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What is philosophy?



‘Philosophy,’ the great Greek philosopher Plato wrote, ‘begins in wonder.’ Since his time, countless thinkers have tried to pin down exactly what philosophy is. Put at its simplest, it is the quest for enlightenment that began when human beings first started to try to comprehend the world through the power of reason. It is a questioning that seeks to probe into the most fundamental aspects of human existence. It also asks questions about the nature of human perception, experience, knowledge and understanding.


Traditionally, philosophy is split into a number of branches. There is metaphysics, which inquires into the nature of reality; ontology, which is concerned specifically with studying the nature of being; logic, which, as its name implies, sets out the principles for valid reasoning; epistemology, which investigates the nature of knowledge; and ethics, which can be defined broadly as the study of morality. In addition, philosophy has spread its wings to concern itself with other vital areas of human activity, including language, politics, art, science, law, religion and, finally, the mind itself.


Schools of thought


Given such broad parameters, it is hardly surprising that there are many different schools of philosophical thought. Indeed, disagreements in philosophy often centre on differences between such schools, which is why knowledge of what they teach is important in developing understanding of the cut and thrust of philosophical debate.


Historically, there were the sceptics, who doubted whether it was possible to know anything at all for certain; the empiricists, who claimed that all knowledge was based on external experience; the idealists, who postulated that nothing can exist independently of human thought; and the utilitarians, who related basic moral principles, such as concepts of right and wrong, to what makes people happy or unhappy.


In more recent times there have been the logical positivists, who sought to clarify the meanings of concepts and ideas, and the existentialists, including Jean-Paul Sartre, the school’s founding father. Finally, there are the analytical philosophers, such as Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein, whose analysis of the roots of language had such a profound effect on subsequent philosophical developments in the English-speaking world.


Philosophers differ


There have been many others – there are probably as many different points of view as there are philosophers. Some, like St Augustine and St Thomas Aquinas, put their faith in a higher power. Others, including Leibniz, have been optimists, while the likes of Hobbes have taken a darker and more pessimistic view of the human condition. Many, such as Hegel and, most notably, Nietzsche, have been misunderstood and, in Nietzsche’s case in particular, had what they wrote distorted by others to serve their own purposes. Marx, for one, claimed infallibility, while others have refused to try to provide any concrete answers at all.


In this book you will be able to examine the speculations of the most influential philosophers and assess the significance – and the validity – of their often divergent philosophical views. You will also discover that, despite their differences, the great thinkers of yesterday, today and even tomorrow all had, have or will have the same goal in mind: to push back the boundaries of human knowledge and understanding and to bring to light what has hitherto been hidden from the human mind.








THE ANCIENT WORLD



c.7th century BC – 5th century AD


The origins of philosophy lie in our need to understand the world we live in. Around the sixth century BC, in the West, early Greek philosophers began to question fundamentals that had to that time largely been taken for granted. In India, Siddhartha Gautama – the Buddha – was embarking on his quest for enlightenment, while in China, Confucius and Lao-tzu were laying the foundations of two contrasting schools of thought – Confucianism and Taoism.


Early Greek thinkers tried to understand the world through logic and reason. By the time of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, Greek philosophers started speculating about how people should conduct their lives.


In India, the Buddha focused on the practicalities of human existence. By following his precepts, he asserted it was possible to achieve a state of ultimate happiness. In China, Confucius asserted the values of filial piety, respect for tradition and the close observance of moral order in his teachings. Lao-tzu was more individualistic in his thinking, believing that following the path to enlightenment should be the ultimate goal.


 



Thales of Melitus



c.620 BC – c. 540 BC
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Generally accepted as being the first analytic philosopher and natural scientist to emerge in Western intellectual history, Thales is renowned for the way in which he tried to find a rational explanation for the underlying nature of all things in the natural world.


A wealthy philosopher


Perhaps the most renowned of all the so-called pre-Socratic philosophers – and the first of the Seven Sages of classical Greek tradition – Thales was a multi-faceted man with a wide range of interests. As well as being the founder of analytical philosophy, he was a noted astronomer, geographer, mathematician and engineer; he was also a shrewd businessman who made a fortune out of olives.


