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Introduction



‘Greater than the tread of mighty armies is an idea whose time has come.’ The French novelist Victor Hugo understood the combination of substance and timing that come together to form an idea that really shakes things up – that is destined to be big. But bigness can come in many guises: big and beautiful, big and ugly, big and scary. Ideas can be big in all these ways and so may be admirable, despicable or intimidating. Ideas of all these kinds are represented here.


The aim of philosophy, Adam Smith suggested, is ‘to lay open the concealed connections that unite the various appearances of nature’. In the light of such lofty ambitions, it is little surprise that philosophers have provided some of the most spacious of big ideas. A selection of these, covering two-and-a-half millennia from Platonism to existentialism, is included here. No less profound is philosophy’s frequent adversary and occasional ally, religion – a spiritual path to a different kind of truth. Faith, soul and other central ideas of religion are fundamental in understanding how people judge the value and meaning of life. At the same time, positions taken in opposition to religion, such as atheism and secularism, have forged new and distinctive perspectives on the world.


The American humorist Will Rogers’s joke about communism being like prohibition – ‘it’s a good idea but it won’t work’ – is at least half wrong on both counts: for better or for worse, communism is probably the most successful political ideology ever to be planned on paper and realized in fact. Communism is joined here by other seminal ideologies, including conservatism, liberalism and republicanism. Much darker is the legacy of some other political ideas, notably fascism and racism, which have left an indelible stain on human history.


In the last part of the book transformative ideas are drawn from the arts and science. The artistic trajectory of human culture is traced through dominant movements such as classicism, romanticism and modernism. On first encounter, scientific ideas such as relativity and quantum mechanics may appear forbidding, but their overall architecture is accessible and awesome. One cannot help but marvel at minds that could encompass such things.


There are many wonderful ideas in this book and some dreadful ones too. If the reader is not left with some sense of awe, the fault is surely mine: the ideas are still big, it’s just the writing that got smaller. Many thanks to my unflappable editor-cum-designer, Nick Hutchins, and for the support and friendship of my publisher, Richard Milbank, whose bright idea this was in the first place. Finally, thanks to my own four best and brightest ideas, who huddle together ever closer in the diminishing space left by my expansion.





01 Platonism



‘The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.’ While undoubtedly more pithy than true, the fact that a philosopher of the stature of A.N. Whitehead could make such a claim points to the astonishing awe in which later philosophers have held Plato, a citizen of Athens who was born nearly 2500 years ago.


‘The chief error in philosophy is overstatement,’ Whitehead pointed out earlier in his Process and Reality (1929) – ironically, at least in relation to the above-quoted remark, which is manifestly an exaggeration. But while Whitehead may fail to give subsequent Western philosophy its due, it is unquestionably true that Plato cast a huge shadow over later thinkers and that many of them developed and refined their ideas in creative interaction with or reaction to those of Plato.


In the course of some 35 dialogues, written over half a century, we see a range of doctrines – ethical, political, aesthetic, among others – evolving and maturing, and the term ‘Platonism’ may refer to some or all of these ideas. At the core of his philosophy, however, is a strikingly original metaphysical theory that assumes the existence of a realm of eternal and unchanging realities, distinct from the shifting world of everyday experience. These entities are both the cause of everything and the source of all value and meaning, and exploring their transcendent nature and the manner in which we gain knowledge of them is the most distinctive part of Plato’s philosophy. Accordingly, it is this aspect of his work that can most precisely be called Platonic, and it is by extension from this peculiar conception of ultimate reality that the name ‘Platonism’ is sometimes applied to other theories that are realist (idealist) in character. These typically assert that abstract entities, especially mathematical ones, exist outside time and space, independently of our perception or experience of them.


‘We ought to fly away from earth to heaven as quickly as we can; and to fly away is to become like God, as far as this is possible; and to become like him is to become holy, just, and wise.’
Plato, Theaetetus, c.369 BC


The theory of Forms The motivation for Plato’s extreme realism is dissatisfaction with what purports to be knowledge of the world around us, where everything is imperfect and changeable. How can we know what tallness is when a tall person is short next to a tree? Or what redness is when an apple that appears red in daylight looks black in the dark? Such things, Plato concludes, are the objects not of knowledge but of opinion or conjecture. What is known must be perfect, eternal and unchanging, and since nothing in our everyday experience (in the ‘realm of becoming’) fits this description, there must be a transcendent ‘realm of being’ where there are perfect and unchanging models or paradigms. These are what Plato calls ‘Forms’ or ‘Ideas’, and it is by virtue of imitating or copying them that things in our experience are the way they are. So, for instance, it is by copying the Form of Justice that all particular just actions are just.


