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Without philosophy thoughts are cloudy and indistinct: its task is to make them clear and to give them sharp boundaries.

Ludwig Wittgenstein


INTRODUCTION

There is nothing so absurd but some philosopher has said it.

Cicero

Philosophy can’t be pinned down. There are histories that attempt to stitch the whole convoluted thing up into a single long, coherent sequence of events. Other books are organized thematically. Here we have metaphysics. This is ethics. Here’s what we know about the nature of knowledge. Similar books plough through the big questions. What exists? What can we know? How should we live? What does it all mean?

Some of these books are excellent, but they’re all attempts to civilize something wild, something that mostly mistrusts authority, something that’s really only human, something messy that moves around in several different directions at once. Maybe the best way to pass along a feel for this kind of thing is to do what people have always done when they’ve got a great deal of complicated information to convey, and that’s tell a story. Stories are never the last word on the subject, they don’t pretend to tell the whole truth, but there’s often truth in them, truth you’d never see just by lining up all the facts. Humanity does not have a history of giving lectures round the campfire, and there’s a good reason for this.

To get a handle on the story of philosophy, you need at least a little character development, a few plot twists, a murder, philosophers fleeing for their lives, others dying in obscurity, great projects doomed to failure, unlikely triumphs, accidental discoveries, disastrous love affairs, geniuses, idiots, monks, vagabonds and a demented German or two. But what matters most in all of this is our focus: the things that philosophers say, and the reasons they give for what they think is true. You’ll hear a little about lives and events, but what holds the story together is ideas.

The result is a riot of philosophy, because that’s what the thing itself is. Our table of contents bounces all over the place. Some chapters focus on giants like Plato and Aristotle, others take up movements and schools, and the rest consider concepts, themes, methods, phrases, events, problems and more. Much of it is historical, but we’ve abandoned all hope of seamless coherence. We’ve imposed a little narrative structure, tried to make connections where it might help, left out a lot that just didn’t fit with the rest, but mostly we’ve let philosophy do its own thing and tried to keep up.

What you’ll discover as you read on is that philosophy isn’t really a slow build or burn, a calm, steady march out of the darkness and into the light of reason. There’s something of that going on here and there, particularly at the start, but each generation struggles to find its own way. We get hold of something for a while and then lose it. We’re sometimes distracted and spend centuries down blind alleys. Some problems are simply forgotten, but many are still with us, and have been for hundreds, even thousands of years. We climb out of obscurity and then fall back into it, maybe into a new, more complicated kind of obscurity. But we do keep climbing out. Philosophy is on to something. The story isn’t easy, the plot isn’t straightforward, but what good story goes in a straight line?

To find your way in, it will help to know something about the subject matter and methods of philosophy. Bear in mind, though, that philosophy is too large to be captured by any summary like this. Still, it’s a good idea to get a few central terms and concepts on the table at the start. After that we’ll cast an eye over the chapters of this book, and then you can get on with it.

Objects, knowledge, values and logic

Philosophy is usefully divided into various fields. There’s a little room for disagreement about what counts as a major subdivision, but it doesn’t really matter for our purposes how you slice things up. It’s safe to say, anyway, that the subject falls into three or four main categories: metaphysics, epistemology, value theory and maybe logic.

Before we press this into better focus, the first thing to notice about the subject matter of philosophy is its abstract character. That’s not to say that it’s entirely divorced from everyday life. In fact, philosophical questions lurk one or two levels of abstraction away from ordinary, everyday concrete questions. You can stumble into them easily. ‘What’s your favourite sort of music?’ I suppose I like jazz. ‘Why do you like jazz?’ It’s beautiful. ‘What do you mean by “beautiful”?’ The third question is unlike the other two, and it lands us in the part of philosophy called aesthetics.

There’s a jolt, a gear change from everyday questions to the abstractions of philosophy, and that’s because philosophical questions aren’t pursued for the same reasons as ordinary, practical ones. Philosophy, it gets said a lot, is born in curiosity, a plain desire to understand something, rather than the need to secure knowledge as a means to some other end. Someone might study genetics in the hope of producing more robust wheat crops. People read philosophy largely because they can’t help it – they do philosophy for its own sake, not in an effort to get something else out of it.

Granted that philosophy’s interests are abstract, just what are its subdivisions? We’ve already noticed aesthetics, which examines beauty, the value of art, the justification of aesthetic judgements and so on. Aesthetics itself is a part of value theory. While a painting might be good, there are other senses of good, and aesthetics’ big brother is moral theory or ethics, which concerns itself with questions about how one ought to live. Ethics is broken down into normative ethics and meta-ethics. Normative ethics is an attempt to find a decision procedure, a moral algorithm, rules or principles that might help us make decisions in particular cases and come to reasoned moral judgements. Meta-ethics is about the presuppositions behind our ethical concerns. Is morality relative? Are there moral facts? What do words like ‘justice’ and ‘courage’ really mean? Value theory is one of philosophy’s main subdivisions, the one closest to practical life.

