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Truth and the Good: Why do we do evil?

SOCRATES

469–399 BC
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My first great philosopher is of course Socrates. The two great pillars of European culture, Jesus and Socrates, never wrote a word; we know them only through secondary sources. In Socrates’ case these are, of course, chiefly Plato’s dialogues, but also, in slighter measure, the writings of Xenophon. How much of Plato’s Socrates is the real Socrates speaking, and how much Plato putting words into his mouth, is a question that has elicited endless debate, which continues to this day. But it is not a debate I am competent to engage in. I want to raise a matter that comes up in the early dialogues, considered to be the most reliable in recording the thought of the true Socrates.

Socrates is not the first great mind whose ideas we are familiar with, but he was perhaps the greatest architect of European culture, and is regarded as such even by those who do not share his philosophical views. If he is the great European master, it is not so much because of some specific doctrine he expounded as because of his way of seeking the truth.

What was the truth he sought? As a young man he was interested in the study of nature, but he later abandoned this and decided that the proper object of study was not physical reality, where everything changes and ultimately dies, but rather that which is unchanging – the immutable. This meant ideas. But not just any ideas; it meant certain basic ideas, most of them to do with morality. Socrates wanted to know what justice is, and virtue, and courage, and equality. However, he was not concerned with the meaning of these words as they are used in everyday speech; he wanted to know what such things as justice or equality really are – what they are in themselves. He thought that our understanding of such ideas is prior to what we know from observation: if we can say that two pieces of wood are of equal length, it is because we already know what equality is. In his insistence on the need to examine the meaning of fundamental concepts, and his belief that this meaning derived not from linguistic convention but from reality, the reality to which words refer, Socrates anticipated Plato’s theory of forms, or ideas – although, as Aristotle observes in the Metaphysics, he did not think that justice or courage were entities with an independent existence.

How do we go about discovering such truths? By endless, insistent, relentless questioning. In his role of street sage, Socrates grilled his interlocutors remorselessly, probing them, forcing them to go on asking questions that went ever further, ever deeper. His thought moved and took shape in constant dialogue – a dialogue in which he mostly asked the questions, while his interlocutors tried to answer, often saying only ‘yes, Socrates’, or ‘of course, Socrates’ or ‘naturally’. Often in the course of the dialogue a new question would emerge, but without resolving anything.

It sometimes seems as if Socrates is only pretending not to know the answer (it was he who used to say, famously, ‘I know that I know nothing’) in order to force his interlocutor to engage in dialogue and reach a truth by himself, or revise his false opinions. He wanted to be a midwife like his mother: to coax truths out of their hiding place, where they lie ready to emerge into the light of day, waiting for us to grasp them and bring them out. He did not aspire to be original (but nor did any great philosopher: with such an aspiration he would not be ranked among the great); he wanted only to grasp the truth and learn how to serve the good – for the truths that mattered were always truths about the good life. He lived an ascetic life, in accordance with his teaching: he taught that we should not care about worldly goods or the pleasures of the flesh, and he himself did not care about them. Unlike the Sophists, he took no money for his teaching; he lived in poverty, without complaint. And he showed courage when confronting his opponents, whether in war or in verbal sparring. The Delphic oracle decreed that there was no man wiser than Socrates – a fact he did not neglect to mention in his speech before the court, although he must have known that these words would be damning in the eyes of the judges and would only worsen his case, like his assertion that God had sent him to Athens to buzz around like a gadfly that spurs on a lazy horse by its bite. He also mentioned the voice of his ‘daimon’, an inner voice he followed that kept him from evil. We do not know what this daimon was, but presumably it was not Socrates’ own creation (otherwise why should it have any authority?) but a moral force of divine origin.

