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PREFACE

Fifty-two years ago Bertrand Russell wrote a one-volume History of Western Philo-
sophy, which is still in demand. When it was suggested to me that I might write a
modern equivalent, I was at first daunted by the challenge. Russell was one of the
greatest philosophers of the century, and he won a Nobel Prize for Literature: how
could anyone venture to compete? However, the book is not generally regarded
as one of Russell’s best, and he is notoriously unfair to some of the greatest
philosophers of the past, such as Aristotle and Kant. Moreover, he operated with
assumptions about the nature of philosophy and philosophical method which
would be questioned by most philosophers at the present time. There does indeed
seem to be room for a book which would offer a comprehensive overview of the
history of the subject from a contemporary philosophical viewpoint.

Russell’s book, however inaccurate in detail, is entertaining and stimulating
and it has given many people their first taste of the excitement of philosophy. I
aim in this book to reach the same audience as Russell: I write for the general
educated reader, who has no special philosophical training, and who wishes to
learn the contribution that philosophy has made to the culture we live in. I have
tried to avoid using any philosophical terms without explaining them when they
first appear. The dialogues of Plato offer a model here: Plato was able to make
philosophical points without using any technical vocabulary, because none existed
when he wrote. For this reason, among others, I have treated several of his
dialogues at some length in the second and third chapters of the book.

The quality of Russell’s writing which I have been at most pains to imitate is
the clarity and vigour of his style. (He once wrote that his own models as prose
writers were Baedeker and John Milton.) A reader new to philosophy is bound to
find some parts of this book difficult to follow. There is no shallow end in
philosophy, and every novice philosopher has to struggle to keep his head above
water. But I have done my best to ensure that the reader does not have to face
any difficulties in comprehension which are not intrinsic to the subject matter.

It is not possible to explain in advance what philosophy is about. The best way
to learn philosophy is to read the works of great philosophers. This book is meant
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to show the reader what topics have interested philosophers and what methods
they have used to address them. By themselves, summaries of philosophical doc-
trines are of little use: a reader is cheated if merely told a philosopher’s conclu-
sions without an indication of the methods by which they were reached. For this
reason I do my best to present, and criticize, the reasoning used by philosophers
in support of their theses. I mean no disrespect by engaging thus in argument with
the great minds of the past. That is the way to take a philosopher seriously: not to
parrot his text, but to battle with it, and learn from its strengths and weaknesses.

Philosophy is simultancously the most exciting and the most frustrating of
subjects. Philosophy is exciting because it is the broadest of all disciplines, exploring
the basic concepts which run through all our talking and thinking on any topic
whatever. Moreover, it can be undertaken without any special preliminary training
or instruction; anyone can do philosophy who is willing to think hard and follow
a line of reasoning. But philosophy is also frustrating, because, unlike scientific or
historical disciplines, it gives no new information about nature or society. Philo-
sophy aims to provide not knowledge, but understanding; and its history shows how
difficult it has been, even for the very greatest minds, to develop a complete and
coherent vision. It can be said without exaggeration that no human being has yet
succeeded in reaching a complete and coherent understanding even of the language
we use to think our simplest thoughts. It is no accident that the man whom many
regard as the founder of philosophy as a self-conscious discipline, Socrates, claimed
that the only wisdom he possessed was his knowledge of his own ignorance.

Philosophy is neither science nor religion, though historically it has been en-
twined with both. I have tried to bring out how in many areas philosophical
thought grew out of religious reflection and grew into empirical science. Many
issues which were treated by great past philosophers would nowadays no longer
count as philosophical. Accordingly, I have concentrated on those areas of their
endeavour which would still be regarded as philosophical today, such as ethics,
metaphysics, and the philosophy of mind.

Like Russell I have made a personal choice of the philosophers to include in
the history, and the length of time to be devoted to each. I have not, however,
departed as much as Russell did from the proportions commonly accepted in the
philosophical canon. Like him, I have included discussions of non-philosophers
who have influenced philosophical thinking; that is why Darwin and Freud appear
on my list of subjects. I have devoted considerable space to ancient and medieval
philosophy, though not as much as Russell, who at the mid-point of his book had
not got further than Alcuin and Charlemagne. I have ended the story at the time
of the Second World War, and I have not attempted to cover twentieth-century
continental philosophy.

Again like Russell, I have sketched in the social, historical, and religious back-
ground to the lives of the philosophers, at greater length when treating of remote
periods and very briefly as we approach modern times.

xi
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I have not written for professional philosophers, though of course I hope that
they will find my presentation accurate, and will feel able to recommend my book
as background reading for their students. To those who are already familiar with
the subject my writing will bear the marks of my own philosophical training,
which was first in the scholastic philosophy which takes its inspiration from the
Middle Ages, and then in the school of linguistic analysis which has been domin-
ant for much of the present century in the English-speaking world.

My hope in publishing this book is that it may convey to those curious about
philosophy something of the excitement of the subject, and point them towards
the actual writings of the great thinkers of the past.

I am indebted to the editorial staff at Blackwells, and to Anthony Grahame, for
assistance in the preparation of the book; and to three anonymous referees who
made helpful suggestions for its improvement. I am particularly grateful to my
wife, Nancy Kenny, who read the entire book in manuscript and struck out many
passages as unintelligible to the non-philosopher. I am sure that my readers will
share my gratitude to her for sparing them unprofitable toil.

January 1998

I am grateful to Dr D. L. Owen of the University of Minnesota and Dr I. J. de
Kreiner of Buenos Aires who pointed out a number of small errors in the first
edition of this work.

January 2006
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1

PHILOSOPHY
IN ITS INFANCY

The earliest Western philosophers were Greeks: men who spoke dialects of the
Greek language, who were familiar with the Greek poems of Homer and Hesiod,
and who had been brought up to worship Greek Gods like Zeus, Apollo, and
Aphrodite. They lived not on the mainland of Greece, but in outlying centres of
Greek culture, on the southern coasts of Italy or on the western coast of what is
now Turkey. They flourished in the sixth-century BC, the century which began
with the deportation of the Jews to Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar and ended
with the foundation of the Roman Republic after the expulsion of the young
city’s kings.

These early philosophers were also early scientists, and several of them were
also religious leaders. In the beginning the distinction between science, religion,
and philosophy was not as clear as it became in later centuries. In the sixth
century, in Asia Minor and Greek Italy, there was an intellectual cauldron in
which elements of all these future disciplines fermented together. Later, religious
devotees, philosophical disciples, and scientific inheritors could all look back to
these thinkers as their forefathers.

Pythagoras, who was honoured in antiquity as the first to bring philosophy to
the Greek world, illustrates in his own person the characteristics of this early
period. Born in Samos, off the Turkish coast, he migrated to Croton on the toe
of Italy. He has a claim to be the founder of geometry as a systematic study (see
Figure 1). His name became familiar to many generations of European school-
children because he was credited with the first proof that the square on the long
side of a right-angled triangle is equal in area to the sum of the squares on the
other two sides. But he also founded a religious community with a set of ascetic
and ceremonial rules, the best-known of which was a prohibition on the eating of
beans. He taught the doctrine of the transmigration of souls: human beings had
souls which were separable from their bodies, and at death a person’s soul might
migrate into another kind of animal. For this reason, he taught his disciples to
abstain from meat; once, it is said, he stopped a man whipping a puppy, claiming
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to have recognized in its whimper the voice of a dear dead friend. He believed
that the soul, having migrated into different kinds of animal in succession, was
eventually reincarnated as a human being. He himself claimed to remember
having been, some centuries earlier, a hero at the siege of Troy.

The doctrine of the transmigration of souls was called in Greek ‘metempsy-
chosis’. Faustus, in Christopher Marlowe’s play, having sold his soul to the devil,
and about to be carried off to the Christian Hell, expresses the desperate wish
that Pythagoras had got things right.

Ah, Pythagoras’ metempsychosis, were that true
This soul should fly from me, and I be chang’d
Unto some brutish beast.

Pythagoras’ disciples wrote biographies of him full of wonders, crediting him
with second sight and the gift of bilocation, and making him a son of Apollo.

THE MILESIANS

Pythagoras’ life is lost in legend. Rather more is known about a group of philo-
sophers, roughly contemporary with him, who lived in the city of Miletus in
Tonia, or Greek Asia. The first of these was Thales, who was old enough to
have foretold an eclipse in 585. Like Pythagoras, he was a geometer, though he
is credited with rather simpler theorems, such as the one that a circle is bisected
by its diameter. Like Pythagoras, he mingled geometry with religion: when he
discovered how to inscribe a right-angled triangle inside a circle, he sacrificed
an ox to the gods. But his geometry had a practical side: he was able to measure
the height of the pyramids by measuring their shadows. He was also interested in
astronomy: he identified the constellation of the little bear, and pointed out its
use in navigation. He was, we are told, the first Greek to fix the length of the year
as 365 days, and he made estimates of the sizes of the sun and moon.

Thales was perhaps the first philosopher to ask questions about the structure
and nature of the cosmos as a whole. He maintained that the earth rests on water,
like a log floating in a stream. (Aristotle asked, later: what does the water rest
on?) But earth and its inhabitants did not just rest on water: in some sense, so
Thales believed, they were all made out of water. Even in antiquity, people could
only conjecture the grounds for this belief: was it because all animals and plants
need water, or because the seeds of everything are moist?

Because of his theory about the cosmos Thales was called by later writers a
physicist or philosopher of nature (‘physis’ is the Greek word for ‘nature’). Though
he was a physicist, Thales was not a materialist: he did not, that is to say, believe
that nothing existed except physical matter. One of the two sayings which have
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Figure 1 The Pythagoreans discovered the relationships between frequency and
pitch in the notes of the octave scale, as shown in this diagram held up for Pythagoras
in Raphael’s School of Athens.

(© Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts)

come down from him verbatim is ‘everything is full of gods’. What he meant is
perhaps indicated by his claim that the magnet, because it moves iron, has a soul.
He did not believe in Pythagoras’ doctrine of transmigration, but he did maintain
the immortality of the soul.

Thales was no mere theorist. He was a political and military adviser to King
Croesus of Lydia, and helped him to ford a river by diverting a stream. Foresee-
ing an unusually good olive crop, he took a lease on all the oil-mills, and made a
fortune. None the less, he acquired a reputation for unworldly absent-mindedness,
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as appears in a letter which an ancient fiction-writer feigned to have been written
to Pythagoras from Miletus:

Thales has met an unkind fate in his old age. He went out from the court of his
house at night, as was his custom, with his maidservant to view the stars, and
forgetting where he was, as he gazed, he got to the edge of a steep slope and fell
over. In such wise have the Milesians lost their astronomer. Let us who were his
pupils cherish his memory, and let it be cherished by our children and pupils.

A more significant thinker was a younger contemporary and pupil of Thales
called Anaximander, a savant who made the first map of the world and of the
stars, and invented both a sundial and an all-weather clock. He taught that the
earth was cylindrical in shape, like a section of a pillar. Around the world were
gigantic tyres, full of fire; each tyre had a hole through which the fire could
be seen, and the holes were the sun and moon and stars. The largest tyre was
twenty-cight times as great as the earth, and the fire seen through its orifice was
the sun. Blockages in the holes explained eclipses and the phases of the moon.
The fire within these tyres was once a great ball of flame surrounding the infant
earth, which had gradually burst into fragments which enrolled themselves in
bark-like casings. Eventually the heavenly bodies would return to the original fire.

The things from which existing things come into being are also the things into which
they are destroyed, in accordance with what must be. For they give justice and repara-
tion to one another for their injustice in accordance with the arrangement of time.

Here physical cosmogony is mingled not so much with theology as with a grand
cosmic ethic: the several elements, no less than men and gods, must keep within
bounds everlastingly fixed by nature.

Though fire played an important part in Anaximander’s cosmogony, it would
be wrong to think that he regarded it as the ultimate constituent of the world,
like Thales” water. The basic element of everything, he maintained, could be
neither water nor fire, nor anything similar, or else it would gradually take over
the universe. It had to be something with no definite nature, which he called the
‘infinite’ or ‘unlimited’. “The infinite is the first principle of things that exist: it is
eternal and ageless, and it contains all the worlds.’

Anaximander was an early proponent of evolution. The human beings we know
cannot always have existed, he argued. Other animals are able to look after them-
selves, soon after birth, while humans require a long period of nursing; if humans
had originally been as they are now they could not have survived. He maintained
that in an earlier age there were fish-like animals within which human embryos
grew to puberty before bursting forth into the world. Because of this thesis,
though he was not otherwise a vegetarian, he preached against the eating of fish.
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The infinite of Anaximander was a concept too rarefied for some of his suc-
cessors. His younger contemporary at Miletus, Anaximenes, while agreeing that
the ultimate element could not be fire or water, claimed that it was air, from
which everything else had come into being. In its stable state, air is invisible, but
when it is moved and condensed it becomes first wind and then cloud and then
water, and finally water condensed becomes mud and stone. Rarefied air, presum-
ably, became fire, completing the gamut of the elements. In support of his theory,
Anaximenes appealed to experience: ‘Men release both hot and cold from their
mouths; for the breath is cooled when it is compressed and condensed by the lips,
but when the mouth is relaxed and it is exhaled it becomes hot by reason of its
rareness’. Thus rarefaction and condensation can generate everything out of the
underlying air. This is naive, but it is naive science: it is not mythology, like the
classical and biblical stories of the flood and of the rainbow.

Anaximenes was the first flat-earther: he thought that the heavenly bodies did
not travel under the earth, as his predecessors had claimed, but rotated round our
heads like a felt cap. He was also a flat-mooner and a flat-sunner: ‘the sun and the
moon and the other heavenly bodies, which are all fiery, ride the air because of
their flatness’.

XENOPHANES

Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes were a trio of hardy and ingenious specu-
lators. Their interests mark them out as the forebears of modern scientists rather
more than of modern philosophers. The matter is different when we come to
Xenophanes of Colophon (near present-day Izmir), who lived into the fifth cen-
tury. His themes and methods are recognizably the same as those of philosophers
through succeeding ages. In particular he was the first philosopher of religion, and
some of the arguments he propounded are still taken seriously by his successors.

Xenophanes detested the religion found in the poems of Homer and Hesiod,
whose stories blasphemously attributed to the gods theft, trickery, adultery, and
all kinds of behaviour that, among humans, would be shameful and blameworthy.
A poet himself, he savaged Homeric theology in satirical verses, now lost. It was
not that he claimed himself to possess a clear insight into the nature of the divine;
on the contrary, he wrote, ‘the clear truth about the gods no man has ever seen
nor any man will ever know’. But he did claim to know where these legends of
the gods came from: human beings have a tendency to picture everybody and
everything as like themselves. Ethiopians, he said, make their gods dark and snub-
nosed, while Thracians make them red-haired and blue-eyed. The belief that gods
have any kind of human form at all is childish anthropomorphism. ‘If cows and
horses or lions had hands and could draw, then horses would draw the forms of
gods like horses, cows like cows, making their bodies similar in shape to their own.’
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Though no one would ever have a clear vision of God, Xenophanes thought
that as science progressed, mortals could learn more than had been originally
revealed. “There is one god,” he wrote, ‘greatest among gods and men, similar to
mortals neither in shape nor in thought.” God was neither limited nor infinite,
but altogether non-spatial: that which is divine is a living thing which sees as a
whole, thinks as a whole and hears as a whole.

In a society which worshipped many gods, he was a resolute monotheist. There
was only one God, he argued, because God is the most powerful of all things,
and if there were more than one, then they would all have to share equal power.
God cannot have an origin; because what comes into existence does so either
from what is like or what is unlike, and both alternatives lead to absurdity in the
case of God. God is neither infinite nor finite, neither changeable nor changeless.
But though God is in a manner unthinkable, he is not unthinking. On the
contrary, ‘Remote and effortless, with his mind alone he governs all there is’.

Xenophanes’ monotheism is remarkable not so much because of its originality
as because of its philosophical nature. The Hebrew prophet Jeremiah and the
authors of the book of Isaiah had already proclaimed that there was only one true
God. But while they took their stance on the basis of a divine oracle, Xenophanes
offered to prove his point by rational argument. In terms of a distinction not
drawn until centuries later, Isaiah proclaimed a revealed religion, while Xenophanes
was a natural theologian.

Xenophanes’ philosophy of nature is less exciting than his philosophy of reli-
gion. His views are variations on themes proposed by his Milesian predecessors.
He took as his ultimate element not water, or air, but earth. The earth, he
thought, reached down beneath us to infinity. The sun, he maintained, came into
existence each day from a congregation of tiny sparks. But it was not the only
sun; indeed there were infinitely many. Xenophanes’ most original contribution
to science was to draw attention to the existence of fossils: he pointed out that in
Malta there were to be found impressed in rocks the shapes of all sea-creatures.
From this he drew the conclusion that the world passed through a cycle of
alternating terrestrial and marine phases.

HERACLITUS

The last, and the most famous, of these early Ionian philosophers was Heraclitus,
who lived early in the fifth century in the great metropolis of Ephesus, where later
St Paul was to preach, dwell, and be persecuted. The city, in Heraclitus’ day as in
St Paul’s, was dominated by the great temple of the fertility goddess Artemis.
Heraclitus denounced the worship of the temple: praying to statues was like
whispering gossip to an empty house, and offering sacrifices to purify oneself
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from sin was like trying to wash oft mud with mud. He visited the temple from
time to time, but only to play dice with the children there — much better com-
pany than statesmen, he said, refusing to take any part in the city’s politics. In
Artemis’ temple, too, he deposited his three-book treatise on philosophy and
politics, a work, now lost, of notorious difficulty, so puzzling that some thought
it a text of physics, others a political tract. (‘What I understand of it is excellent,’
Socrates said later, ‘what I don’t understand may well be excellent also; but only
a deep-sea diver could get to the bottom of it.”)

In this book Heraclitus spoke of a great Word or Logos which holds forever and
in accordance with which all things come about. He wrote in paradoxes, claiming
that the universe is both divisible and indivisible, generated and ungenerated, mortal
and immortal, Word and Eternity, Father and Son, God and Justice. No wonder
that everybody, as he complained, found his Logos quite incomprehensible.

If Xenophanes, in his style of argument, resembled modern professional phi-
losophers, Heraclitus was much more like the popular modern idea of the phi-
losopher as guru. He had nothing but contempt for his philosophical predecessors.
Much learning, he said, does not teach a man sense; otherwise it would have
taught Hesiod and Pythagoras and Xenophanes. Heraclitus did not argue, he
pronounced: he was a master of pregnant dicta, profound in sound and obscure
in sense. His delphic style was perhaps an imitation of the oracle of Apollo,
which, in his own words, ‘neither tells, nor conceals, but gestures’. Among
Heraclitus’ best-known sayings are these:

The way up and the way down is one and the same.

Hidden harmony is better than manifest harmony.

War is the father of all and the king of all; it proves some people gods, and
some people men; it makes some people slaves and some people free.

A dry soul is wisest and best.

For souls it is death to become water.

A drunk is a man led by a boy.

Gods are mortal, humans immortal, living their death, dying their life.

The soul is a spider and the body is its web.

That last remark was explained by Heraclitus thus: just as a spider, in the
middle of a web, notices as soon as a fly breaks one of its threads and rushes
thither as if in grief, so a person’s soul, if some part of the body is hurt, hurries
quickly there as if unable to bear the hurt. But if the soul is a busy spider, it is
also, according to Heraclitus, a spark of the substance of the fiery stars.

In Heraclitus’ cosmology fire has the role which water had in Thales and air
had in Anaximenes. The world is an ever-burning fire: all things come from fire
and go into fire; ‘all things are exchangeable for fire, as goods are for gold and
gold for goods’. There is a downward path, whereby fire turns to water and water
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to earth, and an upward path, whereby earth turns to water, water to air, and air
to fire. The death of earth is to become water, and the death of water is to
become air, and the death of air is to become fire. There is a single world, the
same for all, made neither by god nor man; it has always existed and always will
exist, passing, in accordance with cycles laid down by fate, through a phase of
kindling, which is war, and a phase of burning, which is peace.

Heraclitus’ vision of the transmutation of the elements in an ever-burning fire
has caught the imagination of poets down to the present age. T. S. Eliot, in Four
Quartets, puts this gloss on Heraclitus’ statement that water was the death of earth.

There are flood and drouth
Over the eyes and in the mouth,
Dead water and dead sand
Contending for the upper hand.
The parched eviscerate soil
Gapes at the vanity of toil,
Laughs without mirth

This is the death of earth.

Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote a poem entitled “That Nature is a Heraclitean
Fire’, full of imagery drawn from Heraclitus.

Million fueled, nature’s bonfire burns on.
But quench her bonniest, dearest to her, her clearest-selved spark,
Man, how fast his firedint, his mark on mind, is gone!
Both are in an unfathomable, all is in an enormous dark
Drowned. O pity and indignation! Manshape, that shone
Sheer off, disseveral, a star, death blots black out . ..

Hopkins seeks comfort from this in the promise of the final resurrection — a
Christian doctrine, of course, but one which itself finds its anticipation in a
passage of Heraclitus which speaks of humans rising up and becoming wakeful
guardians of the living and the dead. ‘Fire’, he said, ‘will come and judge and
convict all things.’

In the ancient world the aspect of Heraclitus’ teaching which most impressed
philosophers was not so much the vision of the world as a bonfire, as the corollary
that everything in the world was in a state of constant change and flux. Every-
thing moves on, he said, and nothing remains; the world is like a flowing stream.
If we stand by the river bank, the water we see beneath us is not the same two
moments together, and we cannot put our feet twice into the same water. So far,
so good; but Heraclitus went on to say that we cannot even step twice into the
same river. This seems false, whether taken literally or allegorically; but, as we
shall see, the sentiment was highly influential in later Greek philosophy.




PHILOSOPHY IN ITS INFANCY

THE SCHOOL OF PARMENIDES

The philosophical scene is very different when we turn to Parmenides, who was
born in the closing years of the sixth century. Though probably a pupil of
Xenophanes, Parmenides spent most of his life not in Ionia but in Italy, in a town
called Elea, seventy miles or so south of Naples. He is said to have drawn up an
excellent set of laws for his city; but we know nothing of his politics or political
philosophy. He is the first philosopher whose writing has come down to us in any
quantity: he wrote a philosophical poem in clumsy verse, of which we possess
about a hundred and twenty lines. In his writing he devoted himself not to
cosmology, like the early Milesians, nor to theology, like Xenophanes, but to a
new and universal study which embraced and transcended both: the discipline
which later philosophers called ‘ontology’. Ontology gets its name from a Greek
word which in the singular is ‘o»” and in the plural ‘onza’: it is this word — the
present participle of the Greek verb ‘to be’ — which defines Parmenides’ subject
matter. His remarkable poem can claim to be the founding charter of ontology.

To explain what ontology is, and what Parmenides’ poem is about, it is neces-
sary to go into detail about points of grammar and translation. The reader’s
patience with this pedantry will be rewarded, for between Parmenides and the
present-day, ontology was to have a vast and luxuriant growth, and only a sure
grasp of what Parmenides meant, and what he failed to mean, enables one to see
one’s way clear over the centuries through the ontological jungle.

Parmenides’ subject is “to 0n’, which translated literally means ‘the being’. Be-
fore explaining the verb, we need to say something about the article. In English
we sometimes use an adjective, preceded by the definite article, to refer to a class
of people or things; as when we say ‘the rich’ to mean people who are rich, and
‘the poor’ to mean those who are poor. The corresponding idiom was much more
frequent in Greek than in English: Greeks could use the expression ‘the hot’ to
mean things that are hot, and ‘the cold’ to mean things that are cold. Thus, for
instance, Anaximenes said that air was made visible by the hot and the cold and
the moist and the moving. Instead of an adjective after ‘the’ we may use a participle:
as when we speak, for instance, of a hospice for the dying, or a playgroup for
the rising fours. Once again, the corresponding construction was possible, and
frequent, in Greek; and it is this idiom which occurs in ‘the being’. “The being’ is
that which is be-ing, in the same way as ‘the dying’ are those who are dying.

A verbal form like ‘dying’ has, in English, two uses: it may be a participle, as in
‘the dying should not be neglected’, or it may be a verbal noun, as in ‘dying can
be a long-drawn-out business’. ‘Seeing is believing’ is equivalent to ‘To see is to
believe’. When philosophers write treatises about being, they are commonly using
the word as a verbal noun: they are offering to explain what it is for something zo
be. That is not, or not mainly, what Parmenides is about: he is concerned with the
being, that is to say, with whatever is, as it were, doing the be-ing. To distinguish
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this sense of ‘being’ from its use as a verbal noun, and to avoid the strangeness of
the literal ‘the being’ in English, it has been traditional to dignify Parmenides’
topic with a capital ‘B’. We will follow this convention, whereby ‘Being’ means
whatever is engaged in being, and ‘being’ is the verbal noun equivalent to the
infinitive ‘to be’.

Very well; but if that is what Being is, in order to make out what Parmenides
is talking about we must also know what being is, that is to say, what it is for
something to be. We can understand what it is for something to be blue, or to be
a puppy: but what is it for something to just be, period? One possibility which
suggests itself is this: being is existing, or, in other words, to be is to exist. If so,
then Being is all that exists.

In English ‘to be’ can certainly mean ‘to exist’. When Hamlet asks the question
‘to be or not to be?’ he is debating whether or not to put an end to his existence.
In the Bible we read that Rachel wept for her children ‘and would not be com-
forted because they are not’. This usage in English is poetic and archaic, and it is
not natural to say such things as “The Tower of London is, and the Crystal Palace
is not’, when we mean that the former building is still in existence while the latter is
no longer there. But the corresponding statement would be quite natural in ancient
Greek; and this sense of ‘be’ is certainly involved in Parmenides’ talk of Being.

If this were all that was involved, then we could say simply that Being is all that
exists, or if you like, all that there is, or again, everything that is in being. That is
a broad enough topic, in all conscience. One could not reproach Parmenides, as
Hamlet reproached Horatio, by saying:

There are more things in heaven and earth
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

For whatever there is in heaven and earth will fall under the heading of Being.

Unfortunately for us, however, matters are more complicated than this. Exist-
ence is not all that Parmenides has in mind when he talks of Being. He is
interested in the verb ‘to be’ not only as it occurs in sentences such as “Troy is
no more’ but as it occurs in any kind of sentence whatever — whether ‘Penelope
is a woman’ or ‘Achilles is a hero’ or ‘Menelaus is gold-haired’ or ‘Telemachus is
six-feet high’. So understood, Being is not just that which exists, but that of
which any sentence containing ‘is’ is true. Equally, being is not just existing (being,
period) but being anything whatever: being red or being blue, being hot or being
cold, and so on ad nauseam. Taken in this sense, Being is a much more difficult
realm to comprehend.

After this long preamble, we are in a position to look at some of the lines of
Parmenides’ mysterious poem.

What you can call and think must Being be
For Being can, and nothing cannot, be.

10
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The first line stresses the vast extension of Being: if you can call Argos a dog,
or if you can think of the moon, then Argos and the moon must be, must count
as part of Being. But why does the second line tell us that nothing cannot be?
Well, anything that can be at all, must be something or other; it cannot be just
nothing.

Parmenides introduces, to correspond with Being, the notion of Unbeing.

Never shall this prevail, that Unbeing is;
Rein in your mind from any thought like this.

If Being is that of which something or other, no matter what, is true, then
Unbeing is that of which nothing at all is true. That, surely, is nonsense. Not only
can it not exist, it cannot even be thought of.

Unbeing you won’t grasp — it can’t be done —
Nor utter; being thought and being are one.

Given his definition of ‘being’ and ‘Unbeing’ Parmenides is surely right here. If I
tell you that I am thinking of something, and you ask me what kind of thing I’'m
thinking of, you will be puzzled if I say that it isn’t any kind of thing. If you then
ask me what it is like, and I say that it isn’t like anything at all, you will be quite
baffled. ‘Can you then tell me anything at all about it?” you may ask. If I say no,
then you may justly conclude that I am not really thinking of anything or indeed
thinking at all. In that sense, it is true that to be thought of and to be are one and
the same.

We can agree with Parmenides thus far; but we may note that there is an
important difference between saying

Unbeing cannot be thought of
and saying
What does not exist cannot be thought of.

The first sentence is, in the sense explained, true; the second is false. If it were
true, we could prove that things exist simply by thinking of them; but whereas
lions and unicorns can both be thought of, lions exist and unicorns don’t. Given
the convolutions of his language, it is hard to be sure whether Parmenides thought
that the two statements were equivalent. Some of his successors have accused him
of that confusion; others have seemed to share it themselves.

We have agreed with Parmenides in rejecting Unbeing. But it is harder to
follow Parmenides in some of the conclusions he draws from the inconceivability
of Unbeing and the universality of Being. This is how he proceeds.

11



PHILOSOPHY IN ITS INFANCY

One road there is, signposted in this wise:
Being was never born and never dies;
Foursquare, unmoved, no end it will allow

It never was, nor will be; all is now,

One and continuous. How could it be born
Or whence could it be grown? Unbeing? No —
That mayn’t be said or thought; we cannot go
So far ev’n to deny it is. What need,

Early or late, could Being from Unbeing seed?
Thus it must altogether be or not.

Nor to Unbeing will belief allot

An offspring other than itself . . .

‘Nothing can come from nothing’ is a principle which has been accepted by
many thinkers far less intrepid than Parmenides. But not many have drawn the
conclusion that Being has no beginning and no end, and is not subject to tem-
poral change. To see why Parmenides drew this conclusion, we have to assume
that he thought that ‘being water’ or ‘being air’ was related to ‘being’ in the
same way as ‘running fast’ and ‘running slowly’ is related to ‘running’. Someone
who first runs fast and then runs slowly, all the time goes on running; similarly,
for Parmenides, stuft which is first water and then is air goes on being. When a
kettle of water boils away, this may be, in Heraclitus’ words, the death of water
and the birth of air; but, for Parmenides, it is not the death or birth of Being.
Whatever changes may take place, they are not changes from being to non-being;
they are all changes within Being, not changes of Being.

Being must be everlasting; because it could not have come from Unbeing, and
it could never turn into Unbeing, because there is no such thing. If Being could
— per impossibile — come from nothing, what could make it do so at one time
rather than another? Indeed, what is it that differentiates past from present and
future? If it is no kind of being, then time is unreal; if it is some kind of being,
then it is all part of Being, and past, present and future are all one Being.

By similar arguments Parmenides seeks to show that Being is undivided and
unlimited. What would divide Being from Being? Unbeing? In that case the
division is unreal. Being? In that case there is no division, but continuous Being.
What could set limits to Being? Unbeing cannot do anything to anything; and if
we imagine that Being is limited by Being, then Being has not yet reached its limits.

To think a thing’s to think it is, no less.

Apart from Being, whate’er we may express,
Thought does not reach. Naught is or will be
Beyond Being’s bounds, since Destiny’s decree
Fetters it whole and still. All things are names
Which the credulity of mortals frames —

12



PHILOSOPHY IN ITS INFANCY

Birth and destruction, being all or none,
Changes of place, and colours come and gone.

Parmenides’ poem is in two parts: the Way of Truth and the Way of Seeming.
The Way of Truth contains the doctrine of Being, which we have been examin-
ing; the Way of Seeming deals with the world of the senses, the world of change
and colour, the world of empty names. We need not spend time on the Way of
Seeming, since what Parmenides tells us about this is not very different from the
cosmological speculations of the Ionian thinkers. It was his Way of Truth which
set an agenda for many ages of subsequent philosophy.

