Introduction

There have always been parts of philosophy which have been highly technical
and so abstruse that only specialists could understand them. These features
have their own importance, but the title of this book is intended to show that it
concerns itself mainly with those aspects of philosophy that have influenced
people’s attitudes towards their lives, towards each other and their society,
towards their Gods, and towards the ethical problems that confront them.

I 'am a historian by profession; I have taught history as a main subject, ini-
tially to sixth formers and now to retired people. I should describe myself as an
amateur rather than a professional philosopher (as specialists in the subject
may swiftly discover) but I have always taught philosophy as an important
component of history. Although I have of course grappled with history’s tech-
nical matters as well as with the wider issues, it is the latter which have always
interested me most, and it is not surprising that my classes have also shown the
greatest interest in those aspects which touch on contemporary concerns. The
students have not always immediately seen the relevance to contemporary
issues of problems raised by philosophers in the past. SoI have found thatit has
been helpful for me to have specifically raised this relevance.

This book is the result of that experience.  have selected mainly those aspects
of the history of ideas which have something to say to our present pre-
occupations; and I have proceeded, as I do in my classes, in a chronological
fashion.Iaminterested in all those figures who, in the past, have contributed to
shape the thought of their time and of later ages; and I do not draw the sharp
distinction that professionals do between philosophers, theologians, scientists,
psychologists and even political propagandists. I set out to expound the ideas
of a particular thinker; I then invite discussion of the material and especially of
how it relates to issues that are still alive today. Over the last five years I have
tape-recorded these discussions, and a special feature of this book is that my
student’s reflections and mine - set in from the margin and in a different type -
interrupt the exposition.

Another feature of the book are the many footnotes which refer the reader
back to earlier, and forward to later, pages of the book. They are intended to
serve the dual purpose of making the references easier to look up and to rein-
force the idea that throughout the centuries philosophers have often grappled
with the same problems, sometimes coming up with similar approaches and
sometimes with radically different ones.

At the same time I have assumed that many readers will not be reading the
book from cover to cover, but may read chapters in isolation. This accounts for
the occasional repetition of arguments that I hope will not irritate unduly
those who read the complete book in a relatively short time.

The topics I have chosen are selective, and the book does not purport to givea
comprehensive account of the thinkers with whom I deal.
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As a historian,  am well aware that it is dangerous to read present concerns
into an interpretation of the past. I dare say that the same danger exists in phi-
losophy: perhaps the thinkers of the past, were they alive today, would be puz-
zled by what I may have occasionally read into them. But philosophers, like
other figures from the past, have no control over the effect their thoughts and
actions have in later years. The historian must be interested not only in what an
idea meant to a character in the past, but also in how that idea has been inter-
preted by later generations. I try to be fair to the original context of anidea, butI
must admit that what fascinates me most is the potency of some ideas down the
ages. If I have unwittingly falsified the former, I must crave the indulgence of
the professional philosophers and theologians.
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