
[image: Illustration]


 

James M. Russell has a philosophy degree from the University of Cambridge, a post-graduate qualification in critical theory, and has taught at the Open University in the UK. He lives in north London.


 

 

Recent titles in the series

A Brief Guide to Star Trek

Brian J. Robb

A Brief Guide to Jane Austen

Charles Jennings

A Brief Guide to Secret Religions

David V. Barrett

A Brief History of Angels and Demons

Sarah Bartlett

A Brief History of Bad Medicine

Robert Youngston

A Brief History of France

Cecil Jenkins

A Brief History of Slavery

Jeremy Black

A Brief History of Sherlock Holmes

Nigel Cawthorne

A Brief Guide to J. R. R. Tolkien

Nigel Cawthorne

A Brief Guide to C. S. Lewis

Paul Simpson

A Brief History of the Private Life of Elizabeth II

Michael Paterson

A Brief Guide to Jeeves and Wooster

Nigel Cawthorne

A Brief History of Superheroes

Brian J. Robb

A Brief History of the Spy

Paul Simpson

A Brief Guide to Oz

Paul Simpson

A Brief Guide to Stephen King

Paul Simpson


A Brief Guide to
Philosophical
Classics

James M. Russell

[image: Illustration]


 

ROBINSON

First published in Great Britain in 2007 by Magpie Books,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd.

This edition published in 2015 by Robinson

Copyright © James M. Russell, 2007, 2015

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-84901-001-6 (paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-78033-069-3 (ebook)

Robinson

is an imprint of

Constable & Robinson Ltd

Carmelite house

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


Contents

Introduction

A Whirlwind Tour: The Tradition of Philosophy

The Problems of Philosophy, Bertrand Russell

The Republic, Plato

The Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle

The Confessions, Augustine of Hippo

Meditations on First Philosophy, René Descartes

The Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes

Discourse on Metaphysics, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz

An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke

A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Knowledge, George Berkeley

An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, David Hume

Critique of Pure Reason, Immanuel Kant

Science of Logic, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

The World as Will and Representation, Arthur Schopenhauer

On Liberty, John Stuart Mill

On Formally Undecidable Propositions in Principia Mathematica and Related Systems I, Kurt Gödel

Philosophical Investigations, Ludwig Wittgenstein

Wild and Crazy Guys: Outsiders and Gatecrashers

Fear and Trembling, Søren Kierkegaard

The Brothers Karamazov, Fyodor Dostoevsky

Beyond Good and Evil, Friedrich Nietzsche

The Trial, Franz Kafka

The Outsider, Albert Camus

The Fountainhead, Ayn Rand

Fictions, Jorge Luis Borges

The Doors of Perception and Heaven and Hell, Aldous Huxley

Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, Philip K. Dick

Meditations: Contemplation as Philosophy

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, William Blake

The Prophet, Kahlil Gibran

The Little Prince, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

If This Is a Man, Primo Levi

Moominpappa at Sea, Tove Jansson

Jonathan Livingston Seagull, Richard Bach

Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, Robert M. Pirsig

The Tao of Pooh, Benjamin Hoff

One-Liners – A Mini-Manual for a Spiritual Life, Ram Dass

Psychodrama: How to Live your Life

The Art of War, Sun Tzu

Maxims, La Rochefoucauld

On Sexuality, Sigmund Freud

Memories, Dreams, Reflections, Carl Gustav Jung

The Art of Loving, Erich Fromm

On Becoming a Person, Carl Rogers

The Consolations of Philosophy, Alain de Botton

Twentieth-Century “Isms”: Political and Personal Issues

The Communist Manifesto, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels

Anarchism and Other Essays, Emma Goldman

Being and Nothingness, Jean-Paul Sartre

The Revolution of Everyday Life, Raoul Vaneigem

Practical Ethics, Peter Singer

Gaia: A New Look at Life on Earth, James Lovelock

The Beauty Myth, Naomi Wolf

Modern Philosophy: A Sampler

Dialectic of Enlightenment, Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno

A Theory of Justice, John Rawls

Naming and Necessity, Saul Kripke

On the Plurality of Worlds, David K. Lewis

Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, Daniel Dennett

Small Pieces Loosely Joined, David Weinberger

After the Terror, Ted Honderich

Meaning and Interpretation: The Continental Tradition

The Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci

Mythologies, Roland Barthes

Écrits: A Selection, Jacques Lacan

The Accursed Share, Georges Bataille

Essays on Ideology, Louis Althusser

Of Grammatology, Jacques Derrida

This Sex Which Is Not One, Luce Irigaray

The Postmodern Condition, Jean-François Lyotard

The History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault

Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, Julia Kristeva

Symbolic Exchange and Death, Jean Baudrillard


Introduction

The aim of this book is to provide brief introductions to philosophical classics. We have selected sixty-seven books and given a brief description of each. There were two main challenges in doing this. Firstly, it is rather difficult to give an accurate impression of a complex work of philosophy in a thousand words or so. And secondly: what books should we describe as “philosophical classics” in the first place?

