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				What makes philosophy independent, even where it touches on topics that belong to other disciplines, is the type of answers it seeks. Put simply, the deeper and more profound the nature of the questions it asks, the more likely we are to be doing philosophy. A physicist may ask how the universe began, but perhaps not why, or even what significance that holds for human existence. A psychologist may seek to understand how the mind works, but is unlikely to get grant funding to explore the question of how we can know whether other minds are like ours (assuming an experiment could settle that question anyway). Of course, there is some overlap between philosophy and other disciplines, and I don’t mean to suggest that there are firm subject boundaries that should (or could) be observed. In fact, the history of philosophy contains numerous points where philosophers have been evicted from a form of enquiry that they themselves began (physics and psychology being two good examples). I merely want to point out that there is a sense in which what philosophy aims at is different.

				The best way to understand this difference, of course, is to dive in – which is where Instant Philosophy comes in. Of course, I am under no illusion that a book such as this can convey the full range of depth and detail required to give you a good understanding of philosophy – what single book could? Rather, it seeks to provide an accessible, engaging, and occasionally humorous account of some of philosophy’s central theories, concepts, movements, and thinkers. As such, I hope you find things that catch your interest, and intrigue you enough to follow them up (for this purpose, there is a Further Reading section at the end, together with a brief glossary). Along the way, as well as getting a handle on the things philosophers have argued about (and in many cases still do), you should start to get a better feel for what philosophy is – better than I can convey in this brief introduction, anyway!

			

		

		
			
				introduction

				Philosophy is difficult to define – in fact, perhaps the most we can agree on is that it began some two and a half millennia ago in Ancient Greece. During this period, it has developed out of or walked alongside numerous other concerns and disciplines, and yet has remained distinct from them. So, if you were to sign up to a philosophy class tomorrow, although you might discuss the existence of God, the nature of the mind, or the perfect system of governance, you would not strictly speaking be doing theology, psychology, or politics.
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				Instant Philosophy takes a broadly historical approach to the subject – from Ancient Greece to the present day – a survey that passes through the main regions of philosophy: metaphysics (the fundamental nature of reality, and what exists), epistemology (the theory of knowledge – what we can know and how; the role of certainty), political philosophy (the best form of government; freedom of the individual; legitimacy of authority), ethics (the nature of goodness; why we should be good; justifying our actions), aesthetics (the philosophy of art – the nature of beauty; art and truth), the philosophy of mind (mind’s relation to the body; the nature of consciousness), philosophy of religion (arguments for the existence of God; the problem of evil), and philosophy of science (the nature of scientific theory; how we can guarantee scientific truth). This is not a strict division – often topics will cross over boundaries, or might be better categorized under a heading not included here – but I have (I hope forgivably) kept categories to a minimum for the sake of simplicity. The same thing applies to the association of philosophers with certain “schools”, which are merely intended as a sign of the philosopher’s general approach, not an indication of strict membership of any club.

				It should also be noted that what is covered here – with some obvious exceptions – is mainly Western philosophy. This is not to downplay the importance of other traditions, but merely to explore those things that most would consider “philosophy” (and might think it odd if they did not find them included). This may not please everyone, but the topics and thinkers dealt with here are not meant to be definitive – merely, as I say, a jumping-off point for further investigation, and there should be sufficient diversity to at least indicate where competing notions of what philosophy is and does may be found. 

				Gareth Southwell
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				NATURAL PHILOSOPHY

				The Western philosophical tradition began in and around Ancient Greece in the sixth to fifth century bc, and is often traced back to Thales.

			

		

		
			
				THE BIRTHPLACE OF PHILOSOPHY

				Thales was the first of a group of “natural philosophers” whose enquiries mark the point at which explanations for the world and everything in it were sought more and more in human or natural terms, through logic and mathematics, rather than religion or mythology. These pioneers seem to have been especially concerned with the arche (the first principle or element of the natural world), and for that reason their area of interest was termed “natural philosophy”, a term which for the next two millennia would designate what we now simply call “science”.

			

		

		
			
				THE PRE-SOCRATICS

				These early philosophers are now known more broadly as Pre-Socratics because they existed either before the Greek philosopher Socrates, or followed a distinct tradition from him, more interested in the physical world than in ethics or other philosophical questions.

