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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


 


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


 


Look out for linked text (which is in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





INTRODUCTION


There is a particular tension in the title of this book which may strike some readers. ‘Cracking’ is both about ‘cracking open’ and about breaking, damaging. Are we about to ruin the elegant facade of philosophy, by hitting it with a hammer? Or is the plan more to carefully spin the wheels on it, in the manner of an expert safe-cracker? At the end, will we end up with a few nuts – or some valuable jewels?


Of that, be assured the answer is the latter. Nonetheless, in the process we will have to ask some very tough questions and even break a few venerable conventions about what philosophy both ‘is’ and what philosophy has been over the centuries. Be prepared to abandon your preconceptions! Of course, there are philosophical facts, but if you want an introduction to the great issues of philosophy, which is what this book provides, then you will also end up with plenty of unresolved and perhaps irresolvable problems. There is a general progression in time, as the book unfolds, but it is not a straitjacket. For example, if it seems helpful to compare Zeno’s paradoxes of motion to Einstein’s theories of relativity, then you will find the discussions sitting alongside each other in the same chapter. The advantage of this approach is that each chapter is independent, but sub-sections within them should make perfect sense even when read in isolation. A possible disadvantage is that the views, for example, of a particular philosopher are not necessarily all grouped together but may be scattered across several chapters (the index reunites such material).
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Albert Einstein in 1947.





With this in mind, let us now offer a brisk ‘Cook’s Tour’ of the book, which can act as a guide to the overall project. The tour starts, but you by no means have to, at Chapter One on ‘Mysteries and Wondering’. This chapter introduces the main themes of the book, starting with the writings of Thales and Parmenides in Ancient Greece, the thinkers whose ideas actually make up much of the substance of the better known writings of Plato. It is Parmenides’ ‘path of truth’ that Plato follows in his bid to transform philosophy via the eternal triad of ‘Truth, Beauty, and the Good’. These great concepts inspired his theory of the ‘Heavenly Forms’ – perhaps philosophy’s most mysterious entities, and the ones that for Plato created shape and order out of the flux of the universe.


This first chapter also takes a close look at the Ancient Chinese philosophies that underlie so much Western thinking. Confucius, Lao Tzu, Mencius and Chuang Tzu offer timeless insights without, of course, agreeing. But then, neither did Aristotle and Plato, and one was supposed to be the pupil of the other.


Chapter Two focuses on to the ‘Golden Age’ of philosophy and the writings of Plato, one of the primary protagonists of the age, whose words provided the foundations of much future philosophical debate. Yet Plato was by no means an originator. Rather, he was representing the debates of his forebears, and in particular the ideas of Pythagoras. But where did the Pythagoreans get their inspiration? The answer is a lot more internationalized than conventional histories allow. Pythagoras seems to have travelled widely, absorbing many powerful notions from the East and from Egyptian and Persian scholars.


Chapter Three considers the relationship of philosophy and religion. These days the two are often at loggerheads – not so much two sides of the same coin as two angrily opposed factions. Yet this recent hostility hides a greater and more important historical symbiosis. After all, in philosophy, as Gustave Flaubert once put it, ‘a small dose of science leads away from religion, a large dose brings us right back to it’.


Western philosophy is often obsessed with death, which is a legacy not so much of the influence of the Christian church, as of a much older mysticism. It is the subtext, too, of the long death scene in Plato’s dialogue called The Apology, which is supposedly centred on the efforts of Socrates to defend himself against the charges of corrupting the young, in particular into not believing in the gods, or at least not the right ones. Fatalism and predestination remained a key theme for medieval philosophy,


There is another way of looking at philosophical ethics – as the study of evil. In doing so, the specialists here are surely the two saintly scholars, Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. Augustine recorded all his personal failings in insalubrious detail in his surprisingly racy account called The Confessions. It is to Augustine that we owe the dubious concept of ‘original sin’ – the kind that makes even newborn babies a little bit ‘evil’.


