Progress in philosophy consists, at least in part, in constantly bringing to light the covert presumptions that burrow their way deep down into our thinking, too deep down for us to even be aware of them. Some of these presumptions are societal, spread among us by successful memes. (One of the most successful of recent memes is the notion of memes itself.) Some will veer toward the more personal and eccentric, rooted in one’s history and psychology. But whatever the source of these presumptions of which we are oblivious, they must be brought to light and subjected to questioning. Such bringing to light is what philosophical progress often consists of, as Plato himself asserts in what is probably the most famous passage in all his writings, if not in all of Western literature. This is the passage of the Republic in which Socrates describes a group of chained prisoners inhabiting a cave, on the back wall of which shadows are being projected by a fire burning behind them. One prisoner frees himself and manages to get out into the light. We’ll return to the metaphor or Myth of the Cave (Plato calls it a muthos) in a later chapter. Plato presents the journey to the light as a largely solitary one, though some unseen person does yank the prisoner out of the cave; but the format of the dialogues (as well as his having founded the Academy) encourages the view that, on the contrary, Plato conceived of philosophy as necessarily gregarious rather than solitary. The exposure of presumptions is best done in company, the more argumentative the better. This is why discussion round the table is so essential. This is why philosophy must be argumentative. It proceeds by way of arguments, and the arguments are argued over. Everything is aired in the bracing dialectic wind stirred by many clashing viewpoints. Only in this way can intuitions that have their source in societal or personal idiosyncrasies be exposed and questioned. When it came to political democracy, Plato was not a big fan—at least not democracy as he saw it practiced in Athens—but the field he created honors a kind of democracy. It’s an epistemic democracy that rules out the appeal to special privilege.* There can be nothing like “Well, that’s what I was brought up to believe,” or “I just feel that it’s right,” or “I am privy to an authoritative voice whispering in my ear,” or “I’m demonstrably smarter than all of you, so just accept that I know better here.” The discussion around the seminar table countenances only the sorts of arguments and considerations that can, in principle, make a claim on everyone who signs on to the project of reason: appealing to, evaluating, and being persuaded by reasons. The whole style of philosophizing has been dictated by Plato’s own view about the possibilities for using the project of reason to find our way out of the illusion-haunted cave.


And yet Plato chose to write in a very different style. He wrote in dialogues, lavishing care on idiosyncratic features of his dialogic characters, many based on real people,† and showing us how their entire personalities are brought to bear on their philosophical positions and the way they argue for them. Some of his characters are so alive that some scholars have argued that the dialogues were actually intended by Plato to be acted, and that they were, in his Academy.‡


His choice of a form that personalizes philosophical positions is remarkable, since he doesn’t mean to suggest by his stylistic choice that the truth itself is personal. He’s not saying that the most we can say, in confronting an opinion on a philosophical matter, is that that’s the way this particular person happens to think, that’s her “philosophy,” end of story. That was the position of many of the sophists of his day, the teachers of rhetoric who taught their art of persuasion without regard to the truth, and Plato despised the sophists. In fact, it’s largely through his hostility that the word “sophistry,” which derives from Greek for knowledge—sophia, ∑οϕια—has taken on its pejorative meaning.


For Plato, writing about philosophy itself raised philosophical questions. In the Seventh Letter he stunningly asserts that he never committed his own philosophical views to writing: “One statement at any rate I can make in regard to all who have written or who may write with a claim to knowledge of the subjects to which I devote myself—no matter how they pretend to have acquired it, whether from my instruction or from others or by their own discovery. Such writers can in my opinion have no real acquaintance with the subject. I certainly have composed no work in regard to it, nor shall I ever do so in future, for there is no way of putting it in words like other studies. Acquaintance with it must come rather after a long period of attendance in instruction in the subject itself and of close companionship, when suddenly, like a blaze kindled by a leaping spark, it is generated in the soul and at once becomes self-sustaining” (341b–d). Plato didn’t think the written word could do justice to what philosophy is supposed to do. And yet he did write; he wrote a great deal. And the literary form he invented for his writing should give us an indication of what he thought philosophy was supposed to do.


And what is it, according to Plato, that philosophy is supposed to do? Nothing less than to render violence to our sense of ourselves and our world, our sense of ourselves in the world.


Toward the end of the Symposium, Plato has the larger-than-life real historical figure of Alcibiades* declare that philosophical questions, once they take hold of one’s inner life, exert a frenziedly disorienting power that is akin to the intoxications both of wine and of eros: “I am looking at all the others,” Alcibiades declares, and you can feel his dangerously beautiful gaze traveling around the lamp-lit room, the wicks floating in pools of oil to cast their soft glow on the couches drawn into a semicircle, on each of which two men are reclining. They have abstained from drink for the night, at least until this moment when a drunken, laughing Alcibiades crashes in, and have instead gone round the room giving speeches in praise of the god of love, Erōs. They have just heard Socrates give a speech that will spawn the phrase “Platonic love,” a speech in which he passionately urges them to transform the erotic longing that tends to fixate on particular boys into an equally passionate longing for abstract truth. Alcibiades lets his gaze wander from one to the other of the symposiasts. “I am looking at Phaedrus, Agathon, Eryximachus, Pausanius, Aristodemus, Aristophanes and all the others—and should one mention Socrates himself? Every one of you has taken part in the madness and Bacchanalian frenzy of philosophy” (218a–b).


Philosophy a Bacchanalian frenzy? This might come as a surprise to readers who have taken a philosophy course or two, finding in the sophistication of the hairsplitting techniques precious little that resembles the sort of reckless abandon that Plato has Alcibiades describing, the violence with which these peculiar questions whip through one’s presumptions and certitudes—undermining, overturning, destabilizing, and disorienting. That was how Plato himself experienced the peculiar questions that Socrates had helped him seize upon, and that was how he wanted others to experience them. Their mere internalization is supposed to enact an inner drama, both terrifying and exhilarating, the likes of which can only be compared to the transformations induced by erotic, religious, or artistic inspiration—a comparison that Plato makes in another one of his dialogues devoted to erotic love, the Phaedrus (see particularly 244e–245c).


