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Introduction

About the book. This introduction to philosophy aims at presenting its diversity,
beauty and significance in a concise and critical way. It was first designed to
accompany a short course for non-philosophers, often complete beginners,' but
developed into a more demanding presentation. Its objective is to respond to the
interests of an intelligent audience who would like to learn about the achievements of
philosophy without being exposed to either naive clichés or to obscure jargon. It can
also help more advanced students to look at philosophy from a new angle. Philosophy is
regarded here as searching real wisdom, resulting from a discussion and hardly ever
certain (thus debatable in two senses of the word). Part One of the book is devoted to
the history of philosophy, Part Two sketches an outline of what might be considered to
have followed from it. I also intends to promote the project of philosophy as an
interdisciplinary interpretation of the results of different branches of science as well as
arts and humanities. There is a growing number of educated persons who are not
interested in philosophy as an obscure set of conceptual systems but who would like to
know what philosophers have said about knowledge, morality, God, free will, social
order or the meaning of life. Academic philosophy usually disappoints them. This book
assumes that answering basic questions in a responsible way is the main goal of
philosophy, unfortunately a little forgotten during the last decades.

There is a large number of good texts that discuss various philosophical issues. It
is much more difficult to find one that would present a coherent history of philosophy
in its entirety. The existing manuals either accept the chronological order and present
scholarly catalogue of unrelated doctrines, or take the systematic approach and present
views on knowledge, morality, God, etc., taken out of their historical context. The
former bore the reader with irrelevant details and lose the momentum of real discussion,
the latter present problems in a way that is often incomprehensible to the modern reader
(it is difficult to understand how Kant and Hume criticized the proofs of God's
existence, without knowing the context in which the proofs came to be and how their
criticism stemmed from the doctrines of the Enlightenment philosophers). Both

methods lead the readers to believe that philosophy is a collection of strange doctrines

' TIts first version was prepared after I had been awarded a scholarship “Mtodzi projektujg zarzadzanie”

within a project in the Warsaw School of Economics in 2012-2013. (Projekt wspotfinansowanego ze
srodkow EFS w ramach Programu Operacyjnego Kapitat Ludzki, Priorytet IV ,,Szkolnictwo Wyzsze”,
Poddziatanie 4.1.1 ,,Wzmocnienie potencjatu dydaktycznego uczelni.).

6



on bizarre topics, which may be interesting as trivia or oddities only, but have no
bearing on the problems of a modern man.

In Part One, following the example of the History of Western philosophy by
Bertrand Russell, history of philosophy is presented as a process accompanying the
history of Western culture, in which different doctrines stemmed from specific historic
circumstances. Being aware of many possible approaches I prefer not to see it as the
study of the relationship between abstract ideas or works of conceptual art, formulated
in their own untranslatable languages. Philosophy is - for me - a work of thought
seeking to apprehend reality in its general and existential aspects. Socratic thesis that
virtue is knowledge becomes clear when it is seen as a defence against relativism of the
Sophists, which in turn referred to the political situation in Athens. Philosophers are
arranged into groups and to show that e.g. the ethical views of Locke, Hume and Smith
take on the clarity when considered as an expression of the middle-class optimism after
the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Most philosophers wrote imprecisely, struggling with
a huge task of building a general theory of the important aspects of the world. Their
doctrines are often wrong (that is why a course of history of philosophy based on
summaries of these doctrines as if they contained wisdom rather ridicules them in the
eyes of shrewd students than promotes philosophy). However, when doctrines are
considered within the horizons of the era in conjunction with its problems and
stereotypes, supplemented with hypotheses about the intentions of their authors they
cease to be absurdities and become a record of the struggle of the reason with the world
(e.g. Kant, who wanted to save the moral principles which he absorbed in childhood
and reconcile them with the Enlightenment cult of Reason. The value of philosophy
does not lie in its past doctrines, but in the effort of thought that had been behind them,
still encouraging dialogue.

I present the doctrines themselves rather sparingly (so the book may not be an
easy reading, it sometimes resembles a brief summary to be discussed in class).
Currently, there are many excellent introductions to individual philosophers, so there is
no need to substitute them with my own ones. I choose rather to help students by
directing their focus to the most important problems and suggesting some
interpretations. (In our age of intellectual overproduction when unsorted information
can be found everywhere the aim of a textbook is to make a comprehensible selection
of the most important issues.) As additional reading I recommend miscellaneous

sources, from a simple and decent introduction by Antony Kenny (An lllustrated Brief



History of Western Philosophy?), through books on individual philosophers to entries in
the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (http://plato.stanford.edu - entries can be
easily searched through this page) on a more difficult academic level. (I am very much
impressed by this effort of American philosophers to discuss the whole history of
philosophy in a common modern conceptual framework. It also provides
comprehensible bio- and bibliographical data). They do not necessarily agree with my
interpretations.

I analyse different doctrines translating them into a simple natural language. I do
not pretend to develop Hegelian philosophy using his language. (Although I Hope I
do not go as far as Daniel Dennett who accused of “avoidance of the
standard philosophical terminology” replied “I view the standard
philosophical terminology as worse than useless--a major obstacle to
progress since it consists of so many errors trapped in the seductively lucid
amber of tradition: "obvious truths" that are simply false, broken-backed
distinctions, and other cognitive illusions.”

Understanding texts requires suggesting their actual meaning hidden between the
lines and seen only from the distance. Enlightenment aimed at freeing men from
superstitions based on tradition, while it only replaced them with a dogmatic worship of
Reason. A critical discussion of different doctrines from the perspective of an educated
and critical modern reader seems much more important to me.

The appeal to general history is valuable without relation to philosophy. After a
period of fascination with the future, we witness revived interest in the past. New books
and films certify the strive of the globalizing humankind to understand its history
(including economic and political issues’). The invoked historical context (my
philosophy classes are accompanied by slides with works of art and short pieces of
music from different ages, at home students are advised to watch good history
documentaries) reminds of our place in the development of humanity as a whole, and it

is the only process of this kind in the known Universe. One does not need religious

2 Actually Kenny's book is an answer to Russell's History and follows the same pattern of placing

philosophical doctrines in a historical context, although in a less controversial or personal manner.
Daron Acemoglu, James A. Robinson, Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity and
Poverty, Profile Books 2012; Niall Ferguson, Civilization: The West and the Rest, The Penguin Press
2011; Ian Morris, Why the West Rules---for Now: The Patterns of History, and What They Reveal
About the Future. Profile Books 2010; Francis Fukuyana, The Origins of Political Order: From
Prehuman Times to the French Revolution, Profile Books 2011. Also whole TV channels are devoted
to history the History Channel or Swedish Viasat History.
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doctrines to justify the uniqueness of humankind, but hardly anyone remembers that
being human means taking part in this unique experiment. An especially valuable book
is Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind by the historian Yuval Harari*, which
presents a reliable and clear account of the history of humankind with its interesting
interpretations.

In Part Two I summarize most convincing results of philosophical enquiries.
Philosophy is not only a kaleidoscopic collection of metaphorical outlooks on the
world, it also contains arguments by which certain statements are more reliable than
others. I have a lot of sympathy for the postulate that philosophy should be an
interdisciplinary summary built on the scientific knowledge. That is why I add some
information on how science shaped certain philosophers’ convictions. Interestingly,
philosophical theses which have proven to be particularly well-founded are no longer an
exclusive property of philosophy. One can find them in various sciences or expressed
by social activists, politicians, journalists and in everyday thinking. Searching for
wisdom is not only the business of philosophy. However, I do not claim that those
issues are resolved definitively. The concluding part reflects views which I find
convincing but which still can inspire further discussion (which in fact is reflected in
many entries of the Stanford Encyclopedia). The second part becomes more difficult
when I try to present knowledge as having nothing to do with the naive understanding
of truth as correspondence with objective reality or engage into a discussion with
contractualist and contractarian views on morality.

Certainly, a book of a modest size designed to accompany a short introductory
course allows only for a limited fulfilment of my objectives. I sketch a general outline
of the development of philosophy and treat specific issues very selectively. As with any
short introduction it is much too simplistic. (which is not necessarily a disadvantage - a
simplified map on a scale 1:10000000 is not worse than a map on a scale of 1:1000,
they simply serve different purpose). The book is very imperfect so perhaps it should be
treated as a project to be continued (some suggestions are mentioned in the appendix
about the role of philosophy). It was meant for economy students so certain problems
connected with capitalism are slightly emphasized. Some section presenting general
information are brief and students, if they find it unknown, are advised to supplement it

with other sources.

*  Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011), Vintage London 2015. The book
has already been translated into 30 languages and appeared under a few slightly different titles.
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Although Part One follows the usual British standard of short histories of
philosophy, some arbitrariness of interpretation (if only in selection of main ideas) was
unavoidable. Whenever possible, I tried to promote critical thinking, referring to
arguments and be accurate as far as facts are concerned.

However, just like Russell, I could not avoid evaluations and taking positions on
various issues, which poses special problems. Can we expect evaluations to be impartial
or justified? I agree with those philosophers who separate discussions on fact and on
values. While discussing facts we decide what is the case, while discussing values -
what we want to be the case, what should be the aim of our action. Consensus about
facts can often be reached because both data based on sensory observation and a
method of testing hypotheses are fairly unanimously accepted. However, behind
evaluations there are always personal attitudes, desires and preferences, which are not
commonly accepted. Different groups of people can negotiate common standards to be
used in evaluations but I doubt whether any universal consensus in the matters of values
is possible. The point of view of the universe does not exist. This does not mean that
evaluations should be avoided. On the contrary, they should be expressed, discussed
and lobbied for. They should compete with one another as organism in the process of
evolution. Perhaps while science is based on a commonly accepted scientific method
concerning allowed procedures of justification, axiology can only be based on
commonly accepted regulations concerning allowed methods of promoting preferences.
Thus the Weberian or positivist ideal of value-free social sciences and philosophy is
mistaken (and may even be harmful - when attitudes are not expressed openly they
secretly permeate texts and become manipulation). We should express our attitudes in
evaluations, attempt to convince others to them, develop understanding how they are
interrelated. In the process evaluations may become perfected, more mature, accepted
or rejected, but they do not become justified in the sense in which factual claims and
hypotheses are justified. Perhaps evaluations can be only more coherent or more
convincing.

There is also a practical reason for introducing evaluations. The world is
becoming increasingly less secure nowadays. It may require decisive action, which is
not possible without evaluations. Studying philosophy is a good occasion to prepare for
it. As the motto of Dan Brown's Inferno (2013), allegedly taken from Dante, states “The
hottest places in hell are reserved for those who maintain their neutrality in times of

great moral crisis.” (Especially two sections 'Looking into the Future of Western
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Civilisation' and partly 'Appendix II. God's playground - Poland and its philosophy'
which touch current political issues are less academic, more subjective and essayistic.)
The brevity of the wording and avoiding philosophical jargon (the manual does
not require extensive knowledge of humanities) make some claims sharp, while some
others are intentionally provocative (perhaps those places should be specially marked,
although then the effect of surprise would be lost), which is also not a fault — it may
help engage students into a discussion during classes. I tried to avoid one-sidedness
even at the expenses of inconsistency. While talking about the Middle Ages,
Christianity, capitalism, and especially Western culture as a whole, the most creative
and the most neurotic in the history of humankind, I am sometimes apologetic, and
sometimes bitterly critical. Student should be aware that different opinions are being
held and that I am not telling them what to think but rather inspire them to think.
Bibliographical references are becoming a complicated issues nowadays.
Classical texts have been reprinted many times, many of them are available on Kindle
or on-line. If the reference does not accompany a quotation, singling out a particular
issue seems pointless. On the other hand commonly known and unquestionable
information does not need reference. But what counts as commonly known nowadays? I
packed this book with many pieces of factual information, supplementing them with
references to sources would require an enormous amount of footnotes. I assumed that if
factual information can be easily checked using the internet (the level of accuracy of
Wikipedia in English is very high, most entries are supplied with a list or reliable
sources), it does not need explicit reference. I add references only when they are

important (e.g. when I summarize a controversial or new claim or interpretation).

What are the benefits of studying philosophy. In the Anglo-Saxon cultural
environment Philosophy is an essential component of education of the elites, which I
was able to see at the London School of Economics. There, as well as in Oxford, where
the programme "Philosophy - Politics - Economics" for leading politicians and
journalists is run, studying philosophy teaches a mental discipline, navigating among
complex abstract arguments, understanding and defining concepts, disarming rhetorical
tricks, interdisciplinary approach to the issues and writing skills, which are an art in
England and America, codified and described in many textbooks.

Philosophical written works expressed the spirit of their age and influenced the
minds of their readers. What crystallized in the minds was more important than what

was in the books. Many philosophical views are still present in current debates although
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their proponents are not always aware of the problems which they involve (e.g. Plato's
doctrine of absolute goodness, which must be obeyed, Aquinas' proofs of God's
existence, Mill's concepts of individual freedom, the Darwinian thesis that humans are
the same product of evolution as all other organisms). Therefore, explaining not to
professional philosophers but to a wider educated audience what was the way travelled
by humankind and what problems were discussed underway seems essential if the
same rhetorical tricks and argumentation traps should not reoccur endlessly.

The message of philosophy. What has come out of two and a half thousand years
of philosophical discussions? In the face of conflicting interpretations I can share my
personal view. Philosophy has made, together with Western culture, the transition from
the view, universally accepted in all ancient cultures, that the world has a definite
structure and humankind ought to respect and obey the eternal patterns (recognized by
specialists) - to the view that the unique position of the human species in nature stems
from the humans being the creators of the structures in which they live, and the fact that
in their development they must rely on themselves. This view emerged within
philosophy and philosophy allows to comprehend it. Western culture (in a broad sense),
neither the happiest nor the wisest one, but probably the most creative in history is the

only one that accepted this view and is now facing its consequences.

Issues of philosophy

What is philosophy. Philosophers have a great difficulty in defining their
discipline. Ancient Greeks had a strong conviction that behind what could be seen, the
appearances, was hidden the reality, what really matters, what is true. The aim of
philosophy was to pierce thought the veil of appearances by intellectual means. This
was the search for wisdom and the birth of philosophy. Now a working definition of
philosophy could claim that philosophy is (1) consideration of the basic problems of
existence, knowledge, values, reason, mind, and language, (2) made by means of
intellectual abstract reasoning. Both philosophers and their audience may pay more
attention to the search for satisfactory answers to the questions of life, the intellectual
speculation or to interaction with the world around them, so that sometimes different
philosophical doctrines may have little in common. The most philosophical are those
which harmoniously blend in all these three aspects. Neither the search for an answer in
a different way (by reference to faith or common sense), nor the use of the intellect to

study other, less fundamental and existentially important, is an archetypical philosophy.
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(In fact many philosophical books are free intellectual speculation on the margins of the
fundamental questions.)

Since its inception, philosophy aimed at knowledge, like astronomy and
mathematics. It entered into discussions of current issues, and although it was an
overusing abstract theorizing, it was considered necessary in discovering the truth,
which ultimately did not contradict the principles underlying common sense.
Unfortunately, philosophers also overused rhetoric to present their own ideas as
timeless profound truths.

However, philosophy is much more than the search for knowledge or wisdom.
Humans are narrative creatures. We live in worlds created largely by fictitious stories
we make up, tell each other and even impose on each other. Narrations organise the
whole human experience. Philosophers aimed at the truth but actually they created
conceptual narrative frameworks in which the world was experience. Studying history
of philosophy is discovering how great philosophical narratives accompanied the
development of humankind.

Although philosophy is different from religion (as based on arguments), science
(as not empirical and not taking matters other than basic), arts and social activities, but
it is also often similar to them - it tackles the significant issue as religion, requires
disciplined thinking as science, creates beautiful conceptual structures and sometimes
tends to influence the world.

Philosophical issues can be subordinate to three main questions: What do we
know (epistemology, logic)? What is there (ontology, also known as metaphysics: the
basic structure of the world, God, man, nature, culture, history)? What shall we do or
choose (ethics, issues of happiness, the state and society).’

A. EPISTEMOLOGY, the theory of knowledge. What is knowledge and truth?
Whether it is objective or subjective? Where to get the knowledge from and how to
develop it? How to justify our claims? What can we know? Can knowledge be
absolutely certain? How to build a correct reasoning (logic)? How to construct the
language which is the best able to express knowledge? What errors of thought and
mental attitudes hinder the creation of knowledge?

B. ONTOLOGY What is being? What does  “be” or “exist” mean? What
guarantees the unity of the world? What is matter? What are the basic ontological
categories (items, features, sets, events, etc.)? What causes a change in the world? Is

time, space and matter infinitely divisible? What guarantees the identity of the item in

> A similar list is assumed as the starting point in a popular American textbook ???

13



time — are we the same persons throughout our lives, can the same orchestra play for
hundreds of years? Are there finite causes (do things have their own purposes)? Is there
a spiritual or supernatural world? How do values exist? Does a man have the soul, the
mind, or only the brain? Is the world determined or do people have free will? Could the
whole world be considered an illusion, a big dream? What is beauty? What is evil?

C. GOD Does God exist? Can it be proven? What are His attributes? What makes
a religion? What is a religious experience? What does religion give people, what does it
require, why do they abandon it and what do they lose or gain in this way? What is the
social function of religion?

D. HUMAN: NATURE, CULTURE AND DEVELOPMENT (HISTORY) What
distinguishes men from other beings? What is the difference between nature and
culture? Which needs are natural? Is there a natural course of development? How much
people are determined by their genes? Is fidelity to nature better than a departure from it
(or: should we interfere with the laws of nature — or the natural law)? Is nature
complemented by culture or corrected by it? Do people develop towards self-
realization? Are the biological needs more important than the spiritual and cultural
ones? Should the aims of life be discovered (e.g. by studying human nature or
revelation) or chosen freely by those concerned?

E. HAPPINESS What is happiness? Is happiness the most important goal in life?
What are the standards of a good life? How can it be achieved? What determines an
individual and social level of satisfaction of life?

F. MORALITY What are the good, values, moral norms? How can they be
justified? What are their functions? Are they objective or subjective and relative? What
is egoism and altruism? Is everyone selfish? What are the basic civilized norms and
values? What is conscience? Why does morality change? Do the intentions of the effect
are morally important? What is the nature of moral conflicts?

G. THE STATE AND THE ECONOMY How are the states established? What are
their objectives? How does their structure evolve? Who decides on the shape of the
state? Does the existence of society require overcoming selfishness? What is the role of
justice? Where do social conflicts stem from and how to tame aggression? What is
freedom, what are its types and its price? What is liberalism?

(The term liberalism is ambiguous. In Europe it refers to trends created around the
Enlightenment and represented among others by John Locke and Adam Smith. In
America those trends are often called conservatism, because they constitute the

traditional basis of the American social system, while liberalism refers to socialist
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trends and the welfare state connected of the New Deal and later of the 1960s. To avoid
misunderstanding I would talk about free market liberalism and socialist liberalism.)
Great philosophers have placed these issues within their proposed systems, based
on common principles and expressing their overall vision of the world. The following
systems of various philosophers accompanied the evolution of humanity and its

growing self-awareness.

Questions: What is philosophy (e.g. according to Russell — to be read separately),
what is its relation to science, religion, art, social and political activity? What are its

main concerns (epistemology, ontology and axiology)?

Further reading

General History

A famous art historian Erich Gombrich wrote a beautiful Little history of the world, Yale 2005 [a
good basic introduction, esp. as an audiobook]

Andrew Marr, A History of the World, Pan 2013 [written by a British journalist and broadcaster,
also accompanied by a seven-episode film]

Norman Davies, Europe. A history, Bodley Head 2014 [a masterpiece of historical narrative,
thorough and scholarly]

Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Vintage 2015. [easy to read overview

of the history of humankind and its main problems]

History of Philosophy

Bertrand Russell, The History of Western Philosophy, Routledge 2004.
Will Durant, The Story of Philosophy (1926), Pocket Books 1991.
Robert C. Sproul, The Consequences of Ideas, Crossway Books 2009.
Nigel Warburton Philosophy: The Classics, 4th edition, Routlege 2014.
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PART ONE - HISTORY

Ancient philosophy - Greece and Rome

From Big Bang to Greece and the birth of philosophy

Before the Greek culture began the world and humans had gone the long way. The
known Universe probably started with the Big Bang nearly 14 billion (14 000 000 000)
years ago. The Earth formed about 4.5 billion years ago. The first traces of life, that
may have come from the outer space, are 4 billion years old, but larger life forms did

not begin to evolve until the last 500 million years.

Homo sapiens as hunters gatherers

Creatures more similar to humans than apes, walking on the ground in an upright
position began to appear on the Earth 2.6 million years ago in East Africa. There, about
200-150 thousand years ago the Homo sapiens (or more precisely Homo sapiens
sapiens) evolved. Human prehistoric culture went though the Stone Age (Palaeolithic,
Mesolithic and Neolithic), the Bronze Age and the Iron Age. Initially, people lived in
small groups, hunting and not creating culture. About 70 thousand years ago a small
group left Africa and penetrated the Arabian Peninsula, from where it spread throughout
the world. The last glacial period lasted for 100 thousand years ending 12 thousand
years ago. Only then the human civilization and culture began to develop (it can be
contrasted with the history of dinosaurs that lived hundreds of millions of years, or even
a crocodile that has been on Earth for 80 million years). It seems that early humans
were extremely pluralistic by nature. Whenever uniformity was not imposed by a
central government people practised enormous diversity of lifestyles. The same
tendency was later seen in Greek city-states.

Hunter-gatherers (or gatherers-hunters, because it is not certain that hunting was
more important than vegetarianism) already had job specialisation, assigned important
role to women and had strong bond with nature. Norman Davies quotes W. I. Thomson
who claimed that this tradition was often misunderstood.

“Because we have separated humanity from nature, subject from object, (...) and
universities from the universe, it is enormously difficult for anyone but a poet or a

mystic to understand (...) the holistic and mythopoeic thought of Ice Age humanity. The

6

Fekri A. Hassan, Demographic Archaecology, New York: Academic Press, 1981, s. 196— 199.
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very language we use (...) speaks of tools, hunters, and men, when every statue and
painting we discover cries out that this Ice Age humanity was a culture of art, the love
of animals, and women (...). Gathering is as important as hunting, but only hunting is
discussed. Storytelling is discussed, but the storyteller is a hunter rather than an old
priestess of the moon. Initiation is imagined, but the initiate is not the young girl in
menarche about to wed the moon, but a young man about to become a great hunter.”’
While Western civilization has been dominated by the Judaeo-Christian and
Classical traditions, there is also a much older tradition of caves, forests and individual
freedom, which manifested itself in European romanticism, fascination with the Vikings
or the New Age movement. Although it cannot be blindly trusted, it should be carefully

cultivated as an important part of human heritage.

The agrarian revolution

As a result of the agrarian revolution, sometimes called Neolithic (between about
11 and 4 thousand years ago in different parts of the world) humans settled, set up cities
(Sumerian Ur and Uruk are considered the oldest), developed agriculture and started to
build a society based on hierarchy and diverse social roles. The transition from hunters-
gatherer societies to agricultural societies was, however, a mixed blessing. More people
could survive but their diet deteriorated (humans became smaller). Social hierarchy and
the division between the elite and the masses emerged. It enable the development of
sophisticated culture but also exploitation.® In fact it deprived people of freedom and in
many respects made their lives boring, which in turn forced them to develop culture:
instead of travelling and having adventures they settled and began filling the boring life
of farmers with creations of their imagination. The religion of hunters-gatherers was
animis, which regarded the world as inhabited by many different spirits. It somehow
fostered integration between humans and the rest of the world. Later religions granted
soul only to humans, which justified their right to dominate other species and not to
cooperate with them.” Even in the 17th century Descartes, who in spite of his
declarations represented fairly traditional views, regarded animals as machines without
any rights. Unfortunately all those attitudes only justifies human aggressiveness.

Wherever Homo sapience arrived other species were massively dying out (Australia

Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997, p. 73.

¥ Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011), Vintage London 2015.

“God said unto them, Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth
upon the earth”. Bible, Genesis 1:28 (King James Version).
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and Madagascar are clear examples'’). Te development of religion and philosophy only
intensified this tendency. Today liberal democratic capitalism with its plagues -
overpopulation and consumerism - may destroy natural environment completely within
this century.

The oldest civilization developed in the region of the so-called the Fertile
Crescent (from the Persian Gulf to Palestine): in Mesopotamia (in turn run by the
Sumerians, the Akkadians, the Babylonians) and in Egypt. Later followed by the
Phoenicians, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Persians, Hebrews (in the Fertile Crescent), and in
China, India (now called the Far East). Greeks appeared later and were preceded by the
Minoan culture of Crete.

Why was the civilisation of the Middle East, the Medditerranean and
subsequently Europe most successful? Jared M. Diamond'' gives a simple explanation.
Although humans are genetically the same all over the world, the external condidtions
gave Eurasia an advantage. There the crops (barley, wheat) were richer in protein, easier
to sow, and easier to store than American maize or tropical bananas. The most useful
animals for domestication lived there (horse, goat, oxen, cattle in general). Africa is full
of animals but it is impossible to domesticate them (zebras look as horses but have
never been used for work or in battle). Contact with animals immunized people against
many viruses (smallpox, measles, and influenza), which later travelled with the
Europeans to America and killed most of the natives there. The division into many
small tribes or nations living close to each other fostered economic development, which
was necessary for survival in a hostile neighbourhood.

If we compare the history of the known Universe to a calendar year (assuming the
Big Bang occurred in the first second of January 1st and today is the last second of
December 31st), the Earth was formed at the end of August, life appeared at the
beginning of September, living organisms began to develop prolifically in early
December, the first humans arrived seven minutes before midnight on December 31st ,
the last glaciation ended half a minute before the end of the year, and the whole history
of human culture occupies the last 10 seconds. The development of the Homo sapiens is

potential unparalleled in the whole known Universe.'?

' Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011), Vintage London 2015. Ch. 5. The
flood.

" Jared M. Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel. W. W. Norton 1997.

About the prehistory of Europe see also Norman Davies, Europe. A History. Pimlico 1997, pp. 66-84.
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The Bronze Age

The cultures of the Middle East are traditionally referred to as “the East" as
opposed to "the West" - Greece, Rome and Western Europe. The East was regarded as
irrational, prone to magic and astrology.

The earliest civilizations developed in Mesopotamia (Babylonia) between the
Euphrates and the Tigris rivers (today Iraq) formed patterns for all future Mediterranean
civilisations. It was there that the biblical Garden of Eden was placed, the first cities
were built and the first human myths were told - that of the Flood or of Gilgamesh."
(The Epic of Gilgamesh regarded as the first great literary work of humanity, composed
more than 4 000 years ago, contains an amazingly modern wisdom - friendship is
necessary in life, which is meaningful even in the face of its inevitable end, while brute
nature must be transformed into civilisation. One can wonder if humankind has actually
got much wiser over the following four millenia.)

The religion of Mesopotamia (like all early religions of humankind) situated
human life within much wider, divine and transcendent order, which can be
apprehended only in symbolic, metaphorical way. Its aim was to provide
communication between the human and the divine and protect the balance between
them. It was polytheistic all religions before Judaism and similar to Greek mythology.

The Egyptian culture flourished primarily in isolation from the outside world
(along the Nile River surrounded by deserts). In a way, it achieved what many later
civilizations considered the perfect model of society: static, conservative and based on
the "divine" order, where the subsequent generations did not introduce any significant
changes. At the same time, it was obsessively focused on life after death, for which all
earthly life was just a prelude. However, the afterlife was imagined as the continuation
continuation of the earthly life. It may mean that they could not imagine any different
life - or that they were satisfied with this life and did not expect any compensation for
it after death. It is in sharp contrast with the Messianic Christian which despised earthly
life as full of suffering. Religious myth of Egypt connected people to the order of the
universe, justified the rule of the Pharaohs and discouraged any changes. It seems that
without contacts with foreigners, competitions and progress (in the oldest period) it was
a very happy civilisation. After the conquest by Rome (the death of Cleopatra in 30
BCE) and by the Islamic culture, it ceased to exist and today’s Arabic Egypt is not its

continuation.

" This epic is also popular among the economists as demonstrated by a book by Tomas Sedlacek

Economics of Good and Evil. The Quest for Economic Meaning from Gilgamesh to Wall Street.
Oxford University Press 2011. See also Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997, p.114.
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Two early European civilisations appeared in Crete' (ca. 1900 BCE) and in
Mycenae, in Southern Greece (a few centuries later). The Minoan civilization on Crete
discovered at the beginning of the 20th century by Arthur Evans (the palace of Minos
in Knossos with the Minotaur allegedly hiding in it) was probably destroyed abruptly,
perhaps by a violent natural disaster (an earthquake). A disturbing thing about Crete is
that this very early civilisation might have achieved what humankind has been trying to
reproduce ever since - it was peaceful (cities did not even had walls), cheerful,
cooperative, had solid social structure and rich, beautiful culture. Was it a real paradise?

Another strong civilisation was Aegean culture (Cycladic and Mycenaean),
aristocratic and warlike, whose fall was preceded by the Trojan War fought by the
Achaeans against the city situated on the coast of present-day Turkey (around 1200
BCE). The war depicted by Home in the //iad may be a fictitious event, however, it
represents real and serious military conflicts.

Around 1200 BCE the whole Mediterranean region was ravaged by the unknown
Sea People. It led to the first global collapse of civilization, the first dark ages. New

peoples came to Greece from the north.

The Iron Age

Between Mesopotamia and Egypt developed a remarkable culture that has had a
huge impact on the thought and the history of the world: the Jewish culture. According
to the Jewish part of the Bible (Old Testament, the Old Covenant, especially the first
five books of the Torah, which constitute the foundation of Judaism and only later were
adapted by Christianity), Abram (later Abraham) emigrated from Mesopotamia (about
1800 BCE) to the area of the later Jerusalem to make a Covenant with God, by which
his descendants would be chosen people, supported by God the Creator, Yahweh. Then
the Hebrew tribes went to Egypt (or perhaps Egypt conquered their territory), from
where Moses led them to the Mount Sinai to receive the Ten Commandments and renew
the Covenant.

Historical records document the presence of the Hebrews in Egypt around 1200
BCE. Around 1000 BCE they created an independent state with the capital in Jerusalem
probably run in turn by Saul, David and Solomon and the first temple was built (the
knowledge of those events is, however, poorly documented outside the Bible). In 586
BCE they were conquered by Nebuchadnezzar, and their elite displaced to Babylon (the

Babylonian captivity). Perhaps it was only at this moment that the monotheistic

4 About Crete see also Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997, pp. 89-94.
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Judaism crystallized as a foundation of the national identity. When the Persians defeated
Babylon, the tolerant Cyrus allowed Jews to return to Jerusalem (only a minority
decided to do so, as Babylon was a tempting multi-ethnic metropolis) to recreate a
small independent state around the rebuilt temple.

