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Without philosophy thoughts are cloudy and indistinct: its task is to make them clear and to give them sharp boundaries.


Ludwig Wittgenstein





INTRODUCTION



There is nothing so absurd but some philosopher has said it.


Cicero


Philosophy can’t be pinned down. There are histories that attempt to stitch the whole convoluted thing up into a single long, coherent sequence of events. Other books are organized thematically. Here we have metaphysics. This is ethics. Here’s what we know about the nature of knowledge. Similar books plough through the big questions. What exists? What can we know? How should we live? What does it all mean?


Some of these books are excellent, but they’re all attempts to civilize something wild, something that mostly mistrusts authority, something that’s really only human, something messy that moves around in several different directions at once. Maybe the best way to pass along a feel for this kind of thing is to do what people have always done when they’ve got a great deal of complicated information to convey, and that’s tell a story. Stories are never the last word on the subject, they don’t pretend to tell the whole truth, but there’s often truth in them, truth you’d never see just by lining up all the facts. Humanity does not have a history of giving lectures round the campfire, and there’s a good reason for this.


To get a handle on the story of philosophy, you need at least a little character development, a few plot twists, a murder, philosophers fleeing for their lives, others dying in obscurity, great projects doomed to failure, unlikely triumphs, accidental discoveries, disastrous love affairs, geniuses, idiots, monks, vagabonds and a demented German or two. But what matters most in all of this is our focus: the things that philosophers say, and the reasons they give for what they think is true. You’ll hear a little about lives and events, but what holds the story together is ideas.


The result is a riot of philosophy, because that’s what the thing itself is. Our table of contents bounces all over the place. Some chapters focus on giants like Plato and Aristotle, others take up movements and schools, and the rest consider concepts, themes, methods, phrases, events, problems and more. Much of it is historical, but we’ve abandoned all hope of seamless coherence. We’ve imposed a little narrative structure, tried to make connections where it might help, left out a lot that just didn’t fit with the rest, but mostly we’ve let philosophy do its own thing and tried to keep up.


What you’ll discover as you read on is that philosophy isn’t really a slow build or burn, a calm, steady march out of the darkness and into the light of reason. There’s something of that going on here and there, particularly at the start, but each generation struggles to find its own way. We get hold of something for a while and then lose it. We’re sometimes distracted and spend centuries down blind alleys. Some problems are simply forgotten, but many are still with us, and have been for hundreds, even thousands of years. We climb out of obscurity and then fall back into it, maybe into a new, more complicated kind of obscurity. But we do keep climbing out. Philosophy is on to something. The story isn’t easy, the plot isn’t straightforward, but what good story goes in a straight line?


To find your way in, it will help to know something about the subject matter and methods of philosophy. Bear in mind, though, that philosophy is too large to be captured by any summary like this. Still, it’s a good idea to get a few central terms and concepts on the table at the start. After that we’ll cast an eye over the chapters of this book, and then you can get on with it.


Objects, knowledge, values and logic


Philosophy is usefully divided into various fields. There’s a little room for disagreement about what counts as a major subdivision, but it doesn’t really matter for our purposes how you slice things up. It’s safe to say, anyway, that the subject falls into three or four main categories: metaphysics, epistemology, value theory and maybe logic.


Before we press this into better focus, the first thing to notice about the subject matter of philosophy is its abstract character. That’s not to say that it’s entirely divorced from everyday life. In fact, philosophical questions lurk one or two levels of abstraction away from ordinary, everyday concrete questions. You can stumble into them easily. ‘What’s your favourite sort of music?’ I suppose I like jazz. ‘Why do you like jazz?’ It’s beautiful. ‘What do you mean by “beautiful”?’ The third question is unlike the other two, and it lands us in the part of philosophy called aesthetics.


There’s a jolt, a gear change from everyday questions to the abstractions of philosophy, and that’s because philosophical questions aren’t pursued for the same reasons as ordinary, practical ones. Philosophy, it gets said a lot, is born in curiosity, a plain desire to understand something, rather than the need to secure knowledge as a means to some other end. Someone might study genetics in the hope of producing more robust wheat crops. People read philosophy largely because they can’t help it – they do philosophy for its own sake, not in an effort to get something else out of it.


Granted that philosophy’s interests are abstract, just what are its subdivisions? We’ve already noticed aesthetics, which examines beauty, the value of art, the justification of aesthetic judgements and so on. Aesthetics itself is a part of value theory. While a painting might be good, there are other senses of good, and aesthetics’ big brother is moral theory or ethics, which concerns itself with questions about how one ought to live. Ethics is broken down into normative ethics and meta-ethics. Normative ethics is an attempt to find a decision procedure, a moral algorithm, rules or principles that might help us make decisions in particular cases and come to reasoned moral judgements. Meta-ethics is about the presuppositions behind our ethical concerns. Is morality relative? Are there moral facts? What do words like ‘justice’ and ‘courage’ really mean? Value theory is one of philosophy’s main subdivisions, the one closest to practical life.


Another is metaphysics, the study of what exists in the broadest sense. Some standard questions in this neighbourhood will give you a feel for it. What is a substance? What does it mean for a substance to undergo change? How can many things share a single property, like being blue? What is a cause? What is an effect? What is a person? What is space? What is time? Does God exist? What is a mind? What is a body? Does the world exist independently of the mind? Is the world as it appears to us somehow illusory, and is there a deeper reality out there, hidden behind the limited information we have from our senses? Serious metaphysics is difficult stuff, and we’ll find our way into some of these tangles in this book.


