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Jonny Thomson taught philosophy in Oxford for more than a decade before turning to writing full-time. He’s a staff writer at Big Think, where he writes about philosophy, theology, psychology and occasionally other subjects when he dares step out of his lane. His first book, Mini Philosophy, is an award-winning, international bestseller, and has been translated into twenty languages. Jonny also runs the ‘Mini Philosophy’ Instagram and Facebook accounts (@philosophyminis).

Jonny lives in Oxfordshire with his wife, who is very helpful, and his two young boys, who are not.




PRAISE FOR MINI BIG IDEAS

‘A joyful romp through the history of civilisation, full of snackable curiosities.’

Tim Harford, author of How to Make the World Add Up

‘Who knew that the biggest ideas in the universe could fit in such a small package? Mini Big Ideas is a delightful introduction to some of the most profound discoveries and open questions in science and philosophy. A fun and inspiring teaser for curious minds that will fit in your purse, or your man-purse, or whatever you use to carry stuff around with you.’

Jérémie Harris, author of Quantum Physics Made Me Do It

‘Like fitting an elephant into a thimble, Jonny Thomson manages to cram some of the world’s biggest, grandest ideas into only a few hundred words. Witty, knowledgeable and mind-expanding.’

Richard Fisher, author of The Long View

PRAISE FOR MINI PHILOSOPHY

‘Engaging, smart and wise, Mini Philosophy is a diverse taster menu of ideas on life, the mind and the world.’

David Mitchell, author of Cloud Atlas and The Bone Clocks

‘A neat idea, deftly executed. If this doesn’t light your philosophical fuse, you don’t have one.’

Dr Julian Baggini, Academic Director, Royal Institute of Philosophy

‘Each one of these sparkling pieces is a delight to read, without ever compromising on substance.’

Oliver Burkeman, author of Four Thousand Weeks
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About the Book

Every so often, a new idea comes along that changes everything.

Vaccinations. Relativity. Fascism. Imagine a world before the invention of writing, or religion without a concept of hell. Sometimes these ideas come along suddenly: Copernicus’s heliocentric model; Gutenberg’s printing press; Darwin’s theory of evolution. Sometimes they evolve over generations: the institution of marriage; the development of animal husbandry; the understanding of genetics. Either way, once the idea gains a foothold, nothing is the same again.

This fascinating little book tells the hidden human stories behind 150 revolutionaryconcepts. Taken from the realms of science, politics, society, culture, religion and technology, these are the big ideas that have changed the world – in a nutshell.




To Charlie,
who will, one day, change the world




Introduction
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L. P. Hartley once wrote, ‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.’ He was right: the people of yesterday dressed weirdly and they talked in funny ways. But, more importantly, they had an utterly alien way of seeing the world. It’s the nature of human psychology to assume the ‘now’ is the norm. We’ve become so used to our modern technology and our modern ideologies that it’s incredibly hard – impossible, perhaps – to entirely relate to the ‘Before Time’.

Yet I still enjoy imagining what it was like. That moment, a very long time ago, when someone, somewhere, turned up to dinner saying, ‘Hey guys, what do you think of this “wheel” idea?’ It’s a curious thing, but humans actually managed quite well before the wheel. If you have a few minutes spare, try to picture the ‘Before Time’. Imagine a world without clocks, monotheism or antibiotics. A life without plastics, marriage or the nation-state. Take any ‘big idea’ from these pages and try to picture how your day-to-day life would have worked without it. For some ideas, this is easier to imagine. Many reading this will remember the ‘Before Time’ of an internet-free age (although you might find it hard to remember how you did a lot of things). For other ideas, though, this is harder to grasp. How could people not know about germs? How did people not know about the elements? How did anyone get by without writing, money or electricity?

My definition of a ‘big idea’ is something that pops up and swells so far as to entirely occupy the zeitgeist of the time. It doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s a paradigm shift, but it’s definitely an idea that recalibrates and reorientates society. Ideas like evolution, the combustion engine and banking lifted the world up, shook it about a bit and placed it back down looking different to how it was before. Big ideas are those that have a ‘Before Time’.

Like every generation since the dawn of mankind, we’ve our own big ideas to deal with today. It could be gene editing, nanotechnology, artificial intelligence or quantum physics, but something is going to define our times. Some of these are disruptive ideas; some are so innovative we initially find them disturbing.

I hope Mini Big Ideas does two things. First, I want it to be a fun and light-hearted way to help you learn more about those ideas you’ve always wanted to understand. Second, it’s a book of hope – because humans have dealt with revolutionary technologies and innovations for millennia, and we’re still here. Our species has lived through hundreds of ‘This changes everything!’ moments, only to find that, actually, we simply adapt, adjust and carry on. But we do have an easier time pushing a supermarket trolley now we’ve figured out the concept of wheels.
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