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Introduction
Distilling the essence



This is a book of shortcuts to philosophy. We all know the “long cuts” – the long and winding roads to big ideas offered by classic texts such as Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Plato’s Dialogues and Aristotle’s Logic, to name just an iconic few. But, what if we don’t actually have the time (or perhaps the inclination) to read these? Or what – now let’s be radical for a moment – if you actually don’t need to read them? Perhaps only a few ideas need to be brought out and examined? What if most of the millions of pages of philosophy, great and, well, not so great, are redundant, and within them there are just a few, relatively tiny, nuggets of insight? Although it may sound disgraceful to say this, philosophy is like that. You can read thousands of pages and only come across one or two ideas. And even then, the ideas are often poorly presented – perhaps because the philosopher was struggling to come to terms with his or her insight, or because the insight was only half worked out at the time.


More than almost any other subject, philosophy lends itself to a book such as this, a book in which thousands of years of thought, as well as thousands of pages of reflection, have been distilled to their barest of bare essentials, to a few hundred words, and even after this, to a one-paragraph “hack”. Surely there is more to the big ideas of philosophy than can be summed up in so few words, and yet it doesn’t do any harm to pinpoint a key aspect, to highlight the essential, to distil the essence. Furthermore, this book is not so much another mini-reference work summing up the history of the subject, but instead it is a much more unusual project – a word map with 100 firmly located landmarks. These landmarks are far from isolated, however. In the manner of a real tourist guide, we provide instructions on how to get to each of them, as well as guidelines on what to do when you get there.


The structure


The 100 philosophy hacks are arranged chronologically for no better reason than, well, they have to be arranged in some way. We recognize that philosophy is, after all, almost unique in its refusal to proceed steadily through time, gaining depth and wisdom. Instead, the Ancient thinkers continue to stand alongside their more recent followers as equals or, indeed, something better. Nonetheless, in as much as philosophy is a work-in-progress, it is sometimes useful to see how the ideas have evolved over time, and how debates have been shaped and reshaped over the centuries.




[image: Illustration]


Thinkers such as (above left to right) Mary Wollstonecraft, Jean-François Lyotard, Hannah Arendt and J. S. Mill have been considering big ideas for thousands of years.





Each of the 100 philosophy hacks consists of three parts:


[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: This offers an overview of the philosophical idea, and usually its creator too, as well as a brief sketch of the context within which the insight was created.


[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: This strips the idea down in order to expose and explain the core elements of the theory.


[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Short and to the point, this part offers a shortcut to making sense of the idea – and, crucially, remembering it.


So, that’s the book. But where should you start? We suggest that you treat the book like a treat-box or bowl of potpourri. Just dip in anywhere you like and savour the ideas. But try not to consume too much in one sitting! These are big, deep ideas – and each one deserves to be chewed over a little.


Martin Cohen and Robert Arp





No.1
Hinduism’s theism
God in all things





[image: Illustration]


Late 12th to 13th-century bronzes from India representing Hinduism’s Krishna, his consorts Rukmini and Satyabhama, and his mount Garuda.





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: Hinduism originated some 3,500 years ago around the Indus Valley in modern-day Pakistan. Unlike most other religions, Hinduism has no definite founder and no single creed. That said, there are some common core beliefs, one of which is the existence of an all-pervasive Supreme God that is both immanent (present throughout the universe) and transcendent (existing apart from the material universe). The qualities and forms of this God are represented by a multitude of deities – Brahma, the Creator; Vishnu, the Preserver; Shiva, the Destroyer; and many others – that emanate from such a being. This is perhaps Hinduism’s primary paradox, since we are not sure if this God is “One in Supremacy” or “Many in Multitude”, utterly unlike the universe or intimately intertwined with it. The Greek words µόνος (monos), πᾶς (pás) and θεός (theós) mean “one”, “all” and “god”, respectively, so monotheism is the belief in one god that is wholly distinct from the universe, while pantheism is the belief that god is identical to the universe, or the universe is a manifestation of God. In one of the central sacred Hindu texts, the Bhagavad Gita, an avatar (incarnation) of the all-pervasive Supreme God called Krishna notes, “He who sees in me all things, and all things in me, is never far from me, and I am never far from him.” This passage, and others like it, have led scholars to link Hinduism to pantheism.