Another subdivision, called epistemology, concerns the nature of knowledge. Again, some questions will help you get a grip on it. What conditions have to be in place before we can say that we know something? Can reason discover truths independently of experience? Are some ideas innate? What role do the senses play in our efforts to know? Can we really, certainly and finally justify our beliefs beyond any doubt, and if so, how? Are there good reasons to remain sceptical? What are the limits of our efforts to know? Do the revealed truths of religion have a special status? Are there principles that govern the flow of ideas, just as there are laws of motion? These and other epistemological questions will occupy us almost from the start.


Value theory, metaphysics and epistemology are probably the three main parts of philosophical enquiry, but they certainly do not exhaust it. Philosophy bubbles over the sides of any container you try to put it in. Some people insist that logic should have its own category alongside the big three. Philosophers have almost always been concerned with the rules of right inference, and we should probably say that logic forms its own major subdivision, but we’ll take this topic up in the next section.


Some argue that political theory should be lumped in with value theory, but many will say that political philosophy should stand on its own. Questions about political obligation and political organization are ancient ones that will also get some attention in this book. Others insist that the philosophy of language should have at least an honourable mention, so too the philosophy of science, the philosophy of mind, the philosophy of religion, the philosophy of mathematics, the philosophy of social science, the philosophy of psychology, the philosophy of physics, the philosophy of education – and at this point you’ve probably begun to suspect that one might philosophize about anything. You’re right, which is the main problem with trying to think of philosophy narrowly as the study of metaphysics, value and knowledge. Part of the trouble is that philosophy’s methods define it as well, or as badly, as its subject matter. There’s considerable coherence when it comes to philosophical methodology, but historically it really is something of a zoo. Still, most philosophers pay attention to method, and it won’t hurt to say something about arguments right at the start.
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Aristotle, depicted (1531) by Girolamo Mocetto. Philosophers have raised questions about almost everything, but since Aristotle they’ve also been explicitly concerned with how those questions are answered.






Tools of the trade



Probably what separates the first philosophers from the people who came before them was a concern with giving compelling reasons for their conclusions. This concern stuck. Views are not just presented, they’re defended with argumentation.


An ordinary argument might be nothing more than two people making different claims: assertions launched from one side, and opposing assertions from the other. A philosophical argument, in contrast, involves people making different claims and backing those claims up with supporting reasons. Reasons can support a conclusion only if the whole argument itself – the premises and conclusion – hangs together logically. If everything lines up perfectly, if the premises are true and the argument has a valid form, then the conclusion follows necessarily.


But these sorts of knock-down arguments are rare in philosophy. Often the truth of the premises is in question, so you have to turn premises into mini-conclusions, and find a fresh set of premises to support them. Sometimes you can’t really see the point of the conclusion, so you have to prowl around in the other things a philosopher says to narrow it down. A large part of reading philosophy is trying to understand arguments, and most of this work happens not on the page, but in the reader’s head. A good rule of thumb is that if an argument seems obviously wrong, if a conclusion seems unbelievable, you’ve probably missed something somewhere. Just about all of the philosophers we’ll consider in this book have stood the test of time for hundreds and hundreds of years. Probably that’s because they’ve got the goods. If you don’t see their point immediately, keep looking.


Philosophers not only make use of arguments, they’ve tried to find ways to formalize them, to study inferences in detail and see what works and what doesn’t. This study, with all its symbolic trimmings, is philosophical logic. It’s pursued formally in its own right, but philosophers have almost always had a commitment to constructing arguments that obey the rules of right reasoning.


Philosophers also generally have an interest in expressing themselves with clarity. So while a lot of the interpretive work is up to you, you’ll find that some helpfully define their central terms, a few number their propositions, and many spell out axioms, draw distinctions and otherwise tell you exactly what they do or do not mean.


But there is a great deal of variation. Plato is as likely to hand you a serious argument as a metaphor or myth to advance his conclusions. Scholastic philosophers bury themselves, and you, in one hair-splitting distinction after another. Baruch Spinoza marches out premises like the steps of a geometrical proof. René Descartes is not above the odd literary device or two to persuade you covertly of the truth of his conclusions. Friedrich Nietzsche puts his claims in the mouth of a madman. Parmenides sings about the goddess Night, and passes on her metaphysical revelations in verse. Sometimes philosophers argue, and sometimes they pray. Reflection on methods, as is the case with subject matter, can only give us a partial grip on the story of philosophy.


This book


Now that you have a feel for the subject matter and methods of philosophy, a short overview of this book might help you find your way around it.


The philosophical tradition considered in this book is called ‘Western’ to distinguish it from the Eastern philosophies of Asia and the Far East, as well as the many other outlooks that originated in the cultures of other peoples. Western philosophy started in a Greek city around two and a half thousand years ago. The borders of its influence wobble back and forth as we move forward in time, taking in Europe, and sometimes parts of the Middle East and northern Africa, and eventually including the United States, Australia and other outposts in the present day.


The chapters are mostly self-contained, so you can hop about if you like. If you find Socrates boring, there’s something wrong with you, but you should feel free to jump ahead to Aristotle and see if he grabs you. You’ll get a feel for the flow of philosophy if you begin at the beginning and persevere all the way through, but there’s nothing wrong with moving around as you see fit.


The first half of the book is organized mostly historically. We start with philosophy’s prehistory – the Odyssey, the Iliad and the ancient Greek myths at the start of Western culture. The aim is to say what it was about that world that made philosophy possible. The following chapter, on the very first philosophers, takes up their metaphysical speculations, and we try to make sense of what seem to be very odd propositions. We then devote two chapters to philosophy’s first heavy hitters: Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. The hope is to convey something of a feel for philosophy’s deepest roots, and the sense in which, somehow, just three people largely set philosophy’s agenda. The next two chapters cover the many schools of philosophy that surfaced in the years right up to the start of the Roman Empire. The Cynics, Stoics, Sceptics and Epicureans pursued wisdom at a time when philosophy was primarily a path to peace of mind, and their views resonate today. You’ll meet some of philosophy’s most memorable characters here.


