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        In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.

        BIBLE, JOHN 1:1 (KJV)
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        To be ignorant of the past is to be forever a child. For what is the time of man, lest it be interwoven with that memory of ancient things of a superior age?

        CICERO

      

      

      

      The first three books in the Ancient Wisdom series survey a thousand years of Western intellectual history, from the rise of the Greek city states to the peak height of the Roman Empire. This uniquely fertile period, which encompasses the Golden Age of Athens, began in mystical, mythological thought, and culminated in the hyper-rational, hyper-practical philosophy of the Stoics.

      The incipient Christian religion absorbed and adapted, and for a long time occulted, many ancient doctrines, which is why, despite their remoteness, they can seem so strangely familiar. In the late Middle Ages, the rediscovery of Plato fuelled the humanistic Renaissance, which pushed back against the Church of Rome.

      The Renaissance was a time of great hope and optimism, which, in many ways, proved premature. Faith provides a compelling reason to live, and a compelling reason to be good, which, for better or worse, many people have lost. For all our progress in science, technology, and education, more than one in five adults are now suffering from some form of depression. It’s almost as if we’ve come full circle, minus the philosophy.

      Might it then be time to look afresh at these ancient ideas and find in them a happier way of living? Might it be time, in other words, for a new Renaissance?
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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Language is a slave of desire and source of confusion, which is why the Buddha often kept silent. But had the Buddha not spoken, or at least written, we would never have known of his beautiful and powerful ideas.

      Knowledge, as they say, is power. But words are how we use, or exploit, or share, that power. The greatest knowledge is the knowledge of knowledge, without which we would have nothing worth saying. But the second greatest knowledge is the knowledge of words, without which we would not be able to say it.

      In Plato’s Philebus, the sophist Protarchus tells Socrates:

      
        
        I have often heard Gorgias [a famous sophist] maintain that the art of persuasion far surpassed every other; this, as he says, is by far the best of them all, for to it all things submit, not by compulsion, but of their own free will.

      

      

      In 1897, at the age of 22, Winston Churchill wrote:

      
        
        Of all the talents bestowed upon men, none is so precious as the gift of oratory. He who enjoys it wields a power more durable than that of a great king. He is an independent force in the world. Abandoned by his party, betrayed by his friends, stripped of his offices, whoever can command this power is still formidable.

      

      

      During the Second World War, the Free World’s most powerful weapon was not the atomic bomb, but Churchill’s rhetoric—while, by some accounts, it was through the mouth that Hitler shot himself.

      What a waste that so many who can think cannot speak, and so many who can speak cannot think, when, really, these two things ought to go hand in hand—or side by side, as they do in this book.

      A note of guidance for the reader

      If thinking involves knowing how to think, speaking involves knowing how others think (or don’t). Thinking belongs to philosophy, speaking more to psychology.

      Argumentation is by necessity a little technical, but I have tried to make those chapters as readable and accessible as possible. Presumably, if you have picked up a book with ‘Plato’ and ‘Cicero’ in the title, you are far from average. Nonetheless, for a more casual read, you might prefer to skip the introduction on the history of argumentation and begin at the recap on Page 8.

      Much of the material in Part 1, the part on thinking, is adapted and streamlined from some of my other books, especially Hypersanity: Thinking Beyond Thinking.

      I hope you enjoy the read, and as the book is new, please think of leaving a review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

          THE BEGINNINGS OF ARGUMENTATION

        

      

    

    
      In the early twentieth century, digs on Crete, led by Sir Arthur Evans, uncovered the remains of a complex civilization whose people Evans called the Minoans after the mythical King Minos. The Minoans flourished from around 3000 to 1500 BCE, and their society came to revolve around a series of palace complexes, the largest of which was at Knossos in the north of the island.

      The Minoans grew rich from trade and acquired a hold on some of their neighbours, including perhaps on the city of Athens. According to myth, King Minos exacted out of Athens a nine-yearly tribute of seven boys and seven girls, to be thrown to the illegitimate son of Minos’ queen Pasiphae, the half-man, half-bull Minotaur, imprisoned in the labyrinth beneath the royal palace at Knossos.

      But when the time came for the third tribute, Theseus, the founder-hero of Athen, took the place of one of the sacrificial boys in a daring bid to end this barbaric practice. Theseus killed the Minotaur with some help from Minos’ daughter Ariadne, who had given him a ball of red thread by which to retrace his steps out of the labyrinth. Theseus escaped with Ariadne but later abandoned her on the island of Naxos, to be wedded by the god Dionysus.