Analytical philosophy


Thales was the first to propose explanations of natural phenomena that were based on reason rather than on theology or mythology, and the question that most preoccupied him was what the world is made of. He concluded that it must all consist of one single element – water. The earth floated on an underlying sea, and earthquakes occurred when the earth was rocked by subterranean waves. Realizing that water could turn into vapour when it evaporated, become solid through freezing and that all life needed it in order to exist, he deduced that it must be the fundamental building block of the natural world.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Thales of Melitus


Born c.620 BC


Place Melitus, Asia Minor


Nationality Greek


Key facts The first known thinker to put forward logical explanations for all kinds of natural phenomena that were materialistic rather than theological or mythological. He held that water was the key element from which everything else was derived.


Key works
No known written works


Died c.540 BC


 



Anaximander



c.610 BC – c.546 BC
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The first thinker to develop a systematic philosophical view of the world, Anaximander argued that the essence of all things was not a substance but something he called the apeiron, a boundless, inexhaustible creative source extending limitlessly in all directions.


Thales’s heir


A geographer, geometer, biologist and astronomer as well as a philosopher, Anaximander, one of the most important pre-Socratic philosophers, took over Thales’s school. However, he disputed Thales’s claim that water was the fundamental element, postulating that, together with air, earth and fire, it was one of the four elements that shaped the earth and everything that lived upon it.


Apeiron


Claiming that nature is ruled by laws, Anaximander held that the universe was boundless and the number of worlds in it infinite. So, too, was the apeiron, the all-powerful primary source, the originator of everything that he and his fellow thinkers had been seeking.


Anaximander also disputed Thales’s assertion that the earth was supported by the sea, as the sea would have to be supported by something else and so on AD infinitum. He came up with the revolutionary hypothesis that the earth was a solid object, probably a cylindrical drum, hanging in space. His speculations concerning apeiron and the physical nature of the earth and the heavens advanced philosophical thought considerably.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Anaximander


Born c.610 BC


Place Melitus, Asia Minor


Nationality Greek


Key facts His philosophical speculations and those concerning the nature of the universe make him one of history’s greatest philosophers. He drew a revolutionary map of the heavens and the first known map of the world.


Key works
On Nature (fragment)


Died c.546 BC


 



Siddhartha Gautama



THE BUDDHA c.560 BC – c.480 BC
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As much a religious leader as a philosopher, the Buddha is said to have found enlightenment at the age of 35 while meditating beneath a fig tree. He spent the rest of his life encouraging others to embark on the quest to find nirvana, a state of ultimate insight and bliss, and escape from human suffering.


The man and his teachings


The son of a minor provincial ruler, the Buddha left his home in northern India at the age of 29 at the start of his long search for enlightenment. His teachings originally took root in southern Asia, spreading from there throughout the Asiatic continent and, in more recent times, the world.


The Buddha was a pragmatist. He dismissed attempts to answer abstract philosophical questions, such as those relating to the nature of the universe, considering them unanswerable. Instead, he focused on the practical, which was why he urged the necessity of assessing and testing his precepts against personal experience rather than simply accepting them without question. Only by finding a middle way between the extremes of dogmatism and scepticism would people be able to take the first steps towards enlightenment and truth.


According to the Buddha, life revolves around a perpetual cycle of birth and rebirth and is dominated by suffering. Wealth, social position, power, sensual pleasures and even meditation are all impermanent and lead to dissatisfaction. None can generate the lasting happiness to which humanity should aspire. That, the Buddha believed, can be achieved only by following a clearly defined spiritual path, involving special ethical and mental training. It involved awareness of the fundamental moral law of the universe, karma, which states that good actions produce good consequences and bad actions bad ones.


The Buddha’s works


The Buddha did not write anything down. His teachings were passed on orally for three centuries, and the earliest collection of Buddhist texts, the most important being the Sutra Pitaka (a series of dialogues between the Buddha, his disciples and other contemporaries), was probably compiled in Sri Lanka some time during the first century BC.