The problem facing future philosophers was this. Common sense suggests that
the world contains things which endure, such as rocky mountains, and things
which constantly change, such as rushing streams. On the one hand, Heraclitus
had pronounced that at a fundamental level, even the most solid things were in
perpetual flux; on the other hand, Parmenides had argued that even what is most
apparently fleeting is, at a fundamental level, static and unchanging. Can the
doctrines of ecither Heraclitus or Parmenides be refuted? Is there any way in
which they can be reconciled? For Plato, and his successors, this was a major task
for philosophy to address.

Parmenides’ pupil Melissus (f7. 441) put into plain prose the ideas which
Parmenides had expounded in opaque verse. From these ideas he drew out two

Figure 2 Parmenides and Heraclitus as portrayed by Raphael in the
School of Athens (detail).
(Vatican, Stanza della Segnatura; photo: Bridgeman Art Library)
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particular shocking consequences. One was that pain was unreal, because it implied
a deficiency of being. The other was that there was no such thing as an empty
space or vacuum: it would have to be a piece of Unbeing. Hence, motion was
impossible, because the bodies which occupy space have no room to move into.

Zeno, a friend of Parmenides some twenty-five years his junior, developed an
ingenious series of paradoxes designed to show beyond doubt that movement
was inconceivable. The best known of these purports to prove that a fast mover
can never overtake a slow mover. Let us suppose that Achilles, a fast runner, runs
a hundred-yard race with a tortoise which can only run a quarter as fast, giving
the tortoise a forty-yard start. By the time Achilles has reached the forty-yard
mark, the tortoise is still ahead, by ten yards. By the time Achilles has run those
ten yards, the tortoise is ahead by two-and-a-half yards. Each time Achilles makes
up the gap, the tortoise opens up a new, shorter, gap ahead of him; so it seems
that he can never overtake him. Another, simpler, argument sought to prove that
no one could ever run from one end of a stadium to another, because to reach
the far end you must first reach the half-way point, to reach the half-way point
you must first reach the point half way to that, and so ad infinitum.

These and other arguments of Zeno assume that distances are infinitely divis-
ible. This assumption was challenged by some later thinkers, and accepted by
others. Aristotle, who preserved the puzzles for us, was able to disentangle some
of the ambiguities. However, it was not for many centuries that the paradoxes
were given solutions that satisfied both philosophers and mathematicians.

Plato tells us that Parmenides, when he was a grey-haired sixty-five-year-old,
travelled with Zeno from Elea to a festival in Athens, and there met the young
Socrates. This would have been about 450 BC. Some scholars think the story a
dramatic invention; but the meeting, if it took place, was a splendid inauguration
of the golden age of Greek philosophy in Athens. We shall turn to Athenian
philosophy shortly; but in the meantime there remain to be considered another
Italian thinker, Empedocles of Acragas, and two more Ionian physicists, Leucippus
and Democritus.

EMPEDOCLES

Empedocles flourished in the middle of the fifth century and was a citizen of the
town on the south coast of Sicily which is now Agrigento. He is reputed to have
been an active politician, an ardent democrat who was oftered, but refused, the
kingship of his city. In later life he was banished and practised philosophy in exile.
He was renowned as a physician, but according to the ancient biographers he
cured by magic as well as by drugs, and he even raised to life a woman thirty days
dead. In his last years, they tell us, he came to believe that he was a god, and met
his death by leaping into the volcano Etna to establish his divinity.

14
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Whether or not Empedocles was a wonder-worker, he deserved his reputation
as an original and imaginative philosopher. He wrote two poems, longer than
Parmenides’ and more fluent if also more repetitive. One was about science and
one about religion. Of the former, On Nature, we possess some four hundred
lines from an original two thousand; of the latter, Purifications, only smaller
fragments have survived.

Empedocles’ philosophy of nature can be regarded as a synthesis of the thought
of the Ionian philosophers. As we have seen, each of them had singled out some
one substance as the basic stuft of the universe: for Thales it was water, for
Anaximenes air, for Xenophanes earth, for Heraclitus fire. For Empedocles, all
four of these substances stood on equal terms as the basic elements (‘roots’, in his
word) of the universe. These elements have always existed, he believed, but they
mingle with each other in various proportions to produce the furniture of the world.

From these four sprang what was and is and ever shall
Trees, beasts, and human beings, males and females all;
Birds of the air, and fishes bred by water bright,

The age-old gods as well, long worshipped in the height.
These four are all there is, each other interweaving

And, intermixed, the world’s variety achieving.

The interweaving and intermingling of the elements, in Empedocles’ system, is
caused by two forces: Love and Strife. Love combines the elements together,
making one thing out of many things, and Strife forces them apart, making many
things out of one. History is a cycle in which sometimes Love is dominant, and
sometimes Strife. Under the influence of Love, the elements unite into a homo-
geneous and glorious sphere; then, under the influence of Strife, they separate
out into beings of different kinds. All compound beings, such as animals and
birds and fish, are temporary creatures which come and go; only the elements are
everlasting, and only the cosmic cycle goes on for ever.

Empedocles’ accounts of his cosmology are sometimes prosaic and sometimes
poetic. The cosmic force of Love is often personified as the joyous goddess
Aphrodite, and the early stage of cosmic development is identified with a golden
age over which she reigned. The element of fire is sometimes called Hephaestus,
the sun-god. But despite its symbolic and mythical clothing, Empedocles’ system
deserves to be taken seriously as an exercise in science.

We are accustomed to think of solid, liquid, and gas as three fundamental states
of matter. It was not unreasonable to think of fire, and in particular the fire of the
sun, as being a fourth state of matter of equal importance. Indeed, in our own
century, the emergence of the discipline of plasma physics, which studies the
properties of matter at the temperature of the sun, may be said to have restored
the fourth element to parity with the other three. Love and Strife can be recognized
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as the ancient analogues of the forces of attraction and repulsion which have
played a significant part in the development of physical theory through the ages.

Empedocles knew that the moon shone with reflected light; however, he be-
lieved the same to be true of the sun. He was aware that eclipses of the sun were
caused by the interposition of the moon. He knew that plants propagated sexu-
ally, and he had an elaborate theory relating respiration to the movement of the
blood within the body. He presented a crude theory of evolution. In a primitive
stage of the world, he maintained, chance formed matter into isolated limbs and
organs: arms without shoulders, unsocketed eyes, heads without necks. These
Lego-like animal parts, again by chance, linked up into organisms, many of which
were monstrosities such as human-headed oxen and ox-headed humans. Most of
these fortuitous organisms were fragile or sterile; only the fittest structures sur-
vived to be the human and animal species we know.

Even the gods, as we have seen, were products of the Empedoclean elements.
A fortiori, the human soul was a material compound, composed of earth, air, fire,
and water. Each element — and indeed the forces of love and strife — had its role in
the operation of our senses, according to the principle that like is perceived by like.

We see the earth by earth, by water water see
The air of the sky by air, by fire the fire in flame
Love we perceive by love, strife by sad strife, the same.

Thought, in some strange way, is to be identified with the movement of the
blood around the heart: blood is a refined mixture of all the elements, and this
accounts for thought’s wide-ranging nature.

Empedocles’ religious poem Purifications makes clear that he accepted the
Pythagorean doctrine of metempsychosis, the transmigration of souls. Strife pun-
ishes sinners by casting their souls into different kinds of creatures on land or sea.
Empedocles told his followers to abstain from eating living things, for the bodies
of the animals we eat are the dwelling-places of punished souls. It is not clear
that, in order to avoid the risks here, vegetarianism would be sufficient, since on
his view a human soul might migrate into a plant. The best fate for a human, he
said, was to become a lion if death changed him into an animal, and a laurel if he
became a plant. Best of all was to be changed into a god: those most likely to
qualify for such ennoblement were seers, hymn-writers, and doctors.

Empedocles, who fell into all three of these categories, claimed to have experi-
enced metempsychosis in his own person.

I was once in the past a boy, once a girl, once a tree
Once too a bird, and once a silent fish in the sea.

Our present existence may be wretched, and after death our immediate prospects
may be bleak; but after the punishment of our sins through reincarnation, we can
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Figure 3 The temple of Concord in Agrigento, the home city of Empedocles who
denounced the religious sacrifice of animals.
(Alinari Archives, Florence)

look forward to eternal rest at the table of the immortals, free from weariness and
suffering. No doubt this was what Empedocles looked forward to as he plunged
into Etna.

THE ATOMISTS

Democritus was the first significant philosopher to be born in mainland Greece:
he came from Abdera, in the north-eastern corner of the country. He was a pupil
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of one Leucippus, about whom little is known. The two philosophers are com-
monly mentioned together in antiquity, and the atomism which made both of
them famous was probably Leucippus’ invention. Aristotle tells us that Leucippus
was trying to reconcile the data of the senses with Eleatic monism, that is, the
theory that there was only one everlasting, unchanging Being.

Leucippus thought he had a theory which was consistent with sense-perception and
would not do away with coming to be and passing away or with motion and the
multiplicity of things. He conceded thus much to appearances, but he agreed with
the Monists that there could be no motion without void, and that the void was
Unbeing and no part of Being, since Being was an absolute plenum. But there was
not just one Being, but many, infinite in number and invisible because of the
minuteness of their mass.

However, no more than one line of Leucippus survives verbatim, and for the
detailed content of the atomic theory we have to rely on what we can learn from
his pupil. Democritus was a polymath and a prolific writer, author of nearly eighty
treatises on topics ranging from poetry and harmony to military tactics and
Babylonian theology. But it is for his natural philosophy that he is most remem-
bered. He is reported to have said that he would rather discover a single scientific
explanation than become King of the Persians. But he was also modest in his
scientific aspirations: ‘Do not try to know everything,” he warned, ‘or you may
end up knowing nothing.’

The fundamental tenet of Democritus’ atomism is that matter is not infinitely
divisible. According to atomism, if we take any chunk of any kind of stuft and
divide it up as far as we can, we will have to come to a halt at some point at which
we will reach tiny bodies which are indivisible. The argument for this conclusion
seems to have been philosophical rather than experimental. If matter is divisible
to infinity, then let us suppose that this division has been carried out — for if
matter is genuinely so divisible, there will be nothing incoherent in this supposi-
tion. How large are the fragments resulting from this division? If they have any
magnitude at all, then, on the hypothesis of infinite divisibility, it would be
possible to divide them further; so they must be fragments with no extension, like
a geometrical point. But whatever can be divided can be put together again: if we
saw a log into many pieces, we can put the pieces together into a log of the same
size. But if our fragments have no magnitude then how can they ever have added
up to make the extended chunk of matter with which we began? Matter cannot
consist of mere geometrical points, not even of an infinite number of them; so we
have to conclude that divisibility comes to an end, and the smallest possible
fragments must be bodies with sizes and shapes.

It is these bodies which Democritus called ‘atoms’ (‘atom’ is just the Greek
word for ‘indivisible’). He believed that they are too small to be detected by the
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senses, and that they are infinite in number and come in infinitely many difterent
kinds. They are scattered, like motes in a sunbeam, in infinite empty space, which
he called ‘the void’. They have existed for ever, and they are always in motion.
They collide with each other and link up with each other; some of them are con-
cave and some convex; some are like hooks and some are like eyes. The middle-
sized objects with which we are familiar are complexes of atoms thus randomly
united; and the differences between different kinds of substances are due to the
differences in their atoms. Atoms, he said, differed in shape (as the letter A differs
from the letter N), in order (as AN differs from NA), and in posture (as N differs
from 7).

Critics of Democritus in antiquity complained that while he explained every-
thing else in terms of the motion of atoms, he had no explanation of this motion
itself. Others, in his defence, claimed that the motion was caused by a force of
attraction whereby each atom sought out similar atoms. But an unexplained attrac-
tion is perhaps no better than an unexplained motion. Moreover, if an attractive
force had been operative for an infinite time without any counteracting force (such
as Empedocles’ Strife), the world would now consist of congregations of uniform
atoms; which is very different from the random aggregates with which Democritus
identified the animate and inanimate beings with which we are familiar.

For Democritus, atoms and void are the only two realities: all else was appear-
ance. When atoms approach or collide or entangle with each other, the aggre-
gates appear as water or fire or plants or humans, but all that really exists are the
underlying atoms in the void. In particular, the qualities perceived by the senses
are mere appearances. Democritus’ most often quoted dictum was:

By convention sweet and by convention bitter; by convention hot, by convention
cold, by convention colour: in reality atoms and void.

When he said that sensory qualities were ‘by convention’, ancient commentators
tell us, he meant that the qualities were relative to us and did not belong to the
natures of the things themselves. By nature nothing is white or black or yellow or
red or bitter or sweet.

Democritus explained in detail how different flavours result from difterent
kinds of atom. Sharp flavours arise from atoms which are small, fine, angular and
jagged. Sweet tastes, on the other hand, originate from larger, rounder atoms.
If something tastes salty, that is because its atoms are large, rough, jagged and
angular.

Not only tastes and smells, but colours, sounds, and felt qualities are similarly
to be explained by the properties and relationships of the underlying atoms. The
knowledge which is given us by all these senses — taste, smell, sight, hearing, and
touch —is a knowledge which is darkness. Genuine knowledge is altogether differ-
ent, the prerogative of those who have mastered the theory of atoms and void.
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Democritus wrote on ethics as well as physics: the sayings which have been
handed down to us suggest that as a moralist he was edifying rather than inspir-
ing. The following remark, sensible but unexciting, is typical of many:

Be satisfied with what you have, and do not spend your time dreaming of acquisi-
tions which excite envy and admiration; look at the lives of those who are poor and
in distress, so that what you have and own may appear great and enviable.

A man who is lucky in his son-in-law, he said, gains a son, while one who is
unlucky loses a daughter — a remark that has been quoted unwittingly, and often
in garbled form, by many a speaker at a wedding breakfast. Many a political
reformer, too, has echoed his sentiment that it is better to be poor in a demo-
cracy than prosperous in a dictatorship.

The sayings which have been preserved do not add up to a systematic morality,
and they do not seem to have any connection with the atomic theory which underlies
his philosophy. However, some of his dicta, brief and banal as they may appear,
are sufficient, if true, to overturn whole systems of moral philosophy. For instance,

The good person not only refrains from wrongdoing but does not even desire it.

conflicts with the often held view that virtue is at its highest when it triumphs
over conflicting passion. Again,

It is better to suffer wrong than to inflict it.

cannot be reconciled with the utilitarian view, widespread in the modern world,
that morality should take account only of the consequences of an action, not the
identity of the agent.

In late antiquity, and in the Renaissance, Democritus was known as the laugh-
ing philosopher, while Heraclitus was known as the weeping philosopher. Neither
description seems very solidly based. However, there are remarks attributed to
Democritus which support his claim to cheerfulness, notably

A life without feasting is like a highway without inns.
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THE ATHENS OF
SOCRATES

THE ATHENIAN EMPIRE

The most glorious days of Ancient Greece fell in the fifth-century BC, during fifty
years of peace between two periods of warfare. The century began with wars
between Greece and Persia, and ended with a war between the city states of
Greece itself. In the middle period flowered the great civilization of the city of
Athens.

Tonia, where the earliest philosophers had flourished, had been under Persian
rule since the mid-sixth century. In 499 the Ionian Greeks rose in revolt against
the Persian king, Darius. After crushing the rising, Darius invaded Greece to
punish those who had assisted the rebels from the mainland. A mainly Athenian
force defeated the invading army at Marathon in 490. Darius’ son Xerxes launched
a more massive expedition in 484, defeated a gallant band of Spartans at
Thermopylae, and forced the Athenians to evacuate their city. But his fleet was
defeated by a united Greek navy near the offshore island of Salamis, and a Greek
land victory at Platea in 479 put an end to the invasion.

After the invasions, Athens assumed the leadership of the Greek allies. It was
the Athenians who liberated the Ionian Greeks, and it was Athens, supported by
contributions from other cities, which controlled the navy that kept the freedom
of the Aegean and Ionian seas. What began as a federation grew into an Athenian
Empire.

Internally, Athens was a democracy, the first authenticated example of such a
polity. ‘Democracy’ is the Greek word for the rule of the people, and Athenian
democracy was a very thoroughgoing form of that rule. Athens was not like a
modern democracy, in which the citizens elect representatives to form a govern-
ment. Rather, each citizen had the right personally to take part in government
by attending a general assembly, where he could listen to speeches by political
leaders and then cast his vote. To see what this would mean in modern terms,
imagine that members of the cabinet and shadow cabinet speak on television for
two hours, after which a motion is put and a decision taken on the basis of votes
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recorded by each viewer pressing either a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ button on the television set.
To make the parallel precise, one would have to add that only male citizens over
20 are allowed to press the button; and no women or children, or slaves or
foreigners.

The judiciary and the legislature in Athens were drawn by lot from members of
the assembly over thirty; laws were passed by a panel of 1,000 chosen for one day
only, and major trials were conducted before a jury of 501. Even the magistrates
— the executives charged with carrying out the decisions of government, whether
judicial, financial, or military — were largely chosen by lot; only about one hundred
were elected officers.

Never before or since have the ordinary people of a state taken so full a part
in its government. It is important to remember this when reading what Greek
philosophers have to say about the merits and demerits of democratic institutions.
Athenians dated their constitution to the reforms of Cleisthenes in 508 BC, and
that year is often taken to be the birthdate of democracy.

Athenian democracy was not incompatible with aristocratic leadership, and
during its period of empire Athens, by popular choice, was governed by Pericles,
the great-nephew of Cleisthenes. He instituted an ambitious programme to re-
build the city’s temples which had been destroyed by Xerxes. To this day, visitors
travel across the world to see the ruins of the buildings he erected on the
Acropolis, the city’s citadel. The sculptures with which these temples were dec-
orated are among the most treasured possessions of the museums in which they
are now scattered. The Parthenon, the temple of the virgin goddess Athena, was
a thank-offering for the victories of the Persian wars. The Elgin marbles in the
British Museum, brought from the temple ruins by Lord Elgin in 1803, represent
a great Athenian festival, the Panathenaea, just such a one as Parmenides and
Zeno saw in the years when the building works were beginning. When Pericles’
programme was complete, Athens was unrivalled anywhere in the world for archi-
tecture and sculpture.

Athens held the primacy too in drama and literature. Aeschylus, who had
fought in the Persian wars, was the first great writer of tragedy: he brought onto
the stage the heroes and heroines of Homeric epic, and his re-enactment of the
homecoming and murder of Agamemnon can still fascinate and horrify. Aeschylus
also represented the more recent catastrophes which had afflicted King Xerxes.
Younger dramatists, the pious conservative Sophocles and the more radical and
sceptical Euripides, set the classical pattern of tragic drama. Sophocles’ plays
about King Oedipus, killer of his father and husband of his mother, and Euripides’
portrayal of the child-murderer Medea, not only figure in the twentieth-century
repertoire but strike disturbing chords in the twentieth-century psyche. The serious
writing of history, also, began in this century, with Herodotus’ chronicles of the
Persian Wars written in the early years of the century, and Thucydides’ narrative
of the war between the Greeks as it came to an end.
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Figure 4 Aerial view of the Athenian Acropolis.
(© Yann Arthus-Bertrand /CORBIS)

ANAXAGORAS

Philosophy, too, came to Athens in the age of Pericles. Anaxagoras of Clazomenae
(near Izmir) was born about 500 BC and was thus about forty years older than
Democritus. He came to Athens after the end of the Persian wars, and became a
friend and associate of Pericles. He wrote a book on natural philosophy in the
style of his Ionian predecessors, acknowledging a particular debt to Anaximenes;
it was the first such treatise, we are told, to contain diagrams.

Anaxagoras’ account of the origin of the world is strikingly similar to a model
which is popular today. At the beginning, he said, “all things were together’, in a
unit infinitely complex and infinitely small which lacked all perceptible qualities.
This primeval pebble began to rotate, expanding as it did so, and throwing off air
and ether, and eventually the stars and the sun and the moon. In the course of
the rotation, what is dense separated off from what is rarefied, and so did the hot
from the cold, the bright from the dark, and the dry from the wet. Thus the
articulated substances of our world were formed, with the dense and the wet and
the cold and the dark congregating where our earth now is, and the rare and the
hot and the dry and the bright moving to the outermost parts of the ether.

In a manner, however, Anaxagoras maintained, ‘as things were in the begin-
ning, so now they are all together’: that is, in every single thing there is a portion
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of everything else; there is a little whiteness in what is black, and something
lightweight in whatever is heavy. This was clearest in the case of semen, which
must contain hair and nails and muscles and bones and ever so much else. The
expansion of the universe, according to Anaxagoras, has continued until the
present, and will continue in the future, and perhaps it is even now generating
inhabited worlds other than our own.

The motion which generates the development of the universe is set in train by
Mind. Mind is something entirely different from the matter over whose history it
presides. It is infinite and separate, and has no part in the general commingling of
elements; if it did, it would get drawn into the evolutionary process and could
not control it.

In the 430s, when the popularity of Pericles began to wane, his protégé
Anaxagoras was targeted for attack. He had said that the sun was a fiery lump,
somewhat larger than the Peloponnesus. This was taken as inconsistent with
worship of the sun as a god, and was made the basis of a charge of impicty.
He fled to Lampsacus on the Hellespont and lived there in honourable exile until
his death in 428.

THE SOPHISTS

Anaxagoras, during the rule of Pericles, was without rival as a resident philosopher
in Athens. But during the same period the city received visits from a number of
itinerant purveyors of learning who left behind reputations not inferior to his. These
peripatetic teachers, or advisers, were called sophists: they were willing, for a fee,
to impart many different skills and to act as consultants on a variety of topics.

As there was no public system of higher education in Athens, it fell to the
sophists to instruct those young men who could afford their services in the arts
and information which they would need in their adult life. Given the importance
of public pleading in the assembly and before the courts, rhetorical skill was at a
premium, and sophists were much in demand to teach, and assist with, the
presentation of a case in the most favourable possible light. Critics alleged that
because they were more concerned with persuasiveness than with the pursuit of
truth, the sophists were no true philosophers. None the less, the best of them
were quite capable of holding their own in philosophical argument.

The most famous of the sophists was Protagoras of Abdera, who visited Athens
several times during the mid-fifth century, and was employed by Pericles to draw
up a constitution for an Athenian colony. Most of what we know of Protagoras
comes from the writings of Plato, who disapproved of sophists and regarded them
as a bad influence on the young, encouragers of scepticism, relativism, and cyni-
cism. None the less, Plato took Protagoras seriously and endeavoured to provide
answers to his arguments.
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Protagoras was agnostic in religion. ‘About the gods,” he said, ‘I cannot be
sure whether they exist or not, or what they are like to see; for many things stand
in the way of knowledge of them, both the opacity of the subject and the short-
ness of human life.” He was more a humanist than a theist: ‘Man is the measure
of all things,” ran his most famous saying, ‘both of things that are that they are,
and of things that are not that they are not.’

On the most likely interpretation, this means that whatever, whether through
perception or through thought, appears to a particular person to be true, s true
for that person. This does away with objective truth: nothing can be true abso-
lutely, but only true relative to an individual. When people differ in belief, there
is no way in which one of them is right and the other wrong. Democritus, and
later Plato, objected that Protagoras’ doctrine destroyed itself. For if all beliefs are
true, then among true beliefs is the belief that not every belief is true.

Another sophist, Gorgias of Leontini, had been a pupil of Empedocles. He
was first and foremost a teacher of rhetoric, whose essays on the polishing of
style influenced the history of Greek oratory. But he was also a philosopher, of a
tendency even more sceptical than that of Protagoras. He is said to have main-
tained that there is nothing, that if there is anything it cannot be known, and if
anything can be known it cannot be communicated by one person to another.

By the time Gorgias visited Athens, in 427, a war had commenced between
Athens and Sparta, known as the Peloponnesian war. Shortly after the outbreak of
war, Pericles died, and campaign after campaign went badly for Athens. Defeat
and plague brutalized the Athenians, and they became cruel and unscrupulous in
warfare. They forfeited all claim to moral grandeur in 416 when they occupied
the island of Melos, slaughtered all the adult males and enslaved the women and
children. The later tragedies of Euripides, and some of the comedies of his
contemporary Aristophanes, expressed an eloquent protest against the Athenian
conduct of the war. It concluded with a crushing naval defeat at Aegospotami in
405 BC. The Athenian empire came to an end, and the leadership of Greece
passed to Sparta. But the great days of Athenian philosophy were still to come.

SOCRATES

Among those who served in the Athenian heavy infantry was Socrates the son of
Sophroniscus, who was thirty-eight when the war began. He was present at three
of the important battles in the earlier years of the war and won a reputation for
bravery. Back in Athens in 406, he held office in the Assembly at a time when a
group of generals was put on trial for abandoning the bodies of the dead at the
sea-battle of Arginusae. It was illegal to try the generals collectively rather than
individually, but Socrates was the only person to vote against doing so, and they
were executed.
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When the war ended in 404, the Spartans replaced the Athenian democracy
with an oligarchy known as the Thirty Tyrants, who instituted a reign of terror.
Socrates was ordered to arrest an innocent man, but disregarded the order. He
would soon pay the price of the uprightness which had made him unpopular now
with both democrats and aristocrats.

Socrates’ importance in the development of philosophy is such that all the phi-
losophers we have considered hitherto are lumped together by historians under
the title ‘Pre-Socratics’. Yet he left no written work, and the details of his life,
apart from its main dramatic events, remain obscure, a subject of controversy
among scholars. He did not lack biographers, and indeed many of his contem-
poraries and successors wrote dialogues in which he took the leading part. The
difficulty is to sort out sober fact from admiring fiction. His biographers all tell
us that he was shabby and ugly, pot-bellied and snub-nosed; but agreement goes
little further than that. The two authors whose works survive intact, the military
historian Xenophon and the idealist philosopher Plato, paint pictures of Socrates
which differ from each other as much as the picture of Jesus given by St Mark
differs from that given by St John.

In his lifetime, Socrates was mocked by the comic dramatist Aristophanes, who
portrayed him as a bumbling and corrupt eccentric, pursuing scientific curios-
ities with his head literally in the clouds. But rather than a natural philosopher,
Socrates seems to have been a sophist of an unusual kind. Like the sophists, he
spent much of his time in discussion and debate with rich young men (some of
whom came to positions of power when oligarchy replaced democracy). But
unlike others he charged no fees, and his method of education was not to instruct
but to question; he said that he drew out, like a midwife, the thoughts with
which his young pupils were pregnant. Unlike the sophists he made no claim to
the possession of any special knowledge or expertise.

In classical Greece great attention was paid to the oracles uttered in the name
of the god Apollo by the entranced priestesses in the shrine of Delphi. When
asked if there was anyone wiser than Socrates, a priestess replied that there was no
one. Socrates professed to be puzzled by this oracle, and questioned, one after
another, politicians, poets, and experts claiming to possess wisdom of various
kinds. None of them were able to defend their reputation against his cross-
questioning, and Socrates concluded that the oracle was correct in that he alone
realized that his own wisdom was worth nothing.

It was in matters of morality that it was most important to pursue genuine
knowledge and to expose false pretensions. For according to Socrates moral
knowledge and virtue were one and the same thing. Someone who really knew
what it was right to do could not do wrong; if anyone did what was wrong,
it must be because he did not know what was right. No one goes wrong
on purpose, since everyone wants to lead a good life and thus be happy. Those
who do wrong unintentionally are in need of instruction, not punishment. This
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remarkable set of doctrines is sometimes called by historians ‘The Socratic
Paradox’.

Socrates did not claim to possess himself the degree of wisdom which would
keep him from wrongdoing. Instead, he said that he relied on an inner divine
voice, which would intervene if ever he was on the point of taking a wrong step.

Authorities who disagree about the content of Socrates’ teaching agree about the
manner of his death. The enemies whom he had made by his political probity,
and his gadfly-like puncturing of reputations, ganged together to bring against
him, at the age of seventy, a series of capital charges, accusing him of impiety, the
introduction of strange gods, and the corruption of Athenian youth. Plato, who
was present at his trial, wrote, after his death, a dramatized version of his speech
in his defence, or Apology.

His accuser, Meletus, claims that he corrupts the young. Who then are the
people who improve the young? In answer Meletus suggests, first, the judges,
then the members of the legislative council, then the members of the assembly,
and finally every single Athenian except Socrates. What a surprising piece of good
fortune for the city’s young people! Socrates goes on to ask whether it is better to
live among good men than among bad men? Anyone would obviously prefer to
live among good men, since bad men are likely to do him harm; if so he himself
can have no motive for corrupting the young on purpose, and if he is doing so
unwittingly, he should be educated rather than prosecuted.

Socrates turns to the charge of impiety. Is he being accused of atheism, or of
introducing strange gods? The two charges are not consistent with each other;
and in fact, Meletus seems to be confusing him with Anaxagoras who said the sun
was made of stone and the moon of earth. As for the charge of atheism, Socrates
can reply that his mission as a philosopher was given him by God himself, and his
campaign to expose false wisdom was waged in obedience to the Delphic oracle.
What would really be a betrayal of God would be to desert his post through fear
of death. If he were told that he could go free on condition of abandoning
philosophical inquiry, he would reply, ‘Men of Athens, I honour and love you;
but I shall obey God rather than you, and while I have life and strength I shall
never cease from the practice and teaching of philosophy’.

Socrates concludes his defence by pointing to the presence in court of many
of his pupils and their families, none of whom has been called on to testify for
the prosecution. He refuses to do as others and produce in court his weeping
children as objects of compassion: at the hands of the judges he seeks justice and
not mercy.

When the verdict was delivered, he was condemned by a slender majority of the
501 judges. The prosecution called for the death penalty; it was for the accused
to propose an alternative sentence. Socrates considered asking for an honourable
pension, but was willing to settle for a moderate fine — one too large for him to
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pay himself, but which Plato and his friends were willing to pay on his behalf.
The judges regarded the fine as unrealistically small, and passed sentence of death.

In his speech after sentence, Socrates told the judges that it would not have been
difficult for him to frame a defence which would have secured acquittal; but the
kind of tactics required would have been beneath him. ‘The difficulty, my friends,
is not to avoid death, but to avoid unrighteousness; for that runs faster than death’.
Socrates, old and slow, has been overtaken by the slower runner; his sprightly
accusers have been overtaken by the faster. During the trial his divine voice has
never once spoken to him to hold him back, and so he is content to go to his death.

Is death a dreamless sleep? Such a sleep is more blessed than most nights and
days in the life of even the most fortunate mortal. Is death a journey to another
world? How splendid, to be able to meet the glorious dead and to converse with
Hesiod and Homer! ‘Nay. if this be true, let me die again and again.” He has so
many questions to put to the great men and women of the past: and in the next
world no one will be put to death for asking questions. “The hour of departure
has arrived, and we go our ways — I to die, and you to live. Which is better God
only knows.’

Tae EUTHYPHRO

After the trial portrayed in the Apology, there was a delay before sentence of death
was carried out. A sacred ship had set out on its annual ceremonial voyage to the
island of Delos, and until it returned to Athens the taking of human life was
taboo. Plato has represented these days between condemnation and execution in
a pair of unforgettable dialogues, the Crito and the Phaedo. No one knows how
much in these dialogues is history, and how much invention; but the picture which
they paint has fired the imagination of many who lived centuries and millennia
after Socrates’ death.

