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PREFACE


This is a book for the general reader. Its aim is to introduce some of the best of what has been thought and said about the most important question facing mankind: what values should we live by in order to live the genuinely good life? Its method is historical, using some of the standard nodes in the development of Western civilisation to trace the story of thought and discussion about this question. This in part involves looking at aspects of the development of ethical debate, and in part looking at the moral presuppositions of climates of thought. The distinction between ‘ethics’ and ‘moral presuppositions’ can for present purposes be explained like this: ‘ethics’ means thinking and theorising about what is good and bad, and how people should live; ‘moral presuppositions’ are what, either consciously or unconsciously, govern what people do, or aspire to do, in the practice of life. Although it weaves together the story of ethical reflection and moral presuppositions, this book does not aim to be a scholarly treatise. It is an informal survey, a conversation rather than a lecture, an aerial view rather than an exploration on foot; and because it covers such a vast terrain, it represents a personal route and not, by far, an encyclopaedic one.


Much more detailed and deep-going explorations of these themes are to be found both in the original literature of such debates, from Plato to Nietzsche, and – in scholarly and ambitiously circumstantial guise – in the vast industrial output of academic literature generated by the professionalisation of philosophy in the last century or so. The bibliography provides a starting guide to this wealth of resource. I vigorously recommend the classics of ethics themselves, some of which are to be found even among the professional output of recent times. But it has to be acknowledged that much recent philosophical writing is for specialist readers only, a fact that is in one way a great pity, but that in another is an inevitable result of the endeavour to gain increments of understanding of ourselves, our world and our thought by work of uncompromising analytical care – which has the inevitable tendency of multiplying fine distinctions, complicated theories, and an impenetrable (from the outside) jargon in which to discuss them. No doubt a lot of academic work is of very minor value to the world, motivated more by the pressure to publish than by the discovery of priceless truths; but some of the rest of it really does add to the stock of human insight, and puts in place another riser in the staircase that, by dint of hard work, takes us towards the stars: per ardua ad astra.


So: this is a non-academic survey of debates about the good life for humankind. But it is not just a survey. I have a point to argue, which is that mankind’s quest for the good has been a struggle between humanism, on the one hand, and religious conceptions of the world, on the other hand. The latter have proved resistant in the face of efforts by the former to free not just the imagination but the very life of man from the authority of religious world views, whether in the classical epoch, the Renaissance, or the eighteenth century and since. The durability of religious views might be variously explained, but one main historical reason is that most people are naturally superstitious and insufficiently reflective, and that religious hierarchies have been successful in getting political power or at least influence, as demonstrated by Christianity through most of its history – and as with Islam likewise, and contemporary fundamentalisms of various kinds in India, Israel and the United States.


As these remarks more than hint, the point I make is a partisan one. My claim is that most human progress has occurred in the face of religious reaction, and that most human suffering other than that caused by disease or other natural evils has been the result of religion-inspired conflict and religion-based oppression. This is an unhappy fact, but one that is overwhelmingly attested by the evidence of history. My hope is that this sketch of the search for the good will help some, perhaps even many, to see afresh what is at stake in the broad opposition of perspectives between humanistic enlightenment and traditional religion in their debates about the best life for humankind.


There is an allied point. This book appears at a remarkable juncture in human history, namely, the point at which the secrets of human genetic endowment have been unlocked and laid open not just to our view but our intervention. Increasingly, the human beings who people our planet in the decades and centuries to come will be different from us now and from our ancestors. Utopian expectations have it that they will be more beautiful and intelligent than we are; they will have teeth that do not decay, eyes that give perfect vision, genetic profiles that exempt them from cancer and cardiovascular disease – and so on for all the things that people with bad teeth, spectacles and high blood pressure now wish could be immediately cured with a turn of the genetic screwdriver. No doubt once these trifles (cancer and the rest) have been dealt with, attributes and characteristics currently unimaginable will come under the geneticists’ expensive care, producing people more and more remote from us, their primitive, natural, accidental and imperfect ancestors. Many now find this picture disturbing, but mainly out of a nervous sense of prospective inferiority. Whatever does indeed happen, my hope is that the intelligence and access of knowledge enjoyed by future people will allow the enlightenment project to triumph at last. Then this book and others like it will be records of a struggle that will seem remote and absurd, but which has been one of the two or three chief determinants of human history so far, and which remains so even as these words are written in the morning of the twenty-first century.


Yet even future paragons, if such there be, will still have to ask themselves the questions whose history of answers is sketched here: What is the best life? What is the good? Another prediction is that whatever form future answers take, they will have something in common with the best of past answers, and will find inspiration in them.


The informality of this book, and the fact that it expressly addresses a general, non-specialist readership, means that it does not seek to be exhaustive in canvassing ethical ideas and moral hopes; but in one sense of the term ‘comprehensive’ it does aim at being comprehensive, in that it seeks to sample the best and most important contributions in Western civilisation to its subject, I hope leaving none of the most important aspects of this story untouched, however lightly.


