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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

hy should one study the history of philosophy? There are many reasons, but
Wthey fall into two groups: philosophical and historical. We may study the
great dead philosophers in order to seek illumination upon themes of our own
philosophical inquiry. Or we may wish to understand the people and societies of
the past, and read their philosophy to grasp the conceptual climate in which they
thought and acted. We may read the philosophers of other ages to help to resolve
philosophical problems of abiding concern, or to enter more fully into the
intellectual world of a bygone era.

A historian of philosophy should make clear which of these two tasks he is
addressing. In this introduction I shall outline the nature of my own project, but
first there are many further distinctions to be made. The word ‘philosophy’ means
different things in different mouths. Correspondingly, ‘the history of philosophy’
also has many meanings. What it means depends on what the particular historian
regards as being essential to philosophy. This was true of Aristotle, who was
philosophy’s first historian, and it was true of Hegel, who hoped he would be its
last. The two of them had rather different views of the nature of philosophy.

Both of them, however, studied its history for philosophical rather than
historical reasons. Moreover, they shared a particular view of philosophical
progress, in which the problems that define the philosophical enterprise are
seen and understood ever more clearly, and in which their answers become
more and more apparent. Aristotle in the first book of his Metaphysics, and
Hegel in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy saw the teachings of the earlier
philosophers they recorded as halting steps in the direction of a vision they were
themselves to expound.

Only someone with supreme self-confidence as a philosopher could write its
history in such a way. The temptation for most philosopher historians is to see
philosophy not as culminating in their own work, but rather as a gradual progress
to whatever philosophical system is currently in fashion. But this temptation
should be resisted. There is no force that guarantees philosophical progress in any
particular direction.

Indeed, it can be called into question whether philosophy makes any progress at
all. The major philosophical problems, some say, are all still being debated after
centuries of discussion, and are no nearer to any definitive resolution. In the
twentieth century the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote:

You always hear people say that philosophy makes no progress and that the same
philosophical problems which were already preoccupying the Greeks are still troubling
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us today. But people who say that do not understand the reason why it has to be so. The
reason is that our language has remained the same and always introduces us to the same
questions. . .. I read ‘philosophers are no nearer to the meaning of “reality” than Plato got’.
What an extraordinary thing! How remarkable that Plato could get so far! Or that we have
not been able to get any further! Was it because Plato was so clever? (MS 213/424)

The difference between what we might call the Aristotelian and the Wittgenstei-
nian attitude to progress in philosophy derives from two different views of
philosophy itself. Philosophy may be viewed as a science, on the one hand, or as
an art, on the other. Philosophy is, indeed, uniquely difficult to classify, and
resembles both the arts and the sciences.

On the one hand, philosophy seems to be like a science in that the philosopher
is in pursuit of truth. Discoveries, it seems, are made in philosophy, and so the
philosopher like the scientist has the excitement of belonging to an ongoing,
cooperative, cumulative intellectual venture. If so, the philosopher must be
familiar with current writing, and keep abreast of the state of the art. On this
view, we twenty-first-century philosophers have an advantage over earlier practi-
tioners of the discipline. We stand, no doubt, on the shoulders of other and greater
philosophers, but we do stand above them. We have superannuated Plato and
Kant.

On the other hand, in the arts, classic works do not date. If we want to learn
physics or chemistry, as opposed to their history, we do not nowadays read
Newton or Faraday. But we read the literature of Homer and Shakespeare not
merely to learn about the quaint things that passed through people’s minds in far-
off days of long ago. Surely, it may well be argued, the same is true of philosophy.
It is not merely in a spirit of antiquarian curiosity that we read Aristotle today.
Philosophy is essentially the work of individual genius, and Kant does not
supersede Plato any more than Shakespeare supersedes Homer.

There is truth in each of these accounts, but neither is wholly true and neither
contains the whole truth. Philosophy is not a science, and there is no state of the
art in philosophy. Philosophy is not a matter of expanding knowledge, of acquir-
ing new truths about the world; the philosopher is not in possession of informa-
tion that is denied to others. Philosophy is not a matter of knowledge; it is a matter
of understanding, that is to say, of organizing what is known. But because
philosophy is all-embracing, so universal in its field, the organization of knowledge
that it demands is something so difficult that only genius can do it. For those of us
who are not geniuses, the only way in which we can hope to come to grips with
philosophy is by reaching up to the mind of some great philosopher of the past.

Though philosophy is not a science, throughout its history it has had an
intimate relation to the sciences. Many disciplines that in antiquity and in the
Middle Ages were part of philosophy have long since become independent
sciences. A discipline remains philosophical as long as its concepts are unclarified
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and its methods are controversial. Perhaps no scientific concepts are ever fully
clarified, and no scientific methods are ever totally uncontroversial; if so, there is
always a philosophical element left in every science. But once problems can be
unproblematically stated, when concepts are uncontroversially standardized, and
where a consensus emerges for the methodology of solution, then we have a
science setting up home independently, rather than a branch of philosophy.

Philosophy, once called the queen of the sciences, and once called their
handmaid, is perhaps better thought of as the womb, or the midwife, of the
sciences. But in fact sciences emerge from philosophy not so much by parturition
as by fission. Two examples, out of many, may serve to illustrate this.

In the seventeenth century philosophers were much exercised by the problem
of which of our ideas are innate and which are acquired. This problem split into
two problems, one psychological (what do we owe to heredity and what do we
owe to environment?) and one epistemological (how much of our knowledge
depends on experience and how much is independent of it?). The first question
was handed over to psychology; the second question remained philosophical. But
the second question itself split into a number of questions, one of which was ‘is
mathematics merely an extension of logic, or is it an independent body of truth?
This was given a precise answer by the work of logicians and mathematicians in the
twentieth century. The answer was not philosophical, but mathematical. So here
we had an initial, confused, philosophical question that ramified in two direc-
tions—towards psychology and towards mathematics—Ileaving in the middle a
philosophical residue that remains to be churned over, concerning the nature of
mathematical propositions.

An earlier example is more complicated. A branch of philosophy given an
honoured place by Aristotle is ‘theology’. When we read what he says of it today, it
seems to us a mixture of astronomy and philosophy of religion. Christian and
Muslim Aristotelians added to it elements drawn from the teaching of their sacred
books. It was when St Thomas Aquinas, in the thirteenth century, drew a sharp
distinction between natural and revealed theology that the first important fission
took place, removing from the philosophical agenda the appeals to revelation. It
took rather longer for the astronomy and the natural theology to separate out
from each other. This example shows that what may be sloughed oft by philoso-
phy need not be science but may be a humanistic discipline such as biblical studies.
It shows also that the history of philosophy contains examples of fusion as well as
of fission.

Philosophy resembles the arts in having a significant relation to a canon. A
philosopher situates the problems to be addressed by reference to a series of
classical texts. Because it has no specific subject matter, but only characteristic
methods, philosophy is defined as a discipline by the activities of its great practi-
tioners. The earliest people whom we recognize as philosophers, the pre-Socratics,
were also scientists, and several of them were also religious leaders. They did not

Xi
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yet think of themselves as belonging to a common profession, the one with which
we claim continuity. It was Plato who in his writings first used the word ‘philoso-
phy’ in a sense close to our own. Those of us who call ourselves philosophers
today can genuinely claim to be the heirs of Plato and Aristotle. But we are only a
small subset of their heirs. What distinguishes us from their other heirs, and what
entitles us to inherit their name, is that—unlike the physicists, the astronomers,
the medics, the linguists, and so on—we philosophers pursue the goals of Plato
and Aristotle only by the same methods as were already available to them.

If philosophy lies somewhere between the sciences and the arts, what is the
answer to the question ‘is there progress in philosophy?’

There are those who think that the major task of philosophy is to cure us of
intellectual confusion. On this, modest, view of the philosopher’s role, the tasks to
be addressed differ across history, since each period needs a different form of
therapy. The knots into which the undisciplined mind ties itself differ from age to
age, and different mental motions are necessary to untie the knots. A prevalent
malady of our own age, for instance, is the temptation to think of the mind as a
computer, whereas earlier ages were tempted to think of it as a telephone
exchange, a pedal organ, a homunculus, or a spirit. Maladies of earlier ages may
be dormant, such as the belief that the stars are living beings; or they may return,
such as the belief that the stars enable one to predict human behaviour.

The therapeutic view of philosophy, however, may seem to allow only for
variation over time, not for genuine progress. But that is not necessarily true. A
confusion of thought may be so satisfactorily cleared up by a philosopher that it
no longer offers temptation to the unwary thinker. One such example will be
considered at length in the first part of this history. Parmenides, the founder of the
discipline of ontology (the science of being), based much of his system on a
systematic confusion between different senses of the verb ‘to be’. Plato, in one of
his dialogues, sorted out the issues so successfully that there has never again been
an excuse for mixing them up: indeed, it now takes a great effort of philosophical
imagination to work out exactly what led Parmenides into confusion in the
first place.

Progress of this kind is often concealed by its very success: once a philosophical
problem is resolved, no one regards it as any more a matter of philosophy. It is like
treason in the epigram: ‘Treason doth never prosper, what's the reason? | For if it
prosper, none dare call it treason.’

The most visible form of philosophical progress is progress in philosophical
analysis. Philosophy does not progress by making regular additions to a quantum
of information; as has been said, what philosophy offers is not information but
understanding. Contemporary philosophers, of course, know some things that
the greatest philosophers of the past did not know; but the things they know are
not philosophical matters but the truths that have been discovered by the sciences
begotten of philosophy. But there are also some things that philosophers of the

Xii
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present day understand that even the greatest philosophers of earlier generations
failed to understand. For instance, philosophers clarify language by distinguishing
between different senses of words; and, once a distinction has been made, future
philosophers have to take account of it in their deliberations.

Take, as an example, the issue of free will. At a certain point in the history of
philosophy a distinction was made between two kinds of human freedom: liberty
of indifference (ability to do otherwise) and liberty of spontaneity (ability to do
what you want). Once this distinction has been made the question ‘Do human
beings enjoy freedom of the will? has to be answered in a way that takes account
of the distinction. Even someone who believes that the two kinds of liberty in fact
coincide has to provide arguments to show this; he cannot simply ignore the
distinction and hope to be taken seriously on the topic.

It is unsurprising, given the relationship of philosophy to a canon, that one
notable feature of philosophical progress consists in coming to terms with, and
interpreting, the thoughts of the great philosophers of the past. The great works of
the past do not lose their importance in philosophy—but their intellectual
contributions are not static. Each age interprets and applies philosophical classics
to its own problems and aspirations. This is, in recent years, most visible in the field
of ethics. The ethical works of Plato and Aristotle are as influential in moral
thinking today as the works of any twentieth-century moralists—this is easily
verified by taking any citation index—but they are being interpreted and applied
in ways quite different from the ways in which they were used in the past. These
new interpretations and applications do effect a genuine advance in our under-
standing of Plato and Aristotle, but of course it is understanding of quite a different
kind from that which is given by a new study of the chronology of Plato’s early
dialogues, or a stylometric comparison between Aristotle’s various ethical works.
The new light we receive resembles rather the enhanced appreciation of Shake-
speare we may get by seeing a new and intelligent production of King Lear.

The historian of philosophy, whether primarily interested in philosophy or
primarily interested in history, cannot help being both a philosopher and a
historian. A historian of painting does not have to be a painter, a historian of
medicine does not, qua historian, practise medicine. But a historian of philosophy
cannot help doing philosophy in the very writing of history. It is not just that
someone who knows no philosophy will be a bad historian of philosophy; it is
equally true that someone who has no idea how to cook will be a bad historian of
cookery. The link between philosophy and its history is a far closer one. The
historical task itself forces historians of philosophy to paraphrase their subjects’
opinions, to offer reasons why past thinkers held the opinions they did, to
speculate on the premises left tacit in their arguments, and to evaluate the
coherence and cogency of the inferences they drew. But the supplying of reasons
for philosophical conclusions, the detection of hidden premises in philosophical
arguments, and the logical evaluation of philosophical inferences are themselves
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full-blooded philosophical activities. Consequently any serious history of philoso-
phy must itself be an exercise in philosophy as well as in history.

On the other hand, the historian of philosophy must also have a knowledge of
the historical context in which past philosophers wrote their works. When we
explain historical actions, we ask for the agent’s reasons; if we find a good reason,
we think we have understood his action. If we conclude he did not have good
reason, even in his own terms, we have to find different, more complicated
explanations. What is true of action is true of taking a philosophical view. If the
philosophical historian finds a good reason for a past philosopher’s doctrines, his
task is done. But if he concludes that the past philosopher had no good reason, he
has a further and much more difficult task, of explaining the doctrine in terms of
the context in which it appeared—social, perhaps, as well as intellectual.!

History and philosophy are closely linked even in the first-hand quest for
original philosophical enlightenment. In modern times this has been illustrated
most brilliantly by Gottlob Frege’s Grundlagen der Arithmetik. Almost half of Frege’s
book is devoted to discussing and refuting the views of other philosophers and
mathematicians. While he is discussing the opinions of others, he ensures that
some of his own insights are artfully insinuated, and this makes easier the eventual
presentation of his own theory. But the main purpose of his lengthy historical
polemic is to convince readers of the seriousness of the problems to which he will
later offer solutions. Without this preamble, he says, we would lack the first
prerequisite for learning anything: knowledge of our own ignorance.

Most histories of philosophy, in this age of specialization, are the work of many
hands, specialists in different fields and periods. In inviting me to write, single-
handed, a history of philosophy from Thales to Derrida, Oxford University Press
gave expression to the belief that there is something to be gained by presenting the
development of philosophy from a single viewpoint, linking ancient, medieval,
early modern, and contemporary philosophy into a single narrative concerned
with connected themes. The work originally appeared in four separate volumes.
The first, published in 2004, covered the centuries from the beginning of philoso-
phy up to the conversion of St Augustine in ap 387. The second, published in 2005,
took the story from Augustine up to the Lateran Council of 1512. The third,
published in 2006, ended with the death of Hegel in 1831. The final volume, which
appeared in 2007, brought the narrative up to the final years of the second
millennium. Now the whole history appears within a single binding, in four
parts corresponding to the original four volumes.

The history of philosophy presented here is designed in a way that is intended to
take account of the insights I have tried to express in this introduction. It is not
based on any Whiggish notion that the current state of philosophy represents the

' The magnitude of this task was well brought out by Michael Frede in the introduction to
his Essays in Ancient Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987).
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highest point of philosophical endeavour up to the present. On the contrary, its
primary assumption is that in many respects the philosophy of the great dead
philosophers has not dated, and that even today one may gain great illumination
by a careful reading of the great works that we have been privileged to inherit.

The kernel of any kind of history of philosophy is exegesis: the close reading and
interpretation of philosophical texts. Exegesis may be of two kinds, internal or
external. In internal exegesis the interpreter tries to make the text coherent and
consistent, employing the principle of charity in interpretation. In external
exegesis the interpreter seeks to bring out the significance of the text by comparing
it and contrasting it with other texts.

Exegesis is the common basis of the two quite different historical endeavours
that I described at the beginning of this introduction. In one, which we may call
historical philosophy, the aim is to reach philosophical truth, or philosophical
understanding, about the matter or issue under discussion in the text. Typically,
historical philosophy looks for the reasons behind, or the justification for, the
statements made in the text under study. In the other endeavour, the history of
ideas, the aim is not to reach the truth about the matter in hand, but to reach the
understanding of a person or an age or a historical succession. Typically, the
historian of ideas looks not for the reasons so much as the sources, or causes, or
motives, for saying what is said in the target text.

Both of these disciplines base themselves on exegesis, but, of the two, the history
of ideas is the one most closely bound up with the accuracy and sensitivity of the
reading of the text. It is possible to be a good philosopher while being a poor exegete.
At the beginning of his Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein offers a discussion of St
Augustine’s theory of language. What he writes is very dubious exegesis; but this
does not weaken the force of his philosophical criticism of the ‘Augustinian’ theory
of language. But Wittgenstein did not really think of himself as engaged in
historical philosophy, any more than he thought of himself as engaged in the
historiography of ideas. The invocation of the great Augustine as the author of the
mistaken theory is merely to indicate that the error is one that is worth attacking.

In different histories of philosophy, the skills of the historian and those of the
philosopher are exercised in different proportions. The due proportion varies in
accordance with the purpose of the work and the field of philosophy in question.
The pursuit of historical understanding and the pursuit of philosophical enlight-
enment are both legitimate approaches to the history of philosophy, but both have
their dangers. Historians who study the history of thought without being them-
selves involved in the philosophical problems that exercised past philosophers are
likely to sin by superficiality. Philosophers who read ancient, medieval, or early
modern texts without a knowledge of the historical context in which they were
written are likely to sin by anachronism.

Each of these errors can nullify the purpose of the enterprise. The historian
who is unconcerned by the philosophical problems that troubled past writers has
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not really understood how they themselves conducted their thinking. The
philosopher who ignores the historical background of past classics will gain no
fresh light on the issues that concern us today, but merely present contemporary
prejudices in fancy dress.

The two dangers threaten in different proportions in different areas of the
history of philosophy. In the area of metaphysics it is superficiality that is most to
be guarded against. To someone without a personal interest in fundamental
philosophical problems the systems of the great thinkers of the past will seem
only quaint lunacy. In political philosophy, anachronism is the greater danger.
When we read Plato’s or Aristotle’s criticisms of democracy, we will not make head
or tail of them unless we know something about the institutions of ancient
Athens. In between metaphysics and political philosophy stand ethics and phil-
osophy of mind: here, both dangers threaten with roughly equal force.

In this narrative I have attempted to be both a philosophical historian and a
historical philosopher. Multi-authored histories are sometimes structured chrono-
logically and sometimes structured thematically. I have combined both ap-
proaches, offering in each part first a chronological survey, and then a thematic
treatment of particular philosophical topics of abiding importance. The reader
whose primary interest is historical will focus on the chronological survey,
referring where necessary to the thematic sections for amplification. The reader
who is more concerned with the philosophical issues will concentrate rather on
the thematic sections, referring back to the chronological surveys to place par-
ticular issues in context.

I should make clear at the outset that in the case of many of my historical
subjects I write of necessity as an amateur rather than as an expert. In an age when
the academic study of past philosophers has expanded exponentially, no one
person can read more than a fraction of the vast secondary literature that has
proliferated in recent years around every one of the thinkers discussed in this
volume. I have myself contributed to the scholarly discussion of several of the
great philosophers of the past, in particular Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Descartes,
Frege, and Wittgenstein, and I have published monographs on some of the subjects
covered by my thematic chapters, such as the philosophy of mind and the
philosophy of religion. But in compiling the bibliographies for the earlier parts I
was made aware how vast was the extent of material I have not read in comparison
with the amount that I am familiar with.

Any single author who attempts to cover the entire history of philosophy is
quickly made aware that in matters of detail he is at an enormous disadvantage in
comparison with the scholars who have made individual philosophers their field
of expertise. By compensation, a history written by a single hand may be able to
emphasize features of the history of philosophy that are less obvious in the works
of committees of specialists, just as an aerial photograph may bring out features of
a landscape that are almost invisible to those close to the ground.
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The audience I have in mind is at the level of second- or third-year under-
graduate study. I realize, however, that many of those interested in the history of
philosophy may themselves be enrolled in courses that are not primarily philo-
sophical. Accordingly I have done my best not to assume a familiarity with
contemporary philosophical techniques or terminology. I hope also to have
written in a manner clear and light-hearted enough for the book to be enjoyed
by those who read it not for curricular purposes but for their own information
and entertainment.
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INTRODUCTION TO PART ONE

ot only ancient philosophy, but philosophy’s whole history, is dominated by
Plato and Aristotle. No later philosopher, ancient, medieval or modern, has
surpassed the genius of these two colossi.

It is not too much to say that Plato invented the subject of philosophy. To be
sure, he was preceded by hardy speculators such as Pythagoras, impressive gurus
like Heraclitus, and eccentric geniuses like Parmenides. But what these men
presented were philosophical problems rather than philosophical insights. It was
Plato who formulated the methods for their solution. He had to invent, from
whole cloth, the basic technical concepts that have been the tools of philosophy
ever since. Of course, he acknowledged an enormous debt to his teacher Socrates,
in whose mouth he places many of his own original ideas. But, as Socrates himself
left no writings, the man who has ever since been revered as the patron saint of
philosophy is the Socrates of Plato.

If Plato can be said to have invented philosophy, Aristotle can claim to be the
founder of science. Like Plato, he had predecessors of great distinction, such as the
evolutionist Empedocles and the atomist Democritus. But Aristotle, besides being
himself a distinguished logician and biologist, was the first to identify and classify
different scientific disciplines, and the first to create a research institute for
empirical inquiry.

But if Plato and Aristotle deserve a central place in the history of ancient
philosophy, scholars in recent decades have shown that there is much to be learnt
from their successors in late antiquity, such as the Stoics and Epicureans during
the Hellenistic period, and the Neoplatonists in the latter days of imperial Rome.
The writings of the first great Christian philosopher, St Augustine of Hippo, was
the channel through which Platonic ideas travelled to the Middle Ages, and the
date of his conversion, which terminates the present part, provides a hinge
between the ancient and the medieval world.

In accordance with the strategy outlined in the general introduction I offer in
the first section of this part a conventional chronological tour from Pythagoras to
Augustine, and in the second section a more detailed treatment of topics where I
believe we have still much to learn from our predecessors in classical Greece and
imperial Rome. The topics of these thematic sections have been chosen partly with
an eye to the development of the same themes in the parts that are yet to come.



Beginnings:
From Pythagoras to Plato

he history of philosophy does not begin with Aristotle, but the historiography
T of philosophy does. Aristotle was the first philosopher who systematically
studied, recorded, and criticized the work of previous philosophers. In the first
book of the Metaphysics he summarizes the teachings of his predecessors, from his
distant intellectual ancestors Pythagoras and Thales up to Plato, his teacher for
twenty years. To this day he is one of the most copious, and most reliable, sources of
our information about philosophy in its infancy.

The Four Causes

Aristotle offers a classification of the earliest Greek philosophers in accordance
with the structure of his system of the four causes. Scientific inquiry, he believed,
was above all inquiry into the causes of things; and there were four different kinds
of cause: the material cause, the efficient cause, the formal cause, and the final
cause. To give a crude illustration of what he had in mind: when Alfredo cooks a
risotto, the material causes of the risotto are the ingredients that go into it, the
efficient cause is the chef himself, the recipe is the formal cause, and the satisfac-
tion of the clients of his restaurant is the final cause. Aristotle believed that a
scientific understanding of the universe demanded an inquiry into the operation
in the world of causes of each of these kinds (Metaph. A 3. 983°24-"17).

Early philosophers on the Greek coast of Asia Minor concentrated on the
material cause: they sought the basic ingredients of the world we live in. Thales
and his successors posed the following question: At a fundamental level is the
world made out of water, or air, or fire, or earth, or a combination of some or all of
these? (Metaph. A 3. 983‘720454“16). Even if we have an answer to this question,
Aristotle thought, that is clearly not enough to satisfy our scientific curiosity. The
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ingredients of a dish do not put themselves together: there needs to be an agent
operating upon them, by cutting, mixing, stirring, heating, or the like. Some of
these early philosophers, Aristotle tells us, were aware of this and offered conjec-
tures about the agents of change and development in the world. Sometimes it
would be one of the ingredients themselves—fire was perhaps the most promising
suggestion, as being the least torpid of the elements. More often it would be some
agent, or pair of agents, both more abstract and more picturesque, such as Love or
Desire or Strife, or the Good and the Bad (Metaph. A 3-4. 9841’8—31).

Meanwhile in Italy

again according to Aristotle—there were, around Pythagoras,
mathematically inclined philosophers whose inquiries took quite a different course.
A recipe, besides naming ingredients, will contain a lot of numbers: so many grams
of this, so many litres of that. The Pythagoreans were more interested in the
numbers in the world’s recipe than in the ingredients themselves. They supposed,
Aristotle says, that the elements of numbers were the elements of all things, and
the whole of the heavens was a musical scale. They were inspired in their quest by
their discovery that the relationship between the notes of the scale played on a lyre
corresponded to different numerical ratios between the lengths of the strings. They
then generalized this idea that qualitative differences might be the upshot of
numerical differences. Their inquiry, in Aristotle’s terms, was an inquiry into the
formal causes of the universe (Metaph. A 5. 985°23-986"2).

Coming to his immediate predecessors, Aristotle says that Socrates preferred to
concentrate on ethics rather than study the world of nature, while Plato in his
philosophical theory combined the approaches of the schools of both Thales and
Pythagoras. But Plato’s Theory of Ideas, while being the most comprehensive
scientific system yet devised, seemed to Aristotle—for reasons that he summarizes
here and develops in a number of his treatises—to be unsatisfactory on several
grounds. There were so many things to explain, and the Ideas just added new
items calling for explanation: they did not provide a solution, they added to the
problem (Metaph. A 5. 990°1 fF.).

Most dissertations that begin with literature searches seek to show that all work
hitherto has left a gap that will now be filled by the author’s original research.
Aristotle’s Metaphysics is no exception. His not too hidden agenda is to show how
previous philosophers neglected the remaining member of the quartet of causes:
the final cause, which was to play a most significant role in his own philosophy of
nature (Metaph. A 5. 9881‘6715). The earliest philosophy, he concluded, is, on
all subjects, full of babble, since in its beginnings it is but an infant (Metaph. A 5.
993415-17).

A philosopher of the present day, reading the surviving fragments of the earliest
Greek thinkers, is impressed not so much by the questions they were asking, as by
the methods they used to answer them. After all, the book of Genesis offers us
answers to the four causal questions set by Aristotle. If we ask for the origin of the
first human being, for instance, we are told that the efficient cause was God, that
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the material cause was the dust of the earth, that the formal cause was the image
and likeness of God, and that the final cause was for man to have dominion over
the fish of the sea, the fowl of the air, and every living thing on earth. Yet Genesis
is not a work of philosophy.

