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Introduction

If you are entirely new to philosophy, the first question you are likely to ask on picking up this book is – what is philosophy? Where lie the boundaries of the discipline to which these thinkers belong? What makes them all philosophers?

These are not easy questions to answer. As a first stab at defining philosophy, we might try: all these thinkers are concerned with questions that are both significant and deep. One way in which they are deep is that they reach beyond the point where the empirical or mathematical sciences might conceivably provide us with answers. For example, questions about moral value, or about why there is something rather than nothing at all, would seem to fall into this category.

That initial answer would not be quite right, however. There are philosophical questions that science – or at least empirical observation – may be able to settle fairly conclusively. Some would suggest this is true of the question of the existence of the Judeo-Christian God, either because they think there’s very good empirical evidence for his existence, or because they think there’s overwhelming evidence against. Yet whether God exists remains a philosophical question.

Others tend to place more emphasis on philosophy as an activity rather than a subject area. It is certainly true that within the Western philosophical tradition, a questioning, critical approach rooted in reason is usually considered to be one of the hallmarks of philosophy. But of course, even if taking such an approach is a necessary condition of doing philosophy, it is not sufficient. Philosophy is not the only discipline to adopt a rational, critical method.

Perhaps the right answer to the question: ‘What is philosophy?’ is that philosophy is what Wittgenstein calls a family resemblance concept (see Wittgenstein on Socrates). If we look at a variety of different philosophers, we will find overlapping similarities, but there need not be any common, defining feature that makes them all philosophers. If philosophy is a family resemblance concept, then perhaps the easiest way to grasp what philosophy is would be to look at a fairly wide range of examples. You can do that by reading this book.

The book is written for those who want a succinct introduction to some of the key ideas and arguments of the world’s greatest philosophers. My hope is that it will stimulate you to think and question, and, in some cases, to turn to the writings of the philosophers themselves.

Anyone who writes a book entitled The Great Philosophers can’t do so without placing their tongue partly in their cheek. Does this book contain all and only those philosophers that are ‘great’? Undoubtedly not. Indeed, many would question whether all of the thinkers included are even philosophers.

What I present here are important philosophers and thinkers that I personally consider among the most interesting and significant. Rather than attempt any kind of overview of the work of each thinker, I have in many cases focused instead on one key idea or line of argument – one that I happen to find of interest. My aim throughout has been to transmit some of my own fascination with their ideas and arguments to you.


The Buddha

c.560–c.480 BC

The release from suffering


‘It is just thirst or craving, which gives rise to repeated existence, which is bound up with impassioned appetite and which seeks fresh pleasure now here and now there …’

THE BUDDHA ON OUR ATTACHMENT TO TRANSIENT THINGS



The Buddha is dismissive of attempts to answer many of the great philosophical questions, such as whether the universe has always existed. He considers such questions unanswerable, preferring to focus on the practical. The Buddha is interested in acquiring the wisdom necessary to achieve a very concrete result – the removal of suffering.

The philosophy of the Buddha involves a theory about the nature of human existence and how we might achieve release from suffering. He does not recommend that we passively accept his pronouncements as a matter of ‘faith’. Rather he encourages us actively to test them for ourselves against our own experience.

The Buddha’s diagnosis of the root cause of our suffering, and his recommended cure, are encapsulated in his four ‘noble truths’:

The four truths

The first truth is that life is suffering. We see pain, frustration and misery all around us. Our suffering – both physical and mental – may be punctuated by brief moments of happiness, but the suffering soon returns. Why?

According to the Buddha, because we have a mistaken conception of both ourselves and the world. We think of ourselves as possessing an enduring core or essence. We also suppose that the world is comprised of enduring, substantial things possessing essences of their own. But the truth is that the world is fundamentally one of transience and impermanence. There is no robust essential core to either ourselves or the world. Being ignorant of this, we try to cling on to things: to ideas, to external objects and even to our own identity. We crave and attempt to maintain a grip on what we believe will make us permanently happy. But we are inevitably frustrated. We are grasping at air and, therefore, what happiness we achieve is always short-lived.