Another is metaphysics, the study of what exists in the broadest sense. Some standard questions in this neighbourhood will give you a feel for it. What is a substance? What does it mean for a substance to undergo change? How can many things share a single property, like being blue? What is a cause? What is an effect? What is a person? What is space? What is time? Does God exist? What is a mind? What is a body? Does the world exist independently of the mind? Is the world as it appears to us somehow illusory, and is there a deeper reality out there, hidden behind the limited information we have from our senses? Serious metaphysics is difficult stuff, and we’ll find our way into some of these tangles in this book.

Another subdivision, called epistemology, concerns the nature of knowledge. Again, some questions will help you get a grip on it. What conditions have to be in place before we can say that we know something? Can reason discover truths independently of experience? Are some ideas innate? What role do the senses play in our efforts to know? Can we really, certainly and finally justify our beliefs beyond any doubt, and if so, how? Are there good reasons to remain sceptical? What are the limits of our efforts to know? Do the revealed truths of religion have a special status? Are there principles that govern the flow of ideas, just as there are laws of motion? These and other epistemological questions will occupy us almost from the start.

Value theory, metaphysics and epistemology are probably the three main parts of philosophical enquiry, but they certainly do not exhaust it. Philosophy bubbles over the sides of any container you try to put it in. Some people insist that logic should have its own category alongside the big three. Philosophers have almost always been concerned with the rules of right inference, and we should probably say that logic forms its own major subdivision, but we’ll take this topic up in the next section.

Some argue that political theory should be lumped in with value theory, but many will say that political philosophy should stand on its own. Questions about political obligation and political organization are ancient ones that will also get some attention in this book. Others insist that the philosophy of language should have at least an honourable mention, so too the philosophy of science, the philosophy of mind, the philosophy of religion, the philosophy of mathematics, the philosophy of social science, the philosophy of psychology, the philosophy of physics, the philosophy of education – and at this point you’ve probably begun to suspect that one might philosophize about anything. You’re right, which is the main problem with trying to think of philosophy narrowly as the study of metaphysics, value and knowledge. Part of the trouble is that philosophy’s methods define it as well, or as badly, as its subject matter. There’s considerable coherence when it comes to philosophical methodology, but historically it really is something of a zoo. Still, most philosophers pay attention to method, and it won’t hurt to say something about arguments right at the start.
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Aristotle, depicted (1531) by Girolamo Mocetto. Philosophers have raised questions about almost everything, but since Aristotle they’ve also been explicitly concerned with how those questions are answered.



Tools of the trade

Probably what separates the first philosophers from the people who came before them was a concern with giving compelling reasons for their conclusions. This concern stuck. Views are not just presented, they’re defended with argumentation.

An ordinary argument might be nothing more than two people making different claims: assertions launched from one side, and opposing assertions from the other. A philosophical argument, in contrast, involves people making different claims and backing those claims up with supporting reasons. Reasons can support a conclusion only if the whole argument itself – the premises and conclusion – hangs together logically. If everything lines up perfectly, if the premises are true and the argument has a valid form, then the conclusion follows necessarily.

But these sorts of knock-down arguments are rare in philosophy. Often the truth of the premises is in question, so you have to turn premises into mini-conclusions, and find a fresh set of premises to support them. Sometimes you can’t really see the point of the conclusion, so you have to prowl around in the other things a philosopher says to narrow it down. A large part of reading philosophy is trying to understand arguments, and most of this work happens not on the page, but in the reader’s head. A good rule of thumb is that if an argument seems obviously wrong, if a conclusion seems unbelievable, you’ve probably missed something somewhere. Just about all of the philosophers we’ll consider in this book have stood the test of time for hundreds and hundreds of years. Probably that’s because they’ve got the goods. If you don’t see their point immediately, keep looking.

Philosophers not only make use of arguments, they’ve tried to find ways to formalize them, to study inferences in detail and see what works and what doesn’t. This study, with all its symbolic trimmings, is philosophical logic. It’s pursued formally in its own right, but philosophers have almost always had a commitment to constructing arguments that obey the rules of right reasoning.

Philosophers also generally have an interest in expressing themselves with clarity. So while a lot of the interpretive work is up to you, you’ll find that some helpfully define their central terms, a few number their propositions, and many spell out axioms, draw distinctions and otherwise tell you exactly what they do or do not mean.

But there is a great deal of variation. Plato is as likely to hand you a serious argument as a metaphor or myth to advance his conclusions. Scholastic philosophers bury themselves, and you, in one hair-splitting distinction after another. Baruch Spinoza marches out premises like the steps of a geometrical proof. René Descartes is not above the odd literary device or two to persuade you covertly of the truth of his conclusions. Friedrich Nietzsche puts his claims in the mouth of a madman. Parmenides sings about the goddess Night, and passes on her metaphysical revelations in verse. Sometimes philosophers argue, and sometimes they pray. Reflection on methods, as is the case with subject matter, can only give us a partial grip on the story of philosophy.

This book

Now that you have a feel for the subject matter and methods of philosophy, a short overview of this book might help you find your way around it.