The text has been kept deliberately free of footnotes. The works used and cited in each chapter are listed in the chapter bibliographies at the end; those readers who wish to track a quotation to its source will have the pleasure of seeking it in the appropriate places on their own account, indulging thereby in one of the greatest pleasures of the good life: reading.


The plan of this book follows the main contour of its argument. For six or seven centuries from the height of classical Athens to the last flourishing of the Antonine dynasty in Imperial Rome, thinking about the good life was premised on principles which, as the following pages show, were fundamentally those of enlightenment and humanism, so nameable not just because they are the source of intellectual attitudes which bear those labels in later times (the Renaissance and the eighteenth-century Enlightenment), but because that is exactly what they were in themselves.


Then, for a period more than twice as long, the Western world – for most of that time restricted to Europe – lay under the ideological hegemony of Christianity, which, although it adopted and adapted much from the ethical thought of classical antiquity, also flatly rejected most of its bases in favour of a quite different view, namely that the source of value lies outside the world, embodied in the commands and requirements of a personal deity.


Since about AD 1400 – which is to say, in the six centuries up to the present – the project of enlightened humanism has been fighting back against this theistic transcendentalism, which, imposed on European civilisation from the Orient (it is important to note that the ‘Religions of the Book’ – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – are Oriental faiths), has had a very mixed influence on its development and welfare.


The chapters to come observe the line of this history of six centuries of ancient thought, twelve of Christian hegemony, and then a following six centuries of struggle between the revival of the former against the latter. Chapters 1–3 canvass ancient ethical thought. Chapter 4 describes and discusses religious ethics through the example of Christianity. The remaining chapters discuss the revival and development of ethical thinking from the Renaissance period – here called ‘the second enlightenment’ – onwards, together with the tension and frequent conflict between the two broadly different bases for ethical perspectives at issue. The book, therefore, has a design that is at the same time chronological and conceptual.
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INTRODUCTION:
SHADOWS AND SHAPINGS


Many important and difficult questions arise in the course of a human life, but few can compare with the most significant question any individual can ask, namely, ‘How shall I live, in order to live a good life?’ The purpose of this book is to survey the chief answers proposed from classical antiquity to the recent present. The focus is largely though not exclusively Western (not exclusively because, beneath the surface, there are many conformities of view between Eastern and Western traditions of thought), and it is historical because it aims to reveal a persistent fact: that when one looks at the best that has been thought and said about the good life for human beings, it transpires that there are two large but very different conceptions of what that should be, which have remained consistent in essentials through time. One is a broadly secular attitude rooted in views about human nature and the human condition. The other is a broadly transcendental one that locates the source of moral value outside the human realm, a transcendent source that places on the human realm a demand to realise aims and attain ends likewise located beyond the boundaries of this world and its circumstances – standardly, in a life after death.


These two fundamentally different ways of understanding the nature and sources of value have often competed and sometimes overlapped during the course of history; but since the rise of science in the seventeenth century they have come increasingly into competition, and the resulting accumulation of tension between them is one of the greatest problems faced by the modern world. Understanding the divide is necessary to managing and perhaps bridging it.


As an illustration of the divide between these fundamentally different ways of thinking about the good life, consider the following two sketches.


In his delightful essay on Japanese aesthetics, In Praise of Shadows, Junichiro Tanizaki writes of taking his soup from a lacquerware dish:


Whenever I sit with a bowl of soup before me, listening to the murmur that penetrates like the distant song of an insect, lost in contemplation of the flavours to come, I feel as if I were being drawn into a trance. The experience must be something like that of the tea master who, at the sound of the kettle, is taken from himself as if upon the sigh of the wind in the legendary pines of Onoe. It has been said of Japanese food that it is a cuisine to be looked at rather than eaten. I would go further and say that it is to be meditated upon, a kind of silent music evoked by the combination of lacquerware and the light of a candle flickering in the dark.


Throughout his essay Tanizaki selects for praise things delicate and nuanced, softened by shadows and the patina of age, and he celebrates everything understated and natural – the patterns of grain in wood emerging after many years, the sound of rain dripping from eaves and trees, or washing over the footing of a stone lantern in a garden and refreshing the moss that grows about it – and by doing so he is suggesting an attitude of appreciation and mindfulness, especially mindfulness of beauty, as central to life lived well. It is a striking thought, on its first appearance, that aesthetic considerations are fundamental to ethics, in ways to be explored in later chapters; but as reflection shows, it is in the end a deeply natural one. It reaches from the grandest things, as suggested by contemplation of the stars, to the simplest things, as Tanizaki shows in praising the colour of a common sweetmeat called ‘yokan’:


The cloudy translucence, like that of jade; the faint, dreamlike glow that suffuses it, as if it had drunk into its very depths the light of the sun; the complexity and profundity of the colour – nothing of the sort is to be found in Western candies. When yokan is served in a lacquer dish within whose dark recesses its colour is scarcely distinguishable, then it is most certainly an object of meditation. You take its cool, smooth substance into your mouth, and it is as if the very darkness of the room were melting on your tongue.