The second truth is that this ceaseless attempt to grasp at transient things traps us in an endless cycle of suffering, of birth and rebirth. What is reborn is not an enduring, substantial self – for we possess no such essential core. A person is best thought of, not as an entity, but as a causally interrelated bundle of ceaselessly shifting psychological and physical features that pass through countless cycles of suffering.

The third truth is that we can release ourselves from this tread-mill of suffering. If we let go – if we cease trying to grasp what is not there – our suffering will cease. For many Westerners the thought that there is life beyond the grave – that we might be reborn to live again – is reassuring. But for the Buddha, rebirth is something we should seek to avoid. In fact, if the Buddha is correct, the craving for such a permanent, enduring self is actually one of the root causes of our suffering.

The fourth truth is the Buddha’s eightfold path: a plan for living that will help us to achieve nirvana. We need to acquire the right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration.

Is Buddhism a religion?

The teachings of the Buddha gave rise to a movement called Buddhism that has a number of different schools. One interesting question that might be raised about Buddhism is whether it can rightly be described as a religion. Those who deny that it is a religion might indicate the following:

1. The Buddha denies that there is a God.


2. The Buddha does not offer, as many religions do, a belief system that must be accepted on faith. Buddha emphasizes the importance of individuals testing his claims against their own experience.


On the other hand, those who claim Buddhism is a religion might point out that:

1. Buddha asserts that certain gods or god-like beings exist.


2. Like many other religions, the Buddha offers both a moral code and a transformational goal.


3. While the Buddha emphasizes that we should test his observations against experience, the degree to which they can be tested is debatable. The thought that ‘life is suffering’ is vague and open to interpretation, and it is hard to see what might count as evidence against it. Karl Popper (see Karl Popper) might well accuse Buddhism of being ‘unfalsifiable’. Nor is the claim that we are repeatedly reborn well supported by the evidence.






The Buddha and Western philosophy


At various points the Buddha’s philosophy bears a close resemblance to the thinking of several major Western philosophers. Here are two examples:

The Buddha and Hume The Buddha claims that what we think of as an enduring self is in fact merely a bundle of transient features, a view that closely parallels Hume’s (see David Hume).

The Buddha and Schopenhauer Another obvious parallel is in the work of Schopenhauer (see Arthur Schopenhauer), who was familiar with Eastern philosophy and with Buddhism in particular. His view that the world is one of terrible suffering brought about by a ceaseless striving, clearly mirrors the Buddha’s view. The Buddha believes release can be achieved by attaining nirvana. Schopenhauer believes we can attain it temporarily through, among other things, contemplating works of art.








Biography

Born c.560 BC. At the age of 29, Siddhartha Gautama, the son of a provincial ruler, left his home province in northern India (now part of Nepal) to seek enlightenment. It is said that he found it at the age of 35 while meditating beneath a fig tree. Gautama then became known as the ‘Buddha’ or the ‘awakened one’, and he spent the remainder of his life encouraging others in the search for enlightenment through his teaching. He died c.480 BC.


Confucius

551–479 BC

The golden rule


‘Never impose on others what you would not choose for yourself.’



Confucius, like the Buddha, also offers a very practical philosophy, containing much concrete advice. He believes that a harmonious and stable society requires a number of key ingredients, including:

1. Shared values and traditions. Confucius teaches that common values and traditions function as a cement that helps bind people together into communities. He recommends that people come together to engage in li – the study of ritual forms of propriety and respect.

2. A concern for others. Confucius proposes a version of the golden rule – that you should never do to others anything you would not want done to yourself.

3. People responsibly fulfilling their allotted social and familial roles. Sons and daughters have certain duties to their parents, and government ministers have duties that they must discharge properly. To fulfil their allotted roles people need the appropriate virtues. A government minister for example should be both trustworthy and exercise due respect towards the ruler.

Confucius believes in leading by example. A leader who discharges his role responsibly will be more likely to command the loyalty of his subjects, who in turn will be more likely to emulate him and fulfil their own allotted roles properly. Confucius says, ‘If the ruler is virtuous, the people will also be virtuous.’

Confucius’s version of the golden rule

I am going to focus here on Confucius’s golden rule. The golden rule appears variously in many religious and ethical systems. Sometimes it takes a positive form, as in the Christian injunction: ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’ Others, including Confucius, formulate it as a prohibition: ‘Do not do to others what you would not want done to you.’