But if Socrates thought he could lead his interlocutors to the truth by his questioning, it was because he believed that the truth is already in us, albeit often unknown to us: it accompanies us as we move on from our previous incarnation, so that when we learn the truth we are not really learning it, but remembering what we once knew and have forgotten. And it is with the help of reason that we can learn all that it is important for us to know, and distinguish between good and evil. For what we call good and evil is not a matter of convention or agreement, nor even the result of divine decree. The sacred, Socrates said, is not sacred because the gods love it, but the other way around: the gods love what is sacred just because it is sacred. The sacred or good is that which is sacred or good in itself, regardless of what the gods decree and regardless of what we may imagine or agree on among ourselves. (This is a theme that continued into modern philosophy: Leibniz agreed with Socrates, and so did Kant.) Knowing how to distinguish good from evil is crucial in life. But it is no less crucial in the afterlife, for our souls remain intact after our death; they are not dispersed to the elements, even if we should die in a great gale. Good people, when they die, are happy in the company of gods; but evil people are unhappy and must wander for a long time as ghosts, aimless spirits loitering among the graves, until at last they are reincarnated, but as lower beings.

Because Socrates loved reason (though he may not have defined it clearly), and because he believed that truth, any truth, can be attained only through a sustained effort of reason, the charges brought against him were perhaps not entirely unjustified. He was accused of failing to respect Athens’ gods and instead worshipping others of his own invention, and of corrupting the youth with his talk. These accusations may not have been entirely accurate in the literal sense, but it was true that Socrates did seek truth through reason, not in tradition; he did encourage people to question everything; and he did try to inculcate this spirit of questioning in young people. Everything, for him, was at the mercy of reason; he recognized no other authority. But he did want to respect the law; indeed, he respected it even to the extent of refusing to escape from prison as his students urged him to. He knew he was unjustly accused, but believed he should obey the law even at the cost of his life.

It seems reasonable to suppose that someone who thinks that tradition should be worshipped for its own sake, and its alleged wisdom unquestioningly accepted as such – just because tradition has passed it down – will also think that the Athenian court was right to condemn Socrates to death.

It was because Socrates worshipped reason, because he identified reason with virtue, and virtue with happiness and human flourishing – genuine flourishing, which animates the soul – that Nietzsche hated him. Nietzsche claimed that truly great spirits, destiny’s elect, are guided by instinct, and that Socrates’ cold, self-conscious reason, hostile to instinct, was a sign of decadence. He thought Socrates dragged the Greek spirit down into decline; he saw in him – and in Plato – a symptom of the decline of the old aristocratic culture. He even entertained the possibility that Socrates may not have been Greek; after all, we know that he was ugly, and ugliness, according to Nietzsche, was a symptom of the degeneracy that is typical of hybrids: ‘monstrous face, monstrous soul’, as the ancient proverb had it. Thus the best of men, punished by death for his love of reason, was accused of being a source of spiritual decline.

Here is a question that arises from Socrates’ cult of reason:

Socrates maintains that it is not possible voluntarily to do evil if we know it is evil. If we do evil, it is through ignorance; if we know what the good is, we will do good. This may seem implausible to us: we tend to think that when we do evil, it is often when we are in the grip of a passion – hate, love, envy, greed, lust, desire or lust for power; that we know what is good but succumb to our passions nevertheless, unable to resist. We are inclined to agree with Ovid: ‘I see and praise what is better, but follow what is worse.’ Or with St Paul in the Epistle to the Romans: ‘For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh) dwelleth no good thing: for to will is present with me; but how to perform that which is good I find not. For the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do’ (7:18–19). This seems common sense to us. But let us pause and consider for a moment whether Socrates might not be right after all. Perhaps the evil we do does have its roots in ignorance; perhaps our feeble reason is simply incapable of distinguishing between good and evil? If this were the case, would it follow that we are always blameless, whatever we do?
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Being and Non-Being: What is real?

PARMENIDES OF ELEA

c. 515–450 BC
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We now go back two generations to Parmenides of Elea. I confess I would rather not mention him at all, for so many scholars, much scholarlier than I, have struggled to penetrate his thought and argued about the meaning of the paltry few dozen hexameters that survive of the poem in which he set out his metaphysics. But he cannot be avoided, for it was the power of his ideas that gave momentum to the great current of European thought, which went on flowing not only through the thousand years that elapsed from his time up to the end of the Athenian Academy, but for centuries after that, in Christian (but not only Christian) philosophy and theology, up to our own day. This current was a current of reflection about the One, the unity that is hidden behind the diversity of our world of experience.