The outlook suggested by Tanizaki’s remarks is one in which the world and our experience of it are good things in themselves, and in which, when life is lived with attentiveness and sensitivity – an intellectual as well as sensory attentiveness that can be educated by practice – it is rich and good. It is not a long step from such an attitude to one in which attentiveness and sensitivity to others make the life of community good too; and it is hard to imagine such an attitude of mind being anything but tolerant and full of fellow feeling.


An educative contrast to the conception of life suggested by Tanizaki’s evocative praise of shadows is given by Augustus Hare’s account of his Victorian childhood. Hare was the author of a series of superior nineteenth-century guidebooks to various English counties, European countries, and notable cities, and he otherwise occupied his time by being a minor socialite, drifting from one country house party to another, and during each year’s London season making up the numbers as a dinner guest. He was brought up by an aunt, Maria Hare, who was descended from an ancient Norman family that had stocked the Church of England with rectors and bishops for centuries. She was a pious woman, and because Augustus was intended for a clerical life in the family tradition, she was determined that he should be suitably prepared for his future. She accordingly gave him a careful Christian upbringing, which proceeded as follows.


Hare’s training began the minute he arrived in Aunt Maria’s care. When he was eighteen months old she told her journal, ‘Augustus has grown much more obedient, and is ready to give his food and playthings to others.’ He could read by the age of three, which is when his German lessons began; and when he reached the age of four his playthings were stored away in the attic so that he could understand, in accordance with St Paul’s injunction about putting aside childish things, that life is too serious for toys. He was forbidden to play with other children – mainly because the only ones available were servants’ offspring, and therefore unsuitable – and his uncle Julius, near whom they lived, was summoned whenever Aunt Maria thought corporal punishment was required. Julius used a riding whip for the task. Once, during a rare encounter with other children, Augustus was given a peppermint sweet by their nanny. Aunt Maria smelled it on his breath when he returned home so, to teach him to avoid fleshly pleasures, she used a forcing spoon to cleanse his digestion with rhubarb and soda.


Aunt Maria’s methods are well illustrated by a lesson she taught Augustus when he was five. First, he was repeatedly told that a delicious pudding was to be served at dinner, so that by the time dinner arrived he was agog with expectation. Just as he raised his spoon to take a first mouthful of this treat, the plate was whisked from under his nose and he was told to take it to one of the poor in the nearby village. ‘The necessity of obedience without reasoning is especially necessary in such a disposition as his,’ Maria told her journal.


Augustus’s lot was not improved when his uncle Julius at last married. Julius did so to Maria’s distress, for although Maria was Julius’s deceased brother’s wife, which meant that there could be no thought of marriage between them, they had lived as close neighbours for many years, in great intimacy, and Julius had dined at the home of Maria and little Augustus every night – occasionally, as noted, plying his horsewhip to the benefit of Augustus’s soul. Now that he was married the dinner arrangements were reversed, Maria and little Augustus going to dine at his rectory every night. The woman Julius married was not as high-born as Maria (a fact that gave Maria much unhappiness), but she had almost as many clergymen in her lineage, and what she lacked in breeding she made up in piety. Her name was Esther. When Maria and Augustus had to remain overnight at the rectory after dinner because of bad weather – which happened often, especially in winter – Esther made Augustus sleep on a straw palliasse laid on a trestle table, and although he suffered severely from chilblains, which caused open sores on his hands and feet, he was made to wash in the mornings in a pitcher of cold water, first breaking its covering of ice with a brass candlestick. These amenities were intended to educate him in the virtues of endurance. For Sabbatarian reasons Maria and Augustus did not dine at the rectory on Sundays, but lest Augustus should do anything improper to that holy day, he was locked in the church vestry between services, with a sandwich for his lunch.


Esther’s notions of how to raise a child in the true Christian spirit were, if anything, stricter than Maria’s. When she learned that Augustus loved his cat, she told him to give it to her so that he could learn to yield up to others what mattered to him. Sobbing, he took the cat to Aunt Esther at the rectory, and Esther had it hanged.


Augustus Hare grew to be a self-indulgent snob as an adult, whose one act of rebellion was to refuse to take holy orders, but who more than compensated by writing a sentimental biography of his Aunt Maria which became a best-seller. Even the terrifying Thomas Carlyle was moved by it; he told Hare, ‘I do not often cry and am not much given to weeping, but your book is most profoundly touching.’ Throughout Hare’s life he observed the customs of a Victorian Christian household, at breakfast every day obliging guests and all his domestic staff to listen to the appointed lessons and psalms, and to say the collect and the Our Father. One visitor noticed that the prayers sounded odd, so he inspected Hare’s copy of the Book of Common Prayer, and there found certain lines inked out. ‘I’ve crossed out all the passages in glorification of God,’ Hare told him. ‘God is certainly a gentleman, and no gentleman cares to be praised to his face. It is tactless, impertinent and vulgar. I think all that fulsome adulation must be highly offensive to him.’