Before considering these works, we should turn to a short dialogue, the
Euthyphro, which Plato situates immediately before the trial. However fictional in
detail, this probably gives a fair picture of Socrates’ actual methods of discussion
and cross-examination.

Socrates, awaiting trial outside the courthouse, meets young Euthyphro from
Naxos, who has come to bring a private prosecution. Euthyphro’s father had
apprehended a farm-labourer who had killed a servant in a brawl; while sending
to Athens for an authoritative ruling about his punishment, he had had him tied
up and thrown into a ditch, where he died of hunger and exposure. The son had
now come to Athens to prosecute a charge of murder against his father.

The case is obviously intended by Plato to be a difficult one: did the father
really kill the labourer? If he did, is killing a murderer really murder? If it is, is a
son a proper prosecutor of a father? But Euthyphro has no doubts, and regards
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his action as the performance of a religious duty. The case provides the setting for
a discussion between Socrates and Euthyphro on the relation between religion
and morality. The nature of piety, or holiness, is of keen interest to Socrates who
is himself about to stand trial on a charge of impiety. So he asks Euthyphro to tell
him the nature of piety and impiety.

DPiety, replies Euthyphro, is doing as I am doing, prosecuting crime; and if you
think I should not take my father to court, remember that the supreme god Zeus
punished his own father, Cronos. Socrates expresses some distaste for such stories
of conflicts between the gods, and takes a while to ascertain that Euthyphro really
believes them. But his real difficulty with Euthyphro’s account of piety or holiness
is that it merely gives a single example, and does not tell us what is the standard
by which actions are to be judged pious or impious. Euthyphro obliges with a
definition: holiness is what the gods love, and unholiness is what they hate.

Socrates points out that, given the stories about quarrels between the gods,
it may not be easy to secure a consensus about what the gods love; if something
is loved by some gods and hated by others, it will turn out to be both holy
and unholy. Such may be the case with Euthyphro’s own action of prosecuting
his father. But let us waive this, and amend the definition so that it runs: what all
the gods love is holy, and what all the gods hate is unholy. A further question
arises: do the gods love what is holy because it is holy, or is it holy because the
gods love it?

In order to get Euthyphro to grasp the sense of this question, Socrates ofters a
number of examples which turn on points of Greek grammar. His point could be
made in English by saying that in a criminal case, ‘the accused’ is so called
because someone accuses him; it is not that people accuse him because he is the
accused. Now is the holy, similarly, so called because the gods love it? Once he
understands the question, Euthyphro rejects it: on the contrary, the gods love
what is holy because it is holy.

Socrates now slyly offers ‘godly’ as an abbreviation for ‘what is loved by the
gods’. Since Euthyphro maintains that holiness and godliness are the same, we
can substitute ‘godly’ for ‘holy’ in Euthyphro’s thesis that what is holy is loved by
the gods because it is holy. We get this result:

(A) The godly is loved by the gods because it is godly
On the other hand it seems clear that
(B) The godly is godly because it is loved by the gods
since ‘godly’ was introduced precisely as a synonym for ‘loved by the gods’.

Socrates claims to have reduced Euthyphro to inconsistency, and urges him to
withdraw his claim that godliness and holiness are identical.
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Euthyphro in the dialogue concedes that his definitions have not turned out as
he wished. We may well think, however, that he should have stood his ground,
and pointed out that Socrates was equivocating with the word ‘because’, using
it in two different senses. If we say that the godly is the godly because it is loved
by the gods, we are talking about the word ‘godly’; the ‘because’ invokes our
stipulation about its meaning. If we say that the gods love the holy because it is
holy, the ‘because’ introduces the motive of the gods’ love, and we are not
talking about the meanings of words. In fact, once we realize the ambiguity of
‘because’ there is no conflict between (A) and (B). The point can be made in
English by pointing out that it is true both that

(C) A judge is a judge because he judges
(that is why he is called a judge); and also that
(D) A judge judges because he is a judge

(he does it because it is his job).

So Euthyphro should not have been checkmated so easily. However, even if
Socrates was persuaded to agree that there was nothing inconsistent in saying that
what is holy is loved by the gods because it is holy, he could still go on to say, as
he does in the dialogue, that even if that is so, being loved by the gods is only
something that happens to what is holy: it does not tell us the essential nature of
holiness in itself.

Instead of godliness, should holiness be identified with justice? Socrates and
Euthyphro agree that holiness seems to be only one part of justice, and Euthyphro
suggests that it is justice in the service of the gods, rather than justice in the
service of humans. Socrates latches onto the word ‘service’. When we take care of
horses, or dogs, or oxen, we do them various services which improve their con-
dition. Can we in a similar way do services to the gods? Can we make them
any better than they are? Euthyphro points out that servants do not necessarily
aim to improve their masters by serving them, but simply to assist them in their
work. What then, Socrates asks, is the gods’ work, in which we can offer service?
Euthyphro is unable to reply, and falls back on a definition of holiness as divine
service in the form of prayer and sacrifice.

So then, Socrates says, holiness is giving things to the gods in the hope of
getting something back from them; a kind of trade. But a trader can only hope to
strike a bargain by offering his customer something which he needs or wants; so
we must ask what good the gods gain from our gifts? Euthyphro cannot answer
except by falling back on his earlier claim that holiness is something which the
gods love. He refuses to take the discussion further, and hastens on to his self-
appointed task.
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The Euthyphro probably gives a realistic picture of the strengths and weaknesses
of Socrates’ methods of cross-examination. It also, whether this was Plato’s inten-
tion or not, enables us to understand why religious folk in Athens might in good
faith regard Socrates as a danger to the young and a purveyor of impiety.

Tae Crrto

The Crito is a much easier dialogue to read. Socrates is now in prison, waiting for
the execution of his sentence. A number of his friends, led by Crito, have devised
a plan for him to escape and flee to Thessaly. The plan had a good chance of
success, but Socrates would have no part in it. Life was only worth striving for if
it was a good life; and life purchased by disobedience to the laws was not a life
worth living. Even if he has been wronged, he should not render evil for evil. But
in fact he has been condemned by due process, and he should remain obedient to
the law.

Socrates imagines the laws of Athens addressing him. ‘Did we not bring you
into existence? By our aid your father married your mother and begat you.” We
also commanded your father to educate you in body and mind. ‘Has a philosopher
like you failed to discover that our country is more precious and higher and holier
far than mother or father or any ancestor? ... Having brought you into the
world, and nurtured and educated you, and given you and every other citizen a
share in every good which we had to give, we further proclaim to any Athenian
by the liberty which we allow him, that if he does not like us, the laws, when he
has become of age and seen the ways of the city, and made our acquaintance, he
may go where he pleases and take his goods with him.’

By remaining in Athens continuously through his long life Socrates has entered
into an implied contract that he will do as the laws command. By refusing at his
trial to accept exile rather than death, he has renewed that commitment. Will he
now, at the age of seventy, turn his back on the covenants he has made and run
away? ‘Think not of life and children first, and of justice afterwards, but of justice
first; for if you leave the city, returning evil for evil and breaking the contracts you
have made with us, our brethren, the laws in the world below, will give you no
friendly welcome.” Crito has no answer and Socrates concludes, ‘Let us fulfil the
will of God and follow whither he leads’.

THE PHAEDO

The dialogue with which Plato concludes his account of Socrates’ last days is
called the Phaedo, after the name of the narrator, a citizen of Parmenides’ city of
Elea, who claims, with his friends Simmias and Cebes, to have been present with
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Figure 5 A herm of Socrates bearing a quotation from the Crito.
(Naples, Museo Nazionale; photo: Alinari Archives, Florence)

Socrates at his death. The drama begins as news arrives that the sacred ship has
returned from Delos, which brings to an end the stay of execution. Socrates’
chains are removed, and he is allowed a final visit from his weeping wife Xanthippe
with their youngest child in her arms. After she leaves, the group turns to a
discussion of death and immortality.

A true philosopher, Socrates maintains, will have no fear of death; but he will not
take his own life, either, even when dying seems preferable to going on living. We
are God’s cattle, and we should not take ourselves off without a summons from
God. Why, then, ask Simmias and Cebes, is Socrates so ready to go to his death?
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In response Socrates takes as his starting point the conception of a human
being as a soul imprisoned in a body. True philosophers care little for bodily
pleasures such as food and drink and sex, and they find the body a hindrance
rather than a help in the pursuit of scientific knowledge. “Thought is best when
the mind is gathered into itself, and none of these things trouble it — neither
sounds nor sights nor pain, nor again any pleasure — when it takes leave of the
body and has as little as possible to do with it.” So philosophers in their pursuit of
truth continually try to keep their souls detached from their bodies. But death is
the full separation of soul from body: hence, a true philosopher has, all life long,
been in effect seeking and craving after death.

Hunger and disease and lust and fear obstruct the study of philosophy. The
body is to blame for faction and war, because the body’s demands need money
for their satisfaction, and all wars are caused by the love of money. Even in
peacetime the body is a source of endless turmoil and confusion. ‘If we would
have pure knowledge of anything we must be quit of the body — the soul by itself
must behold things by themselves: and then we shall attain that which we desire,
and of which we say that we are lovers — wisdom; not while we live but, as the
argument shows, only after death.” A true lover of wisdom, therefore, will depart
this life with joy.

So far, it is fair to say, Socrates has been preaching rather than arguing. Cebes
brings him up short by saying that most people will reject the premiss that the
soul can survive the body. They believe rather that on the day of death the soul
comes to an end, vanishing into nothingness like a puft of smoke. ‘Surely it
requires a great deal of proof to show that when a man is dead his soul yet exists,
and has any strength or intelligence.” So Socrates proceeds to offer a set of proofs
of immortality.

First, there is the argument from opposites. If two things are opposites, each of
them comes into being from the other. If someone goes to sleep, she must have
been awake. If someone wakes up, he must have been asleep. Again, if A becomes
greater than B, then A must have been less that B. If A becomes better than B,
then A must have been worse than B. Thus, these opposites, greater and less, plus
better and worse, just like sleeping and waking, come into being from each other.
But death and life are opposites, and the same must hold true here also. Those
who die, obviously enough, are those who have been living; should we not
conclude that dying in its turn is followed by living? Since life after death is not
visible, we must conclude that souls live in another world below, perhaps to
return to earth in some latter day.

The second argument sets out to prove the existence of a non-embodied soul
not after, but before, its life in the body. The proof proceeds in two steps: first,
Socrates seeks to show that knowledge is recollection; second, he urges that
recollection involves pre-existence.
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The first step in the argument goes like this. We constantly see things which
are more or less equal in size. But we never see two stones or blocks of wood or
other material things which are absolutely equal to each other. Hence, our idea of
absolute equality cannot be derived from experience. The approximately equal
things we see merely remind us of absolute equality, in the way that a portrait
may remind us of an absent lover.

The second step is this. If we are reminded of something, we must have been
acquainted with it beforehand. So it we are reminded of absolute equality, we
must have previously encountered it. But we did not do so in our present life
with our ordinary senses of sight and touch. So we must have done so, by pure
intellect, in a previous life before we were born — unless, improbably, we imagine
that the knowledge of equality was infused into us at the moment of our birth. If
the argument works for the idea of absolute equality, it works equally for other
similar ideas, such as absolute goodness and absolute beauty.

Socrates admits that this second argument, even if successful in proving that
the soul exists before birth, will not show its survival after death unless it is
reinforced by the first argument. So he offers a third argument, based on the
concepts of dissolubility and indissolubility.

If something is able to dissolve and disintegrate, as the body does at death,
then it must be something composite and changeable. But the objects with which
the soul is concerned, such as absolute equality and beauty, are unchangeable,
unlike the beauties we see with the eyes of the body, which fade and decay. The
visible world is constantly changing; only what is invisible remains unaltered. The
invisible soul suffers change only when dragged, through the senses of the body,
into the world of flux.

Within that world, the soul staggers like a drunkard; but when it returns into
itself, it passes into the world of purity, eternity, and immortality. This is the
world in which it is at home. “The soul is in the very likeness of the divine, and
immortal, and rational, and uniform, and indissoluble and unchangeable, and the
body is in the very likeness of the human, and mortal, and irrational, and multi-
form, and dissoluble, and changeable.” Hence, Socrates concludes, the body is
liable to dissolution, while the soul is almost totally indissoluble. If even bodies,
when mummified in Egypt, can survive for many years, it must be totally improb-
able that the soul dissolves and disappears at the moment of death.

The soul of the true philosopher will depart to an invisible world of bliss. But
impure souls, who in life were nailed to the body by rivets of pleasure and pain,
and are still wedded to bodily concerns at the moment of death, will not become
totally immaterial, but will haunt the tomb as shadowy ghosts, until they enter
the prison of a new body, perhaps of a lascivious ass, or a vicious wolf, or at best,
a sociable and industrious bee.

Simmias now undermines the basis of Socrates’ argument by offering a differ-
ent, and subtle, conception of the soul. Consider, he says, a lyre made out of
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wood and strings. The lyre may be in tune or out of tune, depending on the
tension of the strings. A living human body may be compared to a lyre that is in
tune, and a dead body to a lyre out of tune. Suppose someone were to claim that,
while the strings and the wood were gross material composites, being in tune was
something which was invisible and incorporeal. Would it not be foolish to argue
that this attunement could survive the smashing of the lyre and the rending of its
strings? Of course; and we must conclude that when the strings of the body lose
their tone through injury or disease, the soul must perish like the tunefulness of
a broken lyre.

Cebes too still needs convincing that the soul is immortal, but his criticism of
Socrates is less radical than that of Simmias. He is prepared to agree that the soul
is more powerful than the body, and need not wear out when the body wears
out. In the normal course of life, the body suffers frequent wear and tear and
needs constant restoration by the soul. But may not the soul itself eventually
come to die in the body, just as a weaver, who has made and worn out many
coats in his lifetime, may die and be survived by the last of them? Even on the
hypothesis of transmigration, a soul might pass from body to body, and yet not
be imperishable but eventually meet its death. So, concludes Simmias, ‘he who is
confident about death can have but a foolish confidence, unless he is able to
prove that the soul is altogether immortal and imperishable’.

In response to Simmias, Socrates first falls back on the argument from recollec-
tion which required the soul’s pre-existence. This is quite unintelligible if having
a soul is simply having one’s body in tune; a lyre has to exist before it can be
tuned. More importantly, being in tune admits of degrees: a lyre can be more or
less in tune. But souls do not admit of degrees; no soul can be more or less a soul
than another soul. One might say that a virtuous soul was a soul in harmony with
itself: but if so, it would have to be an attunement of an attunement. Again, it is
the tension of the strings which causes the lyre to be in tune, but in the human
case the relationship is the other way round: it is the soul which keeps the body
in order. Under this battery of arguments, Simmias admits defeat.

Before answering Cebes, Socrates offers a long narrative of his own intellectual
history, leading up to his acceptance of the existence of absolute ideas, such as
absolute beauty and absolute goodness. Only by sharing in beauty itself can
something be beautiful. The same goes for the tall and short: a tall man is tall
through tallness, and a short man is short through shortness. An individual may
grow or shrink, and indeed if he becomes taller he must have been shorter, as was
agreed earlier; but though he is first short and then tall, his shortness can never
become tallness, nor his tallness shortness. This is so even in the case of a person
like Simmias, who, as it happens, is taller than Socrates and shorter than Phaedo.

The relevance of these remarks to immortality takes some time to become clear.
Socrates goes on to make a distinction between what later philosophers would call
the contingent and necessary properties of things. Human beings may or may not be
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tall, but the number three cannot but be odd, and snow cannot but be cold: these
properties are necessary to them, and not just contingent. Now just as coldness
cannot turn into heat, so too snow, which is necessarily cold, must either retire
or perish at the approach of heat; it cannot remain and become hot snow.
Socrates generalizes: not only will opposites not receive opposites, but nothing
which necessarily brings with it an opposite will admit the opposite of what it
brings.

Now Socrates draws his moral. The soul brings life, just as snow brings cold.
But death is the opposite of life, so that the soul can no more admit death than
snow can admit heat. But what cannot admit death is immortal, and so the soul
is immortal. But there is a difference between the soul and snow: when heat
arrives, the snow simply perishes. But since what is immortal is also imperishable,
the soul, at the approach of death, does not perish, but retires to another world.

It is not at all clear how this is an answer to Cebes’ contention that the soul
might be able to survive one or more deaths without being everlasting and
imperishable. But in the dialogue Socrates’ conclusion that the soul is immortal
and imperishable and will exist in another world is greeted with acclamation, and
the audience settles down to listen to Socrates as he narrates a series of myths
about the soul’s journeys in the underworld.

The narration over, Crito asks Socrates whether he has any last wishes, and
how he should be buried. He is told to bear in mind the message of the dialogue:
they will be burying only Socrates” body, not Socrates himself, who is to go to
the joys of the blessed. Socrates takes his last bath, and says farewell to the
women and children of his family. The gaoler arrives with the cup of the poison,
hemlock, which was given to condemned prisoners in Athens as the mode of their
execution. After a joke to the gaoler, Socrates drains the cup and composes
himself serenely for death as sensation gradually deserts his limbs. His last words
are puzzling: ‘Crito, I owe a cock to Aesculapius; will you remember to pay the
debt’. Aesculapius was the god of healing. Perhaps the words mean that the life
of the body is a disease, and death is its cure (see Plate 1).

The Phaedo is a masterpiece: it is one of the finest surviving pieces of Greek
prose, and even in translation it moves and haunts the reader. Two questions
arise: what does it tell us about Socrates? What does it tell us about the immor-
tality of the soul?

The narrative framework provided by Socrates’ imprisonment and death is
commonly accepted by scholars as authentic; and certainly it is Plato’s account
of these last hours which has held the imagination of writers and artists through
the centuries. But several of the speeches propounding the soul’s immortality are
couched in language more appropriate to Plato’s own philosophical system than
to the cross-examination techniques of the historic Socrates. The confidence in
survival expressed in the Phaedo is in sharp contrast with the agnosticism attrib-
uted to Socrates in Plato’s own Apology.
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The arguments for immortality, cut out of the pattern of ancient myth into
which they are interwoven, are unlikely to convince a modern reader. But even in
antiquity, counterarguments would come quickly to mind. Is it true that oppos-
ites always come from opposites? Did not Parmenides show that Being could not
come from Unbeing? And even where opposites come from opposites, must the
cycle continue for ever? Even if sleeping has to follow waking, may not one last
waking be followed by everlasting sleep? And however true it may be that the
soul cannot abide death, why must it retire elsewhere when the body dies, rather
than perish like the melted snow?

The most interesting topics of the dialogue are the argument from recollection,
and the criticism of the idea that the soul is an attunement of the body. Both of
these themes have a long history ahead of them. But the first will be best pursued
when we have examined its place in Plato’s own developed system, and the
second is best evaluated when we consider the account of the soul given by
Plato’s successor Aristotle.

In the works of philosophers through the ages, the name ‘Socrates’ occurs on
many a page. More often than not, however, it is not a reference to the Athenian
who drank the hemlock. It came into common use as a dummy name to be used
in the formalization of arguments; as in the syllogism:

All men are mortal
Socrates is a man
Therefore Socrates is mortal.

Particularly in the Middle Ages the name was used daily by writers who knew
very little of the story told in the Apology, Crito, and Phaedo. In this, as in more
solemn ways, the mortality and death of Socrates has echoed through the philo-
sophical literature of the West.
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THE PHILOSOPHY OF
PLATO

LirE AND WORKS

Plato was born into a wealthy family in the last days of the Athenian Empire.
When the Peloponnesian war ended in 405 he was in his carly twenties, just old
enough to have fought in it, as his brothers certainly did. His uncles, Critias and
Charmides, were two of the Thirty Tyrants. Socrates’ execution in 399 under a
restored democracy gave Plato a lifelong distrust of demagogues, and a distaste
for a political career in Athens.

When he was forty Plato went to Sicily and formed a close association with
Dion, the brother-in-law of the reigning monarch Dionysius I. On his return to
Athens he founded a school, the Academy, in a private grove beside his own
house. It was modelled on the Pythagorean communities in Italy, a group of like-
minded thinkers interested in mathematics, metaphysics, morality and mysticism
(see Plate 2). At the age of sixty Plato was invited back to Sicily as an adviser
to Dion’s nephew, who had now succeeded to the throne as Dionysius II. His
career as a royal adviser was not successful, either politically or philosophically,
and in 360 he returned home. He died peacefully at a wedding-feast in Athens,
himself unmarried, in his eighty-first year (347).

Apart from these few facts, which were embroidered by fiction writers in later
antiquity, we know little about Plato’s life. However, unlike Socrates, Plato left
behind many writings on philosophy, all of which survive today. But these works
are in dialogue form, and Plato himself never appears in them as a speaker.
Hence, it is difficult to be sure which of the varied and often conflicting philo-
sophical positions propounded by the characters in the dialogues are ones to
which Plato was himself committed. When we seek to discover his own philo-
sophical standpoint, we can achieve little certainty; but commentators have reached
a tentative consensus about the general lines along which his thought developed.

Plato’s dialogues fall into three classes. The first group, commonly thought to
have been written earliest, are called ‘Socratic’ dialogues because in each of them
Socrates appears in his historic role as the questioner and deflater of spurious
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Figure 6 Medallion of Plato from the frieze in the Upper Reading Room of the
Bodleian Library, Oxford, ¢.1616.
(© The Bodleian Library, University of Oxford)

claims to knowledge. The Euthyphro illustrates the pattern common to most of
these dialogues: some person, usually the one named in the title, professes to be
knowledgeable about a particular art or virtue or excellence, and Socrates’ cross-
questioning shows up the pretended knowledge as mere prejudice. In this manner
the topic of courage is treated in the Laches, temperance in the Charmides, friendship
in the Lysis, beauty in the Hippias Major and poetic recitation in the Ion, just as
piety was in the Euthyphro. The Hippins Minor, another dialogue of this period,
addresses the Socratic theme of intentional and unintentional wrongdoing.

In the central group of dialogues, dating from Plato’s maturity, Socrates is
again the principal figure; but he is no longer simply an attorney prosecuting
prejudices that masquerade as knowledge. He now appears as a teacher in his
own right, expounding elaborate philosophical ideas. The dialogues are longer,
and their content is more difficult to master. We have already met one dialogue
of this group, the Phaedo. Others are the Gorgias, the Protagoras, the Meno, the
Symposinm, the Phaedrus, and, best known of all, the Republic. Common to most
of these is a preoccupation with the famous Theory of Ideas, which we must
shortly explain.

In the final group of dialogues, the role of Socrates diminishes; sometimes he is
only a minor figure, and sometimes he does not appear at all. A bridge between
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the middle and the later dialogues is given by the Theaetetus, which seeks a
definition of knowledge: Socrates is still to be seen in his familiar role as the
midwife of thought. In the Parmenides Socrates appears as a young man in awe of
the aged Parmenides while dense and complicated arguments are presented against
the Theory of Ideas. In the Philebus, whose topic is pleasure, Socrates once again
has the chief part; in the Sophist, on Being and Unbeing, and in the Statesman,
about the best form of government, he is present, but takes no effective part in
the discussion. In the latest and longest of this group, The Laws, which sets out a
detailed constitution for an imaginary state, Socrates does not appear at all.

Scholars do not agree how to interpret the cool and critical view which these
late dialogues take of the Theory of Ideas. Are the arguments against it meant to
be convincing, and did Plato abandon the theory in mid-life? Or did he think the
arguments were only sophistries, and simply leave it as an exercise for the reader
to work out how they could be refuted? The uncertainty here is compounded by
the existence of another dialogue, the Timaeus, which sets out Plato’s cosmology,
and which, until the Renaissance, was the best known of all his dialogues. In the
Timaeus the Theory of Ideas appears unchallenged in all its original glory; what
is in question is whether the dialogue belongs to the middle or the later period
of Plato’s life. Plato’s philosophical development is easier to understand if we
place the Timaens with dialogues like the Republic, but if we compare the dia-
logues on the basis of style, it seems to resemble more the group containing the
Sophist. The question of its dating is unresolved, and will no doubt continue to
be debated among scholars.

But let us look more closely at the Theory of Ideas which underpins the middle
dialogues and provides the bone of contention concerning the later dialogues. We
have already met it briefly, when Socrates spoke of absolute beauty and absolute
goodness in the Phaedo. But I tried to expound the arguments of that dialogue so
far as possible without elaborating on the nature of Ideas. It is now time to fill
that gap.

THE THEORY OF IDEAS

Plato’s theory arises as follows. Socrates, Simmias, and Cebes are all called ‘men’;
they have it in common that they are all men. Now when we say ‘Simmias is a
man’ does the word ‘man’ stand for something in the way that the word ‘Simmias’
stands for the individual man Simmias? If so, what? Is it the same thing as the
word ‘man’ stands for in the sentence ‘Cebes is a man’? Plato’s answer is yes: in
each case in which such an expression occurs it stands for the same thing, namely,
that which makes Simmias, Cebes, and Socrates all men. This is given by Plato
various designations, Greek phrases corresponding for instance to ‘the man him-
self’; or ‘that very thing which is man’. Because, in calling Socrates a man, Plato
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meant not that he was male, but that he was human, the common thing meant by
‘man’ can be called — by analogy with Plato’s use in other cases — ‘humanity’. But
its best known designation is “The Idea (or Form) of Man’.

Generalizing, in any case where A,B,C, are all F, Plato is likely to say that they
are related to a single Idea of F. Sometimes he states the principle universally,
sometimes, in particular cases, he hesitates about applying it. In various places he
lists Ideas of many different types, such as the Idea of Good, the Idea of Bad, the
Idea of Circle, the Idea of Being, the Idea of Sameness. And as long as he held
the theory at all Plato seems to have continued to believe in the Ideas of Good
and Beauty and Being. But he seems to have been unsure whether there was
an Idea of Mud.

If we search through the Platonic texts, we discover a number of theses about
Ideas and their relations to ordinary things in the world.

(1) Wherever several things are F, this is because they participate or imitate a
single Idea of F.

(2) No Idea is a participant or imitator of itself.

(3) (a) The Idea of F is F.
(b) The Idea of F is nothing but F.

(4) Nothing but the Idea of F is really and truly altogether F.

(5) Ideas are not in space or time, they have no parts and do not change, they
are not perceptible to the senses.

Theses (1), (2) and (3) make up an inconsistent triad. The difficulty to which
they lead was first expounded by Plato himself in the Parmenides. Let us suppose
we have a number of individuals each of which is F. Then, by (1), there is an Idea
of F. This, by (3), is itself F. But now the Idea of F and the original F things
make up a new collection of F things. By (1) again, this must be because they
participate in an Idea of F. But, by (2), this cannot be the Idea first postulated. So
there must be another Idea of F; but this in its turn, by (3), will be F; and so on
ad infinitum. So, against (1), there will be not a single Idea but infinitely many.

The problem can be illustrated by substituting ‘Man’ for ‘F’ in the above
pattern of argument. If there are a number of men, then, by (1) there is an Idea
of Man. But this, by (3) is itself man. The Idea of Man, plus the original men,
therefore form a new collection of men. By (1), therefore, there must be an Idea
of Man to correspond to this collection. But, by (2) this cannot be the Idea we
have already met; so it must be a new Idea. But this, in its turn, will be another
man; and so on ad infinitum; we cannot stop just with one or two Ideas of Man.
Aristotle was to call this refutation of the Theory of Ideas “The Third Man
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argument’. The problem was never resolved by Plato; and, as already said, it is a
matter of dispute between scholars whether he shrugged the objection oft or
abandoned all or part of his theory as a consequence.

The problem to which Plato’s theory is an inadequate solution is sometimes
called ‘the problem of universals’. In modern discussions of this problem, four
notions can be discerned which bear some resemblance to Plato’s Ideas.

(A) Concrete Universals. In a sentence such as ‘water is fluid’ the word ‘water’
is treated by some philosophers as the name of a single scattered object, the
aqueous part of the world, made up of puddles, rivers, lakes and so on. Such a
concrete universal would have a certain similarity with Plato’s Ideas. It would
explain Plato’s preference (not always shared by his commentators) for referring
to his Ideas by a concrete mode of speech (e.g. ‘the beautiful’) rather than an
abstract one (‘beauty’). It would give a clear sense to his theory that particulars
participate in Ideas: this particular bottle of water is quite literally a part of all-the-
water-in-the-world. Theses (2), (3a) and (4) are casily shown to be true. How-
ever, a concrete universal is very unlike a Platonic Idea in respect of (3b) and
(5) — the water in the universe can be located and can change in quantity and
distribution, it can be seen and touched, and has many other properties besides
that of being water.

(B) Paradigms. It has more than once been suggested that Platonic forms
might be looked on as paradigms or standards: the relation between individuals
and Ideas may be thought to be similar to that between particular metre-long
objects and the Standard Metre in Paris by which the metre length was formerly
defined. This brings out well the imitation and resemblance aspect of Plato’s
theory: to be a metre long is, precisely, to resemble in length the Standard Metre;
and if two things are each a metre long it is in virtue of this common resemblance
to the paradigm. Like a concrete universal, a paradigm object fits those aspects of
Plato’s ideas which make them seem substantial entities; like a concrete universal,
it fails to have the properties by which Platonic Ideas transcend the sensible
world. The Standard Metre is not in heaven, but in Paris, and is discerned not by
intellectual vision but by the eyes in one’s head.

(C) Attributes and Properties. Logicians sometimes talk of attributes, such as
humanity, or the property of being divisible by seven. These abstract entities
share the more transcendental aspects of Plato’s ideas; humanity does not grow or
die as human beings do, and nowhere in the world could one view or handle
divisibility by seven. All men, we might say, are human by virtue of sharing a
common humanity; this humanity, we might say, is the attribute for which the
predicate . ..is a man’ stands in the sentences ‘Peter is a man’ and ‘John is a
man’. But if we think of Platonic ideas in this way as attributes, it is very hard to
see how Plato could ever have thought that humanity itself, and only humanity
itself, was really a human being. Is it not clear that humanity is an abstraction,
and that only a concrete individual can be a human being?
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(D) Classes. Attributes serve as principles according to which objects can be
collected into classes: objects which possess the attribute of humanity, for instance,
can be grouped into the class of human beings. In some ways classes seem closer
than attributes to Platonic Ideas: participation in an Idea can be understood
without too much difficulty as membership of a class. Classes, like attributes, and
unlike paradigms and concrete universals, resemble Ideas in their abstract properties.
However, there is an important difference between attributes and classes. Two
classes with the same members (the same extension, as philosophers sometimes
say) are identical with each other, whereas attribute A need not be identical with
attribute B even though all and only those who possess A possess also B. Being a
human, for instance, is not the same attribute as being a featherless biped, though
the class of featherless bipeds may well be the same class as the class of human
beings. Philosophers express this difference by saying that classes are extensional,
while attributes are not. It is not clear whether Plato’s Ideas are extensional like
classes, or non-extensional like attributes. The difficulty in identifying Ideas with
classes arises over theses (2) and (3). The class of men is not a man and we
cannot say in general that the class of Fs is F; some classes are members of
themselves and some are not. There are problems in this area which only became
fully obvious more than two millennia later.