On the other hand, Pythagoras is best known not for answering any of the
Aristotelian questions, but for proving the theorem that the square on the
hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle is equal in area to the sum of the squares
on the other two sides. Thales, again, was believed by later Greeks to have been the
first person to make an accurate prediction of an eclipse, in the year 585 sc. These
are surely achievements in geometry and astronomy, not philosophy.

The fact is that the distinction between religion, science, and philosophy was not
as clear as it became in later centuries. The works of Aristotle and his master Plato
provide a paradigm of philosophy for every age, and to this day anyone using the
title “philosopher’ is claiming to be one of their heirs. Writers in twenty-first-century
philosophy journals can be seen to be using the same techniques of conceptual
analysis, and often to be repeating or refuting the same theoretical arguments, as are
to be found in the writings of Plato and Aristotle. But in those writings there is
much else that would not nowadays be thought of as philosophical discussion.
From the sixth century Bc onwards elements of religion, science, and philosophy
ferment together in a single cultural cauldron. From our distance in time philoso-
phers, scientists, and theologians can all look back to these early thinkers as their
intellectual forefathers.

The Milesians

Only two sayings are recorded of Thales of Miletus (c.625—545 BC), traditionally the
founding father of Greek philosophy. They illustrate the mélange of science and
religion, for one of them was ‘All things are full of gods’, and the other was ‘Water
is the first principle of everything’. Thales was a geometer, the first to discover the
method of inscribing a right-angled triangle in a circle; he celebrated this discovery
by sacrificing an ox to the gods (D.L. 1. 24-5). He measured the height of the
pyramids by measuring their shadows at the time of day when his own shadow was
as long as he was tall. He put his geometry to practical use: having proved that
triangles with one equal side and two equal angles are congruent, he used this
result to determine the distance of ships at sea.

Thales also had a reputation as an astronomer and a meteorologist. In addition
to predicting the eclipse, he is said to have been the first to show that the year
contained 365 days, and to determine the dates of the summer and winter solstices.
He studied the constellations and made estimates of the sizes of the sun and moon.
He turned his skill as a weather forecaster to good account: foreseeing an
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unusually good olive crop, he took a lease on all the oil mills and made a fortune
through his monopoly. Thus, Aristotle said, he showed that philosophers could
easily be rich if they wished (Pol. 1. 11. 1259°6—18).

If half the stories current about Thales in antiquity are true, he was a man of
many parts. But tradition’s portrait of him is ambiguous. On the one hand, he
figures as a philosophical entrepreneur, and a political and military pundit. On the
other hand, he became a byword for unworldly absent-mindedness. Plato, among
others, tells the following tale:

Thales was studying the stars and gazing into the sky, when he fell into a well, and a jolly
and witty Thracian servant girl made fun of him, saying that he was crazy to know about
what was up in the heavens while he could not see what was in front of him beneath his
feet. (Theaetetus 174a)

An unlikely story went around that he had met his death by just such a fall while
stargazing.

Thales was reckoned as one of the Seven Sages, or wise men, of Greece, on a par
with Solon, the great legislator of Athens. He is credited with a number of
aphorisms. He said that before a certain age it was too soon for a man to marry;
and after that age it was too late. When asked why he had no children, he said
‘Because I am fond of children.’

Thales’ remarks heralded many centuries of philosophical disdain for marriage.
Anyone who makes a list of a dozen really great philosophers is likely to discover
that the list consists almost entirely of bachelors. One plausible list, for instance,
would include Plato, Augustine, Aquinas, Scotus, Descartes, Locke, Spinoza,
Hume, Kant, Hegel, and Wittgenstein, none of whom were married. Aristotle is
the grand exception that disproves the rule that marriage is incompatible with
philosophy.

Even in antiquity people found it hard to understand Thales’ adoption of water
as the ultimate principle of explanation. The earth, he said, rested on water like a
log floating in a stream—>but then, asked Aristotle, what does the water rest on?
(Cuael. 2. 13. 294°28-34). He went further and said that everything came from and
was in some sense made out of water. Again, his reasons were obscure, and
Aristotle could only conjecture that it was because all animals and plants need
water to live, or because semen is moist (Metaph. A 3. 983°17-27).

It is easier to come to grips with the cosmology of Thales’ junior compatriot
Anaximander of Miletus (d. ¢.547 Bc). We know rather more about his views,
because he left behind a book entitled On Nature, written in prose, a medium just
beginning to come into fashion. Like Thales he was credited with a number of
original scientific achievements: the first map of the world, the first star chart, the
first Greek sundial, and an indoor clock as well. He taught that the earth was
cylindrical in shape, like a stumpy column no higher than a third of its diameter.
Around the world were gigantic tyres full of fire; each tyre was punctured with a

11
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hole through which the fire could be seen from outside, and the holes were the
sun and moon and stars. Blockages in the holes accounted for eclipses of the sun
and phases of the moon. The celestial fire which is nowadays largely hidden was
once a great ball of flame around the infant earth; when this ball exploded, the
fragments grew tyres like bark around themselves.

Anaximander was much impressed by the way trees grow and shed their bark.
He used the same analogy to explain the origin of human beings. Other animals,
he observed, can look after themselves soon after birth, but humans need a long
nursing. If humans had always been as they are now, the race would not have
survived. In an earlier age, he conjectured, humans had spent their childhood
encased in a prickly bark, so that they looked like fish and lived in water. At
puberty they shed their bark, and stepped out onto dry land, into an environment
in which they could take care of themselves. Because of this, Anaximander,
though not otherwise a vegetarian, recommended that we abstain from eating
fish, as the ancestors of the human race (KRS 133-7).

Anaximander’s cosmology is more sophisticated than Thales’ in several ways.
First of all, he does not look for something to support the earth: it stays where it is
because it is equidistant from everything else and there is no reason why it should
move in any direction rather than any other (DK 12 All; Aristotle, Cael. 2. 13.
295°10).

Secondly, he thinks it is an error to identify the ultimate material of the
universe with any of the elements we can see around us in the contemporary
world, such as water or fire. The fundamental principle of things, he said, must
be boundless or undefined (apeiron). Anaximander’s Greek word is often rendered
as ‘the Infinite’, but that makes it sound too grand. He may or may not have
thought that his principle extended for ever in space; what we do know is that he
thought it had no beginning and no end in time and that it did not belong to any
particular kind or class of things. ‘Everlasting stuft’ is probably as close a
paraphrase as we can get. Aristotle was later to refine the notion into his concept
of prime matter.'

Thirdly, Anaximander offered an account of the origin of the present world,
and explained what forces had acted to bring it into existence, inquiring, as
Aristotle would say, into the efficient as well as the material cause. He saw the
universe as a field of competing opposites: hot and cold, wet and dry. Sometimes
one of a pair of opposites is dominant, sometimes the other: they encroach upon
each other and then withdraw, and their interchange is governed by a principle of
reciprocity. As Anaximander put it poetically in his one surviving fragment, ‘they
pay penalty and render reparation to each other for their injustice under the
arbitration of time’ (DK 12 B1). Thus, one surmises, in winter the hot and the dry
make reparation to the cold and the wet for the aggression they committed in

' See Ch. 5 below.
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summer. Heat and cold were the first of the opposites to make their appearance,
separating oft from an original cosmic egg of the everlasting indeterminate stuff.
From them developed the fire and earth which, we have seen, lay at the origin of
our present cosmos.

Anaximenes (ﬂ. 546525 BC), a generation younger than Anaximander, was
the last of the trio of Milesian cosmologists. In several ways he is closer to
Thales than to Anaximander, but it would be wrong to think that with him
science is going backwards rather than forwards. Like Thales, he thought that
the earth must rest on something, but he proposed air, rather than water, for
its cushion. The earth itself is flat, and so are the heavenly bodies. These, instead
of rotating above and below us in the course of a day, circle horizontally
around us like a bonnet rotating around a head (KRS 151-6). The rising and
setting of the heavenly bodies is explained, apparently, by the tilting of the flat
earth. As for the ultimate principle, Anaximenes found Anaximander’s bound-
less matter too rarefied a concept, and opted, like Thales, for a single one of the
existing elements as fundamental, though again he opted for air rather than
water.

In its stable state air is invisible, but when it is moved and condensed it becomes
first wind and then cloud and then water, and finally water condensed becomes
mud and stone. Rarefied air became fire, thus completing the gamut of the
elements. In this way rarefaction and condensation can conjure everything out
of the underlying air (KRS 140—1). In support of this claim Anaximenes appealed
to experience, and indeed to experiment—an experiment that the reader can
easily carry out for herself. Blow on your hand, first with the lips pursed, and then
from an open mouth: the first time the air will feel cold, and the second time hot.
This, argued Anaximenes, shows the connection between density and temperature
(KRS 143).

The use of experiment, and the insight that changes of quality are linked to
changes of quantity, mark Anaximenes as a scientist in embryo. Only in embryo,
however: he has no means of measuring the quantities he invokes, he devises no
equations to link them, and his fundamental principle retains mythical and
religious plroperties.2 Air is divine, and generates deities out of itself (KRS 144-6);
air is our soul, and holds our bodies together (KRS 160).

The Milesians, then, are not yet real physicists, but neither are they myth-
makers. They have not yet left myth behind, but they are moving away from it.
They are not true philosophers either, unless by ‘philosophy’ one simply means
infant science. They make little use of conceptual analysis and the a priori
argument that has been the stock-in-trade of philosophers from Plato to the
present day. They are speculators, in whose speculations elements of philosophy,
science, and religion mingle in a rich and heady brew.

* See J. Barnes, The Presocratic Philosophers, rev. edn. (London: Routledge, 1982), 46-8.
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The Pythagoreans

In antiquity Pythagoras shared with Thales the credit for introducing philosophy
into the Greek world. He was born in Samos, an island off the coast of Asia Minor,
about 570 Bc. At the age of 40 he emigrated to Croton on the toe of Italy. There he
took a leading part in the political affairs of the city, until he was banished in a
violent revolution about 510 Bc. He moved to nearby Metapontum, where he died
at the turn of the century. During his time at Croton he founded a semi-
religious community, which outlived him until it was scattered about 450 sc. He
is credited with inventing the word ‘philosopher’: instead of claiming to be a sage
or wise man (sophos) he modestly said that he was only a lover of wisdom
(philosophos) (D.L. 8. 8). The details of his life are swamped in legend, but it is
clear that he practised both mathematics and mysticism. In both fields his
intellectual influence, acknowledged or implicit, was strong throughout antiquity,
from Plato to Porphyry.

The Pythagoreans’ discovery that there was a relationship between musical
intervals and numerical ratios led to the belief that the study of mathematics was
the key to the understanding of the structure and order of the universe. Astron-
omy and harmony, they said, were sister sciences, one for the eyes and one for the
ears (Plato, Rep. 530d). However, it was not until two millennia later that Galileo
and his successors showed the sense in which it is true that the book of the
universe is written in numbers. In the ancient world arithmetic was too entwined
with number mysticism to promote scientific progress, and the genuine scientific
advances of the period (such as Aristotle’s zoology or Galen’s medicine) were
achieved without benefit of mathematics.

Pythagoras’ philosophical community at Croton was the prototype of many
such institutions: it was followed by Plato’s Academy, Aristotle’s Lyceum, Epi-
curus’ Garden, and many others. Some such communities were legal entities, and
others less formal; some resembled a modern research institute, others were more
like monasteries. Pythagoras’ associates held their property in common and lived
under a set of ascetic and ceremonial rules: observe silence, do not break bread, do
not pick up crumbs, do not poke the fire with a sword, always put on the right
shoe before the left, and so on. The Pythagoreans were not, to begin with,
complete vegetarians, but they avoided certain kinds of meat, fish, and poultry.
Most famously, they were forbidden to eat beans (KRS 271-2, 275-6).

The dietary rules were connected with Pythagoras’ beliefs about the soul. It did
not die with the body, he believed, but migrated elsewhere, perhaps into an animal
body of a different kind.* Some Pythagoreans extended this into belief in a three-
thousand-year cosmic cycle: a human soul after death would enter, one after the
other, every kind of land, sea, or air creature, and finally return into a human

* See Ch. 7 below.
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body for history to repeat itself (Herodotus 2. 123; KRS 285). Pythagoras himself,
however, after his death was believed by his followers to have become a god. They
wrote biographies of him full of wonders, crediting him with second sight and the
gift of bilocation; he had a golden thigh, they said, and was the son of Apollo. More
prosaically, the expression ‘Ipse dixit’ was coined in his honour.

Xenophanes

The death of Pythagoras, and the destruction of Miletus in 494, brought to an end
the first era of Presocratic thought. In the next generation we encounter thinkers
who are not only would-be scientists, but also philosophers in the modern sense of
the word. Xenophanes of Colophon (a town near present-day Izmir, some hun-
dred miles north of Miletus) straddles the two eras in his long life (¢.570—.470 Bc).
He is also, like Pythagoras, a link between the eastern and the western centres of
Greek cultures. Expelled from Colophon in his twenties, he became a wandering
minstrel, and by his own account travelled around Greece for sixty-seven years,
giving recitals of his own and others’ poems (D.L. 9. 18). He sang of wine and games
and parties, but it is his philosophical verses that are most read today.

Like the Milesians, Xenophanes propounded a cosmology. The basic element, he
maintained, was not water nor air, but earth, and the earth reaches down below us to
infinity. ‘All things are from earth and in earth all things end” (D.K. 21 B27) calls to
mind Christian burial services and the Ash Wednesday exhortation ‘remember, man,
thou art but dust and unto dust thou shalt return’. But Xenophanes elsewhere links
water with earth as the original source of things, and indeed he believed that our
earth must at one time have been covered by the sea. This is connected with the most
interesting of his contributions to science: the observation of the fossil record.

Seashells are found well inland, and on mountains too, and in the quarries in Syracuse
impressions of fish and seaweed have been found. An impression of a bay leaf was found in
Paros deep in a rock, and in Malta there are flat shapes of all kinds of sea creatures. These
were produced when everything was covered with mud long ago, and the impressions
dried in the mud. (KRS 184)

Xenophanes’ speculations about the heavenly bodies are less impressive. Since he
believed that the earth stretched beneath us to infinity, he could not accept that
the sun went below the earth when it set. On the other hand, he found
implausible Anaximenes’ idea of a horizontal rotation around a tilting earth. He
put forward a new and ingenious explanation: the sun, he maintained, was new
every day. [t came into existence each morning from a congregation of tiny sparks,
and later vanished off into infinity. The appearance of circular movement is due
simply to the great distance between the sun and ourselves. It follows from this
theory that there are innumerable suns, just as there are innumerable days,
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because the world lasts for ever even though it passes through aqueous and
terrestrial phases (KRS 175, 179).

Though Xenophanes’ cosmology is ill-founded, it is notable for its naturalism: it
is free from the animist and semi-religious elements to be found in other Presoc-
ratic philosophers. The rainbow, for instance, is not a divinity (like Iris in the
Greek pantheon) nor a divine sign (like the one seen by Noah). It is simply a
multicoloured cloud (KRS 178). This naturalism did not mean that Xenophanes
was uninterested in religion: on the contrary, he was the most theological of all
the Presocratics. But he despised popular superstition, and defended an austere
and sophisticated monotheism.! He was not dogmatic, however, either in theology
or in physics.

God did not tell us mortals all when time began
Only through long-time search does knowledge come to man.

(KRS 188)

Heraclitus

Heraclitus was the last, and the most famous, of the early lonian philosophers. He
was perhaps thirty years younger than Xenophanes, since he is reported to have
been middle-aged when the sixth century ended (D.L. 9. 1). He lived in the great
metropolis of Ephesus, midway between Miletus and Colophon. We possess more
substantial portions of his work than of any previous philosopher, but that does
not mean we find him easier to understand. His fragments take the form of pithy,
crafted prose aphorisms, which are often obscure and sometimes deliberately
ambiguous. Heraclitus did not argue, he pronounced. His delphic style may
have been an imitation of the oracle of Apollo which, in his own words, ‘neither
speaks, nor conceals, but gestures’ (KRS 244). The many philosophers in later
centuries who have admired Heraclitus have been able to give their own colouring
to his paradoxical, chameleon-like dicta.

Even in antiquity Heraclitus was found difficult. He was nicknamed
‘the Enigmatic One’ and ‘Heraclitus the Obscure’ (D.L. 9. 6). He wrote a three-
book treatise on philosophy

now lost—and deposited it in the great temple of
Artemis (St Paul’s ‘Diana of the Ephesians’). People could not make up their minds
whether it was a text of physics or a political tract. “What I understand of it is
excellent,” Socrates is reported as saying. “What I don’t understand may well be
excellent also; but only a deep sea diver could get to the bottom of it’ (D.L. 2. 22).
The nineteenth-century German idealist Hegel, who was a great admirer of
Heraclitus, used the same marine metaphor to express an opposite judgement.

* See Ch. 9 below.
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When we reach Heraclitus after the fluctuating speculations of the earlier
Presocratics, Hegel wrote, we come at last in sight of land. He went on to add,
proudly, ‘“There is no proposition of Heraclitus which I have not adopted in my
own Logic.’5

Heraclitus, like Descartes and Kant in later ages, saw himself as making a
completely new start in philosophy. He thought the work of previous thinkers
was worthless: Homer should have been eliminated at an early stage of any poetry
competition, and Hesiod, Pythagoras, and Xenophanes were merely polymaths
with no real sense (D.L. 9. 1). But, again like Descartes and Kant, Heraclitus was
more influenced by his predecessors than he realized. Like Xenophanes, he was
highly critical of popular religion: offering blood sacrifice to purge oneself of blood
guilt was like trying to wash off mud with mud. Praying to statues was like
whispering in an empty house, and phallic processions and Dionysiac rites were
simply disgusting (KRS 241, 243).

Again like Xenophanes, Heraclitus believed that the sun was new every day
(Aristotle, Mete. 2. 23551’1&14), and, like Anaximander, he thought the sun was
constrained by a cosmic principle of reparation (KRS 226). The ephemeral theory
of the sun is indeed in Heraclitus expanded into a doctrine of universal flux.
Everything, he said, is in motion, and nothing stays still; the world is like a flowing
stream. If we step into the same river twice, we cannot put our feet twice into the
same water, since the water is not the same two moments together (KRS 214).
That seems true enough, but on the face of it Heraclitus went too far when he said
that we cannot even step twice into the same river (Plato, Cra. 402a). Taken
literally, this seems false, unless we take the criterion of identity for a river to be
the body of water it contains rather than the course it flows. Taken allegorically, it
is presumably a claim that everything in the world is composed of constantly
changing constituents: if this is what is meant, Aristotle said, the changes must be
imperceptible ones (Ph. 8. 3. 253%9 ff.). Perhaps this is what is hinted at in Heraclitus’
aphorism that hidden harmony is better than manifest harmony—the harmony
being the underlying rhythm of the universe in flux (KRS 207). Whatever Heracli-
tus meant by his dictum, it had a long history ahead of it in later Greek
philosophy.

A raging fire, even more than a flowing stream, is a paradigm of constant
change, ever consuming, ever refuelled. Heraclitus once said that the world was an
ever-living fire: sea and earth are the ashes of this perpetual bonfire. Fire is like
gold: you can exchange gold for all kinds of goods, and fire can turn into any of
the elements (KRS 217-19). This fiery world is the only world there is, not made by
gods or men, but governed throughout by Logos. It would be absurd, he argued, to
think that this glorious cosmos is just a piled-up heap of rubbish (DK 22 B124).

3 Lectures on the History of Philosophy, ed. and trans. E. S. Haldane and F. H. Simpson (London:
Routledge, 1968), 279.
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‘Logos’ is the everyday Greek term for a written or spoken word, but from
Heraclitus onwards almost every Greek philosopher gave it one or more of several
grander meanings. It is often rendered by translators as ‘Reason’—whether to
refer to the reasoning powers of human individuals, or to some more exalted
cosmic principle of order and beauty. The term found its way into Christian
theology when the author of the fourth gospel proclaimed, ‘In the beginning was
the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the Logos was God’ (John 1: 1).

This universal Logos, Heraclitus says, is hard to grasp and most men never
succeed in doing so. By comparison with someone who has woken up to the
Logos, they are like sleepers curled up in their own dream-world instead of facing
up to the single, universal truth (S.E., M. 7. 132). Humans fall into three classes, at
various removes from the rational fire that governs the universe. A philosopher
like Heraclitus is closest to the fiery Logos and receives most warmth from it; next,
ordinary people when awake draw light from it when they use their own
reasoning powers; finally, those who are asleep have the windows of their soul
blocked up and keep contact with nature only through their breathing (S.E., M. 7.
129—3)0).6 Is the Logos God? Heraclitus gave a typically quibbling answer. ‘The one
thing that alone is truly wise is both unwilling and willing to be called by the name
of Zeus.” Presumably, he meant that the Logos was divine, but was not to be
identified with any of the gods of Olympus.

The human soul is itself fire: Heraclitus sometimes lists soul, along with earth
and water, as three elements. Since water quenches fire, the best soul is a dry soul,
and must be kept from moisture. It is hard to know exactly what counts as
moisture in this context, but alcohol certainly does: a drunk, Heraclitus says, is a
man led by a boy (KRS 229-31). But Heraclitus’ use of ‘wet’ also seems close to
the modern slang sense: brave and tough men who die in battle, for instance, have
dry souls that do not suffer the death of water but go to join the cosmic fire
(KRS 237).

What Hegel most admired in Heraclitus was his insistence on the coincidence of
opposites, such as that the universe is both divisible and indivisible, generated and
ungenerated, mortal and immortal. Sometimes these identifications of opposites
are straightforward statements of the relativity of certain predicates. The most
famous, ‘The way up and the way down are one and the same’, sounds very deep.
However, it need mean no more than that when, skipping down a mountain, I
meet you toiling upward, we are both on the same path. Different things are
attractive at different times: food when you are hungry, bed when you are sleepy
(KRS 201). Different things attract different species: sea-water is wholesome for
fish, but poisonous for humans; donkeys prefer rubbish to gold (KRS 199).

® Readers of Plato are bound to be struck by the anticipation of the allegory of the Cave in the
Republic.
7 See the discussion in KRS 208.
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Not all Heraclitus’ pairs of coinciding opposites admit of easy resolution by
relativity, and even the most harmless-looking ones may have a more profound
significance. Thus Diogenes Laertius tells us that the sequence fire—air—water—earth
is the road downward, and the sequence earth—water—air—fire is the road upward
(D.L. 9. 9—11). These two roads can only be regarded as the same if they are seen
as two stages on a continuous, everlasting, cosmic progress. Heraclitus did indeed
believe that the cosmic fire went through stages of kindling and quenching
(KRS 217). It is presumably also in this sense that we are to understand that
the universe is both generated and ungenerated, mortal and immortal (DK 22
B50). The underlying process has no beginning and no end, but each cycle of
kindling and quenching is an individual world that comes into and goes out of
existence.

Though several of the Presocratics are reported to have been politically active,
Heraclitus has some claim, on the basis of the fragments, to be the first to produce
a political philosophy. He was not indeed interested in practical politics: an
aristocrat with a claim to be a ruler, he waived his claim and passed on his wealth
to his brother. He is reported to have said that he preferred playing with children
to conferring with politicians. But he was perhaps the first philosopher to speak of
a divine law—mnot a physical law, but a prescriptive law, that trumped all human
laws.

There is a famous passage in Robert Bolt’s play about Thomas More, A Man for
All Seasons. More is urged by his son-in-law Roper to arrest a spy, in contravention
of the law. More refuses to do so: ‘I know what’s legal, not what’s right; and I'll
stick to what’s legal.” More denies, in answer to Roper, that he is setting man’s law
above God’s. T'm not God,” he says, ‘but in the thickets of the law, there I am a
forester.” Roper says that he would cut down every law in England to get at the
Devil. More replies, ‘And when the last law was down, and the Devil turned round
on you—where would you hide, Roper, the laws all being flac?®

It is difficult to find chapter and verse in More’s own writings or recorded
sayings for this exchange. But two fragments of Heraclitus express the sentiments
of the participants. ‘The people must fight on behalf of the law as they would for
the city wall’ (KRS 249). But though a city must rely on its law, it must place a
much greater reliance on the universal law that is common to all. ‘All the laws of
humans are nourished by a single law, the divine law’ (KRS 250).

What survives of Heraclitus amounts to no more than 15,000 words. The
enormous influence he has exercised on philosophers ancient and modern is a
matter for astonishment. There is something fitting about his position in Raphael’s
fresco in the Vatican stanze, The School of Athens. In this monumental scenario,
which contains imaginary portraits of many Greek philosophers, Plato and Aris-
totle, as is right and just, occupy the centre stage. But the figure to which one’s eye

8 Robert Bolt, A Man for All Seasons (London: Heinemann, 1960), 39.
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is immediately drawn on entering the room is a late addition to the fresco: the
booted, brooding figure of Heraclitus, deep in meditation on the lowest step.°

Parmenides and the Eleatics

In Roman times Heraclitus was known as ‘the weeping philosopher’. He was
contrasted with the laughing philosopher, the atomist Democritus. A more
appropriate contrast would be with Parmenides, the head of the Italian school of
philosophy in the early fifth century. For classical Athens, Heraclitus was the
proponent of the theory that everything was in motion, and Parmenides the
proponent of the theory that nothing was in motion. Plato and Aristotle
struggled, in different ways, to defend the audacious thesis that some things
were in motion and some things were at rest.

