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For a darling creature named Sebastian









Introduction


I’ll be frank, philosophy is for freaks. The stories in this book prove it. What other conclusion can one reasonably draw when faced with tales of public urination, volcano jumping and bean phobia? But it’s hardly surprising. Just imagine, living a life of perpetual befuddlement! Yet that’s what they do. It’s what makes them philosophers. If human zoos existed, the pen description for these creatures would explain:


Forever perplexed, the philosopher spends its days lost in contemplation.


WARNING


Avoid asking questions – its answers will only leave you more confused.


Every creature has its habitat and philosophers are no different. Fish spend their days suspended in water. Birds, the air. Philosophers, alternatively, inhabit puzzles, perplexities and problems. And where fish have fins to swim and birds wings to fly, philosophers use thoughts to ride the currents of their confusion. Like fins and wings, philosophers’ thoughts carry them to places that many of us have never been. This is why we ought to celebrate and not castigate them for being freaks. In their strangeness and difference freaks can accomplish wondrous things.


So, dear reader, if you love to question and are often confused, you may well be a philosopher-freak. Though, to be clear, the philosopher’s confusion is of a special kind. They don’t spend their lives baffled by ordinary matters such as where they left their phone or why their train was delayed. These ordinary confusions are caused by the problems of everyday life. Philosophical confusions, on the other hand, are caused by extraordinary moments.


Imagine that you’re sitting in a car mindlessly watching the houses go by. This is an ordinary experience. But now something strange happens: you stop seeing the passing houses and start to see yourself watching the passing houses. It’s as though you can see yourself from the outside, as though you’re no longer in the car but watching yourself in the car. You’ve somehow left yourself behind. And in this moment, as you see yourself sitting there, you wonder: Who am I? What am I?


Befuddlement has seized you! Your ordinary experience has been disrupted by an extraordinary perspective, and from this a baffling question has suddenly appeared. But this isn’t the end of the matter. Philosophical confusion rapidly grows and expands. From your one question many more arise.


When did I begin? Was it with my first heartbeat, first breath or first thought? If I ask someone who I am, they will say my name, but a name is only a sound, so am I only a sound? What does that sound refer to? Is it my mind? Or my body? Or my life? Does it refer to anything at all?!


This is philosophical confusion. It happens when ordinary life is suddenly ruptured by extraordinary moments, moments that give rise to the strangest questions. Ordinarily other people ask us who we are, we don’t ask ourselves. Ordinarily we ask what the time is, not what time itself is. And ordinarily we might ask to borrow someone’s clothes, but it rarely occurs to us to ask whether we can borrow their bodies. These latter questions are philosophical questions. We don’t invent or go looking for them. They find us in those bizarre moments when our ordinary lives are turned inside out.


Though it’s understandable to be disconcerted by these extraordinary questions, philosophers are thrilled by them. They find befuddlement exhilarating. This is because it unleashes an awesome power, a power we all possess – a power you possess. This is the power of thinking.


Thinking is an almighty force, one more powerful than the sun and sea combined. The sea, you see, can only ever react. The tide is a reaction to gravity. The waves are a reaction to wind. And people are similar, we often just react. If someone pushes you, you might react by pushing them back. If you are scolded by an authority figure, you might react by feeling guilty or indignant. Thinking, however, stops us merely reacting. It allows us to question what is happening and why it is happening. By thinking we might, for instance, realise that we have no reason to feel guilty, that we did nothing wrong. By thinking a little more we might even start to believe that everyone is always doing what they believe is right, therefore no one should feel guilty for anything (Socrates, who we’ll look at in chapter 6, thought something similar to this).


Consider the philosopher Diogenes (another philosopher we’ll look at). He was a social outcast. No one liked him. If he’d simply reacted to this rejection, he would’ve spent his entire life sad. But he didn’t.


One day while he was dining alone he noticed a mouse scurrying about after his crumbs. He noticed how content the mouse was despite possessing so little, and having no status, and being so unloved. This led Diogenes to pose an extraordinary question. Rather than simply ask the ordinary reactive question, Why does no one like me? he asked himself, Is it better to be liked or free?


In this extraordinary moment, this moment of seeing a lowly mouse as an inspiration rather than a pest, he became befuddled about why humans exhaust so much time and energy trying to fit in, and this befuddlement sent his mind soaring. He looked at the mouse and suddenly saw an alternative way of living, a different world in which he, like a mouse, would simply follow his own natural inclinations, freeing himself from the wish to please others and the burden to act normally.


Diogenes’s thoughts allowed him to see new forms of life, new worlds of possibility, and this is why thinking is so powerful, and why philosophers are so excited by it. Despite the awesomeness of the sun, it cannot burn purple or darken its glow. It lacks the power. And despite the might of the sea, it cannot still the march of its waves. The sun and sea are both stuck as they are. But with the power of thinking you can recreate and change the world.