Concepts such as those of attribute and class are more or less sophisticated
descendants of Plato’s notion; none of them, however, does justice to the many
facets of his Ideas. If one wants to see how the theses (1) to (5) seemed plausible
to Plato, it is better to take, not any modern logician’s technical concept, but
some more unreflective notion. Consider one of the points of the compass, North,
South, West, and East. Take the notion of the East, for instance, not as one might
try to explain it in virtue of an abstract notion, e.g. eastwardness, but as one might
conceive it by naive reflection on the various locutions we in Britain use about
the East. There are many places which are east of us, e.g. Belgrade, Warsaw, and
Hong Kong. Anything which is thus east is in the East, is indeed a part of The
East (participation); or, if you prefer, it is in more or less the same direction as
The East (imitation). It is by virtue of being in The East, or by virtue of being in
the same direction as that point of the compass, that whatever is east of us is east
(Thesis 1). Now The East cannot be identified with any of the places which are
cast of us: it is provincial to think that “The East’ means a place such as India,
since from some other point of view, e.g. that of Beijing, India is part of The West
(Thesis 2). The East itself, of course, is east of us — to walk towards The East you
must walk eastwards — and The East is nothing but east; we may say “The East is
red’ but we really mean that the eastern sky is red (Thesis 3). Nothing but The
East is unqualifiedly east: the sun is sometimes east and sometimes west, India is
cast of Iran but west of Vietnam, but in every time and every place The East is east
(Thesis 4). Moreover, The East cannot be identified with any point in space, nor
has it any history in time, nor can it be seen, handled, or parcelled out (Thesis 5).
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I am not, of course, suggesting that points of the compass will supply an
interpretation of Plato’s Ideas which will make all theses (1) to (5) come out true.
No interpretation could do this since the theses are not all compatible with each
other. I am merely saying that this interpretation will make the theses look prima
facie plausible in a way in which the interpretations previously considered will
not. Concrete universals, paradigms, attributes, and classes all raise problems of
their own, as philosophers long after Plato discovered, and though we cannot go
back to Plato’s solutions, we have yet to answer many of his problems in this area.

PrATO’S REPUBLIC

Plato relied on the Theory of Ideas not only in the area of logic and metaphysics,
but also in the theory of knowledge and in the foundations of morality. To see the
many different uses to which he put it in the years of his maturity, we cannot do
better than to consider in detail his most famous dialogue, The Republic.

The official purpose of the dialogue is to seek a definition of justice, and the
thesis which it propounds is that justice is the health of the soul. But that answer
takes a long while to reach, and when it is reached it is interpreted in many
different ways.

The dialogue’s first book offers a number of candidate definitions which are, one
after the other, exploded by Socrates in the manner of the early dialogues. The
book indeed, may at one time have existed separately as a self-contained dialogue.
But it also illustrates the essential structure of the entire Republic, which is dictated
by a method to which Plato attached great importance and to which he gave the
name ‘dialectic’.

A dialectician operates as follows. He takes a hypothesis, a questionable as-
sumption, and tries to show that it leads to a contradiction: he presents, in the
Greek technical term, an elenchus. If the elenchus is successful, and a contradic-
tion is reached, then the hypothesis is refuted; and the dialectician next puts to
the test the other premisses used to derive the contradiction, subjecting them in
turn to elenchus until he reaches a premiss which is unquestionable.

All this can be illustrated from the first book of the Republic. The first elenchus
is very brief. Socrates’ old friend Cephalus puts forward the hypothesis that justice
is telling the truth and returning whatever one has borrowed. Socrates asks: is it
just to return a weapon to a mad friend? Cephalus agrees that it is not; and so
Socrates concludes ‘justice cannot be defined as telling the truth and returning
what one has borrowed’. Cephalus then withdraws from the debate and goes off
to sacrifice.

In pursuit of the definition of justice, we must next examine the further premisses
used in refuting Cephalus. The reason why it is unjust to return a weapon to a
madman is that it cannot be just to harm a friend. So next, Polemarchus, Cephalus’
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son and the heir to his argument, defends the hypothesis that justice is doing
good to one’s friends and harm to one’s enemies. The refutation of this sugges-
tion takes longer; but finally Polemarchus agrees that it is not just to harm any
man at all. The crucial premiss needed for this elenchus is that justice is human
excellence or virtue. It is preposterous, Socrates urges, to think that a just man
could exercise his excellence by making others less excellent.

Polemarchus is knocked out of the debate because he accepts without a mur-
mur the premiss that justice is human excellence; but waiting in the wings is the
sophist Thrasymachus, agog to challenge that hypothesis. Justice is not a virtue or
excellence, he says, but weakness and foolishness, because it is not in anyone’s
interest to possess it. On the contrary, justice is simply what is to the advantage of
those who have power in the state; law and morality are only systems designed for
the protection of their interests. It takes Socrates twenty pages and some complic-
ated forking procedures to checkmate Thrasymachus; but eventually, at the end
of Book One, it is agreed that the just man will have a better life than the unjust
man, so that justice is in its possessor’s interests. Thrasymachus is driven to agree
by a number of concessions he makes to Socrates. For instance, he agrees that the
gods are just, that human virtue or excellence makes one happy. These and other
premisses need arguing for; all of them can be questioned and most of them are
questioned elsewhere in the Republic, from Book Two onwards.

Two people who have so far listened silently to the debate are Plato’s brothers
Glaucon and Adeimantus. Glaucon intervenes to suggest that while justice may not
be a positive evil, as Thrasymachus had suggested, it is not something worthwhile
for its own sake, but something chosen as a way of avoiding evil. To avoid being
oppressed by others, weak human beings make compacts with each other neither
to suffer nor to commit injustice. People would much prefer to act unjustly,
if they could do so with impunity — the kind of impunity a man would have, for
instance, if he could make himself invisible so that his misdeeds passed undetected.
Adeimantus supports his brother, saying that among humans the rewards of justice
are the rewards of seeming to be just rather than the rewards of actually being
just, and with regard to the gods the penalties of injustice can be bought off by
prayer and sacrifice. If Socrates is really to defeat Thrasymachus, he must show
that quite apart from reputation, and quite apart from sanctions, justice is in itself
as much preferable to injustice as sight is to blindness and health is to sickness.

In response, Socrates shifts from the consideration of justice in the individual
to the consideration of justice in the city-state. There, he says, the nature of
justice will be written in larger letters and easier to read. The purpose of living in
cities is to enable people with different skills to supply each others’ needs. Ideally,
if people were content with the satisfaction of their basic needs, a very simple
community would suffice. But citizens demand more than mere subsistence, and
this necessitates a more complicated structure, providing, among other things, for
a well-trained professional army.
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Socrates describes a city in which there are three classes. Those among the
soldiers most fitted to rule are selected by competition to form the upper class,
called guardians; the remaining soldiers are described as auxiliaries; and the rest
of the citizens belong to the class of farmers and artisans. The consent of the
governed to the authority of the rulers is to be secured by propagating ‘a noble
falsehood’, a myth according to which the members of each class have different
metals in their souls: gold, silver, and bronze respectively. Membership of classes
is in general conferred by birth, but there is scope for a small amount of promo-
tion and demotion from class to class.

The rulers and auxiliaries are to receive an elaborate education in literature
(based on a censored version of the Homeric poems), music (only edifying and
martial rhythms are allowed) and gymnastic activity (undertaken by both sexes in
common). Women as well as men are to be rulers and soldiers, but the members
of these classes are not allowed to marry. Women are to be held in common, and
all intercourse is to be public. Procreation is to be strictly regulated in order that
the population remains stable and healthy. Children are to be brought up in pub-
lic creches without contact with their parents. Guardians and auxiliaries are to be
debarred from possessing private property, or touching precious metals; they will
live in common like soldiers in camp, and receive, free of charge, adequate but
modest provisions.

The life of these rulers may not sound attractive, Socrates concedes, but the
happiness of the city is more important than the happiness of a class. If the city
itself is to be happy it must be a virtuous city, and the virtues of the city depend
on the virtues of the classes which make it up.

Four virtues stand out as paramount: wisdom, courage, temperance, and just-
ice. The wisdom of the city is the wisdom of its rulers; the courage of the city is
the courage of its soldiers; and the temperance of the city consists in the sub-
missiveness of the artisans to the rulers. Where then is justice? It is rooted in
the principle of the division of labour from which the city-state originated: every
citizen, and each class, doing that for which they are most suited. Justice is doing
one’s own thing, or minding one’s own business: it is harmony between the
classes.

The state which Socrates imagines is one of ruthless totalitarianism, devoid
of privacy, full of deceit, in flagrant conflict with the most basic human rights.
If Plato meant the description to be taken as a blueprint for a real-life polity,
then he deserves all the obloquy which has been heaped on him by conservatives
and liberals alike. But it must be remembered that the explicit purpose of this
constitution-mongering was to cast light on the nature of justice in the soul; and
that is what Socrates goes on to do.

He proposes that there are three elements in the soul corresponding to the
three classes in the imagined state. ‘Do we,” he asks, ‘gain knowledge with one
part, feel anger with another, and with yet a third desire the pleasures of food, sex
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Figure 7 The cardinal virtues of courage, wisdom, and temperance are here shown by
Raphael in a lunette of the Stanza della Segnatura. According to Plato, the fourth
virtue, justice, is the harmony between the other three.

(Vatican, Stanza della Segnatura; photo; Alinari Archives, Florence)

and so on? Or is the whole soul at work in every impulse and in all these forms of
behaviour?” To settle the question he appeals to phenomena of mental conflict.
A man may be thirsty and yet unwilling to drink; what impels to an action must
be distinct from what restrains from it; so there must be one part of the soul
which reflects and another which is the vehicle of hunger, thirst, and sexual
desire. These two elements can be called reason and appetite. Now anger cannot
be attributed to either of these elements; for anger conflicts with appetite (one can
be disgusted with one’s own perverted desires) and can be divorced from reason
(children have tantrums before they reach the years of discretion). So we must
postulate a third element in the soul, temper, to go with reason and appetite.
This division is based on two premisses: the principle of non-contrariety, and
the identification of the parts of the soul by their desires. If X and Y are contrary
relations, nothing can unqualifiedly stand in X and Y to the same thing; and desire
and aversion are contrary relations. The desires of appetite are clear enough, and
the desires of temper are to fight and punish; but we are not at this point told
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anything about the desires of reason. No doubt the man in whom reason fights
with thirst is one who is under doctor’s orders not to drink; in which case the
opponent of appetite will be the rational desire for health.

Socrates’ thesis is that justice in an individual is harmony, and injustice is
discord, between these three parts of the soul. Justice in the state meant that each
of the three orders was doing its own proper work. ‘Each one of us likewise will
be a just person, fulfilling his proper function, only if the several parts of our
nature fulfil theirs.” Reason is to rule, educated temper to be its ally, both are to
govern the insatiable appetites and prevent them going beyond bounds. Like
justice, the other three cardinal virtues relate to the psychic elements: courage will
be located in temper, temperance will reside in the unanimity of the three ele-
ments, and wisdom will be in ‘that small part which rules . . . possessing as it does
the knowledge of what is good for each of the three elements and for all of them
in common’.

Justice in the soul is a prerequisite even for the pursuits of the avaricious and
ambitious man, the making of money and the affairs of state. Injustice is a sort of
civil strife among the elements when they usurp each other’s functions. ‘Justice is
produced in the soul, like health in the body, by establishing the elements con-
cerned in their natural relations of control and subordination, whereas injustice is
like disease and means that this natural order is subverted.” Since virtue is the
health of the soul, it is absurd to ask whether it is more profitable to live justly or
to do wrong. All the wealth and power in the world cannot make life worth living
when the bodily constitution is going to rack and ruin; and can life be worth
living when the very principle whereby we live is deranged and corrupted?

We have now reached the end of the fourth of the ten books of the Republic,
and the dialectical process has moved on several stages. One of the hypotheses
assumed against Thrasymachus was that it is the soul’s function to deliberate,
rule, and take care of the person. Now that the soul has been divided into reason,
appetite, and temper, this is abandoned: these functions belong not to the whole
soul but only to reason. Another hypothesis is employed in the establishment
of the trichotomy: the principle of non-contrariety. This, it turns out, is not a
principle which can be relied on in the everyday world. In that world, whatever is
moving is also in some respect stationary; whatever is beautiful is also in some
way ugly. Only the Idea of Beauty neither waxes nor wanes, is not beautiful in
one part and ugly in another, nor beautiful at one time and ugly at another, nor
beautiful in relation to one thing and ugly in relation to another. All terrestrial
entities, including the tripartite soul, are infected by the ubiquity of contrariety.
The theory of the tripartite soul is only an approximation to the truth, because it
makes no mention of the Ideas.

In the Republic these make their first appearance in Book Five, where they are
used as the basis of a distinction between two mental powers or states of mind,
knowledge and opinion. The rulers in an ideal state must be educated in such a
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way that they achieve true knowledge; and knowledge concerns the Ideas, which
alone really are (i.e., for any F, only the idea of F is altogether and without
qualification F). Opinion, on the other hand, concerns the pedestrian objects
which both are and are not (i.e., for any F, anything in the world which is F is
also in some respect or other not F).

These powers are in turn subdivided, with the aid of a line diagram (see
below), in Book Six: opinion includes two items, (a) imagination, whose objects
are ‘shadows and reflections’, and (b) belief, whose objects are ‘the living crea-
tures about us and the works of nature or of human hands’. Knowledge, too,
comes in two forms. Knowledge par excellence is (d) philosophical understanding,
whose method is dialectic and whose object is the realm of Ideas. But knowledge
also includes (c¢), mathematical investigation, whose method is hypothetical and
whose objects are abstract items like numbers and geometrical figures. The objects
of mathematics, no less than the Ideas, possess eternal unchangeability: like all
objects of knowledge they belong to the world of being, not of becoming. But
they have in common with terrestrial objects that they are not single, but many,
for the geometers’ circles, unlike The Ideal Circle, can intersect with each other,
and the arithmeticians’ twos, unlike the one and only Idea of Two, can be added
to each other to make four.

Philosophical dialectic is superior to mathematical reasoning, according to Plato,
because it has a firm grasp of the relation between hypothesis and truth. Math-
ematicians treat hypotheses as axioms, from which they draw conclusions and
which they do not feel called upon to justify. The dialectician, in contrast, though
starting likewise from hypotheses, does not treat them as self-evident axioms; he
does not immediately move downwards to the drawing of conclusions, but first
ascends from hypotheses to an unhypothetical principle. Hypotheses, as the Greek
word suggests, are things ‘laid down’ like a flight of steps, up which the dialecti-
cian mounts to something which is not hypothetical. The upward path of dialectic
is described as a course of ‘doing away with assumptions — unhypothesizing the
hypotheses — and travelling up to the first principle of all, so as to make sure of
confirmation there’. We have seen in the earlier parts of the Republic how
hypotheses are unhypothesized, either by being abandoned or by being laid on a
more solid foundation. In the central books of the Republic we learn that the
hypotheses are founded on the Theory of Ideas, and that the unhypothetical
principle to which the dialectical ascends is the Idea of the Good.

Light is thrown on all this by the allegory of the cave, which Plato uses as an
illustration to supplement the abstract presentation of his line-diagram. We are to
imagine a group of prisoners chained in a cave with their backs to its entrance,
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facing shadows of puppets thrown by a fire against the cave’s inner wall. Educa-
tion in the liberal arts of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and harmony is to
release the prisoners from their chains, and to lead them, past the puppets and the
fire in the shadow-world of becoming, into the open sunlight of the world of
being. The whole course of this education, the conversion from the shadows, is
designed for the best part of the soul — i.e. for reason; and the chains from which
the pupil must be released so as to begin the ascent are the desires and pleasures
of appetite. The prisoners have already had training in gymnastics and music
according to the syllabus of Books Two and Three. Even to start the journey out
of the cave you must already be sound of mind and limb.

The four segments of the line-diagram are the four stages of the education
of the philosopher. Plato illustrates the stages most fully in connection with the
course in mathematics. If a child reads a story about a mathematician, that is an
exercise of the imagination. If someone use arithmetic to count the soldiers in an
army, or any other set of concrete objects, that will be what Plato calls math-
ematical belief. Mature study of arithmetic will lead the pupil out of the world of
becoming altogether, and teach him to study the abstract numbers, which can be
multiplied but cannot change. Finally, dialectic, by questioning the hypotheses of
arithmetic — researching, as we should say, into the foundations of mathematics —
will give him a true understanding of number, by introducing him to the Ideas,
the men and trees and stars of the allegory of the cave.

The Republic is concerned more with moral education than with mathematical
education; but it turns out that this follows a parallel path. Imagination in morals
consists of the dicta of poets and tragedians. If the pupil has been educated in the
bowdlerized literature recommended by Plato, he will have seen justice triumph-
ing on the stage, and will have learned that the gods are unchanging, good, and
truthful. This he will later see as a symbolic representation of the eternal idea of
Good, source of truth and knowledge. The first stage of moral education will
make him competent in the human justice which operates in courts of law. This
will give him true belief about right and wrong; but it will be the task of dialectic
to teach him the real nature of justice and to display its participation in the Idea
of the Good at the end of dialectic’s upward path. Every Idea, for Plato, depends
hierarchically on the Idea of the Good: for the Idea of X is the perfect X, and so
cach Idea participates in the Idea of Perfection or Goodness. In the allegory of
the cave, it is the Idea of the Good which corresponds to the all-enlightening sun.

A philosopher who had contemplated that Idea would no doubt be able to
replace the hypothetical definition of justice as psychic health with a better defini-
tion which would show beyond question the mode of its participation in good-
ness. But Socrates proves unable to achieve this task: his eyes are blinded by the
dialectical sun, and he can talk only in metaphor, and cannot give even a provi-
sional account of goodness itself. When next we see clearly in the Republic,
dialectic has begun its downward path. We return to the topics of the earlier
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books — the natural history of the state, the divisions of the soul, the happiness of
the just, the deficiencies of poetry — but we study them now in the light of the
Theory of Ideas. The just man is happier than the unjust, not only because his
soul is in concord, but because it is more delightful to fill the soul with under-
standing than to feed fat the desires of appetite. Reason is no longer the faculty
which takes care of the person, it is a faculty akin to the unchanging and immor-
tal world of truth. And the poets fall short, not just because — as Socrates insisted
when censoring their works for the education of the guardians — they spread
unedifying stories and pander to decadent tastes, but because they operate at the
third remove from the reality of the Ideas. For the items in the world that poets
and painters copy are themselves only copies of Ideas: a picture of a bed is a copy
of a copy of the Ideal Bed.

The description of the education of the philosopher in the central books of the
Republic was meant to establish the characteristics of the ideal ruler, the philo-
sopher king. The best constitution, Socrates claims, is one ruled by the wisdom
thus acquired — it may be either monarchy or aristocracy, for it does not matter
whether wisdom is incarnate in one or more rulers. But there are four inferior
types of constitution: timocracy, oligarchy, democracy, and despotism. And to each
of these degraded types of constitution in the state, there corresponds a degraded
type of character in the soul.

If there are three parts of the soul, why are there four cardinal virtues, and five
different characters as constitutions? The second part of this question is easier to
answer than the first. There are five constitutions and four virtues because each
constitution turns into the next by the downgrading of one of the virtues; and it
takes four steps to pass from the first constitution to the fifth. It is when the
rulers cease to be men of wisdom that aristocracy gives place to timocracy. The
oligarchic rulers differ from the timocrats because they lack courage and military
virtues. Democracy arises when even the miserly temperance of the oligarchs is
abandoned. For Plato, any step from aristocracy is a step away from justice; but it
is the step from democracy to despotism that marks the enthronement of injustice
incarnate. So the aristocratic state is marked by the presence of all the virtues, the
timocratic state by the absence of wisdom, the oligarchic state by the decay of
courage, the democratic state by contempt for temperance, and the despotic state
by the overturning of justice.

But how are these vices and these constitutions related to the parts of the soul?
The pattern is ingeniously woven. In the ideal constitution the rulers of the state
are ruled by reason, in the timocratic state the rulers are ruled by temper, and in
the oligarchic state appetite is enthroned in the rulers’ souls. But now within the
third part of the tripartite soul a new tripartition appears. The bodily desires which
make up appetite are divided into necessary, unnecessary, and lawless desires.
A desire for plain bread and meat is a necessary desire; a desire for luxuries is
an unnecessary desire. Lawless desires are those unnecessary desires which are so
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Figure 8 Plato used of animals to symbolize the three different parts of the human
soul and their characteristics. In this allegorical painting Titian uses a similar device.
(© The National Gallery, London)

impious, perverse, and shameless that they find expression normally only in dreams.
The difference between the oligarchic, democratic, and despotic constitutions
arises from the different types of desire which dominate the rulers of each state.
The few rulers of the oligarchic state are themselves ruled by a few necessary
desires; each of the multitude dominant in the democracy is dominated by a
multitude of unnecessary desires; the sole master of the despotic state is himself
mastered by a single dominating lawless passion.

Socrates makes further use of the tripartite theory of the soul to prove the
superiority of the just man’s happiness. Men may be classified as avaricious,
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ambitious, or academic according to whether the dominant element in their soul
is appetite, temper, or reason. Men of each type will claim that their own life is
best: the avaricious man will praise the life of business, the ambitious man will
praise a political career, and the academic man will praise knowledge and under-
standing and the life of learning. It is the academic, the philosopher, whose
judgement is to be preferred: he has the advantage over the others in experience,
insight, and reasoning. Moreover, the objects to which the philosopher devotes
his life are so much more real than the objects pursued by the others that their
pleasures seem illusory by comparison. To obey reason is not only the most
virtuous course for the other elements in the soul, it is also the pleasantest.

In Book Ten Plato redescribes, once again, the anatomy of the soul. He makes
a contrast between two elements within the reasoning faculty of the tripartite
soul. There is one element in the soul which is confused by straight sticks looking
bent in water, and another element which measures, counts, and weighs. Plato
uses this distinction to launch an attack on drama and literature. In the actions
represented by drama, there is an internal conflict in a man analogous to the
conflict between the contrary opinions induced by visual impressions. In tragedy,
this conflict is between a lamentation-loving part of the soul and the better part
of us which is willing to abide by the law that says we must bear misfortune
quietly. In comedy this noble element has to fight with another element which
has an instinctive impulse to play the buffoon.

Plato’s notion of justice as psychic health makes its final appearance in a new
proof of immortality which concludes the Republic. Each thing is destroyed by its
characteristic disease: eyes by ophthalmia, and iron by rust. Now vice is the charac-
teristic disease of the soul; but vice does not destroy the soul in the way disease
destroys the body. But if the soul is not killed by its own disease, it will hardly be
killed by diseases of anything else — certainly not by bodily disecase — and so it
must be immortal.

The principle that justice is the soul’s health is now finally severed from the
tripartite theory of the soul on which it rested. An uneasily composite entity like
the threefold soul, Socrates says, could hardly be everlasting. The soul in its real
nature is a far lovelier thing in which justice is much more easily to be distin-
guished. The soul in its tripartite form is more like a monster than its natural self,
like a statue of a sea-god covered by barnacles. If we could fix our eye on the
soul’s love of wisdom and passion for the divine and everlasting, we would realize
how different it would be, once freed from the pursuit of earthly happiness.

By defining justice as the health of the soul Plato achieved three things. First,
he provided himself with an easy answer to the quesion ‘why be just?” Every-
one wants to be healthy, so if justice is health, everyone must really want to be
just. If some do not want to behave justly, this can only be because they do not
understand the nature of justice and injustice, and lack insight into their own
condition. Thus, the doctrine that justice is mental health rides well with the
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Socratic theses that no one does wrong voluntarily, and that vice is fundamentally
ignorance. Secondly, if injustice is a disease, it should be possible to eradicate it
by the application of medical science. So Plato can offer the strict training pro-
gramme and educational system of the Republic as the best preventative against
an epidemic of vice. Thirdly, if every vicious man is really a sick man, then the
virtuous philosopher can claim over him the type of control which a doctor has
over his patients. To treat injustice as mental sickness is to assimilate vice to
madness; and the point is made very early on in the Republic that madmen have
no rights; they may not claim their property, they are not entitled to be told the
truth. But of course by Plato’s lights all who fall short of the standards of the
philosopher king are more or less mad: and thus the guardians in the totalitarian
state are allowed to use the ‘drug of falsehood’ on their subjects. The thesis that
madmen need restraint is lethal when combined with the view that all the world
is mad but me and possibly thee.

That justice is the health of the soul is the unifying theme of the Republic; but,
as we have seen, Plato ranges in the dialogue over philosophy of mind, moral
philosophy, political philosophy, philosophy of education, aesthetics, theory of
knowledge, and metaphysics. In all these areas the Theory of Ideas is brought
to bear. It remains for us to consider some of Plato’s later writings in which his
philosophy is no longer anchored to that theory.

THE THEAETETUS AND THE SOPHIST

The Theaetetus begins in the manner of an early dialogue. The question set is
‘What is knowledge?’, and Socrates offers to act as midwife to enable the bright
young mathematician Theactetus to bring the answer to birth. The first sugges-
tion is that knowledge consists of things like geometry and carpentry; but this will
not do as a definition, for the word ‘knowledge’ itself would turn up if we tried
to give definitions of geometry and carpentry. What Socrates is looking for is
what is common to all these different kinds of knowledge.

Theaetetus’ second proposal is that knowledge is perception: to know some-
thing is to encounter it with the senses. Socrates observes that diftferent people’s
senses are differently affected: the same wind may be felt by one person as warm
and by another as chilly. ‘It feels cold’ means ‘it seems cold’, so that perceiving is
the same thing as seeming. Only what is true can be known, so if knowledge is
perceiving, we will have to accept the doctrine of Protagoras that whatever seems
is true, or at least that what seems to a particular person is true for him.

Behind Protagoras lies Heraclitus. If it is true that everything in the world is
constantly undergoing change, then the colours we see and the qualities we feel
cannot be objective, stable realities. Rather, each is the offspring of a momentary
meeting between one of our senses and some corresponding transitory item in the
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universal flux. When an eye, for instance, comes into contact with an appropriate
visible counterpart, the eye begins to see whiteness and the object begins to
look white. The whiteness itself is generated by the intercourse between these
two parents, the eye and the object. The eye and its object, no less than the
whiteness they beget, are themselves involved in the universal flux; they are not
motionless, but their motion is slow by comparison with the speed with which
the sense-impressions come and go. The eye’s seeing of the white object, and the
whiteness of the object itself, are two twins which are born and die together. A
similar story can be told of the other senses: and thus we can see, at least in the
realm of the sensation, why Protagoras should say that whatever seems, is; for the
existence of a quality, and its appearance to the appropriate sense, are inseparable
from each other.

But life is not all sensation. We have dreams, in which we have wings and fly;
madmen suffer delusions in which they feel themselves gods. Surely these are
seemings which do not accord with reality? Half our life is spent asleep, and
perhaps we can never be sure whether we are awake or dreaming; so how can any
of us say that whatever seems to him at any given moment is true?

For answer, Protagoras can again appeal to Heraclitus. Suppose Socrates falls ill
and sweet wine begins to taste sour to him. On the account given above, the
sourness is the offspring of two parents, the wine and the taster. But Socrates sick
is a different taster from Socrates healthy, and with a different parent the off-
spring is naturally different. As every perceiver is constantly changing, each per-
ception is a unique, unrepeatable experience. It may not be true that the wine is
sour, but it is true that it is sour for Socrates. No one else is in a position to
correct the sick Socrates on this point, and so here too Protagoras is vindicated:
whatever seems o me, is true for me. Theaetetus can continue to maintain that
perception is knowledge.

But is all knowledge perception? Knowing a language, for instance, is more
than just hearing the sounds uttered, which we can do in a language we do not
know. It is true, of course, that I often learn something — say that the Parthenon
is on the Acropolis — by seeing it with my own eyes. But even after I shut my
eyes, or go away, I continue to know that the Parthenon is on the Acropolis. So
memory provides an example of knowledge without perception. But perhaps
Theactetus is not yet beaten: Protagoras might come to his aid by replying that it
is possible to know and not know something at the same time, just as, if you clap
your hand over one of your eyes, you can both see and not see the same thing at
the same time.

Socrates seems to be reduced to an ad hominem riposte. How can Protagoras
claim to be a teacher, and charge fees, if no one is in a better position than
anyone else with regard to knowledge, since what appears to each man is true
for him? Protagoras would reply that while there is no such thing as teaching
someone to give up false thoughts for true thoughts, a teacher can make him give
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up bad thoughts for good thoughts. For though all seemings are equally true, not
all seemings are equally good. A sophist like Protagoras can bring a pupil into a
better state, just as a doctor might cure Socrates of the illness that affected his
palate, so that the wine would come to taste sweet again.

In response to this, Socrates draws on the argument of Democritus to show
that Protagoras’ doctrine is self-refuting. It seems true to all men that some men
know better than others about various matters of skill and expertise; if so, that
must be true for all men. It seems to the majority of people that Protagoras’
thesis is false; if so then his thesis must be more false than true, since the
unbelievers outnumber the believers. Protagoras’ theory may seem on a firm
footing as applied to sense-perception, but it is quite implausible if applied to
medical diagnosis or political prediction. Each man may be the measure of what
75, but even in the case of sensations he is not the measure of what will be: a
physician knows better than a patient whether he will feel hot, and a vintner will
know better than a drinker whether a wine will turn out sweet or dry.

But even at its strongest, in the realm of sensation, Protagoras’ claim is vulner-
able, Socrates argues, for it depends on the thesis of the universal flux, which is
itself incoherent. According to the Heracliteans, everything is always changing, in
respect both of local motion (movement from place to place) and qualitative
alteration (such as the change from white to black). Now if something stayed put,
we could describe how it changed in quality, and if we had a patch of constant
colour, we could describe how it moved from place to place. But if both kinds of
change are taking place simultaneously, we are reduced to speechlessness; we
cannot say what is moving, or what is altering. Sense-perception itself will be in
flux: an episode of seeing will turn instantly into an episode of non-seeing;
hearing and not hearing will follow each other incessantly. This is so unlike what
we take knowledge to be, that if knowledge is identical with perception, know-
ledge will not be knowledge any more than non-knowledge.

Socrates finally moves in for the kill by turning to examine the bodily organs of
the senses: the eyes and ears, the channels through which we see colours and hear
sounds. The objects of one sense cannot be perceived with another: we cannot
hear colours or see sounds. But in that case, the thought that a sound and a
colour are not the same as each other, but two different things, cannot be the
product of either sight or hearing. Theactetus has to concede that there are no
organs for perceiving sameness and difference or unity and multiplicity; the mind
itself contemplates the common terms which apply to everything. But the truth
about the most tangible bodily properties can only be reached by the use of these
common terms, which belong not to the senses but to the mind. Knowledge
resides not in the sense-impressions but in the mind’s reflection upon them.

At last Theaetetus gives up the thesis that knowledge is perception: he pro-
poses instead that it consists in the judgements of the reflecting mind. Socrates
approves of this change of course. When the mind is thinking, he says, it is as if
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it were talking to itself, asking questions and answering them, saying yes or no.
When it concludes its internal discussion with itself, and comes out silently with
its answer, that is a judgement.

Knowledge cannot be identified outright with judgement, because there is
such a thing as false judgement as well as true judgement. It is not easy to give an
account of false judgement: how can I make the judgement that A =B unless I
know what A is and what B is, and if I know that, how can I get the judgement
wrong? The possibility of false judgement seems to threaten us with having to
admit that someone can know and not know the same thing at the same time.