Counter-examples to the rule

Despite its popularity, the golden rule attracts a number of counter-examples.

Suppose a fat man is on a diet. He wouldn’t want anyone to offer him a fattening meal. But then Confucius’s golden rule requires that he should not offer such a meal to others, even if they are starving to death – hardly the moral conclusion to draw.

Or suppose a doctor would prefer not to be told if she were herself diagnosed with a fatal illness. Confucius’s rule entails that she should refuse to provide similar information to her patients, even if they want it. Again, surely not the right conclusion to draw.

A different interpretation of the rule

But perhaps we have misinterpreted the rule. Maybe we should interpret it as saying, not that we shouldn’t do to others what we, given our actual situation and desires, wouldn’t want done to us, but instead that we shouldn’t do to others what we wouldn’t want done to us if we were in their position and had their desires.

This alternative reading of the rule allows us neatly to sidestep the first two counter-examples. In this reading, the fat man on a diet is not prohibited from feeding the starving, as he certainly would wish to be offered food if he were starving himself. And our doctor is no longer prohibited from informing her patients that they are fatally ill if they want to be told the truth.

Other counter-examples

Unfortunately, if we interpret the rule in this other way, we run into more counter-examples. Take the punishment of wrongdoers. If we were cruel and unrepentant murderers found guilty by a court of law, then no doubt we wouldn’t want to be punished. It seems to follow, then, that we shouldn’t punish such murders. Confucius’s golden rule now has the consequence that we can only punish those murderers who want to be punished. But that is ridiculous, surely?

Even if we set the problem of punishing wrongdoers to one side, there are other counter-examples. Consider someone who wants to drive recklessly and dangerously at huge risk to others. Given that, if we were in this person’s position and had their desires, we wouldn’t want anyone to stop us driving recklessly, it appears to follow that we shouldn’t stop them driving recklessly. Yet clearly they should be stopped.

The golden rule as a reminder

So it seems that whichever way we interpret Confucius’s golden rule, we run into some fairly obvious counter-examples. Why, then, has the rule been taken so seriously by so many sages down through the centuries?

Perhaps we should view the rule, not as a strict prohibition without exceptions, but as an ethical reminder. When we weigh up what course of action to follow, it is easy to forget how deeply our action may affect others, particularly if they are some distance from us. The golden rule reminds us to take a step back and consider our actions from the point of view of those most likely to be affected by them. If a political leader orders the bombing of another country without reflecting on the impact such an action will have on the lives of its inhabitants, we would rightly consider it a badly made decision.

If we think of the golden rule as telling us, not what we should or should not do, but what we should carefully consider when deciding what we should or should not do, it becomes far more plausible.

Biography

Born 551 BC, in Qufu, Lu (now Shandong Province), China.

It is a curious fact that many of the greatest philosophers were very young children when their fathers died. Confucius is one example – his father died when he was three, leaving the family in poverty. However, Confucius was well educated by the state, and he became a teacher.

Confucius was concerned by the social and political disorder of the time, and developed a practical philosophy to deal with it. He sought political office and became a minister of justice. It is claimed that, while in office, Confucius was successful in reducing crime.

Much of what we know about Confucius’s thinking derives from the Analects of Confucius, a collection of fragments assembled long after his death in Lu in 479 BC.

Major works

Analects of Confucius


Parmenides

c.510–c.450 BC

The perception of reality


‘How could what is perish? How could it have come into being? For if it came into being, it is not; nor is it if ever it is going to be. Thus coming into being is extinguished, and destruction unknown.’



The poem On Nature begins with Parmenides being taken by chariot to the palace of a goddess, who teaches him about the way of truth and the deceptive way of opinion and appearance. The poem subsequently sets out a number of arguments intended to show that nothing ever changes, moves, comes into existence, or ceases to be.

Nor is there plurality – that is to say, a multiplicity of ‘things’. Ultimately, there is nothing but the Parmenidean one – a timeless, changeless whole. Everything else, including the observable cosmos, belongs to the way of opinion and appearance – it is an illusion.

A principle about thought and talk


We begin by taking a closer look at one of Parmenides’s key claims – that it is impossible to talk about – or think about – what does not exist. As he puts it:



That which is there to be spoken and thought of must be.

