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  Chapter 1


  The Polis Philosophers


  Douglas Al-Maini


  At the end of an often neglected fragment, Xenophanes laments the recognition he receives from the state, especially when compared to the honours heaped on athletes victorious at the Olympic games: “and even if he were to win with horses he would get all these, not being as worthy of them as I. For our expertise is better than the strength of men and horses. But this practice makes no sense, nor is it right to prefer strength to this good expertise” (Fragment 2).1 Xenophanes’ conclusion rests on the observation that athletic victories do not markedly contribute to the benefit of the polis, while his own wisdom does.2 Somewhat jarringly, he even goes on to name the field in which his wisdom better serves the polis than does athletic prowess: politics. The fragment continues, “Neither if there were a good boxer among the people, nor if there were a pentathlete or wrestler . . . would for this reason a city be better governed.” Xenophanes thus raises the question of how he in particular, and by extension possibly all philosophers, have utility to the government of the polis. This paper is devoted to answering the question implicit in Xenophanes’s bold assertion.


  Based on reports of service, one answer to the question relies on the most direct route possible: philosophers use their wisdom to craft good laws and policies. Strabo, Plutarch, and Diogenes Laertius indicate that Parmenides served as a legislator for Elea,3 and this seems to be corroborated by archeological discoveries in the region.4 Similarly Thales is thought to have had some kind of role in governance.5 But this can be only a part of an answer to the riddle posed by the fragment of Xenophanes. For if the great service provided by these philosophers lies in the laws they wrote, we might wonder why, rather than a record of those laws, history has left us a preponderance of their fragments concerned with cosmology and cosmogony. Indeed, the preservation of such esoteric work itself begs to be explained, considering the abstract and impractical nature of the texts. Especially when compared to the usefulness and applicability of constitutions, early speculation over the primary materials of the physical universe seems to be of trivial importance to the flourishing polis. Surely the record of interest in what we might call metaphysics and physics argues against understanding the earliest philosophers as important because of a legislative role.


  Furthermore, this preliminary interpretation cannot help us to explain the relevance of Xenophanes himself or of other philosophers that are not legislators. Xenophanes is the prototypical wandering philosopher and, not being a citizen in any of the cities he visited, would be unable to directly participate in a foreign city’s political process. As he himself tells us, “already there are seven and sixty years, tossing about my counsel throughout the land of Greece,” and “I tossed about, bearing myself from city to city” (Fragments 8 & 45). To take the skeptic’s case further still, what are we to make of the philosophers that positively avoided public service? Heraclitus seems to dismay over the prospects of common people ever understanding his work.6 He disavows any interest in politics, and yet his philosophy is seized upon and becomes famous throughout polis-era Greece.


  In trying to understand the social role of philosophy,7 Jaeger championed the view that these early thinkers facilitated a cultural transition to a more analytical and rational perspective.8 This answer gives the philosophers the Herculean task of changing the mindset of the polis from irrational to rational, and the ability of any such small minority being able to effect such a transition is questionable. Recent work has revealed the foundational importance of debate to the polis from the very beginning, signaling a deep, structural disposition towards good argumentation.9 Thus it is not the case that early philosophers effect the transition themselves, but rather that they participate in the unfolding of the inherently discursive nature of the polis. Furthermore, Jaeger’s methodological response and others like it ignore the actual content of Presocratic philosophy. What is desired for a fuller understanding of the matter is an interpretation that can explain philosophy by referring to what it actually asserts.10


  The immediate problem faced by anyone looking to delve into the place of philosophy within Greek society lies in the Presocratic fascination with nature. A predilection for cosmology seems a long way off from being relevant to that most human and artificial of constructs, the polis. However, the polis presents its own unique set of demands for being understood, especially when we turn to its discursive nature. The need for a theoretical grounding of Greek politics is a pressing issue in a way not possible in authoritarian contexts. One identifying marker of polis culture is the extent to which it directs itself at the question of which constitution is best, and the basic options range from full-fledged democracy through various broadly based and limited oligarchies down to the tyranny of one. Such a debate is unheard of in this period outside of the argumentative confines of the polis: in well established contemporaneous authoritarian cultures the rule of many does not warrant serious consideration. What makes the debate different within the polis is the real possibility of a change in political structure, should the results of the debate warrant it. The history of Athenian tinkering with its own constitutional structure bears this out, as does the sheer variety of constitutions present within the polis system. That being said, the reality of the polis as a forum within which meaningful discourse can take place presents real limits to this constitutional debate. Simply put, should the polis decide to embrace tyrannical rule, it would no longer be a polis. There is an inherent tension, then, between the need to take seriously the various options available within the argument concerning which constitution is best, and the need to preserve the debating forum as an arena for relatively balanced interests competing with each other. For the forum itself to persevere, it needs persuasive grounds for itself as an interactive process between competing but balanced concerns.