[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna also states, “All this world is pervaded by Me in My unmanifest aspect; all beings exist in Me, but I do not dwell in them.” This passage suggests what we call panentheism, which means “god in all things”. Pantheism makes God out to be too identified with the universe – it seems counterintuitive, for example, to say that God is equivalent to the workings and effects of the Black Plague or the machinations and horrors of the Holocaust. And monotheism generally places a huge wedge between God and the universe, making the Supreme Being appear to be an entity that is radically distant from the world. Thus, panentheism offers a happy medium of envisioning God in the universe, but not of the universe.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Monotheism has God too far removed from the universe, while pantheism equates God with the universe. It is argued that Hinduism offers a middle ground with panentheism, where God is seen as being in the universe, but not of the universe.





See also //


2 Saṃsāra


3 Brahman






No.2
Saṃsāra
Over and over again





[image: Illustration]


A bronze figure of a Kashmiri in meditation and a representation of the wheel of life.





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: We sometimes want a second chance to do something, and we get it; and we nail it. At other times we get that second chance, then wish we had a third one! Imagine having to go through numerous lives to “get it right”, so to speak, and being born into different bodies, possibly even different species. According to Hinduism, each of us has a soul (atman) that is trapped in a body and living one of many possible lives. At work in the universe around us are dharma and karma. Dharma refers to the harmonious order, unity and goodness present in the universe, while karma refers to the law of cause and effect by which each person can create his/her own destiny through thoughts, words and deeds. When a person’s actions mirror dharma in that they bring about harmonious order, unity and goodness, they have created good consequences and might reap the rewards in this life, in a heavenly realm in which the atman is reborn for a period of time or in a future rebirth. On the other hand, when a person’s actions are evil and vicious, then they have not aligned with dharma and will have to pay off their karmic debt in a process known as reincarnation, if not in this life, then in the next.




[image: Illustration]


Detail from a representation of the wheel of life showing hell in all its graphic detail.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: The process of reincarnation, or the evolution of the soul (atman) through many rebirths until all karmic debts have been settled, is called saṃsāra. In one of the central sacred Hindu texts, the Bhagavad Gita, an avatar of the all-pervasive Supreme God called Krishna claims to be able to teach humanity the “actions and inactions” that will “lead them to be liberated from the evil of saṃsāra, the world of birth and death”. Krishna goes on to note that the liberation from saṃsāra is moksha, which is an “absolute freedom” whereby one “has become Brahman, the divine itself”. The kinds of attributes that help liberate a person from saṃsāra include being free from desire and anger; being self-controlled, self-aware and humble; recognizing that the universe is an illusion; and being concerned for the welfare of “all beings”.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Saṃsāra is the cosmic process of reincarnation endured by the soul (atman) until it reaches a state whereby, like the dharma present in the universe, it manifests harmonious order, unity and goodness.





See also //


1 Hinduism’s theism


3 Brahman






No.3
Brahman
Source of all things





[image: Illustration]


The Hindu god and supreme creator, Brahma.





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: Humans have a natural need for an explanation for all the things they see, and interact with, in the universe. This is probably because we have a robust sense of consciousness compared with other animals, and we want to do more than simply exist. We want to flourish and better our existence. To do so requires an understanding of how things around us work, so that we can ultimately predict and control them. This desire to understand has led people to ask, “What’s the explanation for the entire universe itself?” Thanks to the numerous sciences and methodologies that emerged as a result of the Scientific Revolution of the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries, today’s scientific answer to this question is the Big Bang, a theory that infers a cataclysmic birth of the universe from observing how that universe is expanding, cosmic background radiation, the abundance of the elements, and the laws of physics. However, if we wind the clock back 3,500 years or so, we find that the people of the Indus Valley, near the River Indus in modern-day Pakistan – who are known today as Hindus – were also trying to work out an explanation for the entire universe.




[image: Illustration]


The figure for “Om”, which is both a sacred sound and a spiritual icon.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Most Hindus venerate the existence of an all-pervasive Supreme God that is both immanent and transcendent, and whose qualities and forms are represented by a multitude of deities (Brahma, the Creator; Vishnu, the Preserver; Shiva, the Destroyer; and many others) that emanate from such a being. This all-pervasive Supreme God is behind the universe, and all the gods, as an Ultimate Reality. The Supreme God goes by different names, but is most commonly known as Brahman (not to be confused with Brahma, the Creator, or the priestly class of Brahmans). In some of the oldest of the sacred Hindu texts, the Upanishads (part of the Vedas from around the 7th century BCE), Brahman is described as “the One”, as well as an “eternal, conscious, non-reducible, infinite, all-present, spiritual source of the finite and changing universe”. Brahman is “in all things” and is the “source of all things”.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: For Hindus, the answer to the question, “What’s the explanation for the entire universe itself?”, is Brahman.