The Noble Truths


The Buddha summed up his doctrines in what he termed the Four Noble Truths. The first makes it clear that unenlightened human existence inevitably involves suffering, and the second explains what causes this condition and how reflection, meditation and direct experience all combine in helping to understand it. The third truth explains that it is possible to break free from this treadmill by ceasing to crave or want and by renouncing everything that generates suffering for individuals and for others. The fourth sets out how this can be achieved by following the Noble Eightfold Path, the Buddha’s route map to ultimate enlightenment, involving training in wisdom, ethics, right-mindedness and concentration.


The Buddha’s teachings – that in order to reach true peace one must break the cycle through enlightenment – had a tremendous impact throughout Asia. They are also mirrored in the thinking of several prominent Western philosophers, notably Immanuel Kant, Arthur Schopenhauer and, to a lesser extent, David Hume.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Siddhartha Gautama


Born c.560 BC


Place Lumbini, modern Nepal


Nationality Indian


Key facts Ending the cycle of birth and rebirth and achieving nirvana is the essence of the Buddha’s teaching. His philosophy laid the foundations for a whole new way of thinking that today has a global following.


Key works
Sutra Pitaka


Died c.480 BC


 



Confucius



c.551 BC – c.479 BC
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‘To be able under all circumstances to practise five things constitutes perfect virtue; these five things are gravity, generosity of soul, sincerity, earnestness and kindness.’


China’s most influential thinker, whose aim was to restore the moral integrity of society and the state, Confucius, or K’ung Fu-Tzu, put forward many practical precepts to show how his ideal of a harmonious, stable social order could be achieved.


The man


Much of what is known about Confucius and his life is legend. What Sima Qian, the official court historian of the Han dynasty, tells us is that he endured a poverty-stricken childhood and, upon reaching manhood, was forced to take a variety of petty, intellectually undemanding jobs. It was not until he reached the age of 50 that his talents were finally recognized and he was appointed first Minister of Public Works and subsequently Minister of Justice by the ruling duke of the region. Soon, however, Confucius apparently fell out with influential members of the local nobility and was forced into exile. Eventually, in around 484 BC, he returned, spending the rest of his life teaching. He never aspired to high office again.


Analects


The best source for developing an understanding of Confucius and his thought is the Analects, the work on which much of his reputation rests. It is problematic, however, as it was compiled, it seems, long after the great sage’s death – and then not even by his direct disciples, but by disciples of those disciples. Consequently, some of its texts are inconsistent and incompatible with Confucian thought.


Ren, the Golden Rule and Li


Confucius’s thinking is bound up with the concept of what he termed Ren, compassion for others. To cultivate this he urged his disciples to observe the ethical precepts encapsulated in his Golden Rule: ‘Never impose on others what you would not choose for yourself.’


Confucius explained that people needed to learn the importance of self-restraint. They also needed to master the principles of Li (ritual forms of behaviour and respect), regardless of individual rank and station. Just as children have certain duties to their parents, he said, so rulers have duties to their subjects. Reconciling personal desires with the needs of other members of one’s family and the community is one step along the road to establishing a harmonious, stable society for the benefit of all.


Moral order and example


For Confucius, moral order – in the family, the state and in the world – should be the ultimate goal. Achieving it depended primarily on undertaking long, careful study. No one, he said, could achieve this overnight. He used his own life as an example. In the Analects, he states: ‘From the age of 15, I have been intent on learning; from 30, I have established myself; from 40, I have not been confused; from 50, I have known the mandate of Heaven; from 60, my ear has been attuned; from 70, I have followed my heart’s desire without transgressing what is right.’


Politically, his philosophy is rooted in the belief that leaders at all levels of society should lead by moral example. A ruler who discharges his duties conscientiously is much more likely to command the loyalty of his subjects. They, in turn, will be more likely to willingly fulfil their allocated social roles.


The goal of human society was to achieve the kind of moral order that he said existed in Tian (Heaven).


BIOGRAPHY


Name K’ung Fu-Tzu


Born c.551 BC


Place Qufu, China


Nationality Chinese


Key facts Preaching the virtues of wisdom, self-knowledge, courage and understanding, Confucius argued that the pursuit of virtue should be the universal goal, with Jen (benevolence) the most important moral quality that anyone can possess.