There is a great moral to be drawn from the contrast between what is implied by these sketches of Tanizaki’s attitude to soup and sweetmeats, and Hare’s upbringing. Hare’s tale, ordinary enough in the Victorian context, might seem distasteful and even shocking now, but in comparison with the lives of scores of millions of children and women living today in countries where religion is a major social force – living as their cultures have expected women and children to live throughout much of their religions’ history – it is neither unusual nor extreme. For just one of many possible examples, girls who suffer female circumcision in Islamic regions of Africa suffer far more than Augustus did, and not just in that respect. The point, however, is general: variants of Hare’s childhood experience – some of them far severer – can be seen to this day among Christian fundamentalists in the southern United States, in ultra-orthodox Jewish families, in Saudi Arabia, and anywhere that religion remains the dominant influence in the life of human beings.


What a contrast is offered by Tanizaki’s relish of the world and its ordinary pleasures. Although he approaches the question of how to live from a cultural perspective different from Western varieties, there is nevertheless something essentially humanistic and therefore familiar about it. It addresses the felt quality of experience in the course of life, not just as an end in itself but because each moment of experience belongs to a lifelong series (in the ideal) in which thought and an emphasis on value are important components of the well-lived life. It does not take much to show that this idea has many expressions in the Western tradition; for one famous example, a close analogy is to be found in Walter Pater’s concluding remarks in his Renaissance, where he says, in a passage worth quoting in full,


The service of philosophy, of speculative culture, towards the human spirit, is to rouse, to startle it to a life of constant and eager observation. Every moment some form grows perfect in hand or face; some tone on the hills or the sea is choicer than the rest; some mood of passion or insight or intellectual excitement is irresistibly real and attractive to us – for that moment only. Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end. A counted number of pulses only is given to us of a variegated, dramatic life. How may we see in them all that is to be seen in them by the finest senses? How shall we pass most swiftly from point to point, and be present always at the focus where the greatest number of vital forces unite in their purest energy? To burn always with this hard, gemlike flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life. In a sense it might even be said that our failure is to form habits: for, after all, habit is relative to a stereotyped world, and meantime it is only the roughness of the eye that makes two persons, things, situations, seem alike. While all melts under our feet, we may well grasp at any exquisite passion, or any contribution to knowledge that seems by a lifted horizon to set the spirit free for a moment, or any stirring of the sense, strange dyes, strange colours, and curious odours, or work of the artist’s hands, or the face of one’s friend. Not to discriminate every moment some passionate attitude in those about us, and in the very brilliancy of their gifts some tragic dividing on their ways, is, on this short day of frost and sun, to sleep before evening.


This in its turn is simply an encapsulation of one aspect of what, in many different ways, has been a powerful theme throughout Western thought – a point that becomes clearer when one notes that Pater’s view, like Tanizaki’s, does not restrict itself only to the sensual (although both emphasise it), but demands an intellectual awareness, a mindfulness lit by reason, which with different emphases has been central to ideas about the good life from Aristotle to the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.


In what follows I explore the various ways in which humanist perspectives on the good life have been articulated, and I contrast it with views that locate the source of value outside the realm of human experience – centrally, in ‘divine command’, an external source of obligation upon us as moral agents to live and work for a reward, or an avoidance of retribution, in a world other than and posterior to the human world. My claim is that the great ethical debate that has always confronted mankind, and does so still, is between a fundamentally humanistic view and the religious moralities it opposes.


An account of the chief moments in the quest for the good life needs to look beyond the history of philosophy, narrowly conceived, to the more diffuse social and literary manifestations of ethical ideas – which is to say, to culture, especially high culture – and to the evidence of how these latter expressed themselves in concrete historical terms. A scholarly account of such matters would fill many volumes. Here I undertake something more modest: a sketch of how ethical sentiment was expressed and debated in several important epochs in the intellectual history of Western mankind. My aim is to remind the interested general reader of the rich inheritance of ideas that constitute some of the best that has been thought about these matters, not only for its intrinsic interest, which is great, but so that this inheritance can help us now towards good, or at least better, lives and societies.


I start where Western civilisation starts, with classical Greek thought, the first fully recorded enlightenment in the history of humanity. The discussion of the good life it contains is not only the source of all ethical enquiry in Western history since, but is a marker for the best such thinking which that tradition has produced.
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THE CLASSICAL CONCEPTION
OF THE GOOD LIFE


The Greek view of life


To say that Western civilisation owes its existence and much of its character to classical Greece is to make a very familiar claim. Now that few people study the classical languages and the culture and thought associated with them, however, the truth of this claim is much under-appreciated. But true it is; and in such pervasive and profound ways that it is impossible properly to discuss ideas of the good life without beginning in ancient Athens.