The Phoenicians in the current Lebanon built the first great civilization of
merchants based on sea trade in the Mediterranean. When the brutal Assyrian empire,
based on conquest and exploitation, arose next to them, in 814 BCE, the Phoenicians
established Carthage (in present day Tunisia), destroyed 700 years later by Rome after
the Punic Wars (146 BCE).

In Mesopotamia, the Chaldeans created a powerful empire (Nebuchadnezzar II,
6th c. BCE) making a huge metropolis of Babylon.

Soon another huge empire flourished in Persia (Cyrus II, 6th c. BCE) which,

however, did not manage to overcome the small Greece.

Ancient Greece

The oldest attitudes and opinions of the Greeks, which had an impact on the
emergence of civilization after the dark period, were presented by Homer (8th — 7th c.
BCE) in the /liad and the Odyssey, and by his contemporary, Hesiod. The Greeks who
besieged Troy were not motivated by conscience and pro-social values - these attitudes
did not appear until much later. Achaeans were not preoccupied with duty and concern
for others, their goal was to forge their own character and shape their life in a similar
way as the Greek sculptures were chiselled — to be beautiful. The Greeks valued
strength and physical fitness, but above all the virtues of character such as courage,
pride, passion. While striving for fame, prestige and position in the group they were
selfish but not petty. The biggest misfortune was an insult, humiliation or disgrace.
Shrewdness was also much appreciated, it came handy in relationships with people and
gods alike. The deities were more powerful than mortals, but as far as character goes,
they were equally vain, selfish and chimerical. For the ancient Greeks earthly life was
the most important. They were not optimistic. Their world was a dangerous and unfair
place and sinister fate lurked at every corner. The Soul was a force responsible for
biological life of the body. After death it went to Hades, where it led boring existence
reminiscing on past deeds.

In spite of strong individualism the Greek universe was orderly. Four common

pre-philosophical notions were used to define it.
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(1) cosmos: the Universe in totality of things. The word “cosmos” meant an
orderly and beautiful arrangement. Following their mythology Greek philosophers
sought to discover arche, the first and basic element or the first principle of existing
things, conserved in the generation of rest of it, which caused all other things to exist.

(2) justice: justice prevails in the world when certain rules are observed by all,
rich and poor, strong and weak. In fact, it can also be called harmony.

(3) logos: the world is imbued with a rational order. The word "logos" re-emerged
through history of ancient thought and then penetrated Christianity where it was used in
the first sentence of John’s Gospel (written in Greek), "In the beginning was the
Logos".

(4) excellence (arete or areté, pl. aretai, gr. Gpety, translated in Latin as virtus;
eng. virtue): each thing has its own excellence, the pattern or standard of perfect
functioning. The excellence ("virtue") of a tree lies in bearing good fruit, the excellence
of a flute player in playing nice music, the excellence of a table in being flat and stable,
and the excellence of a soldier in bravery. The concept of excellence is not complicated,
but - because it is difficult to define it precisely with one word - it often seems vague
(e.g. talking about the virtues of a table is somewhat awkward). Excellence is a standard
that determines how a thing must act. If an employer determines the duties of
employees, they create certain expectations to be met by employees (a job description
in short). Those qualities can be either described or possessed by the employee (in
which case they are good employees). This duality is always present when we talk
about the characteristics of an object — its features can be "in the mind" when they are
described, or in the object when it actually possesses them (e.g. bravery can be a part of
a conceptual definition of a soldier and bravery can be characteristic of an individual
who is brave).

This approach to excellence had several consequences. Things (in the broad
sense, i.e. tables, soldiers, etc.) may be closer to or further from their model standard,
same as employees can carry out their duties better or worse. A thing is good when it
behaves in accordance with its respective standard and the further it is from it the worse
is becomes. The Greek culture was perfect, everything had its model and the pursuit of
excellence was the deepest meaning of life. That is why the Olympic Games were so

revered. This attitude was passed on to the whole European culture.

Questions: How did the “Middle East — Europe” civilization begin? (agricultural

revolution, Mesopotamia, Persia, Hebrews/Jews, Egypt, Crete)?
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The phenomenon of Greek civilization — how did it begin? What were Iliad and
Odyssey about? Whose moral values were described by Homer? What was the
difference between East and West? What was the difference between official mythology
and Bacchic/Orphic cults?

What were cosmos, justice (harmony), logos and arete (excellence, virtue) in

ancient Greece?

Further reading

Norman Davies, Europe. A History. Pimlico 1997: Chapter II Hellas (Beginnings p. 95, religion p.
108, literature p. 111, art, science p. 117, philosophy p. 123, sexual life p. 126, social structures p. 128,
Pericles p.132, Sparta p. 133, Hellenism p. 133, Alexandria p. 136, Syracuse p. 139); Capsules on Gat-

Hunters, Lausel, Tammuz, Barbaros, Onphalos, Epic, Mousike, Oedipus, Achimedes, Demos,

First philosophers

The first philosophers (6th-7th c. BCE) appeared in Greek colonies, away from
traditional religious centres like Athens. Their primary concern was nature in which
they discerned some previously unknown problems. Their works, a combination of
poetic metaphor and keen reasoning, have survived only in fragments, but gave rise to
the intellectual heritage of the West. The philosophers valued different things than other
Greeks - abstract intellect rather than sensual beauty and strength. They were often
atheists or believed in their own gods. A typical philosopher was an intelligent man with
plenty of free time, who did not like to deal with mundane matters, had little need for
material things, cherished independence, also from the judgement and opinions of
others, and above all indulged in sophisticated discussion about abstract matters. The
uniqueness of ancient Greece was manifested in the fact that philosophers were widely
respected, so this type of activity soon became fashionable.

Thales (ca. 624-545 BCE) made the first step when he asked about the common
principle (arche) of the whole visible world and saw it in the water. For Anaximander
(610-546) arche had to be abstract, and the multiplicity of elements was governed by
justice. Pythagoras (573-474) considered arche to be numbers subordinated to harmony.
Due to the strong attachment to the Orphic religion, similar to the Hindu beliefs
(metempsychosis), he regarded philosophy as an art of living, the liberation of the soul
from the burdens and annoyance of earthly existence. For Heraclitus (540 - 480) the
world was a constant change (gr. panta rhei, all is flux), the war that had a divine order

(logos) in the background.
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For Parmenides (540 - 470) being was unchangeable (he tried to justify it by
claiming that non-being is a contradictory concept that does not refer to anything),
which was supported by his student, Zeno of Elea (490 — 430), who formulated brilliant
paradoxes of motion.

In order to overtake the tortoise Achilles must first run to the place where the
tortoise was when he started running, however, by the time Achilles reaches this point,
the tortoise will have moved a little further, and this situation will be repeated infinitely
(as long as space and time are infinitely divisible). This argument used one of the most
important types of reasoning in the construction of knowledge. We assume some
hypotheses H, we draw conclusion C (i.e. what follows) from H, and check if it is true.
If it cannot be true, then the initial hypotheses cannot be true either. Here we assume
two hypotheses: that space and time are infinitely divisible, and that senses inform us
about real movements of things. If so, the conclusion is that Achilles cannot overtake a
tortoise (or so it seemed to the philosophers). However, everyone can see that it is easy
to overtake a tortoise. So at least one hypothesis is false - either space and time are not
infinitely divisible, or what is perceive by the senses is misleading. Sometimes this
reasoning is called reduction to absurdity. Another paradox: it seems that an arrow is
moving, while it is at any moment at some point, and therefore there are no moments
left for the arrow to move from one point to another.

For Democritus (ca.460 BCE-370 BCE) the world consisted of a variety of
configurations of atoms devoid of colour and scent (what we perceive is an illusion,
appearance produced by our minds). The argument for this was the shrinking of objects
and soaking (it demonstrated the existence of empty space between atoms). The motion
of atoms was governed by necessity, so free will was also an illusion (materialistic

determinism).

The phenomenon of Greek philosophy consisted in that the intellect freed from
the mythological thinking, focused on the problems that were beyond the reach of
ordinary bread-eaters, yet they were not idle conceptual speculations.

(1) Appearance and reality. Does what we see at the first glance actually exists?
According to Heraclitus, we see the changes, but beneath them lies regularity.
According to the Eleatics we see movements, which in reality is perhaps impossible.
According to Democritus we see multicoloured world, while actually there are only

colourless atoms. Early philosophers were driven by the conviction that the truth and

24



the real world were hidden behind what we see in everyday life. This led to the second
point.

(2) Trust your senses or reason. Some philosophers used the analysis of concepts
to undermine confidence in what we perceive - Thales' water, Anaximander's apeiron,
Parmenides’ unchangeable being, Heraclitus’ invisible order, Democritus’ atoms. This
was the beginning of metaphysics (although the term was coined later) — a rational
study of the hidden reality. For two millennia philosophers mostly supported the idea
that the mind learns the truth through abstract reasoning bypassing the senses.

After they embarked on the task of discovering the hidden reality, the questions
about its structure arose.

(3) One and many, unity in diversity. Does the visible world in its diversity have a
unifying principle (arche), some common material? For Thales it was water, for
Pythagoras- mathematical relationships, and for Democritus- the fairly homogeneous
atoms.

(4) Stability and change. According to Heraclitus the change takes place
according to the rules, which are derived from logos. According to Parmenides the
Universe does not transition from non-being into being.

(5) The infinite divisibility. Can time, space and matter be divided endlessly into
still smaller parts? The paradoxes of Zeno of Elea is an attempt to draw consequences
from the positive answer, which leads to a contradiction. Democritus atomic theory is a
hypothesis based on the negative answer.

(6) Determinism. Is each state of the world necessarily caused by an earlier state
or does free will exist and at least in some cases can affect the course of events by

taking a free choice?

Questions: The phenomenon of philosophy: what were first philosophers
interested in?; how did they combine rationality and poetry?, what were their main
concerns?:

- Appearance and reality: Heraclitus, Eleatics, Democritus (atoms and colours).

- Senses and reason: Eleatics, Democritus.

- One and many, arche - Thales, Anaximander, Empedocles, Pythagoras,
Heraclitus, Democritus.

- Change and stability: Parmenides vs. Heraclitus.

- Infinite divisibility (of matter and space) Zeno, Democritus.

- Determinism and free will — Democritus.
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Further reading

Chapter PHILOSOPHY IN ITS INFANCY (and esp. The Milesians, Heraclitus and The Atomists)
from A. Kenny, An [llustrated Brief History of Western Philosophy. Wiley-Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006
(or later).

Patricia Curd, "Presocratic Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2012
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/presocratics/>.
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The classical period and its great philosophers

The Greek culture reached its apogee in the short period between Athens winning
the Persian Wars (449 BCE) and the establishment of the empire by Alexander the
Great (325 BCE), interrupted by the Peloponnesian War (431-404 BCE) between Sparta
and Athens.

Persians created another great civilization that for a brief moment in history
seized Mesopotamia. In the mid-sixth century BCE Cyrus founded a huge and
extremely rich empire. Guided by the principles of tolerance, the Persians allowed the
Jews to return from Babylon to Jerusalem. Persians made an unsuccessful attempt to
conquer Greece, and later succumbed to Alexander the Great, Rome, and Islam,
influencing its Golden Age (8th to 12th c., when Baghdad was its capital), and finally in
the contemporary Iran abandoned the attitude of tolerance and yielded to the militant
Islamic fundamentalism. From the ancient Persia stemmed

Zoroastrianism, which may have influenced Judaism and early Christianity. The
essence of the Persian religion was the dualism of good and evil, whose struggle filled
the world until the expected triumph of good and its thousand-year-kingdom. The
goodness was created by the god Ahura Mazda, while the evil by Angra Mainyu.

There are two different ways of seeing the sphere of values: the Greek and
Persian concepts of good. For the Greeks, everything is basically good, though in
varying degrees. A runner who reaches the finish line first is the best, the last is the
worst. They make up a hierarchy. However, for the Persians the good and the bad are
two different kinds. Man can choose good or evil, the choice is binary, the first deserves
a reward, the second a punishment. In the first perspective, we all strive for excellence,
a common goal, but in the other perspective, life is a dramatic choice between light and
darkness, heaven and hell. The concept of good and evil in the Bible is closer to the
dual optics and perhaps was influenced by the Persian perspective. Certainly, the
Greeks also recognized the evil, misfortunes and tragedies. Oedipus unwittingly ruined
his life and did not make it only less perfect. Declaratively, Christianity is a religion in
which goodness is everywhere, but sometimes it is very diluted. But actually the
Persian dualism was introduced into Christianity because of the Devil, the Evil One,
who in the commonsensical thinking functions as a counterweight to the good God.

The Persian Wars (490-449 BCE) won by the Greeks allowed them to feel both

the union (against the enemies) and the individuality as city-states (polis, pl. poleis).

27



Direct democracy developed in Athens, Sparta was like a military camp, Corinth and
Thebes were kingdoms.

For thousands of years individual societies were bonded by the morality
commonly accepted in them. In small communities the authority kept people in check
without forceful overt coercion', they were disciplined only by their common collective
morality that developed spontaneously. Often community members while meeting face-
to-face adjusted mutual requirements and developed solidarity (but limited to their own
community - towards strangers hostility prevailed). Although breaking the rules
occasionally happened, there was no room for individualism and questioning of the
accepted standards.

As the communities grew bigger and richer (generated large surpluses, which
could be appropriated by a small group), the ruling class emerged as well as that of
priests who used religion to justify moral standards, portrayed as constant and
widespread, although this time favouring the elite and supporting social inequality. This
was the case in every ancient civilization: Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, India, Israel,
and ancient states of Native Americans. The ruling elites, who had disproportionately
large means, were able to develop art, culture, a more sophisticated lifestyle, and also
became attached to the country to ensure its stability. It is not clear if humankind could
have developed at all under democracy and equality. Perhaps it would have plunged
into chaos and disintegration or stayed forever on a basic level. The problem was the
improvement of the elites, so that they would not yield to short-sighted selfishness.

The Sophists were teachers of rhetoric. They helped people to win their
arguments and influenced the majority before the voting in the agora. They also were
among the first who concluded that the truth and moral good were relative. The most
famous were: Protagoras, Gorgias and Thrasymachus. Relativism (also called
subjectivism) is the belief that knowledge is determined by specific qualities of the
observer. The Sophists, for example, claimed that place of birth, family habits, personal
abilities and preferences, religious training, age, and so forth determine the individual's
beliefs, values, and even perception. There are two basic variants of relativism: cultural
and individual. Cultural relativism is the belief that all values are culturally determined.
Values do not reflect a divine order or a natural pattern, but merely the customs and
preferences that develop in a given culture. Individual relativism leads to even more

radical conclusions. Even at the same place and time, right and wrong are relative to the

3 George Silberbauer, 'Ethics in Small-scale Societies' [in:] Peter Singer (ed.) A Companion to Ethics,

Wiley-Blackwell 1993, pp. 14-28
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unique experiences and preferences of the individual. There is no unbiased way to say
that one standard is better than another.

Perhaps the difference between absolutists (or objectivist) and relativists
(subjectivists) consists in that absolutists consider being good or right an intrinsic
quality of a being, while relativists deny that such quality exists at all. Relativists do not
claim that because something accepted by a culture or an individual it is intrinsically
good or right. They rather claim that the question of what is accepted or rejected is
everything that matters while the search for absolute, objective, intrinsic goodness is
pointless. (Sometimes the oppositions absolutism-relativism and objectivism-

subjectivism are understood as different ones, but commonly they may mean the same.)

Socrates

Socrates (469-399 BCE) is the “founding father” of philosophy, a model of a
perfect philosopher. He defended the theory of the absolute goodness. On the surface
his philosophy resembled that of the Sophists, while in fact he was fighting against
them fiercely: as an absolutist he believed that truth and goodness were objective, the
same to all people. (Socrates was led to them by his inner voice, Daimonion.) He
channelled philosophy in the direction of moral issues. He did not preach his views
directly but used paradoxes. When an oracle pronounced him the wisest of men, he said
that his superiority consisted in the fact that he knew that he knew nothing (while the
others pretended to know something). He did not write, but argued with people whom
he stopped on the streets of Athens. He asked them about the definitions of basic
concepts (such as justice, virtue), then challenged their answers by more questions (the
method of elenchus), and finally with still more questions steered them towards the
correct answer (the method of maieutics, or obstetrics). It was described by Plato as the
dialectical method, which, however, was not used properly until science developed after
the Renaissance. The by-product of Socratic interrogations was the ridiculing of his
respondents. Traditionally, three claims are ascribed to him that constitute intellectual
absolutism: (1) the good (goodness, excellence, virtue), like truth, is common to all, if
something is good, it applies to everyone (of course, the excellence of a flute player is
different from that of a soldier, but everyone should agree about it; the disagreement
indicates that someone is wrong; goodness is not relative, does not depend on a point of
view), (2) goodness is discovered through reasoning, using the dialectical method, (3) it

is enough to learn what virtue (goodness) is to live according to it.
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The extraordinary role of Socrates in history lies in the fact that although he never
presented a justification of these claims, he instilled the belief that the task of
philosophy is to discover the absolute good, the belief was unquestioned for two
millennia in Western culture. A perverse (or cunning) paradox of his method stems from
the fact that, although Socrates encouraged critical thinking, he did not tolerate
disagreement. He was convinced that there was only one correct moral attitude and
philosophy led to it. In time, it became clear that it was his method - putting out and
challenging hypotheses — that exposed the weakness of his doctrine of moral
absolutism.

Moreover, he believed in the excellence of a man as a man, the general pattern of
the good life that should be respected and followed by everyone.

Personally he was not very emotional or sensitive to physical discomforts. He had
a strong will, he was stubborn and appreciated independence, nor did he care about his
beautiful wife, Xanthippe. Perhaps his charisma and extraordinary impact that he had
on some people was the result of an unusual personality that would not be considered
fully normal today. Self-sufficiency was one of his major goals, which confused his
followers who understood it in many different ways.

His discussions and his hostility to democracy finally offended the Athenians.
Some historians are even surprised that his annoying and anti-national attitude was
tolerated for so long'®. He stood before the court, ridiculed the judges and finally almost
bullied them to sentence him to death. Despite encouragement to flee the state, he
conspicuously surrendered to the judgement allegedly because of his love of the law
enforced by the democracy he despised so much.

For some, he is a martyr of philosophical commitment, comparable to Jesus.
According to others, he was perhaps a highly intellectual dogmatist (after all, he
matched the ideal of a philosopher presented in Plato's Phaedo), who over the years
maintaining a semblance of elegance, teased his fellow citizens, showing off his
intellectual superiority and ridiculing them, until they lost temper. Perhaps his final
malice was his spectacular death — he was 70 years old, did not have much to lose
(otherwise he could have just gone into exile with his wife, with whom he poorly
communicated, died soon and been forgotten), so he chose to provoke the court and
took revenge on Athens. He was certainly a paradoxical prophet who inspired the

European philosophy. Charismatic, devoid of empathy, haughty and poorly adapted to

¢ Robin Waterfield, Why Socrates Died. Dispelling the Myth. W.W. Norton and Company 2009, pp.
191-192.
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everyday life, he ultimately failed to convince his countrymen to his views, but he left a
bunch of followers who developed a number of philosophical schools. One might
wonder whether it was beneficial that such a man made an archetype of philosopher.

Questions: How was Greece organized politically? What was the difference
between Athens and Sparta? Who were the sophists and why were they considered
dangerous?What is relativism and absolutism in ethics and how does it relate to the
problem of collectivist societies and individualism?

Who was Socrates, what were the similarities and differences between him and
the sophists? Why was he sentenced to death? Was he a hero or a malicious old man?
How does his personality influenced on future philosophers? What were his 3 main

claims about the absolute Good (ethical intellectualism)?

Further reading

Chapter THE ATHENS OF SOCRATES (esp. The Athenian Empire, The Sophists, Socrates, The
Euthyphro, The Phaedo) from A. Kenny, An Illlustrated Brief History of Western Philosophy. Wiley-
Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006 (or later).

Debra Nails, "Socrates", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2014 Edition), Edward
N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/socrates/>.

Socrates and the definition

What did Socrates ask about when he asked about the definitions of words
(concepts, things) such as courage or justice?

Polish "krowa" and English "cow" are two words (names), but they have the same
meaning and refer to the same concept. The terms have referents (the objects to which
they refer e.g. individual cows), scope (the set of all designations — the set of all cows),
the content (the set of attributes, features, characteristics held by each referent and only
it) and the emotional colouring (a proponent and an opponent of communism generally
attribute to the word "communism" different emotional colouring, even if they agree on
the scope and content).

The definition is a phrase that specifies the meaning of a term by specifying a
distinctive set of characteristics of its designates, i.e. a set of characteristics that is
entitled to all of them and only them (for example, a square is defined as a rectangle
equilateral, because the squareness and being equilateral is a characteristics of every
square). Possessing a characteristics is both a sufficient and necessary condition for
belonging to a defined class. Sometimes philosophers use the term: “definition” to talk

about describing not the meaning of a word but the essence of an object.
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Definitions may be in a different relation to the existing language customs. A
lexical definition is intended to describe the correct meaning of a word. Such a
definition is true or false. ("My uncle is a brother of the father" - a true sentence, "My
uncle is a brother of my husband", the sentence is false.)

A stipulative definition is designed to enter or specify a new meaning (when for
the first time one ever used the word "computer" or "car").

A precising definition removes ambiguity or vagueness of a word. Railways
recognize that a young person is less than 26 years old; an author who writes about the
culture points out that he means generally the products of symbolic cultures, not
microbiological of cultures of bacteria. Stipulative and precising definitions report the
intention of the speaker and cannot be evaluated in terms of accuracy.

Definitions serve important cognitive functions. They introduce new words,
change meaning of existing words and make them known so as to prevent
misunderstandings. They are of crucial importance when concepts are used in building
knowledge. Everyday concepts are vague and must be improved to be useful in science.
A fish is commonly regarded as a large animal living in water but to build a useful
theory of fish dolphins and whales it had to be excluded and a new characteristics
suggested - fish breath with gills. Definitions are also the accumulation of knowledge
about the objects and grouping them in classes. Sometimes we are able to intuitively
identify a class, but then we search for definition, 1.e. the characteristics (for example,
although it is generally known who the man is since ancient times thinkers discuss,
what the essential characteristics of people are). This was the aim of Socratic questions
— the words like virtue or justice are widely known, but how to find the essence of the
abstract objects to which they refer?

However, a one more thing must be taken into account. Some definitions are
persuasive, i.e. they are put forward to resolve a dispute by influencing attitudes or
stirring emotions. C.L. Stevenson identified persuasive definition in 1938 as a form of
stipulative definition which purports to state the "true" or "commonly accepted"
meaning of a term, while in reality stipulating an altered use (perhaps as an argument
for some specific belief). Persuasive definitions are common in political argument.
"Socialism" may be defined by its advocates as "democracy extended to the economic
sphere", while "capitalism" as "freedom in the economic sphere". Both definitions
suggest a positive attitude to the studied social phenomena. It is exactly what Socrates

and Plato were doing - when defining concepts they tried to influence the acceptance of
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certain theories. Plato described a totalitarian state as just and then claimed that justice
is equal to bodily health thus suggesting that dictatorship should be accepted as healthy.

As people demand freedom, and then do the bad use of it injuring each other, one
can try to prevent this by suggesting the other meaning of the word "freedom" -
"Freedom is not doing what one wants, but having opportunity to do what one should
do".

The classic form of a definition was presented by Aristotle. He assumed that all
beings form a hierarchy in which a sub-set is isolated from a larger parent-set (a genus)
by its specific characteristics (differentia specifica). In a definition “Man is a rational

9 ¢

creature” “man” is defined by a genus (“creature”) and the difference (“rational”).

A good definition:

* should state the essential attributes of the species (not “Man is a two legged
creature without feather”);

* must not be circular (as in "A compulsive smoker is a person who smokes
compulsively".);

* must not be too broad (as in "A bird is an animal with wings", since bats (for
example) are also animals with wings, and bats are not birds);

* must not be too narrow (as in "A bird is a feathered animal that can fly", since
hens are birds, but they cannot fly);

* must not be expressed in ambiguous, obscure or figurative language (as in

"Bread is the staff of life").

Plato

It is difficult to characterise Plato (427-347 BCE) briefly. He was an Athenian
nobleman (in spite of democracy the Athenian society was divided into distinct classes).
On the one hand, he was a leading figure in the history of philosophy, the founder of the
Academy, which lasted for 900 years, and according to the English philosopher A.N.
Whitehead the European philosophical tradition was “a series of footnotes to Plato”. On
the other hand, only his written dialogues survived, while his more academic writings
has been lost, so we do not know the essence of his views, because the dialogues may
only be a reminder of the lectures to students (although Plato was an excellent writer, he
did not trust written words)."” The dialogues (the main are: Euthyphro, Apology [of

Socrates], Crito, Phaedo, Symposium, Phaedrus, Protagoras, Gorgias, Republic) are

7" Hans Kridmer, Thomaas Aleksander Szlezdka i Giovanni Reale were major proponents of the so

called Tiibingen interpretation of Plato. The Other Plato: The Tiibingen Interpretation of Plato's
Inner-Academic Teachings, Dmitri Nikulin (ed.) State University of New York Press 2013.
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ongoing discussions about the most important issues, in the anticipation of deep truths,
but the arguments are falling by today's standards and often bizarre, and although they
often seem to be suggestive, they do not prove much. Argumentation is mixed with
religious visions and poetic metaphors, and the achieved results can hardly be
summarised. Dialogues are the kind of work that is neither religious, nor scholarly, nor
poetic. Perhaps they are just philosophy. They certainly had profound impact on the
European culture, and was subject to numerous interpretations. Plato's underlying
convictions are always clear - the material world is but a shadow of the intellectual
world; the state should be governed by the philosophically educated elite who should
direct everyone towards absolute goodness and restrict the pursuit of private interests by
selfish individuals. Plato continued the efforts of Socrates to combat the Sophists. These
ideas had an enormous impact on the Middle Ages, when the Church created just such
an institutional structure. Plato also raised many smaller issues that were no less
inspiring.

In some dialogues, Plato used the Socratic method, also known as dialectical. It
consisted of formulating hypotheses and drawing conclusions from them. If they proved
to be unacceptable or absurd, the initial hypotheses had to be rejected or modified.
Much later this method (known as Popper's falsificationism) turned out to be the basic
method of establishing reliable knowledge. Plato did not manage to capture absolute
truths using them (because, as it was also found, at most it allowed to determine the
most reliable hypotheses), so discouraged, he gradually replaced it by delivering
monologues (often delivered by the person called Socrates). Perhaps Plato had two
different personalities and in time the poet-explorer was defeated by the pedantic
dogmatist.

At the core of Plato's doctrine there is clearly the theory of ideas (Forms)
presented by the powerful metaphor of the cave. Plato argued that people living from
birth among the objects of senses are not aware of the existence of the other sphere —
that of ideas (or forms), patterns (and models) of material things. Plato transformed
virtues, about which the Greeks had been talking for a long time, into abstract patterns
that existed objectively in the immaterial world of the intellect. They are timeless,
perfect, unchangeable, known only by reason. In addition to the form of individual
things (such as a table or a tree) but also virtues (or aretai — e.g. of a good soldier). On
the top there is the idea of Beauty and Goodness. Things, which are copies of ideas, are
variable, flawed and exist in space and time. But where does the idea of a soldier, which

is used to assess whether someone is a good soldier, draw from? Why should we all use
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the same model of a good soldier? The forms (ideas) of individual items participate in
the Idea of Goodness, which like god gives them their power. The idea of Goodness
illuminates the world like the sun, so that colours could be visible. If the idea of
Goodness disappeared, things would lose their patterns, and could not be evaluated as
better or worse (or the evaluations would be entirely subjective as the Sophists
imagined). Material things were created by the Demiurge, who used moulds to fashion
matter (maybe it is one of those metaphors of the poet Plato which should not be taken
literally).

In Euthyphro Plato formulated his famous dilemma. Originally the question was
whether (1) gods approve of what is pious or (2) pious becomes what gods approve. It
can be reformulated respectively as (1) we should approve what good is, or (2) good
becomes what is approved. The first option means that there are objective standards of
good, and when they have been recognized, they should be approved and respected. Do
not kill, because killing is wrong. Because the standards are objective, there should be a
consensus on moral issues. The second option means that first comes the attitude of
approval, which may be irrational and arbitrary. However, what is approved, becomes
good (and what disapproved - evil). I do not approve of killing, so killing is wrong to
me. Since different people may approve of different things, moral relativism is
unavoidable. Such was the position of the Sophists.

Interpreters have been puzzled by what Plato meant by the Good. One
interpretations claims that it was a kind of harmony based on the right proportion
(which was also crucial in the classical conception of beauty). The same harmony was
reflected in forms which set patterns for different classes of things and then in
individual things that belonged to those classes.'®

Plato made use of the theory of ideas on different occasions. This, in conjunction
with the theory of the immortal soul independent of the body (this view of Plato alluded
to Orphism and was not popular in Greece), led to the condemnation of the material
world and natural desires (some philosophers regard Plato as anticipating Christianity).
The aim of life was liberation from material world and contemplating perfect
abstractions. It was demonstrated as a powerful redescription of love in Plato's
Symposium — from the love of individual bodies, through cherishing what they have in
common (abstraction), loving the soul, one can ascend to love the Goodness, and only

then life becomes meaningful.

'8 Hans-Georg Gadamer, The Idea of the Good in Platonic-Aristotelian Philosophy, Yale University
Press 1986.
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Four strange arguments for the immortality of the soul illustrates how Plato
pretended to have proved his claims.

(1) From oppositions. First, there is the argument from opposites. If two things
are opposites, each of them comes into being from the other. If someone goes to sleep,
she must have been awake. But death and life are opposites, and the same must hold
true here also: live in another world below, perhaps to return to earth in some latter
days.

(2) From recollections. The second argument sets out to prove the existence of the
non-embodied soul not after, but before, its life in the body. First, Socrates seeks to
show that knowledge is recollection (our idea of absolute equality cannot be derived
from experience); second, he urges that recollection involves pre-existence (if we are
reminded of absolute equality, we must have previously encountered it).