      The myth of the Minotaur served in part to account for the shift in power from Minoan Crete to Mycenaean Greece, and, later, to Athens, and it is significant that Theseus also unified Attica under Athens, laying the foundation for the later Athenian Empire. The Mycenaeans flourished from around 1750 to 1050 BCE, with important centres, each built around a fortified palace, at Mycenae, Pylos, Thebes, and Athens, among others. They were dominated by a warrior aristocracy, and advanced by conquest rather than by trade as the Minoans had done. Their greatest achievement, sung by Homer, was the conquest of Troy in around 1250 BCE.

      Towards the close of the Bronze Age, the Mycenaeans may have come under increasing pressure from the Dorians to the north. Whatever its cause, it took some three hundred years for Greece to recover from the demise of the Mycenaeans. During these Dark Ages, old trade links dissolved, the arts and crafts regressed, and famine set in. Many Greeks took to the seas in search of arable land, beginning a culture of colonization.

      Looking to the upside, the disintegration of the rigid hereditary hierarchy of the Mycenaeans prepared the ground for a more open society, leading, in due course, to Athenian democracy. In particular, the loss of the Mycenaean king, or wanax, led to a loosening of the bond between myth and ritual so that myth became more detached and disinterested, paving the way for literature and philosophy.

      The Mycenaean Linear B script, used for administration and mainly found in palace archives, fell into desuetude during the Dark Ages. Consisting of 87 syllabic and over 100 ideographic signs, Linear B derived from the as yet undeciphered Linear A, used by the non-Greek Minoans to record their mysterious language or languages.

      By 770 BCE, close contact with the Phoenicians in the east led to the adoption of a phonetic system of language notation. The Greeks adapted the Phoenician abjad (an alphabet with only consonants), which had been developed for a semitic language, to include vowels, thereby creating the basis for our own modern alphabet.

      Significantly, this phonetic script was no longer the preserve of an elite of priests and scribes, used to reaffirm royal power, but a common good, used, more and more, to argue and debate and question the status quo. Life in the emerging city-states [poleis] no longer centred on the royal acropolis, now turned over to the gods, but on the public square or agora, and the nearby law courts where large citizen juries listened to elaborate speeches and grew familiar with the concept of objective truth.

      The pre-Socratics and their significance

      In Plato’s Protagoras, Socrates numbers Thales of Miletus (c. 624-c. 548 BCE) among the Seven Sages of Greece. Thales held that the Earth floats on water, which is the primary substance from which all else is made. ‘Presumably’ says Aristotle, ‘he derived this assumption from seeing that the nutriment of everything is moist…’ Or perhaps he derived it from similar Egyptian, Babylonian, and Hebrew accounts of creation. But in a break with these traditions, he sought to explain the world without resorting to myths and gods, which is why he is often regarded as the first genuine philosopher, as well as the first genuine scientist. When Bertrand Russell (d. 1970) declared that ‘philosophy begins with Thales’, he was, in fact, merely agreeing with Aristotle.

      Anaximander of Miletus (c. 610-546 BCE) took Thales as a model and starting point. Like Thales, he sought for the primary substance, or arkhē, which he identified not with water but with apeiron [‘the boundless’]. The Earth, he held, is a cylinder with a height of one-third of its diameter. Thales had claimed that the Earth floats upon water, without specifying what the water might rest upon. Anaximander got round this problem by positing that the cylinder need not be supported: because it is in the middle of everything, there is no reason for it to move in one direction over another. As far as we know, this is the oldest argument founded on the principle of sufficient reason, according to which every instance of change requires a reason or cause.

      Anaximenes of Miletus (c. 586-c.526 BCE), a contemporary of Anaximander, rejected apeiron and replaced it with his own arkhē, aēr [air, but also mist and vapour]. The Earth is a flat disc that floats on a cushion of aēr. Anaximenes elaborated upon Thales and Anaximander by positing a mechanism, or two mechanisms, rarefaction and condensation, by which his arkhē might pass into and out of everything else. When aēr is rarefied, it becomes fire; when it is condensed, it becomes wind, then cloud, then water, then stones… To support this thesis, Anaximenes appealed to a simple experiment: when one exhales on one’s hand, the air is hot; but if one blows through pursed lips, the air becomes cold and dense. With his emphasis on change and its process, Anaximenes might be thought of as a forerunner of Heraclitus. The Milesian search for the basic material out of which all things are made may sound quaint and quixotic, until we remember that it is the same quest that our nuclear physicists are embarked upon—this time with the help of giant particle accelerators.