As if by magic, when contrasted with the Dark Ages and even the archaic period that preceded it, the Greek world of the classical epoch – the fifth and fourth centuries BC, and in that period especially Athens, home of Pericles and Socrates – produced literature, art and ideas of seminal importance to the subsequent history of the Western world. It bequeathed a vocabulary of civilisation, education, science, politics and poetics – not just the words (‘democracy’, ‘politics’, ‘tyranny’, ‘philosophy’, ‘history’, ‘anarchy’, ‘geography’ and countless others) but thereby the concepts themselves, which constitute the Western intellectual resource. Rome took its culture from Greece, and spread it through Europe; when an Orient religion called Christianity irrupted into the European world, it borrowed Greek language and philosophy to clothe itself as a means of penetrating the more mature polity it invaded.


It is important not to romanticise the classical Greek world. There was much in it that was disagreeable then or which now seems so: it was racked by war and civil war, the economies of its city states were based on slavery, and women were excluded from full citizenship. Since in fundamentals human nature varies little across time or cultures, it is salutary to remember that Plato castigated his fellow Athenians for their greedy love of money and their perjuries in law suits. Still, a number of outstanding individuals among enfranchised Greeks thought and felt in ways which were strikingly original and made a permanent difference to the world, not least on questions about the good life and the good society. There was no settled consensus among them – different thinkers and different schools of thought offered competing views – but the atmosphere of enquiry into these vital matters breathed a distinctive and remarkable spirit, which has, in all subsequent centuries, inspired admiration in those who have studied what the finest of the Greeks achieved.


When viewed in general terms as an ethos, the Greek view of life appears at its best in its appreciation of beauty, the respect it paid to reason and the life of reason, its freedom of thought and feeling, its absence of mysticism and false sentimentality, and its humanism, pluralism and sanity of outlook – which, taken all together, specifies living nobly and richly in spirit as the aim of life. In Plato one aspect of this ideal is encapsulated as sophrosyne, a word for which no single English expression gives an adequate rendering, although standardly translated as ‘temperance’, ‘self-restraint’ or ‘wisdom’. In his most famous dialogue, The Republic, Plato defines sophrosyne as ‘the agreement of the passions that Reason should rule’. If to this were added the thought – reflecting the better part of what other Greeks besides Plato thought – that the passions and the senses are important too, something like their ideal conception of human flourishing results.


According to some students of classical civilisation, notably those who view it from a set of assumptions explicitly or implicitly Christian in perspective, it is a mistake to see the Greeks as placing moral striving at the focus of their endeavours. Such critics think that Greek ethics is tepid and insignificant in comparison to the hot moral enthusiasms of St Paul, who in excited language denounced homosexuality (‘let it not be named among you’), accumulation of wealth (‘the covetous man has no inheritance in the Kingdom of God’) and much besides that the Greeks regarded as unexceptionable. The difference between the Pauline and Greek views in these respects is, of course, that the Greeks had no sense of sin. They called moral failings amartiai, ‘bad shots’, the sort of things that can happen to anyone and are best put behind one, except as reminders to take better aim next time. To this phlegmatic view the vehement attitudes of St Paul are completely opposed. Sin is very terrible to him; it stands for all eternity as an offence to God, unless God legislates otherwise in the individual case; and it can result in the destruction or endless torment of the sinner. Such a view would have seemed at best hysterical and at worst barbaric to Greeks of the classical age.


The supposed contrast being drawn here between Greek moral tepidity and Christian moral enthusiasm is, however, a false one, for the true contrast lies elsewhere. The Greeks were indeed eager to identify and live good lives – very much so. But their conception of a good life was much broader and more inclusive than the Christian one. St Paul preached a circumscribing code of restraint – with the honourable exception of his promotion of ‘charity’, his morality is mainly a war against natural human impulses and interests – because he believed that a Second Coming was imminent, and thought he was legislating for years, or at most decades, rather than millennia. This point is standardly made by apologists when his embarrassing views about (for example) women and marriage are mentioned, but they are forgotten in other respects.


The classical Greeks would have thought Paul very one-sided, and limited even in that one side. They would have deprecated his indifference or even hostility to the arts, to the acquisition of knowledge, to the enjoyment of pleasures of the senses and especially of beauty – for an important example, to the beauty of the naked human form. It is impossible to imagine St Paul even beginning to appreciate the Greek view in this regard. The healthy, fit, trained body seemed the summit of perfection to the Greeks, and its beauty was a matter of moral significance as well as visual delight, for its proportion, harmony and poise expressed humankind’s role as the measure of things. The idea of the free movement of limbs in running and wrestling, of fleetness and suppleness, of grace in acts of throwing the discus or riding a horse, brought intellectual as well as sensual pleasure. The word ‘gymnasium’ comes from gymnos, meaning naked, and denotes the place where the virtues of physical beauty were cultivated. Nudity, in the orthodox Judaeo-Christian view, is by chilling contrast a state of shame: witness what Adam and Eve did upon first understanding that they were unclothed.