Let us suppose, Socrates now suggests, that the mind is a wax tablet. When we
want to commit something to memory we stamp an impression or an idea on this
tablet, and so long as the stamp remains we remember. False judgement may
occur in the following way. Socrates knows Theaetetus and his tutor Theodorus
and he has images of each of them stamped on the tablet of his memory; but
seeing Theactetus at a distance, he mistakenly matches him not to his own image,
but to the image of Theodorus. The more indistinct the images on the wax
become, the more possible it is that such mistakes are made. False judgement,
then, comes about through a mismatch between perception and thought.

But are there not cases where we make false judgements when no perception is
in question: when we make a mistake in working out a sum in arithmetic, for
instance? In order to take account of these cases, Socrates says that it is possible
to possess knowledge without holding it in your mind on a particular occasion,
just as you can possess a coat without wearing it. Think of the mind now not as
a waxen tablet, but as an aviary. We are born with a mind which is an empty cage;
as we learn new things we capture new birds, and knowing something is having
the corresponding bird in our collection. But if you want to make use of a piece
of knowledge, you have to catch the appropriate bird and hold him in your hand
before letting him go again. Thus we explain mistakes in arithmetic: someone
who knows no arithmetic has no number birds in his aviary; a person who judges
that 745 =11 has all the right birds fluttering around, but catches the cleventh
bird instead of the twelfth bird.

Whether or not these similes are sufficient to make clear the nature of false
judgement, there is a difficulty, Socrates points out, with the thesis that know-
ledge is true judgement. If a jury is persuaded by a clever attorney to bring in
a certain verdict, then even though the verdict accords with the facts, the jurors
do not have the knowledge that an eye-witness would have. Theaetetus then
modifies his definition so that knowledge is a judgement or belief which is not
only true but articulate.

Socrates then explores three different ways in which a belief about something
might be said to be articulate. Most obviously, someone has an articulate belief if
he can express it in words; but anyone with a true belief who is not deat and dumb
can do this, so it can hardly make the difference between true belief and knowledge.
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The second way is the one which Socrates takes most seriously: to have an
articulate belief about an object is to be able to offer an analysis of it. Knowledge
of a thing is acquired by reducing it to its elements. But in that case there can be
no knowledge of any of the ultimate, unanalysable elements. The elements which
make up the substances of the world are like the letters which make up the words
in a language, and analysing a substance may be compared with spelling a word.
But while one can spell ‘Socrates’ one cannot spell the letter ‘S’. Just as a letter
cannot be spelt, the elements of the world cannot be analysed and therefore
cannot be known. But if the elements cannot be known, how can complexes
made out of them be known? Moreover, while knowledge of elements may be
necessary if we are to have knowledge of complexes, it is not sufficient; a child
might know all his letters, and yet not be able to spell consistently.

On the third interpretation someone has an articulate belief about an object if
he can spell out a description which is uniquely true of it. Thus, the sun may be
described as the brightest of the heavenly bodies. But on this view, how can one
have any idea at all of something without having an articulate belief about it?
I cannot really be thinking of Theaetetus himself if the only things I can say in
description of him are things he has in common with others, like having a nose
and eyes and a mouth.

Socrates concludes, a little precipitately, that Theaetetus’ third definition of
knowledge is no better than his two previous ones. The dialogue ends in bafflement,
like the Socratic dialogues of Plato’s early period. But in fact, it has achieved a
great deal. The account which it gives of the nature of sense-perception, modified
by Aristotle, became standard until late in the Middle Ages. The definition of
knowledge as articulate true belief, interpreted as meaning justified true belief,
was still accepted by many philosophers in the present century. But what Plato
probably saw as the dialogue’s greatest achievement was the cure which it pro-
vided for the scepticism of Heraclitus, by showing that the doctrine of universal
flux was self-refuting.

In the Theaetetus Socrates expresses himself too much in awe to take on in
argument the philosopher who stands at the opposite extreme from Heraclitus,
the venerable Parmenides. This task Plato undertakes in the dialogue The Sophist.
In this dialogue, though Theaetetus and Socrates reappear, the chief speaker is
not Socrates, but a stranger from Parmenides’ town of Elea. The ostensible
purpose of the dialogue is to provide a definition of the sophist. The definition is
pursued by the method popular in our own day in the game of Twenty Ques-
tions. In that game the questioner divides the world into two portions, say
animate and inanimate; if the object sought is animate, then the animate world is
divided into two further portions, say plants and animals; and thus by further
dichotomies the object is uniquely identified. By similar methods the Eleatic
stranger defines first the art of angling, and then, more than once, the art of the
sophist. The account of sophistry which concludes the dialogue is this: ‘the art of
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contradiction-making, descended from an insincere kind of conceited mimicry, of
the semblance-making breed, derived from image-making, distinguished as a por-
tion, not divine but human, of production, that presents a shadow-play of words’.

This is, of course, a joke. The serious business of the dialogue is carried out on
the way. One line of thought runs as follows. Sophistry is bound up with false-
hood; but how is it possible to talk about falsehood without falling foul of the
revered Parmenides? To say what is false is to say what is not: does that mean that
it is tantamount to uttering Unbeing? That would be nonsense, for the reasons
Parmenides gave. Shall we be more careful, then, and maintain that to say what is
false is to say that what is, is not, or that what is not, is? Will this avoid Parmenides’
strictures?

We have to disarm Parmenides by forcing him to agree that what is not, in
some respect is, and what is, in a manner is not. Motion, for instance, is not rest;
but that does not mean that motion is not anything at all. There are many things
which even Being is not: for instance, Being is not motion and Being is not rest.
When we speak of what is not, we are not talking of Unbeing, the contrary of
Being; we are speaking simply of something which is different from one of the
things there are. The non-beautiful differs from the beautiful, and the unjust
differs from the just; but the non-beautiful and the unjust are no less real than the
beautiful and the just. If we lump together all the things which are non-something,
or unsomething, then we get the category of non-being, and this is just as real as
the category of Being. So we have blown open the prison into which Parmenides
had confined us.

We are now in a position to give an account of falsehood in thought and
speech. The problem was that it was not possible to think or say what was not,
because Unbeing was nonsense. But now that we have found that non-being is
perfectly real, we can use this to explain false thoughts and false sentences.

A typical sentence consists of a noun and a verb, and it says something about
something. ‘Theaetetus is sitting” and “Theaetetus is flying’ are both sentences
about Theaetetus, but one of them is true and one false. They say different things
about Theaetetus, and the true one says a thing about him which is among the
things that he is, while the false one says a thing about him which is among the
things that he is not. Flying is not Unbeing, it is a thing that is — there is quite a
lot of it about — but it is a thing that is different from the things that Theactetus
is, the things that can be truly said of Theaetetus.

This account of the falsehood of a false sentence can be adapted to fit false
thought and judgement also; for thinking is the silent inward utterance of the
mind, and judgement is the mental equivalent of assertion and denial. When we
speak of ‘seeming’ and ‘appearance’ we are referring to judgement which is caused
by the operation of the senses, and the same treatment is appropriate here too.

The line of thought we have followed is just one strand in a dense web of
argument in which the stranger seeks to trap the monists of his native city Elea.
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The Theaetetus and Sophist, between them, enable Plato to take a middle road
between the opposed and stultifying philosophies of Heraclitus and Parmenides.
But what is remarkable about the Sophist is that among the philosophers who are
criticized as inadequate are some called ‘the friends of the Forms’. These are
described in such a way as to leave no doubt that they are proponents of Plato’s
own Theory of Ideas. The Stranger says that the true philosopher

must refuse to accept from the champions either of the one or of the many Forms
their doctrine that all reality is changeless, and he must turn a deaf ear to the other
party who represent reality as everywhere changing. Like a child who wants to have
his cake and eat it he must say that Being, the sum of all, is both at once — all that
is unchangeable, and all that is in change.

In this passage Heraclitus is the party of change, and Parmenides the champion of
the one Form. The champion of the many Forms is none other than Plato himself
in his younger days. As we have said, we do not know for certain whether in later
life Plato retained or abandoned his belief in the Ideas. But it is difficult to find
any other philosopher in the history of the subject who has presented with similar
clarity and ecloquence such powerful arguments against his own most darling
theories.
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THE SYSTEM OF
ARISTOTLE

PrATO’S PUPIL, ALEXANDER’S TEACHER

Aristotle was not an Athenian; he was born, fifteen years after the death of Socrates,
at Stagira in the kingdom of Macedonia in northern Greece. The son of a court
physician, he migrated to Athens in 367 at the age of seventeen, and joined Plato’s
Academy, where he remained for twenty years. Many of Plato’s later dialogues
date from this period, and some of the arguments they contain may reflect Aristotle’s
contributions to debate. By a flattering anachronism, Plato introduces a character
called ‘Aristotle’ into the Parmenides (dramatic date ¢.450), which is the dialogue
most critical of the Theory of Ideas. Probably some of Aristotle’s own works on logic
and disputation, the Topics and the Sophistical Refutations, belong to this period.

While Aristotle was at the Academy, Macedonia grew from being an unstable
border province to become the greatest power in Greece. King Philip II, who
came to the throne in 359, waged war against a series of hostile powers including
Athens. The Athenians, despite the orator Demosthenes’ martial patriotic speeches
(the ‘Philippics’), defended their interests only half-heartedly, and after a succes-
sion of humiliating concessions they allowed Philip to become, by 338, master of
the Greek world.

The period was a difficult one for a Macedonian resident in Athens, and in
347 when Plato died and his nephew Speusippus became head of the Academy,
Aristotle moved to Assos on the north-western coast of what is now Turkey. The
city was under the rule of Hermias, a graduate of the Academy, who had already
invited a number of Academicians to form a new philosophical school there.
Aristotle became an intimate friend of Hermias, and married his adopted daugh-
ter Pythias, by whom he had two children. During this period he carried out
extensive scientific research, particularly in marine biology. This was written up in
a book misleadingly entitled The History of Animals. It contains detailed, and mainly
accurate, observations of the anatomy, diet, and reproductive systems of mammals,
birds, reptiles, fish, and crustacea; observations which were quite without precedent
and which were not superseded until the seventeenth century.
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Aristotle remained at Assos until the death of Hermias, executed in 341 by
the King of Persia, to whom he had been treacherously betrayed. Aristotle saluted
his memory in an Ode to Virtue which is his only surviving poem. After Hermias’
death he was invited to the Macedonian capital by Philip II as tutor to his son,
the future Alexander the Great, who succeeded as king in 336. We have little solid
information about Aristotle’s relation to his distinguished pupil, who in the course
of ten years made himself master of an empire that stretched from the Danube to
the Indus and included Libya and Egypt. Ancient sources tell us that during his
carly campaigns Alexander arranged for a team of research assistants to send his
tutor biological specimens from all parts of Greece and Asia Minor; but we can
tell from Aristotle’s own writings that the relationship between the two cooled
markedly as the conquering monarch grew ever more megalomaniac and finally
proclaimed himself divine (see Plate 3).

While Alexander was conquering Asia, Aristotle was back in Athens, where he
established his own school in the Lyceum, just outside the city boundary. Here
he built up a substantial library, and gathered around him a group of brilliant
research students. The Lyceum was not a private club like the Academy; many of
the lectures were open to the general public, without fee.

Aristotle always acknowledged a great debt to Plato, whom on his death he
described as the best and happiest of mortals ‘whom it is not right for evil men
even to praise’. His main philosophical writings show the influence of his master
on almost every page. But he was not an uncritical disciple, and in antiquity some
called him an ungrateful foal, who had kicked his mother.

Since the Renaissance it has been traditional to regard the Academy and the
Lyceum as two opposite poles of philosophy. Plato, according to this tradition,
was idealistic, Utopian, other-worldly; Aristotle was realistic, utilitarian, common-
sensical. Thus in Raphael’s School of Athens, Plato, wearing the colours of the volatile
clements air and fire, points heavenwards; Aristotle, clothed in watery blue and
earthy green, has his feet firmly on the ground. ‘Every man is born an Aristotelian
or a Platonist,” said S. T. Coleridge. ‘They are the two classes of men, besides which
it is next to impossible to conceive a third.” In our own age W. B. Yeats pointed
the contrast:

Plato thought nature but a spume that plays
Upon a ghostly paradigm of things;

Solider Aristotle played the taws

Upon the bottom of a king of kings.

In fact, as we shall see, Aristotle took a large part of his philosophical agenda
from Plato, and his teaching is more often a modification than a refutation of
Plato’s doctrines. Modern historians of ideas were less perceptive than the many
commentators in late antiquity who saw it as their duty to construct a harmonious
concord between the two greatest philosophers of the ancient world.
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Alexander the Great died in 323. Democratic Athens rejoiced, and once again
it became an uncomfortable home for even an anti-imperialist Macedonian. Say-
ing that he did not wish the city which had executed Socrates ‘to sin twice against
philosophy’, Aristotle escaped to Chalcis, on a nearby Greek island, where he
died a year after Alexander.

Aristotle left his papers to Theophrastus, his successor as head of the Lyceum.
They were enormous in volume and in scope, including writings on constitu-
tional history and the history of sport and the theatre, and works of botany,
zoology, biology, psychology, chemistry, meteorology, astronomy, and cosmo-
logy, as well as more strictly philosophical treatises of logic, metaphysics, ethics,
aesthetics, political theory, theory of knowledge, philosophy of science, and the
history of ideas.

It was some centuries before these works were properly catalogued, and it has
been calculated that four-fifths of what he wrote has been lost. What survives
amounts to about one million words, twice the extent of the Platonic corpus.
Most of this material appears to be in the form of notes for lectures, sometimes in
more than one draft. Aristotle’s style was admired in the ancient world; but the
writings we possess, though packed with ideas and full of energy, lack the kind of
polish which makes for easy reading. What has been delivered to us across the
centuries are telegrams from Aristotle rather than epistles.

THE FouNDATION OF LOGIC

Many of the sciences to which Aristotle contributed were disciplines which he
himself founded. He makes the claim explicit only in one case: that of logic. At
the end of one of his logical works he wrote:

In the case of rhetoric there were many old writings to draw upon, but in the case
of logic we had absolutely nothing at all to mention until we had spent much time
in laborious research.

Aristotle’s principal logical investigations concerned relations between sentences
which make statements. Which of them are consistent or inconsistent with each
other? When we have one or more true statements, what further truths can be
inferred from them by reasoning alone? These questions are answered in his Prior
Analytics.

Unlike Plato, Aristotle does not take a simple noun—verb sentence such as
“Theaetetus is sitting’ as the basic element of logical structure. He is much more
interested in classifying sentences beginning with ‘all’ ‘no”’ and ‘some’, and evalu-
ating inferences between them. Consider the following two inferences.
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Figure 9 Aristotle, painted by Justus of Ghent for the library of Guido da
Montefeltro.
(Urbino, Palazzo Ducale; photo: akg-images/Erich Lessing)

(1) All Greeks are Europeans
Some Greeks are male
Therefore, some Europeans are male.

and

(2) All cows are mammals
Some mammals are quadrupeds
Therefore, all cows are quadrupeds.
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These two inferences have a lot in common with each other. They are both
inferences which draw a conclusion from a pair of premisses. In each inference a
keyword which appears in the grammatical subject of the conclusion appears in
one of the premisses, and a keyword which appears in the grammatical predicate of
the conclusion appears in the other premiss. Aristotle devoted much attention to
inferences displaying this feature, which are nowadays called ‘syllogisms’ after the
Greek word which he used for them. The branch of logic which studies the validity
of inferences of this kind, which was initiated by Aristotle, is called ‘syllogistic’.

A valid inference is an inference of a form which will never lead from true
premisses to a false conclusion. Of the two inferences set out above, the first is
valid and the second is invalid. It is true that in each of the cases given the
premisses are true and the conclusion is true. One cannot fault the second infer-
ence on the ground that the sentences occurring in it are false. What one can
fault is the ‘therefore’: the conclusion may be true, but it does not follow from
the premisses.

We can bring this out by constructing a parallel inference which leads from true
premisses to a false conclusion. For instance:

(3) All whales are mammals
Some mammals are land-animals
Therefore, all whales are land-animals.

The inference is of the same form as inference (2), as can be brought out by
exhibiting the structure of the inference by schematic letters.

(4) All As are Bs
Some Bs are Cs
Therefore all As are Cs.

Because inference (3) leads from true premisses to a false conclusion, we can see
that the argument-form of (4) cannot be relied upon. Hence, inference (2),
though its conclusion is in fact true, is not a valid inference.

Logic could never have proceeded past its first steps without schematic letters,
and their use is something now taken absolutely for granted; but it was Aristotle
who first began to use them, and his invention was as important to logic as the
invention of algebra was to mathematics.

One way to define logic is to say that it is the discipline which sorts out good
inferences from bad. Aristotle examines all the possible forms of syllogistic infer-
ence and frames a set of principles which would sort out good syllogisms from
bad syllogisms. He begins by classifying the individual sentences or propositions
in the premisses. Ones beginning ‘all’ are universal propositions; ones beginning
‘some’ are particular propositions. Ones containing ‘not’ are negative propositions;
others are affirmative propositions. Aristotle then uses these classifications to draw
up rules to evaluate inferences. For instance, if a syllogism is to be valid, at least
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one premiss must be affirmative, at least one premiss must be universal, and if
either premiss is negative the conclusion must be negative. Aristotle’s rules, in
their totality, are sufficient to validate sound syllogisms and eliminate invalid ones.
They are sufficient, for instance, to accept inference (1) and reject inference (2).

Aristotle believed that his syllogistic was sufficient to deal with every possible
valid inference. This was an error; in fact, the system, though complete in itself,
was only a fragment of logic. It had two weaknesses. First, it did not deal with
inferences depending not on words like “all”’ and ‘some’, which attach to nouns,
but on words like ‘if” and ‘then’, which link sentences. It was some centuries
later before anyone formalized patterns of inference such as ‘If it is not day, it is
night; but it is not day; therefore it is night’. Secondly, even within its own field,
Aristotle’s logic could not cope with inferences in which words like ‘all’ or ‘some’
(or ‘every’ and ‘any’) occurred not in the subject place but somewhere in the
grammatical predicate. The rules would not permit one to determine, for in-
stance, the validity of inferences containing premisses such as ‘every schoolchild
knows some dates’ or ‘some people hate all policemen’. It was not until twenty-
two centuries after Aristotle’s death that this gap was filled.

Logic is used in all the various sciences which Aristotle studied; perhaps it is
not so much a science itself as an instrument or tool of the sciences. That was the
view taken of Aristotle’s logical works by his successors, who called them the
‘Organon’ after the Greek word for tool.

The Posterior Analytics tells us how logic functions in the sciences. Those who
learnt Euclidean geometry at school will recall how many geometrical truths, or
theorems, were derived by deductive reasoning from a small initial set of other
truths called axioms. Though Euclid himself was not born until late in Aristotle’s
life, this axiomatic method was already familiar to geometricians, and Aristotle
believed it to be very widely applicable. Logic provided the rules for the derivation
of theorems from axioms, and each science would have its own special set of axioms.
The sciences could be ordered in hierarchies, with sciences lower down a hierarchy
treating as axioms propositions which might be theorems of a higher science.

If we take ‘science’ in a broad sense, Aristotle says, there are three kinds of
sciences: productive, practical, and theoretical. Productive sciences include engin-
eering and architecture, and also disciplines such as rhetoric and playwriting whose
products are less concrete. Practical sciences are ones which guide behaviour, most
notably ethics and politics. Theoretical sciences are those which have no product
and no practical goal, but pursue truth for its own sake.

Theoretical science, in its turn, is threefold. Aristotle names the three divisions
‘Physics, Mathematics, Theology’; but in this classification only mathematics is
what it seems to be. ‘Physics’ means natural philosophy or the study of nature
(physis); it includes, in addition to the disciplines which we would nowadays think
of as part of physics, chemistry and biology plus animal and human psychology.
“Theology’ is, for Aristotle, the study of entities above and superior to human
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beings, that is to say, the starry skies as well as whatever divinities may inhabit
heaven. ‘Metaphysics’ is not a name which occurs in Aristotle; indeed the word
means simply ‘after physics’ and it was coined to refer to those works of his own
which were catalogued after his Physics. But much of what Aristotle wrote would
nowadays naturally be described as metaphysics; and he did have his own name
for the discipline, as we shall see later.

THE THEORY OF DRAMA

In the realm of productive sciences, Aristotle wrote two works: the Rbetoric and
the Poetics, designed to assist barristers and playwrights in their respective tasks.
The Rbetoric has interested modern philosophers chiefly on account of the de-
tailed and sensitive examination, in the second book, of the human emotions on
which the orator has to play. The Poetics, throughout history, has interested a
much wider audience. Only its first book survives, a treatment of epic and tragic
poetry. The second book, on comedy, is lost. Umberto Eco, in The Name of the
Rose, wove a dramatic fiction around its imagined survival and then destruction in
a medieval abbey.

The surviving first book deals principally with the nature of tragic drama. Six
things, Aristotle says, are necessary for a tragedy: plot, character, diction, thought,
spectacle, and melody. The elements appear to be listed in order of importance.
The melodies sung by the choruses in a Greek drama, and the setting of the stage
by the director, are, he says, no more than pleasurable accessories: what is really
great in tragedy can be appreciated by listening to an unadorned reading of the
text no less than by watching the play on the stage. Thought and diction are
more important: it is the thoughts expressed by the characters that arouse emo-
tion in the hearer, and if they are to do so successfully they must be presented
convincingly by the actors. But it is character and plot which really bring out the
genius of a tragic poet.

The main character, or tragic hero, must be neither supremely good nor
extremely bad: he should be a person of rank who is basically good, but comes
to grief through some great error. Every one of the dramatis personae should
possess some good features, and all should act consistently. What they do should
be in character, and what happens to them should be a necessary or probable
outcome of their behaviour.

The most important of the six elements, Aristotle says, is plot: the characters are
introduced for the sake of the plot, not the other way round. The plot must be a
self-contained story with a clearly marked beginning, middle, and end; it must be
sufficiently short and simple for the spectator to hold all its details in mind. Tragedy
must have a unity. It is no good stringing together a set of episodes connected
only by a common hero; rather, there must be a single significant action on which
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the whole plot turns. Typically, the story will get ever more complicated up to
a turning-point in the story, which Aristotle calls a ‘reversal’ (peripetein). That
is the moment at which the apparently fortunate hero falls to disaster, perhaps
through a ‘revelation’ (anagnorisis), the discovery of some crucial but hitherto
unknown piece of information. After the reversal comes the dénouement, in
which the complications earlier introduced are gradually unravelled.

Aristotle says that the story must arouse pity and fear: that is the whole point of
tragedy. It is most likely to do so if it shows people as the victims of hatred and
murder where they could most expect to be loved and cherished. That is why so
many tragedies concern feuds within a single family.

All these observations are illustrated by constant reference to actual Greek
plays; the one most often cited is Sophocles’ tragedy of King Oedipus. Oedipus, at
the beginning of the play, enjoys reputation and prosperity. But he has the fatal
flaw of impetuosity, which has led him to kill a stranger in a scuffle, and marry a
bride without sufficient inquiry into her origins. The ‘revelation’ that the man
was his father and the woman his mother leads to the ‘reversal’ of his fortune, as
he is banished from his kingdom and blinds himself in shame and remorse.

Why should we seek to arouse pity and fear, which we are told is the purpose
of tragedy? ‘In order to purify our emotions’ is Aristotle’s answer. No one is quite
sure what he meant by this: but most probably the point is that watching tragedy
helps us to put our own sorrows and worries into due proportion. Aristotle’s
account of tragedy enables him to answer Plato’s complaint that artists, poets,
and playwrights were only imitators of everyday life, which was itself only an
imitation of the real world of the Ideas. Tragedy, he says, is in fact closer to the
ideal than history is. Much of what happens to people in everyday life is a matter
of sheer accident: only in fiction can we see the working out of character and
action into their natural consequences. ‘Hence poetry is more philosophical and
more important than history; for poetry tells us of the universal, while history tells
us of the individual.’

MOoORAL PHILOSOPHY: VIRTUE AND HAPPINESS

Aristotle’s contribution to the practical sciences was made by his writings on
moral philosophy and political theory. We possess his moral philosophy in three
different versions, two of them his own notes for lecturing, and the third prob-
ably notes of his lectures made by a pupil. The dating of the two authentic
treatises, the Eudemian and Nicomachean Ethics, is a matter of controversy; most
scholars, for no good reason, regard the Ewudemian Ethics as a youthful and
inferior work. There is much better reason for the consensus that the third work,
the Magna Moralin, is not from Aristotle’s own hand. Whatever its intrinsic
merits, the Eudemian Ethics has never been studied by more than a handful of
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scholars; it is the Nicomachean Ethics which, since the beginning of the Christian
era, has been regarded as #he Ethics of Aristotle, and it is from there that I will
take my account of his moral philosophy.

Since ethics is a practical science, the treatise concerns the nature and purpose
of human action. When we ask for the why and wherefore of any human action,
we can be told that it is to be done for the sake of something else; we can ask in
turn for the why and wherefore of that something else; sooner or later we reach
a point where there is no further answer to the question. This is the goal or end
of an action, and it is the worthwhileness of this end of an action which makes the
actions leading to it themselves worthwhile. The best of all human goods would
be a good which appeared at the origin of every chain of practical reasoning: that
would be an absolute good, an independent good on which the goodness of
every other human good depended, as the goodness of health-producing drugs or
regimes depends on the goodness of health itself. It is this supreme good that is
the subject matter of the science of ethics, which is the supreme practical science.

The Nicomachean Ethics covers much the same ground as Plato’s Republic;
with some exaggeration one could say that Aristotle’s moral philosophy is Plato’s
moral philosophy with the Theory of Ideas stripped out. Right at the beginning,
Aristotle explains why the supreme good of which ethics treats cannot be identi-
fied with the Idea of the Good. Plato was his friend, he says, but truth is a greater
friend, and truth obliges him to bring forward no less than eight arguments to
show the incoherence of this part of the Theory of Ideas. Most of the arguments
are highly technical, and bear the marks of esoteric discussions in the Academy:
but perhaps the clinching one is that ethics is a practical science, about what is
within human power to achieve, whereas an everlasting and unchanging Idea of
the Good could only be of theoretical interest.

Aristotle agrees, however, with the central contention of the Republic that
there is an intimate connection between living virtuously and living happily, and
that morality is to the soul what health is to the body. Indeed it is happiness
(endaimonia) which he puts in place of the Idea of the Good as the supreme
good with which ethics is concerned. What then is happiness? To elucidate this
we have to consider the function or characteristic activity (ezgon) of man. Man
must have a function, because particular types of men (e.g. sculptors) do, and parts
and organs of human beings do. What is this function? Not life, not at least the
life of growth and nourishment, for this is shared by plants, nor the life of the
senses, for this is shared by animals. It must be a life of reason concerned with
action: the activity of soul in accordance with reason. So human good will be
good human functioning: namely, Aristotle says, ‘activity of soul in accordance with
virtue, and if there are several virtues, in accordance with the best and most perfect’.

Well, how many virtues are there, and what is the best of them? Aristotle starts
to answer the first question at the end of the first book of the Nicomachean
Ethics, it takes nine further books to answer the second. Like Plato, Aristotle
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begins by analysing the structure of the soul, and he offers his own division into
three elements: a vegetable element, an appetitive element, and a rational element.
The vegetable element is responsible for nourishment and growth; it is irrelevant
to ethics. The second element in the soul is one which, unlike the vegetable part,
is under the control of reason. It is the part of the soul for desire and passion,
corresponding to appetite and temper in the Platonic tripartite soul. This part of
the soul has its own virtues: the moral virtues, such as courage, temperance, and
liberality. The rational part of the soul, later to be itself subdivided, is the seat of
the intellectual virtues like wisdom and understanding.

Books II to V of the Ethics deal with the moral virtues, first in general and then
individually. Moral virtues are not innate, nor are they simply passed on by a
teacher to a pupil; they are acquired by practice and lost by disuse. A moral
virtue, Aristotle says, is not a faculty (like intelligence or memory) nor a passion
(like a rush of anger or a tug of pity). Neither the simple possession of faculties
nor the simple occurrence of passions make people good or bad, praiseworthy
or blameworthy. What makes a man a good man is the abiding state of his soul;
or, as we would more naturally say in English, the state of his character.

A moral virtue is a state of character which makes a person choose well and act
well. Choosing well is a matter of choosing a good way of life; acting well consists
in avoiding excess and defect in particular kinds of action. If you are to be
virtuous you must, for instance, avoid eating and drinking too much; you must
also avoid eating and drinking too little. In your intercourse with others, you may
go wrong by talking too much, or by talking too little; by being too solemn or
too frivolous; by being too trusting, or not trusting enough.

Virtue, Aristotle says, chooses the mean or middle ground between excess and
defect: the virtuous man eats and drinks the right amount, talks the right amount
and so on. Such is Aristotle’s celebrated doctrine of the mean. It is often mocked
because it is often misunderstood. Rightly understood, it is a fine piece of con-
ceptual analysis.

Aristotle is not praising a golden mediocrity, nor is he encouraging us to stay in
the middle of the herd. What constitutes the right amount of something, he says
expressly, may differ from person to person, in the way that the right amount of
food for an Olympic champion differs from the right amount of food for a novice
athlete. The doctrine of the mean is not meant as a recipe for correct living: we
have to find out for ourselves what is the right amount in each case. But we do so
by learning to avoid excess and defect; as, nowadays, we learn to steer a car along
the correct part of the road by mastering our initial swerves towards the kerb and
towards the oncoming traffic. Once we have learnt, by whatever means, the right
amount of some kind of action — whether it is the right length of an after-dinner
speech, or the right proportion of one’s income to give to charity — then, Aristotle
says, we have ‘the right prescription’ (o7thos logos) in our mind. Virtue is the state
which enables us to act in accordance with the right prescription.
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Virtue concerns not only actions, but also passions. We can have too many
fears, and we can have too few fears; we can be excessively concerned with sex
or insufficiently interested in it. The virtuous person is fearless when appropriate,
and fearful when appropriate, and is neither lustful nor frigid. Virtue is concerned
with the mean of passion as well as the mean of action.

The virtues, besides being concerned with means of action and passion, are
themselves means, in the sense that they occupy a middle ground between two
contrary vices. Thus generosity is a mean between prodigality and miserliness;
courage is a mean between cowardice and rashness. But virtues do not admit
of the mean in the way that actions do: there cannot be too much of a virtue. If
we say seriously that someone is over-generous, we mean that he has crossed the
boundary between the virtue of generosity and the vice of prodigality. The mayor
who said that he did his best to walk the narrow path between partiality and
impartiality had misunderstood Aristotle’s doctrine.

While all moral virtues are means, and concerned with means, not all actions
and passions, Aristotle says, are the kinds of things that can have means. He gives
as examples of excluded actions murder and adultery: we could never justly
compain that somebody had committed too few murders, and there is no such
thing as committing adultery with the right person at the right time in the right
way. Among excluded passions he lists envy and spite: amy amount of these
sentiments is too much.

Aristotle’s account of virtue as a mean often strikes people as a set of truisms,
devoid of moral import. On the contrary, his doctrine sets him in conflict with
several highly influential moral systems. Many people nowadays, for instance,
accept a utilitarian viewpoint from which there is no class of actions which are
ruled out in advance; the morality of each action is to be judged by its con-
sequences. These people would oppose Aristotle’s exclusions from the application
of the mean; for them there can, in the appropriate circumstances, be the right
amount of adultery or murder. On the other hand, some ascetic religious systems
have ruled out whole classes of actions to which Aristotle applied the mean: for
them any enjoyment of sex, or any eating of meat, is wrong, and there could be
no right amount of such actions. We might say that from Aristotle’s point of
view, the utilitarians are guilty of excess in the application of the doctrine of the
mean: they apply it to too many kinds of action. The ascetics, on the contrary, are
guilty of defect in its application; they apply it to too few kinds of action.