      After the downfall of Miletus in 494 BCE, the epicentre of philosophy shifted westwards, away from Ionia and towards Athens and the cities of Italy. At the age of 40, Pythagoras of Samos (c. 560-c. 495 BCE), a contemporary of Anaximander and Anaximenes, left Samos for Croton in southern Italy, where he established a philosophically minded religious community. Music played an important role in Pythagoras’ community. Pythagoreans recited poetry, sang hymns to Apollo, and played on the lyre to cure illnesses of body and soul. One day, or so the story goes, Pythagoras passed by some blacksmiths at work, and found that their hammering produced especially pleasing sounds. He then noticed that their anvils were simple ratios of one another, one being half the size of the first, another twice the size, and so on. This insight led to his ‘harmony of the spheres’, according to which the movements of the heavenly bodies are in a mathematical relationship akin to that between musical notes, and, together, amount to a grand cosmic symphony. Some two thousand years later, the astronomer Johannes Kepler (d. 1630) held that, though inaudible, this ‘music of the spheres’ might nonetheless be heard by the soul. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle says that Plato’s teachings owed much to those of the Pythagoreans; so much, in fact, that Bertrand Russell upheld not Plato but Pythagoras as the most influential of all philosophers. Pythagoras’ influence is perhaps most evident in Plato’s emphasis on mathematics, and, more generally, reason and abstract thought, as a secure basis for the practice of philosophy.

      Xenophanes (c. 570-c. 478 BCE) came from Colophon in Ionia, but left in his mid-twenties and ‘tossed about the Greek Land’ for 67 years—as he himself tells us in one of his 45 surviving fragments. He clearly knew of Pythagoras, whom he discusses in Fragment 7. Xenophanes criticized the likes of Homer and Hesiod for anthropomorphizing the gods (conceiving of them in human form) and portraying them as immoral or amoral. But far from being an atheist, he instead suggested that there is ‘one god, the greatest among gods and men, neither in form like unto mortals nor in thought’. He held that the primary substance is earth, while also acknowledging the importance of water to life. From the existence of inland fossils, he inferred that the earth had at one time been covered by the sea. Despite pronouncing himself on the weightiest matters, he warned that secure knowledge is impossible: ‘There never was or will be a man who has certain knowledge about the gods and about all the things I speak of. Even if he should chance to say the complete truth, yet he himself knows not that it is so.’ This subtle and original distinction between knowledge and true belief is further developed by Plato in the Theaetetus. Another skeptical (or proto-skeptical) point made by Xenophanes is that our perceptions and beliefs are relative and context-dependent: ‘If god had not made brown honey, men would think figs far sweeter than they do.’

      Parmenides of Elea (c. 515-c. 440 BCE) in southern Italy may have been acquainted with Xenophanes, whose work he knew. In contrast to his contemporary Heraclitus (c. 535-475 BCE), who held that everything is in a state of flux (as epitomised by his saying that you cannot step twice into the same river), Parmenides argued that nothing ever changes. He wrote a poem, On Nature, which begins with a proem in which the narrator (presumably himself) ascends to the abode of an unnamed goddess.

      To her guest, the goddess reveals the nature of reality, or ‘Way of Truth’—which I shall paraphrase for you:

      
        
        What is, is, and it is impossible for it not to be. And what is not is not, and it is impossible for it to be. One cannot conceive of what is not, because one cannot think or speak about nothing. Conversely, if one can think or speak about something, then that thing must be, ‘for thought and being are the same.’ It being possible to think about reality, reality must be—and if it is, it cannot not be. Something cannot come into being, or pass out of being, because something cannot come into being from nothing, or pass from something into nothing. Thus, if something comes into being, it does so not from nothing but from something—so that it does not really come into being at all. From this, it follows that there can be no becoming and thus no real change, even though sense experience tells us otherwise. Motion is impossible because it would require moving into a void, that is, moving into nothing, which does not exist. If motion and change are impossible, the universe must consist of a single, undifferentiated, and indivisible unity—which Parmenides called, ‘the One’.