For Plato, this inner drama is the essence of philosophy’s doing its work, which is perhaps the most important of the reasons Plato had in choosing to present his philosophical ideas in the form of cerebral dramas. Greek drama was, of course, brimming with violence, and there is a kind of quiet violence in philosophy’s work. Philosophical thinking that doesn’t do violence to one’s settled mind is no philosophical thinking at all. Plato himself is always doing violence to his own settled mind, from dialogue to dialogue. (It’s instructive to contrast the political stability he thought ideal, though unlikely, with the philosophical turmoil he is constantly inflicting. Keep the state rigid, so that the mind can range free.) And Plato had a contemporary readership, which stayed abreast with what the esteemed founder of the Academy had seemed to argue in his previous dialogues, and could therefore itself witness the constant challenges to philosophical stability that Plato churned up. These attentive readers had perhaps become convinced, by reading his Republic and his Phaedo, of what he’d urged about the real existence of the Forms, those exemplars that are the referents of abstract universals like Justice, Truth, and Beauty, and maybe even Saltiness, Sleaziness, and Squalor (whether such less-than-lofty universals have referents is one of the worries of the Parmenides). And perhaps Plato’s contemporary readers felt as if the ground had opened up beneath them when they read his Parmenides, which features a time-regressed Socrates unable to answer the challenges to the Theory of Forms posed by the older metaphysician Parmenides. And Plato keeps mum as to what conclusion he means his readers to draw. Should they believe in the Forms, for which he’d argued so well in the Republic, or shouldn’t they, considering what he’s now writing in the Parmenides? A reader is left at sea without an author-issued raft. Plato gave great thought to how to inspire the philosophical drama in all of us who will never have the incomparable benefit that he enjoyed and without which he perhaps couldn’t have imagined himself becoming the philosopher he became: exposure to the force of Socrates’ personality.


His ancient biographer, Olympiodorus,* tells us that Plato had originally set his heart on being a playwright, either tragic or comic. Whether there’s any truth in this or not, he did become a dramatist of a sort, creating his dialogues as dramas of philosophical thought. To inspire the inner drama that is philosophical thinking in those of us deprived of the living Socrates, Plato turned his artistry away from writing the kind of stage plays the dramatists wrote, and instead created a new art form, the philosophical drama, which is what his dialogues are.


In some of these dialogues, you might feel that Plato is telling us what we ought to think. But in a great many of his dialogues we are decisively not told what to think. Quite often we are led to aporia, an impasse, unable to proceed a step further. Socrates is almost always there, but even he is only a supporting character. The starring role is given to the philosophical question. It is the philosophical question that is supposed to take center stage, cracking us open to an entirely new variety of experience.


Knowing how unsettling this inner drama can be, how disorienting it is to feel our certitudes crumbling beneath us, he seduces us with an abundance of aesthetic delights, with metaphors and allegories and wordplay and wit. (There are other reasons, too, for these aesthetic flourishes, as we’ll soon see.) There are characters whose pride and prejudice get in the way of their making progress; their feints can be amusing, but we’re never meant to let amusement at others overtake self-criticism. Watching their flailing against the masterful moves of reason, we are supposed to apply the obvious lessons to ourselves. If you read these arguments without internalizing them, turning them uncomfortably against yourself, then you might as well not bother. That’s Plato’s attitude. Although philosophical argument is personalized by the dialogue form, the characters are shaped by the philosophical work that they must perform. Narrative technique and artistic flourishes are never allowed to get in the way of the all-important philosophical argument. Plato, it is often pointed out, is an artist of consummate skill, despite the hostile words he sometimes casts at artists, and most especially at the dramatists. But unlike in a novel or short story or theatrical play, the characters are not allowed to take on lives of their own. If characters sometimes are flattened and broadened to the point of yes-men or stereotypes, the point to bear in mind is that this is artistic philosophy rather than philosophical art. This is a distinction—and apology—to which I would like to lay claim in chapters β, δ, η, and ι. The characters who will converse with Plato are created to serve the dialogue, rather than, as in genuine fiction, the dialogue being created to serve the characters. The freedom of characters in a philosophical dialogue is constrained. They can never move beyond the arguments, though I hope the reader might sense a certain growth on the part of my characters as they interact with Plato. Perhaps it will seem to the reader that the characters become less one-dimensional and more fully personlike. I hope so, and I think the reader will be able to guess why I hope so. The taking on, the taking in, of the questions that Plato urges on us adds to our internal dimensions.


Another aspect of Plato’s dialogues for which, to the extent that I reproduce it, I must beg the reader’s indulgence, is their digressiveness. Plato’s view of the normativity of reality—that is, that we are morally improved by knowing what is what—has the consequence of merging together fields that we keep resolutely apart. Big questions require answers to other big questions, and the resulting dialogues are not master classes in brevity. Rather his dialogues are assertively discursive, as he himself occasionally points out, appropriating the free style as itself expressive of the freedom of philosophers, that they may take all the time that they need to follow the criss-crossing traceries of questions. If I try to give some mild sense of Plato’s expansiveness in the dialogues that follow, I hope it will not overly try the reader’s patience. Occasionally in his dialogues Plato will even let loose his bliss-seeking lyricism, though bliss comes in many varieties, and Plato is suspicious of almost all of them (probably because he’s susceptible to almost all of them). But when Plato lets loose, he can blast us open with ecstasy. The artistry of the writing is meant to stir the whole of our person, since it’s the whole of that person who must feel the force of philosophy and be changed as a consequence.


A few years ago the philosopher Paul Boghossian published an article, “The Maze of Moral Relativism,” in the New York Times, in its ongoing feature “The Stone.” Boghossian attacked moral relativism as internally incoherent.* Stanley Fish, a professor of English to whom Boghossian had paid special attention for being, allegedly, incoherently relativist, wrote a rousing reply, called “Does Philosophy Matter?”† In arguing that it doesn’t, Fish wrote, “[P]hilosophy is not the name of, or the site of, thought generally; it is a special, insular form of thought and its propositions have weight and value only in the precincts of its game. Points are awarded in that game to the player who has the best argument going (“best” is a disciplinary judgment)…. The conclusions reached in philosophical disquisitions do not travel. They do not travel into contexts that are not explicitly philosophical (as seminars, academic journals, and conferences are), and they do not even make their way into the non-philosophical lives of those who hold them.”


These lines from Fish might have come straight out of one of Plato’s nightmares. Picture Plato waking all of a heart-pounding sudden on an airless Athenian summer night, these words thundering in his head: Philosophy doesn’t travel. Were these the words of some doom-declaiming oracle or fragments of his own internal doubts? Plato might very well have written with such misgivings because what Stanley Fish claimed was true in the early years of the twenty-first century was precisely what Plato had feared in the fourth century B.C.E. He feared that the conclusions reached around philosophy’s seminar table might stay around philosophy’s seminar table.* He had tried to devise a written form that might prevent this from happening. (His founding the Academy probably resulted from a similar effort.)


It’s these philosophical dramas, the dialogues, which he offers up as a substitute for the oracular poetry that many of his predecessors—including Parmenides, whom he held in high esteem, to judge by the dialogue bearing his name—had used to transmit their insights, and the medium is at least partly the message. Truth cannot be transmitted from one mind to another, the pouring out of the full flask of a master into the passive receptacle of a student. Truth-seeing comes from the violent activity of philosophy, a drama enacted deep in the interior of each of us and which manages, in its violence, to deprive us of positions that may be so deeply and constitutively personal that we can’t defend them to others. This violent activity is personal even as it leads one in an impersonal direction, where interpersonal agreement is possible.† The dialogues are meant to instigate the strenuous activity of many points of view clashing against one another so that what is personal or cultural—and unable to provide any independent grounds for itself outside of the personal or the cultural—can be extirpated, which is how Plato conceived of philosophy and how philosophy has continued to conceive of itself, though it writes itself so differently now. No written form could take the place of the strenuous activity that ensues when different points of view try to go about convincing one another. This is best pursued in lived conversation, minds in intercourse with minds, a relationship so intimate that sexual relations are a metaphor for it, rather than, as some Freudians would have it, the other way round.*


But if Plato wrote his dialogues as a way of launching us into philosophy by not telling us what to think, then what are we to make of his eponym? If Plato was so deliberately withholding concerning “the subjects to which I devote myself,” then how can philosophers hold forth on the content and merits of “Platonism”?