In choosing the books, we have intentionally cast our net beyond the realm of traditional philosophy. Our selection includes novels, children’s books, works of science fiction and political tracts as well as more academic works. We wanted to reflect the fact that many books that provide philosophical inspiration are not strictly speaking philosophy books. Many would argue with some of the eclectic list of titles that have been included. And inevitably a lot of important and interesting books have had to be omitted. However we hope that the final list contains books that are thought-provoking and philosophically useful, as well as giving an overview of the sheer range of books in which philosophical ideas can be discovered.

The difficulty of explaining a writer’s thinking in a short piece has sometimes influenced the choice of which books to include. Where possible we have preferred titles that can be succinctly summarized. There are of course indispensable titles (such as Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason) which are almost impossible to boil down to a compressed version. In this case we have tried to home in on a few key ideas which can be explained in the space available, in order to give a brief taste of what the book is like.

We have aimed to make the book as accessible as possible. Our guiding principle was to explain why each book is important or regarded as being so. But we also wanted to answer the question “Would I enjoy reading this book?” The “Speed Reads” included at the end of each entry are intended to convey a quick sense of what the writer is like to read. They also provide a compressed (and occasionally humorous) summary of the main points of the book in question.

Overall we have aimed for a chatty and comprehensible style, even if this occasionally risks criticism for not being sufficiently serious. We have explained the books as we would to an interested friend, rather than as a philosophy tutor would explain them to a student, and we hope that this makes for a readable and interesting tour.

Each piece here is self-contained and there is no reason why you shouldn’t use the book as a reference, or for “dipping into.” However the book does have a structure that would give it some narrative continuity if you choose to read it straight through. It is divided into seven sections, each of which takes a look at different aspects of the philosophical tradition.

First we take a whirlwind tour through Western philosophy, from Plato through to Wittgenstein. Then we consider a few of the “outsiders” of the philosophical tradition, such as Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky. The sections on Meditations and Psychodrama widen the net further to take in a variety of books that have contemplated the meaning of life, or added to our understanding of how the mind works, or considered the question of “how you should live your life.” Then, following a look at a few of the last century’s most prominent kinds of political and philosophical idealism, we include a section that provides a sampler of more recent western philosophy. Finally we take a closer look at the continental tradition and at the critical theory.

There are a couple of general points that need to be made. Firstly, the quotes given at the start of each section are not always from the work being summarized. In a number of cases we found quotes from elsewhere in an author’s body of work that seemed better mottoes, because they were more apposite, pithy, or amusing. Secondly, there are books where the title or publication date could have been given with provisos. Some (such as On Sexuality by Freud) were originally published under different titles. Other books have complicated bibliographic histories with regard to the publication date – for instance, books that were published privately, or books like Fictions by Jorge Luis Borges, which was originally published as two separate titles, and only translated into English twenty years later.

Rather than complicate our presentation, we have made an editorial choice as to which title and date to give. In terms of the titles we have preferred the title that is generally used on modern editions and which would enable a browser to find the book in a bookstore or on the internet. In a few cases such as Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man, which was published under a different title in the United States, we have explained our choice in the text. However as a general rule we felt that giving too many detailed explanations of the publication history or titling would be rather pedantic, and would distract from our main purpose, which is to explain and describe the books.

This book has been enormously enjoyable to compile and I’d like to thank the contributors, who wrote entries for titles which fall into their special field, as well as Duncan Proudfoot at Constable & Robinson and Stuart Miller at Barnes & Noble for their feedback and input. The question of which books are philosophical classics is a fascinating one to grapple with, and I hope that Philosophical Classics will be as interesting and entertaining for readers as it was for me to produce.

James M. Russell


A Whirlwind Tour:
The Tradition of Philosophy

Introduction

In this section we have attempted to compile a brief but coherent account of the main Western philosophical tradition. We have chosen books and writers that can be regarded as highlights or turning points of philosophy, or that are representative of a certain way of thinking.

Inevitably there are many omissions, and there are books and writers included here that others might exclude. Any whirlwind tour of this nature will be highly subjective – all that we can attempt is to give a brief taste of the ways in which philosophers have developed ideas and theories, often in response to those who have gone before.