			

		

		
			
				Notable Pre-Socratics

				Thales (Miletus), c.624–c.548 bc

				Anaximander (Miletus), c.610–c.546 bc

				Anaximenes (Miletus), c.586–c.526 bc

				Pythagoras (Samos), c.570–c.495 bc

				Xenophanes (Ephesus), c.570–c.475 bc

				Heraclitus (Ephesus), c.535–c.475 bc

				Parmenides (Elea), c.515–c.440 bc

				Protagoras (Abdera), c.490–c.420 bc

				Zeno (Elea), c.490–c.430 bc

				Gorgias (Leontini), c.483–c.375 bc

				Empedocles (Akragas), c.494–c.434 bc

				Democritus (Abdera), c.460–c.370 bc

			

		

		
			
				NAME THALES

				Dates 624–548 bc

				Nationality Greek (Miletus)

				School Pre-Socratic (Milesian)

				Main works 

				No writings survive

				Key contributions metaphysics

			

		

		
			
				THALES

				Thales himself thought that the arche was water, for it could take solid, liquid, or gaseous form. His pupil Anaximander argued that it was something more indefinable and abstract; what he termed the apeiron (“indefinite” or “boundless”). His pupil, Anaximenes, thought the arche was air, because like it, everything in the world was in constant motion. Heraclitus thought it was fire, because its fundamental nature was change. But it is to Empedocles that we owe the idea that would dominate later philosophy and science for centuries, and seems almost a synthesis of previous theories: that matter in fact consists of four elements: earth, air, fire, and water.
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				DAOISM

				Laozi was an ancient Chinese sage who preached that the true nature of reality could not be understood through words and labels but only through mindful being.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Laozi

				Dates fl. c. sixth century bc

				Nationality Chinese

				School Daoism

				Main works The Dao De Jing

				Key contributions epistemology, metaphysics, ethics

			

		

		
			
				THE DAO

				Little is known of Laozi, and it has been proposed that his sole work – the Dao De Jing (The Book of the Way and of Virtue) – may be a collation of the sayings of various Chinese sages. Its main subject is the Dao (The Way). This is not a simple concept to describe, for it is at once a force that pervades Nature, the flow of events, and an ideal state of being.

			

		

		
			
				INEFFABLE

				However, it is this ineffable quality that provides a clue as to the Dao’s nature and how it may be embodied. Dao is an ultimate reality that resists labels and conceptualization. As the Dao De Ching states, if we could describe the Dao, then that would not be the real Dao. In this resistance to definitions, Daoism has much in common with Zen Buddhism, and in the West, with Heraclitus and Derrida (both discussed later).

			

		

		
			
				INTELLECTUALIZATION

				Yet the purpose of Daoism is not simply to mystify, but to attempt to release the hold that rational concepts have on our experience of reality. As such, Daoism is more concerned with realizing a state of being than with acquisition of intellectual knowledge. And it is only through giving up the desire to define and “know” (so dear to Western philosophy), by adopting an attitude of spontaneous mindfulness in harmony with Nature, that we can “understand” reality in the fullest sense.
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				NUMBERS

				Pythagoras’s almost mystical veneration for numbers laid the foundations for the modern scientific belief that maths is the key to understanding the universe.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Pythagoras

				Dates c.570–c.495 bc

				Nationality Greek (Samos)

				School Pre-Socratic (Pythagorean)

				Main works No writings survive

				Key contributions maths, metaphysics

			

		

		
			
				THE RATIONAL UNIVERSE

				Pythagoras’s name persists, of course, in the mathematical theorem bearing his name that relates to right-angled triangles.

			

		

		
			
				UNIVERSAL HARMONY

				Pythagoras was so impressed with the power and harmony of numbers, and their ability to describe reality, that he believed they formed the basis of the structure of the universe, and that the planets themselves emitted distinct musical tones. Thus, the spacing of the planets from the Earth to the final sphere of the fixed stars corresponded to musical intervals (a theory that lives on in the phrase the music of the spheres).