Aquinas was a great codifier of the Church, ruling on practical issues and setting out policy positions both on great matters, such as ‘when war is justified’, to minutiae, such as whether or not the Saints’ names were really written on a scroll somewhere in heaven. Historically, though, his main influence is his insistence that arguments should be based, not on documents of faith, but on reasons and statements. This was a major advance and laid the groundwork for the next stage in the story of philosophy, which is the subject matter of Chapter Four, Chapter Five and Chapter Six.


This is where philosophy becomes the kind of thing that is today put in encyclopedias under that heading and studied in colleges. It kicks off with Descartes (although he was himself echoing the medieval thinkers) and soon becomes firmly devoted to the dispassionate analysis of arguments and ideas.


From the Renaissance on, philosophy becomes the hand-maiden not only to science but also to society, and society is the focus of Chapter Seven, ‘Capitalism, and the Rational Man’, which examines the writings of figures like Hegel, Marx and Adam Smith.


Chapter Eight, ‘A Fork In The Road’, takes a look at the psychological theories of the gloomy German, Schopenhauer, the erratic Rousseau and the witty Kierkegaard.
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The German philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer.





Chapter Nine, ‘Language, Truth And Logic’, on the other hand, presents a very dry, abstract kind of philosophy, rooted in the study of the workings of language and the belief that it can – and should – be made more ‘logical’. Here, Leibniz, Bertrand Russell and Wittgenstein make the running, but it is also the occasion to revisit the work of Aristotle who, after all, wrote the first major work on philosophical logic, as well as to explore some very different recent ideas on the workings of language.


Finally, to Chapter Ten, ‘Beyond Science – Philosophers Still Searching For Wisdom’ and a look at some of the philosophical debates raging today in the social sciences: from Thomas Kuhn arguing that science proceeds via paradigm shifts to theories about the myriad unexpected ways that words acquire their meanings. And, to close, we look in on the neuroscientific search for answers to the mysteries of ‘how we think’, an approach that resurrects the 16th-century suspicion that each of us is just a rather complicated machine.





CHAPTER 1


MYSTERIES AND WONDERING: WHERE IT ALL STARTED — THE FIRST PHILOSOPHERS


‘We have to remember that what we observe is not nature in itself but nature exposed to our method of questioning.’


20th-century physicist, Werner Heisenberg
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Busts of the Greek philosophers Socrates, Antisthenes, Chrysippus and Epicurus in the British Museum, London.






PHILOSOPHY BEGINS WITH QUESTIONS. THE THREE BIG ONES ARE:


What is truth?


What ought I to do? In other words, what is right – and what is wrong?


And what is beauty?


These three questions are still being wrangled over in much the same way as they were 3,000 years ago, yet many other matters have ceased to fall within the range of philosophy, which is hardly surprising, since the first philosophers considered all of nature and all of human affairs as falling within their domain of expertise.


Despite a reputation for having a love of endless discussion and a delight in disagreement, philosophers have found real answers to many questions over the years. In doing so, some subject matter has evolved in a way that it is no longer considered philosophy.


Thales of Miletus is often counted as the first philosopher, although ‘scientist’ would be the better term. He is remembered for his hypothesis that everything is created out of one underlying substance – which he suggested was water.
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A 19th-century engraving of Thales of Miletus.








THALES AND THE MAGNETISM OF THE SOUL


Thales of Miletus (c. 625–545 BCE) has the honour of being one of the ‘Seven Wise Men of the Ancient World’ due to his great mathematical and astronomical understanding. Among his achievements was predicting the eclipse of 585 BCE, an almost total eclipse that took place during a battle. The soldiers of both sides stopped fighting, taking it as an omen that the gods were cross. Another story recounts how he predicted a good olive season and hired all the presses in the locale in advance. When there was a bumper crop he was able to sub-let the presses at a considerable profit.


Plato has a less complimentary tale of Thales in the one of his dialogues, the Theaetetus. He describes Thales as being so busy staring up at the stars that he fell down a well.


Aristotle credits Thales with pioneering the study of ‘essences’, the search for defining features of entities beyond their surface attributes. Thales inspired Aristotle by studying nature, rather than starting by postulating grand theoretical entities. Thales concluded that the world was ‘in essence’ water, also deciding that the human soul must be a magnet, with an invisible power to move the body.
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Plato claimed that Thales fell down a well while looking up at the stars.