(3) From simplicity. If something is able to dissolve and disintegrate, as the body
does at death, then it must be something composite and changeable. The visible world is
constantly changing; only what is invisible remains unaltered. The soul is in the very
likeness of the divine, and immortal, and rational, and uniform, and indissoluble and
unchangeable, and the body is in the very likeness of the human, and mortal, and
irrational, and multiform, and dissoluble, and changeable.

(4) From necessity. Human beings may or may not be tall, but the number three
cannot but be odd, and snow cannot but be cold. Snow, which is necessarily cold, must
either retire or perish at the approach of heat; it cannot become hot snow. The soul
brings life, just as snow brings cold. But death is the opposite of life, so that the soul

can no more admit death than snow can admit heat.

In another way Plato used the theory of forms in his most important dialogue 7The
Republic. The dialogue begins with a discussion of everyday commonsensical concept
of justice, in which well-known ideas of every age recur: justice is acting in strict
compliance with the law, looking after one’s friends and own well-being, it is the
convention imposed by the powerful in their own interests or the interest of society, but
observed only under pressure as everyone is basically selfish. Through the character
called Socrates, Plato combats these views by presenting a vision of justice as harmony
both within the soul and the state. In the soul the intellect should prevail over the brave
and appetitive parts. In the state philosophers should prevail over soldiers and workers.
Every part has its virtue: wisdom, courage and moderation (later adopted by the

Catholic Church). Besides containing moving visionary metaphors, The Republic is also
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an ingenious handbook of totalitarianism for dictators. Plato made no secret that his
ideas had common sense reasons — the lack of private property among governors
(philosophers) and soldiers was meant to counteract corruption; the lack of families
(children were to be produced anonymously and brought up by the state) should
eliminate nepotism; myths would manipulate the masses, build social solidarity and
justify the distinction between castes. In the mid-20th century Karl Popper in his Open

Society called Plato the first theoretician of totalitarianism.

Criticism and comments

On the surface, the idea of the Absolute Goodness opposed Thrasymachus' view
that might makes right. Societies should obey the Goodness and not those who have
most political power. In practice, the difference is much smaller — philosophers, whose
verdicts are beyond comprehension of ordinary people, decide what is good and impose
it on their subjects, provided of course that philosophers have sufficient political power.
The difference was that, according to Thrasymachus, everyone who possessed political
power was authorized to enforce moral and legal rule, while - according to Plato - only
philosopher who could understand the Goodness should do this, which look like a
clever rhetoric trick. As in many monarchies political elites claimed to represent gods,
so in Plato’s Republic the elites would claim to represent the Goodness. An ingenious
invention by Plato secured philosophers’ position of power next to rulers - at least until
recently.

Plato's ideas after centuries were subject to Christian interpretation (Goodness
was interpreted as God) and formed the moral foundations of medieval Europe. Plato
provided an excellent tool for rulers who sought to impose order in societies. For every
issue there was only one correct pattern that belonged to the divine plan of the world,
and only specialists (at that time theologians rather than philosophers) were entitled to
determine and implement it. Plato completely denied the masses rights to their own
opinions. The paradox was that although Plato advocated the so-called dialectical
method, which is a method of reaching the truth through dialogue, in fact, he was a
dogmatic delivering a monologue. This is evident throughout evolution of the ideas of
Socrates and Plato. Socrates in his youth was probably a sophist, then began to proclaim
the absoluteness of truth and goodness, but failed to formulate this claim, only hinted at
it. In the early dialogues of Plato a real debate took place, but a commonly acceptable
solution was never reached. In his later dialogues (including The Republic) Socrates

delivers monologues and discussion is mainly used to ridicule opponents. Finally in
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Plato's last writings (including The Laws), Plato even gave up the form of dialogue
altogether.

It is difficult to criticise claims which are so unclear. General Plato’s claims that
one must act according to their nature, do not take into account the fact that human
nature is shaped throughout lifetime (in the 20th c. Sartre emphasised it). One should
live according to one's nature but since one can modify this nature, many different ways
of life are possible and can be in accordance with nature too. Plato acknowledged
nature to be unchangeable and believing that he had perfect knowledge about it he tried
to instruct others about one legitimate way of life.

Also the notion of justice (as harmony of parts), used by him, is inadequate. What
is harmony, and when is it achieved? In a totalitarian state (e.g. Communist or Nazi)
there was some kind of harmony, in the U.S. - a different one. In music, harmony is
heard (though a piece of music that sounds harmonious to Europeans may sound off
tune to Africans), but in life there is no universal criterion of it. Recognising something
as harmonious is a subjective evaluation. For Plato, harmony was a dictatorship of
omniscient philosophers, for most people it would be a death trap.

Although it seems true that in case of individuals, as well as the state, a kind of
balance between conflicting tendencies must be worked out (in the 20th c. Rawls calls it
a reflective equilibrium), Plato's proposal is too radical and impractical. Critics point
out that governments of omnipotent professionals is a fantasy - they would be neither
impartial nor infallible. It would lead to the alienation of power and hinder the
development of both society and the state. Above all, it would be impossible to establish
such government since no one would allow philosophers to form it. Proponents retort
that in any society the number of intelligent people, able to run the country, is very
limited, and if they are not allowed to exercise their rule, the state will fall into chaos or
stagnation and be defeated as a result of international competition.

Platonic forms seem to combine two features that definitely should be separated.
The form of a soldier defines who a soldier is (distinguishes soldiers from non-soldiers)
and also indicates who a better soldier is (closer to the model), and who a worse one
is. The combination of these two features makes it difficult to talk about the forms of
things that are of little value, such as mud (the model must be valuable).

The dominant claim by Plato that many people have different believes on what is
right and true but only he and his students have real knowledge about it, is difficult to
accept. History shows that claims of this kind can easily lead to fanatical intolerance.

Socrates and Plato made a tremendous impact on philosophy. While the first
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philosophers had open minds, were inquisitive and interested in the world around them
and paved way for future scientific discoveries, Socrates and Plato lured listeners by the
apparent depths of their claims embellished with poetic metaphors, used rhetoric tricks
to ridicule their opponents and impose their political and moral views, and finally
proved to be dogmatic and psychologically narrow. The horror of Nazi concentration
camps and the ideological perversity of Stalinist political commissar are lurking from

Plato's Republic.

Goodness

The concept of “good” in ordinary language is very vague. Let us try to clarify it a
bit using Plato's inspiration. The ascending way to the Good in the Symposium may be
regarded as a metaphoric distinction of three levels on which we talk about thing being
good.

Ancient philosophers talked about good and the Goodness, the term “value” was
introduced in 19th century. These words were used and overused in different contexts
and have lost clear meaning, so I suggest a simple way of defining them by applying
them to three levels of beings. (1) First, there are good things, that is individual objects
such as a single knife, but one can also include events, states of affairs, or less concrete
entities as political systems of different states (actual or possible). Individual beings
sometimes are divided into good and bad (the Persian tradition), but also into better and
worse. (2) They become good when they are good enough, i.e. possess some desirable
features (qualities, characteristics). This is the second level - desirable (or approved)
features (or their intensity), where entities of the first level become good or better (a
good soldier must be brave but in fact what matter is the desired intensity of his
commitment to fight). Those features are often called values. The knife is good
(valuable) when it is sharp, a less sharp knife is worse. A political system is better when
it is more just and fair. Features (or characteristics) of the second level (e.g. the
sharpness of a knife) exist either in things or as abstract patterns (e.g. in mind). (3)
Thirdly, the goodness is a rule or reason which makes some characteristics approved
and valuable in contrast to others. For Plato, it was the absolute Goodness that - like the
sun illuminating objects to make them visible - made a sharp knife or a brave soldier a
good one. According to other philosophers things are good because they cause pleasure,
serve the development of society, meet the interests or satisfy the needs (of individuals,

society or species). Therefore, when a question is asked: “what is good”, it may mean
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three different things: (1) which items have desirable qualities, (2) what qualities are
desirable, or (3) why certain qualities are desirable.

Questions: What was Plato's Academy? What were Plato's Ideas/Forms (allegory
of the cave)? The Euthyphro problem: what is first — our approving of something or its
being good? What was the idea of Goodness? What was his idea of a good life and a
good state (justice/harmony)? What did the dialectical method consist in? What was the
other (higher than “justice”) ultimate aim in life (contemplation, Platonic love)? Was his

Republic totalitarian (Popper)?

Further reading

Chapter THE PHILOSOPHY OF PLATO (esp. Life and Works, The Theory of Ideas, Plato's
Republic) from A. Kenny, An lllustrated Brief History of Western Philosophy. Wiley-Blackwell; 2nd
Edition 2006 (or later).

Bernard Williams Plato. London: Phoenix, Great Philosophers series, 1998.

Julia Annas An Introduction to Plato's Republic, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981.

Nicholas Pappas Plato and The Republic, London: Routledge, 1995.

Karl Popper The Open Society and its Enemies, London: Routledge, 1945

Richard Kraut, "Plato", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2015 Edition), Edward
N. Zalta (ed.), forthcoming URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/plato/>.
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Aristotle

Aristotle (384-322 BCE) was a student of Plato and the teacher of Alexander the
Great living in times when small city-states merged into a great empire. He ran a
philosophical school in Athens (Lyceum) for rich youths, where he promoted balanced,
enlightened and traditional views (he taught aristocrats but represented what came to be
known as the middle class values). He wrote on every subject known in ancient times,
but did not affect the Hellenistic civilisation. In Europe he was remembered only in the
13th c. and his popularity grew where stability increased and the middle class rose to
power (his aristocratic values were popular both with Polish nobles and English
Victorians). Some philosophers of spontaneous nature (like Bertrand Russell) thought
Aristotle was a bore. His main works (often collections of note compiled long after his
death are: Metaphysics; Organon (Categories, On Interpretation, Prior Analytics,
Posterior Analytics, Topics, On Sophistical Refutations); Physics, De Anima (On the
Soul); Nicomachean Ethics, Politics; Poetics).

Epistemology. He belonged to the few early philosophers who advocated true
knowledge founded on observation of the world. His classical definition of the truth
states that a sentence is true when it corresponds to the reality (so it is also called the
correspondence definition of the truth).

Ontology. He opposed Plato recognising that forms exist only in individual things
(called “substances”), each of which is composed of matter and form (or essence),
through which the thing is itself (this difference between Plato and Aristotle is reflected
in the well-known fresco by Raphael Santi in the Vatican). The soul is understood as the
substantial form of the body. He did not believe in personal immortality. (To him the
best way to escape the mundane temporality was intellectual contemplation of abstract
and divine truths. Then for a moment a person can participate in what is timeless.)
While Plato was a mathematician, Aristotle was a biologist and excessively favoured
the view that each thing (like seeds of plants) is assigned its own special purpose
(telos), at which it aims - stones fall and fire rises in order to find their proper place.
Hence, his general ontological approach is sometimes referred to as teleological. At the
same time, he believed that every single thing belongs by nature (and not by a decision
of the observer) to the genus and species, which was described as essentialism. The
world has a specific structure and the mind discovers it but does not co-create it.

Physics, science and explanation. Despite his extremely progressive empirical

attitude Aristotle became a downright tragic figure in the development of knowledge.
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He supplemented his generally accurate observations with the generally erroneous
hypotheses that - later supported by the authority of the Church - represented a
significant obstacle to the development of modern science. He explained the existence
of objects and their changes with four kinds of causes (formal, material, efficient and
final). The final causes were in fact goals at which objects were meant to aim. The eyes
are as they are because they are meant to see. The world was set in motion by the first
mover. Movement must be constantly maintained, otherwise bodies will stop. Bodies
while falling move to their proper places. The Earth is in the centre of the cosmos, the
stars (moving around circular orbits, made of quintessence - the fifth perfect element)
are governed by entirely different laws than the bodies in the sublunary world (on the
Earth). Aristotle's case shows that the hypotheses that seem most obvious and
commonsensical often turn out to be wrong (for example, that the sun rises, goes around
the Earth and sets). Science developed when researchers saw that the common-sense
hypotheses lead to contradictions and replaced them with less obvious hypotheses, but

better adjusted to the non-contradictory whole.

Criticism and comments

Later an opposing view was formulated that what is observed is the result of the
activity of the observer, who puts the observable data in order. The same items can be
divided into different categories and acquire different characteristics. Only certain
entities (related to the process of reproduction, as plants and animals) form sharply
separated groups. Others, such as landscapes, buildings, personalities, can be grouped in
various ways. Every researcher chooses the way that is most useful from the point of
view of his objectives.

The development of science made by Copernicus, Galileo, Newton and Darwin
was also a systematic undermining of Aristotle's hypotheses.

Let us clarify the concept of explanation. In a broad sense to explain is to make
something clearer (e.g. to explain how a microwave oven works). In a stricter sense to
explain is to find out why something happened. In the morning I found frozen water in
my garden (the fact to be explained - why it is frozen). I explain this by stating that
during the night the temperature outside fell below zero degrees Celsius (initial
conditions) and that when the temperature falls below zero, water freezes (the law). The
fact to be explained follows from the initial conditions and the law. Thus it is explained.

Another example is: why did dinosaurs die out?
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However, sometimes the answer to the question “why” is different. Why people
have hearts? To pump blood all over the body. Although the question starts with “why”
its meaning is “what for”. This is a legacy of Aristotle. He confused the two questions
assuming that discovering the aim of something is needed to understand why it exists.
Aristotle also assumed that every object has a natural purpose and strives for it (he
called it enetelechia). Indeed, certain things have purpose but it does not mean that they
are created because of their. When Aristotle’s philosophy got Christianised by St.
Thomas Aquinas in the 13th c. this kind of argumentation led to the teleological proof
for God's existence: since many objects seem to strive toward some goals (an eye can
see, rain waters the ground and enables vegetation) they must have been created as such
and their goals must have been adjusted to each other, which proves God's existence.

Darwin's theory of evolution devastated this argumentation.

Ethics. In ethics Aristotle applied his general model of teleological explanation.
Each action should aim at some good, the purpose of many efforts are means to further
purpose (one eats to have strength and needs strength to work). Human life is rational
(which is important) when is has the ultimate goal (the highest good, summum bonum in
Latin), which is no longer a means to any other further goal (otherwise life is chaotic or
the process of finding further goals would go into infinity. Since goals justify the
means, nothing would be justified without the highest final goal). The purpose of
human life is eudaimonia, the good life (often it is translated as happiness but it is
incorrect — a life is a happy one when a person feels good or is satisfied with oneself,
while a life is good — as in the case of a good knife — when it meets objective standards;
a happy man is not synonymous with a good man, like a happy soldier or a happy flute
player is not synonymous with a good soldier or a good flute player). Objective
standards of a good human life are determined by the rational nature of man (or by the
rationality itself — i.e. the logos). To live well is to develop certain habits of character
(e.g. bravery, generosity) and act accordingly. They consist in choosing the (golden)
Mean: the virtuous habit of action is always an intermediate state between the opposed
vices of deficiency and excess, too much and too little are always wrong.

Thus, for example:

* with respect to acting in the face of danger, courage is a mean between the
excess of rashness and the deficiency of cowardice;

* with respect to the enjoyment of pleasures, temperance is a mean between the

excess of intemperance and the deficiency of insensibility;
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* with respect to spending money, generosity is a mean between the excess of
wastefulness and the deficiency of stinginess;

* with respect to relations with strangers, being friendly is a mean between the
excess of being ingratiating and the deficiency of being surly; and

* with respect to self-esteem, magnanimity is a mean between the excess of
vanity and the deficiency of pusillanimity.

The adherence to human virtues is pleasant when they are well-trained, then
there is no contradiction between being good and feeling good. Aristotle lamented that
the validity of his theory may not be understood by someone who had not been trained
to live according to it in their youth. Thus eudaimonia is possible only within the state
which supports rational life and trains its citizens in appropriate virtues. The state is
therefore the natural human environment, an organism that enables the development of
its parts.

The founder of contemporary positive psychology, Martin Seligman', after a
careful study of different source from the history of humankind, listed the main virtues
(strengths of character) valued in most cultures. They are divided into six groups.

1. Wisdom and Knowledge (they involve the acquisition and use of knowledge):
creativity (like in Albert Einstein), curiosity, open-mindedness, love of learning.

2. Courage (strengths that allow one to accomplish goals in the face of
opposition): bravery, persistence, integrity, vitality.

3. Humanity (strengths of tending and befriending others): love, kindness, social
intelligence.

4. Justice (strengths that build healthy community): active citizenship, social
responsibility, loyalty, teamwork, fairness, leadership.

5. Temperance (strengths that protect against excess): forgiveness and mercy,
humility and modesty, prudence, self-regulation and self-control.

6. Transcendence (strengths that forge connections to the larger Universe and
provide meaning): appreciation of beauty and appreciation of excellence, gratitude,

hope, humour and playfulness, spirituality, or a sense of purpose and coherence.

Eudaimonia (sometimes rendered as eudemonia in English) is often translated as
happiness, but it is rather (a theory of) the good life. For happiness means subjective

well-being, a condition when someone feels good (by which is usually meant that a

' Christopher Peterson, Martin Seligman, Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and
classification, Oxford: Oxford University Press 2004.
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happy person is satisfied with his life and experiences much more pleasure than pain). It
is not the same as recognize that one's life is good, that it meets certain requirements,
standards (although being happy may be one of the requirements of a good life). Those
two concepts — a happy life and a good life — should be clearly distinguished. It is one
thing to say that (1) someone feels good (achieved happiness), and another, (2) that
someone is good (attained perfection). Exaggerate to say that people want happiness for
themselves, and of their neighbours expect perfection. I wish that I felt good
(happiness), while my neighbour wants me to be good (perfect: quiet, peaceful, clean).
Aristotle emphasizes the conditions for achieving the good life (excellence), but does
not hide the pleasure (though not of all kinds) are important goods (like Plato he divides
the pleasures into good and bad ones, depending on their source). Experiencing pleasure
is a matter of habit, every well trained activity can bring pleasure when it is performed
well. Therefore, a life in accordance with the virtues is also a happy one if the virtues
were properly implemented. The purpose of life lies not in collecting any pleasures, but
in developing a beautiful character, and if its owner demonstrates enough commitment
such a life will be a source of noble pleasure. (Hedonism was in a side effect of
individualism in Athens. Many Athenians filled his life with the pursuit of sensual
pleasures, and common feasts resembled rather orgies than a Platonic symposium. That
raised a scandal. Conservative citizens were appalled by this as much as by solving
making all decisions by voting in the agora where all citizens met. Leading
philosophers fought both the hedonists and the Sophists.) Aristotle noted that the
intense pursuit of pleasure is caused an intense desire to block out pain. (Aristotle's
thesis also encourages the work on one's personality. A person with a rich personality
has many sources of pleasure, a coarse person is limited to a few which after some time
may become insufficient.)

In the last book of The Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle suddenly announced that a
truly good life is the intellectual contemplation which is similar to the life of the gods.
Perhaps it was the continuation of the Platonic tradition of the two different objectives:
(1) the harmony of the soul and the state on the one hand, and (2) available only to
philosophers contemplation of the Goodness on the other. It was Aquinas in the Middle
Ages who attempted to reconcile them.

As Aristotle pointed out people aspire to that which is good, pleasant or useful, he
distinguished three different classes of goodness that tend to be aims of human action.
Sometimes people (1) seek to achieve the objectives that are considered to be good fout

court (which is the equivalent of Greek excellence, the ideal model of each thing), e.g.
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to have a good character, to perform good deeds, to build a world that is good (or
better); or (2) they want to feel good, to experience pleasure; or (3) they require means
(including external good) to achieve the first two goals (goods in economics are mainly
those external means needed to achieve perfection of pleasure). These types of
goodness can either complement each other or be in conflict. A soldier can (1) try to be
a good (brave) soldier, he can also (2) try to avoid the fight to reduce the risk of injury
and pain, or (3) his armour is a good that is a mean to both (1) and (2).

Moreover, Aristotle observed that sometimes people tend to (1a) achieve the true
goodness, but often especially when they do not consult philosophers and had not
received adequate education they tend to (1b) reach the apparent goodness, which
seems good to them but is not in fact. Different rulers want to build a good state, but
only philosophers know what a truly good state is like.

Politics. Aristotle completed his ethical considerations with a theory of running a
small state. He was a supporter of democracy (not direct but representative), since such
system, although not the best in itself, is the most resistant against degeneration (better
than monarchy or aristocracy). It was a democracy limited to free men at a certain level
of wealth (i.e. similar to England in the 18th c. and the Republic of Venice, where
wealthy families elected a doge for life). Aristotle accepted slavery, which was common
in his time. In retrospect, it can be concluded that the philosopher most liked a state run
by ambitious middle class who strived to live nobly and elegantly. He compared the
types of government and their three degenerated forms. Aristotle considered
monarchy the best form of government, but since it easily degenerated into the worst
form (tyranny), finally representative democracy (in which only minority could

participate) turned out the best solution.

Government: Its degenerated forms:
monarchy (the best) tyranny (the worst)
aristocracy oligarchy
constitutional government (polity) (direct) democracy

Criticism and comments
Basically Aristotelian ethics is an attempt to justify traditional aristocratic virtues
using Aristotelian philosophical concepts (the form of a species determines what is the

right behaviour for its members). As such it is a failure. What is common in human
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nature does not justify what is the good life for everybody (since different ways of
living can be good), and especially does not justify that only Athenian aristocratic life is
a universal human standard. However, while Aristotle created a language to talk about
good life and had some deep insights into what is good — this is the merit of his ethics.

(1) The criterion of mean referred to the traditional concept of moderation in
Greece (very important and needed because the ancient Greeks used to exaggerate in
everything). Unfortunately, it is of dubious value because with a little ingenuity even
the worst vices can be justified by it — every character trait can be regarded as located
between more and less (every thief could steal more or less than he actually did — so he
is in the middle between excess and deficiency). The criterion of mean is a rhetoric trick
that can be applied post factum to justify everything but it cannot predict anything in
advance. In general, Aristotle had some valuable insights while talking about a good life
but his justification by reference to the rational nature of man is mistaken. It seems that
he had strong personal conviction about what is a good life but was unable to convince
others and resorted to crooked thinking.

(2) His arguments deriving virtues form the rational nature of man can be
interpreted as the ideal of human nature fulfilment (flourishing). However, in view of
the findings of sociology and psychology, including evolutionary trends, it is difficult to
argue that human nature is reasonable. Nowadays it seems obvious that (a) every
individual has a slightly different nature (genetic endowment), (b) it is not possible to
realize the full potential because everyone's potential comprises contradictory
tendencies and developing some of them is only possible at the expense of others, and
finally, (c) the development of certain natural tendencies (e.g. sadistic and paedophile)
is not desirable. It is absolutely impossible to equate the essence of human nature with
rationality since the rational parts of the mind are not considered central to humanity
any more (Freud would have a lot to add about the subconscious mind).

(3) The Aristotelian concepts of the purpose and the highest good of life can
encourage a discussion on rationalising the pursuit of life goals. This is perhaps the
most creative reading of the philosopher. Since the purpose of life is determined by
what is recognized as good, is it based on the objective good (how to discover it?) or on
what is considered good by different people? Because there are many kinds of
goodness, the ultimate goal cannot be one event or state of affairs (e.g. becoming a
Nobel Prize winner), but the configuration composed of many components valuable in
itself (e.g. having a family, experiencing ecstatic joy, being on good terms with

neighbours, salvation, making the world beautiful). Ethics in this sense would explore
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ways of selecting life goals, establishing their hierarchy as well as optimizing strategies
for achieving them.

(4) The empirical, “naturalist” foundation of his ethics is now outdated. Aristotle
developed Platonic conceptual framework, in which every object had its form which
determined its aims and value. The closer to the ideal form, the better. Aristotle
interpreted it in a naturalistic way - forms (or essences) should be discovered in the
natural world by means of empirical inquiry. Two major objections to this theory may
be formulated. First (formulated by Hume), there is no connection between what is and
what ought to be. In the existing world no clues can be found as to what aims should be
pursued. Second and more general, even if the existing world contained such clues or
direction, they should not be binding. The essence of human lives is creativity. In its
progress new things are invented, completely unknown and unpredictable at earlier
stages. It even applies to non- human objects which are the result of human creation.
Early men met wolves, domesticated them and through conscious efforts created
different breeds of dogs. The shape and behaviour of Yorkshire terriers or Labrador
retrievers are not determined by the natural form or essence of wolves. In fact even
natural evolution, though slowly, creates novelty. Aristotle, who knew nothing about
evolution, believed that everything already exists and by studying it all important

knowledge, also about good, values and all aims worth pursuing, can be discovered.

Deductive logic

Aristotle was also the founder of deductive logic based on the conclusions
following from the premises (the relation of entailment). Doing so Aristotle squandered
the potential of the Socratic dialectical method (formulating and testing hypotheses).
For the next two thousand years philosophers have defended the illusion that reliable
knowledge must be reached by deductive reasoning. Only in the 20 c. the method of
hypotheses was rediscovered by Karl Popper.

Logic is the study of the methods and principles used to distinguish correct from
incorrect reasoning. Formal logic examines whether deductive arguments are valid, i.e.
whether conclusions follow from premises. It depends on the logical form of an
argument and not on the logical value (being true T or false F) of premises or

conclusions taken separately.
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(1)

(T) If Big Ben is in Paris, then it is in France. IfPthenF. p—ogq
(T) Big Ben is not in France. Not F. ~q
(T) Thus it is not in Paris. Not P ~p
2)

(T) No cats are dogs. No A are B.
(T) So no dogs are cats. No B are A.
3)

(T) All men are animals. All A are B.
(T) All animals are mortal. All B are C.
(T) All men are mortal. All A are C.
4)

(F) All deer are plants. All A are B.
(F) All plants are animals. All B are C.
(T) All deer are animals. All A are C.
(5)

(F) No pens are markers. No B are C.
(F) All pencils are pens. All A are B.
(F) No pencils are markers. No A are C

In deductive arguments (1) - (5) the conclusion follows from the premises (the
premises entail the conclusion), i.e. the arguments are valid. Due to the logical form of
a reasoning it is impossible for the premises to be true and the conclusion false. In (1) -
(3) the premises are also true so the conclusions must be true. However, in (4) and (5)
the premises are false so although the conclusions follow from the premises they do not
have to be true. The conclusion that follows from true premises must be true, the

conclusion that follows from false premises may be either true of false.

In valid deductive arguments a combination true premises and false conclusion is

impossible.
T
The combination T is impossible!!!
F
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(6) (T) No dogs are cats. No A are B.

(T) And no cats are birds. No B are C.
(T) So no dogs are birds. ;\-I;)“z;:l-ric"(-?-.-
(7) (T) No dog are cats. No A are B.
(T) No cats bark. No B are C.
(F) So no dogs bark. ;I;)-;:l-r:(:.-

Inferences (6) and (7) are not valid. (7) is a counterexample to show it (by means
of logical analogy). It has the same logical form as (6), but its premises are true and the

conclusion false, which is not possible in valid inferences.

The principle of contradiction

Aristotle also formulated the principle of contradiction — of the two contradictory
statements (if one is the negation of the other) at least one is not true. This principle was
accepted by all future serious methodologists as the foundation of knowledge. No true
or accepted theory can contain a contradiction. It a contradiction is found, at least one

statement of the theory must be rejected.

(1) If the plane had engine troubles (e), it would have landed in Krakow (k).
(2) If the plane did not have engine troubles, it would have landed in Warsaw (w).

(3) The plane did not land in either Krakow or Warsaw.

e—>k ~e \
~e — W \e / e A ~e contradiction
~WA~k ___w

Sentences (1-3) contain a contradiction. It seems that the plane both had and did

not have problems with the engine. The transformation of sentences is also an example
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of the use of natural deduction, which reconstructs the mental operations performed by
logic-reasoning people. The premises are converted in accordance with the rules of

deduction into conclusions - first partial, then the final.

Questions: Aristotle. Metaphysics — what was the structure of the world according
to him (substances, essences, aims)?, Who was God?

Sciences: What was his biological bias? How did it affect his concept of final
causes? What was the role of his physical concepts in the history of science?

Epistemology and logic: What is the classical definition of truth? What are
deductive argumentations based on? What is the difference between Socratic dialectics
and Aristotelian logic as methods of justifying beliefs? What does the law of non-
contradiction state?

Ethics: What is the role of the final goal in life? What is the final good of
humans? How is the rule of the mean justified? How were virtues defined? How does
Seligman's proposal develop the virtue project? Is pleasure important in life (according
to A.)? Are virtues natural or should they be taught (how)? Is friendship important?
What is the difference between Plato's eros and Aristotle's philia? What is the difference
between two concepts of a good life: a virtuous life and a contemplative life? What was
the aim of the state and the roles of its elites? What is the best governmental system and
why?

Do you think one should have an ultimate goal in life?

What is friendship for you? Is it the same as for Aristotle (in any of his three

definitions)?

Further reading

Chapter THE SYSTEM OF ARISTOTLE (esp. Plato's Pupil, Alexander's Teacher, Moral
Philosophy: Virtue and Happiness; Politics; Science and Explanation) from A. Kenny, An [llustrated
Brief History of Western Philosophy. Wiley-Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006 (or later).

John L. Ackrill, Aristotle the Philosopher. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981.

James O. Urmson, Aristotle's Ethics. Oxford: Blackwell, 1988.

Amelie O. Rorty (ed.), Essays on Aristotle's Ethics. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980.

Christopher Shields, "Aristotle", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2014 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/aristotle/>.
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Richard Kraut, "Aristotle's Ethics", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2014
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/aristotle-
ethics/>.

Fred Miller, "Aristotle's Political Theory", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2012
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2012/entries/aristotle-

politics/>.

Alexander's empire

Alexander's empire put an end to the independence of Greek cities, contributed to
the spread of the Greek spirit in the East, led to the flowering of Egypt (the founding of
Alexandria, Ptolemaic dynasty, and the last queen Cleopatra), but in time it turned out
to be too large for efficient management and began to plunge into chaos.

Bertrand Russell regarded great empires (Greek and later Roman) as a decline in
comparison with intimate Greek city-states. Yet Greek city states were unable to create
any lasting political structures. They showed how versatile and creative people could be

but were continuously at war and would destroy each other sooner or later.

Hedonism

In ancient Greece an important issue was hedonism. In an individualistic society,
which was Athens, amid sophists' declarations recognizing man as the measure of all
things. There were crowds of people whose sole purpose in life was pleasure often
identified with the pleasure of the senses obtained in the course of orgies, fashionable in
Athens. Hedonists were combated in various ways, mainly because they were harmful
to the state - what is the use of a person spending life in orgies?

A Sophist Prodicus of Ceos (c. 465 BCE — c. 395 BCE) presented the speech
Hercules at the Crossroads, in which he criticised hedonism from the point of view of
the long-term success in life.

