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Introduction

“When will I learn? The answers to life’s problems aren’t at
 the bottom of a bottle, they’re on TV!
”

—Homer Simpson



On a cold day in 1884, the patent office in Berlin received an application for a patent from a young man with the endearingly Germanic name of Paul Gottlieb Nipkow. The device Nipkow wanted to patent was called—inventively enough—the Nipkow disk. The disk, combined with other gadgetry, allowed Nipkow to transmit a visual image via telegraph wire, from one place to another.

Sadly, Nipkow’s gadget never caught on because no one could see any use for it. Discouraged, Nipkow stopped inventing things and became a railway engineer. But the moment was historic, even if he didn’t know it. The Nipkow disk is the earliest version of television. Beginning in the 1920s, other inventors improved the technology involved, and by the 1930s TV saw the advent of broadcast programs. From there, of course, it was a short step to sitcoms, Westerns, dramas, Ronald Reagan, and then a long, dark slide into American Idol, endless reruns of Law & Order, and Keeping Up with the Kardashians.

Right away television raised all sorts of questions:


	Was it a power for Good or Evil?

	Who should control it?

	Could the government use it to control the minds of its citizens?

	How could investors make money off it?



There was a sort of nebulous feeling, especially among the clergy, that television was sinful, distracting parishioners from their more godly pursuits. Others were increasingly intrigued by its ability to shape public opinion. But everyone involved spent a lot of time trying to figure out what this new technology meant. It was rapidly changing the way everyone viewed the world—Vietnam, for example, became history’s first televised war. People also started to wonder about how the way we receive information affects the information itself. As Marshall McLuhan said, “The medium is the message.”

IF ONLY THE GREEKS HAD HAD TELEVISION

It’s a curious thing that about 2,300 years earlier, Greeks lounging around on the shores of Asia Minor and the Greek peninsula were asking similar questions. They called their investigations philosophy—meaning “the love of wisdom.”

The ancient philosophers had relentlessly curious minds. They weren’t content to accept things as they were—instead, they believed there was more to the world than met the eye.

For instance, they wanted to know about existence. How do we know things exist? Does something exist just because we think it does? Investigations into this branch of philosophy are called ontology. (We promise we aren’t going to use a lot of big words like ontology in this book. Really.)

They also wanted to understand knowledge—how do we know things? And how do we know we know them? This type of philosophic investigation is called epistemology. The word ontology comes from the Greek word meaning “that which is,” while epistemology is from the Greek episteme, meaning “knowledge.” If someone asks you about that, you can demonstrate how smart you are by spouting out the etymology of these two words.

Finally, they wanted to know how people manage to get along with each other. What convinces us that there are rules we should follow, and what do those rules consist of? They called this inquiry ethics.

The ancient Greeks also had a branch of philosophy that today we’d consider to be more the province of science—they wanted to know how the world worked. Was it made of one substance? If so, what was it? What was fire, and where did it come from? What was the cause of clouds? And so on. They called this physics or natural philosophy.

Some of these questions may strike you as strange or obvious or even silly. But 2,300 years later, we’re still asking them. In fact, we’ve come to realize that the Greeks were really on to something. They may not have had all the answers, but they certainly knew what questions to ask.

This book will tackle some of the most important philosophic questions and schools, using examples from television. Why television? Because today TV is among the biggest sources of information on the planet. More people know who Snooki is than know the name of any great American philosopher. Just consider the following facts:


	There are around one and a half billion television sets in the world.

	The average American watches four hours of television every day.

	In a sixty-five-year life, a normal person will have spent nine years glued to the boob tube.

	The average U.S. household has 2.24 televisions.



Pretty scary, huh?

Television provides a useful reference point too, because it’s also concerned with existence, knowledge, and ethics. In some ways, Jersey Shore embodies this. If everyone turned off their TV sets, would JWoww, Snooki, and The Situation cease to exist? (God, we hope so!)

Of course, we have to wonder: If TV had been around in ancient Greece, would these guys have invented philosophy? Or would they have spent all their time watching cooking shows about hummus and olives, or game shows like Athenian Idol?

Old Herr Nipkow couldn’t have known what a can of worms he was opening up with his patent for the Nipkow disk—just as Socrates, Plato, and the rest of the big thinkers in ancient Greece probably didn’t realize we’d be discussing these same questions almost two and a half millennia later.






CHAPTER 1
What’s the World
Made Of?
Donuts! And Beer!