      

      

      To bolster the philosophy of Parmenides, his follower and lover Zeno of Elea produced a set of paradoxical arguments such as ‘Achilles and the Tortoise’ designed to undermine ordinary beliefs about motion, space, time, and plurality. Aristotle outlines ‘Achilles and the Tortoise’ in the Physics: ‘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.’

      What is new and revolutionary about ‘the Way of Truth’ is that it consists in a long chain of strict deductive argumentation from premises that are taken to be necessary truths. The conclusion, startling though it is, seems to follow necessarily from the premises, posing a serious challenge to anyone defending a different or common sense position. Two thousand years later, Descartes would embark on a similar project in search of truths deemed to be incontrovertible.

      The pre-Socratics conceived of the universe as an ordered whole. They attempted to explain its fundamental features without resorting to myths and gods. Instead of accounting for the here and now by the supposed beginning, they accounted for the supposed beginning by the here and now. In so doing, they gave rise to the very idea of philosophy and science, and, more pertinently for us, to the rules or principles of reasoning on which they rely. Reason, after all, is the understanding of causes, which is why it is called ‘reason’. What may have come as a surprise to them, especially after Parmenides, is that reason could conflict with ordinary sense experience—perhaps more so even than mythology and religion.

      Other scientific or academic attitudes adopted by the Pre-Socratics include conceiving of the world as intelligible; searching for knowledge for its own sake; asking bold questions without fear or favour; developing and manipulating abstract concepts; and privileging elegant and economical explanations.

      At the same time, many pre-Socratics, such as Pythagoras and Empedocles, retained something of a mystical streak. Like the mythologists of old, they were more interested in cosmogony than in uncovering the laws of nature, that is, more interested in grand narratives than in formulating empirically verifiable hypotheses. Although familiar with the work of their forebears and contemporaries—and, it seems, highly driven by it—they did not rigorously critique one another in the way that Aristotle would do in writing a whole book on (or against) Democritus.

      The Sophists

      Now down from the ivory towers and back to the budding assemblies and law courts. The sophistic movement, which revolved around Golden Age Athens (480-404 BCE), owed to a concatenation of unusual social and political circumstances, not least: a renewed sense of self-confidence and optimism fuelled by the improbable repulsion of two Persian invasions; the great wealth flowing in from the maritime empire that had grown out of an anti-Persian defensive alliance; and an extreme participatory democracy in which the power to speak was the power to lead. Political power, however, was a double-edged sword, since prominent citizens were vulnerable to vexatious lawsuits—and, rather than hiring a lawyer, had to mount their own defence.

      In this climate, the ability to speak became paramount, and the sophists—essentially teachers of rhetoric—converged upon Athens to deliver public lectures and private classes, typically to young aristoi with high political or military ambitions. Other Greek poleis, especially in Sicily and Italy, also called upon their services, so that the chief sophists were continually on tour. When in Athens, they would often reside at the house of a patron such as the magnate Callias, at whose house Plato’s Protagoras is set, or the politician Callicles, at whose house Plato’s Gorgias is set. According to Plato, Callias owned ‘the greatest and most glorious house in Athens’ [Protagoras 337d] and ‘spent a world of money on the sophists’ [Apology 20a].

      In the Protagoras, Plato intimates that Protagoras invented the role of the professional sophist. Protagoras gravitated towards Athens and so impressed Pericles that, in 444, Pericles invited him to draft the constitution of Thurri, his experimental panhellenic colony on the Tarantine Gulf—settled, among others, by the historian Herodotus and the orator Lysias. Protagoras is perhaps best remembered for his maxim that ‘man is the measure of all things’, attacked in Plato’s Theaetetus on the grounds that, if true, nothing could be inherently true or false, or right or wrong—not even the maxim itself. According to Protagoras, the value of an opinion lies not in its truth but in its usefulness to the person who holds it, a slippery position that could readily be seized upon by scoundrels in search of self-justification.

      Protagoras is also remembered for the outré opening of his lost work, About the Gods:

      
        
        About the gods, I cannot be sure whether they exist or not, or what they are like to see; for many things stand in the way of the knowledge of them, both the opacity of the subject and the shortness of human life.