  It is into this gap that the early philosophers and their cosmological interests can be fitted. Presocratic philosophy begins the ongoing analysis of what would come to be called matter and form. Henceforth, this particular brand of analysis will be referred to as “hylomorphism”; the term is a combination of the Greek word for matter, hyle, with the word for form, morphe. In scholarly literature “hylomorphism” is most commonly used to refer to Aristotle’s work, but no such particularized reference should be understood here. It is the thesis of this paper that the hylomorphism of Greek philosophy provides the basis of an argument justifying the order of human society peculiar to the Greeks. Thus the debate between philosophers over fundamental physics reprises the constitutional debate of the polis. At stake is an argument that shows either harmony or dissonance between polis and universe, providing powerful theoretical ammunition in the question of the constitutional form the polis should adopt. Armed with a view of nature that shows it to be a context in which various elements compete but never overwhelm each other, Greeks could look to the polis as the instantiation in the social world of nature’s character. The import of this endeavour should not be understated: our hypothesis is that hylomorphism naturalizes the polis. The specific goal of this paper is to outline how the earliest philosophers of Greece accomplished this goal. In particular, we shall look at the work of Anaximander and Xenophanes.


  Since the concepts of form and matter have such a rich history within the polis period, before proceeding to outline the case for our hypothesis it is necessary to state what we mean by these terms. “Matter” and “substance” are catch-all words used to identify the thing in which forms are found. Briefly, “form” refers to the determinate characteristic that language can describe, and “matter” is a term for the thing that can take on a variety of forms. Another way to understand form and matter makes use of the concepts of actual and potential. Since matter can take on a variety of forms, matter is sometimes described as being “pure potentiality”: it is potentially anything, and is nothing determinate in its own right. A form, on the other hand, is determinate. It is as if all the potentiality of matter were minimized and we were left with a single, definite quality or set of qualities. Of course, the concept of hylomorphism is fraught with theoretical difficulties, and, as mentioned, the variations in Greek philosophy on the basic theme are many. Of particular interest to this paper is the relationship between form and matter and the idea that forms find a home in matter. Given the political perspective adopted in this paper, the model of choice when describing this aspect of hylomorphism is of the polis itself. There is a broad variety of looks that a
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  Dialogue of the Sciences and the Humanities


  Ann Ward


  The history of philosophy is only very rarely understood in connection with similar developments in the history of the sciences.1 Yet, as the contributions to this volume have shown, the connection is crucial as philosophy and science did not develop in mutual isolation from and indifference toward each other. Rather, developments in philosophy and developments in the sciences partake in a complex interaction that mutually impacts both. Moreover, not only do scientists and philosophers influence each other’s ways of thinking, but also the same thinker often engages in both fields of study over the course of his or her career or even in a single work. As the chapters in this volume have demonstrated, philosophers’ scientific ideas often shape their ethical and political ideas, and their understanding of the ethical and political world of human beings often shapes their understanding of the natural, material world.


  The interaction between political and scientific ways of thinking is illustrated by Al-Maini in his analysis of Presocratic hylomorphism. Al-Maini argues that the natural philosophers, shaped by the Greek polis in their thinking, projected an image of the polis onto nature. As the polis provided a home for citizenship and political competition, so matter provided a home to forms. The polis, in turn, through the lens of Presocratic natural science, became the instantiation in the social world of nature’s character. In my discussion of Plato’s Phaedo, I argue that for Socrates, ethical and political questions such as whether or not the human soul is immortal will inevitably turn into questions of natural science, such as how and why the cosmos came into being. Moreover, the failure of Presocratic natural science to reveal to Socrates the ultimate source of causality in the cosmos leads to his articulation of the Ideas or Forms. The Ideas hold out the possibility not only of a stable universe, but also of a discursive form of politics within the polis that would allow for human flourishing. Zoller argues that for Plato, not only does mathematical-scientific understanding improve our knowledge of the cosmos but his “science of living well” also improves our knowledge of ourselves in relation to others. Articulated in the Republic and the Gorgias, Plato’s science of living well requires a physical and psychic training that teaches citizens to master the art of measurement, putting an end to political conflict and war with the rest of the world’s citizens.