			

		

		
			
				THE IRRATIONAL

				However, as one of Pythagoras’s followers, Hippasus of Metapontum (c.530–c.450 bc), is said to have discovered, not all numbers are rational (that is, expressible as the ratio of two whole numbers). So, while 8 can be expressed as 8/1, or 16/2, etc., the square root of 8 (√8, or that number which, multiplied by itself, gives 8) cannot be expressed this way, but gives 2.82842712474619… a sequence that goes on and on, never ending or repeating – as, of course, does the most famous irrational number, pi (π), the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter. Perhaps the universe is not so rational after all.
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				SUFFERING

				Siddhartha Gautama taught that human desire led inevitably to suffering, the only solution to which was to practise a life of mindful and compassionate detachment.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha)

				Dates c.563–c.483 bc

				Nationality Indian (Nepal)

				School Buddhism

				Main works oral teachings later collected in written form

				Key contributions ethics, metaphysics, epistemology

			

		

		
			
				THE BUDDHA

				Gautama – most commonly now known simply as the Buddha (“enlightened one”) – was thought to have been a prince in what is now Nepal, who gave up his wealth and privilege to become a wandering monk or holy man. After many years of exploring different philosophies and traditions, he founded his own path, which he termed the Middle Way.

			

		

		
			
				DUKKHA

				Buddha taught Four Noble Truths, the first of which is that life is dukkha (suffering). All that lives, dies, and we cannot ultimately avoid the pain caused by disease and decay. Desire is never sated, and pleasure and beauty are short-lasting, giving way to yearning and loss.

			

		

		
			
				SAMSARA

				Our attachment to the desires and illusions of the physical world therefore lock us into Samsara, the perpetual cycle of birth, death, and rebirth.

			

		

		
			
				THE EIGHTFOLD PATH

				To escape this cycle we must practise the Middle Way between the extremes of ascetic self-denial and sensory overindulgence, following the Noble Eightfold Path. This involved renunciation of hedonistic and immoral practices, stilling the mind and emotions through meditation in order to detach from desire, and thus finally achieving insight into the true nature of existence.

			

		

		
			
				Right Understanding

			

		

		
			
				Right Speech

			

		

		
			
				Right Livelihood

			

		

		
			
				Right Action

			

		

		
			
				Right Intention

			

		

		
			
				Right Mindfulness

			

		

		
			
				Right Concentration

			

		

		
			
				Right Effort
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				THE GOLDEN RULE

				Confucius argued that the key to ensuring social order, political harmony, and personal moral integrity was the performance of defined social roles and respect for authority.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Confucius (Kongfuzi)

				Dates c.551 bc to c.479 bc

				Nationality Chinese

				School Confucianism

				Main works The Analects

				Key contributions ethics, political philosophy

			

		

		
			
				THE SUPERIOR MAN

				Kongfuzi (better known in the West as Confucius) was a Chinese philosopher who served variously as an administrative official, teacher, and political advisor. The central focus of his thought was the correct behaviour and attitudes of the “superior man”, an ideal ethical figure whom we should all seek to embody. As such, Confucius was less concerned with laying out specific ethical rules for particular situations than with cultivating virtuous qualities that would allow the individual to behave ethically in any context.

			

		

		
			
				REN

				An important concept here is Ren, which may be variously translated as “empathy”, “love”, or “benevolence”, but chiefly concerns our right conduct with others. Beginning with those closest to us, Confucius argued that such an attitude should extend beyond our family and immediate friends and out into the community, the province, and the nation. In all our dealings, we should treat others as we ourselves would wish to be treated – a precept that is common to many moral and religious systems, and has therefore become known as the Golden Rule of ethics.

			

		

		
			
				HEAVEN

				As well as embodying Ren, the superior man suits his actions to the dictates of Heaven, which for Confucius meant the divine will as it was reflected in the moral, social, and natural order. This was achieved by observing the law, conducting ourselves appropriately in terms of manners and social mores, and the strict performance of religious ritual.
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				UNIVERSAL FLUX

				Heraclitus was an obscure figure who questioned the human capacity to understand reality, which he considered to be in a constant state of flux.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Heraclitus

				Dates fl. c.500 bc

				Nationality Greek (Ephesus)

				School Pre-Socratic

				Main works only fragments survive

				Key contributions epistemology, metaphysics

			

		

		
			
				FIRE AND THE RIVER

				Heraclitus is often grouped together with the pre-Socratic natural philosophers, where he is seen as advancing a different candidate for the ultimate principle of reality, comparing it to fire. He also compared reality to a constantly flowing river, a state of perpetual change, and where, from moment to moment, nothing is the same.