      

      

      Protagoras charged extortionate fees for his services. According to Aulus Gellius, he once took on a pupil, Euathlus, on the understanding that he would be paid once Euathlus had won his first court case. However, Euathlus never won a case, and after a time Protagoras sued him for non-payment. Protagoras argued that if he won the case he would be paid, and if Euathlus won the case, he would still be paid, because Euathlus would then have won a case. Euathlus, having assimilated the methods of his master, retorted that if he won the case he would not have to pay, and if Protagoras won the case, he still would not have to pay, because he still would not have won a case! This so-called Paradox of the Court, and the concomitant Counterdilemma of Euathlus, is also told of Corax [‘Crow’] of Syracuse and his student Tisias, the nominal founders or inventors of rhetoric. One version ends with the judge throwing them both out of the court with the words, Kakou korakos kakon ōon [‘A bad egg from a bad crow’].

      Sophistês [‘expert’] derives from sophos [‘wise’], and originally designated one who is learnt or skilled in a particular art or craft. But the term began to acquire derogatory connotations even before Plato, who held most sophists in contempt. The comedian Aristophanes had assimilated Socrates with the sophists, leading, ultimately, to the charges of impiety levied against the philosopher. To rehabilitate the reputation of Socrates, Plato laboured the contrast between Socrates and the sophists, whom he portrayed as venal and amoral and nothing like his poor and pious teacher. As a result, ‘sophistry’ has come to mean something like, ‘the self-interested use of clever but deceptive arguments.’ In an attempt to demarcate and elevate philosophy as a discipline, Plato also sought to undermine poets and orators and all those with a rival but less rigorous claim to the truth.

      To be fair to Plato, it does seem that many sophists had a strong and potentially self-serving skeptical streak. Although they did raise many profound questions, they seemed more interested in expediency than in knowledge per se—their primary purpose being to create effective public speakers and enrich themselves in the process, without due regard for the consequences of creating a cohort of venal and amoral leaders. Their habit of undermining the traditional gods turned many conservatives and ordinary people against them, and, ultimately, against Socrates, who was condemned by (false) association.

      Socrates and Plato

      According to Plato, Socrates had an impetuous friend called Chaerephon, who one day went to Delphi and asked the oracle whether there was anyone wiser than Socrates. The oracle replied that there was no one wiser. Knowing only that he knew nothing, Socrates was perplexed. To discover the meaning of the oracle, he questioned several supposedly wise men—first the politicians, then the poets, and then the artisans—and in each case concluded: ‘I am likely to be wiser than he to this small extent, that I do not think I know what I do not know.’

      Socrates was the wisest of men not because he knew everything or anything, but because he knew what he did not know—or, more subtly, because he knew the limits of the little that he did know. In contrast to the pre-Socratics and especially to the sophists, he seldom claimed to have any positive knowledge; whenever he did, it was always because he had learnt it from somebody else, or because he had been ‘divinely inspired’.

      Plato might also have intended the oracle story as an origin myth for the Socratic method, or method of elenchus, which consists in questioning one or more people about a concept such as justice or virtue with the covert aim of exposing a contradiction in their initial (and often cherished) assumptions and provoking a reappraisal of the concept. As the process is iterative, it leads to an increasingly precise or refined definition of the concept, and, in due course, to a shared recognition that it eludes our understanding, and that we know much less than we thought we did. With our dogmatism transmuted into a state of puzzlement and suspended judgement, we are ready to become much more open and subtle thinkers—assuming, of course, that we did not first become angry and resentful.

      To have our understanding of a moral concept undermined is also to have our values undermined, and, with that, our sense of self. To manage their anger and other feelings, and to keep them talking, Socrates often flattered his interlocutors while himself playing the fool. In the Orator, Cicero esteems that, ‘for irony and dissimulation, [Socrates] far excelled all other men in the wit and genius which he displayed.’ Simon Blackburn in the Oxford Dictionary of

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
        
      

      

      Aristotle

      
      
      
      
        
          	
        Practical sciences are concerned with right action and beautiful behaviour both at the level of the individual, as in ethics, and at the level of the community, as in politics.
      

      	
        Productive sciences are concerned with products or outcomes, and include, among many others, agriculture, architecture, medicine, music, and rhetoric.
      

      	
        Theoretical sciences are concerned with knowledge for its own sake, and comprise both natural sciences and non-empirical forms of knowledge such as mathematic and metaphysics.
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requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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