An admirer of ancient Greek culture who at the same time was unpersuaded by the claims of Christianity would be inclined to say that, in comparison to the generous celebration of life expressed by the Greek ideal, Pauline morality is therefore not merely pinched and dry but misdirected in its aims. For the Greeks, to live well is to live now, for the lifetime of man, aiming to flourish, achieve, learn, appreciate and enjoy. For St Paul, to live morally is to be prepared for the Kingdom of God; and when the centuries wore away, and Christians came to accept that the Kingdom was not coming particularly soon, the preparation metamorphosed instead into one for the ‘next world’, demoting this world and making everything in it unimportant by comparison, as merely instrumental at best, or at worst – and this was the majority category – a huge set of snares set by the devil to impede the individual’s chances of getting into heaven at last.


As to the specific question of the Greek interest in matters of ethics, the criticism that they were not much concerned with them is handsomely refuted by the single most important fact about the life and teaching of Socrates – namely, that with a tireless sense of urgency he directed Greek philosophical attention away from ‘physics’ – enquiry into the nature, origins and laws of the physical universe – to questions about how people should live. This was his aim and his passion, and in the end it got him into fatal trouble; but his legacy was that the philosophical genius of Greece always thereafter gave a central place to discussing that vital matter, and that debate has shaped the thinking of the Western mind ever since.


The first enlightenment and the first humanism


The intellectual spirit that produced Socrates and his successors is well and simply illustrated by the example of Thales, an Ionian who flourished about 585 BC and is standardly considered the ‘father of philosophy’. He wished to know what the ‘principle’ of the universe is – that is, what it is made of and where it comes from. On the basis of observation and reason he concluded that the answer is – water. That now seems a quaint conclusion, but a little reflection reveals something interesting about how Thales arrived at it. First, he did not resort to invoking supernatural agencies to explain the world. Secondly, he made a tremendously important assumption: that human reason is competent to answer ultimate questions about the world’s nature and origins. Thirdly, he looked at the world itself and noticed a significant fact: that liquid is everywhere – in the sea, rivers and rainfall, in the sap of trees and the veins of men; that it is essential to life; and that alone of all substances known to him it can take all three material forms as solid, liquid and gas, the first when it freezes into ice and the third when it boils away as steam. Its ubiquity, necessity and metamorphic capacities therefore suggested to him that it is the basic stuff out of which all things are made.


What is significant about Thales is the manner rather than the conclusions of his thought. The independence of mind, the clear-eyed attitude of looking at things and thinking about them without superstition or reliance on traditional beliefs, is an essential feature of the Greek mentality. To see things as they are and to understand them – this is the aim of the Greek classical mind that characterises its literature and philosophy, and that makes it the first true Enlightenment. Thales is thus the first known Enlightenment thinker.


Moreover, the reference point was, in this attitude, man himself. For this reason the Greek outlook is well described as a form of humanism. The most famous expression of it is the dictum of Protagoras, anthropos metron panton (‘Man is the measure of all things’). One application of this idea is that a good life is one which is fulfilling and appropriate for an inhabitant of the human condition, living in the material world among other people, and aiming to do so with moral success. If Greeks used such phrases as ‘doing things that are pleasing to the gods’, they did not thereby mean that the chief point of life was spiritual or other-worldly, and certainly not as this would be understood in various mainstream forms of Christianity. Life was unquestionably for living in the here and now, with human interests at the fore.


There are a number of informative characterisations of what thoughtful Greeks meant by a good life in their humanist sense. One is given by Xenophon, like Plato a pupil and memoirist of Socrates, and most famously the author of the Anabasis, the story of the Ten Thousand in their retreat after the failed Greek expedition to help Cyrus in the Persian civil war. Xenophon’s sketch of life lived well, according to the outlook of educated Greeks of his day, occurs in what he says of various friends who, like himself, were associates of Socrates. They listened to Socrates not in order to become popular orators or wealthy lawyers, said Xenophon, but so that they could ‘grow into good and noble men, and learn how to conduct themselves aright to their households and servants, their relations and friends, their country and countrymen’. He praised them for their temperate outlook, their cheerfulness and gentle manners, and their desire to live nobly. This was the ambition likewise of Ischomachus, a leading figure in Xenophon’s dialogue The Economist, who in addition to these other goods sought ‘health and physical well-being, the respect of my fellow Athenians, the affection of my friends, an honourable increase in wealth, and honourable safety in war’. These recognisable ethical sentiments had their greatest spokesman in Aristotle, as we shall later see; but what is noteworthy about them is the fact that they were then, in that period of history, something striking and new, for they expressed civic virtues, and in doing so represented a very different outlook from the one that had prevailed beforehand: celebration of the warrior or heroic virtues, as in Homer.