THE WAY OF TRUTH


It was Parmenides who started the Western philosophical tradition – later made famous by Plato – of asking tough questions and then not only looking for the answers but probing for definitions. His reasoning has been hailed as the dawn of a new era and formed the basis of later work by Plato.


Living, or as the historians prefer to put it, ‘flourishing’ in the early fifth century BCE, Parmenides of Elea tried to present the key workings of truth in the form of a long prose poem generically called by later scholars, ‘On Nature’, but whose main subject, appropriately enough, is ‘The Way of Truth’.


The significance of the poem lies in the claim that it represents the first example of a sustained philosophical argument in the Western tradition. In his poem, Parmenides contrasts ‘The Way of Truth’, which leads to an unchanging and timeless universe attainable only through reflection, with ‘The Way of Seeing’, which is evidently much inferior, and reflects the Eastern tradition of cyclical change, light and dark, hot and cold forming each other.


The short version, though, can be summed up in just a few words: for Parmenides truth is ‘what must be and cannot be otherwise’.


That truth is the wholeness of being, and reality he describes as the ‘unshaken heart of well-rounded truth’.
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Raphael’s 16th-century ‘School of Athens’ fresco features a host of scholars and philosophers, including what is thought to be Parmenides, standing, in yellow.








PARMENIDES’ POEM ON TRUTH FRAGMENT 2


Come now, I will tell you – and bring away my story safely when you have heard it – the only ways of inquiry possible to contemplate: the One, that it is and that it is not possible for it not to be, is the path of Persuasion (for it attends upon Truth)


Come then, I shall tell you, and do you pay attention to the account when you have heard it,
Which are the only ways of inquiry that can be conceived;
The one that says: ‘exists’ and ‘it is not possible not to exist,’
It is the way of persuasion (for persuasion follows upon truth)


Come now, I will tell you – and preserve my account as you heard it – what are the only ways of inquiry for reasoning: the one that is, and that cannot be otherwise, is the Way of Persuasion (for it follows the Truth).
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PLATO AND THE TRUTH


Parmenides’ insistence on one ultimate ‘Truth’ evidently greatly resonated with Plato, who developed Parmenides’ ideas into his own Theory of Forms, making the older philosopher the star of no less than three of his dialogues.
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Keats recreated Plato’s writings in ‘Ode to a Grecian Urn.’





One of these was named after the man himself, The Parmenides another was called The Statesman, and the third, overtly discussing the nature of truth, was called The Sophist.


Plato would later follow Parmenides’ ‘path of truth’ in a bid to transform philosophy through his triad of ‘Truth, Beauty, and the Good’. In Plato’s dialogues, truth is a shining light revealing the world to humanity through goodness and beauty. And as Plato recreates Parmenides’ poem into prose, John Keats recreates Plato’s writings as a poem. Keats’ insight in ‘Ode to a Grecian Urn’ (one of several ‘Great Odes of 1819’, which include ‘Ode on Indolence’, ‘Ode on Melancholy’, and the celebrated ‘Ode to a Nightingale’) is that ‘beauty is truth, truth beauty, – that is all / Ye know on Earth, and all ye need to know.’


Keats, we might say was an idealist. But given the wide range of different kinds of truths being claimed, - human centred, transient truths of the past, present, and future, factual truths, truths of logic, of reasoning, and discovered through scientific investigation – many philosophers think that there needs to be a range of different, even potentially opposing, criteria for evaluating the claims.


That sounds radical, even today, but was actually something that the first philosophers had closely debated and identified too. Take Zeno, for instance. Zeno, with his paradoxes, offers another way to look at the question of truth, by showing how even the most commonsense assumptions lead us into absurdities.


Much of Zeno is about geometry and the nature of numbers – particularly the strange quantities of infinity and zero. These are mathematical concepts for which it is all too easy to offer circular, tautoglical justifications.


Zeno’s paradoxes illustrate that such quick and unconsidered responses inevitably lead to contradictory and unsatisfactory conclusions.