  In chapter 4, Younesie analyzes Aristotle’s Politics in light of his Physics. According to Younesie, Aristotle’s understanding of politics, especially the transformation of human beings into citizens through the agents of the constitution and the education of the polis, is deeply influenced by his understanding of natural science and its two basic concepts matter and form.


  The chapters in part II also explore the complex dialectic between natural science and the ethical and political concerns of philosophy. Weinman analyzes Ptolemy’s claim that there is a causal connection between the mathematical study of the heavens and the ethical pursuit of a well-ordered soul. For Weinman, Ptolemy’s mathematical account of the uniform if anomalous motion of the sun does not reveal physical movement but the very being of order, the grasping of which contributes to the ordering of our souls. Meguid argues that for Averroës, the science of psychology provides the foundation for judging what is demonstrable and thus comprehended in the science of politics, and what is undemonstrable and thus must be excluded. Moreover, his search for a scientific basis of politics, according to Meguid, led Averroës to articulate a liberal and individualistic conception of the human intellect.


  The complex interaction between developments in natural science and developments in philosophy is further explored in part III. Schaefer argues that Montaigne espoused a deterministic and materialistic conception of nature that came to underlie a progressive natural science and particularly a modern science of medicine in which the only ills to be avoided are physical pain, disease, and premature death. Coinciding with his support of this new science was Montaigne’s advocacy of a popular public skepticism toward religious opinions and a more refined philosophic skepticism that endorsed a libertine way of life. Raymond demonstrates that Descartes was also highly involved with the new science of medicine, engaging with Harvey in a debate over the motion and hardening of the heart. Yet, Raymond shows that Descartes’ explanation of the heart’s motion results from his unique development of “premodern” logical intuitions drawn from Parmenides’ method, Aristotle’s logic, and Euclid’s Elements.


  Part III also includes four chapters that address the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes. Both Ulrich and Bradshaw argue that Hobbes sought to illustrate that he was correct about the “natural condition” of human beings by explicitly making proofs based on a natural science that posited the materialistic, mechanistic workings of the human mind. From this epistemological basis Hobbes, Bradshaw argues, tried to formulate a ground for politics that was scientific and universally true for all people in all time. Hobbes’ “one world” politics, according to Bradshaw, thus rests on a world science that is based on a questionable foundation and actually makes Hobbes, unlike Aristotle with his philosophy of purpose, a surprisingly unpolitical thinker. For Lemetti, the core of the disagreement between Hobbes and Aristotle is Hobbes’ rejection of Aristotle’s essentialism. Unlike Aristotle, who posits two substances in nature, matter and form, Hobbes posits only one, matter. Lemetti argues that the critique of Aristotelian essentialism was in the service of Hobbes’ attempt to articulate a more pluralistic view of human nature and its purposes. Makus, like Bradshaw, argues that Hobbes’ scientific ground for politics is questionable. Attempting to impose the artificial, covenantal basis of political society on to his account of biological family relations, Hobbes cannot adequately explain the perpetuation of the human species and the reproduction of the commonwealth.


  In part IV, Ward analyzes the relationship between Locke’s natural philosophy and his political philosophy. Locke’s critique of the Aristotelian notion of substance and his narrowing of the range of what can be considered knowledge means, Ward argues, that for Locke both natural and moral philosophy operate in the realm of probability. The probabilistic nature of both natural and moral philosophy in Locke’s account has implications for liberal society and politics. Locke, Ward concludes, leaves liberal society with a “divided mind,” giving rise to the possibility of factions moral and religious doing battle with factions scientific and secular over the very meaning of evidence, knowledge and proof. Sorenson argues that a careful exploration of Rousseau’s botanical works reveals that he, in contrast to Locke, rejects modern natural science and returns to the philosophy of purpose, or “teleology,” of the ancients. Thus, unlike reductionist modern science, Rousseau argues that plants have structured motion toward certain ends: self- reproduction and death. Moreover, for Sorenson the language of natural potentials in Rousseau’s botanical works has its analogue in Rousseau’s moral and political works. In his Discourse on Inequality Among Men, Rousseau argues that the human psyche has the capacity for internal self-perfection and external perfectibility, self-knowledge coming to light as the peak of human possibilities. Sorenson concludes that for Rousseau it is in the study of botany that the emergence of the highest purpose of political philosophy—the quest for knowledge—first appears. In the final chapter of the volume, Robinson reads three early modern political thinkers—Machiavelli, La Boetie, and Shakespeare—in light of the explanation of human behavior espoused by traditional and contemporary evolutionary biology.