Parmenides, according to Aristotle (Metaph. A 5. 9861‘21—5), was a pupil of
Xenophanes, but he was too young to have studied under him in Colophon. He
spent most of his life in Elea, seventy miles or so south of Naples. There he may
have encountered Xenophanes on his wanderings. Like Xenophanes, he was a
poet: he wrote a philosophical poem in clumsy verse, of which we possess about
120 lines. He is the first philosopher whose writing has come down to us in
continuous fragments that are at all substantial.

The poem consists of a prologue and two parts, one called the path of truth, the
other the path of mortal opinion. The prologue shows us the poet riding in a
chariot with the daughters of the Sun, leaving behind the halls of night and
travelling towards the light. They reach the gates which lead to the paths of night
and day; it is not clear whether these are the same as the paths of truth and
opinion. At all events, the goddess who welcomes him on his quest tells him that
he must learn both:

Besides trustworthy truth’s unquaking heart

Learn the false fictions of poor mortals’ art.

(KRS 288. 29-30)
There are only two possible routes of inquiry:

Two ways there are of seeking how to see

One that it is, and is not not to be—

That is the path of Truth’s companion Trust—

The other it is not, and not to be it must. (KRS 291. 2-5)

* The figure traditionally regarded as Heraclitus does not figure on cartoons for the fresco.
Michelangelo is said to have been Raphael’s model, though R. Jones and N. Penny, Raphael
(London: Yale University Press, 1983) 77, doubt both traditions.
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(I must ask the reader to believe that Parmenides’ Greek is as clumsy and as baffling
as this English text.) Parmenides’ Way of Truth, thus riddlingly introduced, marks
an epoch in philosophy. It is the founding charter of a new discipline: ontology or
metaphysics, the science of Being.

Whatever there is, whatever can be thought of, is for Parmenides nothing other
than Being. Being is one and indivisible: it has no beginning and no end, and it is
not subject to temporal change. When a kettle of water boils away, this may be, in
Heraclitus’ words, the death of water and the birth of air; but for Parmenides it is
not the death or birth of Being. Whatever changes may take place, they are not
changes from being to non-being; they are all changes within Being. But for
Parmenides there are not, in fact, any real changes at all. Being is everlastingly the
same, and time is unreal because past, present, and future are all one."

The everyday world of apparent change is described in the second part of
Parmenides’ poem, the Way of Seeming, which his goddess introduces thus:

I bring to an end my trusty word and thought,
The tale of Truth. The rest’s another sort—
A pack of lies expounding men’s beliefs. (KRS 300)

It is not clear why Parmenides feels obliged to reproduce the false notions that are
entertained by deluded mortals. If we took the second part of his poem out of its
context, we would see in it a cosmology very much in the tradition of the Ionian
thinkers. To the normal pairs of opposites Parmenides adds light and darkness, and
he is given credit by Aristotle for introducing Love as the efhcient cause of
everything (Metaph. A 3. 9841’27). The Way of Seeming in fact includes two truths
not hitherto generally known: first, that the earth is a sphere (D.L. 9. 21), and
secondly, that the Morning Star is the same as the Evening Star. Parmenides’
disowned discovery was to provide philosophers of a later generation with a
paradigm for identity statements."

Parmenides had a pupil, Melissus, who came from Pythagoras’ island of Samos
and who was said to have studied also with Heraclitus. He was active in politics,
and rose to the rank of admiral of the Samos fleet. In 441 Bc Samos was attacked by
Athens, and though Athens was finally victorious in the war Melissus is recorded
as having twice inflicted defeat on the fleet of Pericles (Plutarch, Pericles 166c—d;
D.L. 9. 4).

Melissus expounded the philosophy of Parmenides’ poem in plain prose, arguing
that the universe was unlimited, unchangeable, immovable, indivisible, and homo-
geneous. He was remembered for drawing two consequences from this monistic
view: (1) pain was unreal, because it implied (impossibly) a deficiency of being;

""" A detailed examination of Parmenides’ ontology will be found in Ch. 6 below.
" The 19th-century philosopher Gottlob Frege used the example to introduce his celebrated
distinction between sense and reference.
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(2) there was no such thing as a vacuum, since it would have to be a piece of
Unbeing. Local motion was therefore impossible, for the bodies that occupy space
have no room to move into (KRS 534).

Another pupil of Parmenides was Zeno of Elea. He produced a set of more
famous arguments against the possibility of motion. The first went like this: “There
is no motion, for whatever moves must reach the middle of its course before it
reaches the end.” To get to the far end of a stadium, you have to run to the half-way
point, to get to the half—way point you must reach the point half—way to that, and
so ad infinitum. Better known is the second argument, commonly known as
Achilles and the tortoise. “The slower’, Zeno said, ‘will never be overtaken by the
swifter, for the pursuer must first reach the point from which the fugitive departed,
so that the slower must necessarily remain ahead.” Let us suppose that Achilles
runs four times as fast as the tortoise, and that the tortoise is given a forty-metre
start when they run a hundred-metre race against each other. According to Zeno’s
argument, Achilles can never win. For by the time he reaches the forty-metre
mark, the tortoise is ahead by ten metres. By the time Achilles has run those ten,
the tortoise is still ahead by two and a half metres. Each time Achilles makes up a
gap, the tortoise opens up a new, shorter, gap, so he can never overtake him
(Aristotle, Ph. 5. 9. 239"11—14).

These and other similar arguments of Zeno assume that distances and motions
are infinitely divisible. His arguments have been dismissed by some philosophers as
ingenious but sophistical paradoxes. Others have admired them greatly: Bertrand
Russell, for instance, claimed that they provided the basis of the nineteenth-
century mathematical renaissance of Weierstrass and Cantor.” Aristotle, who
preserved Zeno’s puzzles for us, claimed to disarm them, and to re-establish the
possibility of motion, by distinguishing between two forms of infinity: actual
infinity and potential inﬁnity.13 But it was not for many centuries that the issues
raised by Zeno were given solutions that satisfied both philosophers and
mathematicians.

Empedocles

The most flamboyant of the early philosophers of Greek Italy was Empedocles,
who flourished in the middle of the fifth century. He was a native of Acragas, the
town on the south coast of Sicily which is now Agrigento. The town’s port today
bears the name Porto Empedocle, but this testifies not to an enduring veneration
of the philosopher, but to the Risorgimento’s passion for renaming sites in honour
of Italy’s past glories.

2 The Principles of Mathematics (London: Allen & Unwin, 1903), 347. ¥ See Ch. 5 below.
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Empedocles came of an aristocratic family which owned a stud of prizewinning
horses. In politics, however, he is reputed to have been a democrat; he is said to have
foiled a plot to turn the city into a dictatorship. The grateful citizens, the story goes
on, offered to make him king, but he refused the office, preferring his frugal life as a
physician and counsellor (D.L. 8. 63). If free of ambition, however, he was not
devoid of vanity, and in one of his poems he boasts that wherever he goes men and
women throng to him for advice and healing. He claimed to possess drugs to
ward off old age, and to know spells to control the weather. In the same poem he
frankly professed himself to have achieved divine status (D.L. 8. 66).

Different biographical traditions, not all chronologically possible, make
Empedocles a pupil of Pythagoras, of Xenophanes, and of Parmenides. Certainly
he imitated Parmenides by writing a hexameter poem On Nature; this poem,
dedicated to his friend Pausanias, contained about 2,000 lines, of which we possess
about a fifth. He also wrote a religious poem, Purifications, of which less has been
preserved. Scholars do not agree to which poem should be attached the many
disjointed citations that survive; some, indeed, think that the two poems belonged
to a single work. Further pieces of the textual jigsaw were recovered when forty
papyrus fragments were identified in the archives of the University of Strasbourg
in 1994. As a poet, Empedocles was more fluent than Parmenides, and also more
versatile. According to Aristotle, he wrote an epic on Xerxes” invasion of Greece,
and according to other traditions he was the author of several tragedies (D.L. 8. 57).

Empedocles’ philosophy of nature can be regarded, from one point of view, as a
synthesis of the thought of the Ionian philosophers. As we have seen, each of them
had singled out some one substance as the basic or dominant stuff of the universe:
Thales had privileged water, Anaximenes air, Xenophanes earth, and Heraclitus
fire. For Empedocles all four of these substances stood on equal terms as the
fundamental ingredients, or ‘roots’ as he put it, of the universe. These roots had
always existed, he maintained, but they mingle with each other in various
proportions in such a way as to produce the familiar furniture of the world and
also the denizens of the heavens.

From these four sprang what was and is and ever shall:

Trees, beasts, and human beings, males and females all,

Birds of the air, and fishes bred by water bright;

The age-old gods as well, long worshipped in the height.

These four are all there is, each other interweaving

And, intermixed, the world’s variety achieving. (KRS 355)

What Empedocles called ‘roots’ were called by Plato and later Greek thinkers
stoicheia, a word earlier used to indicate the syllables of a word. The Latin transla-
tion elementum, from which our ‘element’ is derived, compares the roots not to
syllables, but to letters of the alphabet: an elementum is an LMNtum. Empedocles’
quartet of elements was assigned a fundamental role in physics and chemistry by
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philosophers and scientists until the time of Boyle in the seventeenth century.
Indeed, it can be claimed that it is still with us, in altered form. Empedocles
thought of his elements as four different kinds of matter; we think of solid, liquid,
and gas as three states of matter. Ice, water, and steam would be, for Empedocles,
specific instances of earth, water, and air; for us they are three different states
of the same substance, H,O. It was not unreasonable to think of fire, and especially
the fire of the sun, as a fourth element of equal importance. One might say that the
twentieth-century emergence of the science of plasma physics, which studies the
properties of matter at the sun’s temperature, has restored Empedocles’ fourth
element to parity with the other three.

Aristotle praised Empedocles for having realized that a cosmological theory
must not just identify the elements of the universe, but must assign causes for the
development and intermingling of the elements to make the living and inanimate
compounds of the actual world. Empedocles assigns this role to Love and Strife:
Love combines the elements, and Strife forces them apart. At one time the roots
grow to be one out of many, at another time they split to be many out of one.
These things, he said, never cease their continual interchange, now through love
coming together into one, now carried apart from each other by Strife’s hatred
(KRS 348).

Love and Strife are the picturesque ancestors of the forces of attraction and
repulsion which have figured in physical theory throughout the ages. For Em-
pedocles, history is a cycle in which sometimes Love is dominant, and sometimes
Strife. Under the influence of Love the elements combine into a homogeneous,
harmonious, and resplendent sphere, reminiscent of Parmenides’ universe. Under
the influence of Strife the elements separate out, but when Love begins to regain
the ground it had lost, all the different species of living beings appear (KRS 360).
All compound beings, such as animals and birds and fish, are temporary creatures
that come and go; only the elements are everlasting, and only the cosmic cycle
goes on for ever.

To explain the origin of living species, Empedocles put forward a remarkable
theory of evolution by survival of the fittest. First flesh and bone emerged as
chemical mixtures of the elements, flesh being constituted by fire, air, and water in
equal parts, and bone being two parts water to two parts earth and four parts fire.
From these constituents unattached limbs and organs were formed: unsocketed
eyes, arms without shoulders, and faces without necks (KRS 375-6). These roamed
around until they chanced to find partners; they formed unions, which were
often, at this preliminary stage, quite unsuitable. Thus there arose various mon-
strosities: human-headed oxen, ox-headed humans, androgynous creatures with
faces and breasts on front and back (KRS 379). Most of these fortuitous organisms
were fragile or sterile; only the fittest structures survived to be the human and
animal species we know. Their fitness to reproduce was a matter of chance, not
design (Aristotle, Ph. 2. 8. 198b29).
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Aristotle paid tribute to Empedocles for being the first to grasp the important
biological principle that different parts of dissimilar living organisms might have
homologous functions: e.g. olives and eggs, leaves and feathers (Aristotle, GA 1. 23.
731*4). But he was contemptuous of his attempt to reduce teleology to chance, and
for many centuries biologists followed Aristotle rather than Empedocles. Empedo-
cles had the last laugh when Darwin saluted him for ‘shadowing forth the principle
of natural selection’."

Empedocles employed his quartet of elements in giving an account of sense-
perception, based on the principle that like is known by like. In his poem
Purifications he combined his physical theory with the Pythagorean doctrine of
metempsychosis.15 Sinners—divine or human—are punished when Strife casts
their souls into different kinds of creatures on land and sea. A cycle of reincar-
nation held out a hope of eventual deification for privileged classes of men: seers,
bards, doctors, and princes (KRS 409). Empedocles, of course, had a claim to
identify himself with all these professions.

In his writing, Empedocles moves seamlessly between an austerely mechanistic
mode and a mystically religious one. He sometimes uses divine names for his four
elements (Zeus, Hera, Aidoneus, and Nestis) and identifies his Love with the
goddess Aphrodite, whom he celebrates in terms anticipating Schiller’s great
‘Ode to Joy' (KRS 349). No doubt his own claim to divinity can be deflated in
the same way as he demythologizes the Olympian gods. But it caught the
attention of posterity, especially in the legend of his death.

A woman called Pantheia, the story goes, given up for dead by the physicians,
was miraculously restored to life by Empedocles. To celebrate, he offered a
sacrificial banquet to eighty guests in a rich man’s house at the foot of Etna.
When the other guests went to sleep, he heard his name called from heaven. He
hastened to the summit of the volcano, and then, in Milton’s words,

to be deemed
A god, leaped fondly into Aetna flames.

(Paradise Lost 111. 470)

Matthew Arnold dramatized this story in his Empedocles on Etna. He places these
verses in the mouth of the philosopher at the crater’s rim:

This heart will glow no more; thou art
A living man no more, Empedocles!
Nothing but a devouring flame of thought—
But a naked, eternally restless mind!

" Appendix to 6th edn. of The Origin of Species, quoted in A. Gottlieb, The Dream of Reason:
A History of Western Philosophy from the Greeks to the Renaissance (London: Allen Lane, 2000), 80.
' See Ch. 7 below.
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To the elements it came from

Everything will return

Our bodies to earth,

Our blood to water,

Heat to fire,

Breath to air.

They were well born, they will be well entomb’d—
But mind?

(lines 326 -38)

Arnold gives the philosopher, before his final leap, the hope that in reward for his

love of truth his intellect will never wholly perish.

Anaxagoras

If Empedocles achieved a kind of immortality as a precursor of Darwin, his
contemporary Anaxagoras is sometimes regarded as an intellectual ancestor of
the currently popular cosmology of the big bang. Anaxagoras was born around 500
BC in Clazomenae, near Izmir, and was possibly a pupil of Anaximenes. After the
end of the wars between Persia and Greece, he came to Athens and was a client of
the statesman Pericles. He thus stands at the head of the distinguished series of
philosophers whom Athens either bred or welcomed. When Pericles fell from
favour, Anaxagoras too became a target of popular attack. He was prosecuted for
treason and impiety, and fled to Lampsacus on the Hellespont, where he lived in
honourable exile until his death in 428.

Here is his account of the beginning of the universe: ‘All things were together,
infinite in number and infinite in smallness; for the small too was infinite. While
all things were together, nothing was recognizable because of its smallness.
Everything lay under air and ether, both infinite’ (KRS 467). This primeval pebble
began to rotate, throwing off the surrounding ether and air and forming out of
them the stars and the sun and the moon. The rotation caused the separation of
dense from rare, of hot from cold, of dry from wet, and bright from dark. But the
separation was never complete, and to this day there remains in every single thing
a portion of everything else. There is a little whiteness in what is black, a little cold
in what is hot, and so on: things are named after the item that is dominant in it
(Aristotle, Ph. 1. 4. 187°23). This is most obvious in the case of semen, which must
contain hair and flesh, and much, much more; but it must also be true of the food
we eat (KRS 4834, 496). In this sense, as things were in the beginning, so now they
are all together.

The expansion of the universe, Anaxagoras maintained, has continued in the
present and will continue in the future (KRS 476). Perhaps it has already generated
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worlds other than our own. As a result of the presence of everything in
everything, he says,

men have been formed and the other ensouled animals. And the men possess farms and
inhabit cities just as we do, and they have a sun and a moon and the rest just like us. The
earth produces things of every sort for them to be harvested and stored, as it does for us. I
have said all this about the process of separating off, because it would have happened not
only here with us, but elsewhere too. (KRS 498)

Anaxagoras thus has a claim to be the originator of the idea, later proposed by
Giordano Bruno and popular again today in some quarters, that our cosmos is just
one of many which may, like ours, be inhabited by intelligent creatures.

The motion that sets in train the development of the universe is, according to
Anaxagoras, the work of Mind. ‘All things were together: then Mind came and
gave them order’ (D.L. 2. 6). Mind is infinite and separate, and has no part in the
general commingling of elements; if it did, it would get drawn into the evolution-
ary process and could not control it. This teaching, placing mind firmly in control
of matter, so struck his contemporaries that they nicknamed Anaxagoras himself
the Mind. It is difhicult, however, to assess exactly what his doctrine, though it
greatly impressed both Plato and Aristotle, actually meant in practice.

In Plato’s dialogue Phaedo, Socrates, in his last days in prison, is made to express
his gradual disillusionment with the mechanistic explanations of natural science to
be found in the early philosophers. He was pleased, he said, when he heard that
Anaxagoras had explained everything by nous, or mind; but he was disappointed by
the total absence of reference to value in his work. Anaxagoras was like someone
who said that all Socrates’ actions were performed with his intelligence, and then
gave the reason why he was sitting here in prison by talking about the constitution
of his body from bones and sinews, and the nature and properties of these parts,
without mentioning that he judged it better to sit there in obedience to the
Athenian court’s sentence. Teleological explanation was more profound than
mechanistic explanation. ‘If anyone wants to find out the reason why each thing
comes to be or perishes or exists, this is what he must find out about it: how is it
best for that thing to exist, or to act or be acted upon in any way?’ (Phd. 97d).

Anaxagoras speaks about his Mind in ways appropriate to divinity, and this could
have made him vulnerable to a charge, in the Athenian courts, of introducing
strange gods. But in fact the charge of impiety seems to have been based on his
scientific conjectures. The sun, he said, was a fiery lump of metal, somewhat larger
than the Peloponnesus. This was taken to be incompatible with the veneration
appropriate to the sun as divine. In exile in Lampsacus, Anaxagoras made his final
benefaction to humanity: the invention of the school holiday. Asked by the authorities
of the city how they should honour him, he said that children should be let off
school in the month of his death. He had already earned the gratitude of students of
science by being the first writer to include diagrams in his text.
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The Atomists

The final and most striking anticipation of modern science in the Presocratic era
was made by Leucippus of Miletus and Democritus of Abdera. Though they are
always named together, like Tweedledum and Tweedledee, and considered joint
founders of atomism, nothing really is known about Leucippus except that he was
the teacher of Democritus. It is on the surviving writings of the latter that we
principally depend for our knowledge of the theory. Democritus was a polymath
and a prolific writer, author of nearly eighty treatises on topics ranging from
poetry and harmony to military tactics and Babylonian theology. All these
treatises are lost, but we do possess a copious collection of fragments from
Democritus, more than from any previous philosopher.

Democritus was born in Abdera, on the coast of Thrace, and was thus the first
significant philosopher to be born on the Greek mainland. The date of his birth is
uncertain, but it was probably between 470 and 460 Bc. He is reported to have been
forty years younger than Anaxagoras, from whom he took some of his ideas. He
travelled widely and visited Egypt and Persia, but was not over-impressed by the
countries he visited. He once said that he would prefer to discover a single
scientific explanation than to become king of Persia (D.L. 9. 41; DK 68 B118).

Democritus’ fundamental thesis is that matter is not infinitely divisible. We do not
know his exact argument for this conclusion, but Aristotle conjectured that it ran as
follows. If we take a chunk of any kind of stuffand divide it up as far as we can, we will
have to come to a halt at tiny bodies which are indivisible. We cannot allow matter to
be divisible to infinity: for let us suppose that the division has been carried out and
then ask: what would ensue if the division was carried out? If each of the infinite
number of parts has any magnitude, then it must be further divisible, which
contradicts our hypothesis. If, on the other hand, the surviving parts have no
magnitude, then they can never have amounted to any quantity: for zero multiplied
by infinity is still zero. So we have to conclude that divisibility comes to an end, and
the smallest possible fragments must be bodies with sizes and shapes. These tiny,
indivisible bodies were called by Democritus ‘atoms’ (which is just the Greek word
for ‘indivisible”) (Aristotle, GC 1. 2. 316*13-"16)."

Atoms, Democritus believed, are too small to be detected by the senses; they are
infinite in number and come in infinitely many varieties, and they have existed for
ever. Against the Eleatics, he maintained that there was no contradiction in
admitting a vacuum: there was a void, and in this infinite empty space atoms
were constantly in motion, just like motes in a sunbeam. They come in different
forms: they may differ in shape (as the letter A differs from the letter N), in order
(as AN differs from NA), and in posture (as N differs from Z). Some of them are
concave and some convex, and some are like hooks and some are like eyes. In their

1 For Aristotle’s counter to this argument, see Ch. 5 below.
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ceaseless motion they bang into each other and join up with each other (KRS 583).
The middle-sized objects of everyday life are complexes of atoms thus united by
random collisions, differing in kind on the basis of the differences between their
constituent atoms (Aristotle, Metaph. A 4. 985°4-20; KRS 536).

Like Anaxagoras, Democritus believed in plural worlds.

There are innumerable worlds, differing in size. In some worlds there is no sun and moon;
in others there is a larger sun and a larger moon; in others there is more than one of each.
The distances between one world and the next are various. In some parts of space there are
more worlds, in others fewer; some worlds are growing, others shrinking; some are rising
and some falling. They get destroyed when they collide with one another. There are some

worlds devoid of animals or plants or moisture. (KRS 565)

For Democritus, atoms and the void are the only two realities: what we see as water
or fire or plants or humans are only conglomerations of atoms in the void. The
sensory qualities we see are unreal: they are due to convention.

Democritus explained in detail how perceived qualities arose from different
kinds and configurations of atoms. Sharp flavours, for instance, originated from
atoms that were small, fine, angular, and jagged, while sweet tastes were produced
by larger, rounder, smoother atoms. The knowledge given us by the senses is mere
darkness compared with the illumination that is given by the atomic theory. To
justify these claims, Democritus developed a systematic epistemology.17

Democritus wrote on ethics as well as physics. Many aphorisms have been
preserved, a number of which are, or have become, commonplace. But it is a
mistake to think of him as a sententious purveyor of conventional wisdom. On the
contrary, as will be shown in Chapter 8, a careful study of his remarks shows him
to have been one of the first thinkers to have developed a systematic morality.

The Sophists

In the lifetime of Democritus, a younger compatriot from Abdera, Protagoras, was
the doyen of a new class of philosopher: the sophists. Sophists were itinerant
teachers who went from city to city offering expert instruction in various subjects.
Since they charged fees for imparting their skills, they might be called the first
professional philosophers if it were not for the fact that they offered instruction
and services over a much wider area than philosophy even in the broadest sense.
The most versatile, Hippias of Elis, claimed expertise in mathematics, astronomy,
music, history, literature, and mythology, as well as practical skills as a tailor and
shoemaker. Some other sophists were prepared to teach mathematics, history, and
geography; and all sophists were skilled rhetoricians. They did brisk business in
mid-fifth-century Athens, where young men who had to plead in law courts, or

"7 See Ch. 4 below.
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who wished to make their way in politics, were willing to pay substantial sums for
their instruction and guidance.

The sophists made a systematic study of forensic debate and oratorical persua-
sion. In this pursuit they wrote on many topics. They started with basic grammar:
Protagoras was the first to distinguish the genders of nouns and the tenses and
moods of verbs (Aristotle, Rh. 3. 4. 140713&8). They went on to list techniques of
argument, and tricks of advocacy. As interpreters of ambiguous texts, and assessors
of rival orations, they were among the earliest literary critics. They also gave public
lectures and performances, and set up eristic moots, partly for instruction and
partly for entertainment (D.L. 9. 53). Altogether, their roles encompassed those in
modern society of tutors, consultants, barristers, public relations professionals,
and media personalities.

Protagoras first visited Athens as an ambassador for Abdera. He was held in
honour by the Athenians and invited back several times. He was asked by Pericles
to draw up a constitution for the new pan-Hellenic colony at Thurii in southern
Italy in 444 Bc. He gave his first public performance in Athens in the house of the
tragedian Euripides. He read aloud a tract entitled On the Gods, whose opening
words were long remembered: ‘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’ (D.L. 9. 51). His most famous saying, ‘Man is the measure of all things’,
encapsulated a relativist epistemology which will be examined in detail later in
this book."

Protagoras seems to have been prepared to argue on either side of any question,
and he boasted that he could always make the worse argument the better. This
may simply have meant that he could coach a weak client into the best
presentation of his case; but by critics as different as Aristophanes and Aristotle
he was taken to mean that he could make wrong seem right (Aristophanes, Clouds
112 ff.,, 656—7; Aristotle, Rh. 2. 24. 1402°25). Protagoras’ enemies liked telling the
story of the time when he sued his pupil Eualthus for non-payment of fees.
Eualthus had refused to pay up, saying he had not yet won a single case. ‘Well,’
said Protagoras, 4f I win this case, you must pay up because the verdict was given
for me; if you win it, you must still pay up, because then you will have won a case’
(D.L. 9. 56).

Another sophist, Prodicus from the island of Ceos in the Aegean, came to
Athens, like Protagoras, on official business of his home state. He was a linguist, but
more interested in semantics than grammar: he can perhaps be regarded as the
first lexicographer. Aristophanes and Plato teased him as a pedant, who made
quibbling distinctions between words that were virtually synonymous. In fact,
however, some of the distinctions credited to him (such as that between two

¥ See Ch. 4 below.
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Greek equivalents of ‘want’, boulesthai and epithumein; Plato, Protagoras 340b2) were
later of serious philosophical importance.