And yet philosophers do speak of a view they call Platonism, with fierce arguments over its claims particularly apt to erupt when the discussion round the seminar table concerns the nature of mathematical truths. There is a position in philosophy of mathematics that needs naming, a position held by many philosophers and perhaps by even more mathematicians, and “Platonism” has historically supplied the name. As the acquaintance I quoted in the prologue had put it: “Arguments over Platonism raged the entire time.” This position in the philosophy of mathematics is connected to broader issues that are raised by Plato regarding the status of abstract truth.


Here are what are taken to be three classic statements of the Platonic position in philosophy of mathematics, the first by the mathematician G. H. Hardy, the second by the mathematical logician Kurt Gödel, and the third by the mathematician and physicist Roger Penrose, three famously brilliant thinkers:




I believe that mathematical reality lies outside us, that our function is to discover or observe it, and that the theorems that we prove, and which we describe grandiloquently as our ‘creations,’ are simply our notes of our observations. This view has been held, in one form or another, by many philosophers of high reputation from Plato onwards, and I shall use the language which is natural to a man who holds it.†







But, despite their remoteness from sense experience, we do have something like a perception also of the objects of set theory, as is seen from the fact that the axioms force themselves upon us as being true. I don’t see any reason why we should have less confidence in this kind of perception, i.e., in mathematical intuition, than in sense perception.*







I view the mathematical world as having an existence of its own, independent of us. It is timeless. I think, to be a working mathematician, it’s difficult to hold any other view. It’s not so much that the Platonic world has its own existence, but that the physical world accords with such precision, subtlety, and sophistication with aspects of the Platonic mathematical world. And this, of course, does go back to Plato, who was clear in distinguishing between notions of precise mathematics and the usually inexact ways in which one applies this mathematics to the physical world. It is the shadow of the pure mathematical world that you see in the physical world. This idea is central to the way we do science. Science is always exploring the way the world works in relation to certain proposed models, and these models are mathematical constructions…. And it’s not just precision. The mathematics one uses has a kind of life of its own.†





As these three examples indicate, “Platonism” often expresses itself in the assertion that abstract truths are out there, waiting to be discovered, just as scientific truths are out there, waiting to be discovered. A Platonist asserts that the abstract is as real as the concrete, the general as realized as the particular. Perhaps the assertion of reality is clarified by contrasting it with the alternatives, what the Platonist is asserting mathematics is not. Mathematics is not about our own mental ideas, not about the structure of our cognitive equipment, not about our own implicative fictions. We don’t do mathematics by introspecting. And mathematics is not about axiomatic systems that have been constructed by stipulating a set of formal recursive rules, a kind of higher-order chess. Our systems are tools for discovery, not for creation. As Gottlob Frege, the mathematician who established modern symbolic logic, put it in his own classic statement of Platonism: “The mathematician can no more create anything than the geographer can; he, too can only discover what is there and give it a name.”‡


Platonism reifies the abstract—but there is reification and there is reification. Talk of the “world” of Platonic entities suggests a picture of some sort of separate place, sometimes lampooned as “Plato’s heaven.” Here in the perfection of eternity, beyond the reach of the corrosive tides of time, such things as numbers and non-numerical abstract universals shine forth. They are to be glimpsed not by the crude organs of the body but by the far more refined—and inequitably distributed—faculties of mind. Such are the eternal exemplars that “virtuous logicians” may hope to meet in the “hereafter,” in the derisory words of Bertrand Russell, describing the view of the “unadulterated Platonist,” Kurt Gödel.* “Plato’s heaven” may be invoked—or mocked—as the place in which all concepts, not just those having to do with mathematics, reside. Such talk of a world of abstract things, parallel to our sensed world of concrete things, a kind of space beyond space, is one way of presenting Platonism, though it isn’t the only way, and to my mind it doesn’t do justice to the subtlety of contemporary Platonist views.


Nor, to my mind, does it do justice to the subtlety of Plato’s Platonism—that is, his reification of the abstract—which kept evolving throughout his long philosophical life. Perhaps Plato once did have something like the view that Russell mocks; he himself subjects some such view to his barrage of criticism in the Parmenides, propounding such difficulties as convinced at least one of his students, Aristotle, to give up on Platonism altogether and start all over again on the problem of abstract universals. But the ways in which Plato continues to reify the abstract don’t fit this lampooned picture. Yes, he continues to assert, in such works as the Timaeus, that the intelligible forms can’t be reduced to the “stuff” of the spatiotemporal world, to the world of appearance that we sense. But the abstract doesn’t transcend the spatiotemporal world of stuff either; it can neither be reduced to it nor exist in isolation from it. Abstraction—most especially mathematical abstraction—is the permanence within the flux, the very permanence that provides the explanation for the flux, that provides the right form for rendering the intelligibility of nature that the Greek thinkers had been chasing ever since the protoscientists of the Ionian Enchantment intuited that there was intelligibility out there. But the out there of the rationally apprehended is immanent within the out there of the empirically given. It inheres in the structural features of the given, and these features are captured in mathematics. This is the far subtler view that Plato suggests clearly enough so that such thinkers as Galileo can, millennia later, pick up the thread again.


So, at least under some interpretation, Plato appears to have held firm throughout his life to the “reification of the abstract.” Evidence for this comes not only from the dialogues but from the Academy he established. To his Academy, Plato gathered all the best mathematicians of his day and put them to work on what the eminent philosopher Myles Burnyeat has called his “research program,” which was to discover the mathematical structures immanent in nature. Plato’s assertion of the reality of mathematical structures found its practical realization in the study of plane and solid geometry, of astronomy, harmonics, and optics—all of which were pursued in his Academy. His search for mathematical proportions and “harmonies” even lent itself to medical theories, premised on the supposition that health is a matter of the correct mathematical proportions between the “opposing” constituents of the body, which in those early days were thought of in terms of the hot and the cold, the moist and the dry.


Was Plato a Platonist? The question sounds as dopey as asking who’s buried in Grant’s tomb. But the non-dopey answer is “It depends on what you mean by Platonism.” Some version of maintaining the primacy of the abstract, including, most essentially, the abstraction that finds expression in mathematics, seems to be a view we can pin on Plato.* It’s a commitment that seems to have persisted relentlessly, if restlessly, throughout his philosophical life. In that sense, we can, with some relief, affirm that Plato was a Platonist. But no matter what his precise attitude toward the issue of the existence of the abstract, there’s no question that it was he who raised the issue, and that, according to Aristotle, it was a topic of fierce debate within the Academy—and it is an issue that remains with us still, robustly philosophical and scientifically unresolvable. Do mathematicians discover mathematics, construct mathematics, introspect mathematics, imagine mathematics? Science makes use of mathematics, but it doesn’t tell us what mathematics is.