See also //


1 Hinduism’s theism


2 Saṃsāra


37 Ultimate cause of everything






No.4
Cosmic dualism
Love and hate in constant struggle





[image: Illustration]


Zoroaster // c.628–551 BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: From the time of our earliest ancestors, humans have attributed benevolent as well as malevolent motivations not only to other humans, but also to animals, plants, features of the land, the weather and various other phenomena in the universe. Put simply, there are good entities that do good things and bad entities that do bad things. The Greek words κόσµος (kósmos) and δύο (duo) mean “ordered universe” and “two”, respectively, so cosmic dualism is the belief that there are two fundamental types of principles at work in the universe: one that is good, life-giving, harmonious and just, and one that is bad, death-dealing, disharmonious and unjust. However, as humans, we need to give a face to powerful forces; we naturally anthropomorphize and humanize the world in order to help us make sense of things, to explain them, to understand them – or to know whom we should be thanking for our good fortune or begging for deliverance from our misfortunes.




[image: Illustration]


The Faravahar icon was a symbol of Zoroastrianism, the religion of the Persian Empire. It is also a common symbol of modern-day Iran.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Cosmic dualism has been associated with the Persian/Iranian mystic Zoroaster (c.628–551 BCE). He not only preached ideas about a formation of the universe, an eschatology (the belief in an “end of days”), a resurrection of the dead, a heaven and a hell that may have influenced Jewish theology – and, hence, Christianity and Islam – but also had a dream in which he saw the High Good God, Ahura Mazdā, with all his good minions battling the High Evil God, Angra Mainyu, with all his little imps in the early formation of the Earth. These two were not merely the personification of good and evil, truth and lie, right and wrong, they were The Good and The Evil, The Truth and The Lie, and The Right and The Wrong. And, because Zoroaster also had a robust concept of free will, except for the good and evil caused by humans, they were also the source of all these opposing phenomena in the universe. Ahura Mazdā and Angra Mainyu not only offered an ultimate explanation for all the naturally occurring positives and negatives experienced by humans, but could also act as models for human behaviour.




[image: Illustration]


The High Evil God Angra Mainyu, represented here by a lion, is shown killing the primeval bull.







[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Zoroaster personified all things good, life-giving and harmonious in the High Good God, Ahura Mazdā, while Angra Mainyu was the personification of things evil, death-dealing and disharmonious.





See also //


1 Hinduism’s theism


6 Taoism’s yin and yang


37 Ultimate cause of everything






No.5
The Golden Rule
Central to peace and prosperity





[image: Illustration]


Confucius // 551–479 BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: Many would argue that Confucius (551–479 BCE) is the most influential thinker in the history of East Asian philosophy, and it is no exaggeration to say that his philosophy saturates Chinese culture to this day. Living and teaching during the turmoil of the Zhou Dynasty, Confucius tried defining ethical and political philosophies that would return China to the serene days of the Shang Dynasty. He argued that peace and tranquillity could only occur when people become virtuous, sufficiently self-controlled in their actions and reactions to situations so as to “hit the mark” between the “too much” and the “too little”. In the Analects, a great collection of his teachings, Confucius notes, “Perfect is the virtue which is according to the Mean! Rare have they long been among the people, who could practise it!” According to Confucius, there are a number of virtues: self-control, respect for one’s elders, respect for one’s family, courage, generosity and friendliness, to name but a few. A central moral virtue for Confucius is 仁 (ren), which can be translated as “goodness”, “correct action”, “right conduct” or even “humanity”. Ren is like your conscience or the “little voice in your head” that tells you what to do in a situation.




[image: Illustration]


Confucius was the essence of the Chinese sage: a philosopher who presented himself merely as a transmitter of wisdom and who himself invented nothing.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: More than telling you what you should do in a given situation, ren also tells you what you should not do. This is the “other side of the coin”, so to speak. The classic Golden Rule, as formulated in the Bible, in Matthew 7:12, goes like this: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” However, in the Analects, there is an exchange between Confucius and one of his pupils in which the pupil asks, “Is there any one word that could guide a person throughout life?” and Confucius replies, “How about ‘reciprocity’ – never impose on others what you would not impose on yourself.” Scholars have called this wording the Silver Rule – it is a negative phrasing of the Golden Rule.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Confucius’ Golden Rule has been described as a Silver Rule, given that it is phrased in the negative: never impose on others what you would not impose on yourself.