Prodicus is credited with a romantic moral fable about the young Heracles
choosing between two female impersonations of Virtue and Vice. He also had a
theory of the origin of religion. “The men of old regarded the sun and the moon,
rivers and springs, and whatever else is helpful for life, as gods, because we are
helped by them, just as the Egyptians worship the Nile’ (DK 84 B5). Thus, the
worship of Hephaestus is really the worship of fire, and the worship of Demeter is
really the worship of bread.

Gorgias, from Leontini in Sicily, once a pupil of Empedocles, was another
sophist who came to Athens on an embassy, to seek help in a war against Syracuse.
He was not only a persuasive orator, but a technician of rhetoric who categorized
different figures of speech, such as antithesis and rhetorical questions. His style was
much admired in his own day, but was later regarded as excessively florid. Of his
writings there have survived two short works of philosophical interest.

The first is a rhetorical exercise defending Helen of Troy against those who
slander her, arguing that she deserves no blame for running off with Paris and thus
sparking off the Trojan war. ‘She did what she did either because of the whims of
fortune, the decisions of the gods and the decrees of necessity, or because she was
abducted by force, or persuaded by speech, or overwhelmed by love’ (DK 82 B11,
21-4). Gorgias goes through these alternatives in turn, arguing in each case that
Helen should be held free from blame. No human can resist fate, and it is the
abductor, not the abductee, who merits blame. Thus far, Gorgias has an easy task:
but in order to show that Helen should not be blamed if she succumbed to
persuasion, he has to engage in an unconvincing, though no doubt congenial,
encomium on the powers of the spoken word: ‘it is a mighty overlord, insubstantial
and imperceptible, but it can achieve divine effects’. In this case, too, it is the
persuader, not the persuadee, who should be blamed. Finally, if Helen fell in love,
she is blameless: for love is either a god who cannot be resisted or a mental illness
which should excite our pity. This brief and witty piece is the ancestor of many a
philosophical discussion of freedom and determinism, force majeure, incitement, and
irresistible impulse.

Gorgias’ work entitled On What is Not contained arguments for three sceptical
conclusions: first, that there is nothing; secondly, that if there is anything it
cannot be known; thirdly, that if anything can be known it cannot be communi-
cated by one person to another. This suite of arguments has been handed down in
two forms, once in the pseudo-Aristotelian treatise On Melissus, and once by Sextus
Empiricus.

The first argument trades on the polymorphous nature of the Greek verb ‘to be’.
I shall not spell out the argument here, but I shall endeavour in Chapter 6 to sort
out the crucial ambiguities involved. The second argument goes like this. Things
that have being can only be objects of thought if objects of thought are things that
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have being. But objects of thought are not things that have being; otherwise
everything one thinks would be the case. But you can think of a man flying or of
a chariot driven over the sea without there being any such things. Therefore, things
that have being cannot be objects of thought. The third argument, the most
plausible of the three, argues that each individual’s sensations are private and
that all we can pass on to our neighbours is words and not experiences.

The arguments of this famous sophist for these distressing conclusions are
indeed sophisms, and were no doubt dismissed as such by those who first
encountered them. But it is easier to dismiss a sophism than to diagnose its nature,
and it is harder still to find its cure. The first sophism was disarmed essentially by
Plato in his dialogue appropriately named The Sophist.” The second sophism
involves a fallacious form of argument that sometimes occurs in Plato himself.
Aristotle’s logic, however, made clear to subsequent thinkers that ‘Not all As are B’
does not entail ‘No B is an A’. The third argument, from the privacy of experience,
was not given its definitive quietus until the work of Wittgenstein in the twentieth
century.

Beside Protagoras, Hippias, Prodicus, and Gorgias there were other sophists
whose names and reputations have come down to us. There was Callicles, for
instance, the champion of the doctrine that might is right; and Thrasymachus, the
debunker of justice as the self-interest of those in power. There were Euthydemus
and Dionysidorus, a pair of logic choppers who would offer to prove to you that
your father was a dog. These men, however, and even the better-known sophists
whom we have considered, are known to us primarily as characters in Plato’s
dialogues. Their philosophical contentions are best studied in the context of those
dialogues. Searching for the historical truth about the sophists is no more
rewarding than trying to discover what King Lear or Prince Hamlet were like
before Shakespeare got hold of them.

We shall say goodbye, therefore, to these sophists and turn to consider Socrates,
who, according to one view, was the greatest of the sophists, and according to
another, was a paradigm of the true philosopher at the opposite pole from any
kind of sophistry.

Socrates

In the history of philosophy Socrates has a place without parallel. On the one
hand, he is revered as inaugurating the first great era of philosophy, and therefore,
in a sense, philosophy itself. In textbooks all previous thinkers are lumped
together in textbooks as ‘Presocratics’, as if philosophy prior to his age was
somehow prehistoric. On the other hand, Socrates left behind no writing, and

% See Ch. 6 below.
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there is hardly a single sentence ascribed to him that we can be sure was his own
utterance rather than a literary creation of one of his admirers. Our first-hand
acquaintance with his philosophy is less than with that of Xenophanes, Parmeni-
des, Empedocles, or Democritus. Yet his influence on subsequent philosophy,
down to our own day, has been incomparably greater than theirs.

In antiquity many schools of thought claimed Socrates as a founder and many
individuals revered him as a paragon philosopher. In the Middle Ages his history
was not much studied, but his name appears on the page whenever a logician or
metaphysician wishes to give an example: ‘Socrates” was to scholastic philosophers
what John Doe’ long was to legal writers. In modern times Socrates’ life has been
held up as a model by philosophers of many different kinds, especially by
philosophers living under tyranny and risking persecution for refusal to conform
to unreasoned ideology. Many thinkers have made their own the dictum that has
as good a claim as any to be his own authentic utterance: ‘the unexamined life is
not worth living’.

The hard facts of Socrates’ life do not take long to tell. He was born in Athens
about 469 Bc, ten years after the Persian invasions of Greece had been crushed at
the battle of Plataeca. He grew up during the years when Athens, a flourishing
democracy under the statesman Pericles, exercised imperial hegemony over the
Greek world. It was a golden age of art and literature, which saw the sculptures of
Phidias and the building of the Parthenon, and in which Aeschylus, Sophocles, and
Euripides produced their great tragedies. At the same time Herodotus, ‘the father
of history’, wrote his accounts of the Persian Wars, and Anaxagoras introduced
philosophy to Athens.

The second half of Socrates’ life was overshadowed by the Peloponnesian War
(431-4), in which Athens was eventually forced to cede the leadership of Greece to
victorious Sparta. During the first years of the war he served in the heavy infantry,
taking part in three major engagements. He acquired a reputation for conspicuous
courage, shown particularly during the retreat after a disastrous defeat at Delium
in 422. Back in Athens during the last years of the war, he held office in the city’s
Assembly in 406. A group of commanders was tried for abandoning the bodies of
the dead after a sea victory at Arginusae. It was unconstitutional to try the
commanders collectively rather than individually, but Socrates was alone in
voting against the illegality, and the accused were executed.

In 404, after the war had ended, the Spartans replaced Athenian democracy with
an oligarchy, ‘the Thirty Tyrants’, long remembered for a reign of terror. In-
structed to arrest an innocent man, Leon of Salamis, Socrates took no notice. He
refused to accept illegal orders, but seems to have taken no part in the revolution
that overthrew the oligarchy and restored democracy. His uprightness had by now
given both democrats and aristocrats a grievance against him, and the restored
democrats remembered also that some of his close associates, such as Critias and
Charmides, had been among the Thirty.
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An aspiring democrat politician, Anytus, with two associates, caused an indict-
ment to be drawn up against Socrates in the following terms: ‘Socrates has
committed an offence by not recognizing the gods whom the state recognizes
but introducing other new divinities. He has also committed the offence of
corrupting the young. Penalty demanded: death’ (D.L. 2. 40). We have no record
of the trial, though two of Socrates” admirers have left us imaginative reconstruc-
tions of his speech for the defence. Whatever he actually said failed to move a
sufficient number of the 500 citizen jurors. He was found guilty, albeit by a small
majority, and condemned to death. After a delay in prison, due to a religious
technicality, Socrates died in spring 399, accepting a poisonous cup of hemlock
from the executioner.

The allegation of impiety in the indictment of Socrates was not something new.
In 423 the dramatist Aristophanes had produced a comedy, The Clouds, in which he
introduces a character called Socrates, who runs a college of chicanery which is
also an institute of bogus research. Students at this establishment not only learn to
make bad arguments trump good arguments, but also study astronomy in a spirit
of irreverent scepticism about traditional religion. They invoke a new pantheon of
elemental deities: air, ether, clouds, and chaos (260—6). The world, they are told, is
governed not by Zeus, who does not exist, but by Dinos (literally ‘Vortex’), the
rotation of the heavenly bodies (380—1). Much of the play is burlesque that is
obviously not meant to be taken seriously: Socrates measures how many flea-feet a
flea can leap, and explores the clouds in a ramshackle flying machine. But the
allegation that astronomy was incompatible with piety, if it was a joke, was a
dangerous one. After all, it was only in the previous decade that Anaxagoras had
been banished for asserting that the sun was a fiery lump. At the end of the play
Socrates’ house is burnt down by an angry crowd of people who wish to punish
him for insulting the gods and violating the privacy of the moon. To those who
recalled Aristophanes’ comedy, the events of 399 must have seemed a sorry case of
life imitating art.

Some of Socrates’ traits in The Clouds are attributed to him also by other, more
friendly writers. There is general agreement that he was pot-bellied and snub-
nosed, pop-eyed and shambling in gait. He is regularly described as being shabby,
wearing threadbare clothes, and liking to go barefoot. Even Aristophanes repre-
sents him as capable of great feats of endurance, and indifferent to privation: ‘never
numb with cold, never hungry for breakfast, a spurner of wine and gluttony’
(414-17). From other sources it appears that he was a spurner of wine not in the
sense of being a teetotaller, but as having an unusual ability to hold his liquor
(Plato, Smp. 214a). Socrates married Xanthippe, with whom he had a son, Lam-
procles; a stubborn, but perhaps ill-founded, tradition represents her as a shrew
(D.L. 2. 36-7). According to some ancient writers he had two other sons by an
official concubine, Myrto (D.L. 2. 26). In antiquity, however, he was best known for
his attachment to the flamboyant aristocrat Alcibiades, some twenty years his
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junior: an attachment which, though passionate, remained, in the terminology of
a later age, platonic.

The Socrates of Xenophon

On more important issues, there is little that is certain about Socrates’ life and
thought. For further information we are dependent above all on the two disciples
whose works have come down to us intact, the soldierly historian Xenophon, and
the idealist philosopher Plato. Both Xenophon and Plato composed, after the
event, speeches for the defence at Socrates’ trial. Xenophon in addition wrote
four books of memoirs of Socrates (memorabilia Socratis) and a Socratic dialogue, the
Symposium. Plato, besides his Apology, wrote at least twenty-five dialogues, in all but
one of which Socrates figures. Xenophon and Plato paint pictures of Socrates
which differ from each other as much as the picture of Jesus given in the gospel of
Mark differs from that in the gospel of John. While in Mark Jesus speaks in parables,
brief aphorisms, and pointed responses to questions, the Jesus of the fourth gospel
delivers extensive discourses that resonate at several levels. There is a similar
contrast between Xenophon’s Socrates, who questions, argues, and exhorts in a
workmanlike manner, and the Socrates of Plato’s Republic, who delivers profound
metaphysical lectures in a style of layered literary artifice. Just as it was John’s
presentation of Jesus that had the greatest impact on later theological develop-
ment, so it is the Socrates of Plato whose ideas proved fertile in the history of
philosophy.

According to Xenophon, Socrates was a pious man, punctiliously observant of
ritual and respectful of oracles. In his prayers he let the gods decide what was good
for him, since the gods were omnipresent and omniscient, knowing everyone’s
words, actions, and unspoken intentions (Mem. 1. 2. 20; 3. 2). He taught that the
poor man’s mite was as pleasing to the gods as the grand sacrifices of the rich (Mem.
1. 3. 3). He was a decent, temperate person, devoid of avarice and ambition,
moderate in his desires, and tolerant of hardship. He was not an educator, though
he taught virtue by practice as well as exhortation, and he discouraged vice by
teasing and fable as well as by reproof. He was not to be blamed if some of his
pupils went to the bad in spite of his example. Though critical of some aspects of
Athenian democracy, he was a friend of the people, and totally innocent of crime
and treason (Mem. 1. 2).

Xenophon’s major concern in his memoirs was to exonerate Socrates from the
charges made against him at his trial, and to show that his life was such that
conservative Athenians should have revered him rather than condemned him to
death. Xenophon is also anxious to place a distance between Socrates and the
other philosophers of the age: unlike Anaxagoras he had no futile interest in



PYTHAGORAS TO PLATO

physics or astronomy (Mem. 1. 1. 16), and unlike the sophists he did not charge any
fees or pretend to expertise that he lacked (Mem. 1. 6-7).

Xenophon’s Socrates is an upright, rather wooden person, capable of giving
shrewd, commonsensical advice in practical and ethical matters. In discussion he is
quick to resolve ambiguities and to deflate cant, but he rarely ventures upon
philosophical argument or speculation. In a rare case when he does so it is,
significantly, in order to prove the existence and providence of God. If an object
is useful, Socrates argues, it must be the product of design, not chance; but our
sense-organs are eminently useful and delicately constructed. ‘Because our sight is
delicate, it has been shuttered with eyelids which open when we need to use it, and
close in sleep; so that not even the wind will damage it, eyelashes have been
planted as a screen; and our foreheads have been fringed with eyebrows to prevent
harm from the head’s own sweat’ (Mem. 1. 4. 6). Such contrivances, and the
implantation of the instincts for procreation and self-preservation, look like the
actions of a wise and benevolent craftsman (demiourgos). It is arrogant to think that
we humans are the only location of Mind (nous) in the universe. It is true that we
cannot see the cosmic intelligence that governs the infinite multitudinous uni-
verse, but we cannot see the souls that control our own bodies either. Moreover, it
is absurd to think that the cosmic powers that be have no concern for humans:
they have favoured humans above all other animals by endowing them with erect
posture, multi-purpose hands, articulate language, and all-year-round sex (Mem. 1.
4. 11-12).

Despite this anticipation of the perennial Argument from Design, there is little
in Xenophon’s work that would entitle Socrates to a prominent position in the
history of philosophy. Several of the Presocratics would be more than a match for
Xenophon’s Socrates in scope, insight, and originality. The Socrates who has
captured the imagination of succeeding generations of philosophers is the Socrates
of Plato, and it is he with whom we shall henceforth be concerned.

The Socrates of Plato

It is, however, an oversimplification to speak of a Platonic Socrates, because Plato’s
dialogues do not assign a consistent role or personality to the character called
Socrates. In some dialogues he is predominantly a critical inquirer, challenging the
pretensions of other characters by a characteristic technique of question and
answer—elenchus

which reduces them to incoherence. In other dialogues Socra-
tes is quite willing to harangue his audience, and to present an ethical and
metaphysical system in dogmatic form. In yet other dialogues he plays only a
minor part, leaving the philosophical initiative to a different protagonist. Before
going further, therefore, we must digress to consider when and where the
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dialogues can be taken to be presenting Socrates’ actual views, and when and
where the character Socrates is acting as a mouthpiece for Plato’s own philosophy.

In recent centuries scholars have sought to explain these differences in chrono-
logical terms: the different role assigned to Socrates in different dialogues repre-
sents the development of Plato’s thought and his gradual emancipation from the
teaching of his master. The initial clue to a chronological ordering of the dialogues
was given by Aristotle, who tells us that Plato’s Laws was written later than the
Republic (Pol. 2. 6. 12641‘24—7). There is indeed a tradition that the Laws was
unfinished at Plato’s death (D.L. 3. 37). On this basis nineteenth-century scholars
sought to establish a grouping of the dialogues, beginning from the final stage of
Plato’s life. They studied the frequency in different dialogues of different features
of style, such as the use of technical terms, preferences between synonymous
idioms, the avoidance of hiatus, and the adoption of particular speech rhythms.

On the basis of these stylometric studies, which by the end of the nineteenth
century had covered some 500 different linguistic criteria, a consensus emerged
that a group of dialogues stood out by its similarity to the Laws. All scholars agreed
on including in the group the dialogues Critias, Philebus, Sophist, Statesman, and Timaeus,
and all agreed that the group represented the latest stage of Plato’s writing career.
There was no similar consensus about ordering within the group: but it is notable
that the group includes all the dialogues in which Socrates’ role is at a minimum.
Only in the Philebus is he a prominent character. In Laws he does not appear at all,
and in the Timaeus, Critias, Sophist, and Politicus he has only a walk-on part while the
lead role is given to another: in the first two to the protagonist named in the
dialogue’s title, and in the latter two to a stranger from Parmenides’ town of Elea.
It seemed reasonable, therefore, to regard the dialogues of this group as expressing
the views of the mature Plato rather than those of his long-dead teacher.

In dividing the earlier dialogues into groups, scholars could once again follow a
clue given by Aristotle. In Metaph. M 4. 107827-32 he sets out the prehistory of
Plato’s Theory of Ideas, and assigns the following role to Socrates: ‘“Two things may
fairly be attributed to Socrates: inductive arguments and general definitions; both
are starting points of scientific knowledge. But he did not regard the universal or the
definitions as separate entities, but [the Platonists| did, and called them Ideas of
things.” Expositions of the Theory of Ideas are placed in the mouth of Socrates
in several important dialogues, notably Phaedo, Republic, and Symposium. In these
dialogues Socrates appears not as an inquiring questioner, but as a teacher in full
possession of a system of philosophy. By stylometric criteria these dialogues are
closer than other dialogues to the late group already described. It is reasonable,
therefore, to treat them as a middle group in the corpus, and to regard them as
representing Plato’s own philosophy rather than Socrates’.

A third group of dialogues can be identified by a set of common features: (1)
they are short; (2) Socrates appears as an inquirer, not an instructor; (3) the
Theory of Ideas is not presented; and (4) stylometrically they are at the greatest
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remove from the late group first identified. This group includes Crito, Charmides,
Laches, Lysis, lon, Euthydemus, and Hippias Minor. These dialogues are commonly
accepted as those most likely to be presentations of the philosophical views of
the historical Socrates. Here too belongs the Apology, in which Socrates is the sole
speaker, on trial for his life, and which in philosophical content and stylometric
features resembles the other dialogues of the group. The first book of the Republic,
too, in both content and style, resembles this group more than it resembles the
remaining books of the dialogue: some scholars suppose, with good reason, that it
first existed as a separate dialogue, perhaps under the title Thrasymachus. It is difhcult
to assign a chronology within this early group, though some authors place the
Lysis first and assign it before 399, on the basis of an ancient anecdote that it was
read to Socrates himself, who said, ‘what a load of lies this young man tells about
me’ (D.L. 3. 35).

In my view there is good reason to accept the general consensus that thus
divides the Platonic dialogues into three groups, early, middle, and late. The
division results from the striking coincidence of three independent sets of criteria,
dramatic, philosophical, and stylometric. Whether we focus on the dramatic role
given to Socrates, or the philosophical content of the dialogues, or tell-tale details
of style and idiom, we reach the same threefold grouping. Twentieth-century
developments in stylometry, with much more refined statistical techniques, and
with vast amounts of new data obtained from computerized texts, have essentially
done little more than confirm the consensus achieved in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century.zo

A number of dialogues, however, do not fall clearly into one of the three
groups, because the three criteria do not so happily coincide: the most important
such cases are Cratylus, Euthyphro, Gorgias, Meno, Phaedrus, Parmenides, Protagoras, Theaetetus.
Here more recent stylometric studies have thrown new light on the problems.21
There is no space here to enter into the detailed arguments for assigning each of
these dialogues to a particular period, so I will simply state the chronology that
appears to me most probable after an examination of the three sets of criteria.

Gorgias, Protagoras, and Meno seem to belong between the first and second group.
Though the Theory of Ideas is absent from the discussion, the role of Socrates is
closer to the didactic philosopher of the middle dialogues than to the agnostic
inquirer of the early dialogues. The order suggested by philosophical consider-
ations is Protagoras, Gorgias, Meno; the order that emerges from stylometric studies is
Meno, Protagoras, Gorgias. The Cratylus in style is close to these three, but is difficult to

% The consensus has been significantly questioned only in respect of the Timaeus and its
appendix, the Critias. The debate here will be examined later when I discuss Plato’s Theory of Ideas.

2! See L. Brandwood, The Chronology of Plato’s Dialogues (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990); G. Ledger, Re-counting Plato: A Computer Analysis of Plato’s Style (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989);
J. T. Temple, ‘A Multivariate Synthesis of Published Platonic Stylometric Data’, Literary and
Linguistic Computing, 11/2 (1996), 67-75.
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place precisely. The Euthyphro is generally considered an early dialogue, but it
contains a hint of the Theory of Ideas, and stylistic indicators place it close to
the Gorgias. Accordingly, I would place it in this intermediate group.

The Phaedrus was sometimes thought in antiquity to be the earliest of Plato’s
dialogues (D.L. 3. 38), but on both doctrinal and stylistic grounds the dialogue fits
reasonably well into the middle group. The case is not the same with two other
very important dialogues that in style are close to the Phaedrus, namely the
Parmenides and Theaetetus. In content these works stand at some distance from the
classical Theory of Ideas, which is ignored in the Theaetetus and subjected to severe
criticism in the Parmenides. In structure the Parmenides differs from all other dia-
logues; the Theaetetus resembles the dialogues of the early group. Internal references
in the Theaetetus look backwards to the Parmenides (183¢) and forwards to the Sophist
(210d). On balance it seems sensible to place these two dialogues between the
middle and the later dialogues, but a discussion of the problems in giving a
coherent statement of Plato’s philosophical position at this period will have to
wait until we have given an account of the Theory of Ideas.

Socrates’ Own Philosophy

It was necessary to establish a plausible chronology for the Platonic texts in order
to indicate to what extent it is safe to rely on Plato as a source of information about
the historical Socrates. Having done this, we can give an account of Socrates’ own
philosophy as it is presented in the early dialogues of his pupil. In the Apology Plato
is anxious, like Xenophon, to defend Socrates from the charge of atheism. He
points to the inconsistency between the two charges, that he is an atheist and that
he introduces strange divinities, by distancing him from the secular physicism of
Anaxagoras. The denial in the Apology that he had ever discussed physics (19d) does
not ring altogether true, even though it is echoed later by Aristotle (Metaph. Aoé.
987"2). If Socrates had never shown any interest in issues of cosmology, Aristopha-
nes’ mockery would have been so wide of the mark that the jokes would have
fallen very flat. Moreover, Plato himself in his Phaedo represents Socrates as
confessing that he at one time shared Anaxagoras’ curiosity about whether the
earth was flat or round and whether it was in the middle of the universe, and what
was the reason for the motion and speed of the sun and moon and other heavenly
bodies (Phd. 97b—99a).

It may have been Socrates’ disillusionment with Anaxagoras that made him give
up scientific inquiry and concentrate on the issues which, according to the Apology
and Aristotle, dominated the latter part of his life. According to both Plato and
Xenophon, another factor that directed his interest was an oracle uttered in
the name of Apollo by the entranced priestess in the shrine at Delphi. When
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asked if there was anyone in Athens wiser than Socrates, the priestess replied in the
negative. Socrates professed to be puzzled by this response, and began to question
different classes of people who claimed to possess wisdom of various kinds. It soon
became clear that politicians and poets possessed no genuine expertise at all, and
that craftsmen who were genuine experts in a particular area would pretend to a
universal wisdom to which they had no claim. Socrates concluded that the oracle
was correct in that he alone realized that his own wisdom was worthless (23b).

It was in matters of morality that it was most important to pursue genuine
knowledge and to expose false pretensions. For according to Socrates virtue and
moral knowledge were the same thing: no one who really knew what was the best
thing to do could do otherwise, and all wrongdoing was the result ofignorance.22
This makes it all the more absurd that he should be accused of corrupting the
young. Anyone would obviously prefer to live among good men than among bad
men, who might harm him. He cannot, therefore, have any motive for corrupting
the young on purpose; and if he is doing so unwittingly he should be educated
rather than prosecuted (26a).

Socrates, in the Apology, did not claim to possess himself the wisdom that is
sufficient to keep a man from wrongdoing. Instead, he said that he relied on an
inner divine voice, which would intervene if ever he was on the point of taking a
wrong step (41d). So far from being an atheist, his whole life was dedicated to a
divine mission, the campaign to expose false wisdom which was prompted by the
Delphic oracle. What would really be a betrayal of God would be to desert his post
through fear of death. If he were told that he could go free on condition that he
abandon philosophical inquiry, he would reply, ‘Men of Athens, I honour and
love you; but I shall obey God rather than you, and while I have life and strength I
shall never cease from the practice and teaching of philosophy’ (29d).

The early dialogues of Plato portray Socrates carrying out his philosophical
mission. Typically, the dialogue will be named after a personage who claims
knowledge of a certain subject or who can be taken to represent a certain virtue:
thus the Ion, on poetry, is named after a prizewinning rhapsode (a reciter of
Homer), and the Laches, on courage, is named after a distinguished general.
Charmides and Lysis, on passion, temperance, and friendship, are named after two
bright young men who commanded a circle of aristocratic admirers. In each
dialogue Socrates seeks a scientific account or definition of the topic under
discussion, and by questioning reveals that the eponymous protagonist is
unable to give one. The dialogues all end with the ostensible failure of the
inquiry, confirming the conclusion in the Apology that those who might most be
expected to possess wisdom on particular topics fail, under examination, to
exhibit it.