One important bias that we should acknowledge is that the story told in this section is largely the story of the Anglo-American school of philosophy. The European philosophers who are included in this section, such as Kant, Hegel and Descartes, are generally seen as part of the classic tradition of philosophy which is shared by both Anglo-American and continental traditions. The reason for focusing on the Anglo-American tradition here is to keep the story relatively simple. As one reaches the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Western philosophy becomes more fragmented, and to follow all the different strands of thought that followed on from the era of Kant and Hegel would be extremely complex and confusing. Instead we have tried to give a taste of the later continental tradition in the final section of this book.

The story of philosophy from the Greeks through to the modern tradition covers many different philosophical questions, but one key question that crops up repeatedly is the problem of knowledge. What certain knowledge can we have? And can we know that the world we perceive is the real one? From Plato’s cave dwellers through to Descartes’ demon, this is a question that has haunted many great thinkers. One recurring theme of this section is the many ways in which philosophers have tried to solve this problem.

The titles are listed chronologically, with the one exception of Bertrand Russell’s The Problems of Philosophy, which seems an appropriate starting point for an exploration of the history of philosophical thought, as it gives a brief overview of the most well-known philosophical questions. Then we go back to Plato, the father of modern philosophy, rather than going back to the pre-Socratic philosophers who, fascinating though they are, fall beyond the scope of this book. Then we pass from Aristotle and Augustine through to the point where medieval thought started to be transformed into renaissance philosophy in the work of thinkers such as Hobbes and Descartes. We contrast the attempts of rationalists to build a perfect system of pure reason with the empiricist project of gaining an understanding of the world purely from our experience of that world.

We then consider Berkeley’s idealism (including his rather surprising assertion that matter doesn’t exist) and Hume’s scepticism before taking a brief look at the grand system-building of Kant and Hegel. Moving towards the relativism and psychological insights of modern philosophy via Schopenhauer and John Stuart Mill, we finally reach the twentieth century. Here we briefly consider whether or not Wittgenstein and Gödel represent the end of Western philosophy in its traditional form.

On this very compressed journey, we don’t have space for many great philosophers, including the likes of Bacon, Spinoza and Rousseau. Nietzsche and Kierkegaard could have been included in this section, but are elsewhere in the book instead. We have had to exclude mention of whole traditions of thought such as the great Arab and Persian philosophers of the Middle Ages, or the Jewish tradition exemplified by Maimonides. And our account of twentieth century thought is by necessity more of a sampler than a coherent narrative.

Nonetheless this section gives an overview of the ways in which the philosophical tradition has progressed – through breakthrough ideas, debate, and subsequent opposition and refinement of existing theories. The story of philosophy often feels like an ongoing conversation between the world’s great thinkers. By tracing the development of a few key ideas throughout this section, we hope that we can give a flavour of that big conversation.

The Problems of Philosophy, 1912

Bertrand Russell

“Is there any knowledge in the world which is so certain that no reasonable man could doubt it?”

If you go to the philosophy section in a bookshop or library, you will find many books which are hard to read without understanding a lot of jargon and a great deal of previous theory. It is harder to find a general introduction to philosophy for the layman. There are not many books that set out the basic problems of philosophy for the general reader without assuming a great deal of previous knowledge or oversimplifying the subject.

Almost a century after it was first published, The Problems of Philosophy remains one of the best basic introductions to the whole subject of philosophy. It is a short book (120 pages or so) in which Bertrand Russell attempts to explain standard philosophical problems to a general reader.

Russell’s greatest achievements were actually within the rather abstract and difficult field of mathematical logic. Principia Mathematica, which he wrote with Alfred Whitehead, is still recognized as an extraordinary achievement within this specialist area. It was an attempt to reduce mathematics to a rigorous, logical basis. He did not solve every problem he attempted. Indeed, as we will see, a few of the problems he identified led directly on to later work which undermined the whole project he had undertaken – Kurt Gödel eventually proved that a logical mathematical system could not be fully consistent and complete as Russell had hoped. But nonetheless, Russell’s work in this field was extraordinary.

Beyond this, Russell’s influence as a philosopher was broad. He was a prolific writer, and so prominent that many philosophers of the period responded directly to his ideas in their writing. He is seen as the founder of analytic philosophy, a strand of thought that tried to make general philosophy as close to common sense as possible. He objected to excessive use of complex ideas, and needless jargon, and felt that a close analysis of language and careful use of words would solve most problems. Russell often recommended the use of Occam’s Razor (a historical theory which suggests that where there is a simple or complex explanation for the same thing, the simple explanation is to be preferred). In this respect he influenced his student Ludwig Wittgenstein’s early work, although he came to disagree with Wittgenstein’s later, more complex writing. In retrospect, his enduring influence beyond the sphere of mathematical logic is slight, except in the ways that other philosophers of his period reacted against his ideas. But at the time he was a highly respected figure.