			

		

		
			
				SCEPTICISM AND OBSCURITY

				Obviously, this flux entails problems for knowledge, and Heraclitus was very sceptical of the human capacity to achieve it, seeming to hold a low opinion of humanity in general. He is reported to have written a single book, of which only second-hand fragments survive; it resembles more an obscure poem than a philosophical text, and (quite rightly) he thought most readers would not understand it. He also seems to have been generally critical of philosophers, arguing that what often passed for knowledge and wisdom was superficial and suggested no true understanding.

			

		

		
			
				LOGOS

				However, despite this somewhat pessimistic view, Heraclitus does hold out some hope. There is, he says, a meaning to the world that it is possible for anyone to grasp – what he termed its logos (“word”, “message”). The suggestion here is therefore perhaps not that knowledge is impossible for human beings, but that most people – philosophers included – are merely going about it in the wrong way.
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				PARADOX

				Logical paradoxes have long been used to illustrate flaws in philosophical arguments, and Zeno used them to show that our common-sense understanding of time and space is wrong.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Zeno

				Dates c.490–c.430 bc

				Nationality Greek (Elea)

				School Pre-Socratic (Eleatic)

				Main works No writings survive

				Key contributions metaphysics

			

		

		
			
				PARMENIDES

				Zeno was a follower of the Greek philosopher Parmenides (c.515–c.440 bc), who argued for a position known as monism: that though the world appears to consist of many different things, 

				it is actually a unity.

			

		

		
			
				ACHILLES AND THE TORTOISE

				Zeno’s most famous paradox imagines a race between the warrior Achilles and a tortoise. Given a head start, the tortoise can never be overtaken, for before he catches it, Achilles must get halfway; and before he closes the distance left, he must get halfway to that point; and so on (a similar argument is made by Zeno’s paradox of the arrow – replace tortoise with target, and Achilles with arrow). So, if we imagine the world to be divided up into separate units of time and space, Achilles will never overtake the tortoise (and the arrow will never reach its target).

			

		

		
			
				DIVISIBILITY

				Zeno also uses paradox to argue against the notion that the world is made of many things (such as Democritus’s atoms, which we’ll look at later). If, he says, we think of a space as made up of multiple units (e.g. inches), then each of those units can be divided to produce smaller units, and so on to infinity. However, this means that there can be no ultimate indivisible units out of which we can build other things, for either such units will have no length to be divided, or everything is infinitely divisible, just a continuum without parts.

			

		

		
			
				1 /4

			

		

		
			
				1 /2

			

		

		
			
				1 /8

			

		

		
			
				1 /16

			

		

		
			
				1 /128

			

		

		
			
				1 /256

			

		

		
			
				1 /32
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				SOPHISM

				Sophists were professional tutors whose skills in teaching logic and argument provided the foundation for the view that truth was simply a matter of having the best argument.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Protagoras

				Dates c.490–c.420 bc

				Nationality Greek

				School Pre-Socratic (Sophist)

				Main works Only fragments survive

				Key contributions epistemology, ethics

			

		

		
			
				IMMORAL TEACHINGS

				Protagoras was one of the earliest sophists, and shares, with Gorgias, the dubious honour of being a target of Plato’s displeasure. Plato’s main concern was that, by teaching skills in argument and reasoning at the expense of a genuine understanding of ethics, sophists helped foster immorality.

			

		

		
			
				CORRUPTERS OF YOUTH

				Little of Protagoras’s works has survived, and ironically we know most about him solely through the dialogue of Plato that bears his name – which is a bit like leaving your reputation in the hands of your greatest critic. So it’s not surprising, perhaps, that the modern view we have of sophists is as immoral mercenaries – the true corrupters of the young (something of which Plato’s mentor Socrates was later falsely accused).