  Many of the chapters in this volume also move beyond the relationship between science and philosophy to problematize the received view of scientific objectivity. According to the received view, objectivity is achieved when the scientist or thinker is abstracted from the process of scientific discovery and justification. Objectivity thus entails that all social, political, religious and personal values and preferences be excised, or that the scientist remain “neutral,” as it were. This ensures that data is collected impartially and expertly, and that there are logical and rational connections between data and the scientific theories drawn from it. Thus, according to the received view, when we say that a truth or conclusion is “objective,” we are asserting that the empirical evidence, or the “facts,” and not the scientist’s subjective personal or cultural commitments, support the conclusions drawn.2


  W.V.O. Quine famously critiques the received view of scientific objectivity. He argues that how sensory data is selected and organized into “facts” that are relevant to a given hypothesis or problem in contrast to facts that are not, is determined by prior beliefs that condition what scientists are willing to accept about reality. For Quine, therefore, scientific epistemology is influenced by a “scientific heritage” that may be rooted in beliefs that are not scientific at all.3 Thomas Kuhn, like Quine, explores the ways in which nonscientific values are inherent in science, and argues that what he calls “paradigm” acceptance and the practice of science do not rest solely on empirical evidence.4 Rather, Kuhn maintains that the progress of science has been strongly influenced by personal or cultural commitments that are not scientific. To illustrate his thesis, Kuhn points to the nearly two millennia prior to the “Copernican Revolution” when both the ancient Greeks and later the Catholic Church held to the “Ptolemaic” or geocentric model of the universe.5 Loyalty to the geocentric system, according to Kuhn, was not based on empirical evidence. Rather, in the case of the Greeks, it reflected the philosophic commitment to an orderly cosmos of circular motion and uniform speed accessible to reason. For the Catholic Church it represented the theological commitment that humanity was God’s highest creation and thus duly placed in the center of His universe.6


  Although not explicitly addressing contemporary philosophy of science and scientific objectivity, chapters in this volume, like Quine and Kuhn, implicitly call into question the abstraction of the philosopher from the acquisition and articulation of scientific knowledge. Rather, the impact of the ethical and political commitments of philosophers in the history of philosophy on their scientific ideas concerning the natural, material world is openly explored. For instance, as we have seen, the political commitment to the polis as the site of a discursive politics that could negotiate a plurality of political interests led the Presocratics to develop a natural science of matter and form, Socrates to articulate his theory of Ideas, and Plato to develop his “science of living well.” Moreover, Aristotle’s commitment to the polis as the highest organizing principle of human life was reflected not only in a hylomorphism begun by the Presocratics, but in his teleological natural science or philosophy of ends or purposes. The ethical commitment to the psychic harmony of a well-ordered soul, an underlying motivation neglected by Kuhn, led Ptolemy to espouse the mathematical study of the cosmos that pointed to the uniform if anomalous motion of the sun as the very being of order.


  When the volume turns to the early modern and Enlightenment articulation of a new science and a new politics, the authors, either explicitly or implicitly, suggest that Montaigne, Descartes, Hobbes and Locke adopted a materialistic, mechanistic understanding of the natural world. Denying the existence of nonmaterial substances in nature, these early modern and Enlightenment thinkers rejected the teleological or purposive understanding of nature of the ancients and medieval thinkers. Bottici, as we have seen, claims that this thoroughgoing materialism and nonteleological concept of reality espoused by the Enlightenment was motivated by the attempt to liberate the new science from the authority of a Christian Aristotelianism that also suppressed the human autonomy that would ground a new liberal politics.


  Is Bottici correct? Does the materialism and mechanism of the early modern and Enlightenment philosophers derive from their prior prescientific, anti-theological and proliberal moral and political commitments? After all, it appears that Rousseau’s rejection of modern natural science parallels his critique of modern liberal politics. Thus, although, as our authors suggest, Montaigne, Descartes, Hobbes and Locke are careful to maintain the distinction between rational truth and myth, is this rational truth “objective,” or does it embed the subjective moral and political preferences of the philosophers who articulate it? The chapters in this volume suggest that further research into this question would be both fruitful and necessary. For instance, Robinson suggests that the attempt to justify their commitment to democratic values and an egalitarian political morality has guided if not determined much of the research of contemporary neo-Darwinians and cultural anthropologists. This suggestion does not seek to undermine science, its knowledge, or methodological claim to objectivity. It simply wishes to illustrate and explore further the possibility that, just as our understanding of nature can influence our understanding of ethics and politics, so too our ethical and political commitments may color our perception of the natural world.
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