Ancient texts contain a wealth of allusions to and quotations from Parmenides’ obscure metaphysics. We also have Plato’s dialogue Parmenides, where Parmenides, by now an elderly gentleman, discusses the question of the One and the many, of the general and the singular, with his pupil Zeno, a generation younger, and a ‘very young’, perhaps twenty-year-old, Socrates. From the purely chronological point of view such a meeting and such a discussion, although possible, are unlikely; historians doubt that either ever took place. Plato’s dialogue is deeply disturbing and entangles the reader in so many winding trails and snares that it is almost impossible to summarize it, but thankfully there is no need to do so here.

Parmenides’ poem describes how some maidens, daughters of the Sun, brought him before a goddess who greeted him kindly and explained the difference between truth and mortal opinion – which, she said, is not truth at all, but only what seems to be. Parmenides wants to distinguish between what is, truly is, and what only seems to be. He thinks that what is, is necessarily; it cannot not be. Parmenides has been accused of confusing the existential sense of the verb ‘to be’ (as in the phrase, ‘God is’, meaning ‘God exists’) with its predicative sense (as in the phrase, ‘honey is sweet’). Perhaps he did confuse them, but this does not matter for our understanding of his metaphysics. Parmenides just says ‘is’, without a subject – ‘[it] is or [it] is not’ – but what he means is that ‘to be’ in the fundamental sense is ‘to be’ necessarily: to be unable not to be. What truly is, is necessarily; it could not not have been. Its being, the nature of that ‘is’, cannot be grasped by our senses: it is accessible only to reason. But reason cannot grasp not-being, or what is not. The things we grasp with our senses come in and out of being: one moment they are, and the next they disappear; and we cannot say that something both is and is not, for that would be a contradiction. But what truly is cannot have been created, for that would mean that something comes from nothing, and that is impossible. Nor can it change, decay or die: it is perfectly fulfilled and unchanging, with no beginning and no end. Nor can it be said to ‘have been’ or to be ‘going to be’; it simply is, beyond time, without time. At one point Parmenides compares this Being, the One, to a sphere. But this seems an awkward analogy, for ‘being’ in this absolute sense is also beyond space; he probably means that Being is full and sufficient unto itself, a closed unity, always the same, in whatever direction we reflect upon it. Not only is this Being, immobile in its eternal identity, accessible to reason alone, not to the senses; it seems also to be the only reality that reason has access to: Being and the thought that grasps it are yoked together in such a way that in a sense they are one and the same.

Although the objects of our senses, the world of experience, are only names, not what truly is, nevertheless Parmenides permits himself to make observations about cosmological matters. This, some commentators have remarked, is not quite in keeping with his metaphysics, from which reflections upon what only seems, but is not in the true sense, should be eliminated. But Parmenides’ significance for European thought does not depend on these few rather obscure sentences about astronomy. What makes him important is his attempt – perhaps a desperate attempt – to express something that probably cannot be expressed, namely what it means to say that something ‘is’ rather than ‘seems’; that it simply is, without restriction or qualification. Being can neither shrink nor increase; it is also inevitably, inexorably turned inwards on itself. But there is no hint in Parmenides that this Being might be God, for there is nothing personal about it; there is perfection, but it is a perfection that arises from an absolute, secure immutability. Like the poet and philosopher Xenophanes of Colophon, some fifty or sixty years older than Parmenides and possibly his teacher, Parmenides rejected the traditional Greek mythology, the gods of Hesiod and Homer. It was Xenophanes who said, famously, that if oxen, horses and lions could draw, they would draw their gods in the form of oxen, horses and lions.