Another doctrine (although closely connected to this one) to which Plato seems to have held firm through all the philosophical twists and turns with which he presents us is the intertwining of truth, beauty, and goodness. Call it the Sublime Braid: truth, beauty, and goodness are all bound up with one another, sublimely. This assertion appears, at first blush, like the worst kind of metaphysics, like a positivist’s parody of metaphysics. Truth! Beauty! Goodness! Together again! (Well, actually since forever.) And the metaphysics doesn’t end here. Entailed in the Sublime Braid are other doctrinal strands. For starters, beauty and goodness are as objective as truth itself is. “Beauty—be not caused—It Is—,” said the poet. Yes, Emily, Plato agrees. Beauty is. And because beauty is, the world is the way it is. If the world really is shot through with intelligibility, as the Ionians first supposed, then this intelligibility is itself beautiful, and the more intelligible it is, the more beautiful it is; and the more beautiful it is, the more intelligible it is. Mathematics provides, in itself, the most perfect intelligibility. When we understand a mathematical truth, we understand that it will always be so: no changes of perspectives or of contexts will render it untrue.* This invulnerability to perspectival distortions makes it unqualifiedly what is, and thus unqualifiedly knowable or intelligible (Republic 477a). So mathematics, being maximally intelligible, is maximally beautiful. And this is why mathematics supplies the right form for explaining the world, and it is how it is that our sense of beauty becomes our most sure-footed guide on the vertiginously steep path to truth. Given two empirically adequate scientific explanations of the same phenomenon, go for the more mathematically beautiful one and you’ll go for the truth.


Is Plato’s metaphysics sounding a little more congenial to the scientifically oriented philosophy-jeerer? After all, Copernicus, Galileo, and Kepler all appealed to Platonic doctrines—Galileo and Kepler both referring to “the divine Plato”—in order to argue the superiority of Copernican heliocentrism over Ptolemaic geocentrism. Even though the Ptolemaic view was itself a product of the mathematically oriented doctrines of the Academy, switching the point of orientation from the earth to the sun made the mathematics so much more beautiful. Being led by the beauty of the mathematics was quite an important aspect of that evolution of “natural philosophy” into science applauded by certain philosophy-jeerers.


Plato’s intuition—of the intertwining of (mathematical) beauty and truth—is unabashedly echoed by many modern-day physicists of unassailable caliber. The Nobel laureate Paul Dirac, for example, said, “It is more important to have beauty in one’s equations than to have them fit experiment.” Einstein, too, often made similar remarks, for example telling the philosopher and physicist Hans Reichenbach that he had been convinced that his theory of relativity was true even before the 1919 solar eclipse, which delivered the first confirming evidence, because of its mathematical beauty and elegance. In our day, the sovereignty of beauty—of the mathematical variety—has often been most vociferously proclaimed by champions of string theory, which has so far been unable to produce any testable predictions. “I don’t think it’s ever happened that a theory that has the kind of mathematical appeal that string theory has has turned out to be entirely wrong,” Steven Weinberg—the third Nobel laureate quoted in this paragraph—has said. “There have been theories that turned out to be right in a different context than the context for which they were invented. But I would find it hard to believe that that much elegance and mathematical beauty would simply be wasted.”*


Physicists have long been helping themselves to Plato’s metaphysics, without going through any of the steps he took to arrive at it, rather like people who consume hot dogs and would rather not know how they are made.


All of this metaphysics comes spilling out of Plato’s Sublime Braid, and we haven’t even considered goodness yet. We’ll be considering goodness all through this book. It’s always Plato’s major concern, no matter whether he’s doing moral philosophy, political philosophy, epistemology, metaphysics, or cosmology. It turns out, on Plato’s view, that our sense of beauty is more reliable than our sense of goodness. It’s our sense of beauty that is enlisted to lead us to the truth, whereas our sense of goodness has to undergo a major revision in the light of the truth.


But what does Plato mean by goodness, and how does he entwine it with truth and beauty?


Plato’s truth-entwined goodness can best be gotten to by way of “the best reason” that he sees lurking inside truth. The truth is as it is because “the best reason” is determining it to be so.* His language is, at first blush, suspiciously teleological, even suggestive of intentionality. Did someone—Some One—implement this best reason, designing the world accordingly? Or is it rather that the best reason works all on its own, a self-starter, with nothing external to it required to put it into action? It was the latter possibility that Plato had in mind. If there is “mind” determining the truth, an idea put forth in the Phaedo and explored in greater depth in the Timaeus, the existence of this mind amounts to nothing over and above the assertion that the truth is determined by “the best reason.” In other words, the best and final scientific theory would work all on its own to create the world in accordance with itself. In the Timaeus he presents a creation myth, in which a demiurge, or divine Craftsman, is implementing “the best reason,” but his using a myth to dramatize the point is in itself an indication that it’s a more abstract metaphysical principle he has in mind: the best reason is, in itself, a self-starter, an explanation that explains itself, a causa sui, as Spinoza—who picked up this Platonic intuition and ran all the way with it—was to put it.


The determining role of “the best reason” in making the world what it is is what the goodness in Truth-Beauty-Goodness consists in. Goodness is interwoven with truth because the explanation for the truth is that the truth is determined by the best reason, and the best reason works all on its own—which is as good as it gets. The truth, being determined by the best reason, is ultimately capable of explaining itself. This makes reality as intelligible as it could possibly be. It’s its very intelligibility that provides the reason for its existence. For intelligibility-craving minds, what could possibly be more sublime?


And once again, as it was with beauty so it is with goodness: it is mathematics that largely foots the bill. The best reason is the reason that is thoroughly intelligible, that presents its own justification transparently to the mind, which is what mathematics does (Republic 511d, Timaeus passim). In the creation myth of the Timaeus, the divine Craftsman imposes as much mathematics on the material world as it can possibly hold, because mathematics is the most perfect expression of the good intentions—the best reasons—by which the mythical Craftsman works (29d–e). The mythical Craftsman doesn’t make the forms he imposes on the world the best by virtue of choosing them; rather he chooses them because they are, independent of him, the best of forms, and their being the best of forms in itself explains why they must be realized.