Bravely, we devote two chapters to the philosophy of the medieval world, following philosophical interests as they shift in line with the rise of Christianity in the West. We take the opportunity to consider Islamic philosophers here too, as well as the Scholastics of the High Middle Ages. It’s a neglected part of philosophy, but there’s actually a lot of interest going on within it. What’s more, modern philosophy is partly a reaction to medieval philosophy, and without a sense of what the medievals were up to, it’s hard to appreciate the achievements of the moderns.


A chapter on the Renaissance and Enlightenment tracks the profound changes in our thinking about humanity, science and politics that are characteristic of the rise of modern philosophy. You’ll read about humanism, have a look at Niccolò Machiavelli’s infamous advice to rulers, and get a feel for the philosophical underpinnings of modern science. It’s around here that things become messy.


Some of the following chapters consider particular movements or approaches to philosophy, while others focus on the thoughts of several philosophers coming at a single philosophical problem from different directions. It’s partly chronological, but themes largely determine how thoughts are grouped from here on in. Fortified by a close look at philosophy’s history, you’ll be ready to consider the problems of modern philosophy, right up to some of the questions that philosophers are trying to answer in the present day.
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The Five Senses, a 19th-century example of gouache painted on ivory. Philosophers have wondered whether we perceive the world through our senses alone or whether reason provides a special access to truth.





We’ll take up two views about knowledge that dominate the modern period – rationalism and empiricism. You’ll see how each, inspired by advances in the budding sciences, tries to come to terms with the nature of human knowledge. It’s a time of great philosophical ambition, with thinkers like René Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, Gottfried Leibniz, John Locke, George Berkeley and David Hume advancing arguments that are still pored over today. A bit later, we’ll consider idealism, and in particular Kant’s deep thoughts about the problems of metaphysics, and his alternative to both rationalism and empiricism. His recalibration of philosophy set the tone in many places up until the last century.


Next, the focus is politics, and the attempt to ground and understand political obligation in reason, rather than God or tradition. We’ll take up the thoughts of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and move all the way on to Karl Marx and the philosophical underpinnings of the Communist revolution. All of their ideas established a foothold in Europe, but they had effects across the globe, and it’s not going too far to say that they continue to shape the political landscape. We’ll consider moral philosophy too, and find our way through the thoughts of Kant and the consequentialists, returning, once again, to Greek reflections on virtue.


Finally, we’ll think through the main philosophical movements of the last century or so: existentialism and nihilism, and continental and analytic philosophy. We’ll pause to consider the philosophy of mind as well, and the possibility that we’re not at all sure how consciousness could exist in the physical world. We’ll take up Søren Kierkegaard’s Knight of Faith, Jean-Paul Sartre’s notion of authentic existence, and Nietzsche’s dark thoughts on the crisis of value. We’ll chart the rise of the philosophy of language and get to grips with Russell’s method of logical analysis, as well as Wittgenstein’s solution to the problems of philosophy. We conclude with an ill-advised glance forward, towards philosophy’s future. In the end, you’ll be right up to date, with a feel for the story of philosophy, through its history, all the way on to some of the problems of contemporary philosophy, and even a goodish guess as to where it is headed.


Have we left something out? Yes, of course we have, but we managed to get a lot in too. So take up and read the story of philosophy. By the time you finish it, you might be glad, as we are, that there is no happy ending. In fact there is no ending at all. It can sometimes feel as though philosophy, whatever it is, is only just getting started.





1 THE BEGINNING OF PHILOSOPHY
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THE GREEK MIRACLE



KEY TOPICS
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If you want to ensure a safe journey in your car, you might check the brakes, secure your seat belt and maybe poke the tyres to see that they’re properly inflated. You probably would not set fire to a black bull to appease the gods. This distinguishes you from the Bronze Age Greeks, the men and women who began to think about the world in a new way around 3,000 years ago. To them, burning bulls to get what you wanted was an entirely sensible course of action. Consider these lines:


Here on the shore the people were sacrificing black bulls to the dark-tressed Earth-Shaker, Poseidon. Nine companies of five hundred men sat there, each with nine bulls prepared for the sacrifice. They were tasting the innards, and burning the thigh-pieces to the god ….


That’s from the Odyssey, an epic poem about the adventures of the hero Odysseus as he travels home from the Trojan War. It’s always been attributed to Homer, and we’ll follow this tradition, but it’s not clear that the poem has a single author. The stories were probably passed down orally through many generations, told many times, perfected by many artists. It’s thought that someone, perhaps Homer, put a certain moral spin on the ancient stories he inherited from others, brought a kind of order to them, added certain poetic flourishes and finally his version became the standard one. However it came into being, the poem as we now know it is historically the second piece of literature in the Western world. It’s the sequel to the first, Homer’s Iliad, about the siege of Troy and the gods and human beings squabbling at the heart of it. In a sense these are our first real documents, the written beginning of all Western culture. And of course, you can find the roots of Western philosophy here too.
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A 1st-century CE limestone relief of the god Mithras slaying a sacred bull. In a world ruled by capricious gods, sacrificial acts to appease them seemed a wise move.





Homer’s work contains many glimpses into the Greek mind, but these lines about animal sacrifice are particularly telling. Whether or not so many bulls met a sooty end on a Mediterranean shore is beside the point. What’s weird is that those who sang the poems, and those who hung on every word, thought that burning a number of bulls for Poseidon was a good idea. But it’s not something that anyone would seriously consider now. Why not? What has changed in the millennia that separate us from Homer?