His writing is a mixed bag. He was somewhat compulsive about expressing his opinions and wrote on an extraordinary range of topics. His book in praise of idleness is a charming meditation, his polemics about pacifism and disarmament reveal a committed radical (sometimes right, sometimes wrong, but always passionate), and his other work ranges over topics as varied as ethics and the theory of relativity.

The Problems of Philosophy was published in 1912, and is still a highly readable guide. At times Russell’s writing is infuriatingly patrician and condescending, but for the most part he merely takes it on himself to lay out the foundations of philosophy in the most accessible form possible. He deliberately restricts himself in the book to problems where he feels that he can make a sensible and brief analysis. Rather than merely describe each problem, he works his way through a simple attempt at answering it, and it is partly this that makes the book such a model introduction to philosophy. In each section he sets out a problem and then wrestles with an attempt to answer it in a way that invites us to join him in thinking about why this problem is so important. Often we might disagree with parts of his answer, and this is an essential part of starting to read philosophy. This is because philosophy is about the debate between opposing viewpoints and the conversation that ensues, not just about learning a set of problems and answers.

The problem of knowledge is a central part of this book, as it is throughout the history of philosophy. Russell starts the book by asking what certain knowledge we can have. This is a thorny question that was addressed directly by philosophers from Plato to Descartes, to Locke, Hume and beyond. Russell gives a beginners’ guide to some of the historical answers, as well as giving his own views on the distinction between appearance and reality.

Russell goes on to examine subjects such as idealism, the existence of matter, the problem of induction (which can be summarized as whether or not we truly know that the sun will rise tomorrow) and the limits of what we can possibly discover through philosophical enquiry.

The Problems of Philosophy is by turns irritatingly patronizing, endearingly useful, and remarkably insightful. In places it is dated, as twentieth century philosophy has moved a long way since Russell’s time. Nonetheless if we had to choose a single book as a basic primer on the question of “what is philosophy about?,” it would still be this one.


The Problems of Philosophy

The Speed Read

I am very clever. You are probably not as clever as me, but don’t be alarmed, I will speak very slowly. Philosophy is extremely interesting, and in this little book I will explain why. What can we possibly know? How do we know it? What is reality, and how can we tell it apart from mere appearance? What is matter? Will the future be similar to the past? Many philosophical problems can be explained by the application of simple common sense. (But only if you are as clever as me.)



The Republic, 5th Century BC

Plato

“Necessity, who is the mother of invention.”

The real story of Western Philosophy starts with Plato, and his mentor Socrates, whose teachings he immortalized. Many of the pre-Socratic philosophers are known to us only through fragments, and summaries of their main ideas. But with Socrates, Plato gave us a vivid depiction of philosophizing – which he shows as a process of doubting and questioning everything that we believe, in order to try to uncover the truth.

The pre-Socratics had principally been concerned with the nature of reality – for instance whether or not the world is composed of atoms or elements, whether the world is unified and stable as Parmenides believed, or in a state of permanent flux as Heraclitus taught. (Zeno’s famous paradoxes were formulated as an attempt to prove Heraclitus wrong in this respect.)

In the fifth century BC, Athens was a flourishing city state, and a democracy (for those lucky enough to be citizens rather than slaves). A school of philosophers known as the Sophists flourished by teaching citizens how to win arguments – the word “sophistry,” which derives from their name, is testament to the fact that (like many modern lawyers) they were more concerned with winning the argument than with ideals of truth or justice.

Socrates frequently clashed with Sophists, largely because he believed it was important to use philosophy to discover the truth. The series of dialogues which his student Plato wrote show him debating such matters as “What is the highest form of love?” and “What is virtue?” with his contemporaries. He is also (in The Apology) depicted bravely awaiting his execution, having chosen truth over the alternative of exile or renouncing his philosophy (which was upsetting his fellow Athenians to the degree that they had passed sentence of death on him).

Plato’s dialogues can often feel like a fixed boxing match. Socrates will interrogate his acquaintances on their beliefs, gradually demonstrating to them the falsity of what they have proposed. At this point they generally roll over and concede defeat with the immortal words “I see now that you are right, Socrates.” Socrates then proceeds to tell them his version of the truth. Twenty-five centuries later, his views can often seem bizarre and self-justifying. For instance at the end of The Symposium Socrates “proves” that the highest form of love is that between an older teacher and an attractive young man (like most of his fellow Athenians, Socrates saw homosexuality as perfectly normal).

So why do we still see Plato as such a central part of the philosophical tradition? Firstly because Socrates presents us with such an engaging (and roguish) example of the philosopher, a restless and inquisitive seeker of truth, who will question even the simplest matters of experience and reality with the aim of learning more about the world. And secondly because the Socratic method of dialectic, a process of testing out possible answers to a question, teasing out logical inconsistencies and errors until we gradually approach the truth, lies at the heart of over two thousand years of philosophy.