The talk of “the best reason,” which sounds deceptively teleological, is not teleological at all. The causality is fueled by the mathematics. The causality is at one with the intelligibility. In fact, it was the return to this version of Platonism that managed to get the teleology out of physics, by displacing Aristotle’s final causes with Plato’s mathematical conception of causality. Spinoza, who, like other seminal thinkers of the seventeenth century, was rebelling against the Aristotelian-scholastic teleology that held sway, put the point this way: “Such a doctrine (teleology) might well have sufficed to conceal the truth from the human race for all eternity, if mathematics had not furnished another standard of truth … without regard to … final causes.”*


So there you have it: truth, beauty, and goodness, all bound up with one another, providing the ontological structure of reality. Such a confluence of truth, beauty, and goodness suggests a notion like the sublime—not identical with truth or beauty or goodness but rather with the confluence of all three. Reality is shot through with a sublimity so sublime that it simply had to exist. Existence explodes out of the sublime.


Notice that the goodness that we’re speaking about here isn’t a specifically human goodness. The point is not that the world has been created with our good in mind. I can’t think of a single place in the corpus where Plato even floats this idea. It’s entirely foreign to his conception of the world. (It’s pretty foreign to the entire Greek conception of the world, even non-philosophically speaking. Those gods and goddesses pursue their own ends and pleasures. We mortals are, at best, incidental to their purposes.) The goodness that’s woven into the Sublime Braid has no more of the human element in it than E=mc2 does.


But Plato also seems to suggest, all through his dialogues, in one form or another, that there is also some goodness—in the way that we humans understand goodness, as it applies specifically to people, the lives we live, the actions we perform—to be gained from knowledge of the way the world is, the way it has to be because of the Sublime Braid that furnishes its structure. Knowledge is not only of the good, but also makes us good, reforming us so that we become more virtuous—more inclined, because of our knowledge, toward justice, temperance, courage, and reverence. Metaphysics—understanding how the world is by understanding how it must be, understanding, for example, that it must be maximally intelligible*—is ethically reforming.


The term “goodness” is a placeholder. It needs filling in. Yes, indeed, we ought to be good; so much is trivially true. But tell us what we must be—or do—in order to be good. For Plato, it’s knowledge that does the filling in of the placeholder “good.” Knowledge is ethically active, even when it’s knowledge of the most impersonal kind, as indifferent to the world of humans as pure mathematics.


In fact, it’s the very impersonality of impersonal knowledge that renders such knowledge the most ethically potent of all. Simply to care enough about the impersonal truth, devote one’s life to trying to know it, requires disciplining one’s rebellious nature, which is always intent on having things its own way, on seeing the world in whatever light does most justice to one’s own petty ego so that the truth-as-one-sees-it will push one’s own self-serving, power-centric agenda along. So simply to allow oneself to be overtaken by the reality of Truth-Beauty-Goodness—to become embraided oneself in the Sublime Braid—is to exert discipline over one’s unruly nature, to call a halt to its self-enhancing fantasizing.


But that is only the beginning. Reality is of such a kind as to do us ultimate good, and that because of the principles by which it has been fashioned. As we take in the Truth–Beauty–Goodness that structures reality, its rational order is replicated within our own minds in the act of knowing it—and we are made better for this replication. We are rationalized by nature’s own rational order, our minds’ constituents reconfigured in their ideal proportions to one another, just as in health the constituents of the body are configured in their ideal proportions to each other. We become structurally isomorphic to reality itself, and in that way our natural affinity to it is strengthened. We become more like it (Timaeus 47b–c). This, too, further removes us from the smallness of our own lives, the strengthened kinship with the cosmos expanding us outward to take it in. Our reality-enhanced minds can’t help but see their own small place in the grand scheme of things and will be appropriately humbled in the process, which is what this secular kind of piety consists in (as Spinoza thought: piety is humility before reality). Knowledge of impersonal truth drives all personal thoughts from the mind [Timaeus 90a–c]). Plato would say, about a physicist avidly awaiting that call from Stockholm, or thinking only of the fame she can acquire by writing one of those scientific blockbusters, that she never was earnestly in love with the beautiful, not so that it overtook her own love of herself. Such a scientist has been fueled by intelligence but not by wisdom, which must include an overwhelming love for that which isn’t oneself. The appropriate reaction to the beauty of the Sublime Braid can only be love.


The historical Socrates had perhaps taught that human virtue is a kind of knowledge, a view that Plato took sufficiently seriously throughout his life to be constantly probing it. Sometimes he endorses it (as in the Protagoras), and sometimes he challenges it (the tripartite theory of the soul he puts forth in the Republic amounts to a challenge of it). But that knowledge is the most potent form of ethical transformation that we have, does seem to be, in one way or another, a continuous aspect of Plato’s thinking, another strand of the Sublime Braid. Ethical progress requires knowledge, even if that progress may require something in addition to knowledge, a kind of surrender to that knowledge that is a kind of love. The best among us are those who have allowed the abstract knowledge of the True-the Beautiful-the Good to subdue what is mean-spirited in us, banished from our thoughts what is unworthy of minds privileged enough to behold what it is they behold. And though this doesn’t mean that the very intelligent are necessarily good—an easily falsifiable proposition—it does seem to suggest that the very good must be very intelligent. Knowledge, though perhaps not sufficient for virtue, is necessary.


And in this last proposition, Plato might already have hit a live nerve in your moral fiber. I hope so. I hope you’re thinking something like this: How dare Plato suggest—or this author suggest that Plato had suggested—that goodness requires an intelligence for abstractions? Ridiculous! People can’t help the degree of intelligence with which they were born. That obviously doesn’t mean that they can’t be good people, often far better than the arrogantly smirking specimens strutting their stuff at the far end of the bell curve. Perhaps that was Plato’s problem! In any case, there’s obviously something abominably wrong with either Plato’s reasoning or with this author’s interpretation of Plato’s reasoning, to have allotted any attention at all to a conclusion so morally repellant. If this is how the truth is supposed to reform our sense of goodness, then I’ll stick to my own unreformed sense, thank you very much. I have far more faith in my own moral sense than in these admittedly metaphysical intuitions.


If you are reacting in some such way, perhaps even at this moment considering why you have so much more faith in your own sense of goodness (quite different, of course, than the sense of your own goodness), than in Plato’s claims about how knowledge might better reform that sense of goodness—then Plato has succeeded in his larger aim, which is to engage us in just these kinds of questions, as rigorously as we know how and always on the lookout for the unexamined preconceptions that are in need of vigorous rattling. His belief that we can make progress of this sort was a kind of prediction that itself comes out of the tangle of views—metaphysical, epistemological, aesthetic, and ethical—of the Sublime Braid. If Plato is correct in a big-picture sort of way, then we should be able to look back at him and see ways that we’ve left him behind, not only scientifically but philosophically and ethically. Can we? That’s one of the questions that Plato bequeaths to us. And there are many more.


It’s Plato’s questions, or successive iterations of them as they have arisen in response to changing circumstances and growing knowledge, that subtend many of our most raucous contemporary disagreements. Here are just a few:


When we disagree over whether the 1 percent really contribute more to society than the 99 percent and whether, if they do, their contributions should be recognized in the form of increased privileges or increased obligations, then Plato is there.


When we argue over what the role of the state is, whether it is there to protect us or to perfect us, then there is Plato.