The interesting thing from a philosophical point of view is the change in our rational expectations. There’s no need to narrow it down too much at the start, but it’s clear that, compared to the ancients, we look to different things when we want to go about the business of living or understand what’s going on around us. It gets put in these sorts of ways: we have a scientific take on things, we search for causal explanations instead of supernatural ones, the forces that figure in our predictions and explanations of natural phenomena are devoid of personality, we demand a certain sort of logic in our arguments, we insist on a particular kind of evidence, and on and on.
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The Apotheosis of Homer (1827), painted by Ingres. Homer was sometimes depicted as divine, the poet’s god in the heavens. Here he is crowned immortal, surrounded and revered by the artists who followed him.





We think in the way that we do because of a monumental intellectual shift that happened shortly after Homer’s poem took shape. Some people who were part of a fairly quiet farming and trading community started asking questions that no one had ever asked before. Those people were the first philosophers, the Milesians, named after their city, Miletus, in a region that was then called Ionia but is now part of Turkey. You’ll hear all about them in the next chapter. What they and a few others did has been called ‘the Greek Miracle’. It didn’t happen anywhere else, and it changed the course of human history. It’s why we don’t burn bulls. Within a generation, a handful of people in a few Greek settlements were no longer satisfied by talk of myths and gods. Suddenly, almost inexplicably, they invented rationality.


It’s worth wondering about the world as it was before they changed it, and in thinking through some of this we’ll get a grip on philosophy’s primordial soup – the mindset that made philosophy possible. We’ll start with the world view that Homer and another poet, Hesiod, partly created, and then try to set the stage for the first philosophers. Maybe you’ll come to the conclusion that what happened in Miletus was wonderful, but not entirely miraculous. The world the first philosophers inherited was in a way primed for rational reflection, as we’ll see.
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Homer’s Odyssey tells the story of Odysseus’ adventures as he makes his way home after the Trojan War. He’s been away fighting for ten years, and was captured and made prisoner for seven more by the nymph Calypso, who’s fallen in love with him. Meanwhile, more than 100 ‘suitors’ of his wife, Penelope, have spent the entire time enthusiastically trashing his house, eating his food and generally attempting to win over Penelope, who, unimpressed, stays faithful. Odysseus has the goddess Athena on his side, however, and she has him released and back at sea, heading for home, only for Poseidon to wreck his boat – Poseidon was on the side of the Trojans in the war, and now apparently has it in for Odysseus. Odysseus does not endear himself to Poseidon by later blinding Poseidon’s son, the cyclops Polyphemus. Odysseus continues on his way, and some of his men manage to dodge cannibals, only to be turned into pigs by a witch. The rest avoid the song of the Sirens by plugging their ears with wax, and narrowly escape a sea monster and a whirlpool.


Finally Odysseus arrives home, in disguise, to have a clandestine and therefore honest look at what’s been happening. He’s not amused by the suitors. Athena persuades Penelope to arrange a test: whoever can string Odysseus’ bow and blast an arrow through 12 axe heads wins her hand. Only Odysseus can do it, of course, and he celebrates by killing very nearly everyone. All the suitors die, the household maids who seemed to be on their side are hanged and a herdsman who provided them with goats has his nose, ears, hands, feet … and worse chopped off.
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Odysseus (or Ulysses in Latin) confronts the Sirens in this vase painting (c.330 BCE). He plugged his crew’s ears with wax and lashed himself to his ship’s mast, so he could safely hear the Sirens’ song.








Homer’s world


It’s hard to know what the Greeks might have thought about the world when the Homeric poems were coalescing. Scholars have tried to piece together what Homer takes for granted, reading between his lines, and there’s at least some agreement about what one finds there.


The ancients seem to have thought that the world was more or less as it appears to be. The sky is what it looks like, a solid hemisphere enclosing a round, flat Earth. There’s a kind of mist nearer the ground, filled with swirling clouds and vapours, called the Aither. Further up, near the Sun, the sky becomes fiery and hot, and perhaps beyond that point, in the starry heavens, you find the seat of the gods. There’s a kind of symmetry here with what the Greeks thought was found in the levels beneath the Earth. First are the misty, cavernous, underground spaces called Tartaros. Beneath that is the realm of Hades, a kind of dark underworld of the dead.


Wrapped around the whole of the Earth is Okeanos, a flowing river that’s the source of all the water we eventually see in streams, lakes and seas. There’s speculation about the origin of this idea that everything rests on or emerges from water, and some argue that it derives from ancient civilizations that grew up around rivers and saw regular flooding, with the Earth ‘emerging’ from the waters each year. It’s not a huge leap to think that the whole world might have arisen out of water in the same way.


It’s worth noticing that even in this vision of the Earth, about as far back as we can go in Greek thinking about the way the world is, we find human beings telling stories that are, in a way, explanatory, that have a kind of logic to them that matches everyday appearances. Other cosmologies are not necessarily tied to sense experience in this way. One finds, for example, talk of ‘earth parents’ in some cultures, joining to create the world. Some early stories have it that the Earth is a severed part of a god. Others say that everything hatched from a cosmic egg. The Greeks never went in for that sort of thing. Maybe this is going too far, but there is the beginning of something like empiricism here, the view that knowledge is tied to sensory experience. Even in the earliest Greek view that we can tease out of the first bit of Greek writing we’ve got, there’s the start of a commitment to the idea that our thoughts about the way the world is, and where it comes from, must fit in a certain way with what our senses tell us. This ancient Greek conception of the basic framework of the world might be naive, but it’s not nonsense.