The Republic is the most complete statement of Socrates’ beliefs (or at least of Plato’s version of those beliefs). The main question addressed is that of the meaning of justice. But in the process, Plato sets out a complete system of beliefs about reality and human society.

In the “Allegory of the Cave,” he gives us one of the most enduring images of philosophy. A group of people who live in a cave experience the outside world only through reflections and shadows that are cast by a fire on to the wall of their cave. If one member of this group were to travel to the outside and then come back to tell his colleagues about what he had seen, they might well be disbelieving and dismissive of his tales of the real world. This allegory vividly expresses the primal fear that the world we experience might not be the “real world.” What if, like the character of Neo in The Matrix, we are experiencing a false reality? (This won’t be the last time we mention The Matrix – later in the book we will see how Descartes pictured himself in a very similar plight at the start of his attempt to understand the problem of knowledge.)

Plato argued that the “real world” was made of eternal “forms,” essential, unchanging aspects of reality. Our task as thinkers is to try to see past the misleading phantoms and shadows of everyday perception, to understand the true forms of existence. And like the enlightened traveller, we must then return to tell the ordinary people what we have discovered.

In trying to answer the question of what justice is, Plato goes on to suggest that if we think clearly and perceive the true forms of reality, we will naturally want to do the just thing in any given situation. This is a questionable theory, but accepting that it is true he goes on to try to describe a society in which people would be better able to perceive truth and justice. This is where his argument gets a bit wobbly. Rejecting the democracy of his time, Plato suggests a society where men and women are equally educated (an outrageous idea for his contemporaries), and where children are removed from their natural parents and brought up for the collective good of the society. In spite of having been a poet himself, Plato also suggests that art and fiction in particular should be banned from the republic, because they interfere with the quest for truth and beauty. Finally, the laws in this ideal society are to be made by those citizens with the highest state of knowledge. These citizens would, of course, be the philosophers.

So from a basic enquiry into the nature of justice, Plato ends up suggesting a rather repressive society ruled by philosopher-kings, among whose number he would presumably expect himself to be included. This self-aggrandizing and hubristic conclusion demonstrates one of the dangers of the Socratic method, which is that ridiculous and dubious arguments can be made to appear wise by a persuasive and skilled exponent. Plato regarded the Sophists with contempt, but could nonetheless use his dialectical skill to reach conclusions every bit as bizarre as anything they ever taught.

However, in spite of this, there are a wealth of fascinating ideas scattered throughout The Republic and other Socratic dialogues, and Socrates is always an intriguing and inspiring character. Plato’s work is critical for an understanding of western philosophy. He reports Socrates at his trial as saying that the unexamined life is not worth living. If Plato teaches us one thing, it is that the first steps on the road to knowledge are doubt, intelligent debate, and a burning desire for the truth.


The Republic

The Speed Read

What is justice? We will naturally recognize the virtuous and correct path of action when we are properly educated to seek after the truth. The world we perceive is just a shadow of the real world of forms. Philosophers can learn to perceive the true forms of reality. Therefore an ideal society is one where all are educated on enlightened principles, and where the philosopher-kings tell everyone what to do.



The Nicomachean Ethics, 4th Century BC

Aristotle

“For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing them.”

Aristotle was a student of Plato, but he went on to have a lasting impact on philosophy in his own right. It is often said that Western philosophers could be broadly divided into Platonists and Aristotelians. One way of explaining this distinction is to use modern terms that neither would have been familiar with.

We can call Plato a rationalist – he believed that to achieve true understanding we need to understand the “form” or “thing-in-itself” that lies behind the reality that we perceive. So he used pure rational thought to try to comprehend the nature of the universe. By contrast we might call Aristotle an empiricist, meaning that he preferred to proceed from observation of the world (rather than pure reason) to his conclusions.

Aristotle rejected the Platonic idea of forms, believing that we can’t separate the pure form of an object from the manifestations of that object in the world. Given that our category “tree” is based on observations of many trees, Plato would say that each tree we perceive is an example of the pure universal form “tree.” Whereas Aristotle would say that universals are not real, and that “tree” is simply a category we have developed to describe trees, rather than being a pure metaphysical object.

The “rationalist versus empiricist” division doesn’t fully capture the range of Aristotle’s thinking. He wrote on a wide variety of subjects, including biology, politics, and physics, and deductive reasoning. Above all Aristotle was the great categorizer – in his writing he frequently starts by splitting his subject into various groups and categories, which he then analyses in forensic detail. For instance when looking at the concept of causation, he starts by subdividing causes into material causes, formal causes, final causes, and efficient causes. In truth, this method makes Aristotle’s writing heavy going. He broke new ground in many subjects, but to a modern reader he can seem pedantic. But one can nonetheless admire the subtlety and detail of his thinking.