When we worry about the susceptibility of voters to demagoguery and the dangers of mixing entertainment values with politics, then there is Plato.


When we wonder whether professional thinkers who come out of our universities and our think tanks should have a role to play in statesmanship, or whether their expertise is useless or worse in the practical political sphere, then there is Plato.


When we argue over whether ethical truths are inextricably tied to religious truths, then there is Plato.


When we wonder whether all truths—even the scientific—are no more than cultural artifacts, then there is Plato.


When we wonder whether reason is sufficient—or even necessary—to guide us through life, or whether there are occasions when we should abandon reason and go with our hearts, then Plato is there.


When we ponder the nature of romantic love and whether there is something redemptive or rather wasteful about the amount of attention and energy we’re prepared to sacrifice to it, then Plato is there.


When we wonder over the nature of great art and whether it is able to teach us truths we can’t otherwise know, then there is Plato.


When we wonder whether we should instill in our children a discontent with the ordinary so that they will be inspired to be extraordinary, then there is Plato.


When we wonder whether there is a real difference between right and wrong, or whether we’re only making it up as we go along, then there is Plato.


When we wonder how, if we do know the difference between right and wrong, we come to know it, then there is Plato.


When we wonder how we can teach the difference between right and wrong to our children, whether it is through storytelling or reason or threats or love, then there is Plato.


When we wonder why virtue so often seems to go unrewarded, with good people suffering while bad people prosper and get tenure, then Plato is there.


When we wonder whether the scientific image of the human—as subject to the laws of nature as the computer on which I write—has rendered the grander humanist image of us quaintly obsolete, then there is Plato.


When we ponder the moral shape of history, whether mankind is making moral progress or only finding more efficient ways of expressing savagery and ruthless self-regard, then there Plato is.


And when we wonder whether we have at last grasped the truth or ought rather to hear further arguments from the other side, then there, too—always—is Plato.


 


 


 


* This thought-experiment was first proposed in a paper by Hilary Putnam, “The Meaning of Meaning” (1975), in Philosophical Papers, vol. 2, Mind, Language and Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975). Putnam used the thought-experiment to argue for a thesis called “semantic externalism,” meaning that meanings aren’t just a matter of what’s in the head, a conclusion to which Plato would more than likely be sympathetic.


† This thought-experiment was first proposed by Judith Jarvis Thomson, “A Defense of Abortion,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 1, no. 1 (Autumn 1971): 47–66.


‡ See, for example, the Ring of Gyges, discussed in chapter γ. Even his famous Myth of the Cave can be seen as a thought-experiment, designed to explore the ethical obligations of the person who has knowledge that would be useful to others even though he has reason to suspect that they will violently reject both it and him. See chapter θ.


* See, for example, Plato’s deconstruction of Protagoras’ declaration that “man is the measure of all things,” in Theaetetus, 152a–172d and 177c–179b; and Protagoras 320c–327c, 329c–d, and 356c–357b. Protagoras’ moral relativism is undermined in the Protagoras, while the Theaetetus blasts away at the epistemological foundations of relativism.


† Phaedo (98c–99b). See chapter ι, “Plato in the Magnet,” where Plato discusses such an argument with two neuroscientists.


* Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947) was a prominent British philosopher and mathematician, the collaborator with Bertrand Russell on the monumental Principia Mathematica, a work which aimed to explicate the rigorous logical foundations of mathematics, and succeeded so well that it took two weighty volumes to get to the point of being able to prove that 1 + 1 = 2. The project was abandoned after volume 3, by which time Kurt Gödel had shown that it could not, in principle, be completed. The quote above is from Whitehead’s Process and Reality (New York: Free Press, 1979), p. 39.


* Yudhijit Bhattacharjee, “A Distant Glimpse of Alien Life?” Science 333, no. 6045, (August 19, 2011): 930–932.


† Ross Anderson, “Has Physics Made Philosophy and Religion Obsolete?,” interview with Lawrence Krauss, The Atlantic, April 23, 2012.


* Pierre Duhem, The Aim and Structure of Physical Theory (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1954).


† Jan Faye, “Copenhagen Interpretation of Quantum Mechanics,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Fall 2008 edition). http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/qm-copenhagen/.


‡ See the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics first proposed by Hugh Everett in his 1957 Princeton Ph.D. thesis and now, in many variations, one of the mainstream interpretations of quantum mechanics, along with Bohr’s. According to the many-worlds interpretation, every possibility represented in the configuration space of quantum events is realized in worlds other than our own. Reality therefore consists of a “multiverse” in which all possibilities are realized. David Deutsch, a proponent, argues that, so far as the multiverse is concerned, the distinction between fact and fiction is illusory. See his Beginning of Infinity: Explanations That Transform the World (New York: Penguin, 2012), p. 294. Hugh Everett, who died in this world in 1982, allegedly believed, on the basis of his interpretation of quantum mechanics, in his immortality. Sadly, his daughter, who committed suicide at the age of thirty-nine, wrote in the note she left behind that she was going off to rejoin her father in a parallel universe. See Eugene Shikhovtsev, Biographical Sketch of Hugh Everett, III (2003), http://space.mit.edu/home/tegmark/everett/everett.html.


* This is not to claim that physicists, when they confine themselves to doing physics, need know anything about philosophy of science, any more than they need to know history of science. Richard Feynman quipped, “Philosophy of science is about as useful to scientists as ornithology is to birds.” And yet, beside Feynman’s quip, we might place the contrasting view of Einstein: “I fully agree with you,” he wrote to Robert Thornton, a young professor who wanted to introduce “as much of the philosophy of science as possible” into the modern physics course he was teaching and wrote to Einstein for support. “So many people today—and even professional scientists—seem to me like somebody who has seen thousands of trees but has never seen a forest. A knowledge of the historic and philosophical background gives that kind of independence from prejudices of his generation from which most scientists are suffering. This independence created by philosophical insight is—in my opinion—the mark of distinction between a mere artisan or specialist and a real seeker after truth.” Einstein to Thornton, 7 December 1944; Einstein Archive control index 61-573.


* See his Phaedrus, 274d–276b. Plato worried that writing things down would supplant genuine learning. It was conceptual knowledge on which he was focused, and he worried that writing would undermine the sense of what it really is to have mastered such knowledge. To have mastered it is to have it change the very substance of one’s mind; therefore, what need is there to write it down? Some professors have told me that they think of Plato’s misgivings about writing whenever a student asks them what’s the point of learning some idea when it can be accessed on the Internet whenever it’s needed.


† The word “atom” means “indivisible” in ancient Greek. Democritus, who was influenced by his teacher Leucippus to the extent that it is difficult to distinguish between them, said that reality, including us, consists of atoms whirling about in the infinite void. “They said that the first principles were infinite in number, and thought they were indivisible atoms and impassable owing to their compactness, and without any void in them; divisibility comes about because of the void in compound bodies.” This is from Simplicius’ De caelo (242, 18). Simplicius lived in the early sixth century C.E. and was one of the last of the pagan philosophers. We owe a great deal of our knowledge of the lost writings of the ancients to Simplicius, all of whose writings are commentaries on these earlier writers, mostly of the classical age.