Homer’s world is populated by human beings, of course – the Trojans, the Achaeans who lay siege to Troy, the various people Odysseus meets on his journey home – but it is also crowded with all sorts of non-human personalities. There are gods, titans, nymphs and mighty heroes with divine blood in their veins. There are also entirely bizarre mythical creatures like the Chimera, a fire-breathing combination of snake, goat and lion, and the six-headed sea monster Scylla. Much of this is just part of good storytelling, but the gods are more complicated and interesting than might at first be thought. Most noticeably, they are guilty of extraordinarily appalling conduct. They’re not the sort of gods you’d like to be anywhere near.
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Homer’s poem, the Iliad, tells the story of the Greek siege of the city of Troy. The title comes from the Latin name for Troy, Ilium. The cause of the war, and at least a few complications that arise during it, has much to do with various parties abducting women. Paris, the son of Priam, king of Troy, steals Helen, who is the wife of Menelaus, the king of Sparta. She’s the Helen of Troy you’ve heard about, and in Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, it’s her face that launches a thousand ships. The thousand ships in question were actually launched by Menelaus’ allies, the Achaeans, Homer’s name for warriors from several Greek kingdoms.


The Iliad follows the various squabbles between kings and heroes, often fighting on the same side, as well as a number of interventions on the part of the gods. Armies meet on the field of battle, champions are chosen to fight for each side, truces are called and broken, and fierce fighting pushes the Greeks all the way back to their ships, then the Trojans are forced back to the walls of their city. Finally, the best Trojan fighter, Hector, meets the best Greek warrior, Achilles, and with a bit of help from Athena, Achilles kills him. In a spectacularly unsporting display, he immediately calls for a celebratory feast and drags Hector’s body around behind his chariot for several days, until Hector’s father buys the body back and gives him a proper funeral.


All thrilling and exciting, of course, but what’s also interesting is that there might actually have been a battle of Troy, and a lot of this – no doubt minus the stuff about sea monsters and gods – could have a basis in fact. Scholars analysing the language of the poem have found evidence of its origin in oral tradition. Certain characteristic kinds of errors, mistakes that happen when a story is repeated over and over again, have been found in the poem. There are also examples of particular turns of phrase that serve as natural recall cues in Homer’s lines. Such evidence could indicate that people had been passing the stories down for a long time before Homer’s version took shape. Maybe people who saw the battle first-hand are the poem’s original authors.


If that’s too much of a stretch for you, a number of archaeologists maintain that a site that fits the narrative of the battle of Troy has been found in modern Turkey. Work is ongoing, and debate continues, but the place is the right age, in the right sort of spot, possibly the right size, and there’s even evidence that is at least consistent with serious devastation at about the right time for the fall of Troy. A ‘destruction layer’ has been excavated, with signs of burning, caved-in walls, traumatized human bodies, arrow heads and, possibly, stockpiles of projectiles for slings – just the thing to have around if you are under siege.





We’ve come to expect the divine to be just, righteous and good, perhaps sitting in judgement in well-laundered white robes, but Homer’s gods get up to all sorts of awful things. They become angry when slighted and inflict spiteful, childish, sometimes horrific punishments. They meddle in almost everyone’s affairs. Some spend far too much time chasing young women or men – to take just one example, the father of the gods, Zeus, uses his godly powers to disguise himself as a familiar lover to trick a reluctant conquest into bed. The gods form allegiances, have family rows, then change their minds and swap sides. They intervene on behalf of those mortals they favour – sometimes through lies, the tacky manipulation of dreams, or perhaps doing some special pleading or granting favours in exchange for a service. If they’ve taken a dislike to you, you’re seriously doomed. They’ll wreck your life and your plans, sometimes behind the scenes but also directly and very thoroughly and entirely terrifyingly in person. Cowering in the middle of all this, ducking thunderbolts and hoping that the burnt bulls do the trick, are human beings. As Shakespeare has Gloucester put it in King Lear, ‘As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; they kill us for their sport.’


There is a lot of speculation about the meaning of the gods for the Greeks. One thing we can say with some certainty is that although thinking of events in terms of godly interventions might appear unsophisticated, there’s something almost logical about it. When Homer tells us what the gods are doing and why they’re doing it, he is in a way making sense of the chaos of events around him, offering a kind of explanation for everything from shipwrecks to the rise and fall of armies. He’s positing an underlying order to the floods, wars and plagues, as well as the good fortune that might help a hero escape his prison. There’s an explanation for the way things are – the world isn’t just inexplicable and random – and if your side wins the fight against all the odds, maybe that’s because Ares likes your style and has chosen to reward your bravery.


Without making too much of it, just as the Greek view of the dome of the heavens and the river round the Earth lines up with the way things look to the naked eye, there’s a sense in which the world can appear governed by emotional impulse too. After all, the kind of events we’re most familiar with, human actions are best explained in terms of emotion, impulse, desire and so on. We do what we do because of jealousy or love or hatred. Maybe the Earth shakes because Poseidon is annoyed by something you did. Again, this isn’t too far away from rationality, is it?



Hesiod’s order



As with Homer, we don’t really know if Hesiod was one person or a name tagged on to the work of several poets. We’re not sure if he came before or after Homer, but alongside Homer he contributed to what became the Greek world view. He’s famous for two poems: Works and Days, a compendium of advice, largely about honest work; and Theogony, which explains the origins of the gods and how they acquired their various spheres of influence. Unlike those living in nearby states governed by powerful priestly classes, Hesiod and Homer, like the rest of the Greeks, were largely free to say what they liked about the gods, and add their own poetic gifts and intellectual inclinations to the mix. The result is remarkable.


Consider these lines from Theogony:


Verily first of all did Chaos come into being, and then broad-bosomed Gaia [Earth], a firm seat of all things forever, and misty Tartaros in a recess of broad-wayed earth, and Eros, who is fairest among immortal gods, looser of limbs, and subdues in their breasts the mind and thoughtful counsel of all gods and men. Out of Chaos, Erebos and black Night came into being; and from Night, again, came Aither and Day, whom she conceived and bore after mingling in love with Erebos. And Earth first of all brought forth starry Sky, equal to herself, to cover her completely round about, to be a firm seat for the blessed gods forever. Then she brought forth tall Mountains, lovely haunts of the divine Nymphs who dwell in the woody mountains. She also gave birth to the unharvested sea, seething with its swell, Pontos, without delightful love; and then having lain with Ouranos [Sky] she bore deep-eddying Okeanos [Ocean] ….