It is hard to grasp the process whereby our reason penetrates what is, but we can try to reconstruct it hypothetically. If the world of our experience does not really exist, if it is just an illusion, like the ‘maya’ of ancient Vedic philosophy – an illusion of multiplicity which hides true Being – then surely this world, the world of all our perceptions and imaginings, cannot at the same time be Everything – everything that is; for then we would be forced to embrace the absurd conclusion that nothing exists. Since such a conclusion is unacceptable, and indeed probably incomprehensible, we are compelled to admit that what really is is radically different from all that our eyes see, our ears hear, and our hands touch; that this true Being, which can be neither seen nor heard, and is not subject to death or change, nevertheless is in the most primary, the most real sense. And since we can neither see nor sense it, but are compelled to infer its presence, it must, clearly, make its presence known to our rational thought – our reason.

Granted this, we still do not know how our reason can make contact with this perfect unity of Being. But the phrase ‘make contact with’ is probably unsuitable: reason simply comes to know it by the compelling force of logical movement. More importantly, however, we also know nothing about the relation between the One and multiplicity – the objects of our perceptions. Is it possible to grasp how true Being, immutable and closed in upon itself, could create an infinite multiplicity of changeable and impermanent things? How could it do this without going beyond itself? And without losing anything of its immutability? This question arises not just in response to Parmenides (who does not address it explicitly in the fragments of his writings that have survived); it crops up, with disturbing insistence, throughout Christian theology. We also cannot say that Being is what is beyond appearances, for the very word ‘beyond’ refers to a certain spatial relation, but in this case of course no spatial relation can obtain. Similarly, and for the same reason, we cannot say that appearances ‘veil’ or ‘hide’ Being from us. Any attempt to describe this situation must be metaphorical at best, and the metaphors we must resort to cannot be translated into non-metaphorical language (in the way that we can, for instance, translate the sentence, ‘He shut himself up in an ivory tower’ into non-metaphorical language); they must remain metaphors, indecipherable, and we can never be certain that we have understood them correctly. The very word ‘appearances’ also gives rise to doubt, for it seems to suggest that an appearance is an appearance of something – something that itself is not an appearance. Perhaps (and this is a subject on which Bergson had much to say) it is just that our language is forced to labour under the weight of our spatial imagination and finds it hard to break free of this habit. Scholars have debated whether this world of appearances is real on some level – even the very lowest, even just a relative one – but according to Parmenides, being is indivisible and cannot have levels of existence: something either is or is not, there is nothing in between. And Being is everything it can be.

Parmenides’ metaphysics perhaps achieved clearer and more consistent form in the writings of his follower Zeno of Elea, who left to posterity arguments (transmitted mostly by Aristotle) intended to demonstrate that motion and multiplicity are impossible. These arguments were by no means intended as jokes or as logical exercises. Proofs of the impossibility of motion had been discussed for centuries, and they were connected to the problem of the infinite divisibility of space and time. The Cynic Diogenes of Sinope is alleged to have refuted them by taking a stroll. This was not, however, considered a crushing and definitive refutation.

But what (someone might object) is all this for? What good is all this idle speculation about unfathomable Being and the unity that hides behind multiplicity? It won’t (they might say) keep you warm or put food on the table. But this would be a very silly objection. Certainly, it won’t keep you warm or put food on the table. But the same can be said of vast tracts of culture. Yet in spite of this people have gone on asking such questions for centuries, undeterred by the thought of their (real or imagined) purposelessness. Why was this? Were they all just very stupid? No; they wanted to put into words something that our minds invariably encounter whenever they can snatch a moment of leisure from considerations of dinner and warmth, when they – these minds of ours – are mysteriously drawn to the peculiar question of Everything. And the question of Everything – the question of what is real – is the very question we have been discussing; Parmenides’ concern can surely without distortion be rephrased in this way. We could concoct some definition of reality that might, on the face of it, be coherent and might, on the face of it, assuage our curiosity, but an arbitrary definition is not what we want; we want to know why the question of ‘what is really real’ still fascinates and bothers us.