And how, we may wonder, do we gain knowledge of these transcendent Forms, if all that is available to us through our senses is poor imitations or copies? Plato’s surprising answer is that we must have come to know the Forms when we were in some earlier state and that what we are engaged in now is a process not of learning but of recollection. On this basis Plato develops a thoroughgoing dualism, in which our immortal souls exist prior to occupying physical bodies. It is the process of embodiment that encumbers the soul and causes it to forget the knowledge that it gained from previous direct contact with Forms in the realm of being.








Plato’s cave


Plato’s complex and many-layered conception of knowledge and truth is illustrated by the most famous of the many images and analogies he used: the Allegory of the Cave. The essence of the story, which appears in his greatest and most influential work, The Republic, is as follows:


‘Imagine you have been imprisoned all your life in a dark cave. Your hands and feet are shackled and your head restrained so that you can only look at the wall straight in front of you. Behind you is a blazing fire, and between you and the fire a walkway on which your captors carry statues and all sorts of objects. The shadows cast on the wall by these objects are the only things you and your fellow prisoners have ever seen, all you have ever thought and talked about. Now suppose that you are released from your shackles and free to walk around the cave. Dazzled at first by the fire, you will gradually come to see the situation of the cave properly and to understand the origin of the shadows that you previously took to be real. And finally you are allowed out of the cave and into the sunlit world outside, where you see the fullness of reality illuminated by the brightest object in the skies, the Sun.’


As usually interpreted, the cave represents ‘the realm of becoming’ – the visible world of our everyday experience, where everything is imperfect and constantly changing and where ordinary people, symbolized by the chained captives, live a life based on conjecture and illusion. The prisoner released to roam within the cave attains the most accurate view of reality possible within this deceptive world, but it is only when he moves outside the cave, into ‘the realm of being’, that he comes to a full understanding of the intelligible world of truth. This realm is populated by perfect and eternal objects of knowledge, the Forms, and overarching them all is the Form of the Good, represented by the Sun, which bestows on the others their ultimate meaning and reality.









The problem of universals Plato’s theory of Forms may seem far-fetched, but one of the chief problems that it seeks to address – the so-called problem of universals – has been a dominant theme in philosophy, in some guise or other, ever since. In the Middle Ages the philosophical battle lines were drawn up between the Realists (or Platonists) on one side, who believed that universals such as redness and tallness existed independently of particular red and tall things; and the Nominalists on the other, who held that they were mere names or labels that were attached to objects to highlight particular similarities between them.


The same basic distinction still resonates throughout many areas of modern philosophy. So a realist position holds that there are entities ‘out there’ in the world – physical things or ethical facts or mathematical properties – that exist independently of our knowing or experiencing them. So, on this view, the business of (say) mathematics is not devising proofs involving entities that are in some sense constructed in the minds of mathematicians; rather, it is a matter of discovering truths about pre-existing entities. Opposed to this kind of view, other philosophers, known as anti-realists, put forward proposals in which there is a necessary and internal link or relation between what is known and our knowledge of it. The basic terms of all such debates were set up over 2000 years ago by Plato, one of the first and most thoroughgoing of all philosophical realists.








Platonic love


The idea with which Plato is most closely associated in the popular imagination – the pre-eminence of non-physical or ‘platonic’ love – flows naturally from the sharp contrast he draws in his philosophy between the world of the intellect and the world of the senses. In the dialogue Phaedrus, Plato explains how the true lover is impassioned by a divinely inspired love of intellectual beauty, to be found only in the Form of the Good. The soul of such a lover is famously compared to a chariot in which the charioteer, symbolizing reason, steers a pair of winged horses, representing our sensual and spiritual appetites, towards ultimate truth. Much subsequent religious thinking has been coloured by Plato’s elevation of mind over body and by his idea that moral excellence resides in having a well-ordered soul in which the pure intellect keeps the lowly physical appetites in check.









the condensed idea


Towards transcendent reality






	timeline






	c.429 BC

	Plato born in Athens of an aristocratic family






	399 BC

	Socrates, Plato’s mentor and spokesman in the dialogues, executed






	347 BC

	Death of Plato






	6th century AD

	Boethius initiates medieval controversy over nature of universals






	1929

	Publication of Process and Reality by English philosopher A.N. Whitehead










02 Aristotelianism



To medieval scholars Aristotle was ‘the Philosopher’. In reputation and influence he so clearly surpassed all others – even Plato – that no more precise designation was needed; in Dante’s Inferno he is simply ‘the master of those who know’. Skilfully fused with Christian theology in a 13th-century synthesis achieved principally by Thomas Aquinas, Aristotelianism soon became established as the new dogma. For the following three centuries the Greek philosopher’s authority went almost unchallenged in medieval Europe and his hand was felt in every area of intellectual activity.