What is fascinating is that even this mythological story has embedded within it what looks suspiciously like the roots of rational explanation, or anyway a kind of order. First there’s Chaos, then Earth or Gaia appears, and the sorts of things you might expect to come from the Earth, like the mountains and the sea, really are ‘brought forth’ from it. Day follows or emerges from Night, and that somehow makes slightly better sense than Night coming from Day. The dawn does rise up out of the darkness, doesn’t it? There is throughout a definite logic to what comes from what – it’s not as though Day comes from mountains, which wouldn’t sound right at all. The connections between various forces and the personalities of the gods make a kind of sense too.


The idea that Chaos appears first is itself worth lingering over for a moment. There’s debate about how to interpret what’s translated as Chaos here, and some suspect that the original Greek word is closer to the meaning of the English word ‘gap’. Saying that Chaos exists first might be understood as positing an emptiness or nothingness at the start of everything. However, many understand Chaos not as a mere gap, but as a separation, a division, a space between what is earthly and what is skyward or heavenly.


The notion that the world took shape following an initial separation of some sort appears in a surprisingly large number of creation stories – Maori, Babylonian and Egyptian among them. It’s also to be found in Genesis, along with familiar talk of night and day, sky and water:


And God said, ‘Let there be light’, and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light ‘day’, and the darkness he called ‘night’. And there was evening, and there was morning – the first day. And God said, ‘Let there be a vault between the waters to separate water from water.’ So God made the vault and separated the water under the vault from the water above it. And it was so. God called the vault ‘sky’. And there was evening, and there was morning – the second day.


Compare that to the Greek story. Having God do it all is explanatory in a way, but it’s a less complicated, less interesting, maybe less informative way of explaining the origins of the world. There’s nothing in Genesis of the logic of this thing following that thing, and how could there be? With God taking up all the space, there’s just no room.
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The Egyptian creator god Atum receives worship, as depicted in this wooden stele from the 10th or 9th century BCE. Ancient notions of the world’s beginning were steeped in the supernatural.





There is a little room, though, for speculation about why it is that talk of separation happens so frequently in the creation stories of such far-flung people. Perhaps this is all an echo of something near the very origins of human culture as such – something shared by the authors of many creation stories, not just Genesis. Talk of an initial separation runs deep, but it’s hard to say anything reasonable that might explain its pervasiveness.


What we can say is that Hesiod brought a new rigour, a new order to the partly systematized world view we find in Homer. It’s the fact of the order itself that is interesting. The world for Hesiod is an interconnected place that you can understand. There is a lot of begetting in his poem, and what you end up with is a kind of family tree of all the titans and the gods, as well as a story of how the gods came to power and what sort of power they have. Together his genealogy gives you a grip on which gods, and what spheres, are dominant over which others. It can provide you with a way to think about the world, as well as ideas about how to try to get what you want while you make your way through it. Hesiod’s creation story, and the mythological family tree in it, is not told to legitimize a state or a king, as with many ancient myths. He’s systematizing, explaining, ordering, and the result is on the way to a rational take on the way things are.


Beyond practicalities


So the world view inherited by the first philosophers was not exactly irrational. The structure of the world – the dome of the heavens, the underworld, the flat Earth and encircling ocean – all of this had a connection to what they saw with their own eyes. But the ancient Greeks weren’t just interested in appearances – their talk of godly interference indicates that they suspected that there was something beyond appearance at work too. We’ve found in Greek thinking an attempt to rationalize the chaos of everyday events by looking for an underlying explanatory order in the actions of the gods. What’s more, thanks to Hesiod, the human world and the gods who meddle in it are all part of a structured, ordered picture of reality, a place ready to be understood.


The world the Milesians found themselves in was approaching rationality, but it was nearly rational in another sense too – there was something like proto-science in it. But what the Greeks did when they encountered it was extraordinary, and it’s the heart of the Greek Miracle.


By the time the first philosophers got down to business, the Greeks had already learned a lot from their industrious neighbours. Some of the philosophers and historians who came after Plato readily admitted that the Greeks learned geometry from the Egyptians. They also borrowed basic mathematics from the Babylonians – following them in dividing the day into an equal number of hours and using mathematics to pinpoint the turn of the seasons. The Babylonians taught the Greeks something about predicting the movements of heavily bodies too, but again this had more to do with arithmetic than observation.


The Egyptians and the Babylonians had a kind of mastery of these budding sciences for resolutely practical reasons. There are a number of different ways of looking at the achievements of both cultures at the time, but think just a little about these points, both made by more than one scholar. The Egyptians were very good at geometry largely because they had to be if they wanted to save money. Their system of taxation was based on usable land area, and you could claim a reduction in tax based on the surface area that dipped underwater when the Nile flooded. So you had to know some geometry, even if you just wanted to be a farmer. A good bit of Babylonian life was governed by religious considerations, and the religion at the time had to do with the gods of the heavens. So knowing what the planets and stars were up to, and when they would be up to it, turned out to have a bearing on everyday life. It was the practical application of both geometry and mathematics that was the great gift of the Egyptians and Babylonians.


The first philosophers probably had a large interest in the practical applications of geometry and mathematics, but while it satisfied the Egyptians and Babylonians, it wasn’t enough for the Greeks. They moved on from practicalities and towards systematic and ordered answers to questions of great generality – into philosophy, in other words.