2 For a fuller discussion of this remarkable doctrine, ‘the Socratic Paradox’, see Ch. 8 below.
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The search for definitions serves different purposes in different dialogues: a
definition of justice is sought in Republic 1 in order to determine whether justice
benefits its possessor, and a definition of piety is sought in the Euthyphro in order
to settle a particular difficult case of conscience. But Aristotle was right to pick
out the search as a notable feature of Socratic method. The method has
sometimes been criticized as involving the fallacious claim that we cannot
ever know whether some particular action is or is not, say, just or pious unless
we can give a watertight definition of justice and piety. Such a claim would be
inconsistent with Socrates’ regular practice in the course of his elenchus of seeking
agreement whether particular actions (such as returning a borrowed knife to a
madman, or carrying out a strategic retreat in battle) do or do not exhibit
particular virtues such as justice and courage. Socrates’ method involves only
the weaker claim that unless we have a general definition of a virtue we will not
(a) be able to say whether the virtue universally has a particular property, such
as being teachable, or being beneficial, or (b) be able to decide difficult borderline
cases, such as whether a son’s prosecuting his father for the manslaughter of an
accused murderer is or is not an act of piety.

The other feature of Socrates’ method emphasized by Aristotle, namely the use
of inductive arguments, does in fact presuppose that we can be sure of truths
about individual cases while still lacking universal definitions. Plato’s Socrates does
not claim to have a watertight definition of techne, or craft; but over and over again
he considers particular crafts in order to extract general truths about the nature of
a craft. Thus, in Republic 1 he wishes to show that the test of a good craftsman is not
whether he makes a lot of money, but whether he benefits the objects of his craft.
To show this he runs through the products of different crafts: a good doctor
produces healthy patients, a good captain delivers safe navigation, a good builder
constructs a good house, and so on. How much money these people make is not
relevant to their goodness at their craft; it tells us only how efficient they are at the
quite different craft of moneymaking (Rep. 1. 346a—e).

The two procedures identified by Aristotle are, in Socrates’ method, closely
related to each other. The inductive argument from particular instances to
general truths is a contribution to the universal definition, even though the
contribution in these dialogues is forever incomplete, never leading to an
exception-proof definition. In the absence of the universal definition of a
virtue, the general truths are applied to help settle difficult borderline cases
of practice, and to evaluate preliminary hypotheses about the virtue’s proper-
ties. Thus, in the Republic case, the induction is used to show that a good ruler
is one who benefits his subjects, and therefore justice is not (as one of the
characters in the dialogue maintains) simply whatever is to the advantage of
those in power.

In these early dialogues about the virtues, in spite of Socrates’ profession of
ignorance, a number of theses emerge both about knowledge and about virtue.
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These will be explored in greater detail in later chapters on epistemology and
ethics. For the moment we may notice that the issues converge on the question:
Can virtue be taught? For if virtue is knowledge, then surely it must be teachable;
and yet it is difficult to point to any successful teachers of virtue.

In Athens, however, there was no lack of people claiming to have the relevant
expertise, namely the sophists. At the end of the early period, and before the
central period of Plato’s writing career, we find a series of dialogues named after

major sophists—Hippias, Gorgias, Protagoras—which address the question
whether virtue can be taught and which deflate the pretensions of the sophists
to possess the secret of its teachability. The Hippias Minor sets out a serious difficulty
for the idea that virtue is a craft that can be learnt. A craftsman who makes a
mistake unknowingly is inferior to a craftsman who makes a mistake deliberately;
so if virtue is a craft, one who sins deliberately is more virtuous than one who sins
in ignorance (376b). The Gorgias argues that rhetoric, the main arrow in the

sophist’s quiver, is incapable of producing genuine virtue. The Protagoras seems to

suggest—whether seriously or ironically—that virtue is indeed teachable, because
it is the art of calculating the proportion of pleasure and pain among the
consequences of one’s actions.”

From Socrates to Plato

Whether or not this is Socrates’ last word on the teachability of virtue, a reader of
the dialogues soon finds a quite different answer being given, in the Meno and the
Phaedo. Virtue, and the knowledge of good and evil, which according to Socrates is
identical with virtue, cannot be taught in the present life: it can only be recovered
by recollection of another and better world. This is presented not as a particular
thesis about virtue, but as a general thesis about knowledge. In the Meno it is
claimed that a slave-boy who has never been taught geometry can be brought, by
suitable questioning, to recall significant geometrical truths (82b—86a). In the
Phaedo it is argued that though we often see things that are more or less equal in
size, we never see a pair of things absolutely equal to each other. The idea of
absolute equality cannot therefore be derived from experience, but must have
been acquired in a previous life. The same goes for similar ideas such as that of
absolute goodness and absolute beauty (74b—75b).

The Meno and the Phaedo therefore introduce two doctrines—the Theory of
Ideas, and the thesis of recollection—which by the common consent of scholars
belong to Plato, and not to the historical Socrates. They effect the ‘separation’, of
which Aristotle spoke, between the universal definitions sought by Socrates and
the empirical entities of our everyday world.

» See Ch. 8 below.
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The Phaedo also contains Plato’s account of the last days of Socrates in prison.
Socrates’ friend Crito has (in the dialogue named after him) failed to gain
acceptance of a plan for escape. Socrates has rejected the proposal, saying that
he owes so much to the laws of Athens, under which he was born and bred and
lived contentedly, that he cannot now turn his back on his covenant with them
and run away (51d—54c). The arrival of a ship from the sacred isle of Delos marks
the end of the religious stay of execution, and Socrates prepares for death by
engaging his friends in a long discussion of the immortality of the soul.” The
discussion ends with Socrates’ narrating a series of myths about the journeys in the
underworld of the soul after it survives death.

Crito asks whether Socrates has any instructions about his burial; he is told to
remember that he will be burying only the body, and not the soul, which is to go
to the joys of the blessed. After his last bath Socrates says farewell to his family,
jokes with his gaoler, and accepts the cup of hemlock. He is represented (with a
degree of medical improbability) as composing himself serenely as sensation
gradually deserts his limbs. His last words, like so many in his life, are puzzling:
‘Crito, I owe a cock to Aesculapius [the god of healing]. Please remember to pay the
debt.” Once again we ask ourselves whether he means his words literally or is
employing his unique form of irony.

It is perhaps no coincidence that it is in one and the same dialogue that Plato
records the last hours of Socrates and introduces clearly for the first time his own
characteristic Theory of Ideas. As well as the physical death of Socrates, we witness
the demise of his personal philosophy, to be reincarnated henceforth in the more
metaphysical and mythical form of Platonism.

When Socrates died, Plato was in his late twenties, having been his pupil for
about eight years. A member of an aristocratic Athenian family, Plato would have
been just old enough to have fought in the Peloponnesian War, as his brothers
Glaucon and Adeimantus certainly did. His uncles Critias and Charmides were two
of the Thirty Tyrants, but he himself took no part in Athenian political life. At the
age of 40 he went to Sicily and became an associate of Dion, the brother-in-law of
the reigning monarch, Dionysius I; during this visit he made the acquaintance of
the Pythagorean philosopher Archytas. On his return to Athens he founded a
philosophical community, the Academy, in a private grove beside his own house.
Here a group of thinkers, under his direction, shared with each other their interests
in mathematics, astronomy, metaphysics, ethics, and mysticism. When 60 years old
he was invited back to Sicily by Dion’s nephew, who had now succeeded to the
throne as Dionysius II; but his visit was not a success because Dion and Dionysius
quarrelled with each other. A third visit as a royal adviser was equally abortive, and
Plato returned home disillusioned in 360. He died peacefully at a wedding feast in
Athens, himself unmarried, in the year 347, being aged about 80.

* The philosophical content of this discussion is analysed below in Ch. 7.
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Writers in antiquity wove many stories around Plato’s life, few of which deserve
credence. If we wish to put flesh around the bare bones of his biography, we do best
to read the Letters that have traditionally been included in his works. Though
some, if not all, are the composition of other authors, they contain information
that is much more plausible than the anecdotes to be found in the Life of Plato by
Diogenes Laertius. They profess to be from the last two decades of Plato’s life and
principally concern his involvement in the government of Syracuse and his
attempt to convert a tyranny into a constitution embodying his own political
ideals.

Plato’s works as handed down to us amount to some half a million words.
Though probably some of the works in the corpus are spurious, there are no
written works attributed to Plato in antiquity that have not survived today.
However, later writers in antiquity, in addition to making copious citations of
his dialogues, from time to time attach importance to an oral tradition of his
lectures in the Academy.

Because Plato chose to write in dialogue form, and never himself appears in
them as a speaker, it is difficult to be sure which of the varied philosophical theses
expounded by his characters were ones to which he was himself committed. We
have seen this par excellence in the case of his Socrates, but similar caution must
be exercised in attributing to him the doctrines of the other main interlocutors in
the dialogues, Timaecus, the Eleatic Stranger in the Sophist and Statesman, and the
Athenian Stranger in the Laws. The dialogue form enabled Plato to suspend
judgement about difficult philosophical issues, while presenting the strongest
arguments he could think of on both sides of the question (cf. D.L. 3. 52).

The Theory of Ideas

The best known of the doctrines to be found in Plato’s dialogues is the Theory of
Ideas. In the central dialogues, from the Euthyphro onwards, the theory is more
often alluded to, taken for granted, or argued from, than explicitly stated and
formally established. The clearest short statement of the theory is found not in
the dialogues but in the seventh of the Letters traditionally attributed to Plato,
which is largely devoted to a defence of his activities in Sicily. The authenticity of
this letter has often been rejected in modern times. There is, however, no better
ground for rejecting Plato’s Seventh Epistle to the Syracusans than there is
for rejecting Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians (which it resembles in several
ways). Certainly there is no good stylometric reason for calling it into question.25 If

» Ledger, Re-counting Plato, 14850, 224, regards the Seventh Letter as authentic, and close in
time to the Philebus, the first dialogue of the final period.
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it is not authentic, then it is one of the clearest and most authoritative statements
of the theory to be found in all the secondary literature on Plato. Hence it provides
a useful starting point for the exposition of the theory.

The letter states the following as a fundamental doctrine that Plato has often
expounded:

For each thing that there is three things are necessary if we are to come by knowledge: first,
the name, secondly, the definition, and thirdly, the image. Knowledge itself is a fourth
thing, and there is a fifth thing that we have to postulate, which is that which is knowable
and truly real. To understand this, consider the following example and regard it as typical
of everything. There is something called a circle; it has a name, which we have just this
minute used. Then there is its definition, a compound of nouns and verbs. We might give
‘The figure whose limit is at every point equidistant from its centre’ as the definition of
whatever is round, circular, or a circle. Thirdly, there is what we draw, or rub out, or
rotate, or cancel. The circle itself which all these symbolize does not undergo any such
change and is a quite different thing. In the fourth place we have knowledge, understand-
ing, and true opinion on these matters—these, collectively, are in our minds and not in
sounds or bodily shapes, and thus are clearly distinct from the circle itself and from the
three entities already mentioned. Of all these items, it is understanding that is closest to the
fifth in kinship and likeness; the others are at a greater distance. What is true of round is
also true of straight, of colour, of good and beautiful, and just; of natural and manufac-
tured bodies; of fire, water, and the other elements; of all living beings and moral
characters; of all that we do and undergo. In each case, anyone who totally fails to grasp
the first four things will never fully possess knowledge of the fifth. (342a—d)

If I follow Plato, then, I will begin by distinguishing four things: the word ‘circle’,
the definition of circle (a series of words), a diagram of a circle, and my concept of
a circle. The importance of being clear about these four items is to distinguish
them from, and contrast them with, a fifth thing, the most important of all, which
he calls ‘the circle itself’. It is this that is one of the Ideas of which Plato’s celebrated
theory treats. The theory is a wide-ranging one, as is clear from the list that ends
the paragraph of the fields in which the theory applies. In his other writings Plato
uses many other expressions to refer to Ideas. Forms’ (eide) is probably the most
common, but the Idea or Form of X may be called ‘the X itself’, ‘that very thing
that is X, or ‘Xness’, or ‘what X is’.

It is important to note what is absent from Plato’s list in the Seventh Letter. He
does not mention, even at the lowest level, actual material circular objects such as
cartwheels and barrels. The reason for his omission is clear from other passages in
his writings (e.g. Phd. 74a—c). The wheels and barrel we meet in experience are
never perfectly circular: somewhere or other there will be a bend or bump which
will interfere with the equidistance from the centre of every point on the
circumference. This is true too, for that matter, of any diagram we may draw
on paper or in the sand. Plato does not stress this point here, but it is the reason
why he says that the diagram is at a greater distance from the circle itself than my
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concept is. My subjective concept of the circle—my understanding of what ‘circle’
means—is not the same as the Idea of the circle, because the Idea is an objective
reality that is not the property of any individual mind. But at least the concept in
my mind is a concept of a perfect circle; it is not merely an imperfect approximation
to a circle, as the ring on my finger is.

In the passage I have cited, Plato arrives at the Idea of circle after starting from a
consideration of the word ‘circle’ as it occurs in the subject-place of a sentence
such as

A circle is a plane figure whose circumference is everywhere equidistant
from its centre.

However, he sometimes introduces the Idea of X by reflection on sentences in
which ‘X’ appears not in subject-place, but as a predicate.

Consider the following. Socrates, Simmias, and Cebes are all called ‘men’; they
have it in common that they are all men. Now when we say ‘Simmias is a man’ we
may wonder whether the word ‘man’ names or stands for something in the way
that the name ‘Simmias’ stands for the individual man Simmias. If so, what? Is it
the same thing as the word ‘man’ stands for in ‘Cebes is a man’? In order to deal
with questions of this kind, Plato introduces the Idea of Man. It is that which
makes Simmias, Cebes, and Socrates all men; it is the prime bearer of the name
‘Man’.

In many cases where we would say that a common predicate was true of a number
of individuals, Plato will say that they are all related to a certain Idea or Form: where
A, B, C, areall F, they are related to a single Form of F. Sometimes he will describe this
relation as one of imitation: A, B, C, all resemble F. Sometimes he will talk rather of
participation: A, B, C all share in F, they have F in common between them. It is not
clear how universally we are to apply the principle that behind common predication
there lies a common Idea. Sometimes Plato states it universally, sometimes he
hesitates about applying it to certain particular sorts of predicate. Certainly he lists
Ideas of many different types, such as the Idea of Good, the Idea of Bed, the Idea of
Circle, the Idea of Being. He is prepared to extend the theory beyond single-place
predicates such as ‘is round’ to two-place predicates like ‘is distinct from’. When we
say that A is distinct from B and when we say that B is distinct from A, although we
use the word ‘distinct’ twice, each time we are applying it to a single entity.

We may state a number of Platonic theses about Ideas and their relations to
ordinary things in the world.

(1) The Principle of Commonality. Wherever several things are F, this is because
they participate in or imitate a single Idea of F (Phd. 100c; Men. 72¢, 75a;
Rep. 5. 476a10, 597¢).

(2) The Principle of Separation. The Idea of F is distinct from all the things that are F
(Phd. 74c; Smp. 211b).
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(3) The Principle of Self-Predication. The Idea of F is itself F (Hp. Ma. 292¢; Prt. 230c—e;
Prm. 132a-b).

(4) The Principle of Purity. The Idea of F is nothing but F (Phd. 74c; Smp. 211e).

(5) The Principle of Uniqueness. Nothing but the Idea of F is really, truly, altogether
F (Phd. 74d, Rep. 5. 479a—d).

(6) The Principle of Sublimity. Ideas are everlasting, they have no parts and undergo
no change, and they are not perceptible to the senses (Phd. 78d; Smp. 211b).

The Principle of Commonality is not, by itself, uniquely Platonic. Many people
who are unhappy with talk of ‘participation’ are content to speak of attributes as
being ‘in common’ among many things which have them. They may say, for
instance, ‘If A, B, and C are all red, then this is because they have the property of
being red in common, and we learn the meaning of ‘red’ by seeing what is
common among the red things.” What is peculiar to Plato is that he seriously
follows up what is implied if one uses the metaphor of ‘having in common’.”® For
instance, there must be only a single Idea of F, otherwise we could not explain why
the F things have something in common (Rep. 597b—c).

The Principle of Separation is linked with the notion of a hierarchy between
Ideas and the individuals that exemplify them. To participate and to be partici-
pated in are two quite different relationships, and the two terms of these relation-
ships must be on a different level.

The Principle of Self-Predication is important for Plato, because without it he
could not show how the Ideas explain the occurrence of properties in individuals.
Only what is hot will make something hot; and it is no good drying yourself with a
wet towel. So, in general, only what is itself F can explain how something else is
F. So if the Idea of Cold is to explain why snow is cold, it must itself be cold (Phd.
103b—e).

The Idea of Fis not only F, it is a perfect specimen of an F. It cannot be diluted
or adulterated by any element other than Fness: hence the Principle of Purity. If it
were to possess any property other than being F, it would have to do so by
participating in some other Idea, which would surely have to be superior to it in
the way that the Idea of F is superior to all the non-ideal Fs. The notion of
stratified relationships between Ideas opens up a Pandora’s box which Plato, when
presenting the classical Theory of Ideas in his central dialogues, preferred to keep
closed.

The Principle of Uniqueness is sometimes stated in a misleading way by commen-
tators. Plato frequently says that only Ideas really are, and that the non-ideal
particulars we encounter in sense-experience are between being and not being. He
is often taken to be saying that only Ideas really exist, and that tangible objects are
unreal and illusory. In context, it is clear that when Plato says that only Ideas really

% T owe this point to G. E. M. Anscombe, Three Philosophers (Oxford: Blackwell, 1961), 28.
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are, he does not mean that only Ideas really exist, but that only the Idea of F is really
F, whatever F may be in the particular case. Particulars are between being and not
being in that they are between being F and not being F—i.e. they are sometimes F and
sometimes not F.?/

For instance, only the Idea of Beauty is really beautiful, because particular
beautiful things are (a) beautiful in one respect but ugly in another (in figure, say,
but not in complexion), or (b) beautiful at one time but not another (e.g. at age 20
but not at age 70), (c) beautiful by comparison with some things, but not with
others (e.g. Helen may be beautiful by comparison with Medea, but not by
comparison with Aphrodite), (d) beautiful in some surroundings but not in others
(Smp. 211 a—e).

An important feature of the classical Theory of Ideas is the Principle of
Sublimity. The particulars that participate belong to the inferior world of Becoming,
the world of change and decay; the Ideas that are participated in belong to a
superior world of Being, of eternal stability. The most sublime of all Ideas is the
Idea of the Good, superior in rank and power to all else, from which everything
that can be known derives its being (Rep. 509¢).

The problem with the Theory of Ideas is that the principles that define it
do not seem to be all consistent with each other. It is difficult to reconcile
the Principle of Separation with the Principles of Commonality and of Self-
Predication. The difficulty was first expounded by Plato himself in the Parmenides,
where he gives an argument along the following lines. Let us suppose that we
have a number of particulars, each of which is F. Then, by (1) there is an Idea of
F. This, by (3), is itself F. But now the Idea of F and the original particular Fs
make up a new collection of F things. By (1) again, this must be because they
participate in an Idea of F. But by (2) this cannot be the Idea first postulated. So
there must be another Idea of F; but this in turn, by (3), will be F, and so on ad
infinitum. 1f we are to avoid this regress, we must abandon one or other of the
principles that generate it. To this day scholars are divided as to how seriously
Plato took this difficulty, and which, if any, of his principles he modified in order
to solve it. I shall return to the question when we engage in a fuller discussion of
Plato’s metaphysics.zg

Plato applied his Theory of Ideas to many philosophical problems: he offered
them as the basis of moral values, the bedrock of scientific knowledge, and the
ultimate origin of all being. One problem to which Plato offered his theory as an
answer is often called the problem of universals: the problem of the meaning of
universal terms such as ‘man’, ‘bed’, ‘virtue’, ‘good’. Because Plato’s answer turned
out to be unsatisfactory, the problem was to remain on the philosophical agenda.

1 first learnt this from Vlastos’s article ‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’, in R. Bambrough (ed.),
New Essays on Plato and Aristotle (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1965).
* See p. 208ff. below.
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In succeeding chapters we shall see how Aristotle handled the issue. The problem
had a continuing history through the Middle Ages and up to our own time. A
number of notions that occur in modern discussions of the problem bear a
resemblance to Plato’s Ideas.

Predicates. In modern logic a sentence such as ‘Socrates is wise’ is considered as
having a subject, ‘Socrates’, and a predicate, which consists of the remainder of
the sentence, i.e. .. .is wise’. Some philosophers of logic, following Gottlob Frege,
have regarded predicates as having an extra-mental counterpart: an objective
predicate (Frege called it a ‘function’) corresponding to *...is a man’ in a way
similar to that in which the man Socrates corresponds to the name ‘Socrates’.
Frege’s functions, such as the function x is a man, are objective entities: they are
more like the fifth items of the Seventh Letter than like the fourth items. They
share some of the transcendental properties of Ideas: the function x is a man does
not grow or die as human beings do, and nowhere in the world can one view or
handle the function x is divisible by 7. But functions do not conform to the
Principles of Self-Predication or Uniqueness. How could one ever imagine that
the function x is a man, and only that function, was really and truly a human
being?

Classes. Functions serve as principles according to which objects can be
collected into classes: objects that satisfy the function x is human, for instance,
can be grouped into the class of human beings. Ideas in some way resemble
classes: participation in an Idea can be assimilated to membership of a class. The
difficulty in identifying Ideas with classes arises again over the Principle of Self-
Predication. The class of men is not a man and we cannot say in general that the
class of Fs is F. However, it seems at first sight as if there are, indeed, some classes
that are members of themselves, such as the class of classes. But just as Plato was
to find that the Principle of Self-Predication led him into serious problems, so
modern philosophers discovered that if one was allowed total freedom to form
classes of classes one would be led into paradoxes. Most notorious is the paradox
of the class of all classes that are not members of themselves. Bertrand Russell
pointed out that if this class is a member of itself it is not a member of itself, and if
it is not a member of itself then it is a member of itself. It is no accident that
Russell’s paradox bears a striking resemblance to Plato’s self-criticism in the
Parmenides.

Paradigms. It has more than once been suggested that Platonic Ideas might be
looked on as paradigms or standards: the relation between individuals and Ideas
might be thought to be similar to that between metre-long objects and the
Standard Metre by which the metre length was formerly defined.” This notion
fits well the way in which for Plato particulars imitate or resemble Ideas: to be a

¥ The idea originated with Wittgenstein. See P. T. Geach, ‘The Third Man Again’, in R. E.
Allen (ed.), Studies in Plato’s Metaphysics (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1965).
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metre long was, precisely, to resemble the Standard Metre, and if two things were
each a metre long it was in virtue of their common resemblance to the paradigm.
However, such paradigms fail the Principle of Sublimity: the Standard Metre was
not in heaven but in Paris.

Concrete universals. Philosophers have sometimes toyed with the notion that in a
sentence such as “Water is fluid’ the word ‘water’ is to be treated as the name of a
single scattered object, the aqueous portion of the world, made up of puddles,
rivers, lakes, and so on. This would give a clear sense to Plato’s principle that
particulars participate in Ideas: this particular bottle of water is quite literally a
part of all-the-water-in-the-world. Moreover, water is undoubtedly water, and
nothing that is not water is really and truly water. This notion also suits Plato’s
preference (not often shared by his commentators) for referring to Ideas by a
concrete mode of speech (e.g. ‘the beautiful’) rather than an abstract one
(e.g. ‘beauty’). However, concrete universals fail the Principle of Sublimity and
the Principle of Purity: the water in the universe can be located and can change
in quantity and distribution, and it has many other properties besides that of
being water.

None of these notions do full justice to the many facets of Plato’s Ideas. If
one wants to see how his six principles seemed plausible to Plato it is better to
consider, not any modern logician’s technical concept, but some more unre-
flective notion. Consider the points of the compass, north, south, west, and east.
Take the notion, say, of the east as one might conceive it by naive reflection on
the various idioms we in Britain use about the east. There are many places that
are east of us, e.g. Belgrade and Hong Kong. Anything thus eastward is part of
the east (participation) and is in the same direction as the east (imitation). That
is what makes whatever is east of us east (1). The east, however, cannot be
identified with any point in space, however eastward it may be (2). The east is
of course east of us (3), and the east is nothing but east (4): if we say ‘“The east
is red” we only mean that the eastern sky is red. Nothing but the east is
unqualifiedly east: the sun is sometimes east and sometimes west, India is
east of Iran but west of Vietnam, but in every time and place the east is east
(5). The east has no history in time, and it cannot be seen, handled, or parcelled
out (6).

I am not, of course, suggesting that points of the compass will supply an
interpretation of Plato’s principles that will make them all come out true: no
interpretation could do that since the principles form an inconsistent set. I am
merely saying that this interpretation will make the theses look prima facie
plausible in a way that the interpretations previously considered will not.
Functions, classes, paradigms, and concrete universals all raise problems of
their own, as philosophers long after Plato discovered, and though we cannot
go back to the classical Theory of Ideas, we have yet to give a fully satisfactory
answer to the problems it was meant to address.
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Plato’s Republic

In Plato’s most famous dialogue, the Republic, the Theory of Ideas is put to use not
only for the logical and semantical purposes that we have just been considering,
but also to address problems in epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics. These
ramifications of the theory will be considered in later chapters. But the Republic
is best known to the world at large not for its manifold exploitation of the theory,
but for the political arrangements that are described in its central books.