Aristippus (435-350 BCE) stated that the only good is physical pleasure. It is
common, known to everyone and more intense than any other. It was a very special
continuation of the Socratic thought and legacy. Aristippus accepted the ideal of self-
sufficiency and self-control, he wanted to enjoy the pleasure, and yet not to lose control
over them, not to fall into addiction, but even in extreme conditions, take control of his

life. Maybe he was rather a scandalist than a deep philosopher.

Further reading
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Richard Parry, "Ancient Ethical Theory", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2014
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/ethics-

ancient/> [Aristippus is mentioned under Cyrenaics.]

Epicurus

While Plato and Aristotle were teacher of the elite, Epicureanism and stoicism
were schools for everyone. Epicurus (341-270 BCE) established a school in Athens that
lasted centuries almost without changing its doctrine. According to it, the highest good
in life was pleasure. His doctrine is, however, somehow unclear, since a lot of his
writings had been lost. (What is known consists of three letters - to Herodotus, to
Menoeceus and Pythocles - and a summary in Lives of Eminent Philosophers by
Diogenes Laertius from 3rd c. C.E.)

For Epicurus, as for Plato and Aristotle, pleasure differed in kind. Passive
pleasures arise without being preceded (or accompanied) by suffering, while dynamic
pleasures (as satiety after starvation) require prior distress. According to one
interpretation, Epicurus considered passive pleasures as qualitatively better than
dynamic ones and more natural too. However, it contradicts common sense
observations. It is natural that people are thirsty and then drink experiencing a dynamic
pleasure; admiring a beautiful landscape without longing for it in advance is much less
common and natural. Even if passive pleasures may be considered safer, they are not
natural.

According to another interpretation Epicurus, anticipating the eighteenth century
thought of Bentham, distinguished pleasure, which was always the same, from the
sources of pleasure. The only thing that matters in life is the positive balance of
pleasure (when suffering is taken away from pleasure). Therefore, Epicurus advocated
pleasures which, though often small, have few unpleasant consequences over intense
pleasures that, although strong, have unpleasant consequences or are preceded by
suffering. This led to the idea of calculating pleasure and choosing the best combination
(or rather the best combination of different sources that leads to the most positive
balance). The wise strategy was to reduce pain rather than augment pleasure and to
restrict one's needs — the less one needs, the fewer chances of frustration.

Pleasure should come in small doses and sometimes it should be postponed to be
greater eventually. A small pain should be chosen if it results in augmented pleasure in
the future. Finally, Epicurus was inclined to believe that life without suffering equals
happiness (thus he came close to Buddhism, which recognised the desires of ego as the

source of suffering). Suicide is not a solution since it ends the possibility of
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experiencing pain and pleasure both. In practice, Epicurus valued friendship, long walks
in the garden and discussions on abstract topics. To him the best way to successful life
was noble character. However, all virtues were only the means while the one true
purpose was the best balance of pleasure. For this reason, Epicureanism was widely
attacked by both the Stoics and Christian philosophers. Epicurus advised against
engagement in public life.

In order to free people from fear which causes pain Epicurus developed his theory
of the gods (who do not interfere with human life), fate (it is not absolute — he was
against Democritus’ strict determinism), physical suffering (pain cannot be both acute
and prolonged) and death (it does not concern us, we never meet death because when it

comes, we cease to exist).

Criticism and comments

(1) Although Epicurus did not see contradiction between a noble life and a
pleasant one, it is very easy to break the bond he perceived between them. Someone
who decides to be satisfied with mediocrity as well as one who wants to live fast and
die young can seek support in Epicureanism.

(2) Epicurus himself really cared about his friends, but Epicureanism easily
justifies withdrawal and self-involvement (for example, the argument that death is not
bad because a man will not meet it anyway does not take into account the man’s loved
ones who will suffer the loss. Against his own doctrine Epicurus worried what would
remain after his death).

(3) There may be people who lead an orderly life, avoid excitement and are happy
(in the sense of maximising the balance of pleasure), however, many others may suffer
of boredom. Avoiding boredom requires either rich inner life or intense interaction with
the environment. In his book Flow Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi®® argues that most people
experience satisfaction when they engage in the pursuit of ambitious goals.

(4) Paradoxically, Christian monks often led highly regulated life, without
external stimuli and felt happy but they did not consider pleasure to be the ultimate goal
of life. Epicurus, perhaps without noticing it, touched a problem which returned in the
19th c. - even if ultimately everyone wants to maximise pleasure, the way to achieve
this is a deep belief that one lives for a greater purpose: in order to fulfil God’s plan, for

the good of humanity, or to care for relatives.

2 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. New York: Harper and
Row 1990.
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In the 20th century Epicureanism got unexpected confirmation in economists’
research into the relationship between income and life satisfaction. In 1974, Richard
Easterlin in his article "Does Economic Growth Improve the Human Lot? Some

Empirical Evidence"*

proposed the idea that the growth of income in a society
translates into the increase of happiness only to a certain point. This explains the
adaptive mechanism called “Hedonic treadmill” — people quickly get used to higher
standard of life. In time higher level of income does not result in a permanent gain of
happiness, although it costs more. So maybe the way to happiness is enlightened
asceticism — reduction of needs and getting used to a humble life which in time will

bring the same amount of happiness as any other kind of life. In our times, this would

be a heroic choice.

Further reading
David Konstan, "Epicurus", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2014 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/epicurus/>.

The Cynics

In contrast to the hedonists the cynics and the stoics advocated independence
from pleasure.

Antisthenes (436-365 BCE) taught that the only good is virtue, which is properly
shaped character. He despised social life, its norms, material goods or fame. The
famous cynic Diogenes lived in a barrel outside the city. When visited by Alexander the
Great who asked what he could do for him, Diogenes, who happened to be sun-bathing
in front of his barrel, asked only one thing: "Move over a bit, you're blocking my sun".
Over time, the cynics living in isolation and despising social norms fell into
degeneration, such as borrowing money and refusing to pay them back. That is why the
present meaning of the word "cynical" is disregarding social norms, values and other
people’s feelings. This way it was proved in that one’s neighbours play an extremely
important role in one’s personal development - they have expectations of one. With the
exception of a few of outstanding individuals, a success in life is rarely achieved by

those who rely solely on their own judgement.

Further reading

2l David Easterlin, Does Economic Growth Improve the Human Lot? Some Empirical Evidence.' In

Paul A. David and Melvin W. Reder, eds., Nations and Households in Economic Growth: Essays in
Honor of Moses Abramovitz, New York: Academic Press, Inc. 1974.

http://huwdixon.org/teaching/cei/Easterlin1974.pdf [retrieved 8.09.2014]
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Richard Parry, "Ancient Ethical Theory", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2014
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/ethics-

ancient/> [about the Cynics]

The Ancient Scepticism

Scepticism came in reaction to endless philosophical discussions. Pyrrho (c. 360 —
c. 286 BCE; ) and Sextus Empiricus (c. 160-210 BCE; Outlines of Pyrrhonism, Against
the Mathematicians, with many subdivisions) claimed that ignorance understood as the
suspension of judgment (emoyn — epoche), should lead to atapa&ia (ataraxia) — the state
of tranquillity. B. Russell called this attitude “a lazy man's consolation,” since it showed
the ignorant to be as wise as the reputed men of learning. Not using one's reason seems
similar to not using one's eyes or emotions. It is interesting that in spite of all the
differences, the Epicureans, the Stoics and the Sceptics pursued at the same state of
mind — ataraxia. Obviously life was so stressful in the past that most people longed for
some peace. However, it also shows the diversity of ancient philosophical schools —
some considered rational thinking the human essence (Plato and Aristotle), while the
Sceptics rejected thinking at all; some tried to avoid pleasures (the cynics and the
stoics) while others indulged in them (Aristippus) or took them in moderation
(Epicurus); some lived away from society (the cynics) while others valued friendships
(Aristotle, Epicurus) and compassion for others (the stoics). It reflects their creativity
and versatility. Philosophy was not a conceptual game. It concerned basic existential

problems and attitudes.

Further reading
Katja Vogt, "Ancient Skepticism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2014
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2014/entries/skepticism-

ancient/>.

Cognitive therapy

Methods used by the Epicureans (as well as the stoics discussed below) were
developed in 1960. and 70. in so called cognitive psychotherapy developed by Aaron T.
Beck. Cognitive therapy seeks to help the patient overcome difficulties by identifying
and changing dysfunctional thinking, behaviour, and emotional responses. This involves
helping patients develop skills for modifying beliefs, identifying distorted thinking,

relating to others in different ways, and changing behaviours. A therapist first identifies
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dysfunctional beliefs, e.g., assumptions about the world. In fact if follows the path of

the stoics — find peace by changing one's owns thoughts.

Ancient Rome

The Greek culture was admired by the new rising power — Rome. The stoic
philosophy was founded in Athens, but flourished in ancient Rome.*

Although the date of the mythical creation of the city is 753 BCE Rome did not
play any international role. The early kings were abolished (558 BCE), and the
Republic introduced and managed by the Senate and consuls, based on traditional civic
virtues and the balance between the patricians (aristocracy) and plebeians. The
members of the upper class were forming alliances, became patrons who recruited
clients and thus influenced political decisions. Rome went on conquering the
surrounding lands, which were then absorbed and assimilated into the empire. It
developed the craft of building roads and aqueducts, gave all citizens the right to
participate in its growing prosperity (public baths, free grain and games - panem et
circenses), and above all, introduced the rule of law that treated everyone (i.e. free
citizens) equally and protected private property.

As a result of the conquests (including that of Carthage and Greece) the increased
role of the army and acquired wealth led to the emergence of generals-dictators (Sulla,
Pompey, Julius Caesar) who by manipulating social masses from the lower class
deliberately caused the fall of the Republic and the rise of the Empire. Since Augustus’
accession to the throne (30 BCE) until the end of the third century AD Rome was the
greatest empire of the ancient world. It assured peace (Pax Romana), inspired by the
economic development of the provinces (the Romans did not like working, they lived
from taxes paid by the conquered peoples), was religiously tolerant (required only the
worship of the divine emperor, to which mainly Jews and Christians could not agree,
and for which they were persecuted) and admired the Greek culture. In time the vast
Empire was increasingly disintegrated and difficult to manage.

The cultural role played by Rome was by no means only positive - promoting
gladiatorial combats and centralization the Romans suppressed the development of the

conquered cultures. Celts in Gaul were fairly democratic, did not discriminate against

2 About ancient Rome see also Norman Davies, Europe. A History. Pimlico 1997: Beginnings p. 149,

the Roman Republic p. 153, Caesar and Augustus p. 158, religion p. 160, economy p. 160, social and
political life p. 165, army p. 172, architecture p. 174, literature p. 174, the Empire p. 179, Marcus
Aurelius p. 191.
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women, cared for the sick and elderly, which all ended when Julius Caesar murdered a
million of them and turned another million into slaves. The Romans were unable to
continue the achievements of the Greek culture, destroyed the centres such as Syracuse
and Rhodes. Rome did not develop music or mathematics, it practised the art of warfare
and rhetoric (the art of speaking), but not the art of critical thinking or intellectual
enquiry (which resulted in Stoicism being an inconsistent patchwork of skilful
techniques influencing minds, and not sophisticated philosophy). In part, this explains
why Rome was so easily infiltered by various religions of the East - the Romans were
not intellectually critical, but they were spiritually barren and hungry for irrational

hope.

The Stoics

The Stoics avoided the Cynics' errors. Stoicism was founded by Zeno of Citium in
Cyprus (344-262 BCE), developed by Cleanthes (d. 232 BCE) or Chrysippus (d. ca.
206 BCE), but earned fame in Rome, where it became the official philosophy of the
Empire and reconciled individual development with the obligations towards the state
and others. Eminent representatives of that school were rich Seneca the Younger (c. 4
BCE - 65 CE), slave Epictetus (c. 55-135 BCE) and the Emperor Marcus Aurelius
(121-180 BCE), who wrote a famous diary called Meditations. Their moral teaching
was heroic, which was necessary for someone living near the imperial court, full of
intrigues and dangers. Life is often cumbersome, said the stoics, and the man helpless in
the face of their own weaknesses and the inevitability of fate. A fool undertakes
senseless fighting and allows emotions to direct actions. A wise man discovers that
beneath the strife are the world's divine order and providence (Logos), and every evil
serves good purpose. So he justifies the world and sees its omnipresent divinity
(pantheism). Although one cannot change the world, one can and should change oneself
and one's relationship with the world. Therefore the wise man improves his character,
trains his will and fortitude, and treats his life as a role to be played with dignity and
without emotions (apathy demanded). With the emotional lack of involvement he is
internally free. Stoicism led to independence, but not to contempt for others, as the wise
man is bound to discover the same divine nature in everything, the Logos, which evokes
compassion and sense of unity with the world.

The Stoic doctrine was filled with insidious rhetoric. Nature is good and all inside

it is good, so one should live in accordance with nature. However one is often mistaken
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about what is natural. To aim at self-preservation is natural (so a Roman citizen should
try to live long), but to aim at pleasure is not natural.

Human life must have an aim, and a good aim is good under every circumstance.
A delicious dish may prove to be unhealthy, money may bring unhappiness. So only
virtue (not as Greek arete but rather as Roman civic virtues) are good, they are
sufficient and necessary as the good aim of life. However, wealth, health, pleasure,
good food and so on, although not good, are in a way valuable so they can be pursued.
Those claim are so inconsistent that they can qualify as brain washing to indoctrinate
Roman citizens. All the claims used as justification of moral precepts were completely
arbitrary (e.g. that one should follow nature, that nature is rational, that following nature
consists in perfecting virtues and avoiding emotional involvement). The only thing that
survives criticism is its perfectionism - life requires constant effort.

According to the Stoics, the world is determined (and material, which precluded
eternal life), and cannot change its course. The world would come to a time when it
would be destroyed by a great fire (conflagration), and start from the beginning. Our
thoughts and feelings of helplessness (lack of control) contribute to our suffering, but
these can be remedied. This can be achieved by the right exercise that changes one’s
attitude towards the world — e.g., to redefine situation so as to emphasize one’s own part
in it, to look at the world from the perspective of death, to keep desires at bay, to fight
passions (anger, longing, regret). The expected result was not the lack of excitement,
but peace of mind (or more likely the pride of one's own perseverance).

Already Alexander knew that a great empire could not be built on the foundation
of nationalism (Aristotle did not understand this and urged Alexander to make Greeks a
master class of his empire). Rome was a successful multinational empire so it had to be
tolerant towards its different nations. Thus the idea of tolerance and equality of all
people was also accepts by the Roman stoics since this philosophy was the official
ideology of the empire. The principle of universal love - love your neighbour even of
different nationality or religion, love all human beings - may have been formulated by
different prophets but its popularity has clear political reasons. Small nations - like
Greeks or Jews - clung to their national identity to survive but large empires must
suppress nationalism to prosper. That is why within ancient Rome or Christian
Medieval Europe the idea of universal love (or rather only acceptance) were developed.
Only after the unity of Europe was disrupted during the Renaissance, universal love was
replaced by nationalism, which strengthened interpersonal bonds within nations but

finally destroyed Europe. The USSR preached internationalism but when it collapsed its
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member nations plunged into nationalism again. Today China has many reasons to
nationalistic while the world of Islam to be monotheistic although in the long run

humankind as a whole may pay a large price for it.

Criticism and comments

The stoic theory of the world was a tool to manipulate emotions - determinism
and pantheism were meant to bring reconciliation with the world and to pacify passions
(though it could as well justify indulging in them - if everything is determined, one's
passions are so too). The aim of the highlighting the self-sufficiency of virtue, in fact
was to adjust individuals to the social structure of the Roman Empire. In the long term,
it must have caused a sense of futility of life, which probably facilitated the triumph of
Christianity, for which life was also very cumbersome and the recommended attitude
was one of humility, but the reward of eternal life was more promising than stoic
tranquillity. It is a wide-spread contemporary opinion, perhaps formed under the
influence of psychoanalysis, that those who cannot feel negative emotions, cannot feel
positive either. To feel real joy one must be prepared to feel real sorrow as well.

Stoicism (together with Epicureanism) became a “popular philosophy”
immediately after its creation in the Hellenistic period. Since the Stoics gathered,
discussed and taught philosophy in a public place, they were better know that Plato and
Aristotle. They addressed the questions that most people were concerned with - how to
react to death, suffering, great wealth, poverty. Stoicism provided an inner
psychological fortress against bad fortune. It is remarkable that just after the death of
Marcus Aurelius the Roman Empire began to deteriorate. Perhaps he was so
preoccupied with searching inner peace that he neglected his vast state.

On the other hand the stoics were one of the first in history who proclaimed
universal love to all humankind, even to slaves and foreigners. However, some Jews
and early Christians did so too and earlier. It was in sharp contrast with the attitude of
other early civilisations, Greeks included, which usually regarded foreigners as

barbarians and despised them.

Questions: How did Alexander change the political and social structure of the
Greek world? What was most important for philosophers in the Hellenistic era? What
was happiness for them? What were the main recommendations of Aristippus, the
Cynics, the Epicureans, the Skeptics and the Stoics? How were they related to the

teaching of Socrates? In what way the doctrine of Epicurus was different from or
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similar to the others (the role of pleasures)? How and why did he fight human fears (e.g.
from death)? How did the Roman Empire come to power; was it artistically and
intellectually as sophisticated as the ancient Greece; how did it help to preserve the
Greek culture? What was the difference between the doctrine of the Cynics and Stoics
(why did the former despise society and the latter respect it, why “others” are so
important)? How did the Epicureans and the Stoics anticipated contemporary cognitive
therapy? How does Epicurean reflection on the futility of desires relate to the hedonistic
treadmill theory and the Easterlin paradox? How Mihdly Csikszentmihalyi defends
desires and action in human life (ffow theory); how important was Stoicism in Rome?

How did he prepare the way for Christianity?

Further reading

Chapter GREEK PHILOSOPHY AFTER ARISTOTLE (The Hellenistic Era; Stoicism;
Scepticism; Rome and its Empire.) from A. Kenny, 4n [llustrated Brief History of Western Philosophy.
Wiley-Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006 (or later).

Dirk Baltzly, "Stoicism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2014 Edition), Edward
N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/stoicism/>.
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Catholic Philosophy (Ancient and Medieval)

Judaism and Christianity

The three great monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, called
"desert religions" by famous American mythologist Joseph Campbell®, are based on
strict law, required to organize society in difficult conditions. (The opposite are the
religions of the Far East’s "green areas" - Hinduism, Buddhism and Taoism.)
Monotheism provided a better tool for organizing society than Greek mythology and all
other ancient polytheistic religions. Odysseus could manoeuvre between gods, looking
for support. In monotheism, God is an indivisible and infallible legislator. This
construction gave priests greater ability to subdue their people. However, in Ancient
Egypt the cast of priest was equally efficient although they preached polytheism. At the
same time monotheism was more psychologically appealing, the only God with many
names and often with no face who represented what was best in humans. It is
understandable that finally the in the 19th century He was found a perfect projection
screen by means of which humans tried to understand and perfect themselves.

However, in the long run, monotheism has proved one of the most vicious human
inventions, together with national states. If humans want to create the cooperative
humankind it must rest on multinational empires in which people do not fight with one
another. Polytheism serves this purpose well. Since there are many gods different
people can worship different gods. Monotheist is the source of continuous conflicts, it
divides believers into groups which cannot compromise since for each one only one
God is true. Continuous struggle between Christianity and Islam as well as the inability
of Jews to function successfully within the multinational Roman empire are clear
examples.

According to the Bible the ancestors of modern Jews, ancient Hebrews (or
Israelites) received Canaan, the land around today's Jerusalem from God, who gave it
first to Abraham, and later to Moses who he led his tribe form Egypt. According to
modern scholars it is possible that Hebrews emerged from the native people of Canaan
whose religion was polytheistic as almost all ancient religions. Then (until the 6th
century BCE) it became henotheistic (worshipped only one god, but assumed the

existence of others deities, which is also called monolatry). The almighty God evolved

3 Joseph John Campbell, This business of the gods. Interview with Fraser Boa Windrose Films,Canada
1990.
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from El, the supreme god of the Canaanite religions, who even had the female consort,
Asherah.*

The rise of Christianity*

Judaism in its strict monotheistic form was established by Jewish priests under
Babylonian captivity (6th BCE). Before that Yahweh probably used to be just one of
many gods. God gave his chosen people the law (including the Ten Commandments),
and in return for their adherence pledged to protect them. God the Creator was an angry
judge who exhorted the Jews by sending prophets and punishment (plagues, floods).
Monotheism inevitably leads to the feeling of guilt — every defeat turns out to be a well-
deserved punishment. The problem of evil becomes crucially important: why does it
exist in the world created by the good God? The blame was put on Adam and Eve, who
committed the original sin by choosing independence instead of obedience and eating
the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, for which they were expelled
from Paradise and doomed to suffering, which in turn fell on all their descendants. The
message was clear: in Judaism as well as in Christianity and Islam only God (through
the prophets and priests) decided what was good and evil, and men must obey. Although
the men are free, it does not mean that they can have own opinions on matters of good
and evil. Human freedom boils down to the fact that a man can either choose obedience
(and then is rewarded) or disobedience (and runs the risk of eternal punishment). The
main sacred text of Judaism is the Torah, or Pentateuch, which opens also the Christian
Old Testament. Included in it are numerous and simple laws (including the Ten
Commandments) and parables illustrating their violations but no philosophical
speculation.

History abounds in aggression and small nations usually ended up dominated by
bigger ones. As the persecution of Jews intensified (first by the Greeks, then the
Romans), especially as a rebuke for faith in one God, it gave rise to the conviction that
the world was irreversibly evil. Only the Messiah could restore an independent Jewish

state and at the same time create the kingdom of God on earth. The prospect of
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Victor Harold Matthews, Judges and Ruth. New Cambridge Bible Commentary. Cambridge
University Press, August 2004.

"Asherah" in The New Encyclopaedia Britannica. Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica Inc., 15th edn.,
1992, Vol. 1, pp. 623-4.

Tilde Binger, Asherah: Goddesses in Ugarit, Israel and the Old Testament, Continuum International
Publishing Group 1997.

William G. Dever, Did God Have A Wife?: Archaeology And Folk Religion In Ancient Israel, Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 2005.

Frank E. Eakin, Jr. The Religion and Culture of Israel, Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1971.

About early Christianity see also Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997: Christianity p.

192, gnosticism p. 200, persecutions p. 203, heresies p. 205.
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resurrection and universal understanding of Judaism emerged - Israel had to lead the
way for other nations to Pardise on earth ("The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the
leopard shall lie down with the kid; the calf and the lion shall feed together, and a little
child shall lead them". Isaiah 11: 6).

In those circumstances came Jesus, an itinerant Jewish teacher from Galilee, then
sentenced to death by the Roman governor of the conquered Judea, Pontius Pilate, as a
potential political rebel who could inflame an uprising against Rome. The uprising
broke out in 66 AD and in 70 AD resulted in the destruction of Jerusalem by the
Romans and the dispersion of the Jews (Diaspora). The Jews ultimately did not accept
Jesus as the awaited Messiah, which according to Christians deprived them of their
status of the chosen people. But it was historically quite understandable - Judaism as the
religion of one nation was the basis of the Jewish identity and they had accepted
Christianity, they would probably have dissolved into other nations instead of surviving
nearly two thousand years without a state.

After the destruction of the Second Temple the Jews settled in Asia, North Africa
and Europe, and not only have they sustained their culture but even strengthened it.
Already at that time they eliminated illiteracy and attached great importance to the
education of children (which in Western Europe was recognised only after the
Enlightenment in the 18th c.). Rabbis guarded their tradition and gradually soaked it
with theological speculation (first the Mishna in 3rd c, the developed into the Talmud,
written in the 5th c¢. in Babylon) and mysticism (Kabbalah, 12th ¢.)*. Thus rabbinic
Judaism became new stage of Jewish culture. It did not broke with tradition but
introducing the idea of interpretation and reinterpretation of if opened a perspective of
endless development.

According to Bertrand Russell, the most important Jewish roots of Christianity
were:

1. A sacred history, beginning with the Creation, leading to a consummation in the
future, and justifying the ways of God to man.

2. The existence of a small section of humankind whom God specially loves. For
Jews, this section was the Chosen People; for Christians, the elect.

3. A new conception of "righteousness" - the virtue of almsgiving (or charity in
general).

4. The Law. Christians kept part of the Hebrew Law, for instance the Decalogue.

% An honest outline of Jewish history can be found in Paul Johnson, 4 History of the Jews, Weidenfeld
& Nicolson 1987.

64



5. The Messiah.

6. The Kingdom of Heaven. Other-worldliness is a conception which Jews and
Christians, in a sense, share with later Platonism.

At least two utterly different interpretations of Jesus' ministry exist. According to
the official Christian one (recalled by Pope Benedict XVI in the book Jesus of
Nazareth) Jesus was God, who willingly died on the cross to redeem the guilt of
humanity and allow eternal life. According to another one, proposed by such prominent
biblical scholars as Geza Vermes®, Jesus spoke only to the Jews. He preached
boundless trust and faith in God (the caring father), withdrawal from the world and
turning the other cheek (Sermon on the Mount). He predicted the imminent arrival of
the kingdom of God, especially for the poor, the meek, those who seek justice
(Blessing), emphasized the superiority of faith-based communities over the family,
calling for inner transformation, emphasized the order of love (already present in the V
book of the Bible - Deuteronomy). He had not planned crucifixion or resurrection.

The original meaning of the messianic ethics of Jesus was by no means
paradoxical. God is good. He created a good world that became bad as a result of
human sins. People should take God’s side against the world. Perhaps in this world they
may pay a high price for it - humiliation, exclusion, even death - but the kingdom of
God (on Earth, not in the afterlife) is close, so this is the price worth paying. Jesus
probably expected that the world will end in his lifetime. The martyrs of the first
centuries understand the message of Jesus frighteningly literally. Being devoured by
lions was a small nuisance that preceded the eternal bliss.

Whatever the interpretation, the morality proposed by Jesus was not supposed to
serve as basis for the organization of life in this world. It would work only the ideal
world of God's kingdom.

Shortly after the death of Jesus, the Jews rose up against Rome, which met with
severe persecution. The priests again, as in the period of the Babylonian captivity,
rallied to Orthodox Judaism for preserving national identity. As the interest in
Christianity among the Jews began to wane a Jew of Tarsus, later known as St. Paul,
who had not known Jesus personally began promoting the religion among non-Jews. He
achieved unprecedented success, spreading the slightly modified ideas of Jesus around
the Mediterranean. Written at the end of the century the Gospels were addressed to the

Greek-speaking readers (Jesus spoke Aramaic, which was the common language of

77 Geza Vermes, The Authentic Gospel of Jesus, London, Penguin 2004; Christian Beginnings: From
Nazareth to Nicaea, AD 30-325, London, Allen Lane 2012.
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Jews, an easier alternative to Hebrew). They contained the concepts of eternal life,
redemption of sins and the original sin, and of Jesus the God. The fourth Gospel
(John's), written later than the others, also began to manifest anti-Semitism.

In the next centuries, the Church managed to discreetly marginalise the broken
promise of Jesus that the kingdom of God would rise after his second coming
(parousia), which should have taken place during the lifetime of the apostles.
Christianity became the religion of the martyrs who like Perpetua of Carthage at the
beginning of the 3rd century joyfully welcomed death as the end of earthly suffering
and gateway to Heaven.

But Christianity was not an internationalised Judaism and quickly became one of
the most bizarre world religions. While other religions were created in one cultural
milieu and evolved with it, Christianity was the work of many different cultures and
nations. It could be compared to a snowball that while rolling down gathered different
influences. With an extended practice of reinterpreting past events (e.g., a quite
accidental life of Jesus, into which a detailed plan of God's redemption of the original
sin was implemented), Christianity became a collection of symbols that, depending on
the circumstances, took on different meanings (which explains the existence of a
multiplicity of denominations and heresies, all of which relied on the Gospels). During
the first 300 years Christianity was exposed to different influences both from Near East
(Persian dualism, Gnosticism, Manichaeism) and Greece (Neoplatonism). But it was in
Europe where Christianity flourished, especially when it went rather far from the
original teaching of Jesus. Even if it happens that God does not exist Christianity will
remain one of the most beautiful and powerful achievements of Europe, a symbolic
narrative around which European mentality crystallized. It would be most unwise to
rejects this heritage. It is should rather be transformed in the same way as pagan rituals
and festivals were once transformed by Christianity.

And then, unexpectedly, from a religion of the martyrs it became the state religion
of Rome (4th c. AD), survived the collapse of the empire ruined by the invasions of
Germanic tribes, developed independently in the East (Assyrian Church of the East), the
Byzantine Empire (up till 1453) and Europe, where after the conversion of the Germans

it became the main force shaping the continent.

Ancient Christianity
At the beginning of a new era the spiritual currents of the nations conquered by

Alexander and suppressed during the Hellenistic period re-emerged. The Persian
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influences were particularly important (the dualist Zoroastrianism, where the good god,
Ahura Mazda or Ohrmazd, fights the evil god, Angra Mainyu, to create the victorious
millennial kingdom of peace). Reluctance toward the mundane world, sexuality and
carnality, asceticism, waiting for a saviour and eternal life in a better world became
commonplace. While earlier religions (Judaism and the Greek religion) discerned order
in the world and accepted it, around the year O religions began to reject it and long for
another one.

Gnosticism (1st and 2nd c. AD) is a set of doctrines recognizing the mundane
world as the work of an evil god, and using secret knowledge (not faith) to rip the soul
from the prison of the body and worldly matters (or more precisely - the man is
composed of body, soul and spirit and the spirit needs to be ignited and to lead the way
of liberation from the hostile world). The Gnostic writings included among others
Simon Magus, Hymn of the Pearl, Marcion of Sinope, Hermes Trismegistus, Valentine
Egyptian. Gnosis was sometimes independent of Christianity and sometimes Christian
(the Creator was the god of evil, and Christ the good god). Persian Mani (3rd c.), who
created a mass religion based on the myth of the battle between Light and Darkness was
a gnostic too. Gnosticism gave rise to various Christian heresies (such as the Cathars),
the movement of Rosicrucians, the founding of anthroposophy by Rudolf Steiner, and
in Poland Jerzy Prokopiuk was a follower.