See also //


60 Immanuel Kant’s moral theory


68 Good for the majority






No.6
Taoism’s yin and yang
The eternal cycle of creation





[image: Illustration]


Lao Tzu // 6th–5th century BCE





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: “Yin” and “yang” are two eternally intertwined forces, two aspects of everything in reality. Yin, the feminine aspect, is dark, soft and yielding. Yang, the masculine aspect, is bright (light), hard and inflexible. Everything in the world consists of both elements, and everything is in a state of flux, changing to become more yin or more yang. The lesson is that we should strive to transcend the world of distinctions.


It is important not to make overly simple Western assumptions about the terminology – and, in particular, not to object that the “feminine” element, yin, is negative and passive, while the masculine element, yang, is positive and active. Because not only is such commentary misdirected, it completely obscures the core idea of the yin-yang interplay: in which yin becomes yang, and yang becomes yin in an eternal cycle of creation and destruction. The two forces are opposites, yes, but they are also the same; united by change, they merge into each other. It is change – not yin, not yang – that is the fundamental property of the universe.




[image: Illustration]


In the original text of the Tao Te Ching, the Chinese sage Lao Tzu uses evocative comparisons to juxtapose the intertwined forces of “yin” and “yang”.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: The Chinese sage Lao Tzu (6th–5th century BCE) is credited with originally expounding the doctrine of yin and yang. He is counted in China as a contemporary of Confucius (551–479 BCE) and as one of the four great sages, along with Mo Tzu (5th–4th century BCE) and Chuang Tzu (4th century BCE). In the West, however, commentators dispute whether such a person ever existed, or whether he may instead be a kind of assemblage of various ancient, long-obscured thinkers and traditions. A similar dispute surrounds the classic book of Taoism, known as the Tao Te Ching, which is usually regarded as Lao Tzu’s greatest work. The notion of yin and yang is just one of a number of enormously influential ideas that appears there. The following is our version (there are many interpretations) of some of the enigmatic aphorisms, juxtaposing yin and yang, which appear in a standard translation of the original text:




Human beings are born soft and flexible;
yet when they die are stiff and hard…


Plants sprout soft and delicate, yet when they
die they are withered and dry…


Thus the hard and stiff are disciples of death,
the soft and flexible are disciples of life.


Thus an inflexible army is not victorious,
an unbending tree will break.


The stiff and massive will be lessened;
the soft and fluid will increase.







[image: Illustration]3/Hack: At the heart of the doctrine of yin and yang is the idea that all knowledge is relative. All judgements – not just moral or aesthetic ones – are rooted in context.





See also //


1 Hinduism’s theism


4 Cosmic dualism


37 Ultimate cause of everything






No.7
Jainism’s ahimsa
Lives dedicated to doing no harm



[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: Originating in around 500 BCE, Jainism is today a religion with perhaps five million followers, as well as an ancient philosophical school that offers ahimsā or “non-violence” as its central ethical principle. The term ahimsā translates as “cause no injury, do no harm”. The name of the movement comes from the term for a spiritual conqueror, Jina, but this is a victory over illusions, and the reward is wisdom. All Jainist monks must take five solemn vows known as vratas, as outlined in their oldest surviving text, the Acaranga Sutra. These vows commit them to dedicate their lives to ahimsā (“non-violence”); satya (“truth”); asteya (“not stealing”); brahmacharya (“celibacy or chastity”); and aparigraha (“non-attachment”).


The pledges are interpreted absolutely by Jainism’s followers, so that the interdiction against violence precludes the killing of plants. Fortunately, you can still eat a plant’s leaves, flowers, fruit and nuts, but the plant itself must be left to flourish. It also means that Jainists try to avoid treading on ants and swallowing microbes! Curiously, suicide is permitted – but only by means of starvation and exposure. Although a call for non-violence also features prominently in Hindu and Buddhist canonical texts, no one takes it more seriously than the Jainists.




[image: Illustration]


The “Om” symbol (above left) is often used to signify the famous mantra. A hand with a wheel on the palm (above right) symbolizes ahiṃsā in Jainism.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: Jainism has something in common with the concept of yin and yang in that everything is seen as being interconnected and relative. There is no god, but rather the universe is the collective consciousness of all things. This, of course, feeds into the interdiction against violence. So, too, does the idea that everything has an infinite number of aspects – it all depends on how it is viewed. Everything is the same and yet, equally, everything is different. Jainism seeks a very particular kind of spiritual victory for its followers: that of triumphing over life’s otherwise perpetual stream of rebirths through an ethical and spiritual life.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: For Jainists, all living beings possess the spark of the divine spiritual energy; therefore, to hurt another being is to hurt oneself.