The official topic of the dialogue is the nature and value of justice. After several
candidate definitions for justice have been examined and found wanting in the first
book (which probably originally existed as a separate dialogue), the main part of
the work begins with a challenge to Socrates to prove that justice is something
worthwhile for its own sake. Plato’s brothers Glaucon and Adeimantus, who are
characters in the dialogue, argue that justice is chosen as a way of avoiding evil. To
avoid being oppressed by others, Glaucon says, weak human beings make com-
pacts with each other neither to suffer nor to commit injustice. People would
much prefer to act unjustly if they could do so with impunity—the kind of
impunity a man would have, for instance, if he could make himself invisible so
that his misdeeds passed undetected. Adeimantus supports his brother, saying that
among humans the rewards of justice are the rewards of seeming to be just rather
than the rewards of actually being just, and with regard to the gods the penalties
of injustice can be bought off by prayer and sacrifice (2. 358a—367e¢).

We shall see in Chapter 8 how Socrates responds, through the remaining books
of the dialogue, to this initial challenge. Now, in the interests of setting out Plato’s
political philosophy, we should concentrate on his immediate response. To answer
the brothers he shifts from the consideration of justice, or righteousness, in the
individual person to the larger issue of justice in the city-state. There, he says, the
nature of justice will be written in bigger letters and therefore easier to read. The
purpose of living in cities is to enable people with different skills to supply each
other’s needs by an appropriate division of labour. Ideally, if people were content
as they once were with the satisfaction of their basic needs, a very simple
community would suffice. But in the modern luxurious age citizens demand
more than mere subsistence, and this necessitates more complicated political
arrangements, including a well-trained professional army (2. 369b—374d).

Socrates now presents a blueprint for a city with three classes. Those among the
soldiers best fitted to rule are selected by competition to form the upper class,
called guardians; the remaining soldiers are described as auxiliaries, and the rest of
the citizens belong to the class of farmers and artisans (2. 374d—376¢). How are the
working classes to be brought to accept the authority of the ruling classes? A myth
must be propagated, a ‘noble falsehood’, to the effect that members of the three
classes have different metals in their soul: gold, silver, and bronze respectively.
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Citizens in general are to remain in the class in which they were born, but Socrates
allows a limited amount of social mobility (3. 414c—415¢).

The rulers and auxiliaries are to receive an elaborate education in literature
(based on a bowdlerized Homer), music (provided it is martial and edifying), and
gymnastics (undertaken by both sexes in common) (2. 376e—3. 403b). Women as
well as men are to be guardians and auxiliaries, but this involves severe restraints
no less than privileges. Members of the upper classes are not allowed to marry;
women are to be held in common and all sexual intercourse is to be public.
Procreation is to be strictly regulated on eugenic grounds. Children are not to be
allowed contact with their parents, but will be brought up in public creches.
Guardians and auxiliaries may not own property or touch money; they will be
given, free of charge, adequate but modest provisions, and they will live in
common like soldiers in a camp (5. 451d-471c).

The state that Socrates imagines in books 3 to 5 of the Republic has been both
denounced as a piece of ruthless totalitarianism and admired as an early exercise in
feminism. If it was ever seriously meant as a blueprint for a real-life polity, then it
must be admitted that it is in many respects in conflict with the most basic human
rights, devoid of privacy and full of deceit. Considered as a constitutional proposal, it
deserves all the obloquy that has been heaped on it by conservatives and liberals alike.
Butit must be remembered that the explicit purpose of this constitution-mongering
was to cast light on the nature of justice in the soul, as Socrates goes on to do.* Plato,
we know from other dialogues, delighted in teasing his readers; he extended
the irony he had learnt from Socrates into a major principle of philosophical
illumination.

However, having woven the analogy with his classbound state into his moral
psychology, Plato in later books of the Republic returns to political theory. His ideal
state, he tells us, incorporates all the cardinal virtues: the virtue of wisdom resides
in the guardians, fortitude in the auxiliaries, temperance in the working classes,
and justice is rooted in the principle of the division of labour from which the city-
state took its origin. In a just state every citizen and every class does that for which
they are most suited, and there is harmony between the classes (4. 427d—434c).

In less ideal states there is a gradual falling away from this ideal. There are
five possible types of political constitution (8. 544e). The first and best consti-
tution is called monarchy or aristocracy: if wisdom rules it does not matter
whether it is incarnate in one or many rulers. There are four other inferior
types of constitution: timocracy, oligarchy, democracy, and despotism (8. 543c).
Each of these constitutions declines into the next because of the downgrading
of one of the virtues of the ideal state. If the rulers cease to be persons of
wisdom, aristocracy gives place to timocracy, which is essentially rule by a
military junta (8. 547c). Oligarchy differs from timocracy because oligarchic

% See Ch. 7 below.
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rulers lack fortitude and military virtues (8. 556d). Oligarchs do possess, in a
rather miserly form, the virtue of temperance; when this is abandoned oli-
garchy gives way to democracy (8. 555b). For Plato, any step from the aristoc-
racy of the ideal republic is a step away from justice; but it is the step from
democracy to despotism that marks the enthronement of injustice incarnate
(8. 576a). So the aristocratic state is marked by the presence of all the virtues,
the timocratic state by the absence of wisdom, the oligarchic state by the decay
of fortitude, the democratic state by contempt for temperance, and the despotic
state by the overturning of justice.

Plato recognizes that in the real world we are much more likely to encounter
the various forms of inferior state than the ideal constitution described in the
Republic. Nonetheless, he insists that there will be no happiness, public or private,
except in such a city, and such a city will never be brought about unless
philosophers become kings or kings become philosophers (5. 473¢—d). Becoming
a philosopher, of course, involves working through Plato’s educational system in
order to reach acquaintance with the Ideas.

The Laws and the Timaeus

Later in his life Plato abandoned the idea of the philosopher king and ceased to
treat the Theory of Ideas as having political significance. He came to believe
that the character of the ruler was less important to the welfare of a city than
the nature of the laws under which it was governed. In his late and longest
work, the Laws, he portrays an Athenian visitor discussing with a Cretan and a
Spartan the constitution of a colony, Magnesia, to be founded in the south of
Crete. It is to be predominantly agricultural, with the free population consisting
mainly of citizen farmers. Manual work is done largely by slaves, and craft and
commerce are the province of resident aliens. Full citizenship is restricted to 5,040
adult males, divided into twelve tribes. The blueprint for government that is
presented as a result of the advice of the Athenian visitor stands somewhere
between the actual constitutional arrangements of Athens and the imaginary
structures of Plato’s ideal republic.

Like Athens, Magnesia is to have an assembly of adult male citizens, a Council,
and a set of elected officials, to be called the Guardians of the Laws. Ordinary
citizens will take part in the administration of the laws by sitting on enormous
juries. Various appointments are made by lot, so as to ensure wide political
participation. Private property is allowed, subject to a highly progressive wealth
tax (5. 744b). Marriage, far from being abolished, is imposed by law, and bachelors
over 35 have to pay severe annual fines (6. 774b). Finally, legislators must realize
that even the best laws are constantly in need of reform (6. 769d).
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On the other hand, Magnesia has several features reminiscent of the Republic.
Supreme power in the state rests with a Nocturnal Council, which includes the
wisest and most highly qualified officials, specially trained in mathematics,
astronomy, theology, and law (though not, like the guardians of the Republic,
metaphysics). Private citizens are not allowed to possess gold or silver coins, and
the sale of houses is strictly forbidden (5. 740c, 742a). Severe censorship is
imposed on both texts and music, and poets must be licensed (7. 801d—2a).
Female sex police, with right of entry to households, oversee procreation and
enforce eugenic standards (6. 784a—b). In divorce courts there must be as many
women judges as men (9. 930a). Women are to join men at the communal
meals, and they are to receive military training, and provide a home defence
force (7. 814a). Education is of great importance for all classes, and is to be
supervised by a powerful Minister of Education reporting direct to the Noctur-
nal Council (6. 765d).

Substantive legislation is set out in the middle books of the dialogue. Each law
must have a preamble setting out its purpose, so that citizens may conform to it
with understanding. For instance, a law compelling marriage between the age of 30
and 35 should have a preamble explaining that procreation is the method by which
human beings achieve immortality (4. 721b). The duties of the many adminis-
trative officials are set out in book 6, and the educational curriculum is detailed,
from playschool upward, in book 7; the Laws itself is to be a set school text. Book 9
deals with forms of assault and homicide and sets out the procedure relating to
capital offences such as temple robbery. Elaborate provision is made to ensure that
the accused gets a fair trial. In civil matters the law goes into fine detail, laying
down, for instance, the damages to be paid by a defendant who is shown to have
enticed away bees from the plaintiff’s hive (9. 843e). Hunting is to be very severely
restricted: the only form allowed is the hunting of four-legged animals, on
horseback, with dogs (7. 824a).

From time to time in the Laws Plato engages in theoretical discussion of sexual
morality, though actual sexual legislation is restricted to a form of excommuni-
cation for adultery (7. 785d—e). In a way that has been very common during the
Christian era, but was rare in pagan antiquity, he bases his sexual ethics on the
notion that procreation is the natural purpose of sex. The Athenian says at one
point that he would like to put into effect ‘A law to permit sexual intercourse only
for its natural purpose, procreation, and to prohibit homosexual relations; to
forbid the deliberate killing of a human offspring and the casting of seed on rocks
and stone where it will never take root and fructify’ (8. 838¢). He realizes, however,
that it will be very difficult to ensure compliance with such a law, and instead he
proposes other measures to stamp out sodomy and discourage all forms of non-
procreative intercourse (8. 836e, 841d). We have reached a point in Plato’s thinking
far distant from the arch homosexual banter which is such a predominant feature
of the Socratic dialogues.
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One of the most interesting sections of the Laws is the tenth book, which deals
with the worship of the gods and the elimination of heresy. Impiety arises, the
Athenian says, when people do not believe that the gods exist, or believe that they
exist but do not care for the human race. As a preamble to laws against impiety,
therefore, the lawgiver must establish the existence of the divine. The elaborate
argument he presents will be considered in a later chapter on philosophy of
religion.

In the Timaeus, a dialogue whose composition probably overlapped with that of
the Laws, Plato sets out the relationship between God and the world we live in. He
returns to the traditional philosophical topic of cosmology, taking it up at the
point where Anaxagoras had, in his view, left off unsatisfactorily. The world of the
Timaeus is not a field of mechanistic causes: it is fashioned by a divinity, variously
called its father, its maker, or its craftsman (demiourgos) (28¢).

Timaeus, the eponymous hero of the dialogue, is an astronomer. He offers to
narrate to Socrates the history of the universe, from the origin of the cosmos to
the appearance of mankind. People ask, he says, whether the world has always
existed or whether it had a beginning. The answer must be that it had a beginning,
because it is visible, tangible, and corporeal, and nothing that is perceptible by the
senses is eternal and changeless in the way that the objects of thought are
(27d-28c¢). The divinity who fashioned it had his eye on an eternal archetype,
‘for the cosmos is the most beautiful of the things that have come to be, and he is
the best of all causes’ (29a). Why did he bring it into existence? Because he was
good, and what is good is utterly free from envy or selfishness (29d).

Like the Lord God in Genesis, the maker of the world looked at what he had
made and found that it was good; and in his delight he adorned it with many
beautiful things. But the Demiurge differs from the creator of Judaco-Christian
tradition in several ways. First of all, he does not create the world from nothing:
rather, he brings it into existence from a primordial chaos, and his creative freedom
is limited by the necessary properties of the initial matter (48a). ‘God, wishing all
things to be good and nothing, if he could help it, paltry, and finding the visible
universe in a state not of peace but of inharmonious and disorderly motion,
brought it from disorder into an order that he judged to be altogether better’
(30a). Secondly, while the Mosaic creator infuses life into an inert world at a certain
stage of its creation, in Plato both the ordered universe and the archetype on which
it was patterned are themselves living beings. What is this living archetype? He does
not tell us, but perhaps it is the world of Ideas which, he concluded belatedly in the
Sophist, must contain life. God created the soul of the world before he formed the
world itself: this world-soul is poised between the world of being and the world of
becoming (35a). He then fastened the world on to it.

The soul was woven all through from the centre to the outermost heaven, which it
wrapped itself around. By its own revolution upon itself it provided a divine principle of
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unending and rational life for all time. The body of the heaven was made visible, but the
soul is invisible and endowed with reason and harmony. It is the best creation of the best of
intelligible and eternal realities. (36e—37a)

In contrast to those earlier philosophers who spoke of multiple worlds, Plato is very
firm that our universe is the only one (31b). He follows Empedocles in regarding the
world as made up of the four elements, earth, air, fire, and water, and he follows
Democritus in believing that the different qualities of the elements are due to the
different shapes of the atoms that constitute them. Earth atoms are cubes, air atoms
are octahedrons, fire atoms are pyramids, and water atoms are icosahedrons. Pre-
existent space was the receptacle into which the maker placed the world, and in a
mysterious way it underlies the transmutation of the four elements, rather as a
lump of gold underlies the different shapes that a jeweller may give to it (50a). In this
Plato seems to anticipate the prime matter of Aristotelian hylornorphism.31

Timaeus explains that there are four kinds of living creatures in the universe:
gods, birds, animals, and fish. Among gods Plato distinguishes between the fixed
stars, which he regards as everlasting living beings, and the gods of Homeric
tradition, whom he mentions in a rather embarrassed aside. He describes the
infusion of souls into the stars and into human beings, and he develops a tripartite
division of the human soul that he had introduced earlier in the Republic. He gives a
detailed account of the mechanisms of perception and of the construction of the
human body.32 This construction, he tells us, was delegated by God to the lesser
divinities that he had himself made personally (69¢). A full description is given of
all our bodily organs and their function, and there is a listing of diseases of body
and mind.

The Timaeus was for centuries the most influential of Plato’s dialogues. While the
other dialogues went into oblivion between the end of antiquity and the beginning
of the Renaissance, much of the Timaeus survived in Latin translations by Cicero
and a fourth-century Christian called Chalcidius. Plato’s teleological account of
the forming of the world by a divinity was not too difficult for medieval thinkers
to assimilate to the creation story of Genesis. The dialogue was a set text in the
early days of the University of Paris, and 300 years later Raphael in his School of
Athens gave Plato in the centre of the fresco only the Timaeus to hold.

! See Ch. 5 below. 2 See Ch. 7 below.
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Schools of Thought:

From Aristotle to Augustine

he fourth century saw a shift in political power from the city-states of
T classical Greece to the kingdom of Macedon to the north. In the same way,
after the Athenians Socrates and Plato, the next great philosopher was a Macedo-
nian. Aristotle was born, fifteen years after Socrates’ death, in the small colony of
Stagira, on the peninsula of Chalcidice. He was the son of Nicomachus, court
physician to King Amyntas, the grandfather of Alexander the Great. After the
death of his father he migrated to Athens in 367, being then 17, and joined Plato’s
Academy. He remained for twenty years as Plato’s pupil and colleague, and it can
safely be said that on no other occasion in history was such intellectual power
concentrated in a single institution.

Aristotle in the Academy

Many of Plato’s later dialogues date from these decades, and some of the argu-
ments they contain may reflect Aristotle’s contributions to debate. By a flattering
anachronism, Plato introduces a character called Aristotle into the Parmenides, the
dialogue that contains the most acute criticisms of the Theory of Ideas. Some of
Aristotle’s own writings also belong to this period, though many of these early
works survive only in fragments quoted by later writers. Like his master, he wrote
initially in dialogue form, and in content his dialogues show a strong Platonic
influence.

In his lost dialogue Eudemus, for instance, Aristotle expounded a conception of
the soul close to that of Plato’s Phaedo. He argued vigorously against the thesis that
the soul is an attunement of the body, claiming that it is imprisoned in a carcass
and capable of a happier life when disembodied. The dead are more blessed and
happier than the living, and have become greater and better. ‘It is best, for all men
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and women, not to be born; and next after that—the best option for humans—is,
once born, to die as quickly as possible’ (fr. 44). To die is to return to one’s real
home.

Another Platonic work of Aristotle’s youth is his Protrepticus, or exhortation to
philosophy. This too is lost, but it was so extensively quoted in later antiquity that
some scholars believe they can reconstruct it almost in its entirety. Everyone has to
do philosophy, Aristotle says, for arguing against the practice of philosophy isitselfa
form of philosophizing. But the best form of philosophy is the contemplation of the
universe of nature. Anaxagoras is praised for saying that the one thing that makes
life worth living is to observe the sun and the moon and the stars and the heavens. It
is for this reason that God made us, and gave us a godlike intellect. All else—
strength, beauty, power, and honour—is worthless (Barnes, 2416).

The Protrepticus contains a vivid expression of the Platonic view that the soul’s
union with the body is in some way a punishment for evil done in an earlier life.
‘As the Etruscans are said often to torture captives by chaining corpses to their
bodies face to face, and limb to limb, so the soul seems to be spread out and nailed
to all the organs of the body’ (ibid.). All this is very different from Aristotle’s
eventual mature thought.

It is probable that some of Aristotle’s surviving works on logic and disputation,
the Topics and Sophistical Refutations, belong to this period. These are works of
comparatively informal logic, the one expounding how to construct arguments
for a position one has decided to adopt, the other showing how to detect
weaknesses in the arguments of others. Though the Topics contains the germ of
conceptions, such as the categories, that were to be important in Aristotle’s later
philosophy, neither work adds up to a systematic treatise on formal logic such as
we are to be given in the Prior Analytics. Even so, Aristotle can say at the end of the
Sophistical Refutations that he has invented the discipline of logic from scratch:
nothing at all existed when he started. There are many treatises on rhetoric, he
says, but

on the subject of deduction we had nothing of an earlier date to cite, but needed to spend a
long time on original research. If, then, it seems to you on inspection that from such an
unpromising start we have brought our investigation to a satisfactory condition compar-
able to that of traditional disciplines, it falls to you my students to grant me your pardon
for the shortcomings of the inquiry, and for its discoveries your warm thanks. (SE 34.
184°9-"8)

It is indeed one of Aristotle’s many claims on posterity that he was logic’s founder.
His most important works on the subject are the Categories, the de Interpretatione, and
the Prior Analytics. These set out his teaching on simple terms, on propositions, and
on syllogisms. They were grouped together, along with the two works already
mentioned, and a treatise on scientific method, the Posterior Analytics, into a
collection known as the Organon, or ‘tool’” of thought. Most of Aristotle’s followers
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thought of logic not as itself a scientific discipline, but as a propaedeutic art which
could be used in any discipline; hence the title. The Organon, though shown already
in antiquity to be incomplete as a system of logic, was regarded for two millennia
as providing the core of the subject.1

While Aristotle was at the Academy, King Philip Il of Macedon, who succeeded
his father in 359, adopted an expansionist policy and waged war on a number of
Greek city-states, including Athens. Despite the martial eloquence of Aristotle’s
contemporary Demosthenes, who denounced the Macedonian king in his ‘Philip-
pics’, the Athenians defended their interests only half-heartedly. After a series of
humiliating concessions they allowed Philip to become, by 338, master of the
Greek world. It cannot have been an easy time to be a Macedonian resident in
Athens.

Within the Academy, however, relations seem to have remained cordial. Later
generations liked to portray Plato and Aristotle embattled against each other, and
some in antiquity likened Aristotle to an ungrateful colt who had kicked his
mother (D.L. 5. 1). But Aristotle always acknowledged a great debt to Plato, whom
on his death he described as the best and happiest of mortals ‘whom it is not right
for evil men even to praise’. He took a large part of his philosophical agenda from
Plato, and his teaching is more often a modification than a repudiation of Plato’s
doctrines. The philosophical ideas that are common to the two philosophers are
more important than the issues that divide them—ijust as, in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, the opposing schools of rationalists and empiricists had
much more in common with each other than with the philosophers who
preceded and followed them.

Already, however, during his period at the Academy, Aristotle began to distance
himself from Plato’s Theory of Ideas. In his pamphlet On Ideas he maintained that
the arguments of Plato’s central dialogues establish only that there are, in addition
to particulars, certain common objects of the sciences; but these need not be Ideas.
He employs against Ideas a version of an argument that we have already encoun-
tered in Plato’s own dialogues—he calls it the ‘Third Man argument’ (Barnes,
2435). In his surviving works Aristotle often take issue with the theory. Sometimes
he does so politely, as where, in the Nicomachean Ethics, he introduces a series of
arguments against the Idea of the Good with the remarks that he has an uphill
task because the Forms were introduced by his good friends. However, his duty as a
philosopher is to honour truth above friendship. In the Posterior Analytics, however,
he dismisses Ideas contemptuously as ‘tarradiddle’ (1. 22. 8333).

More seriously, in his Metaphysics he argues that the theory fails to solve the
problems it was meant to address. It does not confer intelligibility on particulars,
because immutable and everlasting forms cannot explain how particulars come
into existence and undergo change. Moreover, they do not contribute anything

' Aristotle’s logic is considered in detail in Ch. 3.
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either to the knowledge or to the being of other things (A 9. 991"8 ff.). All the
theory does is to bring in new entities equal in number to the entities to be
explained: as if one could solve a problem by doubling it (A 9. 9901’3).

Aristotle the Biologist

When Plato died in 347, his nephew Speusippus became head of the Academy, and
Aristotle left Athens. He migrated to Assos on the north-western coast of what is
now Turkey. The city was under the rule of Hermias, a graduate of the Academy,
who had already invited a number of Academicians to form a new philosophical
institute there. Aristotle became a friend of Hermias, and married a close relation
of his, Pythias, with whom he had two children. In 343 Hermias met a tragic end:
having negotiated, with Aristotle’s help, an alliance with Macedon, he was
treacherously arrested and eventually crucified by the Great King of Persia.
Aristotle saluted his memory in an ‘Ode to Virtue’, his only surviving poem.

During his period in Assos, and during the next few years, when he lived at
Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, Aristotle carried out extensive scientific research,
particularly in zoology and marine biology. These researches were written up in a
book later known, misleadingly, as the History of Animals, to which he added two
shorter treatises, On the Parts of Animals and On the Generation of Animals. Aristotle does
not claim to have founded the science of zoology, and his books contain copious
citations of earlier writers, accompanied by a judicious degree of scepticism about
some of their wilder reports. However, his detailed observations of organisms of
very various kinds were quite without precedent, and in many cases they were not
superseded until the seventeenth century.

Though he does not claim to be the first zoologist, Aristotle clearly saw himself
as a pioneer, and indeed felt some need to justify his interest in the subject. Previous
philosophers had given a privileged place to the observation of the heavens, and
here was he prodding sponges and watching the hatching of grubs. In his defence
he says that while the heavenly bodies are marvellous and glorious, they are hard to
study because they are so distant and different from ourselves. Animals, however,
are near at hand, and akin to our own nature, so that we can investigate them
with much greater precision. It is childish to be squeamish about the observation of
the humbler animals. “We should approach the investigation of every kind of
animal without being ashamed, for each of them will exhibit to us something
natural and something beautiful’ (PA 1. 5. 645°20-5).

The scope of Aristotle’s researches is astonishing. Much of his work is taken up
with classification into genus (e.g. Testacea) and species (e.g. sea-urchin). More than
500 species figure in his treatises, and many of them are described in detail. It is
clear that Aristotle was not content with the observation of a naturalist: he also
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practised dissection like an anatomist. He acknowledges that he found dissection
distasteful, particularly in the case of human beings: but it was essential to examine
the parts of any organism in order to understand the structure of the whole (PA 1.
5. 644°22-645"36).

Aristotle illustrated his treatises with diagrams, now sadly lost. We can conjec-
ture the kind of illustrations he provided when we read passages such as the
following, where he is explaining the relationship between the testicles and the
penis.

In the accompanying diagram the letter A marks the starting point of ducts leading down
from the aorta; the letters KK mark the heads of the testicles and the ducts that descend to
them; the ducts leading from them through the testicles are marked £, and the reverse
ducts containing white fluid and leading to the testicles are marked BB; the penis 4, the
bladder E, and the testicles Y. (HA 3. 1. 510°30-4)

Only a biologist could check the accuracy of the myriad items of information that
Aristotle offers us about the anatomy, diet, habitat, modes of copulation, and
reproductive systems of mammals, birds, reptiles, fish, and insects. The twentieth-
century biologist Sir D’Arcy Thompson, who made the canonical translation of
the History of Animals into English, constantly draws attention to the minuteness of
his detailed investigations, coupled with vestiges of superstition. There are some
spectacular cases where Aristotle’s unlikely stories about rare species of fish were
proved accurate many centuries later.” In other places Aristotle states clearly and
fairly biological problems that were not solved until millennia had passed. One
such case was the question whether an embryo contained all the parts of an
animal in miniature form from the beginning, or whether wholly new structures
were formed as the embryo develops (GA 2. 1. 734"'1-735"4).

The modern layman can only guess which parts of passages like the following
are accurate, and which are fantasy.

All animals that are quadrupedal, blooded, and viviparous are furnished with teeth; but, to
begin with, some have teeth in both jaws, and some do not. For instance, horned
quadrupeds do not; for they have not got the front teeth in the upper jaw; and some
hornless animals, also, do not have teeth in both jaws, as the camel. Some animals have
tusks, like the boar; and some have not. Further, some animals are saw-toothed, such as the
lion, the leopard, and the dog; and some have teeth that do not interlock, as the horse and
the ox; and by ‘saw-toothed” we mean such animals as interlock the sharp-pointed teeth.

(HA 2. 1. 501'8 ff.)