Key works
Analects


Died c.479 BC


 



Heraclitus



c.600 BC – c.540 BC
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Best known for his beliefs that all things exist in a state of flux, opposites coincide and that fire is the core element out of which the world is made, Heraclitus argued that, although the universe is eternal, it is in a constant state of change.


Flux


Heraclitus asserted that permanence in the universe does not exist, the only constant being change. He does not explain his thinking in any great detail, however, and the fragments of his teaching that survive in others’ works are often obscure.


The unity of opposites


He stated that the three principle elements were fire, earth and water. Fire was the primary element, controlling and modifying the other two. The dynamism existing between opposites provides the universe with its driving force – the unity of opposites. Everything depends on opposing tendencies coming together and the tension between them, causing the universe to exist in a state of flux.


Heraclitus used the analogy of a river to explain his point. Although the waters are constantly moving the river stays the same. Indeed, it is precisely because there are rivers at all that the waters are constantly moving. Although the universe itself is eternal, nothing remains changeless within it because of the transformation of fire.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Heraclitus


Born c.600 BC


Place Ephesus, Asia Minor


Nationality Greek


Key facts He believed that fire was the primary element and that it had its counterpart in the human soul. He argued that the constant strife between opposites was the driving force ensuring that everything existed in a state of flux.


Key works
No known written works


Died c.540 BC


 



Parmenides



c.510 BC – c.450 BC
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One of the most important of all the pre-Socratic philosophers by virtue of being the first to use deductive reasoning, Parmenides believed that appearances were all deceptive, change impossible and that reality is singular, undivided and homogenous.


On Nature


Few details are known about Parmenides’s life. He was a pupil of Xenophanes – another notable pre-Socratic philosopher – came from a noble family and played a role in the governance of Elea, a Greek colony in Italy. All that survives of his work – enough to give an insight into his thinking – are 150 lines (out of an estimated total of 3,000) of On Nature, a long poem in which he described an encounter with a goddess and the revelation he received.


‘One cannot know that which is not, nor utter it’


He claimed that it is impossible to talk or think about something that does not exist, so it follows that anything that can be thought and spoken of must exist, even if only in the mind. It followed that to think of anything that is logically implies the existence of something that is not. Nothing can come into existence; nothing can be destroyed. Both are illusory, as are movement, change and plurality.


He is important because he made the first known attempt at logical deduction and probed into such enduring major philosophical problems as the nature of existence and the relationship between thought, language and reality.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Parmenides


Born c.510 BC


Place Elea, Italy


Nationality Greek


Key facts He is noted as being the first thinker to employ deductive reasoning to justify his claim that anything that can be thought and spoken of, by definition, must exist.


Key works
On Nature (fragment)


Died c.450 BC


 



Lao-tzu



c.6TH CENTURY BC
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Whether or not this Chinese philosopher actually lived is a matter of debate, and the thoughts attributed to him may in fact be the work of a later individual or group. His importance derives from his supposed authorship of the Tao Te Ch’ing (The Way and Its Power), the core text of Taoism.


The Tao Te Ch’ing


Some believe that there was a real Lao-tzu and that he was a slightly older contemporary of Confucius. According to Sima Qian, the court historian of the Han dynasty, he certainly did exist, working for 50 years in the Chinese emperor’s library and gradually becoming known as a mystic for his deep wisdom. Eventually, he decided to abandon the emperor, perhaps to escape what he saw as the moral decay of city life or possibly because his fellow men were unwilling to follow the path to natural goodness. He headed towards the mountains and Tibet, and when he approached the gate in the wall that marked the empire’s boundary, the gatekeeper asked him to compile a written record of his wisdom. The Tao Te Ch’ing was the result.


Some still accept this account as broadly accurate; others argue that Lao-tzu was a legendary figure and the Tao Te Ch’ing a compilation of philosophical precepts by several Taoist scholars who adopted the pen-name of Lao-tzu.


Taoism and its principles


Whatever the truth, it is indisputable that, together with Confucianism, Taoism is a distinct philosophical response to the problems its author – or authors – saw confronting Chinese society at the time the Tao Te Ch’ing was written.