See also //


1 Hinduism’s theism


3 Brahman






No.8
Buddhism’s dukkha
Looking on the dark side



[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: Siddhartha Gautama, the historical Buddha (born 563 BCE), once summarized his own teachings in this way: “It is only dukkha that I describe, and the cessation of dukkha.” For his followers, no single word in the English language can adequately capture the full depth, range and subtlety of the concept of dukkha. Over the years, many translations have been used, of which “suffering” is only the most common. Each term is said to convey different aspects, and Buddhism itself emphasizes the need to continually broaden and deepen one’s understanding.


In An Introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, History and Practices, one translator in the English language, Peter Harvey, tried to express the concept of dukkha as follows: “Birth is dukkha, aging is dukkha, sickness is dukkha, death is dukkha; sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief and despair are dukkha; association with what one dislikes is dukkha, separation from what one likes is dukkha, not to get what one wants is dukkha...” Long as this list may be, it hardly touches upon the desirability, within Buddhist philosophy, of transcendence – of transcending dukkha and becoming...indifferent.




[image: Illustration]


Buddhist art flourished and evolved along with Hindu and Jain art, with Buddhist temples hosting striking images, such as this Stupa drum panel showing Buddha’s conception.





[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: The original word, dukkha, is Pali, which is a variation of Sanskrit, the language of ancient and medieval India. It can mean a lot of things – even, perhaps surprisingly, “happiness”. This is because happiness is always temporary, and will eventually bring its opposite. For Buddhists, happiness is also a state that must be transcended.


Buddhists advise enquirers to simply use the word dukkha in the hope that they will discover its real meaning over time. Nonetheless, some understanding of dukkha is critical to a grasp of Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths. These are similarly obscure, but sometimes rendered as: the truth of suffering; the truth of the origin of suffering; the truth of the cessation of suffering; and the truth of the path to the cessation of suffering.




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Buddhism’s dukkha (or “suffering”) sounds pretty grim because, well, it is. And, for Buddhists, the worst thing about life is that it’s not even possible to look forward to the end of dukkha because we are eternally reincarnated – usually as something even worse! That’s dukkha!





See also //


9 Buddhism’s anicca


10 Buddhism’s nirvāna






No.9
Buddhism’s anicca
The fleeting nature of all things





[image: Illustration]


Buddhist funerals are not entirely sad occasions, as Buddhists believe that death is only part of a cycle of rebirth and a reminder of the Buddhist teachings of impermanence.





[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: In Buddhism (c.450 BCE), “impermanence” (from the Pali word, anicca) is one of the three “marks”, or fundamental characteristics, of the physical universe, the other two being dukkha or “suffering” and anatta or “insubstantiality”. In order to “see things as they really are”, it is necessary to consistently interpret the world in the light of these three characteristics. In contrast, ignorance of these three characteristics, or self-deception about them, is the cause of much human misery. Such ignorance, by creating false hopes and unrealistic desires and aims in life, becomes a net in which the individual is caught. A lack of awareness or a distortion of these three basic facts of existence can only lead to frustration, disappointment and despair.


The early 20th-century Buddhist preacher Piyadassi Maha Thera (1914–1998) described anicca in the following way: “We cannot say of anything, animate or inanimate, organic or inorganic, ‘this is lasting’; for even while we are saying this, it would be undergoing change. All is fleeting; the beauty of flowers, the bird’s melody, the bee’s hum and a sunset’s glory.”


[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: In Buddhism, the three fundamental characteristics of the physical universe are impermanence, suffering and insubstantiality, with impermanence and insubstantiality applying to both living and inanimate things, while suffering is something that can only be experienced by conscious beings. The inanimate, however, can be, and very often is, a cause of woe for living beings – for example, floods may lead to damage to property and hardship, and thus cause mental anguish. In that sense, all three factors apply to everything.


For Buddhists, insight and wisdom consist of, and come from, the experience and recognition of the working of the three characteristics on one’s own body and self. The path to such enlightenment starts with an appreciation of the impermanence of all things. The Maha-Parinibbana Sutta, a revered Buddhist text, says:




“Impermanent are all component things,


They arise and cease, that is their nature:


They come into being and pass away,


Release from them is bliss supreme.”





Even today, at Buddhist funerals held within the most traditional cultures, this verse is recited by monks to remind the mourners of the transient and evanescent nature of life.


[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Change, or impermanence, is the essential characteristic of everything in the universe.





See also //


8 Buddhism’s dukkha


10 Buddhism’s nirvāna






No.10
Buddhism’s nirvāna
The elusive destination sought by the wise





[image: Illustration]


Busts of a group of serene Buddhists whose expressions hint at the bliss to be found in approaching nirvāna.
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