Such was the respect accorded to Aristotle that his philosophy (or, sometimes, what passed for his philosophy) was often accepted and followed unquestioningly, to such a degree that in time it came to impede progress, stifling original and unorthodox thinking. Such slavish adherence eventually brought about a reaction, and outright rejection of the Aristotelian world view was a prime motive in the intellectual and scientific revolution that erupted in 16th-century Europe. Yet, while Aristotle’s star was certainly eclipsed in the succeeding period, his influence never entirely disappeared, and in recent decades there has been a renewed appreciation of the many and deep insights his philosophy offers. In the area of moral thinking, in particular, his legacy has helped to inspire a distinctive approach known as ‘virtue ethics’.


The term ‘Aristotelian’ can, of course, describe all or any of the doctrines set forth by Aristotle, the famous Greek philosopher who studied under Plato, taught Alexander the Great, and founded a highly influential philosophical school (the Lyceum) in 4th-century Athens. Today, however, Aristotelianism is most often mentioned in connection with the Scholastic philosophical tradition that was established by Aquinas and other so-called ‘Schoolmen’ of the medieval period. Scholasticism undeniably owed a huge debt to Aristotle, but somewhat ironically, his increasingly dogmatic supporters, in their anxiety to defend him, came over time to display deeply conservative tendencies that were greatly at odds with the true spirit of his work.








Virtue ethics


For most of the last 400 years, moral philosophers have tended to focus primarily on actions, not agents – on the sort of things we should do rather than the sort of people we should be. Typically, this has involved devising principles on which moral obligation allegedly depends and then formulating rules that guide us to behave in accordance with those principles. Over the last half century, however, a number of philosophers have become dissatisfied with this approach and, inspired mainly by Aristotle’s ethics, have shifted attention back to character and virtues. The result is a new approach known as ‘virtue ethics’.


According to the usual Greek account, the highest good for man and the ultimate purpose of human activity is eudaimonia – usually translated as ‘happiness’ but better captured by the broader concept of ‘flourishing’ or ‘well-being’. The main issue, then, is not ‘What is the right thing to do [in such and such circumstances]?’ but ‘What is the best way to live?’ In Aristotle’s view, the essence of man is the ability to reason – in particular, the use of practical reason to determine the best way to live; and eudaimonia consists in ‘the active exercise of the soul’s faculties [i.e. rational activity] in conformity with virtue or moral excellence’. Living virtuously is a matter of being or becoming the kind of person who, by acquiring wisdom through proper practice and training, habitually behaves in appropriate ways in the appropriate circumstances. In other words, having the right kind of character and dispositions, natural and acquired, issues in the right kind of behaviour. This attractive insight has lost none of its potency in the course of over 2000 years.









Student and master It is sometimes said, simplistically, that Aristotle’s philosophy developed in reaction to that of his teacher, Plato. In fact, the relationship between the two is considerably more complex. The younger philosopher is both more systematic than his master and has a far wider range, making significant and often foundational contributions in physics, biology, psychology, politics, ethics, metaphysics, rhetoric, aesthetics, logic, and more besides. While Plato has his head (almost literally) in the clouds, Aristotle keeps his feet very firmly on the ground; while Plato is otherworldly and abstract, proposing a transcendental realm of ultimate reality where alone true knowledge is attainable, Aristotle is stubbornly down to earth and concrete. Always respectful of common sense, he finds a full and sufficient reality in the ordinary world of experience, insisting that genuine knowledge can be acquired here (and only here) by diligent research and inquiry. He is tirelessly empirical and practical in his methods: he gathers evidence; carefully sorts and classifies it; subjects it to methodical and systematic analysis; and then, in a rational, logical and judiciously inductive manner, draws generalized conclusions in the light of his investigations.


‘Linnaeus and Cuvier have been my two gods … but they were mere schoolboys to old Aristotle.’
Charles Darwin, 1882


The Scholastic synthesis Aristotle’s influence was sustained for several centuries after his death first by his own school, the Lyceum, and then by the work of various editors and commentators, but he largely fell from view after AD 529, when the emperor Justinian closed the pagan schools in Athens and Alexandria. The medieval revival of interest in Aristotle’s work in the West was encouraged initially through Latin translations of Arabic texts and commentaries on Aristotle, notably those by Avicenna and Averroës. It was then mainly due to the efforts of two Dominican friars – Albertus Magnus and his pupil Thomas Aquinas – that Aristotle became established as a mainstay of the burgeoning European universities.