The Nicomachean Ethics was, as the title suggests, his greatest work on ethics. In particular he looks at the question of what it is that makes someone a “good person.” He starts by considering what is the “good” that is the aim of human life. He considers the idea that happiness is the goal of life, but qualifies this initial idea to the degree that he concludes that human life must aim towards virtue in order to be truly good.

Next he considers what virtuous behaviour must consist of. He suggests that each virtue is a mean, or midway point, between two extremes. So for instance courage is the mean which lies between the extremes of cowardice and rashness, while generosity lies between the extremes of wastefulness and meanness. This is the notion which has been immortalized as the “virtuous mean.” We could also describe it as a kind of “Goldilocks” morality, where we should be “not too hot, not too cold, but just right.”

The interesting thing about the idea that virtues are a mean is that it makes Aristotle’s ethics much more of a practical exercise than Plato’s. For Plato all we needed to do to behave virtuously was to be educated to understand virtue. In this view, knowing what is a good thing leads us naturally to want to do that good thing.

Aristotle is putting forward a very different theory. He believes that we have to walk an ethical tightrope, working out from experience when we have deviated from virtuous behaviour towards one or the other extreme. This is a much more flexible and realistic approach to ethics and was a key part of much Christian philosophy in later centuries.

To act virtuously in Aristotle’s ethics, one needs to practise constantly, to learn from one’s mistakes, to continuously monitor one’s own behaviour. This makes ethics an everyday discipline – we develop virtuous behaviour by understanding our own actions in many different situations in everyday life.

Aristotle also considers the notion of responsibility, noting that a person cannot be held to be behaving badly if they are acting under duress or if they are ignorant of the consequences of their actions. However if they are acting freely and in full knowledge of the consequences then he concludes that they are responsible for those consequences.

He then develops more fully the idea that people do not always act virtuously, even when they know what would be virtuous. He notes that there are two different ways in which people fail to do the right thing. Firstly there is the person with an “incontinent” will – this person knows the right thing to do, but is momentarily overcome by a desire for pleasure or self-indulgence that derails their best intentions. Secondly there are people who are intemperate, who don’t wish to do the right thing and whose only goal is pleasure.

Aristotle considered that an incontinent will could be overcome, because the person who fails to do the right thing through weakness of will can still apprehend virtue as the ideal goal. Whereas he regarded an intemperate person as being beyond help as they do not even aim for virtue in the first place.

Finally Aristotle considers happiness at greater length. While he thinks that pleasure in itself is not the goal of virtue, he concedes that many virtuous activities have their own pleasures. So it is acceptable to be guided in life by a general preference for pleasurable activities, but in the end true happiness lies in actions that lead us to virtue.

The Nicomachean Ethics is typical of Aristotle’s work in that it can seem very dry and analytical, but contains great insights that would go on to form the foundations of later philosophy. His views feel far more human and flexible than Plato’s rather cold and rationalized ideas on the subject of “how to be a good person” – and this is what makes this book a key part of the history of ethics.


The Nicomachean Ethics

The Speed Read

We understand the world by analyzing our experience rather than through pure reason. So what does it take to be a good person? Plato was wrong to say that we will always do the right thing so long as we know what it is. Ethics is more of a balancing act, where each virtue is a mean between two vicious extremes. We may fail to do the right thing because we don’t want to achieve virtue, or because we suffer from momentary weakness. But if we contemplate virtue and repeatedly practise doing the right thing in our everyday lives, we can learn to live a good life.



The Confessions, 5th Century AD

Augustine of Hippo

“I believe in order that I may understand.”

Medieval philosophy was mostly fairly dull, from a modern point of view. In the Christian, Jewish and Muslim religions, the main aim of philosophers in this period was to synthesize philosophy with religious orthodoxy. Philosophical arguments were mostly wielded to back up and justify theological points. One consequence of this was that large elements of the philosophy of Plato (at least as he was interpreted by the Egyptian philosopher Plotinus) and Aristotle were adapted as the basis of a religious metaphysics. As a result a large part of modern Christian thought was heavily influenced by the ancient Greeks as well as by the Bible, and philosophy made little genuine progress.