Parmenides supposes that the act of talking and thinking about something is parasitic, or dependent upon there being a something for us to talk and think about.

If we add to this Parmenides’s further claim that anything that exists can be thought or spoken of, it follows that that which can be thought and spoken of and that which exists are the same.

But…

You might well question Parmenides’s claim that we can only speak of or think about that which exists. What about elves, unicorns, Santa Claus and Pegasus? We can speak of and think about them, can’t we? Yet they don’t exist. So Parmenides’s central claim seems mistaken, doesn’t it?

Still, even if we don’t agree with Parmenides, we can at least concede that it is, at first sight, puzzling how we are able to speak or think of something if it’s not there for us to think or speak about. Even today, many philosophers acknowledge that the significance of thought and talk about at least some entities is ‘object-dependent’.

Applying the principle

Parmenides then takes his principle (that that which can be thought and spoken of and that which exists are the same) and uses it to argue that there is no plurality, no movement, no change and no coming into existence or ceasing to be.

1. Coming into existence and ceasing to be. Take the thought that an orange has come into existence. This involves the thought that an orange exists now, but did not exist before. But this requires that you think about what does not, or did not, exist. Because Parmenides thinks he has already established that we cannot think of what is not, it seems to follow, then, that we cannot think of things coming into existence.

For much the same reason, Parmenides believes we cannot think of things being destroyed, either. The thought of an orange being destroyed requires the thought that it exists at one time, but does not exist at a later time. But again, that involves thinking of what is not, and so is a thought we cannot have.

Parmenides concludes that, while we have the impression of things coming into and passing out of existence, this impression is deceptive.

2. Movement. Parmenides supposes that for something to move, it must move from one place, where it is now, to another place, which is currently empty. But an empty space is one where there is nothing, and nothing is not something we can think of, so we cannot even entertain the thought that things move. Therefore: movement cannot be real.

3. Change. Parmenides has already argued that things cannot come into and go out of existence. But change, it seems, requires that states of affairs come into and go out of existence. For example, in order for a traffic light to change from green to red, one state of affairs – its being red – must cease to be and another – its being green – must come into existence. Parmenides, therefore, also rules out change.

4. Plurality. How Parmenides supposes the conclusion that there can be no plurality follows from his principle is less clear. One suggestion is that in order for there to be a plurality of things – more than one thing – there must be at least two things, each of which is not the other. But to say of something that it is not something else is to talk of what is not – that is to say, of nothing. And that, as we have seen, Parmenides thinks impossible.

The principle that we can only talk or think about what exists has cropped up repeatedly throughout the history of philosophy, and has been applied in a variety of different ways. See the chapter on Russell (Bertrand Russell) for related arguments.

Biography

Born c.510 BC, in Elea, Italy, Parmenides is one of the most important of the pre-Socratic philosophers. From an illustrious family in the Greek colony of Elea, on the south coast of Italy, he was well known and respected, not least for drafting legislation to which the citizens of Elea had to swear an oath.

All that survives of Parmenides’s works is a poem, On Nature, of which we possess only fragments. In the poem, Parmenides argues against the philosophies of Pythagoras and Heraclitus. His central philosophical claim concerns the nature of reality. The world as it is presented to us is deceptive. Time, change, motion and plurality are all illusions, according to Parmenides. Our senses, having access only to the world of appearance, can’t provide us with knowledge of this reality. True knowledge is obtained solely by the intellect – by pure reason. Many of these same ideas were later to feature in the philosophy of Plato (see Plato).

When he was about 65 Parmenides travelled to Athens where he met the young Socrates (see Socrates). Plato’s dialogue ‘The Parmenides’ dramatizes this meeting.

Major works

On Nature


Zeno

c.490–c.425 BC

The paradoxes of motion


‘In a race, the quickest runner can never overtake the slowest, since the pursuer must first reach the point whence the pursued started, so that the slower must always hold a lead.’

ARISTOTLE PARAPHRASING ZENO



Zeno is best known for his paradoxes, some of which are designed to show that Parmenides was right to deny the reality of motion. Here we look at three paradoxes concerning motion: the dichotomy, the arrow and Achilles and the tortoise.