But we have to admit that, although it strikes some sort of intuitive chord in us, it is hard to reformulate in such a way as to avoid the risk of a vicious circle. We can ask, for instance, whether our dreams or hallucinations are real. Someone might reply that these are events which really occur, so yes, they are real. Someone else might say that they are not, because they only occur for me, not in the collective consciousness. Are we to say, then, that only those things are real which are accessible to the collective consciousness? Or perhaps we should rather say that all such things are real, not only such things? Let us consider for a moment what consequences follow if we accept such a premise. Am I real? Are you real? According to what rules do some say that God is real while others deny it? Both have their rules, but how can we know if they are sound? How is it that this curious intuition, encountered in ancient religions and in philosophy – the intuition that the world of our experience is not real – could strike people as true? It does not strike you as true? You think it is patent nonsense? Devote an hour to thinking about it, just the same. This is the question that Parmenides and his goddess suggest to us.
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Change, Conflict and Harmony: How does the cosmos work?

HERACLITUS OF EPHESUS

c. 540–480 BC
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Heraclitus was sometimes called ‘the weeping philosopher’, possibly because he often lamented human stupidity. He was also called ‘obscure’, and indeed his style was, like the Sibylline oracle, murky, ambiguous and full of riddles. The fragments of his work cited by later writers tend to be aphorisms, some of them now popular and widely recognized, like the maxim ‘everything flows’ (or ‘everything is in flux’) or ‘you cannot step into the same river twice’.

Sayings of this kind have contributed to Heraclitus’ image as an exponent of eternal change and impermanence. The image fits, but only up to a point. He did talk of eternal change, but he never said, like his follower Cratylus, that we can never step into the same river twice because it is constantly flowing around us; nor did he ever say that, since nothing is permanent, we should not speak but rather communicate by gestures, for knowledge is impossible. From the obvious fact that everything changes (though at varying rates) it by no means follows, according to Heraclitus, that the things we see are illusions; for although, as he said, ‘eyes and ears are bad witnesses’ (though eyes are better than ears), and although only God knows everything, nevertheless we too – or at least a few elect among us, not the common people – can have access to wisdom. And wisdom is understanding Logos. In Heraclitus’ case, this word of many meanings is usually translated as ‘measure’ or ‘order’ – an arrangement of things thanks to which the world, in spite of its mutability, is an ordered unity. Three elements – earth, fire and the sea – mingle and mutate into each other; fire is the primary element and the most active reality, although it does not seem to be the universal substance of which all matter is constituted.

But constant change – the continuous shifting of qualities into other qualities – is not chaos; there is proportion and equilibrium in the changing. In everything we can see a play of opposites, without which the world would collapse. There are simple ones like the beginning and end of a circle, both of which can be at any point on the circle. Others consist in the gradual change of something into something else, like the change from hot to cold. Others still produce tension, the kind we produce when we shoot an arrow from a bow. We also see the interplay of opposites in the fact that the same things operate differently in different creatures: sea-water is good for fish but bad for men, and so on. We may suppose that another of Heraclitus’ famous aphorisms, ‘the road uphill and down is one and the same’, is also about how opposites mutate into one another. Heraclitus expresses this most clearly in his saying that war is the father and the king of everything; ‘war’ here seems to mean the conflict of opposite forces in nature.

Many of Heraclitus’ maxims may seem like platitudes, some simply because they are so well known and instantly recognizable in their succinctness, others because they seem to be saying something utterly obvious. But Heraclitus’ strength lies not just in his rhetorical talent and knack for the succinct phrase. He passed on to future generations a belief in the order of the world, an order that can be hidden or partly hidden (for nature has a tendency to hide, and an invisible harmony is stronger than a visible one) and to whose force everything is subject. The phrase ‘law of nature’ does not yet appear, but Heraclitus talks of the ‘Cosmos’ – a universe that is ordered, but exists in constant motion and conflicts of opposites. This order was not created by any divine or human hand; it always was and always will be. We can see that Heraclitus’ way of thinking about the world is the opposite of Parmenides’: multiplicity and conflict are what is real; tension and motion are real, and our knowledge of them is real too. There is no mysterious unity to be sought, immobile, incomprehensible and alien to life; motion and change are not veils of illusion. There are some who think that Plato’s Theory of Forms – immutable entities which are contrasted with the multiplicity of impermanent particular things – was elaborated as a response to the Heraclitean world; it is a response that is different from Parmenides’, but it, too, is the response of a seeker after the immutable.