Even the Platonic school in the 3rd c. produced a philosopher who likened the
doctrine of Plato to the Eastern thought. Plotinus (c 204-c 269) argued that the peak of
perfection was the Absolute, which, however, defied description (this is called negative
theology — one can only tell what it is not, not what it is). The world is its imperfect
emanation, but it is not bad, because what seems to be wrong is just less good. The goal
of life is liberation from the body and return to the Absolute; the way to it - asceticism,
a complete withdrawal from the world. Plotinus remained within the limits of Greek
philosophy, he did not condemn the world (for the Greeks the world was the cosmos, an
entity imbued with governance), but treated matter with contempt (although not as evil,
and only as the lack of good).

In the 3rd c. the empire began to plunge into crisis. The remedy would be to find a
new policy of uniting various peoples scattered over large area. Diocletian (284-305)
created a state based on the cult of the emperor, which led to the persecution of Jews,
Manicheans and Christians who did not comply with it. His successor, Constantine,
moved by the fortitude of Christian martyrs equated their religion with the other (the
Edict of Milan 313 AD). In 330 he moved the empire capital to Constantinople, which
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began to grow as a Christian capital of the Eastern Empire. Constantine, who made
ancient Rome Christian, converted to Christianity only on his deathbed so as not to
commit serious sins, which as the Emperor he could not have avoided.?

In his famous book The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
(1776-1788) British historian Edward Gibbon (1737-1794) identified five causes for
the success of Christianity: (1) inflexible, intolerant zeal of the Christians, (2) doctrine
of eternal life, (3) miraculous powers ascribed to the primitive Church, (4) pure and
austere morals of the Christians, (5) unity and discipline of the Christian republic,
which gradually formed an independent and expanding state in the heart of the Roman
empire. Bertrand Russell finds the last one most important.

Christianity was developing mainly in the East, where successive ecumenical
councils® (Nicaea 325; Constantinople 381; Ephesus 431 and 449 and Chalcedon 451)
discussed the nature of Christ (divine and human), the cult of the Virgin Mary and
condemned heresies: Arianism, Monophysitism, Nestorianism. Disputes were
politically motivated by a power struggle between Rome and Constantinople. As a
result, Christianity developed in three distinct areas: - the West (Rome), the Roman East
(Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch) and the East outside Rome (the Assyrian Church
with millions of members in Central Asia, as far as India and China, which in most part,
however, ceased to exist in the 13th century).

In the West, Bishop Ambrose of Milan (4th c.) established the Imperial Church in
Rome. He sought to create not only the Church, but the church state holding power over
monarchs and emperors. The more power the Church acquired in Rome, the more
intolerant it became towards other religions. (An example is the destruction of the
ancient spirit of Alexandria, the second largest city of the Roman Empire, a centre of
knowledge and the Greek world founded by Alexander the Great and a lynch on the
woman philosopher Hypathia by the Christian mob provoked by Cyril, the Bishop of
Alexandria (vividly presented in the 2009 movie Agora directed by Alejandro
Amenabar.)

Christianity spread in two ways, (1) bottom-up and (2) top-down. (Ad 1) On the
one hand, the religion was often adopted spontaneously by ordinary people inspired by
the teaching of Jesus' and his prophets. This happened in Syria, where Simeon the
Stylite was a prophet, India and China where Christianity arrived in the 7th c. and also

among the Germans (who often took the Arian version) or much later in Russia (the

% See also Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997:
» About Christianity in the Age of General Councils see also Norman Davies, Europe. A History,
Pimlico 1997, pp. 258-275.
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Church of the Old Believers who do not acknowledge reformed centralized church).
The same spirit has also appeared in Protestantism. (Ad 2) On the other hand,
Christianity eventually became the rulers’ religion and served to discipline the subjects.
The centralised Imperial Church of Rome demanding obedience is the best example.
Germanic rulers of the Merovingian dynasty adopted Catholicism to build a powerful
state, from which eventually the state of Charlemagne developed. Peter I of Russia
centralised the Orthodox Church as an instrument of power. Authoritarian churches of
the rulers often converted pagans violently. Both these attitudes have existed in
Christianity since the 4th c.

It must be remembered that for the people of those times a decisive question in
the choice of religion was: will god give them victory in battle and ensure success in
life? Relationship with gods was quite self-serving contract - obedience and sacrifice in
exchange for their support. Jesus' moral ideas had little effect on conversion.

For many Christians, God the Creator has become the fundamental God. Jesus
was only an intermediary and stood in the shade. Although St. Paul promoted the idea
of Christian love in a very suggestive way, it was the tradition of the Old Testament,
until then reserved for the Jews, that was most overwhelming and inspiring. In the
writings of the two greatest philosophers of Christianity - Augustine and Thomas -
much more room is devoted to the problem of obedience to the Creator than
compassion toward others and following Jesus. The latter prevailed only in the works of
St. Francis of Assisi (13th c.), Thomas Kempis (The Imitation of Christ - 14th c.) and
the 17th c. Pietists.

Further reading

Chapter GREEK PHILOSOPHY AFTER ARISTOTLE (Jesus of Nazareth; Christianity and
Gnosticis; Neo-Platonis) from A. Kenny, An lllustrated Brief History of Western Philosophy. Wiley-
Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006 (or later).

Lloyd Gerson, "Plotinus", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2014 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/plotinus/>.

Augustine of Hippo

Augustine (354-430) made a synthesis of Platonism, Neoplatonism and the
teachings of Jesus and created the ideology that prevailed in Europe for the next
millennium. In his Confessions he presented his own life as an example of ascending to
the eternal Good (which is Christina God but understood through Neoplatonism); in De
Civitate Dei (The City of God) the vision of the world became prophetic (and in many
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other small works and letter he often presented slightly different view suggesting that
he was trying to form a coherent doctrine). The world existing in time is fragile and
imperfect. Only the present moment really exists but it is a point where the future
becomes the past, disintegrates and goes into oblivion (the philosophy of time was
Augustine’s original contribution to philosophy). The only entity that can help men in
this fragile world is the eternal (i.e. situated outside of time) God. A man trapped in a
cage of the body longs to be free from worldly desires and return to God, from whom
he had been separated by the original sin. In this life only superficial knowledge of God
is possible, the true joy will only be the "vision of God" in the afterlife, which only the
elect will attain. However, a man's search for God is completely helpless, he cannot
achieve anything on his own. Souls are either created individually by God to rule each
body or descend from the soul of Adam; it is also not clear if they are connected to the
body according to the original plan (as a trial) or as the consequence of the original sin
(as a punishment). It opens the question how can all humans be guilty of the original
sin. Augustine condemned the Pelagian view that man can flourish without grace. In his
views men were so spoiled that without God they could not raise from sin.

Knowledge about God and eternal truths is possible through illumination.
According to many interpretation it is close to God's revelation, which means that the
role of human mind is passive. Knowledge is not sought, it is given by God. Other
interpreters disagree and see a place for human activity.”® Illuminations enables souls
immersed in bodies to go beyond the limits of the sensual world.

Nevertheless, the world is not evil. Augustine distinguishes natural and moral
evil. Natural evil does not exist (this was a shocking claim of Augustine although in the
spirit of Platonism it is perfectly traditional). There is only bigger and lesser good. The
world is good and all its goodness comes from God, however, the further from God the
sparser and more diluted goodness is, so by comparison some things in the world may
seem much worse than others (like darkness, which actually has some light but less than
places exposed to direct light, seems to be the opposite of light). Only human decisions
can be (morally) evil when a smaller good is preferred to a bigger one, which means
that human will turns away from God and attaches itself to inferior goods as if they
were higher. (Augustine had a turbulent life, before his conversion to Christianity he
professed Manichaeism with its opposition of darkness and light. He then attempted to
overcome this dualism with dubious results.) Finally, humankind seemed to him a

mixture of two types of people - the good and the bad, waiting for salvation or

% Gerard O'Daly, Augustine's Philosophy of Mind, University of California Press, 1987, pp. 2067
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condemnation. Augustine remained possessed by a sense of human sinfulness that
pervades the whole corrupt nature, and eloquently described the torment awaiting
sinners in hell in The city of God (which is important since only a small minority would

avoid hell).

Criticism and comments

Augustine's did not seem to solve the problem of human responsibility for their
action. Either we have free choice and then can be judged for wrong decisions - or we
are spoiled by the sin and without God's grace cannot make right choices. But then we
are not responsible for them. At most we are victims of Adam and Eve's choice.
Pelagius insisted that humans must be free, which would make Grace unnecessary.
Augustine was of the opposite view - we are free to sin, but not to sin we require grace,
which we never deserve. It is given as a gift, out of God's free will. Salvation depends
upon grace, which might be obtained before birth (predestination). Contrary to
widespread opinions, salvation in Christianity depends on the free decision of God, and
is not a reward for good deeds (this could be understood as exerting pressure on God by
those who lived well and then demanded to be rewarded).

Another controversy was created by God's omniscience - if God knows that we
will sin, are we free not to sin? As the Bible is full of inconsistencies, Christianity is full
of paradoxes.

Augustine created Christian philosophy combing the Bible and Neoplatonism. In
the Bible as in Judaism the world was real and important, created by God as a natural
place to live for humans. Jesus assumed that since it is spoiled it will be replaced by a
new one, by the Kingdom of God, but equally earthly. For Augustine, as for Plato and
Plotinus, the world is a prison which separates human souls from God. This was
completely new to the mentality of Jews and Jesus. On the other hand his vision of
history was Biblical (history is linear, end with the final Judgement) not Greek or
Roman (cyclical). Thus Augustine created the ideology that is commonly attributed to
the Middle Ages: The world is spoiled and man is weak. One should leave the world
and seek God's help. It is rather annoying that even though Augustine had a very
colourful and rich life, full of intellectual exploration, travels, relationships (including
love and fatherhood, though eventually he abandoned both his concubine and child,
which he later described in his famous Confessions), and political successes, so that his
life can be considered fulfilled and successful in a worldly sense of these terms. He left

his successors with a doctrine based on fear, contempt for world and asceticism.
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Augustine is also an excellent illustration of Freud's thesis that the belief in God is a
transformed longing for a father. Augustine did not know his father well and did not
respect him, his emotional bond with his mother were strong (even too strong — he was
dependent on her) and he turned to God when his mother died. In his religiosity a
specific type of pride is present: as a man he was a sinner, but when God accompanied
him at every turn (Augustine spoke to him constantly in his mind), he felt extremely
strong. It was a kind of psychological identification — it manifests itself in forming an
attachment with someone powerful (it can also be a movement, ideology, institution -
even imaginary) and thus gaining a sense of power.

Questions: What was the religious development of Hebrews/Jews from early
monotheism through mature Judaism to Messianism? What are the main Jewish
elements in Christianity? What was the role of Jesus (Vermes versus Ratzinger)? What
was the original teaching of Jesus? Who was St. Paul? What was the life of early
Christians like (e.g. Perpetua)? What was the ascetic atmosphere of the first three
centuries (Zoroastrianism, Gnosticism, Manichaeism, Plotinus)? How did the situation
of Christianity change with Constantine? What were the strengths of Christianity? What
were the ambitions of the Imperial Church of St. Ambrose and St. Augustine? Was
evangelism of this church always peaceful (Hypathia in Alexandria)? What was the
doctrine of Christianity by St. Augustine (the position of God and Man, the need of
knowledge; sin, predestination, grace and sexuality, Christ versus God-Creator)? Why is
theodicy and the problem of evil important in monotheism? Was Augustine full of

compassion for the sinners?

Further reading

Chapter EARLY CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY (esp. The Life of Augustine; The City of God and
the Mystery of Grace) from A. Kenny, An Illustrated Brief History of Western Philosophy. Wiley-
Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006 (or later).

Michael Mendelson, "Saint Augustine", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2012
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/augustine/>.

Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997: Migrations (Huns, Celts, Germanic and
Slavonic peoples, Baltic peoples, Anglo-Saxons in Britain) p. 215-238, Hlodvig (Clovis) p. 232. Capsules
on Lex, Condom, Panta, Chastity, Diabolos, Brito.

Byzantium
In the year 330 Constantine created a centre of power in Constantinople. By the

end of the fourth century, the entire empire adopted Christianity as the official religion,
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and gradually began to disintegrate into a Western, Latin and eastern part (Byzantium),
based on the Greek language and culture. In the western part Milan became the main
city, where state institutions were moved (but the Bishop of Rome remained the
important figure in the Christian Church in the West). The western part of the Roman
Empire was invaded in the 5th and 6th c. by Germanic tribes (originally allied with
Rome and trained by it!). The Byzantine Empire lasted for over 1000 years as purely
Christian state (the Emperor was both the head of the state and of the Church),
centralized, well governed, with very educated citizens. Yet although it continued the
ancient Roman Empire, it was a Medieval state, not an enclave of antiquity. It balanced
between the East and the West (under the influence of the West art painting icons
evolved there - one of them is Our Lady of Czestochowa; under the influence of the
Muslin East, which prohibits depicting people, the icons were destroyed during the so-
called iconoclasm 726-843). In the 9th c. Hellenistic culture re-emerged there, the first
university in Constantinople was founded. The Eastern Slavs were converted giving rise
to contemporary Orthodox Christianity. When the Pope in Rome crowned Charlemagne
as the new western emperor in 800 it stirred hostility between Western (Catholicism)
and Eastern Christianity. In 1054 (Great Eastern Schism) the two Churches went their
separate ways, but during the Crusades they fought together against Islam. In 1204 the
fourth crusade led by Venetians captured and ransacked Constantinople making it a
Catholic state for another 70 years. Eventually it was destroyed by the Ottoman Turks
in 1453. Before that it inspired the Italian Renaissance. In the 14th and 15th century
Byzantine politicians frequently visited Europe seeking help in their wars with Turkey.
They used to teach Greek and spread knowledge about ancient Greek culture among
[talian intellectuals (e.g. Francesco Petrarca) who later became leading humanists.

Let us summarise the development of the Greek culture. Before 1200 BCE Greeks
had powerful aristocracy. Around 800 BCE Homer created his epics, philosophic
schools were established, Athens reached its peak with Pericles, Plato and Aristotle,
many city-states flourished. Alexander conquered land, created a great empire and
founded Alexandria, which for 700 years was second only to Rome as the cultural
centre of the ancient world. When Greeks adopted Christianity in Constantinople a
highly spiritual culture was in progress for 1000 years. The first serious blow was
inflicted by the Roman Catholics who in 1204 conquered and plundered Constantinople
destroying a large part of its cultural heritage. After 1453 Greeks were systematically
massacred by Turks and never regained their former glory. They were one of the most

creative nation in the history of humankind.
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Further reading

Katerina Ierodiakonou, Borje Bydén, "Byzantine Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Spring 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/byzantine-philosophy/>.

Norman Davies, Europe. A History. Pimlico 1997: Constantinople p. 206, the Empire from Rome
to Byzantium pp. 238-251, Byzantium in the Renaissance p. 318, Byzantium's decline p. 332, the
Byzantine Empire p. 385, the Ottoman Turks and the fall of Constantinople p. 444. Capsules on Ikon,

Taxis.

Islam

Islam was created by one man, Muhammad, in 622. The Quran (or simply Koran)
presents the God of the Bible, although the two texts differ in many details, and
Muhammad himself is the most important prophet of that religion. The foundations of
Islam are principles of social organization, moral austerity and solidarity (charity or
almsgiving). Political involvement and obedience to religious law are more important in
Islam than pure faith (which was often central in Christianity). For this reason Islam can
hardly by confined to inner attitudes in private life. Islam was quite tolerant towards
Jews and Christians (adherents of the same monotheistic Abrahamic religion of the
Book), converting them discreetly via tax policy (taxes were lowest for Muslims). In
the Middle Ages the Islamic culture surpassed Christian cultures. Three distinct periods
can be identified in the history of Islam. (Apart from tolerance and a simple but well-
designed structure of the movement another reason for Islam's fast development was the
discovery of many gold mines in the deserts of Arabia, which helped finance the
conquest.*")

Islam influenced enormously the development of Christian Europe. Before
Muhammed Christianity spread freely over the world. Islam which developed around
Europe separated it from the rest of the world and confined Christianity to it. Europe
became a besieged fortress and had to integrate in order to withstand the pressure from
Islam. Thus Christianity has become the basis for integration. When Arabs conquered
Egypt, the granary of the Roman Empire, Europe had to produce her own crops to
survive. It fostered the crystallisation of the feudal system.

(1) The purely Arabic period, combative, when the first four Caliphs and the
Umayyad dynasty in Damascus established a powerful empire in 747 that covered the

' Gene W. Heck, 'Gold Mining in Arabia and the Rise of the Islamic State,' Journal of the Economic
and Social History of the Orient, Vol. 42, No. 3 (1999), pp. 364-395.
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area from the Atlantic (North Africa and temporarily Spain) to India and Indonesia.
Thus Islam contributed to the fall of Rome in the West, then forced the popes to seek
help from the Germans (Charlemagne) as it weakened the Roman Empire in the East
(Byzantium), took him numerous territories (including important agricultural Egypt),
and began to surround Western Europe.

(2) The universalistic period, when the Abbasid dynasty moved the capital to
Baghdad (750-1258). At that period of a remarkable cultural flowering Baghdad was a
multicultural city where Jews, Greeks, Christians, Persians developed sophisticated
culture and science (mathematics, astronomy). Islamic philosophers experienced their
own renaissance through rediscovering classical Greek thought. Principal thinkers such
as Averroes synthesized Muslim theology and Aristotle's philosophy. In Spain the
Umayyad caliphate in Toledo and Cordoba flourished as multicultural centres (Muslim,
Jewish, and Christian) surpassing everything that happened in Christian Europe. After
Alfonso VI of Castile had conquered Toledo in the Christian Reconquista in 1085
Medieval Europe discovered Aristotle, widely read in Arabic countries but forgotten
elsewhere. The main figures were Avicenna, Averroes, al Ghazali, the tales of One
Thousand and One Nights (or Arabian Nights) were then compiled. In 1258 the
Mongols (first organized in the early 13th c. by Genghis Khan) ransacked Baghdad and
killed most of its inhabitants. It should be stressed here that Arabic culture in spite their
successes in conquests, was tolerant and as based on commerce open to the world. It
was the invaders - Mongols and Christians during the crusades and taught them
brutality.

An example of the power of Islamic thought is The Mugaddimah, a book written
by a historian Ibn Khaldun in 1377 in North Africa (Tunisia). It deals with history,
philosophy of history, sociology, theology, natural sciences, economics, sketches an
early scientific method and even anticipates Darwinism. It is characterised by versatility
resembling Aristotelianism and was centuries ahead of Western thought.

(3) The Turkish period. In 1220 In the 11th c. the Seljuk Turks, nomads from
Central Asia converted to Islam, defeated Byzantium and seized Anatolia (today's
Turkey). From the 14th c. the Ottoman Empire (the name comes from one of the
Anatolian provinces) gradually seized first the rest of Anatolia and then the entire world
of Islam (as well as destroyed the Byzantine Empire in 1453) and maintained control
over it until World War 1. As the country was centralized and tolerant it was a model for

Europe during the religious wars (seventeenth century) and the Enlightened Absolutism.

75


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reconquista
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alfonso_VI_of_Castile

However, the over-centralization prevented the formation of the middle class and
suppressed the development of the Islamic world.

In Egypt as a result of the Mongolian conquests the Mamluks (originally slaves)
seized power and ruled there from 1250 to 1517 forming an oligarchic state. Later
Egypt was conquered by Turks whom Mamluks finally supported.

It seems that the impact of Turkey and the Ottoman empire on the world was not
very positive. It first terminated the development of Greek civilisation, then dominated
Islam suppressing Arabs and Persians cultural development, and finally even Turkey
stagnated.

Wahhabism, a strong orthodox fundamentalist movement within Islam was
originated by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703—1792) and primarily directed
against Ottoman Turks ruling in Arabia. It still plays an important role there (especially
in Qatar, UAE and Saudi Arabia).

At the very beginning of the 20th c. oil was discovered in Arabia, which
immediately ignited fierce competition between Russia, Britain, France, Germany and
finally the U.S., which led to their interference in the region. Arabs and Persians, who
by the then had been very poor and rather unimportant in the world politics were again
drawn into conflict with the West. As the early spread of Islam was fuelled with gold,
now it uses profits from oil.

Some Islamic countries (e.g. Egypt, Turkey, Syria) has undergone Westernisation
but it was always inforced by central governments (sometimes strongly supported by
the USSR) at the expense of democracy. Now wherever in those countries autocratic
regimes are overthrown and democracy is introduced the result is withdrawal from
Western values and the spread of Islamic fundamentalism. Thus promoting democracy
as the core western value becomes self-defeating for introducing Western values in the
Islamic world.

Islam and Christianity are the two most conquering religions in the world.
However, while Christianity was perhaps less tolerant, Islam became intolerant mainly
in recent centuries also as a result of losing in the economic competition with Western

culture.

Further reading
Jon McGinnis, "Arabic and Islamic Natural Philosophy and Natural Science", The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy(Winter 2013 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2013/entries/arabic-islamic-natural/>.
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Tony Street, "Arabic and Islamic Philosophy of Language and Logic", The Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy (Winter 2013 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2013/entries/arabic-islamic-language/>.

Dag Nikolaus Hasse, "Influence of Arabic and Islamic Philosophy on the Latin West", The
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/arabic-islamic-influence/>.

Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997: The Rise of Islam (622-778) pp. 251-258, the
Ottoman Empire p. 558, the Siege of Vienna p. 641.

The Medieval Europe

The fall of the Roman Empire in the West is often misunderstood. Some scholars
repeat the claims of Edward Gibbon (1737-1794) who in his famous book The History
of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776—1788) accused Christianity of
diverting people's attention to the afterlife which resulted in neglecting their empire in
this world. It is absurd since the Eastern part of the Roman Empire, an entirely
Christian state, lasted until 1453 waging wars witch also strongly religious Islamic
states, which drew inspiration from stories described in the Bible.

To understand the fall of the Western Roman Empire we must understand the
dynamics of human civilisations. Apart from China, India and American Indians, the
main important spring of human culture was in the Near East. Egypt, Mesopotamia, the
whole Fertile Crescent, Persia were all strong cultures of the region. When Greece
appeared it defined itself as the West, which soon, due to Alexander's efforts, dominated
the East. Rome emerged as even more western (in fact Greece after Alexander again
became very Eastern). However, the Roman civilisation was somehow shallow
culturally. It was based on military power, good political organization, commerce and
consumerism. Gods of Rome were first borrowed from the Greeks and later from all
other conquered regions. Even when we talk about Roman law we refer to the
Justinian's Codex compiled in Constantinople in the 6th century. Rome was culturally,
spiritually void, much inferior to the Near East and Greece. In the 4th c. when
Constantine moved the capital of the Roman Empire to Constantinople it was as if the
centre of culture move eastward again, toward the cradle of culture. Even Greeks
became more eastern and mystical than before. The territories crucial to ancient Rome
- Italy, Gaul, Spain, Britain, In Italy - became suddenly far peripheries of the empire
governed from Constantinople. The Empire had political problems, was to big to be

properly controlled. Romans employed Germanic people as soldiers, taught them to
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fight and then lost control over them. When Germanic tribes attacker them from the
North, and Islam from the South (capturing first the African provinces and then Spain),
Constantinople was too far away to intervene effectively. The ancient culture of Rome,
with the cult of many gods and the emperor, was fairly superficial and lost its appeal.
The world had a new invention - monotheist religions, Christianity and Islam - but the
Roman centre of Christianity was in Constantinople, while since the 5th c. Europe was
divided into numerous new kingdoms, often already Christian, but too weak to
dominate the whole continent. The bishop of Rome in Italy wanted to maintain
independence from Constantinople but also was politically too weak to do so either,
especially that the Emperor in Constantinople was still nominally the head of Europe.
The reasons of disintegration of Europe were mainly political.

The fall of the political order in Europe was a powerful challenge. Suddenly
Europe had to integrate on its own. The danger of Islam (Muslims soon conquered
Northern Africa and Spain, and even crossed the Pyrenees) mobilized the Church in
Rome. (One may wonder what would have happened if Muslims had conquered the
whole of Europe in the 8th century. Maybe it would have saved the world many wars
and tragedies.)

While in the Near East (but with influences reaching through Africa to Spain)
cultural development was energetic throughout the whole Middle Ages, Europe until the
year 1000 was a backward brutal continent. The backwardness of the Middle Ages was
rather the manifestation of the generally low level of people living in Europe (Celtic,
Slavonic, Germanic, Viking), unable at that time to produce anything comparable to the
great cultures of the Near East or Greece. No surprise that during the Middle Ages the
greatest and most beautiful city of Europe was Venice, which traded with
Constantinople, and that it was Italy that flourished during the high Middle Ages and
commenced the Renaissance. Northern Europe required more time to wake up. Then it
revived partly under the inspiration from Islam (after the conquest of Toledo in Spain
and its libraries in the 11th century) and later by Byzantium in the 14th century.

The only thing that survived from Ancient Rome was Catholicism, which
combined Roman political traditions and Eastern God News. Before the Roman Empire
collapsed in the West, the Church had learnt how to build a centralized state and carried
this skill on into the next era. The Church was smart enough to interpret the principles
of faith in a manner appropriate to the time in which it had to act, thus making
Christianity the religion that shaped Europe. After the fall of the Empire in the West the

Church in Rome lost its influence. Its power was limited to a small state of Rome where
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local aristocrats elected the Pope from among themselves. Rome was politically
unimportant. Byzantium was powerful but increasingly alien. Spain and Africa were
conquered by the Arabs. Germans were true Christians, but independent from Rome.
Vikings occupied Scandinavia. England raided by the Anglo-Saxons was poor and the
pagan Slavs were closer to Byzantium. Between 600 and 1000 AD western cities fell
and Europe plunged into barbarity. The Church began to spread the Gospel by
organizing monasteries in Western Europe (monasticism was born in the 4th c. in
Egypt, which however was soon enough dominated by Islam). Europe develop
increasingly interdependently from Byzantium. In 751 the Exarchate of Ravenna (in
Italy), a centre of Byzantine power in Italy from the end of the 6th century, was
conquered by the Lombards and later became part of the Papal state. In 800 the Pope
crowned Charlemagne, who was by then ruling the kingdom of the Franks, the largest
Germanic state in Western Europe, to be the Holy Roman Emperor of the renewed
Europe. It manifested the complete reorientation of Europe, no longer connected with
Byzantium. Although Charlemagne rule spurred the Carolingian Renaissance, a period
of cultural and intellectual activity, his state disintegrated four decades later. Both
French and German monarchies considered their kingdoms to be descendants of
Charlemagne's empire. Finally the Church in Rome managed to create in Europe what
earlier had emerged in Byzantium and in the World of Islam - political order unified by
a monotheistic religion. Since this kind of order appeared in different civilisation
perhaps it was determined by some necessities and was a stage in development of
civilisation born in the Middle East.

Between 800 and 1050 AD Europe was flooded by the Vikings. Vikings were one
of the major forces that formed Europe. In their boats they reached Iceland and North
America, travelled over Volga to Constantinople, started the Rurik dynasty in the
Kievan Rus' and then expanded to the second centre of the statehood in Russia, Veliky
Novgorod. The richness of early kingdoms in Kiev and Novgorod was due to trade
with Constantinople, where the Vikings formed the Varangian Guard, an elite unit of the
Byzantine Army, from the 10th to the 14th centuries, and from where they took
Christianity. In the 10th century in Poland they controlled trade on the rivers Vistula and
Bug (settlements in Bodzia, Truso near today's Elblag, and also Wolin), through they
maintained contact with both Kiev and Scandinavia. A daughter of the first Polish king,
Mieszko I, married the Viking king of Denmark, while his granddaughter a prince in

Kiev, so probably Vikings strongly contributed to the creation of the kingdom of Poland
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in 966.* They also settled in Normandy and from there conquered England in 1066,
where having confiscated 90 percent of land they formed the upper class that is still
important in Britain today. At that time the Vikings controlled a network of states and
trading routes from Constantinople thought Kiev, Novgorod, northern Poland,
Scandnavia to Normandy, England, Ireland and Icelnad. They also established a tolerant
kingdom on Sicily — Karol Szymanowski wrote an opera about their king Roger — and
played a major role during the first crusade and the slaughter of 30 000 inhabitant of
Jesrusalem. They were brutal and perfectly organized. Their mythology, written in
Edda found in Iceland was violent and depressive, their chief gods — Wotan/Odin, Thor,
Loki — awaited the end of the world, Ragnarok. Wagner and Tolkien were inspired by it,
Hitler was under its spell.

It was not until 962, the year of Otto I coronation, that the Holy Roman Empire
was firmly established (as well as the ongoing struggle between the Pope and the
Emperor for the primacy of the West). It must be stressed that the Holy Roman Empire
covered not the whole of Europe but mainly German speaking territories and Bohemia
(and for some time many parts of Italy). France, England, Poland, Hungary and later
Spain were outside it. Neither was Otto's Empire the continuation of the Frankish
empire of Charlemagne, who defeated Saxony while Otto was the Duke of Saxony.
Europe broke its bonds with the empire in Constantinople and became the constellation
of independent states united mainly by the Church in Rome. The Church became a
highly centralised institution modelled on the ideas of Plato's Republic. Its intelligent
diplomacy secured the support of secular rulers, whom at the same time the Church
tried to civilise (for many brutal warlords the war was the main purpose of life). In the
11th, 12th and 13th centuries the Church ideologically dominated Western Europe, and
the Christian doctrine penetrated aspect of life of its inhabitants. As suggested by Plato,
selected and trained "masters" who forswore families and private property determined
the dogmas of faith, morality and customs. The Church had to struggle against
numerous heresies, which generally called for the return to the purity of early Christian
morality. Some heretics were persecuted by force, but St. Francis of Assisi was isolated
in an order created for him, where he could preach poverty without disturbing the Pope.
This was the period of Gothic art, the Crusades to the Holy Land (1096 - 1270),
universities, scholastic philosophy and polyphonic music. When many princesses were
left alone by their husbands taking part in the Crusades, the phenomenon of courtly love

appeared — a romantic sentiment, passionate and undisciplined, between lovers who

32 Jan Wolucki, Wiking a sprawa polska, Gdansk 2005.
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were not husband and wife (like in the Celtic song of Tristan and Iseult, also known as
Isolde). It marked the beginning of the idealisation of romantic love in Western culture.

