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Introduction









WHAT IS PHILOSOPHY?


 


Mention philosophy to most people and the image that springs to their mind might be one of professors stroking long beards while pondering unanswerable questions. It's often seen as a lofty discipline; a bit stuffy and inaccessible. But philosophy is simply a quest for wisdom and knowledge; philosophia in Ancient Greek literally means "love of wisdom". The aim of philosophy is to ask and explore life's big questions in order to help us work out what we should do and how we can live a good life. Philosophical enquiry is all about wanting to understand something rather than just to know it; it's active – you do philosophy. And, in a world of fake news and fake "facts", embarking on a quest for truth couldn't be more important. Engaging in philosophy teaches us that passively scrolling through social media feeds and passively consuming information are not the answers. We should be busy asking questions and fully exploring the answers: enjoying the journey as much as the destination.


  Philosophers are dynamic thinkers. They have been asking questions for thousands of years and through argument and reasoning they aim to come to conclusions that, hopefully, bring greater understanding and clarity. Questions such as: What is the meaning of life? Who am I? Am I free?




  Given the sheer size of the subject it would be impossible to cover every aspect of philosophy here, but this book aims to take you on a whistle-stop tour through time and thought, touching upon the most important and fascinating philosophers and their ideas – ideas that have shaped Western thought for the past 2,000 years. We will journey to Ancient Greece, the birthplace of Western philosophy, take in a bit of Eastern philosophy, and then move on to the Medieval and Renaissance periods. An exploration of modern philosophy will bring us into the twentieth century, and postmodern philosophy will conclude our trip.




  At first glance, philosophy can appear overwhelming: a vast sea of enquiry and knowledge. You can pretty much philosophize about anything: education, religion, science, language, feminism – the list goes on. But by the time you've finished this book, you should know your Metaphysics from your Epistemology, your Political philosophy from your Ethics, and you should be able to distinguish between Rationalism and Empiricism. You should also have a basic understanding of the main schools of philosophy and the key thinkers – a jumping-off point from which you can then conduct your own deeper thinking in the areas that interest you. Most of all, my hope is that you finish this book with a new-found curiosity and a love of wisdom of your own. 













Pre-Socratic Philosophy









For thousands of years philosophers have been attempting to come up with rational and reasonable answers to life's big questions. But where did it all start? To answer this, we need to go back over 2,500 years to around the sixth century BCE, to a group of original thinkers known as the Pre-Socratics (so-called because they came before that Titan of philosophy, Socrates).




  Socrates would be concerned with how we should live, but before he arrived on the scene, the very first philosophers focused on the material nature of things: what are the Earth and space made from, and what is the fundamental nature of things? Not content with the accepted mythical and supernatural explanations of the time, the Pre-Socratics started to focus on what they sensed and experienced around them. They were the first to look for rational and logical explanations of the universe, instead of relying on the metaphorical teachings embodied in the myths and legends surrounding pagan gods.




  They saw instead that the world was governed by rules – that it was ordered and logical, and something that could be studied and understood. These early philosophical thinkers each had different ideas, but the four elements – water, air, fire and earth – featured heavily in their theories of why things were so.




  Thales (624–546 BCE – see page 10) was considered the very first philosopher; he was from the Milesian school of thought. He lived on the Mediterranean, surrounded by water, so his theory that water was the basis of everything is understandable. Anaximander (610–546 BCE), a student of Thales, couldn't work out how some things – fire, for instance – could be made up of water. He had observed the four elements and saw them as unstable and opposed to each other – water puts out fire, so how could any one of these physical elements be the basis of all things? Instead, he suggested that the universe and everything within (the kosmos) had come into existence when separated from "the unbounded", or apeiron. This apeiron is not a substance; it's something mysterious, eternal and boundless. Anaximander believed everything was created from the apeiron and, when destroyed, would return there.




  His student Anaximenes (585–528 BCE) disagreed with Anaximander's metaphysical theories. He observed that air could be transformed into various substances – it can be condensed to form cloud, further condensed to form water, even more condensed it becomes earth and at its most dense it becomes stone. In its less dense, or rarefied forms, air can be wind or fire. He thus concluded that air was the underlying element in all things.