* The “sooner or later” is meant to remind us that sometimes the scientific revisions take much longer than the empirical evidence warrants. Scientists are just as apt to be bullheaded as other human beings since the fact is that they are human beings; and as such they often hang on to wrong theories, on which their reputations and worldviews are staked, long after “the logic of scientific discovery,” to quote the title of a Karl Popper book, would have them do otherwise. To complicate the matter, there is also a little business known as the theory-ladenness of observation. A person’s holding a theory to be true conditions how the evidence is seen; countervailing evidence will not enter into consciousness, making it all the harder for theories to be falsified. But, though the logic of scientific discovery is not as clear and straightforward as Popper-approving scientists sometimes present it, the elaborate testing and experimentation does provide the means for nature to answer scientists back, sometimes so forcefully and unambivalently that cherished hypotheses and theories are, sooner or later, discarded. The truth of this “sooner or later,” with an emphasis on the later, seems to me the crux of what has survived from Thomas Kuhn’s incendiary book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.


† See, for example, A. Tversky and D. Kahneman, “Judgment Under Uncertainty Heuristics and Biases,” Science 185 (1974): 1124–31.


* I have expressed elsewhere my own misgivings about Popper’s principle of falsifiability as the absolute criterion for demarcation between science and non-science. See my “The Popperian Sound Bite,” in What Have You Changed Your Mind About? Today’s Leading Minds Rethink Everything, ed. John Brockman (New York: HarperPerennial, 2008).


† Mathematics, of course, is utilized within the empirical sciences, but in itself it proceeds by a priori methods of proof, which is why mathematics departments are so much cheaper for universities to maintain than departments of physics, biology, or chemistry, with all their subspecialties and cross-hybrids, all of which require huge outlays of funds in the form of laboratories, observatories, particle colliders, and so on. Mathematicians, on the contrary, require only blackboard, chalk, and erasers, as well as generous quantities of caffeine, a well-worn joke being that a mathematician is a machine for transforming coffee into theorems. Another joke: Philosophers are even cheaper to hire than mathematicians, since you don’t need to provide them with erasers.


* Much of the work that Euclid built on was done at Plato’s Academy. Euclid mentions Theaetetus by name.


† For a magnificent discussion of this melding see E. A. Burtt’s The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Physical Science. Burtt’s book, which was first published in 1924 and was, outrageously, out of print for some decades, was reissued in 2004 by Dover. This too-little-known work remains as rousingly insightful today as when it was first published, even while some of its flashier spin-offs are badly showing their age. Thomas Kuhn seemed to have been unaware that Burtt was influencing him by way of Alexandre Koyré, whom he does credit. For a discussion of Burtt’s influence on Koyré, see Diane Davis Villemaire, E. A. Burtt, Historian and Philosopher: A Study of the Author of “The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Physical Science” Boston Sudies in the Philosophy of Science (Book 226) (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002).


‡ Using the Pythagorean theorem, a square with sides of one unit has a diagonal equal to the square root of 2, which is an irrational number. If one tries to write it as a fraction of two whole numbers, one will be able to derive a contradiction. This, more or less, had been Hippasus’ deduction (or so we think).


* Krauss’s attack on philosophy was precipitated by a review of his book A Universe from Nothing: Why There Is Something Rather Than Nothing (New York: Free Press, 2012) by the philosopher David Albert (who happens also to hold a Ph.D. in theoretical physics) in the New York Times Book Review, March 23, 2012.


† The Ionian philosophers didn’t bypass observation. Thales’ successful prediction of an eclipse, for example, must have been based on careful observation, as well as access to observational records accumulated by the Babylonians. But the full experimental method of setting up conditions to catch nature out had to await the founders of modern science, most notably Galileo.


* See Holton’s Einstein, History, and Other Passions: The Rebellion Against Science at the End of the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), chapter 7, “Einstein and the Goal of Science.”


* David Hume’s argument concerning the “principle of the uniformity of nature” comes down to an argument that, since science presumes the lawfulness of nature, science cannot non-circularly provide evidence for it. “For all inferences from experience suppose, as their foundation, that the future will resemble the past and that similar power will be conjoined with similar sensible qualities. If there be any suspicion that the course of nature may change, and the past may be no rule for the future, all experience becomes useless and can give rise to no inference or conclusion. It is impossible, therefore, that any arguments from experience can prove this resemblance of the past to the future, since all these arguments are founded on the supposition of that resemblance…. My practice, you say, refutes my doubts. But you mistake the purport of my question. As an agent, I am quite satisfied in the point; but as a philosopher who has some share of curiosity, I will not say skepticism, I want to learn the foundation of this inference.” Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, chapter 4, “Skeptical Doubts Concerning the Operations of the Understanding.”


† Among the discarded, for example, was phlogiston, the substance of fire; those items that burn have phlogiston in their composition, which is released as fire, which is why one is often left, after a conflagration, with a mere pile of ashes. Phlogiston, as an explanatory hypothesis, was eliminated by the theory of oxidation, which was established by Lavoisier’s carefully weighing objects before and after burning. Caloric fluid, which was meant to explain heat, was another theoretical entity that was given up; this elimination was accomplished by the identification of heat with molecular motion.


* Only fragments have come down to us of these earliest philosophers, who appeared to have written short prose pieces or, in some cases, oracular poetry, setting forth their views. Our knowledge of these first philosophers comes largely from the accounts given of them by secondhand commentators, who may or may not have had direct access to their writings. Prominent among these commentators is Aristotle, who writes about other philosophers in his Metaphysics.


† Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1967), p. 24.


* His crime was distributing pacifist literature during the First World War. Hitler caused him to later renounce his pacifism, to the point that he wished he were younger so that he might don a uniform himself. See Russell, Autobiography of Bertrand Russell (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 438 ff.


† The Greeks colonized all around the Mediterranean basin, and their “Hesperia,” or Land of the West, was known as Magna Graecia, Greater Greece. Pythagoras, too, though born on the Aegean island of Samos, eventually settled on the eastern coast of Italy in the city of Crotona. Plato was to spend some time in Italy among the Pythagoreans, and their mathematics-marinated mysticism deeply penetrated his thinking.


* The Greek proscientific idea of organisms attaching to other organisms to create new life forms, some better suited for survival than others, has a counterpart in modern molecular biology. Consider mitochondria, organelles found in the cells of all animals which use glucose to generate ATP, our fuel source. Mitochondria, one of the most essential parts of life forms, used to be free-living organisms. They got swallowed up by the single-cell ancestor of all animals but resisted being digested and maintained their integrity, making complex life possible. The chloroplasts that make plants green and allow them to photosynthesize have a similar history.