			

		

		
			
				RELATIVISM

				Whether the sophists’ reputation was deserved or not is hard to say. They certainly accepted payment – but what’s wrong with that? The worst we can say about Protagoras himself, at least, seems to be that he was a sceptic and a relativist. He claimed that we cannot know anything with certainty, and that (Plato interprets him as saying) all our concepts and values are relative, shaped and distorted by our necessarily human viewpoint – that “man is the measure of all things”, as Protagoras himself put it. In this sense, however, rather than a corrupter of youth, Protagoras seems to be merely a forerunner of certain strands of modern philosophy, where such scepticism and relativism do not now seem so radical.
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				ATOMISM

				The beginnings of the scientific notion that the universe consists of tiny particles of matter can ultimately be traced to the pre-Socratic Greek philosophers.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Democritus

				Dates c.460–c.370 bc

				Nationality Greek

				School Pre-Socratic

				Main works only fragments survive

				Key contributions metaphysics, ethics

			

		

		
			
				EARLY ATOMISTS

				While it is thought that the idea was first proposed by Leucippus (fl. fifth century bc), atomism is now most often associated with his pupil, Democritus. It was also later developed by Epicurus and the Roman philosopher Lucretius (c.94–c.55 bc). Like other pre-Socratic philosophers, Democritus was concerned with the fundamental nature of the physical world, but rejected the idea that the ultimate constituent was air, fire, water, or some other perceptible element.

			

		

		
			
				INDIVISIBLE PARTICLES

				Instead, Democritus argued that the universe consisted of an infinite number of atoms. These are tiny particles that could not be cut or divided (atom means “indivisible”), being made of the same material, of varying size and shape, and existing in a void. The atoms’ different shapes explained the different properties and behaviour of the substances they formed. A solid substance, such as metal or stone, might consist of atoms with shapes that allowed close-fitting connections, like jigsaw pieces, whereas water or fire atoms might possess a shape that enabled them to move or flow over one another.

			

		

		
			
				THE VOID

				In all of this, the notion of the void was an important one, for without the space to join and move apart, there could be no change, growth, or decay. In fact, the way that Nature appeared to disassemble and reassemble things during such processes was perhaps itself suggestive of the existence of these smaller “parts”.
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				the SOCRATIC METHOD

				The Greek philosopher Socrates was deemed by the Delphic Oracle the wisest man in Athens, but what did that actually mean?

			

		

		
			
				NAME Socrates

				Dates c.469–399 bc

				Nationality Greek (Athens)

				School Classical Greek Philosophy

				Main works No writings survive

				Key contributions ethics, epistemology

			

		

		
			
				SOCRATES

				Socrates left behind no written teachings, preferring discussion and debate. His chief amusement seems to have involved wandering around Athens annoying the populace with his constant questions, and tormenting those who claimed to know more than him. For this reason, he thought of himself as a sort of moral “gadfly”. The motive behind all this seems to have been to test the truth of the Oracle’s pronouncement.

			

		

		
			
				THE DELPHIC ORACLE

				The Pythia, priestess of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi, was the most famous Oracle of the ancient world, consulted by the famous and powerful as well as common folk. Sat in a perforated cauldron placed on a tripod, she inhaled fumes that enabled her to enter a trance. The resulting pronouncements were often enigmatic and ambiguous.

			

		

		
			
				SOCRATIC IGNORANCE

				Since Socrates considered himself anything but wise, he reasoned that his wisdom must lie in the fact that he was the only person who knew that he knew nothing. This is, of course, a cunning debating strategy: it’s more effective simply to allow your opponent to tie themselves up in knots in the search for ultimate justifications, for as any parent knows, there must come a point where the “whys” stop.

			

		

		
			
				SOCRATIC METHOD

				“Socratic method” is still a much-favoured educational technique, allowing students to grasp a subject more securely by reasoning their own way to the conclusion. Socrates’ pupil Plato would later use this method in an attempt to show that we all possess some form of innate knowledge, present from birth. In fact, since Socrates left no written records of his teachings, Plato’s writings are the only record we have of his mentor’s beliefs.
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				EUTHANASIA

				Faced with execution or exile, Socrates chose to embody his belief that a “good death” was preferable to an unexamined life.