Is God immutable, or gods? Heraclitus sometimes uses the word ‘god’ in the singular, but it would be rash to attribute to him belief in a single God who would be recognizably the same as the divine being of the monotheistic religions. God is night and day, winter and summer, war and peace, hunger and satiety. Is God, then, simply everything that exists, in all its multiplicity? But in that case the word ‘God’ would be misleading and unnecessary, for a belief in God’s existence would add nothing to the universe we know. We lack the key that would unlock the riddle of how Heraclitus’ ‘god’ relates to Cosmos and to Logos. We know that Heraclitus had only contempt for popular religiosity and superstition, like praying to images; and he did not really believe in the ‘truth’ that people thought they could obtain from the Orphic or Dionysian mysteries. But we may surely take it that the word ‘god’ is not there merely as a literary ornament.

It is also hard to tease out from Heraclitus’ words any coherent theory of the human soul. We know that the soul is unfathomable and its limits immeasurable. We also know that the best and wisest kind of soul is a dry one. What a dry soul is we do not know, except that a drunk man makes his soul wet. But a dry soul is not simply the soul of a man who is sober; presumably it is the soul of someone who is in control of himself and his emotions, thinks rationally and is not swayed by passions. The soul is made of fire, and when fire changes into water, the soul is lost, or dies; but it seems safe to assume, by extrapolation, that after another such change it returns and is found again. The better souls do not die with the body; and souls that die in war are purer than those that die as a result of sickness.

Aristotle took a dim view of Heraclitus’ philosophy because he thought it denied the law of non-contradiction – the basis of rational thought. But when Heraclitus said that the same thing could both be and not be, what he meant was surely not that we may make logically contradictory statements, but only that in the eternal, necessary and Logos-directed process of change, different qualities may gradually be transformed into their opposites, and in that transformation something can appear to be both such and not-such at the same time.

Let us end by asking, in spite of the murkiness and ambiguity of this obscure philosopher, a question that, if we knew the answer, would explain the whole of his metaphysics and his cosmology: whether some divine design can be discerned behind these eternal changes, behind the all-consuming war of things in eternal conflict, a design that not only encompasses the Cosmos but also gives it participation in good and evil. Do such attributes have any place in the Heraclitean world?

We may look for a hypothetical answer in one sentence which perhaps more than any other encompasses this whole opaque world. It is a sentence quoted by the Neoplatonist Porphyrius and it says, ‘For God everything is beautiful, good and just.’ What can this mean except that, if the world is so for God, then it really is so: beautiful, good and just?

This, then, is the question that arises when we reflect upon the Heraclitean Cosmos: can we make the same statement about the Christian God? Can someone who has faith in God in the Christian sense describe the divine view of the world in the same way? God knows all the evil that is in His human subjects, He knows the ugliness and injustice of what they do; what would it mean, then, to say that in His eyes everything is beautiful, good and just? For these purposes we need not worry about the theological conundrum about God and evil: if God is everything and encompasses everything, and knows everything without ever going beyond Himself, how could He know evil and injustice without thereby Himself becoming evil and unjust? Let us set this problem aside and content ourselves with construing God’s omnipotence in the ordinary way. What would it mean to say that in God’s eyes – in other words, in reality – everything is beautiful, good and just? And what can it mean when Heraclitus says it (for he gives no explanation)?

And if we do not reject it as obscure nonsense, does it make sense to attribute such a view of the world to the God of Christianity? Could such an idea, which flies in the face of common sense, have a place in Christian belief? That is the question.
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