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INTRODUCTION

What Philosophy Is

This is something you should always contrive to
avoid explaining. But you might like to get two
things straight at the start.

Firstly, philosophy isn’t a subject —it’s an activi-
ty. Consequently one doesn’t study it:one does it.
This is how philosophers, at least those in the An-
glo-Saxon tradition (which for some obscure his-
torical reason seems to include the Finns), tend to
put it. And secondly, philosophy is largely a mat-
ter of conceptual analysis-or thinking about think-
ing. For the moment, let’s stick to basics.

This is something most philosophers find tem-
peramentally impossible, but there’s no reason
why you should follow their example. Philosophy
seems, to the casual visitor taking a swift look
round it, bewilderingly complex. Not least among
its difficulties is the fact that philosophers, with a
few honourable exceptions, find it quite impossible
to speak a language comprehensible to the ordinary
person, such as English. A philosopher wanting
even to refer to the Ordinary Person (a species

with which he is unlikely to have had first-hand ac-
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quaintance, although he may have heard
travellers’tales about them) will call him ‘the man
on the Clapham Omnibus’, unaware, apparently,
both that no-onc uses the word ‘omnibus’ any
more except to refer to large collections of detec-
tive fiction, and that Clapham is no longer an ideal
example of drab inner-London mediocrity.

Your task, therefore, is to get at least a tenuous
grip on the more arcane reaches of the technical vo-
cabulary which is deployed in such a baffling way
by the contemporary philosopher. Don’t worry.
Linguistic competence, as the later Wittgenstein
would have said (not to be confused, of course,
with the earlier Wittgenstein, who wouldn’t) is a
matter of getting words in the right order. You
won’t actually have to understand what, if any-

thing,» most of it means.
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LIVES OF THE
PHILOSOPHERS

Philosophy is a subject (sorry, an activity) with a
history: and because it makes so little progress, if
indeed it makes any at all, its history is conse-
quently more important than that of other fields.
The successful bluffer must be armed with a work-
ing knowledge of this history il he or she is to
make a real success of charlatanry.

For the purposes of this book. we will confine
ourselves almost exclusively to Western philoso-
phy, that tradition begun in Greece in the 7th cen-
tury. B. C. There is a good reason for this. Phi-
losophy in the Western tradition is a very different
type of'project from that of the Orient. In a later
section we will give some advice on how to be suit-
ably dismissive about such matters as Meditation,
Buddhism, Indian Religion, People with Shaven
Heads in Grubby Yellow Robes, and similar social
menaces.

Accordingly, this section contains some more or
less interesting facts about some more or less fa-
mous philosophers, of both a biographical and a

philosophical nature . in roughly chronological or
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der.

The first Greek philosophers are known general-
ly, if misleadingly as the Presocratics. Misleading-
ly, as not all of them came before Socrates, and in
any case they formed no coherent school: many of
them in fact didn’t even form coherent individuals.

No-one knows why philosophy started when it
did: ambitious bluffers of a Marxist bent could try
to account for it in terms of an inexorable dialectic
of histroical forces, but we wouldn’ recommend
it. A notable feature of many of them is their at-
tempt to reduce the material constituents of the
Universe to one or more basic Stuffs, such as
Earth, Air, Fire, Sardines, Old Cloth Caps, etc.

Thales of Miletus (c. 620-550 B. C.) was the
first recognised philosopher. There may have been
others before him, but no-one knew who they
were. He is remembered chiefly for two claims;

1) Everything is made of Water;and

2) Magnets have souls.

Not an auspicious start, you might think.

Anaximander (c. 610-550) thought everything
was made of the Boundary and the Unlimited, a
conception which has a certain spurious appeal,
until you realise that it is quite meaningless.

Anaximenes (c. $70-510), struck out boldly in a

new , if arbitrary , direction , saying that every
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thing was really made of Air, a view perhaps more
plausible in Greece than, for instance, Mother-
well.

Heraclitus (c. 540-490) disagreed, thinking
rather it was Fire everything was made of. He also
went a stage further by claiming that everything
was in a state of flux and identical with its oppo-
site, adding that you couldn’ step into the same
river twice, and that there was no difference be-
tween Up and Down, both of which show that he’d
never been on a walking holiday in the Peak Dis-
trict. It is sometimes worth referring, in passing
(always the best way to refer to things in philoso-
phy), to ‘Heraclitus’s Metaphysic’, meaning the
flux, as long as there’s no danger of your having to
explain yourself. Heraclitus was greatly admired
by Hegel (g. v.) which perhaps says more about
Hegel than about Heraclitus.

Pythagoras (c. 570-10), as every schoolchild
knows, invented the right-angle triangle; in fact
he went further, believing that everything was
made of numbers. He also believed in an extreme
form of reincarnation, holding that a wide variety
of improbable things, including shrubs and beans,
had souls, which made his diet problematic, and
was indirectly responsible for his bizarre death (g.

v )
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Empedocles (c. 500-430), a notable 5th century
Sicilian political wheeler-dealer, physician, and
nut-case (see Deaths for details) thought every-
thing was made of Earth, Air, Fire and Water,
held together, or broken down, by Love and
Strife, each taking it in turns to get the upper hand
in a cycle of eternal recurrence, thus making the
cosmos mirror, on a large scale, the average sub-
urban marriage.

Then we get the Eleatics, Parmenides (520-430)
and Melissus (480-420), who went further still.
Instead of contending that everything was in fact
made of one substance, they held that there was in
reality only one Thing, large, spherical, infinite,
motionless, changeless. All appearance of variety,
motion, separateness of objects, etc., is an Illu-
sion. This extraordinarily counterintuitive theory
(sometimes known as Monism, from the Greek
word ‘mono’, meaning an antiquated recording
system) proved surprisingly popular, no doubt be-
cause it accorded with people’s experience of such
institutions as British Rail and the Gas Board.

Their successor, Zeno (500-440), advanced a
series of paradoxical arguments to the effect that
nothing can move. Achilles and the Tortoise is still
discussed, as is the Arrow: he argued that it

couldn’ possibly move , which , if true , would
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have been good news for St. Sebastian. The argu-
ments turn largely on the question of whether
Space and Time are infinitely divisible, or whether
one or both is made up of indivisible quanta: men-
tion this to give Zeno a modern-sounding air; if
called upon to back it up, change the subject.

Last among the Presocratics come the Atomists,
Democritus (c. 450-360) and Leucippus (450-
390). They are sometimes held responsible for an-
ticipating modern atomic theory. This is quite
false, and one scores useful points by saying so,
for the simple reason that the crucial thing about
Demo critean atoms is that they can’t be split,
whereas the crucial thing about modern ones is
that they can. You might also point out that Dem-
ocritus didn’t like sex, though whether for theoret-
ical reasons, or whether because of some unfortu-
nate personal mishap, isnt known.

So much for the Presocratics: now for the man
himself, Socrates (469-399). Socrates didn’t write
anything: we rely on Plato for information about
him, and it is a vexed question how much Plato re-
produced Socrates’own views, and how far he sim-
ply used his name. Don’t get embroiled in it: a
useful ploy here is to say, with a certain lofty con-
tempt, that philosophical content is what matters,

not its historical provenance.
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