Histories of philosophy divide early philosophers into two groups: the pre-Socratics and everybody else. Pre-Socratics are called that because they came before Socrates. (Not too tough, huh? Maybe this philosophy stuff will be easier than you thought.)

The pre-Socratics are also sometimes called the Ionians, because they came from a part of the coastline of what is now Turkey. At the time, this area was called Ionia—so naturally the people from that area were called…you guessed it.

See? Philosophy’s pretty easy, right? Well, it’s a bit more complicated than that.

Some of the Ionian philosophers in particular were important enough that Aristotle (whom we’ll talk about later) wrote about some of what they believed. All of them were interested in one of the most important questions of the day: What’s everything made of?

Now if Homer Simpson had been around at that point, it’s easy to imagine his answer to this problem. Clearly, the most important thing in the world is donuts, washed down by cooling draughts of Duff Beer.


“Donuts! Is there anything they can’t do?”

—Homer Simpson



Like Homer, the philosophers of Ionia looked around for the most important thing they could find in their world and then imagined the entire world was made of it.

THALES OF MILETUS

Thales, who lived around the beginning of the sixth century B.C. (the one date that’s reliably associated with him is 585 B.C.), figured he had this philosophy stuff down. The world and everything in it, he proclaimed, is made of water. Not only is everything made of it, he said, but it’s the original substance that everything else came from in the first place. This isn’t completely unreasonable. After all, we need water to live; we’re usually not that far away from some body of water (unless you’re reading this in the middle of Death Valley or the Sahara Desert).

You can imagine, though, what might have transpired if Thales had ever met Homer—possibly over a drink at Moe’s.


Thales: The world is made of water.

Homer: Who’s the guy with the funny accent?

Moe: Uh, that’d be Thales. He, uh, he ain’t from around here. He’s from Greece. He’s one of dem philosopher guys.

Homer: Oh, really. Well, let me tell you, Mr. Big Shot Greek Hoity Toity Philosopher Guy that here in Springfield we’re patriotic Americans. And we know that everything is made of beer! And donuts!

Thales: [taking a drink of Duff] Beer, you say. Well, perhaps you are right.

Homer: Hey, Moe! We should get Apu in here. This guy kinda talks like him.



Your perception of what the world is made of, in other words, has a great deal to do with what is most important to you. The Ionian Greeks’ world was dominated by water—a source of food, drink, transportation, and irrigation. So we can certainly see Thales’ point.


THALES WAS A GENIUS!

The human body is composed of somewhere between 55 percent and 78 percent water. Old Thales is sounding smarter and smarter.



Thales’ contemporary, Anaximander, disagreed with Thales to the extent that he thought everything comes from some primal substance that’s not water. This substance was the basis of the four most important elements: fire, water, earth, and air. Again, this is pretty understandable from our point of view. Thanks to Einstein, we know that matter and energy are different forms of each other—a bit like Anaximander’s cosmic “stuff.”

Finally, another Ionian, Anaximenes, argued that everything is made of air.

All the Ionian philosophers said, as would many other philosophers, that even though the world appears to be made up of many different things, beneath this appearance is a basic unity. This is an important concept in the history of philosophy: What a thing looks like and what it is aren’t necessarily the same.

The disparity between form and substance, something that philosophy has spent a lot of time on, is one of the staples of television sitcom jokes. Consider this exchange from the late seventies sitcom Mork and Mindy (the show that broke out Robin Williams’s career). Mindy, played by Pam Dawber, has been tossed in jail and is talking to her cellmate, Louise Bailey, played by Barbara Billingsley:


Louise Bailey: Funny the way things happen. I’m in here because of a silly old parking meter.

Mindy McConnell: You’re kidding!

Louise: No, I went into a hardware store and when I came out, there was a policeman writing me a ticket.

Mindy: I don’t believe it. They threw you in jail for a parking ticket.

Louise: Well, in a roundabout way. You see when I put the shovel in the trunk, Walter’s arm fell out.

Mindy: Who’s Walter?

Louise: My husband.

Mindy: What was he doing in the trunk?

Louise: Not much…he was dead.



Mindy’s made an assumption about reality based on surface appearances. It takes Louise to explain to her the underlying truth of the situation.

Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes wanted to go beneath surface appearances and understand the real truth of the world. Once they figured out what everything was made of, they assumed the rest would be easy.

In the same way, Homer tends to assume a simple answer to most of life’s problems. This isn’t exactly naive—just hopeful.