From Zeno’s Paradoxes, we recall how Achilles failed to catch up with the tortoise, as well as the ‘flying arrow’ being at rest.
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Zeno’s paradoxes place him among the greats of Greek philosophy.






ZENO’S ARROW PARADOX


Zeno’s basic argument was that, logically, an arrow cannot fly through the air and can never reach a target, the paradox being that, in the real world, we know that it can.


The logic of the situation relies on us accepting that nothing can be in two places at once. As it flies through the air, therefore, the arrow can only be in one specific location at any given moment in time.
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If the arrow is in one place at one particular instant, then it should fall to the ground because nothing can stand still in mid-air.


Trying to divide the flight time of the arrow up into ever smaller time periods only creates the additional problem that you can go to an infinite number of time parcels. This means that there must also be an infinite number of specific locations and, with an infinite amount of time and an infinite amount of space to cover, the arrow can surely never reach its target.





ZENO’S SUBTLE RIDDLES


The modern professor, Noson S Yanofsky, has revisited Zeno’s ancient arguments, arguing that the oft-repeated mathematical responses to the issues fail to address the profound, underlying philosophical questions. The only way out of the arrow paradox, for example, is to suppose that time is made up of lots of little instants, through which the arrow jumps, as it does in a photographic sequence. That would get rid of Zeno’s paradox, but at great cost elsewhere.


How so? Well, modern physics is rooted in the fact that time is continuous. All the equations have a continuous-time variable usually denoted by t. And yet, as Zeno has shown us, the notion of continuous time is illogical.


In everyday life, an infinite number of points with zero width will not stretch very far, nor will an infinite number of moments of zero duration last very long. But all modern notions of calculus, which is the basis of modern mathematics, physics and engineering, rely on such counter-intuitive properties of infinity.
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Zeno of Elea.









WHAT IS TRUTH?


Truth is always something of a problematic concept in itself for philosophers. At the end of the 19th century, Nietsche wrote that ‘There are no facts, only interpretations’ and the notion that all truth is ‘perspectival’, that it is culturally and contextually bound and probably not actually ‘true’ either, has become the dominant philosophical meme. So first, we must start with the question of truth.


Plato says (in the Sophist dialogue) that something is true if it describes things as they are, a definition known as the ‘correspondence theory of truth’, whereas the ‘coherence theory’ says that something is true only when it fits within a framework of other claims, in the way, for instance, that a ‘true’ mathematical statement does. Over the centuries, Plato’s definition has not been improved on, despite, of course, being entirely useless. What does it mean to describe things as they are, if not to simply represent the question in a slightly different form?


Writing in the 19th century, the American thinker, William James, offered as an alternative that something was true if it had useful consequences, a pragmatic approach which indeed takes the title the pragmatic theory – but even the most relativist among us have qualms at taking this approach too far.
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Statue of Plato in front of the National Academy of Athens, in Greece.
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FRAMEWORKS FOR COMPREHENDING TRUTH


When the notion of truth is approached via the correspondence theory, truth is about facts – about what is, and what is not. It is about making sense of humanity, nature, objects, and relationships in the world around us.


Coherence theory takes a very different route. Now truth starts with human claims about the world, be they based in conceptual analysis, in language, in practical skills, or expertise. The correspondence theory is content to find just one nugget of truth – ‘I think therefore I am’ for example – whereas the coherence theory requires a whole system, a complete vision of ultimate Reality.


Under the pragmatic approach, of common sense and consensus, truth becomes merely another human construction, an invention, even a rule of thumb, whose sole justification is its usefulness as a guide to action.
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Mohandas Gandhi understood the conflicting nature of truth.





Sometimes it seems today as if Truth has been handcuffed and led into a padded cell where its claims are ridiculed or at least limited to rather particular, well-defined situations.


The perspective of a nobler Truth as enlightenment, insight, and wisdom, has been lost, relegated to the province of religion. It seems that it is no longer welcome anywhere now that its values can be shown to be transitory.


In history, science, language and culture, truths change. Research revealing new facts that are held up for inspection, are liable to be revised as more new research creates more new facts, and are subject to controversy when they are disputed. Truth is unwelcome because it has a coercive power: it cannot be denied. True facts impose themselves on the world.