With such fish as pair, eggs are the result of copulation, but such fish have them also
without copulation; and this is shown in the case of some river-fish, for the minnow has
eggs when quite small—almost, one might say, as soon as it is born. These fishes shed their

eggs, and, as is stated, the males swallow the greater part of them, and some portion of

? See G. E. R. Lloyd, Aristotle: The Growth and Structure of his Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1968), 74-81.
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them goes to waste in the water; but such of the eggs as the female deposits in suitable
places are saved. If all the eggs were preserved, each species would be vast in number. The
greater number of these eggs are not productive, but only those over which the male sheds
the milt; for when the female has laid her eggs, the male follows and sheds its milt over
them, and from all the eggs so besprinkled young fishes proceed, while the rest are left to
their fate. (HA 6. 3. 56729-"6)

It is easier to form a quick judgement about Aristotle’s attempts to link features of
human anatomy to traits of character. He tells us, for instance, that those who
have flat feet are likely to be rogues, and that those who have large and prominent
ears have a tendency to irrelevant chatter (HA 1. 11. 492°1).

Despite an admixture of old wives’ tales, Aristotle’s biological works must strike
us as a stupendous achievement, when we remember the conditions under which
he worked, unequipped with any of the aids to investigation that have been at the
disposal of scientists since the early modern period. He, or one of his research
assistants, must have been gifted with remarkably acute eyesight, since some of the
features of insects that he accurately reports were not again observed until the
invention of the microscope. His inquiries were conducted in a genuinely scientific
spirit, and he is always ready to confess ignorance where evidence is insufficient.
With regard to the reproductive mechanism in bees, for example, he has this to say:

The facts have not yet been sufficiently ascertained. If ever they are, then we must trust
observation rather than theory, and trust theories only if their results conform with the
observed phenomena. (GA 3. 10. 7601’28731)

The Lyceum and its Curriculum

About eight years after the death of Hermias, Aristotle was summoned to the
Macedonian capital by King Philip II as tutor to his 13-year-old son, the future
Alexander the Great. We know little of the content of his instruction: the Rhetoric
for Alexander that appears in the Aristotelian corpus is commonly regarded as a
forgery. Ancient sources say that Aristotle did write essays on kingship and
colonization for his pupil, and gave him his own edition of Homer. Alexander is
said to have slept with this book under his pillow; and when he became king in 336
and started upon his spectacular military career, he arranged for biological
specimens to be sent to his tutor from all parts of Greece and Asia Minor.
Within ten years Alexander had made himself master of an empire
that stretched from the Danube to the Indus and included Libya and Egypt.
While Alexander was conquering Asia, Aristotle was back in Athens, where he
established his own school in the Lyceum, a gymnasium just outside the city
boundary. Now aged 50, he built up a substantial library, and gathered around him
a group of brilliant research students, called ‘Peripatetics’ from the name of the
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avenue (peripatos) in which they walked and held their discussions. The Lyceum was
not a private club like the Academy; many of the lectures given there were open to
the general public without fee.

Aristotle’s anatomical and zoological studies had given a new and definitive
turn to his philosophy. Though he retained a lifelong interest in metaphysics, his
mature philosophy constantly interlocks with empirical science, and his thinking
takes on a biological cast. Most of the works that have come down to us, with the
exception of the zoological treatises, probably belong to this second Athenian
sojourn. There is no certainty about their chronological order, and indeed it is
probable that the main treatises—on physics, metaphysics, psychology, ethics, and
politics—were constantly rewritten and updated. In the form in which they have
survived it is possible to detect evidence of different layers of composition, though
no consensus has been reached about the identification or dating of these strata.

In his major works Aristotle’s style is very different from that of Plato or any of
his other philosophical predecessors. In the period between Homer and Socrates
most philosophers wrote in verse, and Plato, writing in the great age of Athenian
tragedy and comedy, composed dramatic dialogue. Aristotle, an exact contempor-
ary of the greatest Greek orator Demosthenes, preferred to write in prose mono-
logue. The prose he wrote is commonly neither lucid nor polished, though he
could compose passages of moving eloquence when he chose. It may be that the
texts we have are the notes from which he lectured; perhaps even, in some cases,
notes taken at lectures by students present. Everything Aristotle wrote is fertile of
ideas and full of energy; every sentence packs a massive intellectual punch. But
effort is needed to decode the message of his jagged clauses. What has been
delivered to us from Aristotle across the centuries is a set of telegrams rather
than epistles.

Aristotle’s works are systematic in a way that Plato’s never were. Even in the
Laws, which is the closest to a textbook that Plato ever wrote, we flit from topic to
topic, and indeed from discipline to discipline, in a disconcerting manner. None of
the other major dialogues can be pigeon-holed as relating to a single area of
philosophy. It is, of course, anachronistic to speak of ‘disciplines” when discussing
Plato: but the anachronism is not great because the notion of a discipline, in the
modern academic sense, is made very explicit by Aristotle in his Lyceum period.

There are three kinds of sciences, Aristotle tells us in the Metaphysics (E 1. 1025"25):
productive, practical, and theoretical sciences. Productive sciences are, naturally
enough, sciences that have a product. They include engineering and architecture,
with products like bridges and houses, but also disciplines such as strategy and
rhetoric, where the product is something less concrete, such as victory on the
battlefield or in the courts. Practical sciences are ones that guide behaviour, most
notably ethics and politics. Theoretical sciences are those that have no product and
no practical goal, but in which information and understanding is sought for its

own sake.

63



ARISTOTLE TO AUGUSTINE

There are three theoretical sciences: physics, mathematics, and theology
(Metaph. E 1. 1026*19). In this trilogy only mathematics is what it seems to be.
‘Physics’ means natural philosophy or the study of nature (physis). It is a much
broader study than physics as understood nowadays, including chemistry and
meteorology and even biology and psychology. ‘Theology’ is, for Aristotle, the
study of entities above and superior to human beings, that is to say, the heavenly
bodies as well as whatever divinities may inhabit the starry skies. His writings on
this topic resemble a textbook of astronomy more than they resemble any
discourse on natural religion.

It may seem surprising that metaphysics, a discipline theoretical par excellence,
does not figure in Aristotle’s list of theoretical sciences, since so much of his
writing is concerned with it, and since one of his longest treatises bears the title
Metaphysics. The word, in fact, does not occur in Aristotle’s own writings and first
appears in the posthumous catalogue of his works. It simply means ‘after physics’
and refers to the works that were listed after his Physics. But he did in fact come to
recognize the branch of philosophy we now call ‘metaphysics’: he called it ‘First
Philosophy’ and he defined it as the discipline that studies Being as Being.3

Aristotle on Rhetoric and Poetry

In the realm of productive sciences Aristotle wrote two works, the Rhetoric and the
Poetics, designed to assist barristers and playwrights in their respective tasks.
Rhetoric, Aristotle says, is the discipline that indicates in any given case the
possible means of persuasion: it is not restricted to a particular field, but is topic-
neutral. There are three bases of persuasion by the spoken word: the character of
the speaker, the mood of the audience, and the argument (sound or spurious) of
the speech itself. So the student of rhetoric must be able to reason logically, to
evaluate character, and to understand the emotions (1. 2. 1358“171360173).

Aristotle wrote more instructively about logic and character in other treatises,
but the second book of the Rhetoric contains his fullest account of human
emotions. Emotions, he says, are feelings that alter people’s judgements, and
they are accompanied by pain and pleasure. He takes each major emotion in
turn, offering a definition of the emotion and a list of its objects and causes. Anger,
for instance, he defines as a desire, accompanied by pain, for what appears to be
revenge for what appears to be an unmerited slight upon oneself or one’s friends
(2. 2. 1378°32—4). He gives a long list of the kinds of people who make us angry:
those who mock us, for instance, or those who stop us drinking when we are
thirsty, or those who get in our way at work.

* See Ch. 5 below.
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Also those who speak ill of us, and show contempt for us, in respect of the things we most
care about. Thus those who seek a reputation as philosophers get angry with those who
show disdain for their philosophy; those who pride themselves upon their appearance get
angry with those who disparage it, and so on. We feel particularly angry if we believe that,
either in fact or in popular belief, we are totally or largely lacking in the respective qualities.
For when we are convinced that we excel in the qualities for which we are mocked, we can
ignore the mockery. (2. 2. 1379“32—1‘1)

Aristotle takes us on a detailed tour of the emotions of anger, hatred, fear, shame,
pity, indignation, envy, and jealousy. In each case his treatment is clear and
systematic, and often shows—as in the above passage—acute psychological insight.

The Poetics, unlike the Rhetoric, has been very widely read throughout history.
Only its first book survives, a treatment of epic and tragic poetry. The second book,
on comedy, is lost. Umberto Eco, in The Name of the Rose, wove a dramatic fiction
around its imagined survival and then destruction in a fourteenth-century abbey.

To understand Aristotle’s message in the Poetics one must know something of
Plato’s attitude to poetry. In the second and third books of the Republic Homer is
attacked for misrepresenting the gods and for encouraging debased emotions. The
dramatic representations of the tragedians, too, are attacked as deceptive and
debasing. In the tenth book the Theory of Ideas provides the basis for a further,
and more fundamental, attack on the poets. Material objects are imperfect copies
of the truly real Ideas; artistic representations of material objects are therefore at
two removes from reality, being imitations of imitations (597¢). Drama corrupts by
appealing to the lower parts of our nature, encouraging us to indulge in weeping
and laughter (605d—6¢). Dramatic poets must be kept away from the ideal city:
they should be anointed with myrrh, crowned with laurel, and sent on their way
(398b).

One of Aristotle’s aims was to resolve this quarrel between poetry and philoso-
phy. Imitation, he says, so far from being the degrading activity that Plato
describes, is something natural to humans from childhood. It is one of the features
that makes men superior to animals, since it vastly increases their scope for
learning. Secondly, representation brings a delight all of its own: we enjoy and
admire paintings of objects which in themselves would annoy or disgust us (Po. 4.
1448°5-24).

Aristotle offers a detailed analysis of the nature of tragic drama. He defines
tragedy in the following terms.

A tragedy is a representation of a grand, complete, and significant action, in language
embellished appropriately in the different parts of the work, in dramatic, not narrative
form, with episodes arousing pity and fear so as to achieve purification (katharsis) of these
emotions. (6. 144924 ff.)

No one is quite sure what Aristotle meant by katharsis, or purification. Perhaps what
he wanted to teach is that watching tragedy helps us to put our own sorrows and
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worries into perspective, as we observe the catastrophes that have overtaken
people who were far superior to the likes of ourselves. Pity and fear, the emotions
to be purified, are most easily aroused, he says, if the tragedy exhibits people as the
victims of hatred and murder where they could most expect to be loved and
cherished. That is why so many tragedies concern feuds within a single family
(14. 1453"1-21).

Six things, Aristotle says, are necessary for a tragedy: plot, character, diction,
thought, spectacle, and melody (6. 1450°11 ff.). It is the first two of these that
chiefly interest him. Stage setting and musical accompaniment are dispensable
accessories: what is great in a tragedy can be appreciated from a mere reading of
the text. Thought and diction are more important: it is the thoughts expressed by
the characters that arouse emotion in the hearer, and if they are to do so
successfully they must be presented convincingly by the actors. But it is character
and plot that really bring out the genius of a tragic poet, and Aristotle devotes a
long chapter to character, and no less than five chapters to plot.

The main character or tragic hero must be neither supremely good nor
supremely bad: he should be a person of rank who is basically good, but comes
to grief through some great error (hamartia). A woman may have the kind of
goodness necessary to be a tragic heroine, and even a slave may be a tragic subject.
Whatever kind of person is the protagonist, it is important that he or she should
have the qualities appropriate to them, and should be consistent throughout the
drama (15. 1454*15ff.). Every one of the dramatis personae should possess some
good features; what they do should be in character, and what happens to them
should be a necessary or probable outcome of their behaviour.

The most important element of all is plot: the characters are created for the sake
of the plot, and not the other way round. The plot must be a self-contained story
with a clearly marked beginning, middle, and end; it must be sufficiently short and
simple for the spectator to hold all its details in mind. Tragedy must have a unity.
You do not make a tragedy by stringing together a set of episodes connected only by
a common hero; rather, there must be a single significant action on which the
whole plot turns (8. 1451°21-9).

In a typical tragedy the story gradually gets more complicated until a turning
point is reached, which Aristotle calls a ‘reversal’ (peripeteia). That is the moment at
which the apparently fortunate hero falls to disaster, perhaps through a ‘revela-
tion’ (anagnorisis), namely his discovery of some crucial but hitherto unknown piece
of information (15. 14541’19). After the reversal comes the denouement, in which
the complications earlier introduced are gradually unravelled (18. 145524 ).

These observations are illustrated by constant reference to actual Greek plays,
in particular to Sophocles’ tragedy King Oedipus. Oedipus, at the beginning of the
play, enjoys prosperity and reputation. He is basically a good man, but has the fatal
flaw of impetuosity. This vice makes him kill a stranger in a scuflle, and marry a
bride without due diligence. The ‘revelation’ that the man he killed was his father
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and the woman he married was his mother leads to the ‘reversal’ of his fortune, as
he is banished from his kingdom and blinds himself in shame and remorse.

Aristotle’s theory of tragedy enables him to respond to Plato’s complaint that
playwrights, like other artists, were only imitators of everyday life, which was itself
only an imitation of the real world of the Ideas. His answer is given when he
compares drama with history.

From what has been said it is clear that the poet’s job is to describe not something that has
actually happened, but something that might well happen, that is to say something that is
possible because it is necessary or likely. The difference between a historian and a poet is not
a matter of prose v. verse—you might turn Herodotus into metre and it would still be
history. It is rather in this matter of writing what happens rather than what might happen.
For this reason poetry is more philosophical and more important than history; for poetry
tells us of the universal, history tells us only of the particular. (9. 14511‘5—9)

What Aristotle says here of poetry and drama could of course be said of other kinds
of creative writing. Much of what happens to people in everyday life is a matter of
sheer accident; only in fiction can we see the working out of character and action
into their natural consequences.

Aristotle’s Ethical Treatises

If we turn from the productive sciences to the practical sciences, we find that
Aristotle’s contribution was made by his writings on moral philosophy and
political theory. Three treatises of moral philosophy have been handed down in
the corpus: the Nicomachean Ethics (NE) in ten books, the Eudemian Ethics (EE) in seven
books, and the Magna Moralia in two books. These texts are highly interesting to
anyone who is interested in the development of Aristotle’s thought. Whereas in
the physical and metaphysical treatises it is possible to detect traces of revision and
rewriting, it is only in the case of ethics that we have Aristotle’s doctrine on the
same topics presented in three different and more or less complete courses. There
is, however, no consensus on the explanation of this phenomenon.

In the early centuries after Aristotle’s death no great use was made of his ethical
treatises by later writers; but the EE is more often cited than the NE, and the NE
does not appear as such in the earliest catalogues of his Works. Indeed there are
traces of some doubt whether the NE is a genuine work of Aristotle or perhaps a
production of his son Nicomachus. However, from the time of the commentator
Aspasius in the second century ap it has been almost universally agreed that the NE
is not only genuine but also the most important of the three works. Throughout
the Middle Ages, and since the revival of classical scholarship, it has been treated as
the Ethics of Aristotle, and indeed the most generally popular of all his surviving

works.
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Very different views have been taken of the other works. While the NE has long
appealed to a wide readership, the EE, even among Aristotelian scholars, has never
appealed to more than a handful of fanatics. In the nineteenth century it was
treated as spurious, and republished under the name of Aristotle’s pupil Eudemus
of Rhodes. In the twentieth century scholars have commonly followed Werner
Jaeger® in regarding it as a genuine but immature work, superseded by an NE
written in the Lyceum period. As for the Magna Moralia, some scholars followed
Jaeger in rejecting it as post-Aristotelian, whereas others have argued hotly that it
is a genuine work, the earliest of all three treatises.

There is a further problem about the relationship between the NE and the EE.
In the manuscript tradition three books make a double appearance: once as books
5,6, and 7 of the NE, and once as books 4, 5, and 6 of the EE. It is a mistake to try to
settle the relationship between the NE and the EE without first deciding which was
the original home of the common books. It can be shown on both philosophical
and stylometric grounds that these books are much closer to the EE than to the
NE. Once they are restored to the EE the case for regarding the EE as an immature
and inferior work collapses: nothing remains, for example, of Jaeger’s argument
that the EE is closer to Plato, and therefore earlier, than the NE. Moreover,
internal historical allusions suggest that the disputed books, and therefore now
the EE, belong to the Lyceum period.

There are problems concerning the coherence of the NE itself. At the beginning
of the twentieth century the Aristotelian Thomas Case, in a celebrated article in
the eleventh edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, suggested that ‘the probability is
that the Nicomachean Ethics is a collection of separate discourses worked up into a
tolerably systematic treatise.” This remains highly probable. The differences
between the NE and the EE do not admit of a simple chronological solution: it
may be that some of the discourses worked up into the NE antedate, and others
postdate, the EE, which is itself a more coherent whole. The stylistic differences
that separate the NE not only from the EE but also from almost all Aristotle’s
other works may be explicable by the ancient tradition that the NE was edited by
Nicomachus, while the EE, along with some of Aristotle’s other works, was edited
by Eudemus. As for the Magna Moralia, while it follows closely the line of thought
of the EE, it contains a number of misunderstandings of its doctrine. This is easily
explained if it consists of notes made by a student at the Lyceum during Aristotle’s
delivery of a course of lectures resembling the EE>

! Aristotle: Fundamentals of the History of his Development, trans. R. Robinson (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1948).

° The account here given of the relationship between the Aristotelian ethical treatises is
controversial. I have expounded and defended it in The Aristotelian Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1978) and, with corrections and modifications, in Aristotle on the Perfect Life (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1992).
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The content of the three treatises is, in general, very similar. The NE covers
much the same ground as Plato’s Republic, and with some exaggeration one could
say that Aristotle’s moral philosophy is Plato’s moral philosophy with the Theory
of Ideas ripped out. The Idea of the Good, Aristotle says, cannot be the supreme
good of which ethics treats, if only because ethics is a practical science, about what
is within human power to achieve, whereas an everlasting and unchanging Idea of
the Good could only be of theoretical interest.

In place of the Idea of the Good, Aristotle ofters happiness (eudaimonia) as the
supreme good with which ethics is concerned, for, like Plato, he sees an intimate
connection between living virtuously and living happily. In all the ethical treatises a
happy life is a life of virtuous activity, and each of them offers an analysis of the
concept of virtue and a classification of virtues of different types. One class is that of
the moral virtues, such as courage, temperance, and liberality, that constantly
appeared in Plato’s ethical discussions. The other class is that of intellectual virtues:
here Aristotle makes a much sharper distinction than Plato ever did between the
intellectual virtue of wisdom, which governs ethical behaviour, and the intellectual
virtue of understanding, which is expressed in scientific endeavour and contem-
plation. The principal difference between the NE and the EE is that in the former
Aristotle regards perfect happiness as constituted solely by the activity of philo-
sophical contemplation, whereas in the latter it consists of the harmonious exercise
of all the virtues, intellectual and moral.®

Aristotle’s Political Theory

Even in the EE it is ‘the service and contemplation of God’ that sets the standard
for the appropriate exercise of the moral virtues, and in the NE this contemplation
is described as a superhuman activity of a divine part of ourselves. Aristotle’s final
word here is that in spite of being mortal we must make ourselves immortal as far
as we can. When we turn from the Ethics to their sequel, the Politics, we come down
to earth. ‘Man is a political animal’, we are told: humans are creatures of flesh and
blood, rubbing shoulders with each other in cities and communities.

Like his work in zoology, Aristotle’s political studies combine observation and
theory. Diogenes Laertius tells us that he collected the constitutions of 158
states—no doubt aided by research assistants in the Lyceum. One of these, The
Constitution of Athens, though not handed down as part of the Aristotelian corpus,
was found on papyrus in 1891. In spite of some stylistic differences from other
works, it is now generally regarded as authentic. In a codicil to the NE that reads
like a preface to the Politics, Aristotle says that, having investigated previous

% Aristotle’s ethical teaching is explained in detail in Ch. 8 below.
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writings on political theory, he will inquire, in the light of the constitutions
collected, what makes good government and what makes bad government,
what factors are favourable or unfavourable to the preservation of a constitution,
and what constitution the best state should adopt (NE 10. 9. 11811’12—23).

The Politics itself was probably not written at a single stretch, and here as
elsewhere there is probably an overlap and interplay between the records of
observation and the essays in theory. The structure of the book as we have it
corresponds reasonably well to the NE programme: books 1-3 contain a
general theory of the state, and a critique of earlier writers; books 4—6 contain
an account of various forms of constitution, three tolerable (monarchy,
aristocracy, polity) and three intolerable (tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy);
books 7 and 8 are devoted to the ideal form of constitution. Once again, the
order of the discourses in the corpus probably differs from the order of
their composition, but scholars have not reached agreement on the original
chronology.

Aristotle begins by saying that the state is the highest kind of community,
aiming at the highest of goods. The most primitive communities are families of
men and women, masters and slaves. He seems to regard the division between
master and slave as no less natural than the division between men and women,
though he complains that it is barbaric to treat women and slaves alike (1. 2.
1252“2571’6). Families combine to make a village, and several villages combine to
make a state, which is the first self-sufficient community, and is just as natural as is
the family (1. 2. 1253"2). Indeed, though later than the family in time, the state is
prior by nature, as an organic whole like the human body is prior to its organic
parts like hands and feet. Without law and justice, man is the most savage of
animals. Someone who cannot live in a state is a beast; someone who has no need
of a state must be a god. The foundation of the state was the greatest of
benefactions, because only within a state can human beings fulfil their potential
(1. 2. 1253'25-35).

Among the earlier writers whom Aristotle cites and criticizes Plato is naturally
prominent. Much of the second book of the Politics is devoted to criticism of the
Republic and the Laws. As in the Ethics there is no Idea of the Good, so in the Politics
there are no philosopher kings. Aristotle thinks that Platonic communism will
bring nothing but trouble: the use of property should be shared, but its ownership
should be private. That way owners can take pride in their possessions and get
pleasure out of sharing them with others or giving them away. Aristotle defends
the traditional family against the proposal that women should be held in
common, and he frowns even on the limited military and offcial role assigned
to women in the Laws. Over and over again he describes Plato’s proposals as
impractical; the root of his error, he thinks, is that he tries to make the state
too uniform. The diversity of different kinds of citizen is essential, and life in a city
should not be like life in a barracks (2. 3. 1261*10-31).

70



ARISTOTLE TO AUGUSTINE

However, when Aristotle presents his own account of political constitutions he
makes copious use of Platonic suggestions. There remains a constant difference
between the two writers, namely that Aristotle makes frequent reference to
concrete examples to illustrate his theoretical points. But the conceptual structure
is often very similar. The following passage from book 3, for instance, echoes the
later books of the Republic.

The government, that is to say the supreme authority in a state, must be in the hands of
one, or of a few, or of the many. The rightful true forms of government, therefore, are
ones where the one, or the few, or the many, govern with a view to the common
interest; governments that rule with a view to the private interest, whether of the one,
or the few, or the many, are perversions. Those who belong to a state, if they are truly
to be called citizens, must share in its benefits. Government by a single person, if it aims
at the common interest, we are accustomed to call ‘monarchy’; similar government by a
minority we call ‘aristocracy’, either because the rulers are the best men, or because it
aims at the best interests of the state and the community. When it is the majority that
governs in the common interest we call it a ‘polity’, using a word which is also a generic
term for a constitution ... Of each of these forms of government there exists a perver-
sion. The perversion of monarchy is tyranny; that of aristocracy is oligarchy; that of
polity is democracy. For tyranny is a monarchy exercised solely for the benefit of the
monarch, oligarchy has in view only the interests of the wealthy, and democracy
the interests only of the poorer classes. None of these aims at the common good of
all. (3. 6. 1279°26-"10)

Aristotle goes on to a detailed evaluation of constitutions of these various forms.
He does so on the basis of his view of the essence of the state. A state, he tells us, is a
society of humans sharing in a common perception of what is good and evil, just
and unjust; its purpose is to provide a good and happy life for its citizens. If a
community contains an individual or family of outstanding excellence, then
monarchy is the best constitution. But such a case is very rare, and the risk of
miscarriage is great: for monarchy corrupts into tyranny, which is the worst of all
constitutions. Aristocracy, in theory, is the next best constitution after monarchy,
but in practice Aristotle preferred a kind of constitutional democracy, for what he
called ‘polity” is a state in which rich and poor respect each others’ rights, and in
which the best-qualified citizens rule with the consent of all the citizens (4. 8.
129330 ff.). The corruption of this is what Aristotle calls ‘democracy’, namely,
anarchic mob rule. Bad as democracy is, it is in Aristotle’s view the least bad of the
perverse forms of government.

At the present time we are familiar with the division of government into three
branches: the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary. The essentials of this
system is spelt out by Aristotle, though he distributes the powers in a somewhat
different way from, say, the US constitution. All constitutions, he tells us, have
three elements: the deliberative, the official, and the judicial. The deliberative
element has authority in matters of war and peace, in making and unmaking
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alliances; it passes laws, controls the carrying out of judicial sentences, and audits
the accounts of officers. The official element deals with the appointment of
ministers and civil servants, ranging from priests through ambassadors to the
regulators of female affairs. The judicial element consists of the courts of civil and
criminal law (4. 12. 1296"1371301“12).

