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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction
Distilling the essence

This is a book of shortcuts to philosophy. We all know the “long cuts” – the long and winding roads to big ideas offered by classic texts such as Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Plato’s Dialogues and Aristotle’s Logic, to name just an iconic few. But, what if we don’t actually have the time (or perhaps the inclination) to read these? Or what – now let’s be radical for a moment – if you actually don’t need to read them? Perhaps only a few ideas need to be brought out and examined? What if most of the millions of pages of philosophy, great and, well, not so great, are redundant, and within them there are just a few, relatively tiny, nuggets of insight? Although it may sound disgraceful to say this, philosophy is like that. You can read thousands of pages and only come across one or two ideas. And even then, the ideas are often poorly presented – perhaps because the philosopher was struggling to come to terms with his or her insight, or because the insight was only half worked out at the time.

More than almost any other subject, philosophy lends itself to a book such as this, a book in which thousands of years of thought, as well as thousands of pages of reflection, have been distilled to their barest of bare essentials, to a few hundred words, and even after this, to a one-paragraph “hack”. Surely there is more to the big ideas of philosophy than can be summed up in so few words, and yet it doesn’t do any harm to pinpoint a key aspect, to highlight the essential, to distil the essence. Furthermore, this book is not so much another mini-reference work summing up the history of the subject, but instead it is a much more unusual project – a word map with 100 firmly located landmarks. These landmarks are far from isolated, however. In the manner of a real tourist guide, we provide instructions on how to get to each of them, as well as guidelines on what to do when you get there.

The structure

The 100 philosophy hacks are arranged chronologically for no better reason than, well, they have to be arranged in some way. We recognize that philosophy is, after all, almost unique in its refusal to proceed steadily through time, gaining depth and wisdom. Instead, the Ancient thinkers continue to stand alongside their more recent followers as equals or, indeed, something better. Nonetheless, in as much as philosophy is a work-in-progress, it is sometimes useful to see how the ideas have evolved over time, and how debates have been shaped and reshaped over the centuries.
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Thinkers such as (above left to right) Mary Wollstonecraft, Jean-François Lyotard, Hannah Arendt and J. S. Mill have been considering big ideas for thousands of years.



Each of the 100 philosophy hacks consists of three parts:

[image: Illustration]1/Helicopter view: This offers an overview of the philosophical idea, and usually its creator too, as well as a brief sketch of the context within which the insight was created.

[image: Illustration]2/Shortcut: This strips the idea down in order to expose and explain the core elements of the theory.

[image: Illustration]3/Hack: Short and to the point, this part offers a shortcut to making sense of the idea – and, crucially, remembering it.

So, that’s the book. But where should you start? We suggest that you treat the book like a treat-box or bowl of potpourri. Just dip in anywhere you like and savour the ideas. But try not to consume too much in one sitting! These are big, deep ideas – and each one deserves to be chewed over a little.

Martin Cohen and Robert Arp
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