In being neither innate nor wholly taught, but acquired by a kind of training,
and in being concerned with a mean of action, moral virtues resemble skills like
the ability to play the harp or the practice of medicine. Socrates and Plato
constantly emphasized these similarities. They did so over much in Aristotle’s
view, and he is at pains to emphasize the differences between skills and virtues.
If someone plays the harp beautifully, or effects a successful cure, it makes no
difference to the evaluation of their skill what was the motive from which they
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acted. But if someone is to be accounted virtuous, it is not enough to perform
actions which are objectively irreproachable; they must be performed for the right
motive (which, for Aristotle, means that they must spring from the choice of an
appropriate way of life). For this reason, virtue has a much closer connection than
skill has with pleasure in action: a virtuous person, Aristotle believed, must enjoy
doing what is right, and a grudging performance of duty is not truly virtuous.
Again, a skill can be exercised in wrong actions as well as in right actions. A tennis
player may serve a double fault on purpose, perhaps to avoid too humiliating a
defeat for her opponent, and the double fault may be no less a use of her skill
than an ace would have been. But no one could exercise the virtue of honesty by,
once in a while, bringing off a shrewd swindle.

Aristotle treats many individual virtues in detail, defining their area of opera-
tion, and showing how they conform to the theory of the mean (see Plate 4). In
Book III he deals at length with courage and temperance, the virtues of the parts
of the soul which Plato called temper and appetite. He deals also with the vices
which flank these virtues: cowardice and rashness on the one hand, and self-
indulgence and insensitivity to bodily pleasures on the other. Book IV offers a
briefer treatment of a long series of virtues: generosity, munificence, greatness of
soul, proper ambition, good temper, sociability, candour, readiness of wit.

The types of character which Aristotle has in mind are described shrewdly and
vividly; but his descriptions reflect the social customs and institutions of his age,
and not all his preferred virtues would appear nowadays on anyone’s list of the
ten most valuable or attractive traits of character. Both merriment and revulsion
have been caused, for instance, by the picture of the great-souled man, who is
very conscious of his own worth, who always demands his deserts but is too proud
to accept gifts, who is reluctant to admire but swift to despise, and who always
speaks with a deep voice and walks with a slow step. Aristotle’s contribution to
moral philosophy here is not through the individual traits of character he com-
mends, but rather in providing a conceptual structure into which virtues of the
most different ages and societies can be fitted with remarkable ease.

Aristotle’s shorthand account of moral virtue is that it is a state of character
expressed in choice, lying in the appropriate mean, determined by the prescrip-
tion that a wise person would lay down. To complete his account, he needs to say
what wisdom is, and how a wise person lays down prescriptions. This he does in
Book VI, where he treats of the intellectual virtues.

MoRraL PHILOSOPHY: WISDOM AND UNDERSTANDING

Wisdom is a practical virtue which is concerned with what is good for human
beings. Wisdom is expressed in practical reasoning: reasoning which starts from a
general conception or pattern of human well-being, considers the circumstances
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of particular cases calling for decision, and concludes with a prescription for
action. Aristotle envisages the ethical reasoning of the wise person on the model
of the professional reasoning of a physician, who starts with his knowledge of the
medical art, applies it to the condition of the particular patient, and then issues,
literally, a prescription.

Wisdom, then, is an essential prerequisite for the exercise of moral virtue;
without it, the most well-intentioned person may do wrong. But moral virtue is
also required for the possession of wisdom; for only the virtuous person has the
sound conception of human well-being which is the first premiss of practical
reasoning: wickedness perverts us and deludes us about the ultimate grounds of
action. So wisdom is impossible without moral virtue.

Wisdom and moral virtue are both acquired characteristics which build upon
natural qualities. On the one hand, wisdom demands inborn intelligence; but
intelligence can be used for evil purposes as well as good ones, and only moral
virtue will ensure that the good wins out. On the other hand, children at an early
age may have a sense of fairness and be attracted to brave or generous actions;
but such good tendencies, without wisdom, can be positively harmful, like the
strength of a blind man. Only wisdom will turn these natural virtuous inclinations
into genuine moral virtue. So for real virtue and virtuous action, moral virtue and
wisdom must be united with each other.

It we have to acquire virtue in order to become wise, and we cannot become
wise without virtue, how can we ever acquire either virtue or wisdom? Are we not
trapped in a vicious circle? The difficulty is a spurious one. It is as if someone
were to allege a difficulty about getting married. How can anyone ever become
a husband? To be a husband you need to have a wife; but a woman cannot be a
wife unless she has a husband! As one and the same union simultaneously turns
a man into a husband and a woman into a wife, so the wedding of wisdom and
virtue makes what was intelligence into wisdom and what was natural virtue into
full-fledged virtue.

In Aristotle as in Plato, wisdom is a virtue of the reasoning part of the soul;
but, again like Plato, Aristotle divides the reasoning part of the soul into two parts.
Wisdom (phronesis) is the virtue of the lower part, the deliberating part; the virtue
of the superior or scientific part of the soul is understanding (sophia), which consists
in the grasp of the axioms, and the knowledge of the theorems, of the sciences.

Aristotle’s teaching that the mastery of a science is an intellectual virtue brings
out the fact that his Greek word for virtue, ‘arete’, has a broader range than the
English word. ‘Virtue’ is an appropriate enough translation when what is in
question is moral virtue; but the Greek word really means just ‘goodness’, ‘excel-
lence’, and has a much broader range, so that we can speak of the arete of a knife
or a horse. I will, however, continue to use the traditional translation and to
speak of intellectual virtues. What is common to all intellectual virtues — whether
deliberative, like wisdom, or theoretical, like the sciences — is that they are concerned
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with truth. To have an intellectual virtue is to be in the secure possession of truth
about some field of knowledge.

It is not until Book X of the Nicomachean Ethics that the relationship between
wisdom and understanding is tied up. In the intervening books Aristotle discusses
other human characteristics and relationships that are neither virtues nor vices,
but are closely related to them. Between the vice of intemperance and the virtue
of temperance, for instance, there are two intermediate states and characters:
there is the continent man, who exercises self-control in the pursuit of bodily
pleasures, but does so only with reluctance; and there is the incontinent man,
who pursues pleasures he should not pursue, but through weakness of will, not,
like the intemperate man, out of a systematic policy of self-indulgence. Closely
allied to virtues and vices, also, are friendships, good and bad. Under this heading
Aristotle includes a wide variety of human relationships ranging from business
partnerships to marriage. The connection which he sees with virtue is that only
virtuous people can have the truest and highest friendship.

In Book X Aristotle finally answers his long-postponed question about the
nature of happiness. Happiness, we were told early on in the treatise, is the activ-
ity of soul in accordance with virtue, and if there are several virtues, in accordance
with the best and most perfect virtue. Now we know that there are both moral
and intellectual virtues, and that the latter are superior; and among the intellectual
virtues, understanding is superior to wisdom. Supreme happiness, then, is activity
in accordance with understanding; it is to be found in science and philosophy.
Happiness is not exactly the same as the pursuit of science and philosophy, but it
is closely related to it: we are told that understanding is related to philosophy as
knowing is to seeking. Happiness, then, in a way which remains to some extent
obscure, is to be identified with the enjoyment of the fruits of philosophical inquiry.

To many people this seems an odd, indeed perverse, thesis. It is not quite as
odd as it sounds, because the Greek word for happiness, ‘eudaimonia’, does not
mean quite the same as its English equivalent, just as ‘arete’ did not mean quite
the same as virtue. Perhaps ‘a worthwhile life’ is the closest we can get to its
meaning in English. Even so, it is hard to accept Aristotle’s thesis that the philo-
sopher’s life is the only really worthwhile one, and this is so whether one finds the
claim endearing or finds it arrogant. Aristotle himself seems to have had second
thoughts about it. Elsewhere in the Nicomachean Ethics he says that there is an-
other kind of happiness which consists in the exercise of wisdom and the moral
virtues. In the Eudemian Ethics his ideal life consists of the exercise of all the virtues,
intellectual and moral; but even there, philosophical contemplation occupies a
dominant position in the life of the happy person, and sets the standard for the
exercise of the moral virtues.

Whatever choice or possession of natural goods — health and strength, wealth,
friends and the like — will most conduce to the contemplation of God is best: this is
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Figure 10 Commonly known as ‘Sacred and Profane Love’, this Titian painting
more probably represents the active (clothed) and contemplative (nude) life.
(Rome, Palazzo Borghese; photo: akg-images)

the finest criterion. But any standard of living which either through excess or defect
hinders the service and contemplation of God is bad.

Both of Aristotle’s Ethics end on this exalted note. The contemplation commended
by the Nicomachean Ethics is described as a superhuman activity of a divine part
of us. Aristotle’s final word here is that in spite of being mortal, we must make
ourselves immortal so far as we can.

PovrrTics

When we turn from the Ethics to their sequel, the Politics, we come down to
earth with a bump. ‘Man is a political animal’ we are told: humans are creatures
of flesh and blood, rubbing shoulders with each other in cities and communities.
The most primitive communities are families of men and women, masters and
slaves; these combine into a more elaborate community, more developed but no
less natural, the state (polis). A state is a society of humans sharing in a common
perception of what is good and evil, just and unjust: its purpose is to provide a
good and happy life for its citizens. The ideal state should have no more than a
hundred thousand citizens, small enough for them all to know one another and
to take their share in judicial and political office. It is all very different from the
Empire of Alexander.

In the Politics as in the Ethics Aristotle thought of himself as correcting the
extravagances of the Republic. Thus as in Aristotle’s ethical system there was no
Idea of the Good, so there are no philosopher kings in his political world. He
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defends private property and attacks the proposals to abolish the family and give
women an equal share of government. The root of Plato’s error, he thinks, lies in
trying to make the state too uniform. The diversity of different kinds of citizen is
essential to a state, and life in a city should not be like life in a barracks.

However, when Aristotle presents his own views on political constitutions he
makes copious use of Platonic suggestions. Three forms of constitution are toler-
able, which he calls monarchy, aristocracy, and polity; and these three have their
perverted and intolerable counterparts, namely tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy.
If a community contains an individual or family of an excellence far superior to
everyone else, then monarchy is the best system. But such a fortunate circum-
stance is necessarily rare, and Aristotle pointedly refrains from saying that it
occurred in the case of the royal family of Macedon. In practice he preferred a
kind of constitutional democracy: for what he calls ‘polity’ is a state in which rich
and poor respect each others’ rights, and in which the best-qualified citizens rule
with the consent of all the citizens. The state which he calls ‘democracy’ is one of
anarchic mob rule.

Two elements of Aristotle’s political teaching affected political institutions for
centuries to come: his justification of slavery, and his condemnation of usury.

A slave, Aristotle says, is someone who is by nature not his own but another
man’s property. To those who say that all slavery is a violation of nature, he
replies that some men are by nature free and others by nature slaves, and that for
the latter slavery is both expedient and right. He agrees, however, that there is
such a thing as unnatural slavery: victors in an unjust war, for instance, have no
right to make slaves of the defeated. But some men are so inferior and brutish
that it is better for them to be under the rule of a kindly master than to be free.

When Aristotle wrote, slavery was well-nigh universal; and his approval of the
system is tempered by his observation that slaves are living tools, and that if non-
living tools could achieve their purposes, there would be no need for slavery.

If every instrument could achieve its own work, obeying or anticipating the will of
others, like the statues of Daedalus . . . if, likewise, the shuttle could weave and the
plectrum touch the lyre, overseers would not want servants nor would masters slaves.

If Aristotle were alive today, in the age of automation, there is no reason to
believe that he would defend slavery.

Aristotle’s remarks on usury were brief, but very influential. Wealth, he says,
can be made either by farming, or by trade; the former is more natural and more
honourable. But the most unnatural and hateful way of making money is by
charging interest on a loan.

For money was intended to be used in exchange, but not to increase at interest. And
this term interest (zokos), which means the birth of money from money, is applied to
the breeding of money because the offspring resembles the parent. That is why of all
modes of getting wealth this is the most unnatural.
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Figure 11 A Roman copy of a Hellenistic portrait bust of Alexander the Great.
(Photo: Alinari-archives, Florence)

Aristotle’s words were one reason for the prohibition, throughout medieval
Christendom, of the charging of interest even at a modest rate. They lie behind
Antonio’s reproach to the moneylender Shylock in The Merchant of Venice:

When did friendship take
A breed for barren metal of his friend?

SCIENCE AND EXPLANATION

We now turn to Aristotle’s work in the theoretical sciences. He contributed to
many sciences, but with hindsight we can see that his contribution was uneven.
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His chemistry and his physics were much less impressive than his inquiries into the
life sciences. In particular, partly because he lacked precise clocks and any kind of
thermometer, he was unaware of the importance of the measurement of velocity and
temperature. While his zoological writings were still found impressive by Darwin,
his physics was already superannuated by the sixth century AD (see Plate 5).

In works such as On Generation and Corruption and On the Heavens Aristotle
bequeathed to his successors a world-picture which included many features inher-
ited from his pre-Socratic predecessors. He took over the four elements of
Empedocles: carth, water, air, and fire, ecach characterized by the possession of a
unique pair of the primary qualities of heat, cold, wetness and dryness. Each
element had its natural place in an ordered cosmos, towards which it tended by
its own characteristic movement: thus earthy solids fell while fire rose ever higher.
Each such motion was natural to its element; other motions were possible, but
were ‘violent’. (We preserve a relic of Aristotle’s distinction when we contrast
natural with violent death.) The earth was in the centre of the universe: around it
a succession of concentric crystalline spheres carried the moon, the sun and the
planets in their journeys across the heavens. Further out, another sphere carried
the fixed stars. The heavenly bodies did not contain the four terrestrial elements,
but were made of a fifth element or quintessence. They had souls as well as
bodies: living divine intellects, guiding their travel across the sky. These intellects
were movers which were themselves in motion, and behind them, Aristotle argued,
there must be a source of movement not itself in motion. That was the ultimate,
unchanging, divinity, moving all other beings ‘as an object of love’ — the love
which, in the final words of Dante’s Paradiso, moved the sun and the first stars.

Even the best of Aristotle’s scientific work now has only a historical interest,
and rather than record his theories in detail I will describe the common notion
of science which underpins his researches in diverse fields. Aristotle’s conception
of science can be summed up by saying that it is empirical, explanatory, and
teleological.

Science begins with observation. In the course of our lives we notice things
through our senses, we remember them, we build up a body of experience. Our
concepts are drawn from our experience, and in science observation has the
primacy over theory. Though a mature science can be set out and transmitted to
others in the axiomatic form described in the Posterior Analytics, it is clear from
Aristotle’s detailed works that the order of discovery is different from the order of
exposition.

If science begins with sense-perception it ends with intellectual knowledge,
which Aristotle sees as having a special character of necessity. Necessary truths are
such as the unchanging truths of arithmetic: two and two make four, and always
have and always will. They are contrasted with contingent truths, such as that the
Greeks won a great naval victory at Salamis; something which could have turned
out otherwise. It seems strange to say, as Aristotle does, that what is known must
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be necessary: cannot we have knowledge of contingent facts of experience, such
as that Socrates drank hemlock? Some have thought that he was arguing, falla-
ciously, from the truth:

Necessarily, if p is known, p is true
to
It p is known, p is necessarily true

which is not at all the same thing. (It is a necessary truth that if I know there is
a fly in my soup, then there is a fly in my soup. But even if I know that there
is a fly in my soup, it is not a necessary truth that there is a fly in my soup: I can
fish it out.) But perhaps Aristotle was defining the Greek word for ‘knowledge’ in
such a way that it was restricted to scientific knowledge. This is much more
plausible, especially if we notice that for Aristotle necessary truths are not restricted
to truths of logic and mathematics, but include all propositions that are true
universally, or even ‘true for the most part’. But the consequence remains, and
would be accepted by Aristotle, that history, because it deals with individual
events, cannot be a science.

Science, then, is empirical: it is also explanatory, in the sense that it is a search
for causes. In a philosophical lexicon in his Metaphysics, Aristotle distinguishes
four types of causes, or explanations. First, he says, there is that of which and out
of which a thing is made, such as the bronze of a statue and the letters of a
syllable. This is called the material cause. Secondly, he says, there is the form and
pattern of a thing, which may be expressed in its definition: his example is that
the proportion of the length of two strings in a lyre is the cause of one being the
octave of the other. The third type of cause is the origin of a change or state of
rest in something: he gives as examples a person reaching a decision, and a father
who begets a child, and in general anyone who makes a thing or changes a thing.
The fourth and last type of cause is the end or goal, that for the sake of which
something is done; it is the type of explanation we give if someone asks us why
we are taking a walk, and we reply ‘in order to keep healthy’.

The fourth type of cause (the ‘final cause’) plays a very important role in
Aristotle’s science. He inquires for the final causes not only of human action, but
also of animals’ behaviour (‘why do spiders weave webs?’) and of their structural
teatures (‘why do ducks have webbed feet?”). There are final causes also for the
activities of plants (such as the downward pressure of roots) and those of inan-
imate elements (such as the upward thrust of flame). Explanations of this kind
are called ‘teleological’, from the Greek word telos, which means the end or final
cause. When Aristotle looks for teleological explanations, he is not attributing
intentions to unconscious or inanimate objects, nor is he thinking in terms of a
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Grand Designer. Rather, he is laying emphasis on the function of various activities
and structures. Once again, he was better inspired in the area of the life sciences
than in chemistry and physics. Even post-Darwinian biologists are constantly on
the look-out for function; but no one after Newton has sought a teleological
explanation of the motion of inanimate bodies.

WORDS AND THINGS

Unlike his work in the empirical sciences, there are aspects of Aristotle’s theoret-
ical philosophy which still have much to teach us. In particular, he says things of
the highest interest about the nature of language, about the nature of reality, and
about the relationship between the two.

In his Categories Aristotle drew up a list of different types of things which
might be said of an individual. It contains ten items: substance, quantity, quality,
relation, place, time, posture, clothing, activity, and passivity. It would make sense
to say of Socrates, for instance, that he was a human being (substance), was five
feet tall (quantity), was gifted (quality), was older than Plato (relation), lived in
Athens (place), was a man of the fifth-century BC (time), was sitting (posture),
had a cloak on (clothing), was cutting a piece of cloth (activity), was killed by a
poison (passivity). This classification was not simply a classification of predicates
in language: each irreducibly different type of predicate, so Aristotle believed, stood
for an irreducibly different type of entity. In ‘Socrates is a man’, for instance, the
word ‘man’ stood for a substance, namely Socrates. In ‘Socrates was poisoned’
the word ‘poisoned’ stood for an entity called a passivity, namely the poisoning of
Socrates. Aristotle perhaps believed that every possible entity, however it might
initially be classified, would be found ultimately to belong to one and only one of
the ten categories. Thus, Socrates is a man, an animal, a living being, and ultimately
a substance; the murder committed by Aigisthos is a murder, a homicide, a killing,
and ultimately an activity.

The category of substance was of primary importance. Substances are things like
women, lions, and cabbages which can exist independently, and can be identified
as individuals of a particular kind; a substance is, in Aristotle’s homely phrase, ‘a
this such-and-such’ — this cat, or this carrot. Things falling into the other categories
(which Aristotle’s successors would call “accidents’) are not separable; a size, for
instance, is always the size of something. Items in the ‘accidental’ categories exist
only as properties or modifications of substances.

Aristotle’s categories do not seem exhaustive, and appear to be of unequal
importance. But even if we accept them as one possible classification of predic-
ates, is it correct to regard predicates as standing for anything? If ‘Socrates runs’
is true, must ‘runs’ stand for an entity of some kind in the way that ‘Socrates’
stands for Socrates? Even if we say yes, it is clear that this entity cannot be the
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meaning of the word ‘runs’. For ‘Socrates runs’ makes sense even if it is false;
and so ‘runs’ here has meaning even if there is no such thing as the running of
Socrates for it to stand for.

If we take a sentence like ‘Socrates is white” we may, on Aristotelian lines, think
of ‘white’ as standing for Socrates’ whiteness. If so, what does the ‘is’ stand for?
To this question several answers seem possible. (i) We may say that it stands for
nothing, but simply marks the connection between subject and predicate. (ii) We
may say that it signifies existence, in the sense that if Socrates is white then there
exists something — perhaps white Socrates, perhaps the whiteness of Socrates —
which does not exist if Socrates is not white. (iii) We may say that it stands for
beinyg, where ‘being’ is to be taken as a verbal noun like ‘running’. If we say this,
it seems that we must add that there are various types of being: the being that
is denoted by ‘is” in the substantial predicate ‘.. .is a horse’ is substantial being,
while the being that is denoted by ‘is’ in the accidental predicate ‘. . . is white’ is
accidental being. In different places Aristotle seems to favour now one, now
another, of these interpretations. His favourite is perhaps the third. In the passages
where he expresses it, he draws the consequence from it that ‘be’ is a verb of
multiple meaning, a homonymous term with more than one sense (just as ‘healthy’
has different, but related, senses when we speak of a healthy person, a healthy
complexion, or a healthy climate).

I said above that in ‘Socrates is a man’, ‘man’ was a predicate in the category of
substance which stood for the substance Socrates. But that is not the only analysis
which Aristotle gives of such a sentence. Sometimes it appears that ‘man’ stands
rather for the humanity which Socrates has. In such contexts, Aristotle distin-
guishes two senses of ‘substance’. A this such-and-such, e.g. this man Socrates,
is a first substance; the humanity he has is a second substance. When he talks
like this, Aristotle commonly takes pains to avoid Platonism about universals. The
humanity that Socrates has is an individual humanity, Socrates’ own humanity; it
is not a universal humanity that is participated in by all men.

Mot1ioN AND CHANGE

One of the reasons why Aristotle rejected Plato’s Theory of Ideas was that, like
Eleatic metaphysics, it denied, at a fundamental level, the reality of change. In his
Physics and his Metaphysics Aristotle offered a theory of the nature of change
intended to take up and disarm the challenge of Parmenides and Plato. This was
his doctrine of potentiality and actuality.

If we consider any substance, such as a piece of wood, we find a number of
things which are true of that substance at a given time, and a number of other
things which, though not true of it at that time, can become true of it at some
other time. Thus, the wood, though it is cold, can be heated and turned into ash.
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Aristotle called the things which a substance is, its ‘actualities’, and the things
which it can be, its ‘potentialities”: thus the wood is actually cold but potentially
hot, actually wood, but potentially ash. The change from being cold to being hot
is an accidental change which the substance can undergo while remaining the
substance that it is; the change from wood to ash is a substantial change, a change
from being one kind of substance to another. In English, we can say, very
roughly, that predicates which contain the word ‘can’, or a word with a modal
suffix such as ‘able’ or ‘ible’, signify potentialities; predicates which do not con-
tain these words signify actualities. Potentiality, in contrast to actuality, is the
capacity to undergo a change of some kind, whether through one’s own action or
through the action of other agents.

The actualities involved in changes are called ‘forms’, and ‘matter’ is used as a
technical term for what has the capacity for substantial change. In everyday life
we are familiar with the idea that one and the same parcel of stuff may be first one
kind of thing and then another kind of thing. A bottle containing a pint of cream
may be found, after shaking, to contain not cream but butter. The stuff that
comes out of the bottle is the same stuff as the stuff that went into the bottle:
nothing has been added to it and nothing has been taken from it. But what
comes out is different in kind from what goes in. It is from cases such as this that
the Aristotelian notion of substantial change is derived.

Substantial change takes place when a substance of one kind turns into a
substance of another kind. The stuft which remains the same parcel of stuff
throughout the change was called by Aristotle matter. The matter takes first one
form and then another: first it is cream and then it is butter. A thing may change
without ceasing to belong to the same natural kind, by a change falling not under
the category of substance, but under one of the other nine categories: thus a
human may grow, learn, blush and be vanquished without ceasing to be a hu-
man. When a substance undergoes an accidental change there is always a form
which it retains throughout the change, namely its substantial form. A man may
be first P and then Q, but the predicate .. .is a man’ is true of him through-
out. What of substantial change? When a piece of matter is first A and then B,
must there be some predicate in the category of substance, ‘.. .is C’, which is
true of the matter all the time? In many cases, no doubt, there is such a predicate:
when copper and tin change into bronze the changing matter remains metal
throughout. It does not seem necessary, however, that there should in all cases
be such a predicate; it seems logically conceivable that there should be stuff
which is first A and then B without there being any substantial predicate which
is true of it all the time. At all events, Aristotle thought so; and he called stuft-
which-is-first-one-thing-and-then-another-without-being-anything-all-the-time
‘prime matter’.

Form makes things belong to a certain kind; it is matter, according to Aristotle,
that makes them individuals of that kind. As philosophers put it, matter is the
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principle of individuation in material things. This means, for instance, that two
peas of the same size and shape, however alike they are, however many properties
or forms they may have in common, are two peas and not one pea because they
are two different parcels of matter.

It should not be thought that matter and form are parts of bodies, elements
out of which they are built or pieces to which they can be taken. Prime matter
could not exist without form: it need not take any particular form, but it must
take some form or other. The forms of changeable bodies are all forms of particu-
lar bodies; it is inconceivable that there should be any such form which was not
the form of some body. Unless we are to fall into the Platonism which Aristotle
frequently explicitly rejected, we must accept that forms are logically incapable of
existing without the bodies of which they are the forms. Forms indeed do not
themselves exist, nor come to be, in the way in which substances exist and come
to be. Forms, unlike bodies, are not made out of anything; and for a form of A-
ness to exist is simply for there to be some substance which is A; for horseness to
exist is simply that there are horses.

The doctrine of matter and form is a philosophical account of certain concepts
which we employ in our everyday description and manipulation of material sub-
stances. Even if we grant that the account is philosophically correct, it is still a
question whether the concepts which it seeks to clarify have any part to play in
a scientific explanation of the universe. It is notorious that what in the kitchen
appears as a substantial change of macroscopic entities may in the laboratory appear
as an accidental change of microscopic entities. It remains a matter of opinion
whether a notion such as that of prime matter has any application to physics at a
fundamental level, where we talk of transitions between matter and energy.

Form is a particular kind of actuality, and matter a particular kind of poten-
tiality. Aristotle believed that his distinction between actuality and potentiality
offered an alternative to the sharp dichotomy of Being vs. Unbeing on which
the Parmenidean rejection of change had been based. Since matter underlay and
survived all change whether substantial or accidental, there was no question of
Being coming from Unbeing, or anything coming from nothing. But it was a
consequence of Aristotle’s account that matter could not have had a beginning.
In later centuries this set a problem for Christian Aristotelians who believed in the
creation of the material world out of nothing.

SOUL, SENSE, AND INTELLECT

One of the most interesting applications of Aristotle’s doctrine of matter and
form is found in his psychology, which is to be found in his treatise On the Soul.
For Aristotle it is not only human beings which have a soul, or psyche; all living
beings have one, from daisies and molluscs upwards. A soul is simply a principle
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of life: it is the source of the characteristic activities of living beings. Difterent
living beings have different abilities: plants can grow and reproduce, but cannot
move or feel; animals perceive, and feel pleasure and pain; some but not all
animals can move around; some very special animals, namely human beings, can
also think and understand. Different kinds of soul are diversified by these differ-
ent activities in which they find expression. The most general definition which
Aristotle gives of a soul is that it is the form of an organic body.

As a form, a soul is an actuality of a particular kind. Aristotle at this point
introduces a distinction between two kinds of actuality. Someone who knows no
Greek is in a state of sheer potentiality with regard to the use of Greek. To learn
Greek is to take a step from potentiality in the direction of actuality. But someone
who has learnt Greek, but is not at a given time making use of that knowledge,
is in a state of both actuality and potentiality: actuality by comparison with the
initial position of ignorance, potentiality by comparison with someone actually
speaking Greek. Simply knowing Greek Aristotle called ‘first actuality’; currently
speaking Greek he called ‘second actuality’. He uses this distinction in his account
of the soul: the soul is the first actuality of an organic body. The actual vital opera-
tions of living creatures are second actualities.

An Aristotelian soul is not, as such, a spirit. It is not, indeed, a tangible object;
but that is because it is (like all first actualities) a potentiality. Knowledge of
Greek is not a tangible object, cither; but it is not anything ghostly. If there are
any souls which are capable, in whole or in part, of existing without a body — a
point on which Aristotle found it difficult to make up his mind — disembodiment
is possible, not because they are souls, but because they are souls of a particular
kind with specially impressive vital activities.

Aristotle gives straightforwardly biological accounts of the activities of nutrition,
growth, and reproduction which are common to all living things. Matters become
more complicated, and more interesting, when he turns to explain sense-perception
(peculiar to higher animals) and intellectual thought (peculiar to human beings).

In explaining sense-perception, Aristotle adapts the account in Plato’s Theaetetus
according to which sensation is the outcome of an encounter between a sense-
faculty (such as vision) and a sense-object (such as a visible object). Only, whereas
on Plato’s account the eye’s seeing a white object, and the whiteness of the object
itself, are two twins begotten of the same intercourse, for Aristotle the seeing and
the being seen are one and the same thing. He propounds the general thesis: a
sense-faculty in actuality is identical with a sense-object in actuality.

This initially obscure thesis is yet another application of Aristotle’s theory of
actuality and potentiality. Let me illustrate its meaning by taking the example of
taste. The sweetness of a piece of sugar, something which can be tasted, is a
sense-object, and my sense of taste, my ability to taste things, is a sense-faculty.
The operation of my sense of taste upon the sensible object is the same thing as
the action of the sense-object upon my sense. That is to say, the sugar’s tasting
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sweet to me is one and the same event as my tasting the sweetness of the sugar.
The sugar itself is actually sweet all the time; but until the sugar is put into the
mouth its sweetness is not actually, but only potentially, tasting sweet. (Being
sweet is a first actuality, tasting sweet a second actuality.)

The sense of taste is nothing other than the power to do such things as taste
the sweetness of sweet objects. The sensory property of sweetness is nothing
other than the power to taste sweet to a suitable taster. Thus Aristotle is correct
to say that the property in action is one and the same thing as the faculty in
operation. Of course the power to taste and the power to be tasted are two very
different things, the one in the taster and the other in the sugar.

This account of sense-perception is superior to the Platonic one, because it
allows us to say that things in the world really do have sensory qualities, even
when not being sensed. Things not being looked at are really coloured, things
not being sniffed really do smell sour, sounds unheard may really be deafening.
Aristotle can say this because his analysis of actuality and potentiality allows him
to explain that sensory qualities are really powers of a certain kind.

Aristotle draws on his theory also when dealing with the rational and intellectual
abilities of the human soul. He made a distinction between natural powers, such
as the power of fire to burn, and rational powers, like the ability to speak Greek. If
all the necessary conditions for the exercise of a natural power were present, then,
he maintained, the power was necessarily exercised. Put the wood, appropriately
dry, on the fire, and the fire will burn it; there are no two ways about it. Rational
powers, however, are essentially, he argued, two-way powers, powers which can be
exercised at will. A physician who possesses the power to heal may refuse to exer-
cise it, if his patient is insufficiently wealthy; he may even exercise his medical skill
to poison rather than to cure. Aristotle’s theory of rational powers was to be used
by many of his successors in order to give an account of human freedom of the will.