“Here’s to alcohol: the source of, and answer to,
all of life’s problems.”

—Homer Simpson



This issue of substance versus appearance was taken up in a much more profound way by Plato in his theory of Forms (more about that later).

PYTHAGORAS

Anyone who stayed awake in high school math class probably recognizes the name Pythagoras—wasn’t he the guy who made up that theorem? Something about a square on the hypotenuse of a right-angle triangle…well, anyway, he had something to do with math, right?

Right. Except that, ironically, he may not have made up the Pythagorean theorem after all. Still, he was the first philosopher to be preoccupied with numbers. He was sort of the sixth-century B.C.’s version of The Simpsons’ Mathemagician, a party entertainer working with math. Pythagoras must have been a blast at Greek parties.

Pythagoras’s basic point is that appearances are deceptive and unreal (remember Thales and company?), and only numbers are real. That’s comforting if you’re into numbers, but for most of us, not so much.


“No! I can’t take another minute in the cold unyielding
world of numbers!”

—Mikey from Recess



Actually, a lot of Pythagoras’s attitudes about the underlying reality of mathematics played out on the TV show Numb3rs. The show’s main character, Charlie Eppes, helped his brother Don, who was an FBI agent, solve crimes through applied mathematics.


“Some people drink, some gamble. I analyze data.”

—Charlie Eppes



Charlie, a brilliant mathematician, constantly runs into the problem of the disparity between the elegance of equations and the ugliness of reality. Rather like Pythagoras, he’s inclined toward numbers as the true expression of “reality.” However, others challenge that rigid viewpoint.


Charlie: Larry, something went wrong, and I don’t know what, and now it’s like I can’t even think.

Dr. Larry Fleinhardt (played by Peter MacNicol): Well, let me guess: You tried to solve a problem involving human behavior, and it blew up in your face.

Charlie: Yeah, pretty much.

Larry: Okay, well, Charles, you are a mathematician, you’re always looking for the elegant solution. Human behavior is rarely, if ever, elegant. The universe is full of these odd bumps and twists. You know, perhaps you need to make your equation less elegant, more complicated; less precise, more descriptive. It’s not going to be as pretty, but it might work a little bit better. Charlie, when you’re working on human problems, there’s going to be pain and disappointment. You gotta ask yourself, is it worth it?



Charlie responds by finding ways to adapt his equations to account for human behavior, to try to understand the mathematical realities behind the way things really are. It’s a quest of which Pythagoras would be proud.


WHO’S THE REAL MATH WHIZ?

David Krumholtz, who plays Charlie on Numb3ers, failed algebra in high school and hated math. Ironically, Dylan Bruno, who plays a math-challenged FBI agent on the show, graduated from MIT with an engineering degree, for which he had to know a ton of math. Just goes to demonstrate the magic of television, doesn’t it?



HERACLITUS AND THE RIVER

The pre-Socratics hadn’t yet exhausted the topic of what everything was made of. Heraclitus, a contemporary of Pythagoras, thought everything was made of fire. (You can see how the Greeks were working their way through the elements: Thales, water; Anaximenes, air; Heraclitus, fire.…) This led him to an interesting conclusion: Since fire is constantly flickering and changing its shape and color, the only constant is change. Change is the real reality, and the stability that we see around us is an illusion. Famously, he said that time was like a great river, and you couldn’t step into the same river twice.

Along with this belief, he concluded that the order of things is created by the conflict of opposites with one another, the whole thing controlled by what the Greeks called logos, which we roughly translate as “reason.”

Let’s hark back a moment to Numb3rs. The show is really about two brothers, Charlie and Don. Charlie is all mind, the ultimate nerd (although one with a drop-dead gorgeous girlfriend—who’s also a numbers nerd; how likely is that?). Don, on the other hand, is the muscle in the family, the rough-and-tough agent who kicks down doors and plunges into crack dens, gun drawn and ready.

And then there’s the father, played by Judd Hirsch. He’s the voice of reason (logos, if you will), who reconciles the opposites, promotes both their strengths, and makes it possible for them to work together in harmony. That’s what Heraclitus was talking about.

You can find this same pattern in other TV sitcoms: the two characters with opposing temperaments, regulated by the calm, wise figure of logos. That was more or less the idea on ensemble shows like The Partridge Family (where the logos was played by Shirley Jones) and Eight Is Enough, starring Dick Van Patten.