Heroic virtues


The Homeric poems tell of a splendid era of mighty men, who walked and talked with the gods and performed feats of incomparable valour. They fought great wars, went on perilous adventures full of supernatural intervention and encounter, slew monsters, descended into and returned from the underworld, faced appalling horrors, temptations and sufferings, and enjoyed triumphs beyond the dreams of mortals of the more prosaic (as it must by comparison have seemed) classical times. Most of the legends were drawn from the Mycenaean age, six and more centuries before the classical epoch; their Homeric subset had become an organised set of poems by the eighth century BC, collected and committed to writing in the time, and perhaps at the injunction, of Peisistratus, ruler of Athens in the sixth century BC. The poems had long been a central part of the education of Greek youths, and continued to be so right into the classical period – although by then with somewhat changed emphasis. As part of the school curriculum the ancient tales inculcated an ideal of manhood in which the individual pursues honour. In the original heroic conception, honour was sought in a life of action, each man using his physical and mental endowments to the utmost to earn the applause of his comrades. Since honour was the central pillar of this ideal, aspiring heroes were expected to be active in seeking opportunities to display courage and prowess – best of all in the teeth of danger. Fame was the recompense for honour, and it was a great recompense indeed, because it meant a multiplied existence in the admiration of following generations of men and in the plaudits of poets.


Everything that conduced to the realisation of the heroic life was therefore counted a virtue. Fitness and strength of body, a quick, alert mind, endurance, fortitude, courage and boldness – these were what made a warrior, a hunter, a sailor on the treacherous seas. So powerful was the idea of heroic qualities as distinctive of true manhood that the very word ‘virtue’, although etymologically drawn from the later source of Latin, still carries the original conception in it: for its first syllable ‘vir’ connotes ‘man’, not in the generic sense of ‘mankind’, which includes women, but specifically in the sense of ‘male of the species’ (virtus means ‘manliness’, ‘strength’).


The philosophers of Greece’s classical period did not share the Homeric idealisation of these manly characteristics. They respected them, but did not place them as high as the virtues required for their own preferred best life, which was the life of contemplation and the pursuit of knowledge. In Socrates’ thought, the expressly civic values of justice and friendship became paramount. This is precisely the change one would expect to result from the increased importance given to notions of community, where old-fashioned heroic ideals were more of a threat than a boon except in time of war. But that did not mean they were altogether dismissed. Among Socrates’ predecessors they were given their due; Pythagoras said that men can be classified in the same way as those who attend the Games: the spectators, the competitors, and those who come to buy and sell under the stands. Generalised to life, the first group typifies those who seek knowledge, the second those who seek honour, and the third those who seek gain. Pythagoras rated them in that order, which means that although he did not think the desire for honour as worthy as the desire for knowledge – a great change from the Homeric view – still it was above the mere quest for gain. That ordering remained the standard for the classical outlook.


An honour code is one in which the greatest punishment is shame, and in which revenge is a duty. A remarkable comment on the shift from heroic to civic values that characterises the rise of classical civilisation in Athens is given in Aeschylus’s Eumenides, third in his great trilogy the Oresteia. In it he tells how the old rule of revenge and blood feud was replaced by a due process of law before a civil jury. Orestes, pursued by the Furies for killing his mother in revenge for her murder of his father Agamemnon, throws himself on the mercy of the goddess Athene. She convenes a court on the Hill of Mars in Athens, the Areopagus, with a jury of Athenian citizens – the first ever assembled – to try his case. They acquit him, with the help of her casting vote. This innovation maddens the Furies, who accuse Athene and the other ‘young gods’ of usurping the rights of the ‘old gods’ whom they represent. She placates them by giving them an honourable home in her city, and thereafter the concept of a due process of law replaces might as the arbiter of right.


This brilliantly dramatises the change of outlook as between the Homeric and classical conceptions of the good. Of course, it would be a mistake to think that theory accords fully with reality. The classical and Hellenistic ages were as riven by war and strife – the natural element of the warrior virtues, and their field of exercise – as any period in the history of the Greeks. But although Homer often speaks of the dreadful character of war (he describes it as ‘hateful’, ‘baleful’, ‘tearful’), he also relishes the glory it offers and the joy of ultimate and dangerous physical commitment as experienced in combat. In the classical era, by contrast, an unblinking acceptance of the evil nature of war was the norm. Euripides’ Trojan War is a stark account of what military defeat really means, and during the fateful Peloponnesian War (431–405 BC), which closed Athens’s brightest period, Aristophanes spoke out for peace and satirised the warmongers who profited from the conflict.


It is significant that, even in its most self-confident vein, the heroic conception of virtue was not confined to the strength, courage and endurance that made a man, despite being chiefly focused upon them. As the Homeric poems in their quieter moments show, it also extolled beauty, eloquence, open-handedness and sound judgement. Although the warrior excellences as such were most manifest in battle, they increasingly came to be enjoyed and celebrated on the field of athletics, to the extent indeed that winners at the Games became national heroes, the greatest of them being immortalised in the odes of Pindar. As this suggests, the Homeric view of virtue contained fertile seeds from which many aspects of thought about the civic virtues could grow.