Those changes, however, are entirely unpredictable. We cannot know where our thoughts are going to take us, or what we might end up believing, or disbelieving. To allow yourself to think is rather like launching yourself into a tornado. You have to let yourself get carried away.
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This is the bizarre thing about thinking: though it is a power we all possess, it is a power over which we have no power. Philosophical thoughts are thoughts you cannot control. They are not constrained by rules or bound by what is normal. If you allow them, they will probe, explode, shatter and shake everything you thought you once knew.


In this book we are going to look at stories from the biographies of ancient philosophers, of those curious individuals who devoted their lives to befuddlement, to strange questions and extraordinary thoughts. These individuals didn’t just think about philosophy, they lived it. And as we shall discover, to live a life animated by befuddlement is an experiment that leads to rather peculiar and startling results.


Having lived thousands of years ago it is not always possible to know what really happened. Some of the stories may seem unbelievable and some are most certainly legends rather than facts. Nevertheless, though these stories may not always be true, they are always interesting. And that is the real point of this book: to present strange stories and curious ideas so that you may start your own extraordinary explorations, discover your own powers of thought, and experience for yourself the freaky thrills of befuddlement.
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Pythagoras


Φ Pronunciation Pie-thag-a-russ


Φ Time 570-480 BCE


Φ Born Samos (Greece)


Φ Quote ‘Do not pee facing the sun.’


Pythagoras had a great thirst for travel. It was an appetite he was unusually adept at satisfying due to his handy ability to be in different places at the same time. He could, for instance, confabulate with the philosophers on Crete while simultaneously learning the secrets of the magi in Iran. With this unbelievable talent he quickly and expertly acquired a rich and varied education. This, indeed, was the very reason he wanted to travel. He was on a quest of befuddlement, a journey for knowledge and understanding. He wished to discover the truths of existence, life, the world, reality – everything.


But when he returned to his native Samos after many years of exploration he was aggrieved to discover that the island was under the rule of a tyrant named Polycrates. For Pythagoras this was a disaster. A philosopher can no more live without freedom than a fire can burn without oxygen. And so he left. He travelled to Croton in Italy and there pursued his ongoing quest for knowledge and understanding.


Pythagoras’s ideas, and his dazzling ability to express them, were so enthralling that in Croton he started to amass followers. In fact, he was so spellbinding a speaker that wild animals would do as he asked. He once convinced a bloodthirsty bear to become a vegetarian. Another time he managed to persuade an ox to refrain from eating beans (he found beans particularly bothersome, as we shall see).


His fame and popularity continued to grow – even to the extent that rivers would greet him as he crossed them – and it wasn’t long before he found that he had unwittingly become the leader of a commune. Pythagorean pilgrims would travel for hundreds of miles to listen to his teachings, and they would seldom leave.


As more pilgrims arrived and fewer left the commune grew unsustainably large. In order to quell the numbers Pythagoras made the initiation process testing enough to filter out those who lacked a genuine commitment to his ideas. For the first five years his followers were required to live in total silence. Moreover, they were not permitted to see him and could only attend his lectures blindfolded.


Once welcomed into the commune his disciples were required to hand over all of their possessions to the group. Pythagoras believed that a friend is an extension of ourselves, and if I am you, it follows that what’s mine is yours. Accordingly, his followers shared everything, from beds to showers to toothbrushes.


Let’s try to imagine one of his lectures. See him standing before us in the warm Mediterranean sun, balancing on a barrel, dressed in a pure white robe.


‘Do not pray for yourselves for you do not know what you need,’ he exclaims.


‘Very wise,’ the crowd murmur.


‘And do not pee facing the sun,’ he continues.


‘Huh? Why do you think we’re not supposed to pee facing the sun?’ a man near us whispers to his friend.


‘Would you pee facing your mother?’ the friend replies.


‘That’s disgusting!’


‘Well there you go.’


‘But the sun ain’t my mother.’


‘It’s a question of respect.’


‘Respect the sun! What a load of –’


‘Pipe down. He’s saying something about beans.’


‘Never eat beans! Do not even touch them,’ Pythagoras declares.


‘Why must we not eat beans, master?’ another follower calls out. ‘I like beans.’


‘Should we preserve our self-control in all things?’


‘Yes, master.’


‘And what happens to the fool who eats beans?’


‘He farts, master.’


‘And how do people react when they hear farts?’


‘They laugh, master.’


‘And so you see, one sin begets another. An outburst of gas leads to an outburst of mirth. We must cease all outbursts.’


‘I see, master.’


He now holds up a confused puppy.


‘This is my uncle, treat him kindly.’