The truth can be constricting, and confining just as easily as it can be liberating and enlightening, a point the great 20th-century liberation philosopher, Mohandas Gandhi, made when he wrote in The Story of My Experiments With Truth:


‘The seeker after truth should be humbler than the dust. The world crushes the dust under its feet, but the seeker after truth should so humble himself that even the dust could crush him.


‘Only then, and not till then, will he have a glimpse of truth.’





THE REGIME OF TRUTH


‘Each society has its regime of truth, its general politics, of truth: that is, the types of discourse that it accepts and makes function as true. The intellectual par excellence used to be the writer: as a universal consciousness, a free subject, he was counterposed to those intellectuals who were merely competent instances in the service of the State or Capital-technicians, magistrates, teachers. Since the time when each individual’s specific activity began to serve as the basis for politicisation, the threshold of writing, as the sacralising mark of the intellectual, has disappeared. And it has become possible to develop lateral connections across different forms of knowledge and from one focus of politicisation to another. Magistrates and psychiatrists, doctors and social workers, laboratory technicians and sociologists have become able to participate, both within their own fields and through mutual exchange and support, in a global process of politicisation of intellectuals.’


Michel Foucault
‘Truth and Power’ in The Foucault Reader (1984)
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French philosopher Michel Foucault.









WHAT OUGHT I TO DO?


Whatever David Hume might have meant by his famous dictum, ‘an is does not and cannot imply an ought’, Foucault shows that questions about what ‘is’ are, in practice, often determined by other, unexamined, assumptions about what ‘ought’ to be the case. The Ancient philosophers were right, in other words, to put ethics at the start of their search for wisdom.


These days ethics are all too often considered to be a bit of an optional add-on, the kind of thing that large companies hire someone to do after the project has already been designed and a marketing strategy drawn up. In political and public life ethics often seem to have been allocated an even smaller space, being either something that is put aside in favour of real politik (no serious aspirant to power should speak of an ethical foreign policy) or reduced to the trappings of family life for an electoral photo opportunity.
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Statue of philosopher David Hume in Edinburgh, Scotland.
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Karl Marx agreed with Plato’s practical view of good and evil.





But for the Ancient philosophers ethics were the key to everything else. It can be hard for us today, living in an age of technology, dependent for every need on human invention and ingenuity, to really appreciate just why this is the area that the Ancient philosophers considered of prime importance. As the Greeks also left plenty of ruminations on other topics, history tends to rewrite their concerns. Nonetheless, Plato had no doubt that, as Marx would later have applauded, the study of good and evil is essentially a practical study.


In Plato’s dialogues, the source of goodness is wisdom, and ‘the good’ is described as a light that reveals truth. No one does evil, says Plato, except out of ignorance, which is reassuring – but is it really true?



DOING THE RIGHT THING


The claim is that doing something wrong makes someone less perfect, less harmonious, and who would knowingly do that to themselves? Well, Plato thought it was unthinkable... Aristotle, who normally disagreed with his mentor on most things, accepts the reasoning too – suggesting that the path to ethical health is a series of fine judgements in search of moderation: not too much wine, nor too many slave boys.


Yet, while Plato ends up with an ascetic class of Philosopher-Guardians, eating simply and shunning plays and music, Aristotle’s hero is a rather monstrous fellow. See how he describes his ‘Magnanimous Man’ opposite. In recent years, Aristotle’s view, dubbed ‘Virtue ethics’, has had something of a revival on ethics courses!


Plato’s and Aristotle’s approaches (at least as received down the ages) are actually quite a contrast with the Stoic and Eastern traditions epitomised by Confucius and the Taoists that consider ‘the good life’ as harmonising with nature and the ‘times’.


Both approaches avoid the ‘right/wrong’ duality of Western ethics in recognising that everything contains elements of both good and bad – which is why ethical decision making can seem so hard!


But Aristotle’s account later suited the new religious authorities in the West better, and indeed Plato also rejected such relativism, preferring to firmly and categorically split good and evil asunder. It was this conviction that endeared their writings to the Christian Church throughout the medieval period.
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Aristotle believed in moderation in all things.