The Mongols exerted great influence on the development of the Russians. The
first state in this region, later known as Kievan Rus, was founded about 862 by Rurik,
probably a Viking. In 988 Vladimir was baptised by the Byzantine Empire. However,
from ca.1223 to ca.1480 (the 13th to 15th c.), the Mongols isolated Rus' from external
contacts (with Byzantium and Western Europe). The natives were building settlements
in the vast forests, exposed the cruelty of the Mongols led force wary of the world and
focused on the relationship with God. This had a huge impact on the Russian mentality
as well as the subsequent misfortunes. Poland invaded and occupied Moscow in 1605-
1606, then Napoleon, Emperor Wilhelm, and finally Hitler endeavoured to conquer and
in the last case perhaps exterminate the whole Russian nation. Few other nations
experienced such dangers. It explains why Russia mistrusts the whole outside world and
all the time feels endangered. When Lenin and Stalin convinced Russians that
capitalism was the main reason for world wars in the 20th century the conclusion that
capitalism must be destroyed was easily accepted by them.

MUSIC. At the time of Augustine the music of Byzantium permeated to Europe,
perhaps with Greek and Jewish elements (Ambrosian chant in Milan). Original Western
music began to develop only in the 9th c. as a Gregorian chant - religious singing in
unison.

From the 11th c. secular music began to develop, often associated with the sphere
of courtly love, created by French troubadours, trouveres and German minnesingers.
Students from emerging universities sang Carmina Burana.

In the 12th c. polyphonic music was invented in France, particularly in the school
at Notre Dame (many voices superimposed), which soon spread all over Western
Europe. The most famous medieval example is the Notre Dame Mass by Guillaume

Machaut (14th c.).

Questions: How did the Western Roman Empire fall? What was Byzantium? How
did the Muhammadan culture develop (its three stages) and what was his impact on
Europe? What was the political and cultural situation of Europe in the Dark Ages (ca.
600 - 1000 CE)? What was the situation of papacy and why did Popes enter into
cooperation with Germanic kingdoms? What was the result of this cooperation for them

(Germany versus France and England)?
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What changes began in Europe around 1000 CE? Who were the Vikings and
Normans and what were their methods and achievements? What were the most

characteristic feature of mature Middle Ages (1000-1300 CE)?

Further reading

Paul Vincent Spade, "Medieval Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring
2013 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2013/entries/medieval-philosophy/>.

Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997: Chapter V Medium (the Middle Ages 750-
1270) p. 291, 750-1054 (the Vikings p. 293, the Magyars p. 296, Charelmagne p. 298, invasions on
Britain p. 307, feudalism p. 312, Otto I and the Holy Roman Empire p. 316, Moravia p. 321, Bulgaria p.
321, Bohemia p. 324, Poland p. 324, the Kievan Rus p. 326, Scandinavia p. 328, the Great Schism 1054
p- 328); 1054-1268 (social life p. 335, Papacy and Gregory VII p. 336, literature p. 249, the German
Empire p. 350, France and England p. 353, the Crusades p. 358, the Mongols p. 264, economic life p.
366, Holland p. 370). Capsules on Tristan, Futhark, Nibelung, Cantus, Compostela, Leper, Biblia, Ding,
Madonna, Athos, Bogumil, Ghetto, Hansa, Gothic,

Anselm and scholasticism

Scholasticism - rational reflection on the dogmas of faith - was established at the
time of Anselm (1033-1109) and in the next century experienced rapid development.
Europeans took the risk of admitting an intellectual analysis of faith. Certainly
scholastic philosophers hoped that the religious dogmas would be fully proved by
reason. Unfortunately once accepted practice after centuries finally resulted in the
dogmas being undermined by reason.

Anselm formulated (in chapter two of the Proslogion) the so called ontological
argument - God as a perfect (the greatest possible) being must exist, otherwise (if it was
only a thought in the mind) He would not be perfect because another more perfect being

(the existing, real God) would be possible.

Criticism and comments

(1) By analogy a perfect island would have to exist. Otherwise it had not been
perfect. (2) We do not know a priori what God is like, so we do not have the right to
formulate His definition (Aquinas - 13th c.). (3) Existence is not a feature, because the
existing 100 Thalers have has the same value as the imaginary 100 Thalers. A real
object in not more perfect than an object with the same feature that is only imaginary.
The definition of any object cannot prove that it exists. (Kant - 18th c.). (4) The proof

contains a formal error, because it takes as its premise, which is to be proved. If being
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the greatest possible being implies its existence (outside the mind), the defining God as

perfect assumes that it exists.

St. Thomas Aquinas

Metaphysics and epistemology

Aquinas (1225-1274) is the greatest philosopher of the Catholic Church. Aristotle
had been forgotten in Europe but his books were known and discussed in Baghdad and
Cordoba. His Arabic commentator Averroes even advocated the independence of reason
and faith. When as a result of Crusades Aristotle was rediscovered in Europe, he
immediately aroused admiration and anxiety, because the author was a pagan. Students
in Paris, tired of the dominant role of the Church used his writing to back their demand
for the independence of rational enquiry. Thomas, an aristocrat and monk form Monte
Casino, was entrusted with the task of reconciling the views of Aristotle with the
Christian dogma. Thomas was canonized in 1323, the Counter-Reformation classified
him among the Doctors of the Church. In 1879 Pope Leo XIII recommended to base the
teaching of the Church on his numerous works (the most important are Summa
Theologica and Summa contra Gentiles). The philosophy of the Catholic Church is still
based on Aquinas. Jacques Maritain and Etienne Gilson were among greatest scholars
in this movement.

His doctrine is the intellectual equivalent of Gothic cathedrals. In thousands of
arguments he described the world less austere than that of Augustine, but no less
imbued with God. Shortly before his death, under the influence of a mystical experience
he decided that what he wrote seemed to him straw and stopped writing. Aquinas
retained the main structure of Platonic, Augustinian Christianity but added most of the

Aristotelian concepts to it adjusting them in an ingenious way.

A. Philosophy and natural theology.

According St. Thomas only a few problems require the revelation. Most truths
can be discovered by reason using the senses, they will not contradict the Bible (so-
called natural theology). He believe as Aristotle did that most religious dogmas can be
proved by beginning with truths evident to all and through careful logical

argumentation.

Criticism and comments
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In fact he restated many Christian dogmas without any justification only
introducing certain definitions to avoid contradictions or criticism about them. Only
some dogmas are provided with arguments. Aristotle was mistaken when he thought
that his method is scientific, which is forgivable because he was at the beginning of the
intellectual history of humankind. In the same vein Aquinas was deluded that he could
prove any religious claims. As Richard Dawkins maintains® the best argument for
religious claims is direct experience - if someone experiences God's presence so vividly
that he cannot deny it, he should accept religion. All other proves are unconvincing
according to the scientific methodology (which does not mean that they are false - the
only cannot be proven). This, however, poses a serious problem - the experience may be
caused by mental illness (e.g. paranoia) or by Devil. How can one distinguish reliable

experience from illusory?

B. God

God is simple, without composition of parts, such as the body and the soul, or
matter and form. God is perfect, lacking nothing. That is, God is distinguished from
other beings on account of God's complete actuality. God is infinite. God is immutable,
incapable of change on the levels of God's essence and character. God is one, without
diversification within God's self. The unity of God is such that God's essence is the
same as God's existence. God is not in the process of becoming; God is already fully
actualized, complete, realized and unfolded. There is no potential to become because
God already fully is.

Goodness is a measure of self-actualization; it is the degree to which we have
become what we are drawn to become. Evil is a kind of non-being, a disfiguring of
form, a failure to actualize.

Knowledge of God is only analogical — the terms used in describing Him should
be understood metaphorically, not literally. Socrates was wise and God is wise,

although “wise” does not mean the same in both cases.

Criticism and comments

One can't avoid feeling that most those claims are beyond human comprehension.
How God that is simple could will anything? Willing in humans is an act of some
complexity. Can a being that is simple and unchangeable afford it? How can God that

exist beyond time create anything? If humans do something it requires time. Aware of

3 Richard Dawkins, The God Dellusion, Boston: Houghton Mifflin 2006.
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this difficulty Thomas claimed that words when used about God have an analogical
meaning (as their basic meaning refer to our world). However, if the words like:
“create”, “exist”, “want” when applied to God mean something different than when
applied to us do we understand them at all? Maybe they do not make sense to us, in

which case any argumentations and proofs with them may not be correct.

Aquinas presented five proofs of God's existence, so called “Five Ways”.

* as cause of movement (unmoved mover)

* as the first (efficient) cause — the cosmological argument

* as the only necessary being

* as the only perfect being

* as the cause of order in the world — the teleological argument

Criticism. Each of them were criticised (see below). However, it is not certain,
what was the role of those proofs in Aquinas' system. In Aristotle's Posterior Analytics
a distinction is made between proving the existence of at least one object of a class and
guliding knowledge about this class based on its essence. It is possible that Five Ways
serve the first purpose - they demonstrate that there is somethin like a god, while a
particular description of God should be made through His essence (His essence is His

existence). No knowledge about God follows from the Five Ways.*

C. The good.

God is good (this continues Plato and Plotinus, not to Aristotle!). Other entities
are gradually receding hierarchy from perfect and God (although they never become
bad). Only in God essence is identical with existence. Mundane world is not the
opposite of eternal, but its complement. The material world, though imperfect, is a
creation of God and as such is good. Thus the world is good, evil is the lack of good

and results from either coincidences or intentional sinful behaviour.

Criticism and comments

The concept of goodness used here is very unclear. People want to become good
(live up to some standards), to feel good, to acquire objects that are good for them.
Many things are good from one point of view and evil from another. The goodness of a

knife is in its sharpness. How can God possess all possible goodness? Is He sharp?

¥ Ralph Mclnerny, John O'Callaghan 'Saint Thomas Aquinas', The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Summer 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/aquinas/>, ch. 11.1
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D. Man

The soul, created by God, is the essence of man, setting out its position and goals
in the world. Man consists of the soul and body that need each other (Thomas as
Aristotle recognizes the soul as the form of the body, which does not make much sense
on the basis of Christianity, so that this thesis was occasionally even condemned by the
Church in the past). Man is designed to operate in the world for the glory of God, who
has endowed it in the natural law, including indications of how to proceed. The man fell
and the original sin spoiled his nature, but by nature desires the good (ultimately —

God). The return to God - the source of good - is the only true happiness.

The goal of human existence is union and eternal fellowship with God.

This goal is achieved through the beatific vision, when a person experiences
perfect, unending happiness by seeing the very essence of God. (The very idea that
finally the chosen will see God “face to face” was suggested in the First Epistle to the
Corinthians of the New Testament, attributed to Paul the apostle, 1 Cor 13:11-12) This
vision, which occurs after death, is a gift from God given to those who have
experienced salvation and redemption through Christ while living on earth. On earth an
individual's will must be ordered toward right things, such as charity, peace, and
holiness. Aquinas sees this as the way to happiness. Those who truly seek to understand
and see God will necessarily love what God loves. Natural reason finds the way and the
will naturally follows it. In case of doubt one should consult theologians and the

Church. Following the wrong way is acting against human nature and our own interests.

Criticism and comments

* This final aim is adapted from the philosophical happiness of Aristotle, for
whom there were three kinds of life: based on pleasure, on virtues and on
contemplation. But for Aristotle virtues did not lead to contemplation.

* If it is human natural aim, surprisingly few people seem to want it.

* Fort most believers the life in heaven filled only with the beatific vision must
not be very rewarding. No wonder that the Muslim paradise had more appeal.

* One can wonder what the role of this world is?

In Judaism God helps his people in this world and there is no other world.
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According to Jesus in this world people prepare for God's Kingdom purifying
their hearts — this will be useful in future life, where life will be based on simple
morality and love towards neighbours.

According to Augustine: everything is decided before people are born; this world
is in fact a useless theatre, a burdensome waiting for the verdict.

According to Aquinas people need to exercise virtues in this world although they
will be useless in their future life (experiencing the beatific vision does not require
them).

The naturalistic outlook — humans are created by brutal evolution, once they
developed self-awareness they can improve their nature and create a better world in the

future — seems more coherent and no less exciting.

Moral and political theory

The good is objective (Thomism is called a realistic philosophy). It should be
pursued because it is good, it is the will of God, it is rewarded in heaven, leads to
excellence and fulfils the real human desires. Reason recognizes the good and the will
seeks it. Virtues (Platonic, Aristotelian and theological) and the natural law point the
way of improvement. (Thomas combines the tradition of Greek ethics - the goal is to
strive for good — with the tradition of Judaic ethics, based on obedience to God's law,
the commandments.)

God endowed man with freedom so that his decisions be the result of their free
choice (only then they are morally important — otherwise people would be machines not
responsible for their actions). However, what is right is decided by God so human
choice is between obedience and sin. The doctrine of double effect justifies killing in
self-defence and just war.

Morality is summarized in virtues. Theological virtues are: Faith is the yearning
for answers to the ultimate questions of life and willingness to be drawn to the words,
ideas, and religious rituals that attempt to answer them. Hope is the habit of embracing
a higher standard of behaviour, which leads people to becoming better and happier.
Charity is the habit of choosing to be vulnerable enough to be drawn to the good, to
love it, and to act accordingly.

Moral (cardinal) virtues are: Prudence is the habit of thinking well about what is
to be done. Justice is the stable and lasting willingness to do the right thing for
everyone. Courage (fortitude) helps us be bold in the attainment of good. Moderation

(temperance) helps keep our passions from ruling over reason.
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Sins are those acts that interfere with our path to authentic happiness, blunt our
common sense, and block our growth towards what we are supposed to become. Seven
deadly sins are: wrath, greed, sloth, pride, lust, envy, gluttony.

Natural law, upon which all other laws must be based, is based on the basic
principle that good is to be done and evil avoided. (What is good and what is evil can be
stated objectively; it is not a matter of opinion. Christian philosophers, theologians and
the Church are responsible for discovering what is good and evil — just like in Plato's
system.) Human law must be based on it.

Aquinas maintained that the state was an organism headed by a monarch
representing God who helps attain salvation. It must be based on divine law (made
known to man through revelation). It is a hierarchical organism, and each position in it
is assigned the rights and obligations; rulers are obliged to ascertain the well-being of

the whole country.

Criticism of Aquinas' view on morality and comments

Aquinas combined three traditions. According to the Bible the good is what God
ordered. According to Plato, the good is absolute, discovered by reasons. According to
Aristotle the good is what is determined by natural essences of different classes of
things (the human good, the good of a horse, the good of a carpenter). Those traditions
were conflicted with each other - Plato in Euthyphro contrasted what god wanted and
what was good in itself, Aristotle fostered the natural goodness of every species against
Platonic absolute goodness. Aquinas blended them all with the result that (in a brutal
oversimplification) people should do what God wanted them to do, but what was
announced by the Church; it was absolutely good in itself (because God was good), and
in fact everyone wanted it (because human nature was created so as to want the good).
However, if they did not want what the Church told them to do, it meant that they acted
against God, the God and even their true nature.

In Aquinas (as well as in Plato or Aristotle) there are no precise and explicit
methods of discovering what God wanted to be done. In different religions the same
claims are made but conclusions are often different. This is the difference between
scientific and religious authorities. Scientists are trained to use the scientific method
more skilfully than others but the method is explicit so that everyone can study it, apply
and check the argumentation. Religious authorities do not show a convincing method —
they require blind obedience. Homosexuality is wrong because it is against God's

intention and nature; while celibacy is right. How can one know this?
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The authority of the Bible cannot solve this question. First, why the Bible and not
Quran, the Upanishads or Confucian Analects? Second, the Bible was written in a
manner understandable to people who lived thousands of years ago; today it should be
understood and perhaps written in a different way — but who is to determine how? The
law must change when humanity changes. What was right for people on a certain level
of development may be wrong on another.

Thus Thomism resembles Platonism and Aristotelianism — the experts
(philosophers, theologians) should identify the objective good and impose it on
everyone. A very smart move which showed Aquinus’ ingenuity at its best was to
explain how, although the good is discovered by natural reason possessed by everyone,
the Church's advice was needed. God gave man the reason with the ability to recognize
good and nature that pursues goodness. However, the will can take action before the
reason ends the process of identifying good and acting on wrong premises can lead to a
mistake (sin), which may bring eternal punishment. Since the only tool that can tell us
about errors of reason is reason itself, in fact, we can never be sure and it is safer to
follow the advice of the Church. (Descartes in the 17th century attacked this reservation
and postulated that everyone had enough reason to think for themselves.)

We should not forget that the whole tradition of Plato, Aristotle and Aquinas had a
rhetoric twist, it was meant to equip leaders, rulers, elites with ideology with which they
could efficiently run their states and institutions. It was paternalistic and perhaps really
useful, it benefited both philosophy (the ability to think on an abstract and general
level) and politics (the art of governing). Even today different groups of political and
economic interest can be founds behind different and conflicting philosophical
doctrines (Marxist, social-democratic, free-market, liberal, Catholic). However, wise
societies and elites know that in the long perspective it pays to have independent
thinkers who can blow a whistle when societies become disoriented as a result of

widespread manipulation and opportunism.

General Criticism and comments

Aquinas' argumentation is often incorrect. Already the first philosophers created
arbitrary metaphysical theories - although they analysed the same world, they
maintained that the being is water, a mixture of the four elements, apeiron (the
unlimited), colourless atoms; that it is constant or continuously changing; it is uniform
or powered by the struggle of opposites; chaotic or imbued with divine governance;

allowing freedom or determined. The man has a soul, the soul is simple, the soul
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consists of many parts, etc. Philosophers constantly developed the skill of immersing
their data into what they came up with, append them with it - in an intelligent and
convincing way so that they could pretend that it WAS reality. Thomas added God to
what he saw in the world. He did it with incredible finesse, but according to principles
which had long been used by ordinary people: “I succeeded, so God heard my prayer; |
failed, so God wanted to give me a chance for improvement. Whatever happens, God is
in it.” Creating metaphysics which revealed more about their creators than about the
real world did not cease after Thomas, the spectacular achievements being Marxism and
psychoanalysis. With the development of the scientific method a desire emerged,
expressed by positivists, to reject any metaphysics of this kind and reduce theories to
bare facts. The contemporary philosopher, Rorty, suggests a different solution: let
philosophers construct their subjective interpretation of the being. It is perhaps
inevitable, but let them keep a healthy distance from their creations - they are not
absolute truths, they only express the subjectivity of their authors.

Despite declarations, reason only creates an impression that the truths of faith are
proven. Thomas did not provide a method by which these truths could be sought. He
adopted religious dogmas as given and then adjusted proofs. Many of them do not
prove anything, they only restate their conclusions. Others are based on the ambiguity
of terms (the thesis that God is the highest good, or the sum of all goods), or
conclusions are added arbitrarily (since God is the supreme good, the beatific vision of
God must also be the supreme good). A common method of argumentation is to
distinguish meanings — with one meaning of a term the thesis in question is false, but
with the other it is true (“obvious in itself” is different from “obvious to someone”,
hence the existence of God is obvious in itself, but it is not obvious to someone who
does not understand the word "God", and therefore requires proof). In many
argumentations subtle errors are deeply hidden which allows Thomas to slide from one
thesis to another in an unauthorized manner, e.g., it is possible that everything did not
exist at some point of time but it does not mean that there was a moment when nothing
existed (this mistake was made in his Third Way) — analogically it is possible that
everyone will be at some point in time but it does not follow that there will be a
moment in time when there is no-one. Thomas commonly used a strategy of saving
endangered hypothesis by adding a rescuing hypothesis ad hoc (i.e. he was doing what
the twentieth century methodologists Karl Popper considered a cardinal error in the
creation of reliable knowledge). And yet the work of Thomas is unparalleled. No one

had ever conducted such precise reasoning. His work contains numerous errors, but
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humankind can learn from the mistakes. Only someone has to make them. Therefore,
the entire course of critical thinking could be based on examples from Aquinas’ works.
The greatest philosophers of the Enlightenment, David Hume and Immanuel
Kant, perfected their ability to think logically on Aquinas’ Five Ways. The cosmological
proof assumes that the world either has always existed, or once came from nothing.
Kant found both of these possibilities difficult to imagine. Hume held that the world
could have existed forever, and there is no evidence to test the hypothesis that it had
been created, which also applies to the teleological proof. (Earlier Leibniz had
formulated the disturbing question that perhaps will never be convincingly answered:
“Why is there something rather than nothing?”’). Certainly, the world could have always
existed (it is true that if there was no first cause, one cannot number the following ones,
but this does not mean that they would not have existed). It is also possible that the
various "ways" refer to five different entities, so Aquinas postulated the existence of
five gods, neither of them must have the qualities that are attributed to God in the Bible.
Questions: What was scholasticism? What was the relation between philosophy
and religion? Was Plato important in the Middle Ages? How did Anselm and Aquinas
try to prove God's existence? What was the role of Aristotle in the philosophy of
Aquinas? How did his system resemble the art of Gothic and polyphonic music? What
was the role of God in Thomism (the source, Good, final aim)? What were the two aims
of human life — earthly and eternal (beatific vision)? What was natural law? How
should the state be organized according to medieval thinkers? What is the principle of
double effect in ethics? How did Christianity work to improve people (sins, virtues)?
Why should anyone respect the Absolute Good and obey laws based on it? What is the
general method behind Aquinas' argumentations and what is wrong with it (evident

faults, general methodological faults)?

Further reading

Chapters EARLY MEDIEVAL PHILOSOPHY (esp. Saint Anselm) and PHILOSOPHY IN THE
THIRTEENTH CENTURY (esp. Aquinas' Life and Works; Aquinas' Natural Theology; Aquinas on
Essence and Existence; Aquinas' Moral Philosophy) from A. Kenny, An lllustrated Brief History of
Western Philosophy. Wiley-Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006 (or later).

Ralph Mclnerny, John O'Callaghan "Saint Thomas Aquinas", The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Summer 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/aquinas/>.
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John Finnis, "Aquinas' Moral, Political, and Legal Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Summer 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/aquinas-moral-political/>.

John Finnis, "Natural Law Theories", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2014
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2014/entries/natural-law-
theories/>.

Mark Murphy, "The Natural Law Tradition in Ethics", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Winter 2011 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2011/entries/natural-law-ethics/>.

John Kilcullen, "Medieval Political Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Spring 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =

<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/medieval-political/>.

The Autumn of the Middle Ages

In the fourteenth century both the papacy and the empire were weakened. France
gained power and imprisoned Popes in Avignon (1309-1377), the climate underwent a
temporary cooling, the Hundred Years War marked with fanatic heroism of Joan d'Arc
raged between England and France (1337-1453) and resulted in a financial crisis. The
Middle Age globalization enabled the Mongol Empire brought a plague ("The Black
Death") to Europe which killed in the middle of the century 30 percent to 60 percent of
the population of Western Europe. The authority of the Church, who could not prevent
this, was shaken and it contributed to the weakening of the feudal system. In England,
the peasants left their land and searching for a better pay become free labour, the first
swallow of the future capitalism.

“There is a sense of fatalism about life in the later Middle Ages. People knew that
Christendom was sick; they knew that the ideals of the Gospel of Love were far
removed from prevailing reality; but they had little idea of how to cure it. The senior
Christian state, the Byzantine Empire, was reduced to a pathetic rump. The Holy
Roman Empire could not control its own mighty subjects, let alone exercise leadership
over others. The Papacy was falling into the quagmire of political dependence. Feudal
particularism reached the point where every city, every princeling, had to fight
incessantly for survival. The world was ruled by brigandage, superstition, and the
plague. When the Black Death struck, the wrath of God was clearly striking at
Christendom's sins. (...) At the same time, 'the violent tenor' of medieval life, its
'vehement pathos', had so intensified the pains and pleasures of living that modern

sensibility is said to be barely capable of grasping them. 'The violent contrasts and
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impressive forms lent a tone of excitement and passion to everyday life, and tended to
produce that perpetual oscillation between despair and distracted joy, between cruelty
and pious tenderness, which characterises the Middle Ages.”*

In this century, called by Huizinga the Autumn of the Middle Ages art and music
were becoming more and more sophisticated. Then lived the most outstanding medieval
mystic Meister Eckhart (c. 1260 - 1327/8), and a little later, but in the climate of the era
Tomas a Kempis wrote The Imitation of Christ (1418), the second most popular book
after the Bible, promoting the original ideals of Jesus - not earthly power but humility
and Christian love.

Away from the major centres of power small independent cities in Northern Italy
developed - Florence, Milan, Genoa, Bologna, Padua, Urbino, Pisa (Venice was a power
throughout the whole Middle Ages), in which a new era would soon be born, the
Renaissance.

Praising Italian cities one should not forget about other agglomeration of
independent cities that flourished in the north of Europe - the Hanseatic League, the
mercantile cities on the Baltic coast, with the dominant position of German cities. From
the 12th to 16th centuries these cities — among others Hamburg, Rostock, Liibeck,
Danzig, Riga, Reval/Tallinn - flourished economically and culturally. The religious
wars of the 17th c., the development of nation-states, the domination of the Atlantic
states and development of colonialism put an end to the Hanseatic League. The history
of Hansa shows that sustainable development is achieved where there is a strong central
government that does not dampen regional autonomy. Unfortunately, after the
Renaissance, Europe entered the road of greedy competition, which ultimately led to the

wars of the 20th century.

Further reading

Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997: Chapter VI Pestis. Christendom in Crisis 1250-
1493 (the Byzantine Empire p. 385, Moscow p. 389, Spain p. 393, the Holy Roman Empire p. 395,
Florence p. 398, Popes in Avignon p. 403, Switzerland p. 404, France p. 404, England and Scotland p.
408, the Black Death p. 409, the Hundred Years War p. 419, the east-central Europe p. 427, the medieval
civilization p. 431, the Ottoman Turks and the fall of Constantinople p. 444, Portugal and Spain p. 451,
the raise of Moscow as “the third Rome” p. 455).

3> Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997: Chapter VI Pestis. Christendom in Crisis, p. 383.
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The Middle Ages - Conclusion

After the collapse of Rome, Europe fell into chaos and barbarism, which were
overcome only around the year 1000 thanks to the Church. If not for its knowledge and
ambitions perhaps Europe would have remained divided into small kingdoms constantly
waging tribal wars with each other (as it was after the Renaissance). The Church
crucially contributed to the emergence of a united Europe, which today, after centuries
of wars, the European Union is trying to recreate. (However, it must be admitted that
Islam produced a more sophisticated culture, also built on religious foundations and
happier than Christian Europe. Perhaps one of the reason of their superiority was low
development of commerce in Europe. The native peoples of Europe were also less
cultivated at the beginning and perhaps more aggressive and cruel.)

The Medieval Europe was theocentric in the same way as Byzantium and the
world of Islam. The role of the Church was great (as enormous was its size, e.g. before
Henry VIII clergy constituted one fifth of the population of England; it was a real power
counterbalancing often uneducated aristocracy) but perhaps not as overwhelming as it is
often thought. In spite of paternalism of the Church Europe did not become totalitarian
and never overcame many local particularism. The lack of technology made it
impossible to control Europe from one central point (as the USSR from the Kremlin).
Cities of northern Italy enjoyed a high degree of autonomy (which frequently led to
brutal wars between them). Byzantium was more centralised within its borders, but the
Emperor's religious authority was much weaker outside them, in countries which
adopted the Orthodox version of Christianity. In Europe different tribes formed
different states with their own kings, some of them very successful as in the case of the
Vikings who established dynasties (e.g. Dukes of Holland) and states among others
Britain, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Island, Poland and Kievan Rus, but too weak to
dominate the whole Europe. The Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire and Pope were
competing with each other without creating one centre of religious and political power.
It is not clear whether those different kinds of competition served freedom and cultural
development or harmed them.

Throughout the Middle Ages Platonism played a huge role. It inspired a symbolic
treatment of the surrounding world (as the image of the hidden world of ideas);
condemnation of the body; distrust of the outside world and contempt of earthly things,
combined with the cult of the spiritual power of reason and a particular preference for

metaphysical reflection.
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Over the centuries, there was a shift from the views of Augustine (the man is
helpless and in need of grace, God is the only rescue, the body is a prison of the soul) to
appreciate the role of reason and independence of a man (who by himself discovers
certain truths). Christianity could use reason incorrectly, but it was never irrational (not
based on magic, fortune-telling, astrology, etc.). Therefore it always looked suspiciously
upon the mystics). The man still was considered sinful, but he was at the centre of a
world that exists only as the background of his drama - from creation, through the fall,
the redemption to the resurrection, the apocalypse and the Last Judgement.

The theories of the state alluded strongly to the Stoic concept of the Logos (the
divine law and reason) — it should be imbued with religious values and ruled by the
Church. While for Augustine the earthly state was a place of the struggle between the
good and evil people, for the mature Middle Ages, the State should be a harmonious
organism ruled by the central authority of the Pope, in which different bodies are
subordinate to god of the whole, which precluded the existence of disputes and
conflicting interests of men, although "amputation diseased organs" was permitted.
They were accompanied by the outlook on the world as a hierarchy of increasingly
perfect beings and spheres of them, leading to God (as described by the American
philosopher Arthur Oncken Lovejoy, the founder of the discipline known as the history
of ideas in with his book The Great Chain of Being,*® who claimed that wholistic
conception of the world was dismantled in the late 18th century).

Domination of one religion has certain disadvantages. On the one hand
monotheism is a powerful tool for strengthening a community; on the other it
suppresses pluralism and builds walls against other communities who believe in
different gods. Jews invented monotheism to strengthen their identity. They survived
thousands of years of persecution thanks to their religion - but were persecuted mainly
because of it. Ancient Rome was multi-religious and tolerant, all it expected from its
citizens was that they worshipped Caesar as god. Because of their monotheism Jews
were unable to do so. When Catholicism evolved from Judaism it required worshipping
only one God. It overcame divisions into nations and created Europe as a multinational
continent but prevented the assimilation of Jews in Europe, which otherwise would
have been extremely beneficial to both sides. Now Islam also requires worshipping only
Allah. It is a cruel irony of history that Jews who invented monotheism as the

foundation of their national identity suffered most because of the attachment of others

3 Arthur Oncken Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an Idea (1936). Harvard
University Press. Reprinted by Harper & Row, 2005.
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to monotheism and nationalism. Today it seems that multinational and multi-religious
political structures (states or rather empires) are best for the development of
humankind. The success of the U.S. is a proof.

The focus on eternal life was much less radical than that required by the original
doctrine of Jesus. The Church in Rome was an earthly political power whose centre was
run by Roman aristocrats. In addition to religious life, there was secular life,
universities were founded (although under the influence of the Arabic world),
intellectual (scholars) and emotional (courtly love) life flourished. Knights organized
crusades (which were brutal but as every war fostered technological and organizational
progress), engineering achievements were considerable. Various phenomena can be
criticised, but definitely it was not an uninteresting or fossilized period. There were
many instances of fanaticism, the crusaded were extremely brutal but the causes of it
lay deep in human nature as the Second World War and Stalinism demonstrated.