  Although all three theories sound pretty crazy, given our scientific knowledge these days, philosophical and scientific enquiry had begun. These early thinkers were observing the world around them, challenging the idea that the world and kosmos were created by gods, and attempting to explain the complexity and variability of all that surrounds us. They were engaged in rational enquiry. 












THALES





624–546 BCE




 


Thales of Miletus was a wealthy and well-travelled Greek living in the affluent city of Miletus in modern-day Turkey by the Mediterranean Sea. He is considered the first real philosopher and therefore the founder of Greek and Western philosophy. He was also a businessman, an engineer, a mathematician, a politician and an astronomer. Thales' philosophical and mathematical enquiry drew on the wisdom of Egypt and Babylonia; it is thought he travelled to Egypt where he discovered he could calculate the height of a pyramid by measuring the length of its shadow. His geometrical theorems were based on ideas from the Egyptians and Babylonians.




  Like most of the Pre-Socratic philosophers, what little we know about his life and philosophy comes from later accounts (many from Aristotle), and it is difficult to determine much about his life or exactly what his theories were, but we do have some ideas. In his book Metaphysics, Aristotle claimed that Thales was the first to suggest that all matter originates with one single element.




  Thales believed water was the main giver of life and observed how it could change into mist, ice, liquid and earth, and so his theory was that the underlying principle of the world was water. He believed the world was a disc that floated on water, and that phenomena such as earthquakes could be explained logically as the result of waves moving the Earth around. Although wrong, Thales' theory was groundbreaking because it marked the beginnings of rational enquiry and challenged the supernatural thinking of the day. Before this, people looked to the gods for answers, believing that it was restless or angry gods who had created the Earth and who were causing the quakes.




  As an astrologer, Thales is said to have predicted when the solar eclipse of 585 BCE would occur, as well as working out how long a year was and when equinoxes and solstices would happen. His fascination with the stars is said to have led to an unfortunate accident that Aesop (a slave and storyteller who lived in Ancient Greece around 620–564 BCE) told a fable about: "The Astrologer who Fell into a Well". It is said that one night Thales was so busy gazing up at the heavens that he stumbled into a well, only to be rescued by an old woman who remarked that he would do better to keep his eyes on earthly matters, rather than the mysteries of the skies. How lucky for the world of philosophy and science that he managed to do both.
















PYTHAGORAS





c.570–495 BCE




 


One of the most well-known Pre-Socratics, Pythagoras believed that numbers lay at the centre of all things. His ideas influenced Plato, Aristotle and Western esotericism. Much of what we know about Pythagoras is, as with most of the Pre-Socratics, open to conjecture and built around myth and legend. He is said to have been the incarnation of the god Apollo, to have had a golden thigh and a magic arrow, and to be able to be in two places at one time. You can see why he was such a legend.




  He theorized that the planets and stars move according to a harmonious mathematical relationship and produce an inaudible symphony known as the "music of the spheres". He is also well-known for his theory of metempsychosis – a belief in the transmigration of the soul (that when the body dies, the soul lives on, passing to another body, either human or animal).




  Pythagoras set up a commune of followers in Croton, southern Italy. Life in the Pythagorean community focused on improving the soul, ready for "the next life", and was built on the principles of extreme ascetism (self-discipline and denial of pleasures often for spiritual or religious reasons), equality, vegetarianism (although beans were banned), a love of music as a connection to the divine, and a dedication to developing the psyche.

















HERACLITUS





c.535–475 BCE




 


Another Pre-Socratic with radical ideas, Heraclitus believed that fire was the fundamental element. He believed that from fire came everything else and that the kosmos (an organized universe) exists in a constant state of flux. According to Heraclitus, everything is constantly changing and transforming but is also interconnected and underpinned by a hidden order called Logos (Logos being divine reason).




  Heraclitus is famous for his deliberately confusing writing (he was pretty elitist and thought only the learned should be able to fathom his teachings); his book On Nature is filled with puns and paradoxes that are left wide open to interpretation. Take this notable saying: "We step and do not step into the same rivers; we are and are not", which illustrates his belief that everything changes around us and that all things in the world are always in motion, but, perplexingly, suggests that although things change, they stay the same. If we stick with the river metaphor, we might interpret his saying as: although the water is flowing around us and continuously changing, the river stays the same; parts of things change but the whole remains the same.