Two elements of Aristotle’s political teaching affected political institutions for
many centuries: his justification of slavery and his condemnation of usury. Some
people, Aristotle tells us, think that the rule of masters over slaves is contrary to
nature, and is therefore unjust. They are quite wrong: a slave is someone who is by
nature not his own but another man’s property. Slavery is one example of a
general truth, that from their birth some people are marked out for rule and
others to be ruled (1. 3. 1253°20-3; 5. 12541’2274),

In practice much slavery is unjust, Aristotle agrees. There is a custom that the
spoils of war belong to the victors, and this includes the right to make slaves of the
vanquished. But many wars are unjust, and victories in such wars entail no right
to enslave the defeated. Some people, however, are so inferior and brutish that it is
better for them to be under the rule of a kindly master than to be left to their own
devices. Slaves, for Aristotle, are living tools—and on this basis he is willing to
grant that if non-living tools could achieve the same purpose there would be no
need for slavery. ‘If every instrument could achieve its own work, obeying or
anticipating the will of others, like the statues of Daedalus. .. if the shuttle could
weave and the plectrum pluck the lyre in a similar manner, overseers would not
need servants, nor masters slaves’ (1. 4. 1253b35—54“1). So perhaps, in an age of
automation, Aristotle would no longer defend slavery.

Though not himself an aristocrat, Aristotle had an aristocratic disdain for
commerce. Our possessions, he says, have two uses, proper and improper. The
proper use of a shoe, for instance, is to wear it: to exchange it for other goods or for
money is an improper use (1. 9. 1257°9-10). There is nothing wrong with basic
barter for necessities, but there is nothing natural about trade in luxuries, as there
is in farming. In the operation of retail trade money plays an important part, and
money too has a proper and an improper use.

The most hated sort of wealth-getting is usury, which makes a profit out of money itself,
rather than from its natural purpose, for money was intended to be used for exchange, not to
increase at interest. It got the name ‘interest’ (tokos), which means the birth of money from
money, because an offspring resembles its parent. For this reason, of all the modes of getting
wealth this is the most unnatural. (1. 10. 12581’&7)

Aristotle’s hierarchical preference places farmers at the top, bankers at the bottom,
with merchants in between. His attitude to usury was one source of the prohibi-
tion, throughout medieval Christendom, of the charging of interest even at a
modest rate. ‘When did friendship’, Antonio asks Shylock in The Merchant of Venice,
‘take a breed for barren metal of his friend?
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One of the most striking features of Aristotle’s Politics is the almost total absence
of any mention of Alexander or Macedon. Like a modern member of Amnesty
International, Aristotle comments on the rights and wrongs of every country but
his own. His own ideal state is described as having no more than a hundred
thousand citizens, small enough for them all to know one another and to take
their share in judicial and political office. It is very different from Alexander’s
empire. When Aristotle says that monarchy is the best constitution if a commu-
nity contains a person or family of outstanding excellence, there is a pointed
absence of reference to the royal family of Macedon.

Indeed, during the years of the Lyceum, relations between the world-conqueror
and his former tutor seem to have cooled. Alexander became more and more
megalomaniac and finally proclaimed himself divine. Aristotle’s nephew Cal-
listhenes led the opposition to the king’s demand, in 327, that Greeks should
prostrate themselves before him in adoration. He was falsely implicated in a plot,
and executed. The magnanimous and magnificent man who is the hero of the
earlier books of the NE has some of the grandiose traits of Alexander. In the EE,
however, the alleged virtues of magnanimity and magnificence are downgraded,
and gentleness and dignity take centre stage.7

Aristotle’s Cosmology

The greater part of Aristotle’s surviving works deal not with productive or
practical sciences, but with the theoretical sciences. We have already considered
his biological works: it is time to give some account of his physics and chemistry.
His contributions to these disciplines were much less impressive than his
researches in the life sciences. While his zoological writings were still found
impressive by Darwin, his physics was superannuated by the sixth century ap.

In works such as On Generation and Corruption and On the Heavens Aristotle bequeathed
to his successors a world-picture that included many features inherited from the
Presocratics. He took over the four elements of Empedocles, earth, water, air, and
fire, each characterized by the possession of a unique pair of the properties heat, cold,
wetness, and dryness: earth being cold and dry, air being hot and wet, and so forth.
Each element had its natural place in an ordered cosmos, and each element had an
innate tendency to move towards this natural place. Thus, earthy solids naturally
fell, while fire, unless prevented, rose ever higher. Each such motion was natural to
its element; other motions were possible, but were ‘violent’. (We preserve a relic of
Aristotle’s distinction when we contrast natural with violent death.)

In his physical treatises Aristotle offers explanations of an enormous number of
natural phenomena in terms of the elements, their basic properties, and their

7 See my The Aristotelian Ethics, 233.
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natural motion. The philosophical concepts which he employs in constructing
these explanations include an array of different notions of causation (material,
formal, efficient, and final), and an analysis of change as the passage from
potentiality to actuality, whether (as in substantial change) from matter to form
or (as in accidental change) from one to another quality of a substance. These
technical notions, which he employed in such an astonishing variety of contexts,
will be examined in detail in later chapters.

Aristotle’s vision of the cosmos owes much to his Presocratic precursors and to
Plato’s Timaeus. The earth was in the centre of the universe: around it a succession
of concentric crystalline spheres carried the moon, the sun, and the planets in
their journeys around the visible sky. The heavenly bodies were not compounds of
the four terrestrial elements, but were made of a superior fifth element or
quintessence. They had souls as well as bodies: living supernatural intellects,
guiding their travels through the cosmos. These intellects were movers which
were themselves in motion, and behind them, Aristotle argued, there must be a
source of movement not itself in motion. The only way in which an unchanging,
eternal mover could cause motion in other beings was by attracting them as an
object of love, an attraction which they express by their perfect circular motion. It
is thus that Dante, in the final lines of his Paradiso, finds his own will, like a
smoothly rotating wheel, caught up in the love that moves the sun and all the
other stars.

Even the best of Aristotle’s scientific work has now only a historical interest.
The abiding value of treatises such as his Physics is in the philosophical analyses of
some of the basic concepts that pervade the physics of different eras, such as space,
time, causation, and determinism. These are examined in detail in Chapter 5. For
Aristotle biology and psychology were parts of natural philosophy no less than
physics and chemistry, since they too studied different forms of physis, or nature.
The biological works we have already looked at; the psychological works will be
examined more closely in Chapter 7.

The Aristotelian corpus, in addition to the systematic scientific treatises, con-
tains a massive collection of occasional jottings on scientific topics, the Problems.
From its structure this appears to be a commonplace book in which Aristotle
wrote down provisional answers to questions that were put to him by his students
or correspondents. Because the questions are grouped rather haphazardly, and
often appear several times—and are sometimes given different answers—it seems
unlikely that they were generated by Aristotle himself, whether as a single series or
over a lifetime. But the collection contains many fascinating details that throw
insight into the workings of his omnivorous intellect.

Some of the questions are the kind of thing a patient might bring to a doctor.
Ought drugs to be used, rather than surgery, for sores in the armpits and groin?
(1. 34. 863°21). Is it true that purslane mixed with salt stops inflammation of the
gums? (1. 38. 863b12). Does cabbage really cure a hangover? (3. 17. 873b1). Why is it
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difficult to have sex under water? (4. 14. 878°35). Other questions and answers make
us see Aristotle more in the role of agony aunt. How should one cope with the
after-effects of eating garlic? (13. 2. 907°28-908°10). How does one prevent biscuit
from becoming hard? (21. 12. 928°12). Why do drunken men kiss old women they
would never kiss when sober? (30. 15. 953h15). Is it right to punish more seriously
thefts from a public place than thefts from a private house? (29. 14. 952'16). More
seriously, why is it more terrible to kill a woman than a man, although the male is
naturally superior to the female? (29. 11. 951*12).

A whole book of the Problems (26) is devoted essentially to weather forecasting.
Other books contain questions that simply reflect general curiosity. Why does the
noise of a saw being sharpened set our teeth on edge? (7. 5. 886h10). Why do humans
not have manes? (10. 25. 8931’17). Why do non-human animals not sneeze or squint?
(Don’t they?) (10. 50. 896°5; 54. 897°1). Why do barbarians and Greeks alike count up
to ten? (15. 3. 910b23). Why is a flute better than a lyre as an accompaniment to a
solo voice? (19. 43. 922'1). Very often, the Problems ask “Why is such and such the
case? when a more appropriate question would have been ‘Is such and such the
case? For instance, Why do fishermen have red hair? (37. 2. 966b25). Why does a
large choir keep time better than a small one? (19. 22. 919°36).

The Problems let us see Aristotle with his hair down, rather like the table talk of
later writers. One of his questions is particularly endearing to those who may have
found it hard to read their way through his more difficult works: Why is it that
some people, if they begin to read a serious book, are overcome by sleep even
against their will? (18. 1. 9161’1).

The Legacy of Aristotle and Plato

When Alexander the Great died in 323, democratic Athens became uncomfortable
even for an anti-imperialist Macedonian. Saying that he did not wish the city that
had executed Socrates ‘to sin twice against philosophy’, Aristotle escaped to
Chalcis, where he died in the following year. His will, which survives, makes
thoughtful provision for a large number of friends and dependants. His library was
left to Theophrastus, his successor as head of the Lyceum. His own papers were
vast in size and scope—those that survive today total around a million words, and
it is said that we possess only one-fifth of his output. As we have seen, in addition
to philosophical treatises on logic, metaphysics, ethics, aesthetics, and politics, they
included historical works on constitutions, theatre and sport, and scientific works
on botany, zoology, biology, psychology, chemistry, meteorology, astronomy, and
cosmology.

Since the Renaissance it has been traditional to regard the Academy and the Lyceum
as two opposite poles of philosophy. Plato, according to this tradition, was
idealistic, utopian, other-worldly; Aristotle was realistic, utilitarian, commonsensical.
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Thus, in Raphael’s School of Athens Plato, wearing the colours of the volatile elements air
and fire, points heavenwards; Aristotle, clothed in watery blue and earthy green, has
his feet ﬁrmly on the ground. ‘Every man is born an Aristotelian or a Platonist,” wrote
S. T. Coleridge. ‘They are the two classes of men, besides which it is next to impossible
to conceive a third.” The philosopher Gilbert Ryle in the twentieth century improved
on Coleridge. Men could be divided into two classes on the basis of four dichotomies:
green versus blue, sweet versus savoury, cats versus dogs, Plato versus Aristotle. “Tell
me your preference on one of these pairs’, Ryle used to say, ‘and I will tell you your
preference on the other three.®

In fact, as we have already seen and will see in greater detail later, the doctrines
that Plato and Aristotle share are more important than those that divide them.
Many post-Renaissance historians of ideas have been less perceptive than the many
commentators in late antiquity who saw it as their duty to construct a harmo-
nious concord between the two greatest philosophers of the ancient world.

It is sometimes said that a philosopher should be judged by the importance of
the questions he raises, not the correctness of the answers he gives. If that is so,
then Plato has an uncontestable claim to pre-eminence as a philosopher. He was
the first to pose questions of great profundity, many of which remain open
questions in philosophy today. But Aristotle too can claim a significant contribu-
tion to the intellectual patrimony of the world. For it was he who invented the
concept of Science as we understand it today and as it has been understood since
the Renaissance.

First, he is the first person whose surviving works show detailed observations of
natural phenomena. Secondly, he was the first philosopher to have a sound grasp
of the relationship between observation and theory in scientific method. Thirdly,
he identified and classified different scientific disciplines and explored their relation-
ships to each other: the very concept of a distinct discipline is due to him.
Fourthly, he is the first professor to have organized his lectures into courses,
and to have taken trouble over their appropriate place in a syllabus (cf. Pol. 1. 10.
125820). Fifthly, his Lyceum was the first research institute of which we have any
detailed knowledge in which a number of scholars and investigators joined in
collaborative inquiry and documentation. Sixthly, and not least important, he was
the first person in history to build up a research library—not simply a handful of
books for his own bookshelf, but a systematic collection to be used by his
colleagues and to be handed on to posterity.9 For all these reasons, every academic
scientist in the world today is in Aristotle’s debt. He well deserved the title he was
given by Dante: ‘the master of those who know’.

¥ Preference for an item on the left of a pair was supposed to go with preference for the other
leftward items, and similarly for rightward preferences.
° See L. Casson, Libraries in the Ancient World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 28-9.
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Aristotle’s School

Theophrastus (372-287), Aristotle’s ingenious successor as head of the Lyceum,
continued his master’s researches in several ways. He wrote extensively on botany,
a discipline that Aristotle had touched only lightly. He improved on Aristotle’s
modal logic, and anticipated some later Stoic innovations. He disagreed with some
fundamental principles of Aristotle’s cosmology, such as the nature of place and
the need for a motionless mover. Like his master, he wrote copiously, and the
mere list of the titles of his works takes up sixteen pages in the Loeb edition of his
life by Diogenes Laertius. They include essays on vertigo, on honey, on hair, on
jokes, and on the eruption of Etna. The best known of his surviving works is a
book entitled Characters, modelled on Aristotle’s delineation in his Ethics of individ-
ual virtues and vices, but sketching them with greater refinement and with a
livelier wit. He was a diligent historian of philosophy, and the part of his
doxography that survives, On the Senses, is one of our main sources for Presocratic
theories of sensation.

One of Theophrastus’ pupils, Demetrius of Phaleron, was an adviser to one of
Alexander’s generals, Ptolemy, who made himself king of Egypt in 305. It is possible
that it was he who suggested the creation in the new city of Alexandria of a library
modelled on that of Aristotle, a project that was carried out by Ptolemy’s son
Ptolemy II Philadelphus. The history of Aristotle’s own library is obscure. On
Theophrastus’ death it seems to have been inherited not by the next head of the
Lyceum, the physicist Strato, but by Theophrastus’ nephew Neleus of Skepsis, one
of the last surviving pupils of Aristotle himself. Neleus’ heirs are said to have
hidden the books in a cave in order to prevent them from being confiscated by
agents of King Eumenes, who was building up a library at Pergamon to rival that of
Alexandria. Rescued by a bibliophile and taken to Athens, the story goes, the books
were confiscated by the Roman general Sulla when he captured the city in 86 »c,
and shipped to Rome, where they were finally edited and published by Andronicus
of Rhodes around the middle of the first century Bc (Strabo 608—9; Plutarch, Sulla
26)."

Every detail of this story has been called in question by one or another scholar,’
but if true it would account for the oblivion that overtook Aristotle’s writings
between the time of Theophrastus and that of Cicero. It has been well said that ‘If

" Puzzlingly, our best ancient catalogue of the Andronican edition appears to have been
made by a librarian at Alexandria. Is it possible that Mark Antony acquired the corpus from an
heir of the proscribed Sulla and shipped them off to Cleopatra to fill the gaps in her recently
destroyed library, just as her earlier lover Julius Caesar had pillaged the Pergamum library for
her benefit?

" See J. Barnes, in J. Barnes and M. Griftin, Philosophia Togata, vol. ii (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1997), 1-23.
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Aristotle could have returned to Athens in 272 Bc, on the fiftieth anniversary of his
death, he would hardly have recognized it as the intellectual milieu in which he
had taught and researched for much of his life.?

It was not that philosophy at that date was dormant in Athens: far from it.
Though the Lyceum under Strato was a shadow of itself, and the Platonic
Academy under its new head Arcesilaus had given up metaphysics in favour of a
narrow scepticism, there were two ﬂourishing new schools of philosophy in the
city. The best-known philosophers in Athens were members neither of the
Academy nor of the Lyceum, but were the founders of these new schools:
Epicurus, who established a school known as The Garden, and Zeno of Citium,
whose followers were called Stoics because he taught in the Stoa, or painted
portico.

Epicurus

Epicurus was born into a family of Athenian expatriates in Samos, and paid a brief
visit to Athens in the last year of Aristotle’s life. During early travels he studied
under a follower of Democritus, and established more than one school in the
Greek islands. In 306 he set up house in Athens and lived there until his death in
271. His followers in the Garden included women and slaves; they lived in
seclusion and ate simple fare. He wrote 300 books, we are told, but all that survive
intact are three letters and two groups of maxims. His philosophy of nature is set
out in a letter to Herodotus and a letter to Pythocles; in the third letter, to
Menoecus, he summarizes his moral teaching. The first set of maxims, forty in
number, has been preserved, like the three letters, in the life of Epicurus by
Diogenes Laertius: it is called Kyriai Doxai, or major doctrines. Eighty-one similar
aphorisms were discovered in a Vatican manuscript in 1888. Fragments from
Epicurus’ lost treatise On Nature were buried in volcanic ash at Herculaneum
when Vesuvius erupted in ap 79. Painstaking efforts to unroll and decipher
them, begun in 1800, continue to the present day. But for most of our knowledge
of his teachings, however, we depend on the surviving writings of his followers,
especially a much later writer, the Latin poet Lucretius.

The aim of Epicurus’ philosophy is to make happiness possible by removing the
fear of death, which is the greatest obstacle to tranquillity. Men struggle for wealth
and power so as to postpone death; they throw themselves into frenzied activity so
that they can forget its inevitability. It is religion that causes us to fear death, by
holding out the prospect of suffering after death. But this is an illusion. The
terrors held out by religion are fairy tales, which we must give up in favour of a
scientific account of the world.

2 Introd. to LS, 1.
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This scientific account is taken mainly from Democritus’ atomism. Nothing
comes into being from nothing: the basic units of the world are everlasting,
unchanging, indivisible units or atoms. These, infinite in number, move about
in the void, which is empty and infinite space: if there were no void, movement
would be impossible. This motion had no beginning, and initially all atoms move
downwards at constant and equal speed. From time to time, however, they swerve
and collide, and it is from the collision of atoms that everything in heaven and
earth has come into being. The swerve of the atoms allows scope for human
freedom, even though their motions are blind and purposeless. Atoms have no
properties other than shape, weight, and size. The properties of perceptible bodies
are not illusions, but they are supervenient on the basic properties of atoms. There
is an infinite number of worlds, some like and some unlike our own (Letter to
Herodotus, D.L. 10. 38-45).

Like everything else, the soul consists of atoms, differing from other atoms only
in being smaller and subtler; these are dispersed at death and the soul ceases to
perceive (Letter to Herodotus, D.L. 10. 63—7). The gods too are built out of atoms,
but they live in a less turbulent region, immune to dissolution. They live happy
lives, untroubled by concern for human beings. For that reason belief in provi-
dence is superstition, and religious rituals a waste of time (Letter to Menoecus, D.L.
10. 123-5). Since we are free agents, thanks to the atomic swerve, we are masters of
our own fate: the gods neither impose necessity nor interfere with our choices.

Epicurus believed that the senses were reliable sources of information, which
operate by transmitting images from external bodies into the atoms of our soul.
Sense-impressions are never, in themselves, false, though we may make false
judgements on the basis of genuine appearances. If appearances conflict (if, for
instance, something looks smooth but feels rough) then the mind must give
judgement between these competing witnesses.

Pleasure, for Epicurus, is the beginning and end of the happy life. This does not
mean, however, that Epicurus was an epicure. His life and that of his followers was
far from luxurious: a good piece of cheese, he said, was as good as a feast. Though a
theoretical hedonist, in practice he attached importance to a distinction he made
between different types of pleasure. There is one kind of pleasure that is given by
the satisfaction of our desires for food, drink, and sex, but it is an inferior kind of
pleasure, because it is bound up with pain. The desire these pleasures satisfy is itself
painful, and its satisfaction leads to a renewal of desire. The pleasures to be aimed
at are quiet pleasures such as those of private friendship (Letter to Menoecus, D.L.
10. 27-32).

To his last, Epicurus insisted that for a philosopher pleasure, in any circum-
stances, could outweigh pain. On his deathbed he wrote the following letter to his
friend Idomeneus: ‘I write this to you on the blissful day that is the last of my life.
Strangury and dysentery have set in, with the greatest possible intensity of pain. I
counterbalance them by the joy I have in the memory of our past conversations’
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(D.L. 10. 22). He lived up to his conviction that death, though inescapable, is, if we
take a truly philosophical view of it, not an evil.

Stoicism

Stoics, like Epicureans, sought tranquillity, but by a different route. The founder
of Stoicism was Zeno of Citium (334262 BC). Zeno was born in Cyprus, but
migrated to Athens in 313. He read Xenophon’s memoir of Socrates, which gave
him a passion for philosophy. He was told that the nearest contemporary equiva-
lent of Socrates was Crates the Cynic. Cynicism was not a set of philosophical
doctrines, but a way of life expressing contempt for wealth and disdain for
conventional propriety. Its founder was Diogenes of Sinope, who lived like a dog
(‘cynic” means ‘dog-like’) in a tub for a kennel, wearing coarse clothes and
subsisting on alms. A contemporary of Plato, for whom he had no great respect,
Diogenes was famous for his snub to Alexander the Great. When the great man
visited him and asked, “What can I do for you’, Diogenes replied, ‘You can move
out of my light” (D.L. 6. 38). Crates, impressed by Diogenes, gave his wealth to the
poor and imitated his bohemian lifestyle; but he was less misanthropic, and had a
keen sense of humour that he expressed in poetic satire.

Zeno was Crates’ pupil for a time, but he did not become a cynic and drop out
of society, though he avoided formal dinners and was fond of basking in the sun.
After some years as a student of the Academy, he set up his own school in the Stoa
Poikile. He instituted a systematic curriculum of philosophy, dividing it into three
main disciplines, logic, ethics, and physics. Logic, said his followers, is the bones of
philosophy, ethics the flesh, and physics the soul (D.L. 7. 37). Zeno studied under
the great Megarian logician Diodorus Cronos, and was a fellow pupil of Philo, who
laid the ground for a development of logic which marked, in some areas, an
improvement on Aristotle.” He himself, however, was more interested in ethics.

It may seem surprising that a moralist like Zeno should give physics the highest
place in the curriculum. But for Zeno, and later Stoics, physics is the study of
nature and nature is identified with God. Diogenes Laertius tells us, ‘Zeno says that
the whole world and heaven are the substance of God’ (7. 148). God is an active
principle, matter is an active principle; both of them are corporeal, and together
they constitute an all-pervasive cosmic fire (LS 456).

Zeno’s writings do not survive: the most famous of them in antiquity was his
Republic. This combined Platonic utopianism with some cynic elements. Zeno
rejected the conventional educational system, and thought it a waste of effort to
build gymnasia, law courts, and temples. He recommended community of wives,

% On Diodorus and Philo, see Ch. 3 below.
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and thought that men and women should wear the same, revealing, clothing.
Money should be abolished and there should be a single legal system for all
mankind, who should be like a herd grazing together nurtured by a common
law (LS 674).

In spite of these communistic proposals, which many of his own later disciples
found shocking, Zeno in his lifetime was held in honour by the Athenians, who
gave him the freedom of the city. King Antigonus of Macedon invited him to
become his personal philosopher, but Zeno pleaded old age and sent to court
instead two of his brightest pupils.

After Zeno’s death his place as head of the Stoa was taken by Cleanthes
(331-232), a converted boxer of a religious bent. Cleanthes wrote a hymn to
Zeus, later quoted by St Paul in a sermon in Athens, which exalted the Stoic
active principle in terms that were appropriate enough for Judaeo-Christian
monotheism. The underlying Stoic conception of God is very different, however,
from that of the biblical religions. God is not separate from the universe but is a
material constituent of the cosmos. In his prose writings Cleanthes expounded in
detail the way in which the divine fiery element provided the vital power for all
the living beings in the world (Cicero, ND 2. 23—5).14

Cleanthes was succeeded as head of the school by Chrysippus of Soli, who
governed it from 232 to 206. Chrysippus had been Cleanthes’ pupil, but he seems
to have had no great respect for his teacher. ‘You tell me your theorems’, he is said
to have told him, ‘and TI'll supply them with proofs.’ He spent some time as a
student at the Academy, inoculating himself against scepticism. He was the most
intelligent and the most industrious of the Hellenistic Stoics. His literary output
was prodigious: his housekeeper reported that he wrote at a rate of 500 lines a day,
and he left 705 books behind. Nothing but fragments survive. But it is clear that it
was he who rounded Stoicism into a system; it used to be said, ‘If there had been
no Chrysippus, there had been no Stoa’ (D.L. 6. 183).

It is difficult to separate out precisely the contributions of the three early Stoics,
since their works have all been lost. However, there is little doubt that Chrysippus
deserves the main share of the credit for the significant advances in logic that will
be examined in detail in the next chapter. In physics he substituted breath (pneuma)
for Cleanthes’ fire as the vital principle of animals and plants. He accepted the
Aristotelian distinction between matter and form, but as a good materialist he
insisted that form too was bodily, namely pneuma. The human soul and mind are
made out of this pneuma; so too is God, who is the soul of the cosmos, which, in its
entirety, constitutes a rational animal. If God and the soul were not themselves
bodily, Stoics argued, they would not be able to act on the material world.

The fully developed Stoic physical system can be summarized as follows. Once
upon a time, there was nothing but fire; gradually there emerged the other

" On Cleanthes’ theology, see Ch. 9 below.
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elements and the familiar furniture of the universe. Later, the world will return to
fire in a universal conflagration, and then the whole cycle of its history will be
repeated over and over again. All this happens in accordance with a system of laws
which may be called ‘fate’ (because the laws admit of no exception), or ‘provi-
dence’ (because the laws were laid down by God for beneficent purposes). The
divinely designed system is called Nature, and our aim in life should be to live in
accord with Nature.

Chrysippus was also the principal author of the Stoic ethical system, which is
based on the principle of submission to Nature. Nothing can escape Nature’s laws,
but despite the determinism of fate human beings are free and responsible. If the
will obeys reason it will live in accordance with Nature. It is this voluntary
acceptance of Nature’s laws that constitutes virtue, and virtue is both necessary
and sufhicient for happiness.15

The Stoics all agreed that because society is natural to human beings, a good
man, in his aim to be in harmony with Nature, will play some part in society and
cultivate social virtues. But Chrysippus had a number of ethical and political views
that marked him out from other Stoics. Like Zeno, he wrote a Republic, in which he
is alleged to have defended incest and cannibalism (LS 67r). Chrysippus differed
fro