‘... Such, then, is the magnanimous man; the man who goes to excess and is vulgar exceeds, as has been said, by spending beyond what is right. For on small objects of expenditure he spends much and displays a tasteless showiness; because he thinks he is admired for these things, and where he ought to spend much he spends little and where little, much. The niggardly man on the other hand will fall short in everything, and after spending the greatest sums will spoil the beauty of the result for a trifle, and whatever he is doing he will hesitate and consider how he may spend least, and lament even that, and think he is doing everything on a bigger scale than he ought...’


 


Aristotle describes his ideal or ‘Magnanimous Man’ in the Nicomachean Ethics
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Plato (left) walks with Aristotle in Raphael’s ‘School of Athens’ fresco.









WISDOM OF THE EAST


However the writings of the Greeks may have been reinterpreted, and for whatever reasons, the Ancient Chinese thinkers were unambiguously focused on practical advice for rulers – on how to run the kingdom – and for the ruled on how to live.


Confucius, Lao Tzu, Mencius and Chuang Tzu offer timeless insights into ethics and social policy. Chuang Tzu, for instance, sees a bit of good in everything. One of the key themes of Chuang Tzu (369–286 BCE), is the unity of all things, and the dynamic interplay of opposites. ‘Good’ and ‘bad’, Chuang Tzu points out, are inter-related and interchangeable. Like everything else.


For example, he says, if killing is always wrong, is it wrong to kill a hare if this is the only way to save yourself from starving? Surely not. Is it, however, still always wrong to kill another human being? But what if that human being is a robber intent on killing a family? Surely it is then not wrong to kill him? Chuang Tzu, the historical figure, the book (written by several sources) and the poetry, as well as philosophical arguments, have always been highly popular throughout the East. Buddhism draws on his teaching that suffering is mainly a result of refusing to accept ‘what is’, while Zen philosophy reflects his love of paradoxes or ‘koans’.


Within China, his message of nonconformity and freedom is credited with helping to ‘unshackle’ the Chinese mind from some of the effects of over-rigid Confucianism.
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Buddha statues at Seema Malakaya temple, Colombo, Sri Lanka.








CHUANG TZU’S BUTTERFLY DREAM


‘Once I, Chuang Chou, dreamed I was a butterfly and was happy as a butterfly. I was conscious that I was quite pleased with myself, but I did not know that I was Chou. Suddenly I awoke, and there I was, visibly Chou. I do not know whether it was Chou dreaming he was a butterfly, or the butterfly dreaming it was Chou.’


‘The Butterfly Dream’, one of Chuang Tzu’s most famous arguments, seeks to show the relativity of all judgements. His conclusion was that we should strive to transcend the world of distinctions.
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Chuang Tzu dreams of butterflies in this 16th-century ink-on-silk painting.









THE GREAT SAGE


Confucius (551–479 BCE) was the essence of the ancient Chinese sage, a social philosopher, and a dedicated teacher of men. It is said that altogether he had 3,000 disciples of whom ‘72 of them were influential’. (Not quite the same as Facebook likes, but not bad for the time...)


Modesty being a virtue, Confucius liked to present himself as a transmitter who invented nothing and, indeed, he puts the greatest emphasis on learning from your elders and betters – in his case, absorbing and understanding the wisdom of the ancient sages.


His teachings, preserved in The Analects, are part of the underlying bedrock of much of subsequent Chinese speculation on education, government and virtuous behavior. Confucius’s position in Chinese culture can indeed properly be compared with Socrates and Plato’s in the West.


Seen from the Western perspective, however, Confucian wisdom appears distorted by being reduced to aphorisms or moral maxims.


In the process, the context and associations that gave rise to the maxims are lost, and so the depth of the influence of Confucianism becomes hard for Western philosophy to understand. Confucius’ ethical and social views largely revolve around the concepts of rites or rituals which operate within a notion of common humanity. The system of ritual rules in Confucius’ time came originally from the Western Zhou dynasty (1066 BCE–771 BCE) and had lasted for 300 years.
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The Analects of Confucius in the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Stockholm, Sweden.





Confucius was concerned to see that, over time, the power of the royal house of Zhou had declined, while that of the feuding princes of rival states had risen.