† Besides Leucippus and Democritus, ancients who held to a corpuscular theory of matter included Epicurus and Lucretius, who put this philosophy into magnificent poetry in his De Rerum Natura, or On the Nature of Things. The chance survival of Lucretius’ poem was the subject of Stephen Greenblatt’s The Swerve: How the World Became Modern (New York: W. W. Norton, 2011), which, as the title announces, tries to stake for this poem a pivotal role in Europe’s once again picking up the secular-humanist trail that was first laid out in antiquity.


‡ The sciences were known as natural philosophy until well into the nineteenth century, when the word “science,” derived from the Latin for knowledge, entered the lexicon.


* For Socrates’ spurning of what we can now call protoscientific questions see the Apology 19c and 26d and the Phaedo 96a–100a. See also Xenophon, Memorabilia, I.1.12–16. On our sources for Socrates, who published nothing on his own, see appendix A.


† Apology 29d.


‡ Plato described the advanced civilization, destroyed by a natural disaster and swallowed up by the sea, in the Timaeus. “Some time later excessively violent earthquakes and floods occurred, and after the onset of an unbearable day and a night, your entire warrior force sank below the earth all at once, and the Isle of Atlantis likewise sank below the sea and disappeared” (25c–d). There is geological and architectural evidence that Plato, in relating what he calls “an old-world story” (21a), was relying on a thousand-year-old cultural memory of the lost Minoan society that had existed on Crete and other islands, including the ancient Thera, whose brilliant civilization (including indoor plumbing!) sat on a volcano that erupted around 1500 B.C.E. The Santorini archipelago, with its massive deposits of pumice, is what remains of what was once the single island of Thera. The tsunamis that were unleashed by the volcano—which is now thought to have been second only to the 1815 volcanic eruption in Tambora, Indonesia—might have been responsible for the destruction of the wealthy and advanced Minoan culture on Crete. See Richard A Lovett, “ ‘Atlantis’ Eruption Twice as Big as Previously Believed, Study Suggests,” National Geographic News, August 23, 2006. The theme of civilization ending in cataclysmic doom might well have resonated with Plato’s historical pessimism, perhaps intensified as he grew older. (Timaeus is typically classified as one of his later dialogues.)


* See chapter ι below.


* Josiah Ober uses the notion of “epistemic democracy,” but in a different sense: He argues that Athenian democracy was knowledge-based, its principles of political and social organization sensitive to evidence. See his Democracy and Knowledge: Innovation and Learning in Classical Athens (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010).


† See Debra Nails, The People of Plato: A Prosopography of Plato and Other Socratics (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 2002). This book gives thumbnail histories of the many real personages who people Plato’s writings.


‡ For the argument that the dialogues were intended for serious performance, see Nikos G. Charalabopoulos, Platonic Drama and Its Ancient Reception (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). See also the review of Charalabopoulos by Emily Wilson, in the Bryn Mawr Classical Review (December 2012), http://www.bmcreview.org/2012/12/20121262.html. And see also Ruby Blondell, The Play of Character in Plato’s Dialogues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002).


* See chapter ε for more on the extraordinary Alcibiades, who wreaked such havoc on Athens and the greater Greek world.


* Olympiodorus the Younger lived c. 495–570 C.E. and was a Neoplatonist philosopher. Teaching after the emperor Justinian’s decree of 529 C.E., which closed Plato’s Academy in Athens and all other pagan schools, Olympiodorus was the last to uphold the Platonic tradition in Alexandria. After his death the school of Alexandria converted to Christian Aristotelianism and was moved to Constantinople. Among Olympiodorus’ Platonic writings was a Life of Plato.


* http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/07/24/the-maze-of-moral-relativism/.


† http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/08/01/does-philosophy-matter/.


* In fact, Plato himself presents Adeimantus suggesting something similar to Fish’s complaint in the Republic 487a–e.


† Of course, a presupposition that stands behind this process is that there is, at least for many questions, such a thing as a true answer. This is a presupposition that Fish, a baton-twirling cheerleader for relativism, spiritedly denies.


* Some Freudians, though not necessarily Freud. “What psychoanalysis called sexuality was by no means identical with the impulsion towards a union of the two sexes or towards producing a pleasurable sensation in the genitals; it had far more resemblance to the inclusive and all-preserving Erôs of Plato’s Symposium.” Sigmund Freud, “Resistances to Psychoanalysis,” 1925. Reprinted in Collected Papers: Character and Culture (New York: Collier Books, 1965), p. 258.


† G. H. Hardy, A Mathematician’s Apology (1940; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 123–124.


* Kurt Gödel, “What Is Cantor’s Continuum Problem?,” American Mathematical Monthly, 1947, reprinted in Philosophy of Mathematics: Selected Readings, ed. Paul Benacerraf and Hilary Putnam (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1964), p. 271.


† Karl Giberson, “The Man Who Fell to Earth: An Interview with Roger Penrose,” Science and Spirit Magazine (March–April 2003).


‡ Die Grundlagen der Arithmetic (Breslau: W. Koebner, 1884). Foundations of Arithmetic, trans. J. L. Austin (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1968), section 96.


* Russell, The Autobiography of Bertrand Russell (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 466.


* Myles Burnyeat argues that Plato raises the question of the precise ontological status of mathematical objects in the Republic, only to decide to leave it unresolved. See his “Plato on Why Mathematics Is Good for the Soul,” Proceedings of the British Academy 103 (2000): 1–81, especially pp. 33–35. Plato also raises the question explicitly in the Timaeus, again leaving it largely unresolved. See especially 51c–52c.


* According to Burnyeat, Plato doesn’t present the specialness of mathematical truths in terms of their necessity, but rather of their context-invariance: “Regardless of context, the sum of two odd numbers is an even number. It is not the case that in some circumstances the square on the hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle is equal, while in other circumstances it is unequal, to the sum of the squares on the other two sides. Pythagoras’ theorem, whoever discovered it, is context-invariant. It is important here that Plato does not have the concept of necessary truth. Unlike Aristotle, he never speaks of mathematical truths as necessary; he never contrasts them with contingent states of affairs. Invariance across context is the feature he emphasizes, and this is a weaker requirement than necessity; or at least, it is weaker than the necessity which modern philosophers associate with mathematical truth.” Burnyeat, “Plato on Why Mathematics Is Good for the Soul,” pp. 20–21.


* Quoted on Nova, The Elegant Universe, “Viewpoints on String Theory,” http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/elegant/view-weinberg.html.


* Cf. Phaedo 97b–d, Timaeus (passim), Philebus 27–30, and Laws X. Leibniz is often credited with first formulating the question of why is there something rather than nothing? But here, too, Plato beat everyone to it—including Spinoza, who also wrestled with the question, a precedent that I imagine both Spinoza and Leibniz readily acknowledging.


* Ethics I, Appendix. Trans. R. H. M. Elwes, 1883. Revised edition (London: George Bell and Sons, 1901).


* “Intelligible” is no more meant to entail “intelligible to us humans” than “good” is meant to entail “good for us humans.”
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