Partly in reaction to the transcendental abstractions of Neoplatonist theologians, Aquinas set out to fashion a single philosophy that accommodated many aspects of Aristotelian rationalism within Christian theology. He broadly assimilated Aristotle’s physics (account of physical objects); dynamics (analysis of place and motion); epistemology (views on the acquisition of intellectual knowledge); and cosmology (a universe built out of four elements – air, earth, fire and water – with a stationery earth surrounded by concentric crystal spheres holding the planets). Aquinas’s Five Ways (proofs of God’s existence) were all indebted to some degree to Aristotelian arguments. Above all, in shaping his naturalistic version of Christianity, he – like Aristotle but in opposition to the Neoplatonists – was anxious to defend the notion of humans as agents genuinely responsible for their own actions.


‘Scarce anything can be more absurdly said in natural philosophy than that which now is called Aristotle’s Metaphysics; nor more repugnant to government than much of that he hath said in his Politics; nor more ignorantly, than a great part of his Ethics.’
Thomas Hobbes, 1651


The very success of Aquinas’s synthesis proved in the end to be its undoing. Aristotelianism quickly established itself as unquestioned dogma, and some of the more speculative parts in particular, such as Aristotle’s conception of the universe, became increasingly vulnerable to attack as scientific knowledge advanced. His essentially teleological account of nature – the idea that biological organisms, systems and processes are ultimately explicable in terms of their aims or purposes – remained the orthodox view long after its foundations had been substantially undermined by advances in astronomy, mechanics and elsewhere. Aristotelians often did little to help their own cause, stubbornly choosing to defend the least defensible parts of Aristotle’s philosophy. In 1624 the Parliament of Paris decreed that ‘on pain of death no person should either hold or teach any doctrine opposed to Aristotle’. In a final irony, at the climax of the scientific revolution, one of the principal charges against Aristotelianism was its obscurantism and dogmatism; by this time the ancient Greek’s insistence on empirical and scientific methodology had apparently been long forgotten.


the condensed idea


‘The master of those who know’






	timeline






	384 BC

	Aristotle born in Stagira, a Greek colony in Macedonia






	367–347 BC

	Studies at Plato’s Academy in Athens






	335 BC

	Founds the Lyceum in Athens






	322 BC

	Death of Aristotle






	AD 529

	Emperor Justinian closes the pagan schools






	1266

	Aquinas begins Summa Theologiae, the pinnacle of medieval Scholasticism






	16th–17th century

	Modern world view of Copernicus, Galileo et al replaces Aristotelian conception










03 The golden rule



The golden rule, popularly captured in the proverb ‘Do as you would be done by’, is one of the most ubiquitous of all moral principles. The underlying notion, appealing to the most basic human ethical sense, is expressed in some form or other in virtually every religious tradition, while few moral philosophers have failed either to invoke the rule or at least to remark on its relation to principles of their own.


The universal appeal of the golden rule is partly due to its sheer generality. Thus, according to particular taste and need, its dominant facets may be variously seen to include reciprocity, impartiality and universality. The rule’s artless simplicity is also its weakness, however, making it an apparently easy target for cynics and sophisticates, who question how much practical guidance or good can be gained from its observance.


‘What you do not wish for yourself, do not do to others … As you yourself desire standing, then help others achieve it; as you yourself desire success, then help others attain it.’
Confucius, c.500 BC


‘Hurt no one so that no one may hurt you.’
Muhammad, c. AD 630


Whip that you may be whipped At the heart of the golden rule is a demand for consistency, but the egoist can consistently pursue his own self-interest and show no inconsistency in recommending that others do likewise. People take their pleasures in various ways, and the nonmasochistic majority should be wary of the masochist who firmly adheres to the golden rule. Yet when we try defining and refining the rule, we risk sapping its force. We may wish to specify the context and circumstances in which the rule is to apply, but if we are too specific, the rule begins to lose the universality that is a large part of its appeal.


Rather than seeing the golden rule as some kind of moral panacea, it is more fruitful to regard it as an essential ingredient, a necessary part of the foundations of our ethical thinking: a demand not only for consistency, but for fairness; the requirement that you seek imaginatively to put yourself in some else’s position, that you show to others the kind of respect and understanding that you would hope to receive yourself. As such, the golden rule is a useful antidote to the kind of moral myopia that often afflicts people when their own close interests are at stake.