In the 13th century Europe reached another peak in her history. However, in the
14th c. the Middle Ages exhausted its potential (in Western Europe, because Central
Europe - Poland, Bohemia, Hungary - still flourished) and Europe moved smoothly to

the Renaissance.
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Modern philosophy

The Renaissance

Renaissance was the next stage of European development when new
individualistic energy burst out after the fall of the centralized Middle Ages. The
Church lost it political power, Christianity was still important, although the search for
spirituality was was not confined to it. The Italian humanists returned to the original
Plato and Neo-Platonism. The main feature of the humanist movement was rising
individualism. The idea expressed by Pico della Mirandola's in his Oration on the
Dignity of Man (1486) - humans have a unique opportunity of choosing their own
destiny. After almost 500 years the same ideas were repeated by Martin Heidegger and
Jean-Paul Sartre. Humans are not endowed with a definite nature. The essence of
humans is that they create themselves in the process of being.

The Renaissance was born in Florence around 1400, in the 15th c. it covered the
whole Italy and in the 16th c. the whole of Europe. It came to England late and lasted
until the early seventeenth century (Elizabeth I, Shakespeare) but never reached Russia.
The Black Death contributed immensely to the Italian Renaissance killing around half
of the population of Florence and making the other half twice as rich as before.

Another very important reason was renewed diplomatic contacts with the
declining Byzantium endangered by the rising Turkish Ottoman Empire. Byzantine
envoys visited Europe begging Popes for help. The Greek language was unknown in the
Medieval Europe (Aristotle was translated from Arabic into Latin, Dante knew the
Roman Virgil but not the Greek Homer), but was spoken in Byzantium and its
intellectuals taught it to the Renaissance humanists. Even the Eastern Roman emperor
visited Italy. In 1439-1445 a Council was held in Ferrara and Florence. Unfortunately
religious obstinacy and fanaticism was to strong to allow an agreement between Eastern
and Western Christianity. As a result in 1453 the Eastern Roman Empire was destroyed
by the Ottomans. One century of negotiations enabled the transmission of the Greek
culture to the West. Without it the Italian Renaissance would not have flourished.

Italy produced perhaps the most colourful culture of Europe. However, countries
from the North were continuously destroying it. Already towards the end of the 15th
century France began the Italian wars devastating the country. Later also the Habsburg

Spain invaded Italy. It was Italy that invented opera (Florence, 1600). When England
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was becoming rich in the 18th century young men from well-off families used to spent
at least a few months visiting Italy (the so called Grand Tour).

In 1400, in Florence a competition for the door of the Baptistery was announced,
which began a renaissance in the arts. The Medici bankers gradually dominated the city
(the main figures: Lorenzo the Magnificent, Cosimo the Great), and then the
renaissance flourished in many principalities of Italy.

In the 15 c. the Popes returned from Avignon to the neglected Rome and
undertook the reconstruction of the cities in the Renaissance style (and later Baroque).
The main patrons were Popes Julius II, Leo X (up to 1521 - during his pontificate
Luther broke with Catholicism in 1517), Clement VII (up to 1534 - during his
pontificate Henry VIII established the Church of England in 1533). The greatest
achievement was the new St Peter Basilica (1450-1590), while the greatest artists were
Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci and Raphael Santi, and architects Bramante and
Bernini.

The Renaissance brought the diminishing authority of the Church, the change of
interests, the change in attitude (worldly activity). In was manifested by:

* the focus on earthly Man (humanism, the motto: "nothing human is alien to
me");

* individualism (as represented e.g. by great proud artists like Michelangelo,
Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael);

* the interest in ancient culture (also in the original Plato);

* the appreciation of beauty (the whole renaissance civilisation might be treated
as an attempt to create a beautiful work of art, as stressed by Jacob Burckhardt in hi
famous The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860) ;

* Neo-Platonic spirituality, the search for eternal beauty (represented in e.g.
Botticelli's paintings);

* the desire for worldly pleasures - in Italy, divided into numerous small
principalities, princely mansions set new standards, courtiers cared about good manners
and were surrounded by the arts. The courts developed a new morality: while the
Middle Ages valued asceticism, humility, prayer and struggle in defence of the faith,
Renaissance princes, who were often selfish, cruel, and put themselves above the law,
sought fame, power and earthly pleasures. The Renaissance popes (esp. the two from
the Medici family — Leo X and Clement VII were corrupted and indulgent);

* the rise of science: Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, and later Newton
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* geographical discoveries (first Portugal began searching new route to Orient
around Africa, then Columbus reached America in 1492 and Spain began conquering
the New World) — Europe began colonization of the world,

* alchemy: Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, John Dee (16th c.) On the
surface they aimed at creating the philosopher's stone (to transmute common metals
into gold) and an elixir of life for preserving youth. More deeply they believe in a
natural and symbolic unity of humanity with the cosmos and tried to navigate in it
without help of God. Their aim differed from the aims of science, which is interested
only in controlling the empirical and basically visible world. They perceived the world
as spiritually complex and as modern hacker wanted to acquire secrets codes in the
Middle Ages reserved for the Creator of the whole system. Alchemy understood as
spiritual search for personal transmutation, purification, perfection and a religious
regeneration of the human soul is an esoteric practice, connected with Hermes
Trismegistus, an ancient (perhaps legendary) author of the Corpus Hermeticum (hence
the word “hermetic”). Having in mind enormous popularity of the New Age movement
in America, alchemy must have responded to some important human needs. Faust, a
legendary scholar depicted among others in by Christopher Marlow (1588) and Johann
Wolfgang Goethe (1773 and 1832). Goethe's Faust, seen from the Enlightenment
perspective, avoided hell because of his “unending striving” and for many has become a
symbol of Western culture - sinful, dramatic, creative and preoccupied with unattainable
ideals.

* the dissolution of the united Europe and the rise of national states which until
1945 constantly waged wars with each other;

* new political thinking based on realistic observation rather than ideology -
Machiavelli;

* plans to create an ideal state - utopias (after the name of the work of Thomas
More);

* Reformation - splendour surrounding the Church in Rome led to the outbreak of
the Reformation (1517), which in fact was another in the long series of anti-Roman
heresies, this time crowned with success. It broke the monopoly of the Church in Rome,
which after a while of confusion responded with the Counter-Reformation (the Council
in Trent in 1545-1563, the establishment of the Jesuits). The dispute was settled by a

number of bloody wars in the 17th c.
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The relevant date was the year 1492, when Columbus discovered America. In the
years 1405-1433 the Chinese admiral Zheng He flowed over the Indian Ocean with a
fleet bigger than all the fleets of Europe put together. Luckily, he did not discover
Europe, and the next emperor of China ordered the fleet to be burnt and chose
isolationism. After the expedition of Columbus Portugal and Spain colonized South
America, robbing their Indian cultures (of the Aztecs, the Mayas, the Incas) and
spreading European germs which destroyed them (as well as bringing syphilis from
America to Europe). This began the era of European dominance in the world which
lasted until the first half of the 20th c.

In the same year the rulers of Spain Ferdinand and Isabella expelled the last
followers of Islam from Spain, as well as Jews, and made Spain a bastion of radical
counter-Reformation Catholicism (the famous Spanish Inquisition was established in
1480).

England first ended the Hundred Years War in 1453, then the Wars of the Roses
(Lancasters and Yorks) in 1485. Consequently England began losing interest in
Continental Europe (which was precipitated by Henry VIII's secession from Rome and
establishing the independent Church of England in 1534) and slowly turned to building
an overseas empire. Literature, music and theatre (often used for propaganda purposes)
were more important in England than visual arts and some scholars (e.g. C. S. Lewis)
doubt whether the Renaissance in England really existed (since the period in questions
has neither specific characteristics nor is connected with equivalent periods in Italy). It
is another sing that England would develop to a large extent interdependently from
Continental Europe.

Why did Europe become an international power? Niall Ferguson® listed the
following reasons (all of them seem to a certain extent controversial and will be
commented on later):

1. Competition. Europe itself was politically fragmented and within each
monarchy or republic there were multiple competing corporate entities. China closed
itself after 1500 and stagnated, while Europe through competition between nations and

companies achieved the highest possible level of development.

2. The Scientific Revolution. All the major seventeenth-century breakthroughs in
mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry and biology happened in Western Europe.
Islam (Turkey) rejected scientific development at latest at the time of the Battle of

Vienna (1683), which stopped its development.

37 Niall Ferguson, Civilisation: The West and the Rest, The Penguin Press 2011.
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3. The rule of law and representative government. An optimal system of social

and political order emerged in the English-speaking world, based on private property
rights and the representation of property-owners in elected legislatures. Ferguson
contrasts the history of South and North America. Rich South America was conquered
by Spanish and Portuguese armies which stole its gold and silver and introduced an
aristocratic centralised system of the Catholic Counter-Reformation, preserved after the
Bolivar's independence revolution in the early 19th c. Barren and pour North America
was inhabited largely by British impoverished home servants who found land and
freedom there, and exhibited the protestant incentive to work hard and rely on
themselves. The result is visible and eloquent. (However, in Empire®® Ferguson admits
that in South America colonists married local women and dissolved their original
culture, while in North America colonists brought wives with them and stayed as far as
possible from the non-white and the non-puritans. This might also have been an
important factor.)

4. Modern medicine. Nearly all the major nineteenth- and twentieth-century

breakthroughs in healthcare, including the control of tropical diseases, were made by
Western Europeans and North Americans. It made colonization of Aftrica possible.

5. The consumer society. The Industrial Revolution took place where there were

both a supply of productivity-enhancing technologies and a demand for more, better
and cheaper goods, beginning with cotton garments. Consumerism adjusted industrial
production to real needs of the people, kept economies growing and prevented

exploitation (the poor do not buy enough of industrial goods).

6. The work ethic. Westerners were the first people in the world to combine more
extensive and intensive labour with higher saving rates, permitting sustained capital
accumulation. Ferguson laments over the decline of religions in Europe and contrasts it
with high (although perhaps superficial and governed by economic reasons) popularity
of religion in the U.S.

Yuval Harari adds that without certain myths, fictional narrations with which a
community organises and interprets its world domination of Europe would be
impossible.”” Even between 1500 and 1850 when the advantage of Europe over China
or the Islamic world was not obvious Europe was building its progress on different
foundations: Europe built capitalism and science. The ability to do so required a special

mental attitude lacking elsewhere. Science, capitalism and Western imperialism did not

* Niall Ferguson, Empire Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World. London, Allen Lane 2003.
¥ Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind (2011), Vintage London 2015. Chapter
15. The Marriage of Science and Empire.
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aim at re-constructing divine order on earth. Their essence was to conquer the unknown
and never be satisfied with what was already possessed or known.

The Renaissance introduced a division in Europe between capitalist West and
agricultural East. The West saw the development of the middle class, free movement of
labour and ultimately - capitalism. In the East (Prussia, Austria, Poland, Russia), which
specialized in agricultural production, serfdom was reintroduced, urban development
stopped, the position of nobility and aristocracy strengthened. It had a definite charm,
favoured the development of high culture, beautiful architecture, art and music, but in
the face of international competition it made this part of Europe underdeveloped.

The Renaissance did not bring a breakthrough in music. In the 16th c. the old
polyphonic style continued (Thomas Tallis and his 40-voice motet Spem in alium). The
leading composer of the Counter-Reformation era in the Papal Rome was Giovanni
Palestrina - Missa Papae Marcelli. Allegri's Miserere written deep in the seventeenth
century was in the Renaissance spirit, although filled with the anxiety of the era of
religious wars.

The Renaissance is often presented as a period when Europe began emerging
from the dark and superstitious Middle Ages towards civilisation. I seriously doubt this
one sided assessment. It is equally true that after 1492 Europe began the road to self-
destruction which culminated in 1914-1945. Europe has always been inhabited by
warlike, brutal and aggressive yet creative people. During the Middle Ages the Catholic
Church achieved a miracle - it pacified them to a large degree (partly exporting
aggression outside Europe during the crusades, which was not fair towards non-
European people, but at least it saved Europe from continuous wars between
aristocrats.) The Church was a unique institution built on Platonic inspirations. Clergy
were recruited from all strata of society, trained, promoted on the basis of merits, and
usually free from families, which allowed them to concentrate on spiritual ideals and
political activity not hampered by family particularism. (Plato thought that people
having families cared more for them than for the state, so only workers should be
allowed to have them.) During the high Middle Ages the Church tried to discipline
kings and aristocrats, dominate them using education and not physical power, which
produced peaceful life and cultural development reaching its peak in the early 14th c. (I
do not want to stress religion because the Church can be easily regarded as primarily a
political institution, whose aim was to organize the life of Europe.)

Then the Black Death and political ambition of the kings of France who enslaved

Popes in Avignon undermined the authority of Papacy. During the Italian Renaissance
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the leading role was played by princes who without the coercive patronage of the
Church immediately turned selfish, brutal and greedy. Outside Italy (in Spain, France,
Britain) kings adopted the same pattern - they forgot about Europe and spiritual ideals,
engaged in brutal wars to establish and enlarge their kingdoms, to satisfy their personal
needs. While priest were often highly educated, kings and aristocrats were often not so.
They were descendants of warriors, not intellectuals or visionaries. Beautiful
architecture, music, fine art great dynasties left us were mainly sponsored and collected
by them, while only a few had real taste for it. France, which defeated England in the
Hundred Years' War (1337 to 1453), the began aspiring to the position of the most
important state France in Continental Europe.

After the Renaissance Europe was dominated by families and dynasties. Kings
and princes were not like Popes - they had families and they cared for them.
Establishing a dynasty was more important to a king than making his country flourish.
Having a male heir was an obsession of every king. The rule that the son of a king
becomes a king was disastrous for Europe since many of those sons were not fit for
ruling. Very often children of outstanding people are disappointing. If one king was
particularly bright he usually left his powerful kingdom to someone who would spoil it.
Louis XIV was charismatic, but Louis XV and Louis XVI were weak. In 1700 Spain
collapsed when the last Spanish Habsburg, Charles II, physically and mentally
degenerated, could neither rule nor have children.

Renaissance changes the role of the Church - it was no longer in a position to
dominate kings. It was kings who used church for their dynastic plans. The infamous
Spanish inquisition was invented by kings to secure their political position, not by the
Church in Rome. In time the Church had less and less to say in Europe. To survive it
formed morally dubious alliances first with kings and aristocrats, then with capitalists
and nationalists, which in fact discredited it.

In the 16th c. Europe was Catholic and most priests honestly performed their
duties, although the top official were too much authoritarian and unwilling to discuss
any reforms. The Church had an institutional structure of which European Union now
dreams. The key to its success was, in my opinion, that it was founded on high culture
and common beliefs (which may be called ideology) and not on consumerism and
economic ties. There was little corruption or nepotism outside the city of Rome. And
there was no need for Reformation. It was the individual ambition of people like Luther
or Calvin and local princes who supported them which destroyed the unity of Europe,

caused disastrous wars and unnecessary bloodshed. Most of the political life in Europe
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from 1492 to 1945 was one great shame. For instance throughout all this period wars
were regarded as natural way of solving international problems or enlarging states
(ruled by kings or parliaments). It is not impossible (although I do not endorse this
claim) that if the Church had not lost control over Europe after the Renaissance, the
whole Europe would have become as beautiful as St. Peter's Basilica in Rome, and not
covered with workhouses and death camps. Malta, where joyful Medieval Catholic
tradition is retained, may serve as an example.

Life in Europe between the the Renaissance and the 20th'century World Wars was
dominated by strong individuals, not by collective bodies - and perhaps precisely
because of that it was so colourful and creative. Individuals with strong desires
dominated the whole continent and imposed them on its peoples. They competed and it
seems that aggression and creativity were equally inspired by this competition.
(Nevertheless it is easy to imagine aggression without creativity and beauty. Europe
combined them in a unique way.) Europe was filled with passion and emerged as

beautiful and irresponsible.

Political Thought of the Renaissance

In the Renaissance political thought was polarized between practical and cynical
vision of Machiavelli, and idealistic Thomas More, though it is possible that both works
contained elements of satire. One exaggerated the brutality of the European life, the
other contrasted it with noble ideals.

Nicolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) was he was for many years an official in the
Florentine Republic. Sent to prison after the change of the rulers, he decided to describe
methods of doing politics. With his work The Prince (an ideal prince was modelled
after Cesare Borgia but his description could apply as well to Lodovico Sforza, Francis
I of France or Henry VIII of England) he began modern reflection on politics (while
also reflecting a deplorable political state of the Renaissance Europe, in which greedy
princes waged brutal war against one another). He broke with the Middle Ages when
politics was described from a moralist point of view. In his opinion if the welfare of the
state is to be achieved, immoral means are not only justified but even necessary.
Citizens must be manipulated by the ruler, otherwise chaos will prevail. He illustrated
his claim with numerous examples which he knew from his life. Machiavelli perfectly
well expressed a new attitude to politics which permeated European life from the

Renaissance to the 20th century in which the national interest (fr. raison d'Etat, reason

104



of State) is the main goal of action. It is not uprising that the Church lamented over it

and included The Prince in the index of prohibited books.

Criticism and comments

The ruler who manipulates the whole society and is out of any control can quickly
begin to strive only for his own good or, what may be even worse, follow his own
fanaticism. However, when a ruler is controlled by a larger and responsible elite, then

the danger of destabilising social life is greatly reduced.

Sir Thomas More (1478-1535) was an English philosopher and statesman who
opposed the King's Henry VIII first divorce and consequently was executed by him.
More's controversial work, Utopia (1516), describes an ideal city. It contrasts the
contentious social life of European states with the perfectly orderly, reasonable social
arrangements in Utopia, where private property does not exist, men and women are

educated alike, and there is almost complete religious toleration.

Criticism and comments

If More's Utopia was to be taken seriously, it would encourage the
implementation of artificially designed social orders, which most probably would not
work at all because their authors would not be able to predict most to possible
problems. A new social order must always evolve slowly from an existing previous
order. The most tragic example of introducing an artificially designed social order was
real communism in the Soviet bloc. No order can be perfect or final because humans are
destined to experiment and search new solutions endlessly (as stressed in the liberal
conception of the state, e.g. in Karl Popper's The Open Society and Its Enemies, 1945,
or Robert Nozick's Anarchy, State, and Utopia, 1974)

Further reading

Quentin Skinner, A Very Short Introduction to Machiavelli. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000.

Isaiah Berlin's classic essay 'The Originality of Machiavelli' [in] Isaiah Berlin, ed. Henry Hardy
The Proper Study of humankind. London: Pimlico, 1998.

Nigel Warburton, Derek Matravers and Jon Pike (eds), Reading Political Philosophy: Machiavelli
to Mill. London: Routledge, 2001.

Sebastian de Grazia, Machiavelli in Hell. London: Macmillan, 1996.
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Reformation, Protestantism, the Counter-Reformation.

The discussion was centred on theological issues, but in the background was a
dispute about political power. It is a stereotype that disgusted with corruption of the
clergy and indulgences Martin Luther (1483-1546) refused to obey Rome (1517). In
fact the motivation behind the whole process was more complicated. Luther at first
wanted only to discuss the problem of indulgences (more precisely - why money
collected in Germany was sent to Rome for the new basilica). Then the situation
developed into an open hostility, especially when Zwingli in Zurich and Calvin in
Geneva (in fact not inspired by Luther and even disagreeing with him on many issues)
came up with their ideas. Protestantism did not want to civilise Christianity. Quite the
opposite. Christianity began as an other-worldly religion concentrated on the afterlife.
Roman Emperors (especially in Byzantium) and Roman Popes slowly focused on this
world. In Italy Christianity acquired warm colouring which beautified earthly existence,
as it was exemplified by Thomas Aquinas' works. During the Renaissance Christianity
in Rome made earthly life full of beauty. Heretics who opposed this process saw life on
earth only as full of suffering, filled with the hope for salvation. That is why they
demanded that the teaching of Jesus was strictly followed. In Florence twenty years
before Luther a monk, Girolamo Savonarola, gained popularity ordering that works of
art, masterpieces of the Renaissance, should be destroyed as vanity. Although unlike
Luther, he also stressed the need for Christian love. He was excommunicated by the
Pope and burned at the stake by the municipal authorities of Florence. For similar
reasons early Protestantism could not accept the Church ceasing to be ascetic. It is true
that Popes used different techniques to collect more money, e.g. selling indulgences, but
the purpose of this was to erect magnificent churches (first of all the new St Peter's
Basilica) to lift human spirits. The problem was that Popes were too concentrated on

Italy, they behaved like Italian Renaissance princes concerned with their principalities.

106



On the other hand Protestantism represented nationalistic desires of local communities
which did not want to obey Rome. Europe lost its unity.

Luther translated the Bible from Latin so that everyone could read it, which was
previously the privileged of the few and in turn gave the Catholic Church freedom in
reinterpreting it. Was it wrong? The Bible is a literary text written over centuries mainly
by Jews. The Old Testament contains the Ten Commandments, more than six hundred
rules of the traditional Jewish law and the inspired poetry of the Psalms. The New
Testament expresses the Messianic attitudes of the early Christians, that is asceticism,
rejection of the world, longing for death and salvation as the main aim of life. Since the
4th century Europe was being constructed by the Catholic Church which reinterpreted
the content of the Bible and combined it with the political tradition of ancient Rome and
with Greek philosophy. When Luther demanded that the Bible should be the only
foundation of Christianity, he rejected most of the tradition of European Catholic
Christianity. Luther seemed not to have understood that running and integrating Europe
required much more than one book written more than a thousand years ago.

Certainly the main question is whether the Catholic Church was the right
institution to exert influence on Europe. In Germany Karlheinz Deschner in his
Criminal History of Christianity (Kriminalgeschichte des Christentums, 10 volumes,
1986-2013) presents the Catholic Church as an oppressive institution. However, if we
take into account that the Church was a political institution and compare its activity
with other political agents in Europe, a brutal and warlike continent, it does not appear
exceedingly oppressive. Major ethnic groups in Europe - the Celts, Norsemen/Vikings,
Magyars, Slavonic and Germanic tribes - were fairly primitive and barbarous when
Roman empire collapsed in the West. The Catholic Church used knowledge and
manipulation when others used brutal force. It forged documents, fabricated relics,
threatened with hell. But what was the alternative? The rule of local leaders who would
have worshipped gods from primitive mythologies, waged constant wars, plundered and
then spent time on pleasures. The Catholic Church pacified Europe, absorbed and
developed Greek philosophical heritage, fostered intellectual and spiritual interests,
developed arts and music. Recently a leading BBC broadcaster, Simon Shama,
presented a TV documentary series about the kings of England,* who mainly appeared
to be brutal ruffians, especially the Plantagenets. Popes measured against similar
standards do not look exceptionally evil. The criminal history of Christianity is part of

the vast criminal history of Europe. Yet certainly Islam created a better framework for

% Simon Schama, A History of Britain, 2002.
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its people, was tolerant, cherished knowledge and arts, established universities (which
later influenced European universities). Obviously a religion designed by one person,
Muhammed, for his contemporaries, better fitted their needs. Catholicism, the religion
of the Catholic Church, was like Europe itself, a tormented continent of creative yet
aggressive, passionate and obstinate individualists.

Luther argued that the most important was faith (sola fide), while good deeds
were irrelevant for salvation. Calvin had a significant influence on the development of
Protestantism (churches in Switzerland, German-speaking countries, and Britain).
Protestantism rejected the mediating role of the church, recognizing that man alone
talks with a distant and incomprehensible God. Man was directed not by the Church but
by his conscience — therefore conscience had to be carefully shaped in childhood!
Individual confession was rejected and individual reading of the Bible recommended.
The idea of predestination was renewed - man is destined to salvation at birth. The
difference between Luther and Calvin was that while Luther idealistically believed that
unrestricted individualism would direct everyone straight to God (the only obstacle was
the corrupt Catholic Church), Calvin rejected individualism introducing carefully
planned religious dictatorship (in Geneva it took shape of religious terror) to supervise
the conduct of believers, harsher than the Catholic Church had ever applied.

The Reformation succeeded because it was supported by German and English
princes and kings who found it a good excuse to become independent from Rome.
(Lutheranism was supported mainly by princes seeking political independence,
Calvinism appeals to different social groups from the rising urban bourgeoisie or the
nobility, the landed gentry and magnates) Catholic priests even living at local courts
were (at least partly) loyal to Popes in Rome. King Henry VIII of England not only
established Anglicanism but immediately confiscated the wealth of monasteries.
Although the arguments of the Reformation were theological, the real forces behind it
were political or economic.

However, the main point was that after the Renaissance religion could no longer
organize social life in Europe (although for some time Puritanism, the radical wing of
Calvinism was important in the U.S.). When technological and scientific progress
intensified, no religion was able to evolve to accompany it. Luther wanted to revive
religious feelings, which resulted in bloody religious wars in the next century, but later
Protestants lost their faith faster than Catholics. Countries like Scandinavia, Britain, the
Netherlands are now mostly atheistic. Southern Europe responded with Counter-

Reformation which, although colourful, made Catholicism more centralized, fanatical
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and hostile to cultural changes. It is possible that if the Reformation had not succeeded
the development of Europe would have been more harmonious and less dramatic. The
main difficulty was that Catholicism was a very proud religion and very slow to change.
This is a major problem for all great religions - when the world changes, they cannot
adjust to it.

The Reformation precipitated the division of Europe into national states, the
competition between which finally almost destroyed Europe during the World Wars of
the 20th centuries. Now Europe has to integrate to survive globalization and an
institution which would be a modern equivalent of the medieval Catholic Church is

desperately needed.

Reformation and development of capitalism

Calvinists like Augustine despised earthly life, but unlike Augustine, they did not
even count on the contact with God - this was only possible after death. Under the
influence of Calvin the denomination of Puritanism developed, especially popular
among Anglo-Saxon middle class (bourgeoisie, merchants, craftsmen). According to the
German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) Puritan mentality became the basis of
capitalism in the 17th and 18th centuries. Puritans devoted all their time to work,
which testified to their intention to achieve salvation. Since earthly life was devoid of
any value, they did not feel the need to spend money on consumption, so they could
invest. They were absolutely honest because the success achieved in a dishonest way
was not a testimony of a received grace. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (published in 1905) Max Weber set the idea that the development of
capitalism was fostered by Puritan mentality. Their attitude was characterizes as inner-
worldly asceticism: they worked hard by were not motivated by greed and treated their
work as vocation.

Erich Fromm clearly presented this attitude in Escape from Freedom (1942).
Society in the mature Middle Ages was centralized and well organized, which enabled
safe life but did not give chances of autonomy. Gradually, with the increase of wealth,
the structure was destroyed by the rulers and citizens of Italy, who first emerged as
strong and independent individuals. For other citizens, this meant the destruction of the
stable world — they were condemned to freedom. Instability caused anxiety and resulted
in the "escape from freedom", helped by the protestant doctrine of Luther and Calvin.
According to Fromm its essential elements were: the uncertainty of human fate (all

depends on the received grace), solitude (Protestantism deprived people of the support
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provided by the Catholic Church, an intermediary between God and man), helplessness
(salvation does not depend on human efforts), the feeling of total dependence (on God).
It contained a large amount of hostility, which was expressed in the sharp division of
people destined for salvation and damnation (the latter deserving contempt). The
recommended attitude was resignation from all pleasures (asceticism as a form of auto-
aggression and expression of latent hostility) and dedication to work (since success in
business was supposed to be proof of grace, which in turn would help reduce
uncertainty and anxiety). Fromm noticed that Reformation gave relatively durable
character to the lower middle class. It is characterised by: compulsion of work, desire
for success, willingness to surrender one's life to some anonymous force, asceticism,
and overwhelming sense of duty.

The outstanding commentator of Weber, Reinhard Bendix*', added some more
characteristics of the lower middle class: reluctance towards art, sex, friendship,
rejection of the supernatural dimension and symbolism, rejection of confession and
funeral rites, contemptuous attitude toward poverty and the poor, distrust in
interpersonal relations and reliance on impersonal honesty. Weber explained the likely
importance of these values by pointing to the fact that their followers have a deep inner
insulation, that in light of pessimism and disillusion they can only rely on themselves
and their work, that they reject all sensual pleasures and worldly entertainment, that
they do not apply the rule of charity, but condemn the sinner with hatred and contempt
as an enemy of God bearing the mark of eternal damnation. As a result, the Puritans
practised "worldly asceticism" and devoted their life to work. According to Weber,
capitalism enclosed people in a "shell as hard as steel" (German stahlhartes Gehduse,
which Talcott Parsons incorrectly translated into English and propagated as “an iron
cage”).

Puritanism should be firmly distinguished from other Protestant denominations.
Protestantism is divided into two currents — Lutheranism and even Calvinism.
Puritanism was a radical faction of the latter. It developed mainly in Anglo-Saxon
countries, Calvinism in Switzerland, and at one point in Norway, as well as in Prussia
governed from Berlin by the Calvinist Hohenzollern dynasty. Lutheranism was less
rigorous and more emotional. A denomination within Lutheranism was Pietism, whose
outstanding representative was Philipp Jacob Spener, who advocated the path guided by
compassion and love of neighbour in everyday life (Pia Desideria 1675) in Germany

and Scandinavia. His influence, e.g., in the Nordic states - currently atheist - is still

41 Reinhard Bendix, Max Weber:An Intellectual Portrait, University of California Press 1977, p. 244.
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visible. This may explain why the 19th c. Britain and the U.S. were countries of ruthless
competition, but Sweden and Denmark have become welfare states.

Weber's thesis, it must be remembered, was subject to criticism, some of which
was based on the facts from economic history. Ephraim Fischoff* pointed out that
capitalism developed against Calvinism, so it could not have been its result. Roland
Bainton described capitalism flourishing in the Netherlands before Calvinism®. Kurt
Samuelsson in his devastating critique of Weber's thesis in 1957 drew attention to the
huge gap between the time when Calvinism was formed in Switzerland, and its
economic rise*. Also, Schumpeter® pointed out that capitalism began to develop in the
Italian cities at the end of the Middle Ages. Jacques Delacroix* determined that the
development of Catholic Belgium and the Catholics in Amsterdam was not slower than
the development of Protestant countries. The same conclusion follows from the latest
research by Cantoni*’, which juxtaposed the development of the Catholic against
Protestant German states in the years 1300 to 1900 and found no difference in favour of
Protestantism (Cantoni apparently ignored the question of the difference between
Protestantism and Puritanism).