Aristotle’s teaching about the intellectual powers of the soul is inconstant.
Sometimes the intellect appears to be a part of the soul, and since the soul is
the form of the body, the intellect, so conceived, will perish with the body. At
other times he argues that since the intellect is capable of grasping necessary and
eternal truths, it must itself, by affinity, be something independent and inde-
structible; and at one point he suggests that the capacity for thought is some-
thing divine which comes from outside the body. And in one baffling passage, the
subject of endless discussion in succeeding centuries, he appears to divide the
intellect into two faculties, one perishable and the other imperishable.

Thought, as we have described it, is what it is by virtue of becoming all things; while
there is another which is what it is by virtue of making all things: this is a sort of
positive state like light; for in a sense light makes potential colours into actual colours.
Thought in this sense is separable and impassive and unmixed, being essentially
actuality. And when separate it is just what it is, and it alone is immortal and eternal.
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Figure 12 Athena introducing a soul into a body.
(Photo: akg-images/Erich Lessing)

The feature of the human intellect which tempted Aristotle, at times, to think
of it as disembodied and divine was its ability to pursue philosophy and especially
metaphysics; and so we must finally explain how he saw the nature of this sublime
discipline.

METAPHYSICS

“There is a discipline,” Aristotle says in the fourth book of his Metaphysics, ‘which
theorizes about Being qua being, and the things which belong to Being taken in
itself.” This discipline is called ‘first philosophy’, which he elsewhere describes as
the knowledge of first principles and supreme causes. Other sciences, he says, deal
with a particular kind of being, but the science of the philosopher concerns Being
universally and not merely partially. However, in other places Aristotle seems to
restrict the object of first philosophy to a particular kind of being, namely divine,
independent and immutable substance. There are three theoretical philosophies,
he says in one place — mathematics, physics, and theology; and the first, or most
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honourable philosophy, is theology. Theology is the best of the theoretical sciences
because it deals with the most honourable among beings; it is prior to, and more
universal than, physics or natural philosophy.

Both sets of definitions so far considered treat of first philosophy as concerned
with Being or beings; it is also spoken of as the science of substance or sub-
stances. In one place Aristotle tells us that the old question, what is Being?,
comes to the same as the question, what is substance? So that first philosophy can
be called the theory of first and universal substance.

Are all these definitions of the subject matter of philosophy equivalent to each
other — or indeed compatible with each other? Some historians, thinking them in-
compatible, have attributed the different kinds of definition to different periods of
Aristotle’s life. But with an effort we can show that the definitions can be reconciled.

Before asking what Being qua being is, we need to settle what Being is.
Aristotle is using the Greek phrase zo oz in the same way as Parmenides did:
Being is whatever is anything whatever. Whenever Aristotle explains the senses of
‘to on’ he does so by explaining the sense of ‘einai’, the verb ‘to be’. Being, in its
broadest sense, is whatever can appear, in some true sentence, followed by ‘is’.
On this view, a science of being would be less like a science of the existent than
a science of true predication.

All the categories, Aristotle tells us, signify being, because any verb can be
replaced by a predicate which will contain the verb ‘to be’: ‘Socrates runs’, for
instance, can be replaced by ‘Socrates is a runner’. And every being in any
category other than substance is a property or modification of substance. This
means that wherever you have a subject—verb sentence in which the subject is not
a term for a substance, you can turn it into another subject-verb sentence in
which the subject term does denote a substance — a first substance, like a particu-
lar man or cabbage.

With Aristotle, as with Parmenides, it is a mistake simply to equate being with
existence. When he discusses the senses of ‘being’ and ‘is” in his philosophical
lexicon in the Metaphysics Aristotle does not even mention existence as one of the
senses of the verb ‘to be’, a use to be distinguished from the use of the verb with
a complement in a predicate, as in ‘to be a philosopher’. This is surprising,
because he seems himself to have made the distinction in earlier books. In the
Sophistical Refutations, to counter the sophism that whatever is thought of must
exist in order to be thought of, Aristotle distinguishes between ‘to be F’, where
the verb is followed by a predicate (e.g. ‘to be thought of”) and ‘to be’ period.
He makes a similar move in connection with the being F of that which has ceased
to be, period: e.g. from ‘Homer is a poet’ it does not follow that he is.

It is a mistake, perhaps, to look in Aristotle for a single treatment of existence.
When philosophers pose problems about what things really exist and what things
do not, they may have three different contrasts in mind: that between the abstract
and the concrete (e.g. wisdom vs. Socrates), that between the fictional and the
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factual (e.g. Pegasus vs. Bucephalus), and that between the extant and the defunct
(e.g. the Great Pyramid vs. the Colossus of Rhodes). In different places, Aristotle
treats of all three problems. He deals with the problem about abstractions when
he discusses accidents: they are all modifications of substance. Any statement
about abstractions (such as colours, actions, changes) must be analysable into one
about concrete first substances. He deals with the problem about fictions by intro-
ducing a sense of ‘is’ in which it means ‘is true’: a fiction s a genuine thought,
but it s not, i.e. is not true. The problem about the extant and the defunct,
problems about things which come into existence and go out of existence, are
solved by the application of the doctrine of matter and form. To exist, in this
sense, is to be matter under a certain form, it is to be a thing of a certain kind:
Socrates ceases to exist if he ceases to be a human being. Being, for Aristotle,
includes anything that exists in any of these ways.

If that is what Being is, what then is Being qua Being? The answer is that there
is no such thing. Certainly, you can study Being qua being, and you can look for
causes of Being qua being. But this is to engage in a special sort of study, to look
for a special sort of cause. It is not to study a special kind of Being, or to look for
the causes of a special kind of Being. Aristotle more than once insisted that ‘An
A qua F is G” must be regarded as consisting of a subject A, and a predicate ‘is,
qua F, G’. It should not be regarded as consisting of a predicate ‘is G” which
is attached to a subject An-A-qua-F. One example he gives is that ‘A good can
be known as good’ should not be analysed as ‘a good as good can be known’,
because ‘a good as good’ is nonsense.

But if ‘A qua F’ is a pseudo-subject in ‘An A qua F is G’, equally, ‘A qua F* is
a pseudo-object in ‘We study A qua F’. The object of that sentence is A, and the
verb is ‘study qua F’. We are talking, not of the study of a special kind of object,
but of a special kind of study, a study which looks for special kinds of explanation
and causes, causes qua F. For instance, when we do human physiology, we study
men qua animals, that is to say, we study the structures and functions which
humans have in common with animals. There is no object which is a man qua
animal, and it would be foolish to ask whether all men, or only some specially
brutish men, are men qua animals. It is equally foolish to ask whether Being qua
Being means all beings or only some specially divine beings.

However, you can study any being from the particular point of view of being,
that is you can study it in virtue of what it has in common with all other beings.
That, one might think, is surely very little: and indeed Aristotle himself says that
nothing has being as its essence or nature: there is nothing which is just a being
and nothing else. But to study something as a being is to study something about
which true predications can be made, precisely from the point of view of the
possibility of making true predications of it. Aristotle’s first philosopher is not
making a study of some particular kind of being; he is studying everything, the
whole of Being, precisely as such.
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Now an Aristotelian science is a science of causes, so that the science of Being
qua being will be a science which assigns the causes of there being any truths
whatever about anything. Can there be such causes? It is not too difficult to give
sense to a particular being’s having a cause qua being. If I had never been con-
ceived, there would never have been any truths about me; Aristotle says that if
Socrates had never existed neither ‘Socrates is well’ nor ‘Socrates is unwell” would
ever have been true. So my parents who brought me into existence are causes of
me, qua being. (They are, of course, also causes of me qua human.) So also are
their parents, and their parents in turn, and ultimately, Adam and Eve, if we are
all descended from a single pair. And if there was anything which produced Adam
and Eve, that would be the cause of all human beings, qua beings.

We can see from this clearly enough how the Christian God, the maker of the
world, could be regarded as the cause of Being qua being — the cause, in his own
existence, of truths about himself, and as creator the efficient cause of the possibil-
ity of any truth about anything else. But what is the cause of Being qua being in
Aristotle’s system, in which there is no maker of the world?

At the supreme point of Aristotle’s hierarchy of beings are the moved and
unmoved movers which are the final causes of all generation and corruption. They
are therefore in one respect the causes of all perceptible and corruptible beings, in
so far as they are beings. The science which reaches up to the unmoved mover
will be studying the explanation of all true predication whatever, and therefore
will be studying every being qua being. In his Metaphysics Aristotle explains that
there are three kinds of substances: perishable bodies, eternal bodies, and immut-
able beings. The first two kinds belong to natural science and the third to first
philosophy. Whatever explains substances, he says, explains all things; since with-
out substances there would be neither active nor passive change. He then goes on
to prove the existence of an unmoved mover; and concludes ‘on such a principle
the heavens and nature depend’ — i.e. eternal bodies and perishable bodies alike
depend on immutable being. And this is the divine, the object of theology.

The unmoved mover is prior to other substances and substances are prior to all
other beings. ‘Prior’ is here used not in a temporal sense, but to denote depend-
ency: A is prior to B if you can have A without B and you cannot have B without
A. If there was no unmoved mover, there would be no heavens and no nature;
it there were no substances there would be no other beings. We can see now
why Aristotle says that what is prior has greater explanatory power than what is
posterior, and why the science of the divine beings can be said to be the most
universal science because it is prior: it deals with beings which are prior, i.e. further
back in the chain of dependence. The science of divine beings is more universal
than the science of physics because it explains both divine beings and natural
beings; the science of physics explains only natural beings and not also divine beings.

We can at last see how the different definitions of first philosophy cohere
together. Any science can be defined either by giving the field it is to explain,
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or by specifying principles by which it explains. First philosophy is universal in
its field: it undertakes to offer one kind of explanation of everything whatever,
to assign one of the causes of the truth of every true predication. It is the science
of Being qua being. But if we turn from the explicandum to the explicans, we
can say that first philosophy is the science of the divine; for what it explains, it
explains by reference to the divine unmoved mover. It does not deal just with a
single kind of Being, for it gives an account not only of the divine itself, but of
everything else that exists or is anything. But it is par excellence the science of the
divine, because it explains everything not, like physics, by reference to nature, but
by reference to the divine. Thus theology and the science of Being qua being are
one and the same first philosophy.

One is sometimes invited to believe that the final stage in the understanding of
Aristotle’s metaphysics is an appreciation of the profound and mysterious nature
of Being qua Being. Rather, the first step towards such an understanding is the
realization that Being qua Being is a chimerical spectre engendered by inattention
to Aristotle’s logic.
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GREEK PHILOSOPHY
AFTER ARISTOTLE

TaE HELLENISTIC ERA

When Alexander the Great died in Bablyon in 323 his vast empire was divided
up between his senior officers, who founded a number of independent realms.
The most long lasting of these was the kingdom of Ptolemy and his family in
Egypt and Libya, which survived until Antony and Cleopatra were defeated by
the Roman Emperor Augustus in 31 BC. In the centuries between the death of
Alexander and the death of Cleopatra the domains of Alexander’s other generals
broke up into smaller kingdoms which, one by one, came under the sway of
Rome and eventually became provinces of its Empire. These centuries, in which
Greek civilization flourished throughout all the lands around the Eastern Medi-
terranean, are known to historians as the Hellenistic age.

In this period Greek colonists came into contact with widely different systems
of thought. In Bactria, at the far eastern end of the former Empire, Greek
philosophy encountered the religion of Buddha, energetically propagated by the
devout Indian king, Asoka; two surviving dialogues tell the story of the conversion
to Buddhism of the Greek king, Menander. In Persia Greeks encountered the
already ancient religion of Zarathustra (whose name they Hellenized as Zoroaster);
this saw the world as a battlefield between two powerful divine principles, one
good and one evil. In Palestine they met the Jews, who since their return in 538
from their Babylonian exile had formed a strictly monotheistic community centred
on the Temple worship in Jerusalem. The books of the Maccabees, among the
apocrypha in the Bible, tell of their resistance to assimilation by Greek culture
under the rule of Antiochus IV of Syria. The first Ptolemies in Egypt built up the
new city of Alexandria, whose citizens were drawn from every part of the Greek
world. They founded a magnificent and well-catalogued library, which became
the envy of the world, rivalled only, at a later date, by the library of King Attalus
at Pergamum in Asia Minor. It was in Alexandria that the Hebrew Bible was
translated into Greek; the version was known as the Septuagint, a word meaning
seventy, after the number of scholars said to have collaborated in the translation.
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A series of brilliant mathematicians and scientists in Alexandria competed with,
and in time surpassed, the scholars in the Academy and the Lyceum who, in
Athens, carried on the work of their founders Plato and Aristotle.

The best-known philosophers in Athens in the generation after Alexander’s
death were members neither of the Academy nor of the Lyceum, but founders of
new rival institutions: Epicurus, who established a school known as ‘The Garden’,
and Zeno, whose followers were called ‘Stoics’ because he taught in the Stoa or
painted portico. The multiplication of schools in Athens reflected an increasing
interest in philosophy as an essential part of the education of the upper classes.
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Figure 13 A modern reconstruction of the location of the schools of Athens.
(© Candace H. Smith)
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EPICUREANISM

Epicurus, born into a family of Athenian expatriates in Samos, set up house in
Athens about 306 BcC, and lived there until his death in 271. His followers in the
Garden, who included women and slaves, lived on simple fare and kept away
from public life. Epicurus wrote three hundred books, but except for a few letters
almost all that he wrote has been lost. Fragments from his treatise On Nature
were buried in volcanic ash at Herculaneum when Vesuvius erupted in AD 79; in
modern times they have been painstakingly unrolled and deciphered. To this day,
however, we depend for our knowledge of Epicurus’ teachings principally on a
long Latin poem written in the first century BC by his follower Lucretius, entitled
On the Nature of Things (De Rerum Natura) — see Plate 6.

The aim of Epicurus’ philosophy is to make happiness possible by removing the
fear of death which is its greatest obstacle. Because men are afraid of death, they
struggle for wealth and power in the hope of postponing it, and throw themselves
into frenzied activity so that they can forget its inevitability. The fear of death is
instilled in us by religion, which holds out the prospect of suffering and punish-
ment after death. But this prospect is illusory. The point is eloquently made by
Lucretius (in Dryden’s translation): there is no need to fear either death, or
survival, or reincarnation.

What has this bugbear, death, to frighten man,
If souls can die, as well as bodies can?

For, as before our birth we felt no pain

When Punic arms infested land and main,

So, when our mortal frame shall be disjoined,
The lifeless lump uncoupled from the mind,
From sense of grief and pain we shall be free

We shall not feel, because we shall not be.
Though earth in seas, and seas in heaven were lost
We should not move, we only should be tossed.
Nay, ¢’en suppose when we have suffered fate,
The soul could feel in her divided state,

What’s that to us? for we are only we

While souls and bodies in one frame agree.

Nay, though our atoms should revolve by chance,
And matter leap into the former dance;

Though time our life and motion could restore,
And make our bodies what they were before;
What gain to us would all this bustle bring?

The new-made man would be another thing.
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It was to cure the fear of death, and in order to show that the terrors held out
by religion were only fairy-tales, that Epicurus set out his account of the nature
and structure of the world.

He took over, with some modifications, the atomism of Democritus. Indivis-
ible unchanging units move in void and infinite space; initially they all move
downwards at constant and equal speed, but from time to time they swerve and
collide with each other. From their collisions everything in heaven and earth has
come into being. The soul, too, like everything else, consists of atoms, which
differ from other atoms only in being smaller and subtler. At death the atoms
of the soul are dispersed, and cease to be capable of sensation because they no
longer occupy their appropriate place in a body. The gods themselves are com-
pounded of atoms, just like humans and animals; but because they live in less
turbulent regions they are free from the danger of dissolution. Epicurus was no
atheist, but he believed that the gods took no interest in the affairs of this world,
and lived a life of their own in uninterrupted tranquillity. For this reason, belief in
divine providence was superstition, and religious rituals were worthless at best.

Unlike Democritus, Epicurus believed that the senses were reliable sources of
information, and he gave an atomistic account of their operation. Bodies in the
world throw off thin films of the atoms of which they are made, which retain
their original shape and thus serve as images (eidola) of their parent bodies.
Sensation occurs when these images make contact with the atoms in the soul.
The appearances which reach the soul are never false; they always correspond
exactly to their source. If we are misled about reality it is because we have used
these genuine appearances as a basis for false judgements. If appearances conflict,
as when an oar looks bent when in the water and straight when outside it, the
two appearances are to be regarded as honest witnesses between which the mind
must give judgement. If appearances are insufficient to settle the issue between
competing theories (e.g. about the real size of the sun) then the mind should
suspend judgement and exercise an equal tolerance to all.

The keystone of Epicurus’ moral philosophy is the doctrine that pleasure is
the beginning and end of the happy life. He makes a distinction, however,
between pleasures which are the satisfaction of desires, and pleasures which come
when all desires have been satisfied. The pleasures of satistying our desires for
food and drink and sex are inferior pleasures, because they are bound up with
pain: the desire which they satisfy is itself painful, and its satisfaction leads to a
renewal of desire. We should aim, therefore, at quiet pleasures such as those of
private friendship.

Though he was an atomist, Epicurus was not a determinist; he believed
humans enjoyed freedom of the will, and he sought to explain it by appealing to
the random swerve of the atoms. Since we are free we are masters of our own
fate: the gods neither impose necessity nor interfere with our choices. We cannot
escape death, but if we take a truly philosophical view of it, death is no evil.
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Storcism

Epicureanism survived for six hundred years after Epicurus’ death; but despite
finding incomparable expression in Lucretius’ great poem, it was never as popular
as the Stoicism founded by his contemporary Zeno of Citium. Zeno came from
Cyprus, where, having read a book about Socrates, he acquired a passion for
philosophy which led him to emigrate to Athens, at about the same time as
Epicurus. There he was to study under a number of teachers, but on his first
arrival he became a pupil of the Cynic Crates, who, he was told, was the nearest
contemporary equivalent of Socrates. Cynicism was not a school of philosophy,
but a bohemian way of life, based on contempt for material wealth and con-
ventional propriety. Its founder had been Diogenes of Sinope, who lived like a
dog (‘cynic’ means ‘dog-like’) in a tub for a kennel. When visited by the great
Alexander, who asked what favour he could do him, Diogenes replied ‘you could
move out of my light’. Zeno’s encounter with Cynicism taught him to give a
prominent place in his philosophy to the ideal of self-sufficiency.

Unlike Diogenes, who loved teasing Plato, and Crates, who liked writing
poetic satire, Zeno took systematic philosophy seriously. His writings have not
survived, and for our knowledge of his teaching we rely on writers from the
Roman period, such as Nero’s court philosopher Seneca and the Emperor Marcus
Aurelius. We do know that he founded the Stoic tradition of dividing philosophy
into three main disciplines, logic, ethics and physics. His followers said that logic
was the bones, ethics the flesh, and physics the soul of philosophy. Zeno himself
was concerned principally with ethics, but he was a close associate of two dia-
lecticians from Megara, Diodorus Cronus and Philo, who had taken over from
the Lyceum the task of filling the gaps which Aristotle had left in logic.

When Zeno died the leadership of the Stoa passed to Cleanthes, a converted
boxer who specialized in physics and metaphysics. Cleanthes was a devout man
who wrote a remarkable hymn to Zeus, whom he addresses in terms which would
be appropriate enough for a Jewish or Christian monotheist addressing the Lord

God.

Zeus all powerful,
Author of Nature, named by many names, all hail.
Thy law rules all; and the world’s voice may cry to thee.
For from thee we are born, and alone of living things
That move on earth are we created in God’s image.

The hymn was known to St Paul, and quoted by him when preaching in Athens.

Cleanthes was succeeded by Chrysippus, who was head of the school from
232 to 206. He took ethics as his own speciality, but he also built up and
extended the work of his predecessors, and was the first to present Stoicism as a
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fully integrated system. Since the works of these three early Stoics have all been
lost, it is difficult to determine precisely the contribution each of them made, and
their doctrines are best considered together.

The logic of the Stoics differed from that of Aristotle in various ways. Aristotle
used letters as variables, while they used numbers; a typical sentence-frame in an
Aristotelian inference would run ‘every A is B’; a typical sentence-frame in a Stoic
inference would be ‘If the first, then the second’. The difference between letters
and numbers is trivial: what is important is that Aristotle’s variables stand in for
terms (subjects and predicates), while the Stoic variables stand in for whole
sentences. Aristotle’s syllogistic formalizes what nowadays would be called pred-
icate logic; Stoic logic formalizes what is nowadays called propositional logic.
A typical inference considered by the Stoics is

If Plato is living, then Plato is breathing
Plato is living
Therefore, Plato is breathing.

It is an important feature of Stoic logic that the validity of the argument does not
depend on the content of the individual sentences. According to the Stoic view,
the following argument is no less sound than the one above.

If Plato is dead, then Athens is in Greece
Plato is dead
Therefore Athens is in Greece.

The first premiss of this argument comes out true if, like the Stoics, we accept a
particular definition of ‘if. . . then’ first suggested by Philo. According to this a
sentence of the form ‘if the first then the second’ is to be taken as true in every
case except when the first is true and the second is false. In everyday life, we usu-
ally make use of “if . . . then” when there is some connection between the content
of the sentences thus linked together. But we do sometimes make use of Philo’s
definition — e.g. when we say ‘If Athens is in Turkey, then I am a Dutchman’ as
a way of denying that Athens is in Turkey. It turns out that the Stoics’ minimal
definition of ‘if” is the one most useful for the technical development of proposi-
tional logic, and it is the one which logicians use today. The Stoic propositional
logic is nowadays taken as the basic element in logic, upon which the predicate
logic of Aristotle is built as a superstructure.

Under the heading ‘logic’ the Stoics investigated also the philosophy of lan-
guage. They had an elaborate theory of signs, which studied both things signify-
ing and things signified. Things signifying were classified as voice, speech, and
discourse. Voice might be inarticulate sound, speech was sound which was articu-
late but might lack meaning, and discourse was both articulate and meaningful.
Things signified might be bodies or statements (/ekta). By ‘statement’ is meant,
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not a sentence, but what is said by a sentence. If I say ‘Dion is walking’, the word
‘Dion’ signifies the body which I see; but what I mean by the sentence is not a
body, but a statement about a body.

In this respect, there is a clash between Stoic logic and Stoic physics: the
statements of Stoic logic are non-bodily entities, while Stoic physics recognizes
no existents other than bodies. Once upon a time, Stoics believed, there was
nothing but fire; gradually there emerged the other elements and the familiar
furniture of the universe. Later, the world will return to fire in a universal confla-
gration, and then the whole cycle of its history will be repeated over and over
again. All this happens in accordance with a system of laws which may be called
‘fate’, because the laws admit of no exception, or ‘providence’, because the laws
were laid down by God for beneficent purposes.

The Stoics accepted the Aristotelian distinction between matter and form; but
as conscientious materialists they insisted that form too was bodily — a fine and
subtle body which they called breath (pmnenma). The human soul and mind are
made out of this preuma; so too is God, who is the soul of the cosmos, which, in
its entirety, constitutes a rational animal. If God and the soul were not themselves
bodily, Stoics argued, they would not be able to act upon the material world.

The divinely designed system is called Nature, and our aim in life should be to
live in accordance with Nature. Since all things are determined, nothing can escape
Nature’s laws. But human beings are free and responsible, despite the determinism
of fate. The will must be directed to live in accordance with human nature by
obeying reason. It is this voluntary acceptance of Nature’s laws which constitutes
virtue, and virtue is both necessary and sufficient for happiness. Poverty, imprison-
ment, and suffering, since they cannot take away virtue, cannot take away happiness;
a good person cannot suffer any real harm. Does this mean that we should be
indifferent to the misfortunes of others? Well, health and wealth are in truth matters
of indifference, but the Stoics, in order to be able to co-operate at all with non-
Stoics, were forced to concede that some matters were more indifferent than others.

Because society is natural to human beings, the Stoic, in his aim to be in
harmony with Nature, will play his part in society and cultivate the social virtues.
Though slavery and freedom are alike indifferent, it is legitimate to prefer one to
the other, even though virtue may be practised in either state. What of life itself?
Is that a matter of indifference? The virtuous Stoic will not lose his virtue whether
he lives or dies; but it is legitimate for him, when faced with what the non-Stoic
would regard as intolerable evils, to make a rational choice to depart from life.

ScEerTICISM

The English language preserves traces of both Epicureanism and Stoicism, but
with different degrees of accuracy. An epicure would find little satisfaction in the
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bread and cheese diet of Epicurus; but a stoic attitude to suffering and death fairly
reflects one aspect of Stoic philosophy. A third contemporary school, however,
made its mark on the language unambiguously: the basic meaning of Scepticism
has not changed since the Sceptics of the third century BC.

The founder of Scepticism was Pyrrho of Elis, a soldier in Alexander’s army,
who was an older contemporary of Epicurus. Pyrrho taught that nothing could
be known and, consistently with that view, wrote no books; but his teaching was
brought to Athens in the early years of the third century by his pupils Timon and
Arcesilaus. Timon denied the possibility of finding any self-evident principles to
serve as the foundation of sciences: and in the absence of such axioms, all lines of
reasoning must be either circular or endless. Arcesilaus became head of the Platonic
Academy about 273 and turned its attention from the later dogmatic works of
Plato to the earlier Socratic dialogues. He himself, like Socrates, used to demolish
theses put forward by his pupils; the proper attitude for the philosopher was to
suspend judgement on all important topics. Arcesilaus’ impact on the Academy
was great, and it remained the home of Scepticism for two hundred years.

The Sceptics of the Academy took the Stoic system as their major target for
attack. The Stoics were empiricists; that is to say, they claimed that all knowledge
derived from sensory experience of concrete individuals. The appearances which
things present to our senses are the foundation of all science; but appearances
may mislead, and we need a test, or ‘criterion’, to decide which appearances are
reliable and justify us in assenting to them. The Sceptics insisted that things
appear differently to different species (woodlice taste good to bears but not to
people), and differently to different members of the same species (honey seems
bitter to some and sweet to others), and differently to the same person at differ-
ent times (wine tastes sour after figs and sweet after nuts). How can conflicts
between them be resolved:?

The Stoics say that knowledge must be based not just on any old appearance,
but upon appearance of a particular kind, a ‘cognitive appearance’ (phantasin
kataleptike) — an appearance of the kind which comes from a real object and
compels our assent. The Sceptic counters by asking how we can tell which appear-
ances are cognitive appearances. It is no good defining them as ones which
compel assent, since people often feel compelled to assent to appearances which
turn out to have been misleading. The Stoics respond that a truly wise person can
just tell which appearances are cognitive and which are not. But how can you tell
whether you are a truly wise person? The Stoic search for a criterion seems
doomed to failure: even if we found a criterion which worked, how would we
know we had found it?

The debate between Scepticism and Stoicism continued for several centuries,
and most of our knowledge of the arguments used on either side comes from the
works of a leading Sceptic of the second century AD, the physician Sextus Empiricus.
Sextus presented the Sceptical system in his Outlines of Pyrrhonism and set out to
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refute the non-sceptical, or ‘dogmatic’, schools in the eleven books of his Against
the Professors.

ROME AND 1TS EMPIRE

The period of Hellenistic philosophy coincided with the extraordinary growth
of the power of the Roman Republic. Since its rejection of monarchy in 510,
the city state of Rome had been governed by annually elected officers, headed
by a pair of consuls, and advised by a Senate of some 300 wealthy aristocrats.
At the death of Alexander the Republic was already in control of the greater
part of mainland Italy; but it had no overseas dominions, not even in Sicily or
Sardinia. Expansion began with two victorious wars against the great Phoenician
empire of Carthage, which had hitherto dominated the Western Mediterranean.
In the first war (264-238) Rome acquired Sardinia and Corsica; in the second
(218-201) it conquered Sicily and took over the eastern seaboard of Spain,
from which it expanded its rule into the whole Iberian peninsula and the area
of Provence in France. During the second century Rome picked quarrels with
successive kings of Macedon and after the defeat of the last of them it occupied
the whole of Greece in 146. At the same time, after a brief third war, it destroyed
the city of Carthage and took over its North African hinterland. By the end of the
second century many parts of Asia Minor also were Roman provinces or client
kingdoms.

In the first century further expansion was accompanied by a series of bitter civil
wars. Julius Caesar (100-44) extended Roman rule northward from Provence
to the English Channel, killing a million Gauls and enslaving a million others.
Threatened with prosecution by his enemies at home, he invaded Italy in 49 and
made himself master of Rome in defiance of the Senate. Having defeated the
Senatorial general Pompey at Pharsalus in 48, and taken over, one by one, the
Republic’s overseas possessions, he returned to Rome and ruled as perpetual
Dictator. He refused the title of King, but was willing to accept divine honours.
He was assassinated in the Senate House by a group of conspirators headed by
Brutus and Cassius on 15 March 44.

One of the most distinguished members of the party opposed to Caesar was
the orator Marcus Tullius Cicero. In his late twenties Cicero had been a student
of philosophy first in Athens, where he made himself acquainted with the various
schools, and then at Rhodes under the Stoic Posidonius. A self-made man, he was
consul for the year 63, in which he suppressed a conspiracy in which he believed
Caesar to have been implicated. He governed the province of Cilicia in Asia
Minor from 51 to 50, and supported the Senatorial party during the Civil War.
Pardoned by Caesar, he returned to Italy and spent the period of the Dictatorship
writing philosophy.
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Cicero was not of the first rank as a philosopher, but he is important in the
history of philosophy in several ways. He set himself the task of creating a Latin
philosophical vocabulary, so that Romans could study philosophy in their own lan-
guage. He wrote voluminous accounts of the teaching of Greek and Hellenistic
philosophers which have ever since been one of the major sources of instruction
in their doctrines. His works On the Nature of the Gods and On Fate contain
interesting discussions of philosophical theology and the issue of determinism.
His De Finibus was an encyclopedia of the opinions of philosophers on the nature
of the supreme good.

In his own opinions, Cicero was eclectic. In epistemology, he adopted a mod-
erate Sceptical position which he had learnt from Philo of Larissa, the last head of
the Academy. In ethics, he favoured the Stoic rather than the Epicurean teaching.
Writing in a time of unpheaval and stress, he looked to philosophy for consola-
tion and reassurance. He wrote without great profundity, but with warmth and
clegance, and his essays on friendship and old age have been popular through the
ages. His main work on moral philosophy, On Duties (De Officiis), was addressed
to his son just after Caesar’s death; it was, during various periods of history,
regarded as an essential item in the education of a gentleman.

Cicero rejoiced at Caesar’s death, and returned to politics with a series of bitter
attacks on the Caesarian consul Mark Antony. For a while he found a political ally
in Caesar’s adopted son Octavian. But Antony and Octavian went into partner-
ship to defeat Caesar’s murderers Brutus and Cassius at Philippi in 42 BC. By the
time of the battle, Cicero was already dead, executed on the orders of Antony.

The alliance between Antony and Octavian did not last. Antony, having mar-
ried Octavian’s sister, deserted her for the last of the Ptolemies, Queen Cleopatra
of Egypt. Influential Romans switched their allegiance to Octavian, and having
defeated Antony and Cleopatra at Actium in 31 BC he became the first Roman
Emperor, changing his name to Augustus.