JFK and the golden rule


A notably effective appeal to the golden rule was made in June 1963 by US president John F. Kennedy. In a televised address to the American people, at a time when racial tensions were spilling over into overt violence and civil unrest, Kennedy argued passionately against segregation and discrimination on grounds of race:


‘The heart of the question is whether all Americans are to be afforded equal rights and equal opportunities, whether we are going to treat our fellow Americans as we want to be treated. If an American, because his skin is dark, cannot eat lunch in a restaurant open to the public, if he cannot send his children to the best public school available, if he cannot vote for the public officials who will represent him, if, in short, he cannot enjoy the full and free life which all of us want, then who among us would be content to have the color of his skin changed and stand in his place?’


Impelled by Kennedy’s appeal to fairness and, six months later, by the trauma of his assassination, Congress passed into law in 1964 some of the most radical and sweeping civil rights legislation in US history.









Kant’s categorical imperative The great German philosopher Immanuel Kant claimed that the golden rule lacked the rigour to qualify as a universal law, yet its imprint is clearly visible in the fundamental principle – the so-called categorical imperative – that underlies his whole ethical system. Indeed, Kantian ethics can be seen as the project of fashioning a version of the golden rule that is binding on all agents following the dictates of reason.


‘So in everything, do unto others as you would have them do unto you, for this sums up the law and the prophets.’
Jesus, c.AD 30


To explain what a categorical imperative is, Kant first tells us what it is not, by contrasting it with a hypothetical imperative. Suppose I tell you what to do by issuing an order (an imperative): ‘Stop smoking!’ Implicitly, there is a string of conditions that I might attach to this command – ‘if you don’t want to ruin your health’, for instance, or ‘if you don’t want to waste your money’. Of course, if you are unconcerned about your health and money, the order carries no weight with you and you need not comply. With a categorical imperative, by contrast, there are no ifs attached, implicit or explicit. ‘Don’t lie!’ and ‘Don’t kill people!’ are injunctions that are not hypothesized on any aim or desire that you may or may not have and must be obeyed as a matter of duty, unconditionally and regardless of the consequences. A categorical imperative of this kind, unlike a hypothetical imperative, constitutes a fundamental principle of morality, or moral law.


In Kant’s view, beneath every action there is an underlying rule of conduct, or maxim. Such maxims can have the form of categorical imperatives, however, without qualifying as moral laws, because they fail to pass a test, which is itself a supreme or overarching form of categorical imperative and is clearly imbued with the spirit of the golden rule:


‘Act only in accordance with a maxim that you can at the same time will to become a universal law.’


In other words, an action is morally permissible only if it accords with a rule that you can consistently and universally apply to yourself and others. For instance, we might propose a maxim that it is permissible to lie. But lying is only possible against a background of (some level of) truth-telling – if everyone lied all the time, no one would believe anyone – and for that reason it would be self-defeating and in some sense irrational to wish for lying to become a universal law. The requirement of universality thus rules out certain kinds of conduct on purely logical grounds.


‘In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the ethics of utility.’
J.S. Mill, Utilitarianism, 1863


Universalizability Amongst recent philosophers, one of the most influential champions of the golden rule has been the English philosopher R.M. Hare. Taking as his starting point the eminently Kantian insight that moral terms have a prescriptive element – they tell us what to do or how to behave – Hare’s ethical theory (‘prescriptivism’) proposes that the essence of moral terms is that they are action-guiding; saying that killing is wrong is equivalent to giving and accepting a command – ‘Don’t kill!’. The essential feature of ethical judgements that distinguishes them from other kinds of command is, in Hare’s view, that they are ‘universalizable’: if I issue a moral injunction, I am thereby committed to holding that that injunction should be obeyed by anyone (including myself) in relevantly similar circumstances; in other words, I must comply with the golden rule.








Do as I say, not as I do


The essence of the golden rule is moral consistency, and it is the flouting of this – not practising what you preach – that makes hypocrisy so obnoxious. The basic objection to the adulterous vicar who eulogizes the sanctity of marriage or the politician who takes a backhander while fulminating against financial impropriety is inconsistency: between their stated opinions and the beliefs that are evinced by their behaviour; between the importance they claim to attach to certain propositions and the indifference that one can infer from their actions.









the condensed idea


Do as you would be done by






	timeline






	1785

	Kant defines categorical imperative in Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals







	1863

	J.S. Mill claims the golden rule for utilitarianism






	1952

	R.M. Hare’s The Language of Morals introduces universal prescriptivism






	June 1963

	President John F. Kennedy makes landmark speech on racial fairness and equality










04 Altruism



A little after 09:00 on 11 September 2001, minutes after the lethal impact of United Airlines Flight 175, a small group of terrified survivors huddled in the wrecked sky lobby on the 78th floor of the World Trade Center’s South Tower. Some had suffered terrible burns; all were traumatized by the appalling chaos and carnage surrounding them: they were praying for help but in fact – unwittingly, in the doomed tower – were merely awaiting death. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a young man appeared, stripped to his T-shirt and wearing a red bandana to shield his nose and mouth. Quickly taking charge, he guided the dazed survivors to an open stairwell, which was shrouded in smoke and debris. Fifteen floors below, he left those whose lives he had saved (including a young black woman he had carried on his back) and headed back up to repeat his heroics in the inferno above.