Another part of the criticism is based on the history of religious doctrines. In his
classic work, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (1926), Richard H. Tawney drew
attention to the differences between the original Calvinism and its Puritan version.
Calvin in Geneva promoted collective discipline, while Puritanism was individualistic*.
Bainton suggested that Puritanism was not particularly pro-capitalist, rather it
encouraged any kind of activity, treating success as a sign of God's promised
salvation®’. He was echoed by Samuelsson arguing that the pro-capitalist sermons of the
Puritan preachers were due to the fact that many Anglo-Saxon men of business entered

into the high ranks of the Church. Therefore preachers adjusted their doctrine so as to fit
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into the mentality of the capitalists who would anyway strive to gain profits®.
Puritanism may have combined the Franklinian morality with religion, but did not lead
this morality out of religion. Donald Frey®' notes that although American Puritans, such
as William Ames, encouraged economic activity, they tried to tie it with service to God
and the common good.

It is questionable not only whether religion supported the spirit of capitalism, but
also whether capitalism needed it. Samuelsson points out that hard work and dedication
was not a sufficient factor to develop capitalism. A degree of ingenuity was also
required to invest capital and organize production®. Reducing consumption to an
absolute minimum could not last too long. Capitalism at some point satisfied the basic
material needs of society and the ever-increasing consumption has become a necessary
condition for its further development. In America, as early as 1861 the first department
store was opened by otherwise very pious John Wanamaker, which was intended to
encourage consumption. He put fixed price printed on the product in order to prevent
haggling®. Consumerism has become the basis of American capitalism and the way to
prevent conflicts between working class and capitalists: workers earned relatively
much, but spend their earnings on goods and product from their factories. In a sense,
you could even put forward a thesis that the compulsion of consumption is a modern
form of asceticism in American capitalism - one consumes not for pleasure, but out of
civic duty.

Most of that criticism was taken into account as early as 1967 by the eminent
British historian Hugh R. Trevor-Roper®. The essence of capitalism was in his opinion
the activity of strong individuals who were not anti-Catholic, but fled Catholic countries
to avoid paternalistic pressure of the Church during Counter-Reformation. He defines
their libertarian and individualistic attitude as Eriasmian (after Erasmus of Rotterdam).
By the end of the Middle Ages economic activity developed in Catholic countries -
Italian cities, Flanders and the Rhine Valley. However, when Reformation began, the

Church (not only in Italy and Spain, but also in the Netherlands occupied by the
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Spanish Habsburgs) stiffened and became over rigorous, which deterred open minded
entrepreneurs who emigrated to Protestant countries where there was greater tolerance
and they had better business opportunities. The Calvinist and Anglican states offered
even better opportunities than Lutheran ones, where Reformation was a rebellion of the
impoverished German states against Catholic authority, but finally entrepreneurs also
settled there (as they did in Sweden when it was growing in power).

Trevor-Roper's reconstruction explains why Puritanism was not the driving force
of capitalism but rather a haven where the energetic entrepreneurs found refuge, as well
as why the Catholics were comparably successful in those areas — not all energetic
entrepreneurs changed their religion. In England until the Glorious Revolution in 1688
Catholic kings came in power now and again along with the Protestant ones, which is
what caused the Puritan emigration to America (during the periods when England
persecuted Catholics).

Weber's thesis found support. C.T. Jonassen® showed that while Lutheranism and
Catholicism dominated in Norway the economic growth was weak. This only changed
when Calvinism arrived in Norway in the 19th c.

Did Puritanism play any role? Capitalism is based on the extensive involvement
of the whole society in the industrial production and exchange of goods and services.
Production, trade and the investment of capital are three different threads that
developed independently and were later combined to form capitalism, later accelerated
by creation of large companies. To create such system in Catholic Europe an intelligent
reconstruction of attitudes and institutions was needed. It was necessary to persuade
masses of people to work hard and discourage consumption to allowed the
accumulation of capital later used for investments. It was necessary to prevent fraud.
Even though, as evidenced by Trevor-Ropper, the main businesses were Catholic,
Puritanism played a huge role in disciplining the masses. Puritanism was in fact little
Christian. It emphasized competition and contempt for the poor, but it was a convenient
tool that moved religious crowds from the secure Catholic Middle Ages to early
capitalism. Certainly, in the process the ideals of Jesus had to be abandoned. Puritanism
motivated to work, honesty and thrift, and these were the virtues of the new regime. In
short, Puritanism helped turn feudal rural states into industrial labour camps. Did greed
play important role in it? Perhaps Weber was partly right. In the 17th and early 18th

century capitalism did not attract greedy entrepreneurs. In Europe merchants (e.g. the

> Jonassen Christen, 'The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in Norway,' “American
Sociological Review” Dec. 1947.
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Dutch and British East India Companies) chased high profits. In America it was
southern plantations that served greedy consumption of their owners (although those
who arrived first to Virginia in 1618 were also Puritains), while northern Puritans lived
according to strict religious work ethics. In the 19th century greed of capitalists was
easily seen, which inspired Marx to right the Communist Manifesto. Yet perhaps there is
difference between capitalism, which went throught the phase of Puritan work ethics,
and capitalism without that phase. The former is more stable, less prone to social
tensions and revolutions. Thus Weber traced back at least one essential interesting of

successful capitalism.

Further reading
Sung Ho Kim, "Max Weber", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2012 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2012/entries/weber/>.

The Rise of Science: Copernicus, Bruno and Galileo

In 1543 Copernicus published his observation and formulated the solar model of
the Universe which deprived humans of their privileged position — they were not the
centre of the Universe any more. Influenced by the ideas of Copernicus, Giordano
Bruno (1548-1600) believed that the Universe did not have a central location, and
planets such as Earth, inhabited by intelligent beings, could be many. Man was creative
not passive, and God was in everything (pantheism). The date of his auto-da-fé at the
hands of the Roman inquisition (1600) marks the symbolic end of the Renaissance.

Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) contributed to the development of modern physics
and astronomy (the study through the telescope), which conflicted him with
Aristotelianism and the Church. Aristotle taught that heavenly bodies were perfect
spheres. When Galileo challenged this theory, revealing craters on the Moon,
Aristotelians responded that they were filled with invisible substance that restored its
roundness. According to the methodology of the 20th century scholar Karl Popper this
was a classic example of an illegitimate procedure to save the theory by ad hoc
unfalsifiable (impossible to undermine) additional hypotheses.

However, the history of Copernicanism provides another valuable observation.
Ptolemy's theory, though false, agreed well with the observations as it was
supplemented by a number of epicycles (in the Ptolemaic system, the planets are
assumed to move in a small circle called an epicycle, which in turn moves along a
larger circle called a deferent.). However, the theory of Copernicus for a hundred years

after its formulation poorly agreed with the observations, since he assumed that the
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orbits were circular (not elliptical as Kepler discovered later), and the whole Universe
was much smaller than in reality. Only intuition of other researchers who supported
Copernicus rescued the theory from rejection, which initially seemed justified. In fact
when the Church forbade Galileo to propagate the theory (1633) it was partly justified —

the theory was both revolutionary and seemingly incorrect™.

Further reading

Sheila Rabin, "Nicolaus Copernicus", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2010
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2010/entries/copernicus/>.

Peter Machamer, "Galileo Galilei", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2014
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2014/entries/galileo/>.

Daniel A. Di Liscia, "Johannes Kepler", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2014
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/kepler/>.

Bacon

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) was the first theorist of the modern scientific method,
according to which the purpose of knowledge is the domination of nature. The
knowledge created so far was worthless to Bacon because it was either the result of idle
speculation (made by "spiders"), or the mindless accumulation of individual
observations (made by "ants"). The correct method (of "bees") begins by observing and
through gradual generalization leads to general statements (Bacon called this the
inductive method). He developed a method for comparing the circumstances, so as to
discover the causes of phenomena (If X is always accompanied by the phenomenon Y,
and if there is no X, there is also no Y, and if Y increases with the intensification X, then
X is the cause of Y.).

If we wish to discover the form of heat, we must identify in what cases heat is
present (e.g., the rays of the sun, and the sparks of a flint), cases in which it is absent
(e.g., the rays of the moon and the stars), and cases in which it is present in different
degrees (e.g., in animals at different times and in different conditions). When we
compare the results we shall discover what is always present when heat is present, what
is always absent when it is absent, and what varies in proportion to its presence.

Soon a critique disclosed the common sense roots of this method: “I ate minced
pies on Monday and Wednesday, and I was kept awake by indigestion all night. I did

not eat any on Tuesday and Friday, and I was quite well. I ate very few of them on

¢ Paul Feyerabend Againat Method. Verso 1975; Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger Turning point for Europe?
The Church in the Modern World—Assessment and Forecast. San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press.
1994.
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Sunday, and was very slightly indisposed in the evening. But on Christmas-day I ate a
lot of them and was very ill. The cause of my indigestion cannot have been the brandy

9957

which I took with them. For I have drunk brandy daily for years.

Causal relation should be distinguished from a conditional relation. One can say:

Every human H is a mammal M. (Aristotelian logic)

If he is human, he is a mammal. (Propositional calculus)

In both cases being human is a sufficient condition for being a mammal, while
being a mammal is a necessary condition for being human.

Conditions refer to logical relation.

Being a member of a subset (e.g. a human) is sufficient for being a member of a
superset. In simpler words: A sufficient condition - It is enough to be H in order to be
M. A necessary condition - one must be M to be H.

Some lightning cause thunders (sound), but not all. So every thunder follows a
lightening or if there is a thunder there is a thunder there must have been a lightning
(but not vice versa). The cases where there is a thunder belong to a subset of cases when

there is a lightening.

But certainly it is a lightening that is the cause of a thunder. A cause must be

earlier than the effect. “John L. Mackie®® argues that usual talk of "cause", in fact refers

7 Thomas Babington, Lord Macaulay, ‘The Life and Writings of Francis Bacon: Lord Chancellor of
England‘ The
Edinburgh Review (1837) 14’ p. 88 https://books.google.pl/books?
id=FogvAAAAYAAJ&printsec=frontcover&hl=pl&source=gbs_ge summary r&cad=0#v=onepage&
g&f=false [retrieved 2.09.2014]
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to INUS conditions (insufficient but non-redundant parts of a condition which is itself
unnecessary but sufficient for the occurrence of the effect). For example, a short circuit
as a cause for a house burning down. Consider the collection of events: the short circuit,
the proximity of flammable material, and the absence of firefighters. Together these are
unnecessary but sufficient to the house's burning down (since many other collections of
events certainly could have led to the house burning down, for example shooting the
house with a flamethrower in the presence of oxygen etc. etc.). Within this collection,
the short circuit is an insufficient (since the short circuit by itself would not have caused
the fire, but the fire would not have happened without it, everything else being equal)
but non-redundant part of a condition which is itself unnecessary (since something else
could have also caused the house to burn down) but sufficient for the occurrence of the
effect. So, the short circuit is an INUS condition for the occurrence of the house

burning down.”*’

Further reading
Jiirgen Klein, "Francis Bacon", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2012 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/francis-bacon/>.

Methods for knowledge building.

Let us summarise the discussion on the methods for knowledge building.

* Deduction. It consists in deriving conclusions from premises; if a conclusion
follows from the premises and the premises are true, the conclusion is true as well.
Deduction allows the justification of mathematical theorems by tracing their roots to
axioms (e.g., the Theorem of Pythagoras). Problems: It is hardly possible to justify
general laws based on empirical evidence (for example to support the claim of
Archimedes, one would need to have more general statements from which it would
appear).

Deduction is a good way to refute claims — it is enough to show that they contain
contradictions. A theory that contains contradiction cannot be accepted, it must be
rejected or improved (to eliminate the contradiction).

* Observation and experiment. One can see only some properties of objects. If a
theorem involves unobservable qualities (e.g., atoms) it cannot be proved by

observation. In addition, scientific laws are general statements ("A body immersed in a

England, 1988.
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fluid ...") and one cannot observe all possible objects in question. The statement
“Everybody is made up of atoms” contains both kinds of difficulties.

Initially only events that occurred spontaneously were observed, after that F.
Bacon run experiments that involved artificially created circumstances.

* Simple induction. It is based on the assumption that the observed relationships
will be repeated in a similar manner in the future. If many white swans have been seen
and none of different colour the statement “Every swan is white" is accepted. The
problem is to determine how reliable are such claims (for example, when black swans
were discovered in Australia, the previously accepted claim about all swans being white
turned out to be false). This is the problem of induction indicated by Hume in the 18th
C.

* Complex induction. Proposed by F. Bacon and in the 19th c., developed by JS
Mill. To detect the cause of the phenomenon X, one looks for such a factor Y, which
always precedes X, never occurs when X is not present, and changes its intensity in
proportion to X.

The difficulties of this method are: (1) the examined phenomenon X may have
several independent reasons, the factor Y with the abovementioned properties does not
exist at all, and (2) one cannot identify the right cause, because it is deeply hidden or
related to another. Someone discovered that when they drinks whiskey, or gin, or
Martini with water, they always get drunk, and the only common factor which they
could see was water. Someone else noticed that the tea does not get sweet unless it is
stirred with a spoon and took it for the cause. Clouds always precede rain, but they are
not the cause. It only rains when the conditions in the air are right for condensation of
water, the clouds are the first result, the rain is the next.

Using the complex induction requires formulation of a number of hypotheses,
showing various potential factors that could be causing the phenomenon in question,
and then making a rational choice and selecting the best hypothesis. The search for the

causes of complex phenomena can be very tedious and its result can never be certain.

Questions: Why was the 14th c. not a happy one? What was the role of Lombard
cities (and especially the Medici family) in the rise of Renaissance? What were the
main cultural changes of the Renaissance (in attitudes, ways of life, interests,
activities)? Why was the 1492 important? How did Machiavelli destroy the ideal of a
Christian kingdom in his Prince and why was it dangerous? How was this ideal

transformed in More's Ufopia? How did the Protestant Reformation begin and how
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successful was it? Why did Fromm interpret Reformation as an escape from freedom?
How did Calvinism influence capitalism according to Max Weber, Erich Fromm and
Trevor Ropper? Who were the first main scientists? What use was made of the
Copernican theory by Bruno and how did it end for him? What ideals of knowledge
were formulated by Francis Bacon? How the inductive method differ from the

deductive one?

Further reading

Chapter RENAISSANCE PHILOSOPHY (esp. The Renaissance; Machiavelli; More's Utopia; The
Reformation; Bruno and Galileo; Francis Bacon) from A. Kenny, An lllustrated Brief History of Western
Philosophy. Wiley-Blackwell; 2nd Edition 2006 (or later).

The Age of Baroque - the 17th and 18th c. - and continental
rationalism

Although “baroque” is a term referring to a style in art and music it captures the
essence of what was happening in Europe at that time and which can be characterised

by existential tensions, metaphysical experiences, grandeur and the cult of mathematics.

In the 16th and early 17th century continental Europe was dominated by the
Habsburg family, who reigned in Vienna for over 600 years and was holding the office
of the Emperor of Europe. In the Renaissance they reached the peak of their power.
They ruled in half of Europe and from Spain colonized South America. In the
seventeenth century they began the devastating Thirty Years War and partly through
cunning manipulations of France lost this position. Now it is somehow forgotten, so it
seems fair to list but a few its most important members.

Rudolph I of Germany became the Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in 1273
and the Ruler of Austria in 1276.

Maximilian I (Emperor 1508—1519) began the Habsburgs' expansion.

Under Charles V (Emperor 1519-1556, associated more with Spain than with
Austria), the "World Emperor" of an “empire on which the sun never set" the Habsburg
dynasty achieved, for the first and only time in their history, the position of a true world
power.

In 1521 the dynasty split into the junior branch of the Austrian Habsburgs and the
senior branch of the Spanish Habsburgs.

Rudolf II (Emperor 1576-1612) developed Czech Prague.
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Ferdinand II (Emperor 1619-1637) began the Thirty Years War against
protestants.

Maria Theresa of Austria (Empress 1740—1780) strengthened Austria, also by
annexing part of Poland.

Joseph II (Emperor 1765-1790) introduced radical Enlightenment reforms in
Austria (they were withdrawn after his death).

The Holy Roma Empire was dissolved by Napoleon, the Habsburgs became
Emperors of Austria.

Francis Joseph was the last great Emperor of Austria (1848—1916) and unwisely
began the First World War.

In 1918-19 the victors of the war as well the political parties of Austria dissolved
the Empire and introduced radical social-democratic reforms. The Habsburgs left

Austria.

Europe after the Renaissance plunged into religious wars between Protestants and
Catholics. The largest one, the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), ravaged Europe, causing
huge losses to the population (up to 50 percent, due mainly to diseases). After that,
however, and especially after the final liberation of Europe from the Islamic threat (Jan
Sobieski at Vienna in 1683), there had been a remarkable development of Baroque
culture, which lasted at least until the mid-eighteenth century. Baroque essentially
expressed the spirit of the aristocratic and Catholic Europe. Meanwhile, outside of
Europe the development of colonialism was accelerating. Catholic Spain and Portugal
invaded South America and introduced a typical aristocratic social organization.
However, they failed to spread the spirit of the Gospel. Indians were brutally robbed
and exploited, over 90 percent of them died, mostly due to European diseases
previously unknown in America. The cultures of the Mayas, the Aztecs, the Incas were
destroyed and almost forgotten. Historians like Ferguson compare the development of
Spain, Portugal and the South America on the one hand and of England and the North
America on the other to show the inferiority of Catholicism to Puritanism. However,
one can argue that if Puritanism had not introduced the germ of fierce competition, the
Catholic part of the world would not have declined. Catholicism favoured slow but
harmonious development. When Napoleon invaded Spain he found there strong
resistance on the part of a coherent society based on the Catholic and aristocratic
values. Puritanism imposed almost ascetic organization on its adherents. Puritan

capitalism has won, but at what expense!
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France competed with England in North America, where the Indians had no gold
and the colonists had to get down to hard work. The most successful were English
Puritans, who from the beginning of the 17th c. would settle in New England giving rise
to the northern states, which ultimately led to the creation of the United States. The
Dutch and the British began to trade with India (establishing East India companies).

The dark side of colonialism was the slave trade. It is estimated that between the
16th and the 19th centuries at least 12 million Africans were transported across the
Atlantic. During the travel that lasted from 3 to 13 weeks, 30 percent of them died.
Imperial Austria and Prussia began to compete for dominance in the German-speaking
countries. Moscow began the construction of a large empire. Apart from England and
the Netherlands (and partly Poland) it was the era of the triumph of the aristocracy and
centralized governmental systems, called absolutist. In the 18th c. they developed into
the “enlightened absolutisms” which promoted general education and reorganization of
social institutions with the aim of strengthening their countries position in the
international competition, and also introducing more human values (especially in
Austria).

In the 17th and 18th century Europe was divided into there cultural zones.
England began the scientific revolution, established Parliamentary democracy and was
heading for industrial capitalism; France was absolutist, which coincided with the
rejection of baroque by Louis XIV and the introduction of classicism; the rest of Europe
was feudal and beautifully baroque. Two great areas of Europe - Italy and Germany -
from which the medieval Europe evolved, stayed divided into many small principalities
centred around local courts.

In France, Louis XIV (1638-1715) created a model of the absolutist state and built
Versailles. France gained supremacy in continental Europe, which lasted till 1815 (and
which different French indicatives have endeavoured to restore since). French has
become the major international language of Europe, French absolutism was imitated in
Austria, Prussia and Russia (although Turkey was even a better model). However, both
the methods and the results of the French domination seem dubious. France has usually
acted according to the famous quote by de Gaulle during the Second World War:
“France has no friends, only interests.” France did not play fair. After winning the
Hundred Years Wars it engaged in the Italian wars which massacred Italy's beautiful
Renaissance. In the 16th century when the whole Catholic Europe was terrified by the
Ottoman Turks, Francis I plotted with them against the Habsburg Emperor (in 1543 was
rewarded with Niece given to him by the Turks). During the Thirty Years' War the
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Catholic France supported Protestants. As a result the unity of Europe was lost, while
German speaking countries (both Austria and German principalities) were weakened
which was necessary for France to emerge as the main power in Europe. The
monarchistic France supported the American Revolution, which drained its financial
resources. The political system of Louis XIV was most inefficient. It first suppressed
pluralism within France and then degenerated, which lead to the catastrophe of the
French Revolution. Later Bonaparte devastated Europe. French culture, although often
interesting, bold and dazzling, cannot be regarded as constituting the core of European
culture. It is too worldly, expressing the grandeur of an empire and somehow lacks
deeper spirituality. Besides, the beauty of Europe lies in her pluralism, which French
supremacy distorted. Finally, the world wars of the 20th century can be regarded as the
result of German frustration resulting from centuries of French domination.

Poland was still one of the greatest European powers with a democratic system
under which a huge class of the noblemen (which amounted to 10 percent of society)
led a fairly comfortable and cultivated life in the fully agricultural country. When the
neighbouring countries that introduced efficient centralized monarchic systems quickly
accumulated military power, Poland fell and lost independence. This, however,
illustrates what was the major motivation behind economic and social changes - the
desire to become more powerful than others.

In this age in Europe two opposing streams of development were prominent —
Reformation, Protestantism in the North and Catholicism, Counter-Reformation in the
South. Although both currents were full of dramatic conflicts, the Catholicism showed
the grandeur, glamour, splendour, and refined beauty, whereas Protestantism was strict,
severe and gloomy. Caravaggio was a leading figure of the Italian baroque (1571 -
1610), and the difference of both trends is emphatically illustrated by the Catholic
Rubens (1577 — 1640), full of abundant life, and the Protestant Rembrandt (1606 -
1669), always tensed, dark and in a shadow. In 1648 both the Thirty Years' War and at
the same time the Eighty Years' War ended. The latter one brought the Protestant
Netherlands independence from the Catholic Spain. Dutch trade exploded within the
decade after the peace was reached (although the Dutch East India Company was
established in 1602), so the new Dutch Republic was the most prosperous country in
Europe, and the leader in European trade, science, and art. The Netherlands became a
precursor of the Protestant liberalism and capitalism, religiously tolerant, attracting Jew
from Spain and Protestants of different denominations. The Bank of Amsterdam,

founded in 1609, was the most important bank in Europe. The power the United

122



Provinces was reflected in the Dutch Golden Age paintings. While previous ages
depicted battles and gods, Dutch painters with their practical realism (and sometimes
hidden symbolism) showed successful burgesses and scenes from everyday life
(frequent still lives, landscapes, images of nature and portraits — e.g. famous women's
portraits by Vermeer). In the next centuries the Protestant camp dominated
economically Europe and the entire world, while the Catholic camp was gradually
losing its position. Unfortunately, it was held at the expense of the great art and high
culture which would never rise to the level of the baroque. Pursuit of the material goods
and workaholism were gradually expelling spirituality from Europe.

After 1600 Europe created its best music. In Italy opera was established
(Monteverdi, Vivaldi). For the first time instrumental music flourished (Vivaldi's Four
Seasons, Brandenburg Concertos by Johann Sebastian Bach, Water Music and
Fireworks Music by Handel). While religious vocal music of the Middle Ages and
Renaissance developed well in Western Europe, new trends came from Italy and spread
over Germany, France and England. J. S. Bach was the greatest composer who ever
lived. Baroque in music lasted until 1750.

In 1605 and 1615 Cervantes published Don Quixote, a novel about the twilight of
the world of knights, when only a madman believes in idealistic values.

With his reflections on the just war Grotius initiated discussion on international
relations. There was a rapid development of astronomy and physics (Galileo, Newton),
accompanied by the cult of mathematical-deductive systems. In philosophy, new trends
manifested outside universities dominated by scholastics. Descartes first rejected all
tradition, doubted in anything that was not absolutely certain, and then decided to
rebuild all knowledge following the model of geometry and using deductive reasoning,
which inspired the speculative systems of Spinoza and Leibniz. On the other side of the
English Channel, Hobbes, following F. Bacon (but not Descartes), started to treat a
human being as a material entity, with natural desires which satisfaction required the
creation of morality and political systems. At this point Anglo-Saxon philosophy broke

with the tradition of the rational absolute good.

Philosophy
In the the age of Baroque Continental and British philosophy took different paths.
Continental rationalism (Descartes, Malebranche, Spinoza and Leibniz) continued the

old tradition of deducing knowledge from basic (but arbitrary) principles. British
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empiricism (of Locke and Hume, preceded by Bacon and Hobbes) introduced new spirit
and as such will be discussed under the Enlightenment.

Rationalists believed that reality, or at least some part of it has necessary
existence, and that necessity is something like logical necessity. (Leibniz asked "why is
there something rather than nothing at all?" and answered that there is something
because there must be something; there cannot be nothing.) Sensory experience became
unnecessary, causal connections were viewed as logical connections, deductive methods
of reasoning were privileged (geometry and mathematics were ideals), and knowledge
rested on innate ideas. And yet rationalist produced metaphysical beauty in their
systems (like J.S. Bach in his music), inspired independent thinking and set a
framework for viewing the world as a whole and not as a haphazard collection of
unrelated objects (as empiricist who also favoured liberal individualism tended to hold).
One of the main problem was what kind of beings primarily exist. The substance (gr.
ousia) meant individual being for Aristotle. For Descartes it was not a body but an
individual mind, for Spinoza the whole Universe was one substance, while for Leibniz
many individual monads were placed by God in a pre-established harmonious
framework. Their systems are complex and but hardly acceptable to modern readers.
They can be studied as systems contained in themselves, unrelated to everyday reality
and experience. What is important to us is often hidden between the lines.

Questions: How did the Catholic Church react to Reformation? Which countries
converted to Protestantism? Why did the Habsburgs start the Thirty Years War and how
did it affect German countries? Reformation in England — wars between the Parliament
and the King? Colonization of America, slavery, commerce, East India companies?

What were the main cultural trends between 1640 and 1750?

Further reading

Thomas M. Lennon, and Shannon Dea, "Continental Rationalism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Spring 2014 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL =
<http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/continental-rationalism/>.

Norman Davies, Europe. A History, Pimlico 1997, Chapter V Renatio. Renaissance and
Reformation 1450-1670 (the House of Habsburg, Charles V 524, Sweden 553, Poland-Lithuania 554,
Prussia 556, Muscovy 557, the Ottoman Empire 558, the Thirty Years War 563, the rebuilding of Rome
569); Chapter VIII Lumen. Enlightenment and Absolutism 1650-1789 (Absolutism p. 578, Europe's
colonies p.580, Western vs. Eastern Europe p. 582, French Absolutism of Louis VIV, Louis XV and Louis
XVI p. 614, Spain and Portugal p. 638, the Ottoman Empire and the Siege of Vienna p. 641).
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Descartes

Descartes (1594-1650) advocated a break with tradition and the independent
investigation of truth through rational argumentation (everyone has enough reason, he
said, because no one complains about having too little of it). He presented his
groundbreaking ideas in Discourse on the Method (in French, 1637) and in the
Meditations on First Philosophy (in Latin 1641).

Knowledge must be completely certain, because if it is even a little questionable,
it is worthless (here Descartes expressed a panic risk aversion). Almost all of the
available knowledge had proven to be contaminated with doubt: (1) the senses
sometimes are mistaken, (2) everything can be a dream, or (3) even abstract thinking
can be clouded by a powerful demon (then 2 + 2 may not seem to be 4). The only
certain thing for Descartes was that he doubted, therefore he though, and therefore he
existed (Cogito ergo sum - I think therefore I am). Knowledge should be based on
deductive reasoning, in the same way as geometry (the axioms must be clear, and the
other claims must be derived from them as their logical consequences). Unlike the
classical concept of truth, the criterion of truth is clarity and distinctness, not a
comparison of claims and reality. Knowledge creation is made possible by innate ideas
that we find in our minds. It was a seventeenth-century rationalism, referring to the
views of Plato and Augustine — knowledge is acquired by reason alone, the senses are
unnecessary. (Actually Descartes admitted that practical knowledge is based on the
senses, only the most important general principles must be deduced from innate seeds
by means of rational argumentation, as he stated in the sixth Meditation.)

Descartes was the first to maintain that the existence of the world requires a proof
(only the existence of his own mind was certain, beyond doubt). To do so, he first
developed a proof of God's existence (it stems from the fact that man has the idea of a
perfect being, and as an imperfect being man could not make it on his own). It is
impossible for God to deceive us. So if it seems to us that the material world exists, it
must exist. The world split into the realm of thought and the realm of extension (of the
body) - in fact, Descartes referred again to the views of Plato and Augustine. The man is
a combination of mind (thought, understood broadly - as all mental content) and body
(what is extensive = occupies space), the rest of the world consists of extensive beings
only, which function as machines, mechanisms. (He devoted the whole book Passions
of the Soul (1649) to defining emotions as subjective perceptions that guide behaviour
of the body. Animals do not feel their emotions, and animal spirits are material

movements.) He could not explain how the soul communicated with the body.
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The actual Descartes' argumentations, although naive, was an expression of the
desire not to take anything for granted, but use critical thinking and seek justification

for each view. This aim has been slowly accepted in modern times.

Criticism and comments

In fact the whole Cartesian enterprise was based on misinterpreting philosophical
tradition. Descartes rejected Aristotle and scholasticism because of their claim that
knowledge must be based on senses. But this claim was an unjustified declaration, as
already F. Bacon had observed. Scholastic philosophy was made like cobwebs of spider
out of their own substance, it only pretended to be based on the senses. So while Bacon,
Hobbes and other British philosophers understood that scholastics was fruitless and
made a move towards empiricism, Descartes also realized that traditional philosophy
brought dubious results (in fact in the 17th c. scholastic philosophy at universities was
completely lifeless, which explains why new great thinkers appeared outside
universities) but made a step in the opposite direction, he rejected empiricism altogether
and turned to mathematics believing that its method could yield reliable knowledge. His
mistake was discovered during the Enlightenment (which turned towards empiricism),

but before that it inspired the whole movement of continental rationalism.

There are many clear mistakes in his system.

* There is no evidence for the existence of innate knowledge (Locke).

* There are no commonly accepted axioms which could be used to build
knowledge with the application of the geometric method (Hume).

* Knowledge based on observation, although uncertain, is the only knowledge
that we have (Hume), although to build reliable knowledge a hypothetical method is
required (Popper). Descartes like Plato overlooked the possibility that knowledge does
not have to be drawn from anywhere, it can be created - in the proper senses of the
word, inside the mind. It is exactly how Popperian hypotheses are built.

* The proof for the existence of God is circular. God's existence is necessary to
prove the reliability of human rational arguments, but the very proof is convincing only
if rational arguments are reliable. (The construction of a proof for God's existence might
have been an unintentional well- chosen step towards safeguarding his new method
against attacks of traditionalists. Descartes pret