‘How can it be your uncle, master? It’s a dog.’


‘If I, Pythagoras, climbed into this barrel, would you say I was a barrel?’


‘No, master, I’d say that you was in a barrel.’


‘Likewise, though my uncle is inside a dog, he is not a dog. Do not mistake the garments for he who wears them.’


‘Master, by what misfortune did your uncle get himself stuck in a dog?’


‘By death.’


‘Oh dear.’


‘My dear followers, death is only a temporary misfortune. Do not fear it.’


You see, Pythagoras believed that our souls are eternal and distinct from our mortal bodies (a view known as dualism). Once your body dies the soul passes into a new body. These beliefs in dualism and reincarnation (also called metempsychosis) inspired Pythagoras to reject the norms of the time by admitting women into his commune. Women then were seen as unworthy of intellectual or spiritual pursuits. Their place was thought be in the home. But since sex is a feature of the body and not the soul, Pythagoras did not believe we could be separated into male and female. These categories merely describe our temporary abodes and do not characterise our true, eternal nature.


And just as Pythagoras did not think of himself as male or female, nor did he think of himself as human. Our human form is as temporary as our sex. In the next life you may well inhabit anything from a mighty whale to a lowly tick. You may have even been these creatures before. This is why Pythagoras refrained from eating meat: to eat a living creature is an act of cannibalism for you are consuming your own kind, another soul.


He once encountered a couple of fishermen hauling their bulging nets into a boat and yelled from the shore predicting the number of fish they had caught. The men shouted back that if he was right they would do whatever he wished. They were therefore alarmed to find that his number was accurate.


How did Pythagoras exercise this wish? He told the fishermen to return the fish to the sea. In that one net alone there may have been dozens of wives, husbands, children and friends from former lives. The prospect of their suffocation was unbearable to him.


For Pythagoras these ideas about metempsychosis were not merely theoretical. He was blessed with vivid memories of his former lives, even his plant lives. Just as he enjoined his followers to avoid meat, he also commanded them not to destroy or harm plants. Our kinship lies not only with animals but with every living thing.


Pythagoras didn’t only develop ideas about our souls and life and death. Like many ancient philosophers he was eager to discover what the universe was fundamentally made of. This is an area of philosophy called ontology. Of all the ancient philosophers Pythagoras’s ontology was perhaps the strangest.


Whereas other philosophers thought that the universe was made out of some sort of physical substance, something we can see or touch, like fire or water, Pythagoras claimed that the universe was built from something both invisible and intangible: numbers. They are the fundamental stuff of existence. They are everywhere and everything. Justice, for instance, is based on the numerical relation of equality, for acting justly means treating people equally.


It was through studying the relationships between musical notes that he first glimpsed the universe’s numerical essence. He wanted to understand why certain notes played in sequence created euphonious melodies and was astonished to discover that the intervals between those notes correlated to mathematical ratios. One such interval consists of two notes where one string is half the length of the other. This interval, which is a ratio of 2/1, is known as an octave. Other pleasing intervals, such as fifths (playing, say, C and G), are produced when one string is a third longer than the other. This is therefore expressed as the ratio 3/2.
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Pythagoras concluded that the beauty of music arises from these numerical relationships. When we experience the pleasure of a symphony or song we are unconsciously attuned to an exquisite mathematical structure. But these structures are not confined to instruments such as lyres and organs. The whole universe is suffused with cosmic harmonies.


Pythagoras claimed that the orbiting planets each produce their own distinctive notes. These combine to fill the heavens with celestial music: the universe is singing. Unlike Pythagoras, however, most of us are deaf to its song because we have grown accustomed to it. We are unable to hear the music because we have never not heard it.


These mathematical relationships structure everything. The movements and motions of the universe are essentially the movements and motions of numbers. It was the wish to study and unearth such secrets that made Pythagoras’s pilgrims so passionate in their longing to join the commune. Passion, however, can quickly, and destructively, lead to conflict – a fact which became all too clear when a pilgrim who had been denied entry to the commune exacted revenge by burning down the communal house.


Pythagoras managed to escape the fire. Since he despised anger and believed that we ought to treat every enemy as a potential friend, he was not predisposed to fight back (also, he was 90 years old by this point) and so he fled, slowly. Were it not for a most singular obstacle he might have gotten away, but he was thwarted, stopped in his tracks, by his greatest foe: the pernicious bean.
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For years he had taught his followers not to touch, let alone eat, beans. With a whole field of them now at his feet he was forced to decide what was more important to him: his life or his teachings. He swiftly pondered this dilemma and concluded that living in accordance with his principles must also mean dying in accordance with them, and so, with the sound of his assailant’s footsteps steadily approaching, he fell to his knees, closed his eyes and waited, and waited, and then it was finished. Face down in the dirt, he spent his final flickering moments watching the soil gulp the blood that drained out of his throat.