DEMOCRITUS AND THE ATOMISTS

One of the very frustrating things about this early period of Greek philosophy is how much we don’t know about it. None of the people we’ve been talking about left any writings, and we have to guess at their doctrines based on what other people—mainly Aristotle—said about them.

Democritus was probably a very remarkable man, but we don’t know when he was born, except that it was sometime around 460 B.C. He traveled a good deal, and this travel enriched his mind. He wrote a book titled The Little World-System, which enlarged on the ideas of Leucippus (about whom we know even less than we know about Democritus).

Democritus suggested that everything—both objects we can see and touch and so-called empty space—is in fact made up of tiny bits of matter, so small that they’re invisible. Because they’re so tiny, they’re also compact and thus can’t be divided. The Greek word for “indivisible” is atomos, so Democritus called his particles atoms.

Even though atomic theory was the basis of much of modern physics, Democritus’s ideas were far from being in line with today’s understanding. We now know, for instance, that atoms can be divided, and that when they are split, there’s a release of energy. We know that atoms are made of even smaller particles called neutrons, protons, and electrons and that these, in turn, are made of mysterious things with names like quark and lepton.

It’s interesting that if Democritus and Leucippus hadn’t had ideas about indivisible particles 2,500 years ago, we’d never have had TV shows like Star Trek. In Star Trek: The Next Generation, Lt. Commander Data was always being ordered by Captain Picard to “reconfigure the main phaser array to emit a concentrated stream of chronoton particles.” Data would tap a bunch of complicated commands into his control panel, and there’d be an exterior shot of the Starship Enterprise, with a weird-looking ray of light shooting out from its saucer section. Then Data would say something like, “The chronoton ray has been successful, Captain. The asteroid has been destroyed.” And everyone’d heave a big sigh of relief and presumably head down to Ten Forward to down a couple of quick shots of Synthehol.






CHAPTER 2
Protagoras, Gorgias,
Captain Kirk,
and Denny Crane


The pre-Socratics were the warm-up act before Greek philosophy really started rocking the house. The big guns, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, were ready to come on stage and do their stuff. But there was one more person of significance before them: Protagoras, leader of the Sophists.

“Man is the measure of all things: of things which are, that they are, and of things which are not, that they are not.” This was Protagoras’s view, and it would gradually become the basis for most of Western civilization. Judgments, morality, virtues—these are human constructs that originate in the mind. Morality is not based on any objective laws outside of human influence, but is only the product of the human psyche. Morality is man-made.

Today, sophistry is a dirty word, at least in philosophical circles. When we accuse someone of sophistry, we mean they’re using clever rhetorical tactics to disguise the emptiness of their arguments. (It’s a very common insult in courtrooms.)

But among the ancient Greeks of Athens in the fifth century B.C., the Sophists were a respected philosophic school. They were also the first thinkers to charge for their services. Before the Sophists, wise men freely imparted their wisdom, never thinking to ask money for teaching what they knew. The Sophists changed this, and became the first professional wise guys in history, extracting large fees for their services.

The Sophists wandered classical Greece teaching rhetoric, politics, grammar, etymology, history, physics, and mathematics—whatever subject was in demand. They became known as men who could argue any position, however absurd.

Protagoras taught virtue. His somewhat younger contemporary and fellow Sophist Gorgias regarded this as foolish. He didn’t believe there was any one thing called “virtue.” Instead, he taught what we today would call “situational ethics”—that is, there are many different kinds of virtues, appropriate to different types of situations.

The dangers of this sort of thinking are obvious when we think of the television show The Practice, which ran from 1997 to 2004. The Practice was about a Boston law firm that specialized in criminal defense cases. Under the leadership of Bobby Donnell, the firm developed two types of defense strategies for difficult cases:


1. The United States of America defense. This plays to the patriotism of the jury, emphasizing the constitutional rights of the client and suggesting that they’ve been violated by the police and the prosecuting attorneys.

2. Plan B defense. The defense attorneys push attention away from the possible guilt of their client by suggesting, on very limited or no evidence, that some third person is actually guilty.



The law firm got such a bad reputation for its use of the Plan B defense that it came under increasing attack by hot young idealistic prosecutor Helen Gamble, played by Lara Flynn Boyle. That’s the trouble with situational ethics—they can put you in some awkward situations. Gorgias quite possibly found himself in such situations during his teaching. He promised to teach rhetoric, necessary to persuade people, but he never promised what he’d persuade them of.