Six months later the body of 24-year-old equities trader and volunteer firefighter Welles Crowther was recovered in the main lobby of the South Tower. Within a few weeks he had been identified by two women who owed their lives to him as the ‘man in the red bandana’. He had apparently been setting off on yet another rescue mission at the moment he was crushed by the collapsing tower. When the extent of his courage became clear, his mother spoke of her pride in his ‘sense of duty to help others’, while his father expressed a hope of the legacy his son might leave: ‘If Welles’s story helps people to think of others, then God bless them, God bless him.’


It is noteworthy that both of Crowther’s parents singled out their son’s selfless regard for others. Alongside his great courage, he gave an extraordinary display of altruism: a willingness to set the interests and welfare of others above his own – to the ultimate degree of sacrificing his own life. It would be offensive to our ordinary sense of morality to suggest that the young man’s behaviour was motivated in any way by self-interest, as the excellence of his actions would thereby be diminished. Yet the notion of pure altruism has been philosophically perplexing since antiquity. Several of the sophists – philosophers for hire – who locked horns with Plato’s Socrates glibly assumed that benevolence to others was apparent only and that the true motive, if you scratched beneath the surface, was always self-interest. Many more recent thinkers have argued either that people are, as a matter of fact, motivated by concern for their own interests (psychological egoism); or that their behaviour should be guided by such concerns (ethical egoism). Thus Thomas Hobbes, for instance, takes it for granted that people in the ‘state of nature’ will be in constant conflict with others to further their own ends; while Friedrich Nietzsche condemns charity and altruistic behaviour as manifestations of the slave morality by which the weak have subdued the strong. And particularly over the last century and a half, since the revolutionary work of Charles Darwin, these many philosophical doubts have been reinforced by biological ones.


‘Of the voluntary acts of every man, the object is some good to himself.’
Thomas Hobbes, 1651


‘Men often act knowingly against their interest.’
David Hume, 1740


Do the good die young? Humans are by no means the only animals to exhibit altruistic (or apparently altruistic) behaviour. Certain kinds of monkeys and deer, for instance, give alarm calls or signs as a warning to other members of their group that a predator is nearby, even though by doing so they risk danger to themselves. In social insects such as bees and ants, certain castes do not (and cannot) breed, devoting themselves entirely to the well-being of the colony. It doesn’t matter that such behaviour is typically instinctive rather than deliberate; the important point is that it has the effect of promoting others’ interests at the expense of the agent.


The difficulty of accommodating such behaviour within the framework of Darwin’s theory of evolution is clear enough. The principal mechanism by which Darwinian evolution proceeds is natural selection – the ‘survival of the fittest’: animals that are endowed with qualities that allow them to survive longer and produce more offspring (on average) are ‘selected’ by nature; and hence those beneficial qualities (to the extent that they are inheritable) tend to survive and become more common in the population. In such circumstances we expect animals to behave in ways that enhance their own life prospects, not those of others. No forms of behaviour could be less likely than altruism and self-sacrifice to enhance an agent’s survival prospects, so we might predict that animals disposed to act altruistically would be at a great selective disadvantage and would rapidly be eliminated from the population by their more selfish fellows. Darwin himself, well aware of the problem, summed it up in his Descent of Man (1871):


‘It is extremely doubtful whether the offspring of the more sympathetic and benevolent parents … would be reared in greater number than the children of selfish and treacherous parents … He who was ready to sacrifice his own life, rather than betray his comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature.’








A tyranny against nature


One of the most virulent and influential attacks on altruism (and conventional morality in general) was launched by the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche near the end of the 19th century. He regarded benevolence as a ‘tyranny against nature’ – an inversion or perversion of the natural order. Spurred on by the Christian church and driven by resentment and jealousy, the weak and the ugly have initiated a ‘slave revolt’ against the strong and the beautiful. Cowed by morality’s weapons of guilt and blame, the best and noblest of humanity unwittingly connive in their own oppression and enslavement, blinded to their true and natural goal – the will to power.