He saw upturned traditions as contributing to many social woes. Confucius shared with Socrates the aim of having true wisdom recognised as being more than simply a shallow, surface appearance.


Just as music did not consist of the mere beating of drums and the tinkling of bells, Confucius thought that both ritual and music arose from, and created, a state of mind. This was a state of God-fearing piety in the performance of ritual and a state of happiness and harmony in the performance of music.


Performing rituals thus nourishes and strengthens good character.


This is the argument better known to Western philosophers as ‘Virtue Ethics’, and has been historically associated with the great Aristotle.
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King Wu of the Western Zhou Dynasty.






CONFUCIUS’ POLITE SOCIETY


Confucius had great respect for traditional rites such as marriage and funeral ceremonies, which he seems to have seen as the building blocks of a virtuous society. He insists that any problem was not in the rites themselves but with the people who either no longer performed them, or performed them without sincerity.


For him, the importance of an action depends on the attitude with which it is performed. You should believe in what you do, and always do it for the right reasons, always in the right frame of mind.


For example, it is essential to truly feel reverence for the spirits when carrying out the rites of mourning, to genuinely feel grief for the decreased. So when asked about the justification for spending on traditional ceremonies, Confucius replied to his followers:


‘An important question indeed. In rituals or ceremonies, be thrifty rather than extravagant, and in funerals, be deeply sorrowful rather than shallow in your sentiment.’
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Confucius believed that nothing that anyone did was truly worthwhile unless it was done with the right motive and intention.





This focus on people’s true beliefs and motives is actually quite democratic – and contrasted with a rival approach of the time called Legalism. Legalism advocated bringing the masses into line by a severe system of penal law. As Confucius said:


‘Lead the people with governmental measures and regulate them by law and punishment, and they will avoid wrongdoing but will have no sense of honour and shame. Lead them with virtue and regulate them by the rules of propriety, and they will have a sense of shame.’
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Confucius Temple in Taipei City, China.






CONFUCIAN MUSIC


Confucius not only said wise and interesting things, he also sang them and accompanied himself on a ‘qin’, which was a stringed instrument rather like a zither. His songs were mainly the odes of the Classic of Poetry.


This image of the philosopher-musician became firmly established later through popular accounts of his life. Confucius had clear ideas about the importance of music. He said: ‘Let a man be stimulated by poetry, established by the rules of propriety, perfected by music.’


For Confucius, music not only reflects the feelings of man, but it can also mould man’s character. This is because the harmony which is the essence of music can find its way into the hidden recesses of the mind and soul.


Confucius, like Socrates, insisted that human nature is essentially virtuous: initially quiet and calm, but disturbed by the external world, which presents it with temptations and things to desire.


When the desires are not properly controlled, we lose our true selves and the principle of reason is clouded. From this state soon arises all the evils of society: rebellion, disobedience, cunning and deceit, and general immorality. In short, as English philosopher Thomas Hobbes would say 2000 years later, chaos.
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Emperor Huizong of Song, listening to the qin
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Mencius saw human nature as being basically virtuous.





MENCIUS BACKS UP THE MASTER’S ARGUMENTS


Mencius (371–289 BCE), known as ‘the Second Sage’ of Confucianism, argued that, if human nature is studied in terms of life, then it follows that the nature of a dog is the same as that of an ox, and the nature of an ox is the same as that of a man.


Instead, he explained human nature in terms of its moral quality, declaring that it is originally good. He pointed out that a person who sees a child about to fall into a well rushes to save the child. This is not to gain favour with the child’s parents, or to seek the approbation of his neighbours, or for fear of blame should he fail to rescue the child. It is due to the spontaneous response of human nature.


From this it follows that sympathy, repentance, courtesy, and judgement on what is right and wrong are the four beginnings of humanity, righteousness, propriety and wisdom. Mencius maintained that these virtues do not come to us from outside but are rooted in human nature. Unfortunately, many people cannot develop them.


Thus Mencius sighed: ‘When persons’ fowls and dogs are lost, they know enough to seek them again; but if they lose their human heart/mind, they do not know to seek for it.’
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