			

		

		
			
				SOCRATES’ CHOICE

				As you might expect, revealing people’s ignorance doesn’t always go down well, and so it’s perhaps no great surprise that Socrates found himself hauled before the courts on the dubious charges of impiety and corrupting the youth. Found guilty, and faced with the choice of exile or death, he chose the latter, reasoning that he would prefer to face whatever judgement awaited him in the afterlife than condone that imposed by earthly judges. In his own eyes, he’d done nothing wrong, and exile would banish him not only from the Athens that he loved, but also from the life of enquiry that he had pursued there. Such an unexamined life, he believed, would not be worth living.

			

		

		
			
				A GOOD DEATH

				Socrates’ choice of a “good death” (the literal meaning of euthanasia) is an assertion that, faced with extreme pain or mental suffering, we might legitimately choose to end our existence. However, while some philosophers have condoned this view, others have opposed it, viewing suicide as

				cowardly, immoral, or even a sign of mental illness.

			

		

		
			
				FORMS OF EUTHANASIA

				Euthanasia comes in three main forms: voluntary (at the person’s wishes), involuntary (against the person’s wishes), and non-voluntary (where the person is incapable of expressing a preference). Each of these may be achieved by different means: active (e.g. drug overdose) or passive (e.g. withholding treatment). 

			

		

		
			
				DEATH BY HEMLOCK

				Socrates chose to take his own life by drinking a tea made from the poison hemlock, a drug that was commonly used in Classical times to execute prisoners, and that caused gradual loss of sensation and paralysis, eventually resulting in respiratory failure.
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				UNIVERSALS

				Plato argued that all knowledge depends on independently existing universal ideas or Forms, a doctrine that he illustrated through his famous allegory of the Cave.

			

		

		
			
				NAME Plato

				Dates c.428–c.347 bc

				Nationality Greek (Athens)

				School Classical Greek Philosophy

				Main works Apology; Republic; Gorgias; Symposium; Meno

				Key contributions ethics, epistemology, metaphysics, aesthetics, political philosophy

			

		

		
			
				IGNORANCE

				You are tied up in a dark cave. Against the wall, you barely discern strange moving shadows. You are then released, and turn around to see that the shadows are cast by statues passing before a fire. You exit the cave and pass into the outside world, to look up at the Sun.

			

		

		
			
				THE TWO WORLDS

				Plato’s peculiar allegory – which I’ve simplified here – is meant to illustrate the journey of the philosopher. The two worlds – inside and outside the cave – represent the visible and intelligible worlds respectively. The shadows in the cave represent physical appearances, the deceitful illusions presented to us by the senses. Gradually, we begin to make sense of these (the objects before the fire), but it is only when we enter the world of pure thought (leave the cave) and undertake rational analysis of ideas (view the objects outside in the daylight), that we achieve true knowledge and certainty, through the light of truth and goodness (the Sun).

			

		

		
			
				THE FORMS

				Because the senses will always mislead us, only rational ideas can help us truly understand the world. For example, take the statement “Dogs have four legs.” Cats have four legs, too, as do horses. What makes a dog a dog, not a cat or a horse, and means that spaniels, terriers, Rottweilers, etc., all have something in common? It is the universal idea or Form of the dog, without which we could not make sense of the statement – or the world.

			

		

		
			
				“All dogs echo the perfect idea of a dog”
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				MORAL REALISM

				As our knowledge of the physical world requires the independent existence of universal ideas, so for Plato did our moral actions require a universal standard of goodness.

			

		

		
			
				THE DIALOGUES

				Most of Plato’s work is presented in the form of dramatic dialogue, usually involving a fictionalized Socrates as he interrogates opponents on various topics. A number of these centre around ethics, where Socrates debates with those who argue that (for instance) morality is merely a matter of convention, or that “might is right”. In contrast, Socrates – as Plato’s mouthpiece, perhaps – argues that moral goodness is a real, independent quality distinct from self-interest and social convention, and being good is in fact more akin to being healthy.

			

		

		
			
				THE RING OF GYGES

				To illustrate this, in the Republic Plato invokes the Ring of Gyges, a mythical object that was said to make the wearer invisible, and therefore free to perform any act without fear of capture or punishment. Would someone who wore such a ring be “happy”? Plato says not, because being happy requires being good, and our own bad actions actually cause us harm.
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