It is said that the first philosopher, Thales of Miletus, knew a lot about mathematics – in fact, we’re not entirely sure what Thales knew. But legend has it that he used geometry to calculate the height of the pyramids and the distance of ships from the shore. While others stopped there, he went on to wonder what it is that pyramids, ships and everything else have in common that makes them all things. He wasn’t content with spotting the fact that magnets could move certain bits of metal. He asked why magnets are the sorts of things that can move metal. For that matter, he wondered, why do some things move; what distinguishes animate from inanimate things? Plato and Aristotle agree on one thing, that philosophy begins in wonder, as opposed to trying to solve practical problems. It’s not enough for philosophers to understand how things work. They need to know why things are as they are. That’s true of Thales, and it’s true of every other philosopher we’ll consider in this book.


If wondering why in this way was beyond the Egyptians and Babylonians – and people everywhere else – how much further out of the ordinary run of things were the answers the Greek philosophers gave to their new questions. Their answers were rational answers. The Greeks, in a sense, invented rationality, because the answers they gave to their questions were new sorts of things in the world: reasoned conclusions. We’ll focus on this a bit more in the next chapter, but from where we are now, it looks as though a few people in a Greek city came up with the novel idea of giving good reasons to support what they believed.


It’s not entirely right to say that the Greeks departed from religion or mythology. Religious concepts figured in their thinking, and you can still be a philosopher and concern yourself with such things. What they did do was reject mere assertion. It was no longer enough to recite a few lines of Homer or say that something was simply so. Thales and the rest insisted on using reasons to back up what they took to be true. That was something new in the world.


There are all sorts of explanations for the Greek ‘discovery of reason’, if that’s what it is. We’ve already glanced at some of them. As we’ve seen, Greek thinking about how the world is and how it works is already some way towards rationality. The creation story we find in Homeric thinking already makes a kind of sense, and coupled with Hesiod’s divine family tree, we have a systematic, ordered world ripe for philosophical speculation. It’s also true that in Miletus there was nothing like the Egyptian or Babylonian priestly class to get in the way of asking philosophical questions and rejecting dogmatic answers. And the first philosophers found themselves in a bustling trading port, with plenty of stimulating scientific input from abroad, the opportunity to travel, as well as leisure time for abstract reflection.


Does all of this explain the Greek Miracle? Irritatingly, it probably doesn’t. All of these things make it seem just about possible that the first philosophers did what they did. But the world might have carried on forever without anyone insisting on reasoned conclusions, without anyone wondering why as they did. We might still burn bulls, but we don’t. The inexplicable centre of the Greek Miracle is really the mysterious flash of genius owed to a handful of thinkers. They asked philosophy’s first questions, and while their answers might strike you as stumbling, their questions are still very much with us.



THE FIRST PHILOSOPHERS



KEY TOPICS


[image: image] Water is the fundamental stuff (Thales)
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[image: image] A concern with the fundamental nature of things (Presocratics)


[image: image] Claims must be supported by argument (Presocratics)


It’s the evening of 28 May 585 BCE. Thales, a prominent citizen of Miletus, is enjoying a moment of triumph. He has just witnessed a total solar eclipse that some years previously he had predicted would occur. He is well aware of the significance of his accomplishment. There is now no longer any need to invoke the gods to explain the workings of the world. It is clear that everything is under the governance of regular and predictable laws rather than supernatural caprice. What Thales doesn’t know yet is that his achievement will bring him renown throughout the Greek world; and, more importantly, that it marks the birth of natural philosophy and of humanity’s long stumble out of darkness into the light of reason.
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The Battle of the Gods and Giants, attributed to Cesare Rosetti (17th century). After defeating the titans, the Olympian gods had to face the giants, the offspring of Gaia.





This is a pleasing story about the origins of rational enquiry, but unfortunately it is probably mostly false. It is true that there was an eclipse on this date and that it was a significant event in the lives of the people of Ionia. The ancient historian Herodotus tells us that it occurred during the battle of Halys, fought between the Lydians and the Medes, neighbours of the Milesians, and that taking it to be an omen, the soldiers of both sides laid down their arms. However, it is unlikely that Thales knew the eclipse was going to happen, or that he understood even the most rudimentary aspects of the phenomenon. Not knowing is not the same as not predicting, of course, so it’s possible he guessed and got lucky. But we have no good reason for supposing that this is the case. There are textual references to his apparent foreknowledge, but whether these are accurate or merely reflect the tendency to ascribe great deeds to celebrated figures, we don’t know.


This story illustrates the difficulty of saying anything definitive about the lives of the earliest Greek philosophers – they’re called ‘the Presocratics’, because they appeared before the large figure of Socrates, who we’ll meet in the next chapter. The evidence we have about their lives comes from second-hand accounts, written long after they were dead, which reflect the prejudices and foibles of their authors. This is a shame, since it means we have to discard many tales that ought to be true simply because of their entertainment value. It would be wonderful to believe the ancient reporter Diogenes Laertius when he tells us in his Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers that Heraclitus met his end after covering himself in cow dung and being inadvertently devoured by a pack of dogs, but probably it didn’t happen. Similarly, the idea that Empedocles ate a hearty lunch and then leaped into the flames of Mount Etna is satisfyingly poetic, but most likely not true.
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Heraclitus and Democritus, painted by Jan van Bijlert (c.1640). Heraclitus (on the left) was known as the ‘weeping philosopher’, and Democritus as the ‘laughing philosopher’. We must doubt that they ever met: Heraclitus was likely dead before Democritus was born.





We shouldn’t be too discouraged, though, since things get a bit better when it comes to the ideas of the earliest Greek philosophers. Most of the Presocratics were thoughtful enough to write things down. Some of them, Democritus in particular, wrote an awful lot down. It’s unfortunate, if not surprising, that none of their works survive intact, but we have been left with what scholars call ‘fragments’: words, sentences and occasionally whole paragraphs that were produced by the Presocratics themselves. We also have discussions of Presocratic ideas that crop up in later works, such as those by Plato, Aristotle, Plutarch, Clement, Diogenes Laertius and Simplicius. Put these together and we’re on our way to getting a grasp of the issues that engaged the first philosophers.