Still, heroism was open to relatively few, and ordinary folk were apt to be on (at best) the serving end or (if less lucky) the receiving end of its exercise. The shift to civic values meant that, by contrast, every citizen could be included – and indeed, not only could be but should be, for a civil polity needs good citizens in order to flourish. This transfer from the singular man to the plurality of men is subtly embodied in one of the orations of Pericles, where, contrary to the ancient vein of singing the exploits of a great named hero, he speaks of the many unnamed Athenians who died fighting for their city, speaking of all of them as men of honour. This is a description Homer would never have applied in such general terms to those whose slain bodies lay on the plain before Troy; for the majority among these were the likes of Dolon and Thersites, lower-born men of whom Homer speaks with contempt because, not being higher-born, they were not capable of aspiring to honour’s heights.


As the example of Pericles’ oration implies, in the warrior ideal the hero aims at his own glory, while in the civic ideal the new demotic hero aims at service to his community. It is interesting that Homer’s principal heroes were Achilles and Odysseus, while Virgil – so much later a writer, in thought as in time, profiting from centuries of reflection on ethics in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, and writing with perhaps eight or more centuries of philosophical development after the Homeric epics were circulating in oral versions – draws his inspiration rather from the example of Hector, who fought for Troy rather than himself, and had the safety of his wife and family in mind when he went to his fatal confrontation with the grief-enraged Achilles. Virgil’s hero is a Hector-type hero; he is, of course, Aeneas, who escaped the flames of Troy carrying his father on his back and leading his small son by the hand – a highly significant pair of details – and his escape was the legendary beginning of the adventure of another and indeed greater city, namely, Rome.


If there is one writer in the age of Pericles who more than any other signalises the epic civilisation-changing shift from warrior to civic morality, it is Pericles’ friend Sophocles, through the medium of two of his plays in particular, each dealing with a mighty hero: the Ajax about the eponymous warrior and the Trachiniae, telling of the death of Heracles. The respective downfalls of Ajax and Heracles flow from the same fact: their remoteness from ordinary men, not just in their courage and strength but in their implacability, insensitivity and pride. Ajax angers the gods with his contumacy; Heracles turns his back on his wife Deianira, whose fault was to love him too much. Both die terrible deaths. Sophocles brings the ancient heroes to earth – to the grave – because of the opposition they represent to the values which are the new values of Periclean Athens. The lesson cannot have been lost on the enthralled audiences who saw the plays on first performance.



Civic virtues and Socrates


Such was the turn from the old world to the new. It happened in practice first, but the Greeks were always quick to seek the theory in things, in order to understand them and to bring clarity into them – not for merely speculative reasons, although they were great speculators, but so that they could bring the best to bear in life, in the interests of yet greater attainment.


In the new dispensation, discussion and debate mattered because they brought office, fame, civic honours and financial gain to any citizen who sought them ably enough. For that reason teachers of rhetoric flourished, and many of them became famous for their skill not just in teaching the forensic arts of oratory and advocacy but in showing how to argue about the great political and moral issues of the day. These were the Sophists, some of the more popular among whom impressed their audiences with their skill at marshalling extremely persuasive arguments both for and against any given proposition, and by showing how to make weak arguments appear stronger. They were, accordingly, able to charge high fees for teaching their craft. Their indifference to truth was a special provocation to Socrates and his pupil Plato, as was the fact that they asked for money. For Socrates, all enquiry was free; and it was all the more important that it should be free given that the questions it addressed were the most important any man could ask himself.


The source of Socrates’ passionate view to this effect is easily explained. He saw the shift from the old to the new way of thinking about values as exactly right, and as raising tremendously important concerns; and he introduced his own shift of perspective accordingly, by turning philosophy – which had hitherto, among his predecessors, been almost exclusively concerned with questions about the nature and origins of the universe, as exemplified by Thales – to the dedicated task of enquiring into the good life and the good society.


From our longer perspective it seems that Socrates’ rejection of his predecessors’ thought was too hasty. It is obvious that the work they did was important in its own right. It initiated the tradition of science, which at last, especially from the beginning of modern times in the seventeenth century AD, transformed the world vastly for the better (though creating some desperate problems too). Their endeavour was rational, secular, objective and disciplined. Some of the ideas they developed proved of lasting value in philosophical thought. Why, then, did Socrates turn his back on them?


Both Xenophon and Plato give the reason. They report that as a young man Socrates listened to debates about the views of his predecessors, and became disillusioned on two grounds. The first was that their enquiries seemed futile, arriving at no settled conclusions and degenerating into a Babel of differing opinions. Secondly and more importantly, it seemed to him astonishing that these thinkers could devote themselves to unresolvable questions about the nature of the world while ignoring far more immediate and significant questions – namely, those about the human good. To arrive at answers to these latter was to be noble and free; to be ignorant or confused about them was to be a slave. He asked, ‘How can study of the stars or the weather be expected to bring a man self-knowledge, and to teach him how to live?’ As Xenophon puts it, Socrates thought that scientific knowledge is of no practical use to mankind – a view that, in the infancy of science, at least seemed temporarily cogent – and that therefore all one’s energies should be focused instead on the infinitely more important question of the good life and how to live it.
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