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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 a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


INTRODUCTION

There is a particular tension in the title of this book which may strike some readers. ‘Cracking’ is both about ‘cracking open’ and about breaking, damaging. Are we about to ruin the elegant facade of philosophy, by hitting it with a hammer? Or is the plan more to carefully spin the wheels on it, in the manner of an expert safe-cracker? At the end, will we end up with a few nuts – or some valuable jewels?

Of that, be assured the answer is the latter. Nonetheless, in the process we will have to ask some very tough questions and even break a few venerable conventions about what philosophy both ‘is’ and what philosophy has been over the centuries. Be prepared to abandon your preconceptions! Of course, there are philosophical facts, but if you want an introduction to the great issues of philosophy, which is what this book provides, then you will also end up with plenty of unresolved and perhaps irresolvable problems. There is a general progression in time, as the book unfolds, but it is not a straitjacket. For example, if it seems helpful to compare Zeno’s paradoxes of motion to Einstein’s theories of relativity, then you will find the discussions sitting alongside each other in the same chapter. The advantage of this approach is that each chapter is independent, but sub-sections within them should make perfect sense even when read in isolation. A possible disadvantage is that the views, for example, of a particular philosopher are not necessarily all grouped together but may be scattered across several chapters (the index reunites such material).


[image: Illustration]

Albert Einstein in 1947.



With this in mind, let us now offer a brisk ‘Cook’s Tour’ of the book, which can act as a guide to the overall project. The tour starts, but you by no means have to, at Chapter One on ‘Mysteries and Wondering’. This chapter introduces the main themes of the book, starting with the writings of Thales and Parmenides in Ancient Greece, the thinkers whose ideas actually make up much of the substance of the better known writings of Plato. It is Parmenides’ ‘path of truth’ that Plato follows in his bid to transform philosophy via the eternal triad of ‘Truth, Beauty, and the Good’. These great concepts inspired his theory of the ‘Heavenly Forms’ – perhaps philosophy’s most mysterious entities, and the ones that for Plato created shape and order out of the flux of the universe.

This first chapter also takes a close look at the Ancient Chinese philosophies that underlie so much Western thinking. Confucius, Lao Tzu, Mencius and Chuang Tzu offer timeless insights without, of course, agreeing. But then, neither did Aristotle and Plato, and one was supposed to be the pupil of the other.

Chapter Two focuses on to the ‘Golden Age’ of philosophy and the writings of Plato, one of the primary protagonists of the age, whose words provided the foundations of much future philosophical debate. Yet Plato was by no means an originator. Rather, he was representing the debates of his forebears, and in particular the ideas of Pythagoras. But where did the Pythagoreans get their inspiration? The answer is a lot more internationalized than conventional histories allow. Pythagoras seems to have travelled widely, absorbing many powerful notions from the East and from Egyptian and Persian scholars.

Chapter Three considers the relationship of philosophy and religion. These days the two are often at loggerheads – not so much two sides of the same coin as two angrily opposed factions. Yet this recent hostility hides a greater and more important historical symbiosis. After all, in philosophy, as Gustave Flaubert once put it, ‘a small dose of science leads away from religion, a large dose brings us right back to it’.

Western philosophy is often obsessed with death, which is a legacy not so much of the influence of the Christian church, as of a much older mysticism. It is the subtext, too, of the long death scene in Plato’s dialogue called The Apology, which is supposedly centred on the efforts of Socrates to defend himself against the charges of corrupting the young, in particular into not believing in the gods, or at least not the right ones. Fatalism and predestination remained a key theme for medieval philosophy,

There is another way of looking at philosophical ethics – as the study of evil. In doing so, the specialists here are surely the two saintly scholars, Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. Augustine recorded all his personal failings in insalubrious detail in his surprisingly racy account called The Confessions. It is to Augustine that we owe the dubious concept of ‘original sin’ – the kind that makes even newborn babies a little bit ‘evil’.

Aquinas was a great codifier of the Church, ruling on practical issues and setting out policy positions both on great matters, such as ‘when war is justified’, to minutiae, such as whether or not the Saints’ names were really written on a scroll somewhere in heaven. Historically, though, his main influence is his insistence that arguments should be based, not on documents of faith, but on reasons and statements. This was a major advance and laid the groundwork for the next stage in the story of philosophy, which is the subject matter of Chapter Four, Chapter Five and Chapter Six.

This is where philosophy becomes the kind of thing that is today put in encyclopedias under that heading and studied in colleges. It kicks off with Descartes (although he was himself echoing the medieval thinkers) and soon becomes firmly devoted to the dispassionate analysis of arguments and ideas.

From the Renaissance on, philosophy becomes the hand-maiden not only to science but also to society, and society is the focus of Chapter Seven, ‘Capitalism, and the Rational Man’, which examines the writings of figures like Hegel, Marx and Adam Smith.

Chapter Eight, ‘A Fork In The Road’, takes a look at the psychological theories of the gloomy German, Schopenhauer, the erratic Rousseau and the witty Kierkegaard.
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The German philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer.



Chapter Nine, ‘Language, Truth And Logic’, on the other hand, presents a very dry, abstract kind of philosophy, rooted in the study of the workings of language and the belief that it can – and should – be made more ‘logical’. Here, Leibniz, Bertrand Russell and Wittgenstein make the running, but it is also the occasion to revisit the work of Aristotle who, after all, wrote the first major work on philosophical logic, as well as to explore some very different recent ideas on the workings of language.

Finally, to Chapter Ten, ‘Beyond Science – Philosophers Still Searching For Wisdom’ and a look at some of the philosophical debates raging today in the social sciences: from Thomas Kuhn arguing that science proceeds via paradigm shifts to theories about the myriad unexpected ways that words acquire their meanings. And, to close, we look in on the neuroscientific search for answers to the mysteries of ‘how we think’, an approach that resurrects the 16th-century suspicion that each of us is just a rather complicated machine.
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