Taoism offers a very different solution from Confucianism. Where Confucianism is a pragmatic, practical philosophy, Taoism is based on mysticism. The nature of the Tao itself is obscure. Literally, the word means ‘way’ or ‘path’, but the Tao Te Ch’ing makes it clear that it is the name for something that, by definition, cannot be named or fully grasped. However, it can be followed. The Tao Te Ch’ing counsels people to turn away from the folly of human pursuits. Rather than battle against the natural order of things, they should go with the flow.


A true Taoist is ready to renounce materialism, to seek to understand the laws of nature, to work towards developing one’s intuitive inner self and, above all, be prepared to lead a peaceful, virtuous life. Searching and striving for anything is basically counter-productive. Far better, the Tao Te Ch’ing says, to employ the principles of wu-wie – that is, to do nothing. The precept, however, is not to be taken literally. Rather, it is a way of mastering circumstances by understanding their nature and then shaping consequent actions in accordance with them. ‘The Tao,’ the Tao Te Ch’ing says, ‘abides in non-action. Yet nothing is left undone.’


It is impossible to underestimate the impact of Taoism. It is still influential in Chinese art, literature, religion, politics and philosophy in all its rich complexity.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Lao-tzu (Old Master)


Born c.6th century BC


Place Ch’u, China


Nationality Chinese


Key facts Although it is unclear who Lao-tzu was – or even if he existed – we do know that the Tao Te Ch’ing, the book attached to his name, is the most important work in Taoist philosophy.


Key works
Tao Te Ch’ing


Died c.5th or 6th century BC


 



Zeno of Elea



c.490 BC – c.425 BC


[image: image]


Zeno was the first philosopher to write down his thoughts in prose as opposed to verse. His fascinating paradoxes – the best known of which is probably ‘Achilles and the Tortoise’ – were devised to show that any kind of motion is impossible and that reality is unitary and unchanging.


Zeno’s influence


Zeno’s influence on the development of Western philosophy is profound. In the 19th century the German philosopher Georg Friedrich Wilhelm von Hegel claimed that Zeno’s paradoxes supported his own belief that reality is contradictory; later, the British philosopher Bertrand Russell stated that Zeno’s arguments had been the basis for almost all theories of space and time and infinity. According to Aristotle, Zeno was the first thinker in history to pioneer the use of dialectic in argument. Whether he was or not is uncertain, but what is unquestionably true is that his celebrated paradoxes – all of his work that survives, albeit in fragmentary form – display the first known use of the logical technique known as reductio ad absurdum, literally ‘reduced to absurdity’.


The paradoxes


According to Plato, the paradoxes were devised to defend his master Parmenides’s philosophy. Although only nine are now known – having been paraphrased by Aristotle, Plato, Proclus and Simplicius – there are thought to have been 40 of them in all, possibly originally written down. As well as the celebrated ‘Achilles and the Tortoise’, they include ‘The Runner and the Racetrack’ and ‘The Arrow and the Moving Rows’.


In any paradox, its proponent puts forward an argument that, although it appears sound and seemingly based on logical premises, nevertheless leads to a conclusion that anyone else feels sure must be false. Zeno was the master of this art. Confronted with one of his paradoxes, there are only three possible courses of action: we can reject one or more of his premises, question the logic he employs or accept the paradoxical conclusion. It is a dilemma that is practically impossible to resolve.



‘Achilles and the Tortoise’



This paradox, which Zeno devised to demonstrate the illusory nature of motion, is probably the most celebrated example of his particular brand of thinking. Achilles and a tortoise decide to have a race, but, because he can run twice as fast, Achilles agrees to give the tortoise a head start. The race begins. Now, postulates Zeno, by the time Achilles gets to the tortoise’s starting point it will have moved ahead by half the distance of its lead. By the time Achilles reaches that point it will have moved on again by half the distance. In other words, Achilles can never catch up with the tortoise no matter how fast he runs because every time he moves the tortoise moves as well.