The philosophical tradition considered in this book is called ‘Western’ to distinguish it from the Eastern philosophies of Asia and the Far East, as well as the many other outlooks that originated in the cultures of other peoples. Western philosophy started in a Greek city around two and a half thousand years ago. The borders of its influence wobble back and forth as we move forward in time, taking in Europe, and sometimes parts of the Middle East and northern Africa, and eventually including the United States, Australia and other outposts in the present day.

The chapters are mostly self-contained, so you can hop about if you like. If you find Socrates boring, there’s something wrong with you, but you should feel free to jump ahead to Aristotle and see if he grabs you. You’ll get a feel for the flow of philosophy if you begin at the beginning and persevere all the way through, but there’s nothing wrong with moving around as you see fit.

The first half of the book is organized mostly historically. We start with philosophy’s prehistory – the Odyssey, the Iliad and the ancient Greek myths at the start of Western culture. The aim is to say what it was about that world that made philosophy possible. The following chapter, on the very first philosophers, takes up their metaphysical speculations, and we try to make sense of what seem to be very odd propositions. We then devote two chapters to philosophy’s first heavy hitters: Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. The hope is to convey something of a feel for philosophy’s deepest roots, and the sense in which, somehow, just three people largely set philosophy’s agenda. The next two chapters cover the many schools of philosophy that surfaced in the years right up to the start of the Roman Empire. The Cynics, Stoics, Sceptics and Epicureans pursued wisdom at a time when philosophy was primarily a path to peace of mind, and their views resonate today. You’ll meet some of philosophy’s most memorable characters here.

Bravely, we devote two chapters to the philosophy of the medieval world, following philosophical interests as they shift in line with the rise of Christianity in the West. We take the opportunity to consider Islamic philosophers here too, as well as the Scholastics of the High Middle Ages. It’s a neglected part of philosophy, but there’s actually a lot of interest going on within it. What’s more, modern philosophy is partly a reaction to medieval philosophy, and without a sense of what the medievals were up to, it’s hard to appreciate the achievements of the moderns.

A chapter on the Renaissance and Enlightenment tracks the profound changes in our thinking about humanity, science and politics that are characteristic of the rise of modern philosophy. You’ll read about humanism, have a look at Niccolò Machiavelli’s infamous advice to rulers, and get a feel for the philosophical underpinnings of modern science. It’s around here that things become messy.

Some of the following chapters consider particular movements or approaches to philosophy, while others focus on the thoughts of several philosophers coming at a single philosophical problem from different directions. It’s partly chronological, but themes largely determine how thoughts are grouped from here on in. Fortified by a close look at philosophy’s history, you’ll be ready to consider the problems of modern philosophy, right up to some of the questions that philosophers are trying to answer in the present day.
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The Five Senses, a 19th-century example of gouache painted on ivory. Philosophers have wondered whether we perceive the world through our senses alone or whether reason provides a special access to truth.



We’ll take up two views about knowledge that dominate the modern period – rationalism and empiricism. You’ll see how each, inspired by advances in the budding sciences, tries to come to terms with the nature of human knowledge. It’s a time of great philosophical ambition, with thinkers like René Descartes, Baruch Spinoza, Gottfried Leibniz, John Locke, George Berkeley and David Hume advancing arguments that are still pored over today. A bit later, we’ll consider idealism, and in particular Kant’s deep thoughts about the problems of metaphysics, and his alternative to both rationalism and empiricism. His recalibration of philosophy set the tone in many places up until the last century.

Next, the focus is politics, and the attempt to ground and understand political obligation in reason, rather than God or tradition. We’ll take up the thoughts of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and move all the way on to Karl Marx and the philosophical underpinnings of the Communist revolution. All of their ideas established a foothold in Europe, but they had effects across the globe, and it’s not going too far to say that they continue to shape the political landscape. We’ll consider moral philosophy too, and find our way through the thoughts of Kant and the consequentialists, returning, once again, to Greek reflections on virtue.

Finally, we’ll think through the main philosophical movements of the last century or so: existentialism and nihilism, and continental and analytic philosophy. We’ll pause to consider the philosophy of mind as well, and the possibility that we’re not at all sure how consciousness could exist in the physical world. We’ll take up Søren Kierkegaard’s Knight of Faith, Jean-Paul Sartre’s notion of authentic existence, and Nietzsche’s dark thoughts on the crisis of value. We’ll chart the rise of the philosophy of language and get to grips with Russell’s method of logical analysis, as well as Wittgenstein’s solution to the problems of philosophy. We conclude with an ill-advised glance forward, towards philosophy’s future. In the end, you’ll be right up to date, with a feel for the story of philosophy, through its history, all the way on to some of the problems of contemporary philosophy, and even a goodish guess as to where it is headed.

Have we left something out? Yes, of course we have, but we managed to get a lot in too. So take up and read the story of philosophy. By the time you finish it, you might be glad, as we are, that there is no happy ending. In fact there is no ending at all. It can sometimes feel as though philosophy, whatever it is, is only just getting started.
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