‘Nature’s stern discipline enjoins mutual help at least as often as warfare. The fittest may also be the gentlest.’
Theodosius Dobzhansky, 1962


Looking after one’s own An explanation of this puzzle begins to emerge when we recognize that it does not necessarily have to be the ‘offspring of the benevolent parents’ that carry altruistic tendencies into the next generation: it may be sufficient for cousins and other relatives to do so. In other words, it is not the survival of an altruistic individual that matters, provided that the genetic material that contributed to its altruistic disposition survives, and this can be achieved through relatives that share some of the same genes. For natural selection to operate in this way, through so-called ‘kin selection’, we would expect altruistic individuals to favour relatives as beneficiaries of their altruistic behaviour, and this has indeed been confirmed by research.


Nobody who believes in Darwinian evolution (and that includes virtually every biologist on the planet) would deny that humans are the products of evolutionary processes, so mechanisms such as kin selection offer explanations of how altruistic behaviour may have evolved in humans. The problem, of course, is that biological altruism of this kind is not ‘pure’ or ‘real’ altruism at all: it is a way of explaining behaviour that benefits others in terms of the agent’s (ultimate) self-interest – or at least in terms of its genes’ interest. And if this is the only way of explaining altruistic behaviour, it is obvious that ‘real’ altruism – behaviour that benefits others irrespective of, or in opposition to, the agent’s interests – cannot exist in a Darwinian world.


‘The weak and ill-constituted shall perish: first principle of our philanthropy.’
Friedrich Nietzsche, 1888


Deep-rooted intuitions, not to mention cases like the story of Welles Crowther, may lead us to balk at such a conclusion. Like David Hume, we are likely to protest that ‘The voice of nature and experience seems plainly to oppose the selfish theory’ – the idea that human benevolence can be reduced ultimately to self-interest. Large areas of human behaviour are hard to explain in purely evolutionary terms, and to pretend otherwise is to ignore the subtle role played by cultural and other influences. Nevertheless, the lessons of biology may leave us with an uncomfortable sense of the degree to which self-interest underlies what we ordinarily think of as benevolent and altruistic behaviour.


the condensed idea


Selfless or selfish?






	timeline






	5th century BC

	Sophists at Athens argue for ethical egoism






	AD 1651

	Hobbes assumes psychological egoism as basis for political theory






	1887–8

	Nietzsche attacks altruism’s role in emasculating the true self






	1859

	Darwin explains evolution by natural selection in the Origin of Species







	11th Sept. 2001

	9/11 attack on New York’s World Trade Center










05 Liberty



‘Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death!’ So, famously, Patrick Henry expressed his preference for death over loss of liberty, as in March 1775 he implored his fellow Virginians to take up arms against the British in order to win independence.


Few since have seriously demurred from Henry’s view. Certainly no US president has done so: not Abraham Lincoln, who on the battlefield at Gettysburg in 1863 invoked the spirit of a ‘new nation, conceived in Liberty’; nor John F. Kennedy, who in 1961 pledged to ‘pay any price, bear any burden … to assure the survival and the success of liberty’; nor George W. Bush, who vowed 40 years later that his ‘war on terror’ would bring ‘an age of liberty, here and across the world’. Generally this most basic of political ideals – liberty or freedom – is accorded a degree of importance commensurate with the great hardships endured to win it: struggles against the dominance of religions that were ready to kill those who questioned their orthodoxies; against the power of absolute monarchies supposedly sanctioned by divine right; against slavery, prejudice and ignorance; against the subjection of women; against the victimization of political dissidents; and much more besides.


Almost no-one doubts that liberty is one of the most basic human rights, and many would say that it is a right worth fighting for and, if necessary, dying for. Yet, in spite of the broad consensus on its importance, there is surprisingly little agreement about the nature of liberty.


‘What freedom means is being allowed to sing in my bath as loudly as will not interfere with my neighbour’s freedom to sing a different tune in his.’
Tom Stoppard, 2002


Berlin’s two concepts of liberty The most influential recent analysis of liberty is due to the great 20th-century political philosopher Isaiah Berlin. At the heart of his study of liberty lies a crucial distinction between positive and negative freedom.


We often think of freedom as being the absence of any external restriction or coercion: you are free so long as there is no obstacle preventing you from doing what you want to do. This is the kind of freedom that Berlin calls ‘negative freedom’. However, no one can enjoy unfettered freedom in this sense without encroaching on the freedom of others, so when people live together in societies, some degree of compromise is needed to prevent liberty turning into licence. The compromise generally sanctioned by classical liberals, of whom the Victorian philosopher J.S. Mill is a prime example, is the so-called ‘harm principle’. This stipulates that individuals should be permitted to act in any way that does not bring harm to others; only where such harm is done is society justified in imposing restrictions. In some such way we can define an area of private liberty that is sacrosanct and immune to outside interference and authority.