  Heraclitus also argued for the unity of opposites: "What is at variance agrees with itself." It's the balancing of opposite tensions that bring about harmony, and it is from this tension, or strife, that all things come into being. Hot becomes cold, war becomes peace. He believed everything is always changing, is always "becoming", and a universal law of justice will always balance things out. Heraclitus believed that in order to live well we should become aware of our oneness and live according to the flow of nature.

















PARMENIDES





c.515–450S BCE




 


Another highly influential Pre-Socratic philosopher, Parmenides, completely disagreed with Heraclitus' theory of the kosmos being in constant flux, with everything perpetually changing. He argued that the world was "one being", which was static and unchanging, and that the only thing that exists was reality itself. He believed that his philosophy, which he wrote down in an epic poem called On Nature, of which only fragments have survived, was relayed to him via a goddess.




  In the poem he distinguished between two views of reality – sensory perception, or "The Way of Appearance/Opinion", and reasoned reality, or "The Way of Truth". He explained that we can only ever think or talk of things that exist, something that is, and all we can say of it is that it exists. This is "The Way of Truth". He argued that we cannot conceive or talk about what is not and believed it was impossible for things that are not to become things that are, so things cannot exist in the past or the future because neither the past nor the future actually exist. Following this thinking – that one cannot conceive of what doesn't exist – he concluded that the only thing that exists is what is now, a present that is eternal and unchanging.




  It's confusing stuff and riddled with inaccuracies, but what is significant is that Parmenides is using logic and language to come up with his theory of being. He is using reasoning over sensory experience to say what reality is.




  In the second part of On Nature, Parmenides considered "The Way of Opinion". He explained that any movement or changes we see are simply down to perception and are obtained through the senses, which are not reliable.




  Heraclitus' theory of "becoming" and Parmenides' theory of "being", although flawed and somewhat confusing, mark the beginnings of metaphysical thinking, and both philosophers are seen as the founders of ontology (the branch of Metaphysics that focuses on being, existence and reality). Parmenides was tackling the philosophical problem of reality versus perception and discussing the concept of being – what exists and what doesn't. He had a huge influence on Plato (and therefore Western philosophy) – Plato even wrote a dialogue, "Parmenides", after him.




  As we have seen, philosophical thought and enquiry was developing; the Pre-Socratic bid to understand the material nature of the universe had led to metaphysical theories of what reality is and how we should perceive the universe.
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ATOMISM


 


Atomism originated in the fifth century BCE with two philosophers: Leucippus of Miletus (dates unknown) and Democritus (c.460–c.370 BCE). The main idea in atomism is that the universe and everything in it consists of two things: atoms and the void. The word atom comes from the Greek, atomon, meaning "uncuttable" or "indivisible"; an atom is the smallest, impenetrable part of any chemical element. Unlike our current definition of an atom, the atoms in this theory are all different shapes and sizes and are ricocheting around a void.




  According to atomism, all things that exist come into being when atoms collide and combine within the void. The different objects we see and perceive are determined by the kind of atoms that make each object up and the way those differently shaped atoms move and come together. Atomism attempted to reconcile Heraclitus' theory of ever-changing flux with Parmenides' ideas that everything is eternal and static, that there is no material change and that all change is mere illusion.




  Atomists take a decidedly materialist and determinist (the philosophical idea that events and choices are determined by previous causes) view of the world; everything in the universe is made up of atoms and exists as a result of strict causal, physical laws.
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METAPHYSICS


 


The word "metaphysics" comes from the Greek, meaning "after the study of the natural". It is thought it was later used by a first-century editor who brought together a number of Aristotle's writings under the title Metaphysics, which came after his other work entitled Physics – meta means "after", so it's literally "after Physics". It is the branch of philosophy that deals with existence and the nature of reality – how things come to be. It tackles the more abstract concepts of being, knowing, identity and change, time and space. As time and philosophical thinking has moved on, some aspects of Metaphysics have become areas of study in themselves – philosophy of mind, for instance, is a huge area still linked to Metaphysics. Metaphysics asks questions like: What is reality? What is everything made of? Do things exist, or are they just ideas and projections of the mind? Does God exist? Why is there something rather than nothing?
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