Despite Pythagoras’s death his disciples continued to live by his rules and study his theories. Within mathematics they discovered and examined a special category of numbers which we now call prime numbers. They also noted and explored the interesting differences between odd and even numbers. Turning to astronomy, they expanded on Pythagoras’s discoveries that the earth was not the centre of the universe and that the moon’s glow was the reflected light of the sun. They even started to wonder about the existence of extraterrestrial life, speculating that the moon was populated by creatures stronger, taller and more beautiful than humans.


During the middle of the 5th century BCE there were a series of anti-Pythagorean attacks and once again the commune was torched. Unfortunately, this time most of the Pythagoreans were burnt alive. The movement didn’t survive much longer and by the end of the 4th century BCE it had disappeared completely.
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Heraclitus


Φ Pronunciation Hair-a-cly-tuss


Φ Time 540-480 BCE


Φ Born Ephesus (Turkey)


Φ Quote ‘War is father of all and king of all.’


Heraclitus died smothered in poo. Yes, poo.


How did so great a philosopher come to so smelly an end? Well, in order to understand the circumstances of his death we must start by considering the frustrations of his life.


Heraclitus had a restless mind that constantly fizzed with questions and ideas. The people of Ephesus (his hometown), however, were simpletons and dullards. It was impossible to discuss anything of interest with them. They were more interested in stuffing their faces with food than exercising their minds.


Heraclitus couldn’t bear their stupidity. If he asked them what controlled the universe, they would say the gods. If he then asked them how they knew this, they would cite the poets. And if he asked how the poets knew, they would explain that someone must have told them. And if he asked how that person knew, they would conclude that he must have heard it in a poem.


When faced with befuddling questions they simply and blindly believed what they had been taught or went along with what everyone else said. If you tried to determine the reason for these beliefs, you’d find yourself trapped in an endless circle of stupidity. Heraclitus often lost his patience with the Ephesians. He’d yell at them to open their eyes, use their senses, explore, look, think, ignore the opinions of the crowd.
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But they didn’t listen. The only way they would stop following the crowd is if the crowd told them they ought to.


He felt isolated. He longed for interesting conversations. He wanted to discuss the nature of the world and existence, but the Ephesians merely lived in their own private dream-worlds, refusing to open their eyes and look at the world around them. ‘Wake up!’ he would shout at them. ‘Wake up, you sleeping fools!’


Though he had been in line to become king he refused the throne. He did not want to waste his life ruling over idiots. The older and angrier he grew the more time he spent in the company of children, playing childish games such as hopscotch. Children’s capacity for curiosity, wonder and idiosyncratic thought was a merciful antidote to the tedium of adult conversation.


One day the Ephesians sought his help to devise their laws and found him standing with a lampshade on his head.


‘Heraclitus, the city needs you,’ they said. He was unresponsive. ‘Heraclitus?’


‘Hush!’


‘What was that?’


‘You’ll reveal my hiding place,’ he whispered.


‘Heraclitus, we sorely need your guidance and wisdom.’


‘Can’t help you, sorry, I’m just a lamp.’


Worried that they had in fact mistaken a lamp for a philosopher, the simple Ephesians tried to switch him on.


‘Get your hands off me!’ he shrieked, while blindly throwing punches at the air around him.


Shortly after this confrontation he gave up on Ephesus altogether. He had tried to share his ideas with the locals, but they either refused to listen or reacted with hostility. ‘Why try to reason with animals?’ he would say to himself. ‘Dogs simply bark at what is unfamiliar.’


And so he set off from his hometown to live in the mountains. But the profound loneliness left him feeling tired and despondent, and he was never able to summon the energy to complete his philosophical texts. Without an audience to read his work he found writing pointless.


His weariness was made worse by the lack of sustenance in the mountains. Eventually his low-protein diet of grass and herbs left him suffering from dropsy (oedema), a condition that makes one’s legs and feet swell with water.


He hobbled down from the mountains to consult the city’s doctors, but they were unable (or unwilling) to cure his condition. Since heat leads to the annihilation of water (via evaporation) he reasoned that lying in the sun might serve as a remedy. To avoid sunburn he smeared bovine excrement (cowpats) over his body and lay on the ground exposed to the sweltering sun. It proved a costly cure.


By the next morning his suffering, and sadly his life, had come to an end. Where an onlooker would have seen a supine philosopher at dusk, at dawn there instead lay a half-eaten carcass at the mercy of scavenging dogs.
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(Don’t let the canine indignity bother you. Heraclitus believed that a body without a soul is mere refuse and would therefore have said that his corpse deserved no greater respect than the cowpats it was caked in.)
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