‘Those who have ever valued liberty for its own sake believed that to be free to choose, and not to be chosen for, is an inalienable ingredient in what makes human beings human.’
Isaiah Berlin, 1969


Suppose a person has liberty in this negative sense, but lacks the resources (money, education, social status, etc.) to act on it. Is such a person really free in a full and meaningful sense? In seeking to transform such purely formal freedom to something more real and substantial, we may come to endorse forms of intervention that belong more properly to Berlin’s positive version of liberty. While negative freedom is freedom from external interference, positive freedom is usually characterized as freedom to achieve certain ends – in other words, as a form of empowerment that allows individuals to fulfil their potential and to reach a state of personal autonomy and self-mastery.


Whereas negative freedom is essentially interpersonal, existing as a relation between people, positive freedom, by contrast, is intrapersonal – something that develops and is nurtured within an individual. It presupposes some sort of division of the self into higher and lower parts, where the attainment of freedom is marked by the triumph of the (morally, rationally) preferable higher self. It was in part due to this concept of a divided self, which Berlin felt was implicit in the positive understanding of liberty, that he was so wary of it. Once those in authority take the paternalistic view that people have a ‘better side’ that needs to be encouraged – and a worse side that needs to be suppressed – it is a short step for the powerful to assume the right ‘to ignore the actual wishes of men or societies, to bully, oppress, torture in the name, and on behalf, of [people’s] “real” selves’. Marching beneath the banner of (positive) freedom, government turns to tyranny, setting a particular goal for society and prioritizing a certain way of life for its citizens. Berlin’s own deep distrust of positive freedom was fuelled by the enormities of the 20th century (especially the totalitarian horrors of Stalin’s Soviet Union), but others have taken a more favourable view of its potential for personal transformation and self-realization.








Intellectual freedom


In his On Liberty of 1859, John Stuart Mill gives a passionate defence of freedom of speech and expression. He warns us of the dangers of a culture of prejudice and intellectual repression, in which questioning and criticism of received opinion is discouraged and ‘the most active and inquiring intellects’ are afraid to enter into ‘free and daring speculation on the highest subjects’. In a similar spirit Immanuel Kant had earlier protested that the intellect needs liberty (a liberty that he found sadly lacking) in order to achieve full maturity: ‘Nothing is required for enlightenment except freedom; and the freedom in question is the least harmful of all, namely, the freedom to use reason publicly in all matters.’









Liberty’s troubled defence On 28 October 1886 one of the world’s most iconic artefacts – Liberty Enlightening the World, more commonly known as the Statue of Liberty – was formally dedicated in New York harbour. Presented to the United States by the people of France, it was an entirely fitting gift, for the two countries had long been linked by a shared concept of liberty that had underpinned their two momentous revolutions in the last quarter of the 18th century. The US Declaration of Independence of 1776, founded on the natural-rights theory of government devised by John Locke and others, proclaimed the ‘self-evident’ truth that ‘all men are … endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights [and] that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness’. Just 13 years later this document, together with the Enlightenment theory that underlay it, became the inspiration for the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen issued by the French revolutionaries.


Liberty, in company with justice and democracy, has since become the principal and unquestioned yardstick by which the so-called ‘liberal democracies’ of the West are measured. There is some oddity, at least, in the elevation of the USA and France to the position of historical antecedent and paradigm for such political systems. Liberty’s antithesis, slavery, remained legal in the USA for nearly a century after it won its independence, while the three ideological pillars of the French Revolution – liberty, equality and fraternity – were never fully or permanently realized in revolutionary France itself. The ‘serene and blessed liberty’ proclaimed by a Parisian newspaper at the Fall of the Bastille in 1789 had been transformed, in the space of just four years, to Robespierre’s Reign of Terror, in which all political opposition was swept aside and some 17,000 suspected counter-revolutionaries were guillotined.


‘O liberty! what crimes are committed in thy name!’
Madame Roland (before her execution by guillotine), 1793


The French revolutionaries’ excuse for their total disregard for civil liberties at the height of the Terror in 1793–4 was the threat of counter-revolution at home and the menace of foreign armies abroad. Sadly, subsequent liberal democracies, copying the French model rather than improving on it, have habitually responded to the emergency of war or to the threat of terrorism by trampling over time-honoured laws and enacting repressive ones in their stead. In September 2001, in the wake of the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington, US president Bush declared a ‘war on terror’ – ‘civilization’s fight … the fight of all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance and freedom’ – but over the following years the casualties of this war included civil liberties and human rights. The abuse and torture of prisoners by US military personnel at Abu Ghraib in Iraq and the detention and treatment of so-called ‘enemy combatants’ at Camp X-Ray in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, are merely the latest examples of the tired claim that liberty’s best defender is illiberality.
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