Augustine of Hippo, a North African thinker who converted to Christianity, stands out from the medieval philosophers as worthy of mention for a number of reasons. The first is the fact that in The Confessions, Augustine brought autobiography into philosophy. The Confessions is often regarded as the first autobiographical book in the modern sense. In the first part of the book, Augustine gives a detailed psychological account of his early life, as an explanation of how he came to Christianity. He especially struggled with the idea of chastity and his carnal nature preventing him from becoming a Christian for many years, before a chance hearing of a child who seemed to be singing “Take it, read it” led him to pick up the Bible. He opened it and read a passage from St Paul condemning licentiousness, and this was the trigger for his own conversion.

This book is a fascinating read, and a remarkable portrait of a life from a completely different era to our own. Augustine had been a believer in Manichaenism, a belief system that emphasized the dualism between good and evil. In his Confessions he emphasizes the evil and weakness that he feels marked his early life. In doing this, he is also laying down the basis of his theological beliefs. He saw mankind as essentially weak, and believed that the only redemption we can achieve is through the grace of God. Rather than seeing evil as a force in its own right, as the Manicheans did, he chose to describe evil as the absence of good.

As a result, Augustine saw human rationality and philosophy as subservient to faith in God. He believed that philosophy was only truly useful to a believer. However he accepted that philosophy was important as part of a Christian faith, and much of his writing was important for philosophical as well as theological reasons. Like Descartes, ten centuries later, Augustine rejected the sceptics’ idea that we can’t truly know anything. He asserted that “Si fallor, sum” (“If I am mistaken, I exist”) a prefiguring of the Cartesian line “I think therefore I am.” And like Descartes (although with a less detailed exposition), he also went on from this foundation to conclude that we can trust our perceptions because of God.

Augustine’s proof for the existence of God followed Plato, in that he saw mathematical truths as proof that we can perceive immaterial, immortal truths. He concluded from this that we have immaterial souls, and that the truths we believe must emanate from a greater power, God. He did, however, believe that even the necessary truths of mathematics must be dependent on God’s will – meaning that God could make it true that 2 + 2 = 5 if he chose to.

The infinite will of God raises the important question of human freedom. The Confessions is split into two parts – in the first, Augustine writes about his own life. In the second he offers some interpretations of Genesis. (He originally hoped to comment on the whole Bible, but realized that this was an impossible task.) When he considers what is meant by the statement that God created man in his own image, he decides that this doesn’t mean a physical resemblance. Instead he suggests that man is like God because he knows the difference between good and evil. Man is born with original sin, but can, through the grace of God, find his way to goodness.

However, if God wills everything that happens in the universe, does this not mean that when we do an evil deed, it is because of God’s will? In which case how can we be held responsible for our actions?

Augustine’s answer to this is to consider the nature of time. Since God stands outside of time, he knows everything that has happened and will happen. However as humans we do not have this knowledge. Time only flows forward for us, and at any given stage of the progress of time, we are faced with choices for which we cannot know the outcome. It is an essential feature of the divine plan that we have free will, and while God may know in advance what choices we will make, we still have to make those choices for ourselves, within the limitations of our perception of time.

Whether or not we accept Augustine’s solution to the thorny problem of how to reconcile human free will with an all-powerful deity, his account of his personal path from sin to religion is a compelling one, which gives his idea of redemption through the grace of God real power.

Augustine’s other great work City of God, takes a slightly different tack. Inspired by Alaric’s sacking of Rome in AD 410, he contrasts Roman paganism with Christianity. He portrays the whole of human history as part of God’s endeavour to build his kingdom, and he looks forward to the eventual victory of the faithful. As part of this endeavour, he considers an astonishing range of theological and philosophical puzzles, such as the nature of angels, the meaning of original sin, the constitution of souls, and, once again, the non-existence of actual evil. This is a harder book to read, but one that also had a profound influence on the development of Christian thought. (Some argue that City of God has had a problematic heritage in that it was a strong influence in creating the idea of Christianity as an ongoing battle against the pagan or infidel horde, an idea which influenced the Crusaders, and can still be perceived in the more extreme elements of modern evangelism.)

Augustine is theologically interesting, and his personal take on Christianity still reverberates today. But his philosophy is also fascinating, and is one of the more subtle examples of how medieval philosophers struggled to apply ideas from the Greeks and Romans to the religious world in which they lived.


The Confessions

The Speed Read

I lived a bad life, a life of weakness and original sin. I was disappointed by my Manichean teachers, but then I heard a child singing “Take it, read it” and picked up the Bible. I became a Christian and realized that knowledge is nothing without faith. No matter what else I may doubt, I know that I exist. God wills everything that happens in the world, even the necessary truths of mathematics. But it is his plan to give me free will, as we must choose between good and evil, which is merely the absence of good.



Meditations on First Philosophy, 1641

René Descartes

“It is only prudent never to place complete confidence in that by which we have even once been deceived.”