1. The dichotomy. Suppose a runner wishes to get from the start to the finishing line of a race. To reach the finish, he must first run to the halfway point. That might not seem to be a problem. He can spend half the time available to him reaching the halfway point and the other half reaching the finish. But to reach the halfway point he will need first to complete the first quarter of the race. This too he can achieve by allocating half the time he has allowed to reach the halfway point to complete the first quarter. However, before completing the first quarter of the race he must complete the first eighth, and to complete the first eighth he must first complete the first sixteenth, and so on without end. But then, in order to complete the race, our runner must cover an infinite number of finite distances, and that is impossible, as, no matter how many of these distances he covers, there will always be another to complete. There is no last and final distance to cover. Therefore the runner can never complete the race.

Of course, this argument can be repeated for any given distance. To cover any given distance, our runner would have to first cover an infinite number of finite distances, and, as he cannot do that, he cannot cover any distance at all. Therefore, our runner cannot move. Indeed, nothing can. Zeno concludes that movement is impossible.

2. The arrow. Consider an arrow flying from a bow towards a target. The time taken by the arrow during its flight is made up of moments or instants. At each of these instants, the arrow is at rest. But if the arrow does not move at any instant, it does not matter how many of these instants pass – the arrow will still not move. The appearance of its movement must, therefore, be deceptive.

3. Achilles and the tortoise. The fleet-footed Achilles is chasing the slow tortoise. Let’s suppose that Achilles moves at 10 metres per minute, and the tortoise at 1 metre per minute. The tortoise starts off 9 metres ahead. To catch the tortoise, Achilles must first travel 9 metres to the point where the tortoise was. But of course, in the meantime, the tortoise will have moved 0.9 of a metre ahead. So Achilles must now make up this 0.9. But as he does so, the tortoise moves ahead a little more – a further 0.9 of a metre. And so on. Each time Achilles moves to catch up with the tortoise, the tortoise again moves farther ahead, and so, no matter how many times Achilles plays ‘catch up’, he will never catch the tortoise.

Notice that both the dichotomy and Achilles and the tortoise rely on the thought that, in order to complete the entire task (finish the race or catch the tortoise), the runner must first complete an infinite number of finite tasks – but that is something he cannot do.

Paradoxes

Why are these three arguments called paradoxes? In a paradox, we are presented with an apparently sound argument based on seemingly true premises that nevertheless lead us to a conclusion we feel sure is false. Faced with such a paradox, we can either (i) reject one or more of the premises, (ii) question the logic of the argument (question whether the conclusion follows), or (iii) accept the paradoxical conclusion.

Zeno himself believed we should accept his conclusions. The runner never completes the race, the arrow does not move and Achilles never does catch the tortoise. Indeed, movement does not take place. Of course, it’s true that things seem to move. But, according to Zeno, appearances are deceptive.

Most philosophers since have instead tried to show either that Zeno’s logic is faulty, or that his premises are not all true, or both. Quite where Zeno’s arguments go wrong remains a matter of controversy.





Solutions to the paradoxes

Here are some proposed solutions to the paradoxes. Whether or not they are adequate I leave for you to judge.

The arrow Aristotle questions whether time is composed of indivisible instants or moments at which the arrow fails to move. If time is not composed of such instants, then Zeno’s argument is based on a falsehood.

The dichotomy and Achilles and the tortoise Both these paradoxes rely on the thought that the runner must complete an infinite number of smaller tasks before completing the main task. In the dichotomy, for example, for each distance the runner must cover, there is always another distance to cover first. So he can never cover the whole distance.

But of course the infinite number of tasks that must be completed does not require that the runner cover an infinite distance. One half, plus one quarter, plus one eighth, plus one sixteenth, and so on to infinity, will never add to more than one. True, the runner has to complete an infinite number of tasks before he completes the whole task. But simply by covering, say, one metre, he does succeed in covering an infinite number of finite distances (half a metre plus a quarter metre plus an eighth of a metre and so on). And covering one metre is something he can easily achieve.

But perhaps this move, as it stands, begs the question. How can a runner cover one metre, if in order to do so, he must first cover a half metre, then a quarter metre, then an eighth, and so on, there being no final distance he can cover that will bring him to his goal?