“Thus rhetoric, it seems, is a producer of persuasion 
for belief, not for instruction in the matter of right and 
wrong.…And so the rhetorician’s business is not to instruct 
a law court or a public meeting in matters of right and wrong, 
but only to make them believe.”

—Gorgias



Sounds like today’s lawyers.

Gorgias recommended, “In contending with adversaries, destroy their seriousness with laughter.” He’d probably agree with the modern legal advice: “If the facts are against you, argue the law. If the law is against you, argue the facts. And if the facts and the law are against you, give the opposing counsel Hell.”

Protagoras versus Socrates

We’ll talk more about Socrates and Plato in the next chapter, but they come up here because one of the ways we know about Protagoras is from a dialogue that Plato wrote between him and Plato’s teacher, Socrates.

In the Platonic dialogue, Plato’s Socrates goes toe to toe with Protagoras. This is philosophical debate at its most exciting. The discussion was held at the home of Callias, another Greek guy of importance. A total of twenty-one people are named as present. This was a big deal. Think of it as a WWF title match for smart people.

The main point of contention between Socrates and the Sophist is whether or not virtue is teachable, with Protagoras asserting it is, and Socrates asserting it isn’t. From the outset it is clear that their verbal jousting techniques are wildly different. Protagoras, ever the public speaker, drones on and on in what is called “Protagoras’s great speech.” Socrates complains that Protagoras is long-winded, like a gong that won’t stop shaking after it’s hit. Socrates prefers short, jablike questions with even shorter answers. The contest ends without a clear resolution, but it gives us a good idea of Plato’s view of the two men. He clearly prefers Socrates.

DENNY CRANE—PUPIL OF PROTAGORAS

David Kelley, who created The Practice, spun off another show from it called Boston Legal, starring James Spader and William Shatner. The latter plays Denny Crane, probably the most arrogant lawyer in all of Boston, if not America. Crane claimed never to have lost a case, with a record of 6,043 to 0.

His self-absorption is basic to his success as a lawyer. To win a case, he’s willing to do or say the most outrageous things (like our friend Gorgias), because winning is everything. “Don’t waste your time trying to get into my head,” he growls. “There’s nothing there.” Denny uses his insider connections, particularly with the higher-ups in the Republican party, to call in favors whenever he needs them.

In the courtroom, Crane follows Gorgias’s advice about using laughter. Despite—or because of—the onset of Alzheimer’s disease, Crane’s courtroom antics often carry the day. His outrageousness is matched only by his cynicism.

Compare that with lawyers from television shows in the fifties and sixties: Perry Mason (Raymond Burr) from the show of the same name, Lawrence and Kenneth Preston (E. G. Marshall and Robert Reed) from The Defenders, Walter Nichols (Burl Ives) from The Bold Ones. These guys stood for something: truth and justice. When Perry Mason defended someone it was because the man or woman was innocent, and we, the audience, could be sure that by the time fifty minutes had ticked by, the truth would be out for everyone to see, Hamilton Burger (William Talman) would see another prosecution case go down the drain (How did that guy keep getting elected district attorney? He never got a conviction!), and the real murderer would be shouting from the witness stand, “I did it! And I’m glad! Glad he’s dead! Do you hear?”

Gorgias and the Sophists wouldn’t have been impressed. In Denny Crane, on the other hand, they’d have found a kindred spirit.

CAPTAIN KIRK AND THE KOBAYASHI MARU SCENARIO

Another Protagorean figure whose ethics were virtually always situational was Captain James T. Kirk, commander of the Starship Enterprise. Kirk, as he said on more than one occasion, didn’t like to lose. The most explicit example of Kirk’s obsession with winning occurred in the movie Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, but it was referred to in several episodes of the various Star Trek television series.

In Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, the occasion for Kirk’s win-win focus was the Kobayashi Maru scenario, a test designed to reveal young Starfleet cadets’ strength of character. In a simulated environment, the cadets must decide whether or not to rescue the crew of the Starship Kobayashi Maru stranded in the Neutral Zone between the Federation and the Klingon Empire. Any attempt to enter the zone will precipitate a war between the Federation and the Klingons. The event is set up as a no-win scenario to test how cadets react to losing.

Gorgias in Command of the Enterprise

James Kirk was the only cadet in the history of Starfleet Academy to beat the Kobayashi Maru scenario. When a young Starfleet cadet, Saavik, asks how he accomplished such a feat, Kirk’s answer is straight out of Gorgias’s and Denny Crane’s playbook:

“I broke into the classroom. Reprogrammed the computers so it was possible to win. Got a commendation for originality.”