Since we’re telling the story of philosophy here, it would be nice if there were a clear narrative structure that governed the unfolding of Presocratic thought. It is certainly tempting to suppose that the Presocratic philosophers were talking and responding to each other, that their ideas were being tested in the court of reason, and that there was progress in the sense that earlier, weaker ideas came to be replaced by later, more robust ones. However, the reality is probably more haphazard than this. Not least, we don’t know for certain just how familiar the major figures – Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes, Heraclitus, Parmenides, Zeno, Empedocles, Anaxagoras, and Democritus – were with each other’s work. Moreover, we’re not even quite sure when they were working, either relative to each other or in absolute terms.


Nevertheless, it would be wrong to think there are no common threads running through Presocratic thought. The first is one we’ve already encountered: the earliest philosophers pioneered a novel and distinct way of looking at the world. They saw it as being ordered, amenable to reason and subject to its own internal logic, rather than chaotic and arbitrary. If Thales had been hit by lightning on his way home from the local agora, then (hopefully) he would have interpreted it as a natural event, not as a sign that the gods were displeased with him for his soothsaying about eclipses.


This shift in perspective might not seem like a big deal now but it was actually hugely significant. It opened up a space for the emergence of not just philosophy but science too. If the world is rule-governed, rather than arbitrary, then it is potentially intelligible, which means there is a reason for enquiring into its nature and looking for explanations of its various aspects. This is perhaps the second defining mark of Presocratic philosophy: it was concerned with what things are in a deep sense – with understanding the fundamental nature of things.


A little care is needed here. The idea that something has a ‘fundamental nature’ seems straightforward enough but it actually contains layers of complexity. So, for instance, it is possible that what is really important about a thing is its constituent elements, or how it came into existence, or its purpose, or some combination of these things. The significant point is that not everybody is going to agree about what matters most, and moreover what is thought to be important will vary over time. Therefore, while it is true that the Presocratics were united in their desire to understand the fundamental nature of things, it doesn’t follow that they agreed about what counts even as an appropriate answer to that question. So, for example, a number of scholars have pointed out that the earliest Presocratic philosophers did not really have a concept of ‘matter’. The question of what things were made of hadn’t properly occurred to them. They were more interested in origins and motive power.


As we saw in the last chapter, though, there is one further thing about which they were all agreed – namely that claims about the nature of the world have to be supported by argument. This again was a dramatic break from the past. Pronouncements about the will of the gods would no longer do it; what counted was what could be reasonably asserted. According to philosopher and historian Jonathan Barnes, this emphasis on rationality and argument is the most remarkable and praiseworthy of the achievements of the Presocratics. It remains one of the defining characteristics of philosophy to this day.


This all sounds most encouraging. The Presocratic philosophers recognized the world as rule-governed and intelligible; they were interested in uncovering what things are in a deep sense; and they were committed to reason and argument as fundamental principles of enquiry. This is undeniably a good starting point. So what did they come up with?


Thales: a watery idea


Let’s begin at the beginning, with Thales, the first philosopher. As far as we can tell, he believed that water is the origin of everything, that the Earth rests on a bed of the stuff, and that ‘all things are full of gods’. He also thought magnets have souls. After the big build-up, these insights might seem a little underwhelming. Indeed, if, as the fanfare has it, it is true that Thales was ‘the wisest man in Greece’, it does rather leave us wondering what the other men were like. It perhaps also explains Diogenes Laertius’ story that Thales was once led out of his house by an old woman to stargaze, whereupon he promptly fell into a ditch. She wondered, audibly, how someone who couldn’t see what was under his own feet presumed to understand the heavens.


However, one should not feel too superior about the fledgling efforts of the first philosophers. It is extremely difficult for us to imagine ourselves not knowing what we always-already know – to borrow some terminology from linguistic theory. We are the products of the modern world, with all that that entails. If you’re reading this book, then it’s likely you’re living in a society that has the methods and discoveries of the natural sciences as part of its background assumptions. It is nearly impossible for us to think ourselves out of this situation, and into the head of somebody who perhaps for the first time in history is looking at the world with something approaching a scientific spirit, and who has absolutely no prior knowledge or experience – his own or other people’s – to draw upon.


If we attempt this imaginative leap, then Thales’ speculations suddenly seem less absurd. Take the idea that water is the origin of everything. This is not such a strange notion when one remembers that life is dependent upon water, and that Thales lived in the Mediterranean, where this would have been an obvious fact of everyday life. Aristotle suggests that Thales hit upon his watery idea ‘from seeing that the nutrient of all things is moist’. But maybe that wasn’t it at all. Perhaps he was taken by the fact that water is able to change its form, turning to ice in cold weather and evaporating when it gets hot. Or maybe he was impressed by the way the Sun seems to draw energy up from the sea. In the end, it doesn’t really matter. What matters is that he had some reason for thinking that water is the origin of all things. It wasn’t simply an arbitrary leap of faith.
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The Muse Urania and Thales, painted by Canova (1757–1822). Thales achieved renown for predicting the occurrence of an eclipse; Urania was the Muse of Astronomy.





Thales’ watery idea also has the merit of explanatory economy. His desire to reduce the complexity of the observable world to a single unifying principle was sound. It is a common thought to this day that the power and elegance of a theory lies in its ability to explain a lot of things in terms of very few things. This impulse to simplify was characteristic of Presocratic philosophy as a whole, and marked another departure from the past. However, parsimony in explanation doesn’t equate with being right, and of course Thales wasn’t right. He was completely wrong.
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