Biography

Born c.490 BC, in Elea, Italy, very little is known about Zeno other than that he was a friend and follower of the philosopher Parmenides (see Parmenides). Zeno defended Parmenides’s doctrines that change, motion and plurality are impossible, and that the appearance of these things is therefore misleading, developing several ingenious arguments to support this end. He died in Elea c.425 BC.

Major works

Only fragments remain


Socrates

469–399 BC

The method of counter-examples


‘… before we began to see and hear and use our other senses we must somewhere have acquired the knowledge that there is such a thing as absolute equality; otherwise we could never have realized, by using it as a standard for comparison, that all equal objects of sense are desirous of being like it, but are only imperfect copies.’

PLATO EXPLAINING SOCRATES



In Plato’s Dialogues, Socrates wanders around Athens, engaging all and sundry in philosophical debate. Typically he starts with a question, asking, ‘What is beauty?’, ‘What is justice?’, ‘What is friendship?’, ‘What is courage?’, putting these questions to people who think they know the answers.

For example, Socrates asks the soldier Laches, ‘What is courage?’ Laches answers confidently that courage is standing firm in battle. Socrates then submits this answer to close critical scrutiny. He demonstrates that, in fact, the answer cannot be correct.

One of the techniques Socrates employs is the method of counter-examples. When Laches defines courage as holding fast in battle, Socrates points out that a soldier who stood fast in battle out of reckless and foolish confidence, putting himself and others in danger, could surely not be described as courageous. Laches has to concede that this is indeed a counter-example to his definition, and is forced to try again.

The elusive common feature

Socrates wants to know what is the one thing that is common and peculiar to all acts of courage that makes them courageous. What is this elusive common denominator?

We have seen that, in the case of courage, Laches suggests it is standing fast in battle. Socrates points out that an act might possess this feature, yet not be courageous – merely foolhardy. But then what is the one feature possessed by and only by all acts of courage? What is that one feature that makes them truly courageous?

Because, in each case, those questioned always fail to identify such a feature – they fail to identify what is truly essential – Socrates concludes that they really don’t know what courage, justice, friendship and so on essentially are. People think they know, of course. But Socrates has, it seems, revealed our ignorance. Which is not to say that Socrates himself knows the answers – he claims to be ignorant of them too.

Why imaginary counter-examples will do

Notice, by the way, that, when applying the method of counterexamples, even an imaginary counter-example will do. Take the counter-example Socrates offers to Laches – the example of a soldier who stands firm out of foolish confidence. It doesn’t matter whether Socrates is aware of any actual cases of soldiers standing firm for that reason. In fact it doesn’t matter whether any soldier has ever stood firm out of foolish confidence. Even if Socrates’s example were entirely imaginary, it would still remain a valid counter-example to Laches’s definition. This is because Laches’s definition is supposed to identify what is essential so far as courage is concerned. It is supposed to identify what it is that makes any act courageous, be it an actual, or merely possible, act. But if that is right, then even a merely possible example will do.

The Socratic approach to answering ‘What is X?’ questions – to develop answers by testing the questions against actual or imaginary cases – remains popular with philosophers to this day.





Wittgenstein on Socrates


One of the assumptions made by Socrates – the assumption that there must be one thing common and peculiar to all beautiful things in virtue of which they are beautiful, one thing common and peculiar to all courageous acts in virtue of which they are courageous, and so on – is questioned by Ludwig Wittgenstein (see Ludwig Wittgenstein).

Wittgenstein points out that some concepts are what he calls ‘family resemblance’ concepts. If we look at the members of a family, we may be struck by the way they resemble each other. But, despite a strong similarity, there need not be any one feature that they all share. Some may have the big nose, others the joined-up eyebrows, others the shell-like ears, others the piercing blue eyes, and so on. There may be an overlapping series of similarities, but there need not be any one feature they all have in common.

Wittgenstein suggests that our concept of games is similarly a family resemblance concept.

Consider for example the proceedings that we call ‘games’. I mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all? -– Don’t say: ‘There must be something common, or they would not be called “games”.’ – For if you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: Don’t think, but look! – Look for example at board-games, with their multifarious relationships. Now pass to card-games: here you find many correspondences with the first group, but many common features drop out, and others appear. When we pass next to ball-games, much that is common is retained, but much is lost… I can think of no better expression to characterize these similarities than ‘family resemblances’; for the various resemblances between members of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in the same way.