Saavik: “Then you never faced that situation. Faced death.”

Kirk: “I don’t believe in the no-win scenario.”




DENNY CRANE AND CAPTAIN KIRK: THE SAME PERSON?

A number of novels in the Star Trek series use the Kobayashi Maru scenario as a plot point. In the 2009 movie Star Trek, directed by J. J. Abrams, Kirk is actually shown using the reprogrammed computers to win the scenario, something that really pisses off Spock, who is an instructor at the academy. In Star Trek: The Wrath of Khan, in which the Vulcan cadet Saavik questions an older Kirk about the incident, Saavik was played by future Cheers bartender Kirstie Alley. Kirk, of course, was played by the future Denny Crane, William Shatner.

It seems Shatner has a thing about not wanting to lose.



ZENO’S PARADOXES

It’s easy when you think about people like the Sophists to imagine that the early Greek philosophers were just concerned about words. After all, do the kinds of questions that Gorgias and Protagoras were debating thousands of years ago have anything to do with the real world?

As we saw in the case of Denny Crane, they can have quite a lot to do with it. Philosophy has consequences.

However, sometimes you get the impression that the ancient Greeks just enjoyed messing with our minds. Take the case of Zeno of Elea (ca. 490–430 B.C.). Zeno enjoyed paradoxes: statements in which two propositions are each individually true, but they can’t be collectively true. If you want to create your own paradox, take a piece of paper and, on one side, write, “The statement on the other side of this paper is true.” Turn the paper over and write, “The statement on the other side of this paper is false.”

There. You’ve just created a paradox. If the statement on one side of the paper is true, then the statement on the other side must be false, which means that the statement on the other side of the paper can’t be true, but that means that the statement on the other side…well, you get the idea.

Zeno’s paradoxes were a little bit more sophisticated, and even today, after almost 2,500 years, they can still make your head ache. One of the most famous has to do with distance. You may remember from high school math class that a line has an infinite number of points in it. You can cut the line in half, then cut it in half again, then cut that half in half, and so on. But you can never get to a line segment that you can’t bisect.

Got that? Okay, right. Now sit in a chair, facing a door. Get up and walk to the door. If you (or someone else) was able to draw a line between the chair and the door, that line would have an infinite number of points. And how long does an object take to pass through an infinite number of points? That’s right: an infinite amount of time.

In other words, you should never be able to get to the door.


“That which is in locomotion must arrive at the half-way stage before it arrives at the goal.”

—Aristotle



Bart versus Ralph

Here’s another one of Zeno’s paradoxes, this one dealing with motion. Imagine a foot race between Bart Simpson and Ralph Wiggum. Now in the natural course of events, it shouldn’t be a contest. Bart’s got tons of experience in running: running away from school, running away from his father, running away from work and responsibility. Ralph, on the other hand, is having a good day if he doesn’t jam a pencil up his nose. So naturally, we’d expect Bart to win.

Except, according to Zeno, he doesn’t. He can’t.

The judge for the race (we’ll say it’s Moe, owner of Moe’s Tavern) spots Ralph a five-foot start because of Bart’s greater speed. Mo yells, “Go!” and they’re off. Ralph takes a stride—more of a wiggle, actually. Bart, grumpy about having to start behind Ralph, easily catches up to him. But by the time Bart has done that, Ralph’s moved ahead another couple of wiggles.

No problem. Bart crosses the distance in the time it takes to yell “Cowabunga!” But by then Ralph has moved ahead one wiggle. Bart catches up, and Ralph’s moved ahead by a half wiggle.

And so on. No matter how fast Bart catches up to Ralph, Ralph—pencil jammed firmly in his left nostril—will always be a tiny bit ahead. The amount he’s ahead will keep getting smaller and smaller, but it’ll never go away, since any distance can be divided into an infinite number of points.

So Bart can never win a race against Ralph Wiggum.


ARISTOTLE AND THE PARADOXES

Aristotle and the great Greek mathematician and mechanical scientist Archimedes both proposed solutions to Zeno’s paradoxes, essentially having to do with the distinction between time and space. In more recent times, the paradoxes have occupied a lot of mathematicians, who presumably have nothing better to do than kick around 2,500-year-old problems. Today there’s even some debate about whether the paradoxes have been solved, which probably means they haven’t.
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