JESUS OF NAZARETH

Augustus reigned as Emperor for forty-five years, until Ap 14. It was in his reign
that Jesus of Nazareth was born, and under the reign of his successor Tiberius that
Jesus was crucified, probably about AD 30. This Jewish teacher, living in a remote
province of the Empire far from the centres of Greek learning, and unconcerned
with issues which had preoccupied Plato and Aristotle, was to have an effect on
the history of philosophy no less decisive than theirs. But the impact of his
teaching was delayed and indirect.

Jesus” own moral doctrine, as reported in the Gospels, was not without pre-
cedent. In the Sermon on the Mount, he taught that we should not render evil
for evil; but that had been the teaching of Socrates in the Republic. He urged
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his hearers to love their neighbours as themselves; but he was quoting from the
Hebrew book of Leviticus, written many centuries earlier. He insisted that we must
refrain not just from wrongdoing, but from the thoughts and desires which lead
to wrongdoing; in this he was in accord with Aristotle’s teaching that virtue concerns
passion as well as action, and that the truly virtuous person is not just continent
but temperate. He taught his disciples to despise the pleasures and honours of the
world; but so, in their different ways, did the Epicureans and the Stoics.

The framework of Jesus’ teaching was the world-view of the Hebrew Bible,
according to which the Lord God Yahweh had created heaven and earth and all
that was in them. The Jews were Yahweh’s chosen people, uniquely privileged by
the possession of a divine Law, revealed to Moses when Israel had first become a
nation. Like Heraclitus, and other Greek and Jewish thinkers, Jesus predicted that
there would be a divine judgement on the world, to take place amid catastrophe
on a cosmic scale. What made him different was that he saw that judgement as an
imminent and localized event, in which he would himself play a crucial role; he
was the Messiah, the divinely appointed liberator for whose coming devout Jews
had been looking for centuries. When, after his death, heaven and earth con-
tinued on their accustomed courses, his followers had to come to terms with
a problem which was not faced by others such as the Stoics who placed the end
of the cosmic drama in the indefinite and distant future.

Jesus’ account of his own identity, as presented and developed by his carliest
followers, was pregnant with philosophical problems. St Paul, whose letters are
the earliest evidence we possess for the beliefs of the first Christians, saw Jesus’
death on the cross as liberating the human race from a curse which had laid upon
it since the first human pair whose creation was described at the beginning of the
Hebrew Bible. He saw it also as freeing the disciples of Christ, whether Jewish or
Gentile, from the obligation to obey the detailed commands of the law of Moses.
Paul’s understanding of the death on the cross became indissolubly linked with
the ceremonial meal instituted by Jesus on the night before his death and re-
peated in his memory by his followers from that day to this.

According to Paul, a blessed afterlife awaited those whom God had chosen
out, as objects of his grace and favour, to be faithful followers of the Saviour.
The future life promised by Paul was not the immortal life of a Platonic soul,
but a glorified bodily existence such as Jesus himselt had enjoyed when he had
risen from the tomb three days after his death on the Cross. Paul’s letters were to
be quoted for centuries to come whenever theologians and philosophers debated
the problems of sin and grace, fate and predestination, and the nature of the
world to come.

The Acts of the Apostles tells us that St Paul, on a preaching journey, visited
Athens and held a debate with Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. The sermon
St Luke places in his mouth is skilfully crafted, and shows an awareness of matters
at issue between the philosophical sects.
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As T passed by and beheld the manner how ye worship your gods, I found an altar
wherein was written: unto the unknown god. Whom ye then ignorantly worship,
him shew I unto you. God that made the world and all that are in it, seeing that he
is Lord of heaven and earth, he dwelleth not in temples made with hands, neither is
worshipped with men’s hands, as though he needed of any thing, seeing he himself
giveth life and breath to all men everywhere and hath made of one blood all nations
of men, for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath assigned, before now long
time, and also the ends of their inhabitation, that they should seek God, if they
might feel and find him, though he be not far from every one of us. For in him we
live, move, and have our being as certain of your own poets said. For we are also his
generation. Forasmuch then as we are the generation of God, we ought not to think
that the godhead is like unto gold, silver or stone, graven by craft and imagination
of men.

Later legend imagined Paul in philosophical discourse with the Stoic philosopher
Seneca. The idea was not wholly fanciful; St Paul once appeared in court before
Seneca’s brother Gallio, and he had friends in the palace of Nero where Seneca
was long influential. Both men died at about the same time, Paul probably in the
persecution of Christians which followed the Great Fire of Rome in 64, and
Seneca by Socratic suicide in 65.

It was probably around this time that the Christian gospels began to be written.
All the gospels represent Jesus as the Son of God. The gospel of St John calls
Jesus also the Word of God, the instrument of divine creation. John’s language
resembles that of the Jewish philosopher Philo, a contemporary of Jesus who had
written treatises reconciling Platonism with the Hebrew Bible. But John’s funda-
mental message is very different from Philo’s: the Word of God, one with God
before the world began, is the very same as the human being Jesus who had lived
and died in Galilee and Judea. Greek mythology knew incarnate gods a-plenty,
and Alexander persuaded himself that he was the son of Zeus. But there was
no precedent for the idea that the God of monotheistic Judaism, a transcendent
God as far from anthropomorphism as the God of Xenophanes, Parmenides,
and Plato, could take flesh and live among men. This Christian doctrine of the
Incarnation, as we shall see, provided fertile ground for the development of subtle
new philosophical concepts which affected people’s thinking not only about
divinity but about human nature itself.

CHRISTIANITY AND GNOSTICISM

In the second and third centuries Christianity, now organized into a disciplined
Church, spread across the Roman Empire. It took hold mainly in the cities, in
communities presided over by bishops: the Christian word for non-Christians,
‘pagan’, was originally just the Latin word for a countryman. During this period
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Christian attitudes to philosophy varied. Some of the early Christian writers, such
as Justin Martyr, a convert to the new religion from Platonism, used texts from
Plato’s dialogues to Christian purposes, claiming that Plato had been influenced
by the Hebrew Bible. Others, such as the African writer Tertullian, claimed that
Athens and Jerusalem had nothing in common, and condemned all attempts to
produce a Stoic, Platonic, or dialectical Christianity.

Orthodox Christian theologians in the second century, however, were engaged
in battle less with hostile systems of pagan philosophy than with groups within
the Church who devised heady mixtures of Platonic cosmology, Jewish prophecy,
Christian theology, and Oriental mystery-mongering. Whereas both Jesus and
Paul had preached a message that was available to the poor and unlearned no less
than to scholarly rabbis or erudite philosophers, the members of these groups,
known collectively as Gnostics, claimed to be in possession of special mysterious
knowledge (‘Gnosis’) which had been handed down in secret by the first apostles
and which set its possessors in a privileged position apart from the simple faithful.

Gnostics did not believe that the material world was created by the good God,;
it was the work of lesser, malevolent powers, and its creation was an utter disaster.
The cosmos was governed by evil powers living in the planetary spheres, and
during life a good Gnostic should shun any involvement in the business of the
world. At death the soul, if properly purified by Gnostic ritual, would fly to God’s
heaven, armed with incantations which would open the barriers placed in its way
by the evil powers. Because the world was evil, it was sinful to marry and beget
children. Some Gnostics practised an ascetic discipline, others were riotously
promiscuous; in both cases the basic premise was that sex was contemptible.

Mainstream Christian writers denounced Gnosticism as heresy (using the word
‘hairesis’ — the Greek word for a philosophical sect). They were more at ease with
philosophers totally outside the Church, such as members of the Stoic school,
which had returned to popularity under the rule of the Roman Emperors. How-
ever, the adherents of such classical philosophical traditions commonly despised
Christianity, which they did not always clearly distinguish from Gnostic heresy or
traditional Judaism. When the Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius became Emperor
in 161 he proved himself a callous persecutor of the Christians.

The Roman Empire had now reached its greatest extent. By the death of
Augustus its northern frontier had been consolidated along the Danube and the
Rhine; under his immediate successors the province of Britain had been added to
the Empire and imperial rule extended along the whole of the North African
coast so that the Mediterranean became a Roman Sea. Under Marcus Aurelius
himself its eastern frontier was extended to the Euphrates.

For a hundred years after the defeat of Mark Antony the Empire had been
ruled by members of the family of Caesar and Augustus. Successive Emperors
had illustrated in their persons, in varying degrees, the adage that absolute power
corrupts absolutely. For those within the immediate reach of the Emperors the
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age was one of captious cruelty, interspersed with periods of clemency, torpidity,
and lunacy. But while the court of Rome was a cauldron of vice, hatred, and
terror, the imperial peace brought unprecedented blessings to the millions living
in the far-flung provinces. Europe, North Africa, and the Near East enjoyed
centuries of tranquillity such as they never experienced before or after. This was
achieved with a standing army of no more than 120,000, assisted by local auxil-
iaries. Roman civic and legal institutions maintained order in communities across
three continents, and Roman roads provided a network over which travellers
brought Latin literature and Greek philosophy to remote corners of the Empire.

The Caesarian dynasty had come to an end with the death of Nero in 69. After
a year in which three Emperors siezed power and died after brief inglorious
reigns, stability was restored by Vespasian, a general who had spent the last years
of Nero’s reign suppressing a Jewish revolt in Palestine. Vespasian’s son Titus,
who was later to succeed him as Emperor, sacked Jerusalem in 70 and dispersed
its inhabitants. Henceforth, throughout the Empire, it was the Christians who
were the main preservers of Jewish traditions and Jewish values.

Though Titus’ brother and successor, Domitian, rivalled Nero in vanity and
cruelty, he was followed by a series of comparatively admirable Emperors who
presided, between the years 96 and 180, over the greatest period of the Roman
Empire. It was at the end of this period that the first substantial attempt was
made to harmonize Christianity with Greek philosophy. Clement of Alexandria,
at the turn of the century, published a set of Miscellanies (Stromateis), written in
the style of table talk, in which he argues that the study of philosophy is not only
permissible, but necessary, for the educated Christian. The Greek thinkers were
pedagogues for the world’s adolescence, divinely appointed to bring it to Christ
in its maturity. Clement enrolled Plato as an ally against the dualism of the
Gnostics, he experimented with Aristotelian logic, and he praised the Stoic ideal
of freedom from passion. He explained away, as allegorical, aspects of the Bible
and especially the Old Testament which educated Greeks found crude and offens-
ive. In this he founded a tradition which was to have a long history in Alexandria.

Clement was an anthologist and a popularizer; his younger Alexandrian con-
temporary, Origen (185-254), was an original thinker. The son of a Christian
martyr, Origen felt less at home than Clement in the cultural world of his time.
Though massively learned in Greek philosophy, which he had learnt at the feet
of the Alexandrian Platonist Ammonius Saccas, he saw himself first and foremost
as a student of the Bible, whose authentic text he took great scholarly pains
to establish.

None the less, Origen incorporated into his system many philosophical ideas
which mainstream Christians regarded as heretical. For instance, he believed, with
Plato, that human souls existed before birth or conception. God’s first creation
had been a world of free spirits; when these became bored with endless worship,
he created the present world, in which embodied human souls were in their turn
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Figure 14 A fifth-century mosaic in Gerasa representing the city of Alexandria.
(Jerash, Jordan; photo: akg-images, London/Erich Lessing)

given freedom which they could use to ascend, aided by the grace of Christ, to a
heavenly destiny. Origen also maintained, in conflict with Christian orthodoxy,
that all rational beings, sinners as well as saints, and devils as well as angels, would
finally be saved and find blessedness. He modified St Paul’s doctrine of the
resurrection of the body, teaching, according to some of his disciples, that the
dead would rise in an ethereal form, and according to others, that the resurrec-
tion body would take the form of a sphere, which, so Plato had said, was the
most perfect of all shapes.

On a visit to Athens Origen proclaimed his vision of final universal salvation.
Condemned as a heretic by a synod of Egyptian bishops, he went into exile in
Palestine, saying that he would not wish to speak evil of the devil any more than
of the bishops who condemned him. In his exile he wrote a vindication of
Christianity against his pagan fellow-Platonist, Celsus. Against Celsus uses philo-
sophical arguments in support of Christian belief in God, freedom, and the
afterlife, and appeals to the fulfilment of prophecy and the working of miracles as
testimony to the authenticity of the Christian revelation. Origen died in 254 after
repeated torture during the persecution under the Emperor Decius.
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NEO-PLATONISM

Contemporary with Origen, and a fellow pupil of Ammonius Saccas, was the last
great pagan philosopher, Plotinus (205-70). Plotinus was an admirer of Plato,
but gave his philosophy such a novel cast that he is known not as a Platonist, but
as the founder of Neo-Platonism. After a brief military career he settled in Rome,
toying with the idea of founding, with imperial support, a Platonic Republic in
Campania. His works were edited after his death, in six groups of nine treatises
(Enmneads), by his disciple and biographer Porphyry. Written in a taut and difficult
style, they cover a wide variety of philosophical topics: ethics and aesthetics,
physics and cosmology, psychology, metaphysics, logic, and epistemology.

The dominant place in Plotinus’ system is occupied by ‘the One’. ‘One’, in
ancient philosophy, is not to be thought of as a name for the first of the natural
numbers in the series 1,2,3,4; rather, it is an adjective meaning ‘united’ or ‘all in
one piece’. Plotinus’ use derives, through Plato, from Parmenides, where Oneness
is a key property of Being. We cannot, strictly, utter any true sentences about the
One, because the use of a subject distinct from a predicate would imply division
and plurality. In a way which remains mysterious, The One is identical with the
Platonic Idea of the Good. As The One, it is the basis of all reality; as The Good,
it is the standard of all value; but it is itself beyond being and beyond goodness.

Below this supreme and ineffable summit, the next level of reality is occupied
by Mind or Intellect (nous). This is the product of the One’s reflection on itself.
It is the locus of the Platonic Ideas, which both depend on it for their existence
and form an essential part of its own structure. In contemplating the Ideas, Mind
knows itself, not by a discursive process, but in a timeless intuition.

The next place below Mind is occupied by Soul. Soul, unlike Mind, operates in
time; indeed, it is the creator of time and space. Soul looks in two directions: it
looks upward to Mind, and it looks downward to Nature, where it sees its own
reflection. Nature in turn creates the physical world, full of wonder and beauty
even though its substance is such as dreams are made of. At the lowest level of all
is bare matter, the outermost limit of reality.

These levels of reality are not independent of each other. Each level is depend-
ent, causally but not temporally, on the level above it. Everthing has its place in
a single downward progress of successive emanations from the One. The system
is impressive: but how ever, we may wonder, did Plotinus convince his hearers of
the truth of these mysterious, if exalted, docrines?

To see how he attempted to do so, we must retrace our steps and follow the
upward path from base matter to the supreme One. Plotinus takes as his start-
ing point Platonic and Aristotelian arguments which we have already met. The
ultimate substratum of change, Aristotle had argued, must be something which,
of itself, possesses none of the properties of the changeable bodies we see and

106



GREEK PHILOSOPHY AFTER ARISTOTLE

handle. But a matter which possesses no material properties, Plotinus argued, is
inconceivable, like the Unbeing of Parmenides.

We must dispense, therefore, with Aristotelian matter; we are left with Aristotel-
ian forms. The most important of these was the soul, which was the form of the
human being; and it is natural for us to think that there are as many souls as there
are individual people. But here Plotinus appeals to another Aristotelian thesis: the
principle that forms are individuated by matter. If we have given up matter, there
is nothing to distinguish Socrates’ soul from Xanthippe’s soul; and so we conclude
that there is only one single soul.

To prove that this soul exists before and after being linked to any particular
body, and is independent of body, Plotinus uses very much the same arguments
as Plato used in the Phaedo. He neatly reverses the argument of those who claim
that soul is dependent on body because it is nothing more than an attunement of
the body’s sinews. When a musician plucks the strings of a lyre, he says, it is the
strings, not the melody, that he acts upon; but the strings would not be plucked
unless the melody called for it.

But now the problem arises: how can a world soul, transcendent and incorpo-
real, be in any way present to individual corruptible and composite bodies? To
solve the problem, Plotinus says, we have to reverse the question, and ask not
how soul can be in body, but how body can be in soul? The answer is that body
is in soul by depending upon it for its organization and continued existence.

Soul, then, governs and orders the world of bodies. It does so wisely and well.
But the wisdom which it exercises in the governance of the world is not native to
it: it must come from outside. It cannot come from the material world, since that
is what it shapes; it must come from something which is by nature linked to the
Ideas which are the models or patterns for intelligent activity. This can only be
the World-Mind, which both constitutes and is constituted by the Ideas, which
are the objects of its thought.

In all thinking, Plotinus continues, there must be a distinction between the
thinker and what he is thinking of; even when a thinker is thinking of himself
there remains this duality of subject and object. Moreover, the Ideas which are
the objects of Mind are many in number. In more than one way, then, Mind
contains multiplicity and is therefore composite. Like many other ancient philo-
sophers, Plotinus accepted as a principle that whatever was composite must
depend on something more simple. And thus we reach, at the end of our journey
upward from formless matter, the one and only One.

Though Plotinus’ school in Rome did not survive his death, his pupils and
their pupils carried his ideas elsewhere. Porphyry’s pupil Iamblichus inspired a
Neo-Platonic school in Athens. There the industrious and erudite Proclus (410-
85), who each day gave five lectures and wrote seven hundred lines, kept Plotinus’
memory green with a detailed commentary on the Enneads. Proclus was famous
in his time as the author of eighteen separate refutations of the Christian doctrine
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of creation. This Neo-Platonic school of Athens was the last flowering of pagan
Greek philosophy, and one of the most encyclopaedic commentators on Aristotle,
Simplicius, was working there when the school came to an end in 529, forty-four
years after Proclus’ death. An edict of the Christian Emperor Justinian, in the
words of Gibbon, ‘imposed a perpetual silence on the schools of Athens and
excited the grief and indignation of the few remaining votaries of Grecian science
and superstition’.
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ARIANISM AND ORTHODOXY

When Justinian closed the schools at Athens, the Roman world had been officially
Christian for some two hundred years. During the third century AD the Empire
suffered a number of invasions and began to show signs of disintegration. Effect-
ive government was reimposed by Diocletian, who reigned from 284 to 305; as
part of his campaign to restore imperial unity he ordered the rooting out of the
Christian Church. Only ten years after this last great persecution, Diocletian’s
successor Constantine issued the Edict of Milan establishing freedom of worship
for Christians. Constantine attributed his own success in achieving imperial power
to the aid of the God of the Christians, and he founded magnificent churches in
Rome before, late in life, becoming a Christian himself (see Plate 7).

Diocletian’s reforms had divided the Empire into two halves, a Latin-speaking
West and a Greek-speaking East. Constantine established the capital of the East-
ern part at Byzantium, at the mouth of the Black Sea; he renamed the city
Constantinople, and it was known as the New Rome. In the nearby town of
Nicaea, in 325, he presided over the first General Council of the bishops of the
newly liberated Christian Church.

A General Council was needed in order to determine officially the sense in
which, for Christians, Jesus was divine. All Christians agreed that Jesus was the
Son of God; the question was whether the Son was equal to, or inferior to, the
Father. A priest of Alexandria named Arius taught that the Son was inferior: while
the Father had always existed, there had been a time when the Son did not exist;
the Son was a creature, subject to change no less than other creatures. Arius’
teaching caused debate and division throughout the Church; but when the bishops
came to vote at Nicaea they condemned his views by an overwhelming majority,
and drew up a creed, or official statement of belief. The expression which the
Nicene creed used to affirm the orthodox view was that the Son was ‘homoousion’,
of the same ousia as, the Father.

Ousia was a word much used by Greek philosophers, often translated in English
versions of their texts by the word ‘essence’. Two human beings, such as Peter
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and Paul, share the same essence, namely humanity; a man and a dog have two
different essences. Essence, thus explained, is the same as Aristotle’s second sub-
stance; and in the Latin version of the Creed the relation of the Son to the Father
was described by saying that he was of the same substance, or consubstantial,
with him. The Council of Nicaea was the first, but not the last, occasion on which
the universal Church sought to bring precision into Christian doctrine by the
introduction of philosophical technicalities.

The Christianization of the Empire affected the course of philosophy in several
ways. The most important, paradoxically, was that it gave universal currency to
Jewish ideas. The clash between Christianity and paganism was first of all a clash
between monotheism and polytheism: and the one God whom Christianity pro-
claimed was Yahweh, the God who had singled out the Jews and given his law to
Moses. That God, unlike the gods of Parmenides or Plato or Aristotle or the
Epicureans and the Stoics, had created the world out of nothing; he had, so
Christians taught, an overriding claim on the allegiance and worship not only of
the Jews but of all human beings.

In this way the spread of Christianity brought about a revolution in metaphysics.
But it also changed the character of ethics. Central to Jewish morality is the
notion of obedience to a divine Law; and correlated with this notion of Law, as
St Paul emphasized, was the notion of sin, which is disobedience to divine Law.
There is nothing similar in classical Greek ethical treatises: the Greek word
‘hamartia’, which was St Paul’s word for sin, is used in Aristotle’s works indis-
criminately for any form of error, from a murder to a spelling mistake. The Stoics,
it is true, spoke of a divine law, but this was largely metaphorical. They would
have been at a loss if you had asked them where this law was promulgated. Put
the same question to a Jew or Christian, and you would be pointed to the Ten
Commandments in the book of Exodus. St Paul had taught that Christians could
disregard many specific prescriptions in the Jewish Bible, such as the food laws
and the requirement of circumcision. But that there was a divine Law binding on
the human race, and that transgression of that Law was the greatest evil, was the
common teaching of the Christian Fathers.

Philosophers in most ages have philosophized within a framework set by sacred
texts. One way of describing the change from Greek to Christian thought is to
say that the Homeric poems were replaced by the Bible as the sacred text which
provided the backcloth against which philosophy is discussed. But of course
Christian philosophers took their sacred text much more seriously than the Greeks
did. Plato feels obliged to state his position on many issues by reference to
Homer and Hesiod; but he feels free to censor their texts and eliminate parts of
them as false and disgusting. Christian writers who find difficulties with passages
in the Bible may give them mystical or allegorical interpretations; but in whatever
way they are interpreted, the texts must emerge as truthful and edifying. More-
over, the philosopher’s liberty of interpretation is not unlimited, for the Church
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claims the right not only to uphold the authority of Scripture but also to decide
between conflicting interpretations. There was some precedent for this in Judaism,
but not in classical Greece. Greek philosophers whose beliefs were unorthodox
might suffer, as Anaxagoras and Socrates did; but they were punished under the
ordinary laws of the State, and there was no body, independent of the State,
specifically charged with the preservation of orthodoxy.

Finally, specific Christian doctrines raised issues which were of philosophical
interest far beyond the Christian context within which they arose. The Christian
belief that Jesus would return to preside over a bodily resurrection of the dead
transformed the nature of philosophical inquiry into death and immortality and
the relationship between body and soul. Reflection on the Christian sacraments
of baptism and eucharist led to general theories of the nature and efficacy of signs
which were much broader in scope than semantic studies of language in the
ancient world. The Pauline teaching on grace and predestination led to centuries
of inquiry into the compatibility of free-will and determinism. Most immediately,
in the centuries following the conversion of Constantine, further debate about
the relation between Jesus and the Godhead led to the development of a set of
new concepts for the understanding of personal identity.

The Council of Nicaea did not end the disputes about the person and nature
of Christ. The supporters of Arius rallied, and after Constantine’s death in 337
their party secured the favour of his son Constantius. They rejected the Nicacan
teaching that the Son and the Father shared the same essence: they objected to
this as implying that the two were not really distinct from each other, but just
two aspects of a single reality. Instead, they preferred the formula that the Son’s
essence was similar to the Father’s (homoiousion rather than homoousion). “The
profane of every age,” writes Gibbon, ‘have derided the furious contests which
the difference of a single diphthong excited between the Homoousians and the
Homoiousians.” The derision is misplaced; the presence or absence of the Greek
letter iota in the Creed made as much difference as would the presence or
absence of ‘not’ in a United Nations Resolution. Some Arians were unwilling to
admit that the Son’s essence was even /ike the Father’s. In councils in East and
West, Constantius imposed a compromise, and at the dedication of the new
church of Sancta Sophia in Constantinople a Creed was recited in which the Son
was said to be ‘like’ the Father, with the philosophical term ousia altogether
dropped. In the time of Constantius and his successors, except for the brief reign
of the Emperor Julian who attempted to restore the pagan religion, Arianism was
the dominant religion of the Empire. This state of affairs lasted until the accession
in 378 of the Emperor Theodosius I who had been brought up in the West in
loyalty to the doctrine of Nicaea.

In the meantime, a new dimension had been added to the theological debate.
The formula with which Christians were baptized spoke of ‘The Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit’. The Holy Spirit mentioned often in the New Testament was
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regarded by many Christian thinkers as being divine: so the question arose not
only of the relation between Father and Son, but also of the relation between
each of them and the Holy Spirit. The formula which came to be preferred in the
Greek Church was that they were three separate, but equally divine hypostases. The
word was the one which Plotinus had used to refer to the One, the Mind, and
the Soul. The literal Latin equivalent is the word ‘substantia’. It seemed confus-
ing, however, to say that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit were three substances,
while the Son was consubstantial with the Father. But the double sense of the
word ‘substance’ is simply a revival of the Aristotelian distinction between first
substance (e.g. Socrates) and second substance (e.g. humanity). The relationship
between the three members of what came to be called the Trinity was determined
by the Council of Constantinople in 381.

That Council reaffirmed the Nicaean understanding of the relation between
Son and Father, and reinstated the term ‘consubstantial’. It declared that the Holy
Spirit was worshipped along with Father and Son; while the Son was begotten of
the Father, the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father. On the relation between
the Son and the Holy Spirit it was silent. It did not use the word ‘hypostasis’; and
Latin explanations of its doctrine began to prefer the word ‘persona’ — a word
originally meaning a mask in a stage-play, but the ancestor of our word ‘person’.

THE THEOLOGY OF INCARNATION

The Council of Constantinople put an end to Arianism in the Eastern Empire;
Theodosius backed its decrees with persecution. The heresy survived, however,
among the barbarian Goths, who had recently mounted a successful invasion
across the Danube and were shortly to conquer much of the West. In addition to
its doctrinal decisions the Council issued a decree that ‘the bishop of Constanti-
nople shall have rank after the bishop of Rome because it is the new Rome’.

During the second and third centuries the Bishop of Rome had come to be
accepted as the senior bishop in the Church, even by such churches as Antioch
and Alexandria, which had been founded by Apostles. From time to time inter-
ventions by Roman bishops in the affairs of other churches had been accepted
and sometimes welcomed. This Papal authority had been strengthened when
Constantine offered Pope Silvester a position of dignity and a handsome palace in
Rome, though not (as later Papal forgery had it) substantial dominions through-
out Italy and the West. Silvester had sent representatives to the Council of
Nicaea, and his successors remained steadfast to its doctrines. The Roman Church
resented the canon which promoted Constantinople to the second place among
bishoprics, because it implied that its own traditional authority derived from its
location in the Empire’s capital rather than because of its claim to be the founda-
tion of the Apostles Peter and Paul.
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Rivalry between the leading sees of Christendom played its part in the doctrinal
controversies of the fifth century, which concerned not the relationships between
the persons of the Trinity, but the intersection of divinity and humanity in Jesus
himself. Jesus, as all agreed, was God, and Mary, as all agreed, was the mother of
Jesus. Did this mean that Mary was the mother of God? Many popular preachers
thought so, but Nestorius, the Bishop of Constantinople from 428 onwards,
thought otherwise. According to him, what Mary gave to Jesus was humanity,
not divinity, and to call her the Mother of God was to confuse the two. The
bishop of Alexandria of the time was Cyril, a fierce and intolerant figure who had
already been responsible for the murder of Hypatia, a Neo-Platonist who was the
one female philospher of antiquity. He at once denounced Nestorius as a heretic:
if he did not believe that the Mother of Jesus was the Mother of God, then he
must not really believe that Jesus was God.

As the dispute spread and became increasingly bitter, the Emperor Theodosius
IT called a Council at Ephesus in 431. By a mixture of theological argument,
bribery, intimidation, and populist devotion, Cyril persuaded a doubtfully quorate
assembly to condemn Nestorius. The bishops present accepted Cyril’s formula
that while the divinity and humanity were indeed two distinct natures in Christ,
yet in union they constituted a single hypostasis. Because of this, human properties
(such as being born of Mary and dying on the Cross) could be attributed to the
Son of God, and divine properties (such as having created the world and worked
miracles) could be attributed to the man Jesus.

In the disputes about the Trinity, the philosophical question had been: if
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are not three Gods, what are they three of? The
answer had been: hypostasis or person. Here the question was: if Jesus” humanity
is distinct from his divinity, what is he only one of? Again, the answer was
hypostasis or person. The concept of person, now so familiar in everyday life, owes
its origin to this pair of theological disputes.

Just as the Council of Nicaea failed to settle the dispute about the relation
between the Son and the Father in heaven, so the Council of Ephesus failed to
settle the dispute about the Son incarnate on earth. Some of Cyril’s Alexandrian
supporters thought he had been wrong to concede that there were two natures in
Jesus; the Son of God had for eternal ages possessed a divine nature not yet
united to a human nature, but once incarnate he possessed only a single nature
formed by a union of the two. These extremists, at a second Council at Ephesus,
secured the endorsement of the Alexandrian doctrine of the single nature
(‘monophysitism”).

Pope Leo of Rome had not attended this Council, but had submitted written
evidence, known as his Tome, which was a firm statement of the doctrine of two
natures. When he heard of the result of the Council, Leo denounced it as a den
of robbers. Strengthened by the support of Rome, Constantinople struck back at
Alexandria; and at a Council at Chalcedon in 451 the monophysite opinion was
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condemned and the doctrine of the double nature reaffirmed. Christ was perfect
God and perfect man, with a human body and a human soul, consubstantial with
the Father in his divinity, and consubstantial with us in our humanity, to be
acknowledged in two natures without confusion, change, division, or separation.

The definitions of the first Council of Ephesus and the Council of Chalcedon
henceforth provided the test of orthodoxy. But they were not accepted immedi-
ately or universally, and to this day communities of Nestorian and Monophysite
Christians testify to the strength of conviction of the defeated parties. But in the
history of philosophy the importance of the early Church Councils is that as a
result of their deliberations, the meanings of the terms ‘essence’, ‘substance’,
‘nature’, and ‘person’ were never quite the same again.

THE LIFE OF AUGUSTINE

While, in the East, a succession of Councils determined the doctrines of the
Trinity and the Incarnation, in the West the Church had been ringing with
debate about the relation between the purposes of God and the freedom of
human beings. The decisive influence in these debates was a man who was
to prove the most influential of all Christian philosophers, St Augustine of
Hippo.

Augustine was born in a small town in present-day Algeria in 354. The son of
a Christian mother and a pagan father, he was not baptized as an infant, though
he received a Christian education in Latin literature and rhetoric. Having acquired
a smattering of Greek he qualified in rhetoric and taught the subject at Carthage.
At the age of cighteen, on reading Cicero’s lost Hortensius, he was fired with a
love of philosophy, and especially of Plato. For about ten years he was a follower
of Manicheism, a syncretic religion which drew elements from Zoroastrianism,
Buddhism, Judaism, and Christianity. The Manichees believed that there were
two worlds, a world of spiritual goodness and light created by God, and a 