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1
THE PYTHAGOREAN DREAM


‘The first thing that led me to philosophy’, Bertrand Russell wrote late in life, ‘occurred at the age of eleven.’ It was then that his older brother, Frank, taught him Euclid’s system of geometry. As he describes it in his Autobiography


This was one of the great events of my life, as dazzling as first love. I had not imagined that there was anything so delicious in the world. After I had learned the fifth proposition, my brother told me that it was generally considered difficult, but I had found no difficulty whatever. This was the first time it had dawned upon me that I might have some intelligence. From that moment until Whitehead and I finished Principia Mathematica, when I was thirty-eight, mathematics was my chief interest, and my chief source of happiness. Like all happiness, however, it was not unalloyed. I had been told that Euclid proved things, and was much disappointed that he started with axioms. At first I refused to accept them unless my brother could offer me some reason for doing so, but he said: ‘If you don’t accept them we cannot go on’, and as I wished to go on, I reluctantly accepted them pro tem. The doubt as to the premises of mathematics which I felt at that moment remained with me, and determined the course of my subsequent work.


(Auto I, 36)


‘Dazzling’ and ‘delicious’ are not words that one would normally associate with learning geometry, and yet Russell’s rapturous reaction has an intriguing precedent. According to Aubrey’s Brief Lives, when the seventeenth-century British philosopher Thomas Hobbes was forty years old, he happened to glance at a copy of Euclid’s Elements that was lying open on a desk in a library he visited. It was open at the proof of the famous Pythagorean Theorem. ‘By God, this is impossible!’ Hobbes exclaimed:


So he reads the Demonstration of it, which referred him back to such a Proposition; which proposition he read. That referred him back to another, which he also read. Et sic deinceps [and so on] that at last he was demonstratively convinced of that truth. This made him in love with Geometry.


For both Hobbes and Russell, the almost erotic delight they took in learning Euclid’s geometry (‘as dazzling as first love’) was aroused by the feeling of finally coming to know something with complete certainty. The beauty of Euclid’s system is that it is axiomatic. Everything that it teaches about circles, triangles, squares, etc. is not just stated but proved; complicated and surprising things about the relations between angles and lengths and so on are shown to be merely logical consequences of a few, simple axioms. It’s as if a whole, vast body of knowledge has been spun out of virtually nothing, but, more than that, this body of knowledge is not tenative or provisional, it does not depend upon the contingencies of the world, but rather can be established once and for all. If one accepts the axioms, one has to accept the rest; no further doubt is possible. To someone who wishes, as Russell passionately wished, to find reasons for their beliefs, the exhilarating possibility this opens up is that some beliefs at least can be provided with absolutely cast-iron foundations.


Bertrand Russell had special reason to find the experience of certain knowledge intoxicating, for, up until his introduction to Euclidean geometry, his world had been alarmingly changeable and shrouded in mystery. He was born in 1872 into one of the very grandest Whig families. His ancestor, John Russell, the first Earl of Bedford, was one of the richest and most powerful members of the new aristocracy created by Henry VIII, and his grandfather, Lord John Russell, had twice served as Prime Minister during Queen Victoria’s reign. Russell was brought up fully conscious of the proud tradition into which he had been born – he once said that he was raised to live his life in such a way that after his death an equestrian statue would be built in his honour – but he was also brought up in almost complete ignorance of his parents. His mother and his sister died when he was two, and his father a year later, leaving him in the care of his grandparents. When he was six, his grandfather died, leaving him in the sole care of his grandmother, Countess Russell. After this, he later said, he used to lie awake at night wondering when she too would die and leave him.


This series of bereavements was dreadful enough, but what made the situation much worse was that his grandmother learned that Russell’s mother had had an affair with Douglas Spalding, a tutor the Russells had hired to teach their children. Lady Russell’s shock at this was such that she hardly mentioned Russell’s parents to him and when she did, it was to hint that he had had a lucky escape not to have been brought up by such wicked people. As a result, Russell ‘vaguely sensed a dark mystery’ about his parents and, as a child, spent much time alone in his garden wondering what sort of people they had been and why his grandmother maintained a disapproving silence about them.


Against the background of such awful loss, uncertainty and the frustrated yearning to know something about his parents, the experience of discovering a realm of truth free from the vicissitudes of human existence was ecstatic to Russell, and it inspired in him a desire to found all knowledge upon the kind of rock-solid foundations provided by Euclid’s system of geometry.


I found great delight in mathematics – much more delight, in fact, than in any other study. I liked to think of the applications of mathematics to the physical world, and I hoped that in time there would be a mathematics of human behaviour as precise as the mathematics of machines. I hoped this because I liked demonstrations, and at most times this motive outweighed the desire, which I also felt, to believe in free will.


(PFM, 20)


But, apart from the hope it aroused of applying mathematics to the physical world and to human behaviour, there was another aspect to the delight that the young Russell found in Euclidean geometry that was to influence his philosophical development enormously, and that was the introduction it provided him to what philosophers often call ‘Plato’s World of Ideas’. As he was later to put it in History of Western Philosophy:


Mathematics is, I believe, the chief source of the belief in eternal and exact truth, as well as in a super-sensible intelligible world. Geometry deals with exact circles, but no sensible object is exactly circular; however carefully we may use our compasses, there will be some imperfections and irregularities. This suggests the view that all exact reasoning applies to ideal as opposed to sensible objects; it is natural to go further, and to argue that thought is nobler than sense, and the objects of thought more real than those of sense-perception.
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