As a devout Catholic, Descartes was troubled by the scepticism of contemporaries such as Montaigne. To counter these ideas he aimed to build a system for attaining certain knowledge about the world. Descartes was also a mathematician and like previous philosophers (including St Augustine), he saw the perfect, necessary truths of mathematics as a possible starting point for building a system of knowledge about the world.

In the Meditations, Descartes started out by trying to strip away all knowledge that was not certain, in order to find the most basic building blocks of logic. Using his “Method Of Doubt,” he reasoned that it was possible to doubt our perceptions, as it might be that everything we perceive is a dream. This would not however render the truths of mathematics unreliable as they are necessary truths (in other words, it is impossible for 2 + 2 = 4 to be wrong).

However, taking his doubts even further, in order to start from a position more sceptical than the most extreme sceptic, he further imagined that he might be the prisoner of a deceiving god, a demon who held him captive and who placed all the thoughts he had into his mind. In this circumstance, even the necessary truths he believed might be false, as the deceiving god could simply change the world to render those truths false.

With this most extreme moment of doubt, Descartes was expanding on Plato’s original allegory of the cave, and at the same time prefiguring the plot of The Matrix (where most humans are kept in vats, and fed false perceptions by the machines) by 350 years or so. He had also painted himself into something of a corner, as this level of scepticism seems inescapable. If it is indeed possible that a demon is deceiving us, how can we be certain of anything at all. If we are in a vat, being fed our every sensation and idea, how could we possibly know that to be the case?

Undeterred, Descartes proceeded to pull his first rabbit out of the hat, by concluding that there was indeed one thing he could be certain of – “Cogito ergo sum” (“I think therefore I am”). Even if every thought in his head was false, he could at least be certain that he was thinking.

(Various later philosophers have pointed out that even this step can be doubted as it makes a leap from “There is a thought” to “There is an ‘I’ that is thinking,” thereby assuming the identity and coherence of the thinking subject. But for now, let’s ignore that.)

Descartes now needs some more fancy footwork to build towards a system of certain knowledge. He first observes that the ideas in his head are “clear and distinct,” and that such clear and distinct ideas can be conceived to represent aspects of reality. These ideas might be adventitious (from the outside world), factitious (self-created) or innate (inscribed on the mind by God).

Now Descartes considers the idea of God. Since it is possible to conceive of a perfect being, he argues that this idea could only be an innate idea, as it couldn’t be from the outside (one can’t directly experience God) or self-created (as one can’t perceive perfection in oneself). Therefore he concludes that God exists.

Finally in order to complete his basis for knowledge he reasons that since our conception of God is one of perfection, and since all aspects of this being must be perfect, there would be no reason for God to deceive us. So on this basis we can accept the basic necessary truths of mathematics and logic as the first building blocks of knowledge.

These last two steps are of course riddled with problems, as many critics of Descartes’ time and since have pointed out. It is far from obvious what a “clear and distinct idea” is. And there is a circularity in the argument as Descartes makes assumptions about these ideas before proving the existence and truthfulness of God, thereby proving the reliability of clear and distinct ideas. In fact a close study of Descartes’ Meditations leaves many modern readers feeling that it is actually impossible to achieve absolute certainty in human knowledge. This is because Descartes’ “Method of Doubt” is far more effective at dismantling the grounds of human knowledge than his proofs are at rebuilding those grounds. You end up with a feeling of being swindled by the “In a single bound he was free” nature of Descartes’ proofs of a truthful God.

And do we need absolute certainty at all? Why can we not be satisfied with thinking it overwhelmingly likely that our perceptions are broadly correct? Well, for most people that would be enough, but for centuries philosophers dreamed of building a perfect, mathematical system of human knowledge, and for this they needed absolute certainty. Descartes was a fascinating and eloquent example of this tendency, even if we can see from a distance how his religious convictions made it hard for him to carry through his system of doubt to its logical conclusions.

In retrospect, Descartes’ attempt to build a system of mathematical certainty is flawed, but can be seen as the moment of transition from the medieval to the modern period of philosophy, if only because Descartes was so honest in exposing out how much of our knowledge is open to doubt.

Another notable aspect of Descartes’ Meditations is his clear exposition of mind and body dualism. He reasons that since mind and body can be conceived independently, it is possible for God to create either one without the other. So we consist of both physical processes (we are a “Cartesian machine,” in that everything our bodies do can be explained physically), but simultaneously we exist as minds or souls. Descartes concludes that animals are mere machines, lacking souls, unlike humans (an aspect of his work that might rile modern animal lovers).

This rather paradoxical dualism was at the heart of much subsequent philosophy, and questions about how mind and body interact have been at the heart of the philosophy of knowledge (called epistemology) and psychology ever since. Descartes even considered the
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