If Wittgenstein is correct and many of our concepts are family resemblance concepts, then Socrates’s assumption that all examples of beauty must share a common feature might well be mistaken. And of course, our inability to identify this common feature will then reveal not our ignorance, but Socrates’s error.








Biography

Socrates was born in Athens in 469 BC. Despite no recorded works, Socrates is one of history’s most influential philosophers. He is also something of a mystery. What information we have comes via Aristophanes, Xenophon and Plato. Of these three sources, the most important is the philosopher Plato (see Plato), who was profoundly influenced by Socrates, and whose Dialogues feature Socrates as the main character.

A rotund, ugly fellow, Socrates enjoyed engaging anyone and everyone in philosophical debate. His commitment to philosophy meant that other matters – including personal hygiene – invariably took second place. He was often dirty and barefoot and had very few possessions.

Socrates’s aim was not to tell others the truth – he often claimed to be ignorant of it himself – but rather to help them discover it for themselves as best they could.

The trial and execution of Socrates, famously dramatized by Plato, has inspired many thinkers and artists across the ages. Considered to be a dangerous and subversive influence, Socrates was eventually arrested and charged with refusing to acknowledge the gods of the state, introducing new ones and corrupting the young. Condemned to death by drinking hemlock, he refused a chance to escape and, surrounded by his friends, embraced death with great dignity in 399 BC.


Plato

c.428–c.348 BC

The theory of forms


‘Philosophy begins in wonder.’



Down through the centuries, many philosophers, theologians and artists have been struck by the thought that what we seem to see around us is not the ‘ultimate’ reality, but that the real world is somehow hidden. They have suggested that, if we could only pull back the curtain that divides us from this reality, we would be confronted by something extraordinary.

One of the most vivid and dramatic examples of this kind of thinking can be found in Plato’s writings – in his theory of forms. The theory is one of the most famous in philosophy, and has had a powerful effect on the shape of philosophical thinking over the last two millennia. While comparatively few philosophers might now be described as Platonists, Plato’s theory remains endlessly fascinating, and continues to be a source of not only philosophical, but also religious and artistic inspiration.

Introducing the forms

What is the theory of forms? According to Plato, those objects that we seem to see around us – chairs and tables, trees and mountains, ants and planets – are not what is ultimately real. They are mere shadows or reflections of the truly real objects – the forms.

Take trees, for example. According to Plato, each particular tree is a fleeting reflection of a form: the form of ‘tree’. There is also a form of the table, a form of the chair, and so on. These forms differ from the particular tables and chairs we observe around us in a number of important ways:

1. The forms are more real than are the particulars that ‘partake’ of them. Indeed, particular trees derive what existence they have from the form of the tree. If there was no form of the tree, there could be no particular trees.

2. Unlike their particular instances, the forms are perfect. Again, consider trees. No particular tree is ever entirely perfect. It always possesses some flaw. The form of the tree, by contrast, is perfect in every respect.

3. Plato points out that particulars often exemplify both a property and its opposite. Take equality, for example. No two particulars are ever perfectly equal. Two glasses of water will never exhibit perfect equality. There will always be some inequality present: one glass will contain a tiny bit more water than the other, or will be of a microscopically different shape. Or take the property of being small. A particular that is small – an ant, say – is always small in a qualified way. While an ant is small compared with us, it is large compared with a speck of dust. So again, we find that when it comes to particulars, smallness is always present with its opposite: largeness. Plato believes that the forms of smallness and equality, by contrast are always unqualifiedly so. There is no inequality present in the form of equality, nor is any largeness present in the form of the small.

4. The forms are eternal and unchanging. Particulars come and go. A particular tree grows











Shadows on the wall






















Plato’s influence on Augustine






Two difficulties with Plato’s theory











Biography



Major Works






ops/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





ops/images/9781849167468.jpg
THE GREAT
PHILOSOPHERS

,-;5 THE
- LINES
AND IDEAS
OF HISTORY'S







ops/images/pub.jpg
(Quercus