It is an impeccably logical argument, even though its conclusion is patently false. That was exactly the point Zeno was trying to make. Although various thinkers – notably David Hume, Immanuel Kant and Hegel – devised solutions, none of these is totally successful. Despite this, although there must be a fault in Zeno’s logic somewhere, no one has been able to demonstrate conclusively what it is.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Zeno


Born c.490 BC


Place Elea, Italy


Nationality Greek


Key facts A friend and student of Parmenides, Zeno is best known for the paradoxes he devised. In them he argued that time and space are infinitely divisible and so became the first thinker to demonstrate that the concept of infinity is problematic.


Key works
The paradoxes (preserved in the works of others)


Died c.425 BC


 



Socrates



c. 470 BC – c.399 BC
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Socrates was the founding father of moral philosophy. It is impossible to underestimate the importance of his impact on subsequent developments in Western philosophical thought.


Breaking with tradition


Believed to have been the son of a midwife and a stonemason, Socrates became Athens’s leading philosopher at a time of great upheaval for the city he loved. What makes him a key figure in the story of Western philosophy is the way in which he broke with the concerns of his contemporaries and of the philosophers of the past. Unlike them, he was simply not concerned about the answers to abstract metaphysical speculations about the nature of the universe, what the world consisted of and how it had been made. He believed that the philosopher’s task was much more practical: it was to teach people how they ought to live and show them what a good life might be.


The Socratic method


The way in which Socrates conducted his philosophical inquiries was novel too. He seems not to have had any doctrines or dogmas of his own, nor did he see himself as a teacher, at least in the accepted sense. ‘The only thing I know is that I know nothing,’ he is reported as saying. The Socratic method relies on him asking his listeners questions about common concepts, such as friendship, beauty, courage, temperance and piety, and then demonstrating through further questioning and reasoned argument that the answers he received were in some way inadequate or defective. It is a form of argument known as the elenchus, designed to identify and explore inconsistencies in beliefs.


An example makes the process clear. Plato tells us how Socrates once asked Laches, a celebrated Athenian general, what courage was. Confidently, Laches replied that it consisted of standing firm in battle. Socrates then pointed out that standing firm in battle is not necessarily courageous, as a foolish and reckless soldier might well stand firm, even though he could put others at risk by doing so. Therefore the definition was incorrect.


Condemned by the establishment


It was debates such as this that led the authorities in Athens to conclude that Socrates, although admired by the young aristocrats of the city, was fast becoming a dangerous and subversive influence. He was brought to trial, charged with impiety and corrupting Athenian youth. Socrates refused to bow to his judges, agree to stop philosophizing and retire into private life, which was probably all they wanted. He refused to recant or repent, was found guilty and ordered to put himself to death, which he did by drinking hemlock.


The authorities had their revenge, but Socrates’s achievements survived him and them. His core beliefs – that no one who preserves their personal integrity can come to any long-term harm and that no one knowingly does wrong – stand as ethical beacons that have retained their importance right up to the present day, as has the Socratic method he devised.


BIOGRAPHY


Name Socrates


Born c. 470 BC


Place Athens


Nationality Greek


Key facts As far as is known, he wrote no works of his own, but taught by means of public discussion and debate. His unconventional views angered the city’s authorities so much that they put him on trial, sentencing him to death.


Key works
Fragments surviving in Plato’s Apology, Crito and Phaedo


Died c.399 BC


 



Democritus



c.460 BC – c.370 BC
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‘Happiness resides not in possessions and not in gold, the feeling of happiness dwells in the soul.’


The last of the great pre-Socratic philosophers, Democritus originated the theory that the universe is made up of indivisible atoms that are constantly moving. He is often referred to as the ‘laughing philosopher’ because of the emphasis he placed on the value of cheerfulness.


Atoms


Only fragments of Democritus’s writings survived beyond the Middle Ages, and much of what we know of his philosophy derives from the work of others, notably Aristotle and Diogenes Laertius. What makes him important in the development of Western thought is his assertion that countless indivisible atoms, which are constantly in motion and travelling in an infinite void, are the basic stuff of the universe. All that actually exists, he argued, are atoms and space. Equally, all material objects are simply temporary concentrations of atoms which are destroyed when the atoms disperse.
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