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PART ONE:


 Great
Philosophers


The word philosophy comes from two words,
which mean love of (philia) and wisdom (Sophia). So, philosophy is
the love of wisdom. This book examines the philosophy of great
thinkers over the past two thousand years. Some of them disagreed,
of course, but all of them tried to follow paths of rational
thought.

Philosophy is the rational investigation of
being, knowledge or conduct. It is a study of basic concepts and a
system of principle.

 


 



THE
PRE-SOCRATICS

 The first stage of philosophy in the West
is the philosophy of the Greeks. It lasted more than one thousand
years. Greek philosophy interprets the world as nature, and,
therefore, as an organized principle. However, the world also
contains things that change and are defined by opposites. The world
of the Greeks is intelligible. It can be understood and explained.
It is subject to law. This is the notion of the cosmos. Reason can
govern nature and this is manifested in the coexistence of men in
the world.

Greek philosophers before the time of
Socrates are called pre-Socratics. The philosophers of Ionia (known
as the Milesian School) prepared a mature philosophy, which was
followed by Socrates. The last pre-Socratics are contemporary with
Socratics; however, they do not share his philosophy. The
pre-Socratics attempted to explain what nature is.

One of the first things the pre-Socratics
concerned themselves with is: What is motion? They distinguished
four types of motion: (1) local motion: (2) quantitative motion:
(3) qualitative motion: (4) substantial motion. Motion made the
Greeks realizes that the physical world constantly changes.

Local motion is change of place. Quantitative
motion is augmentation or diminution. Qualitative motion is
alternative. Substantial motion is generation and decay. The Greeks
wanted to know what things where in a permanent, unchanging way -
not just the appearance of things.

Thales of Miletus was one of the first Greek
philosophers. He lived in the seventh and sixth centuries B.C. He
traveled in Egypt and introduced Egyptian geometry into Greece. He
predicted an eclipse. According to Thales, the original unchanging
principle of all things is water.

After Thales, Anaximander was the leader of
the Milesian school. He realized that infinity plays a part in the
nature of things. He believed that all things are created by a
process of separation from the mass of nature and cease to exist
when they return to it.

Anaximens was a pupil of Anaximander and
believed the permanent unchanging part of all things is air. He
believed all things are made from air either by evaporation or
condensation.

At the end of the sixth century B.C.,
philosophy moved from the Ionian coast of what is now Turkey to
Southern Italy and Sicily. It was there that Pythagoras and his
philosophic group appeared. The Pythagoreans believed that
mathematics is very important and that the essence of things is
number. This school discovered the regular polyhedrons. They
believed that certain numbers had mystical properties, and they
created the mathematical theory of music. Pythagoras supposedly
developed the Pythagorean theorem though he may have learned it in
Egypt during his travels.

In the same area of Italy, another Greek
philosopher named Parminides founded the Eleatic school. One of the
Eleatic philosophers was Xenonphanes, who criticized religion and
introduced a kind of pantheism, which later led to the doctrine of
the oneness of being. Xenonphanes spoke of a single God and of a
divine unity.

Parmenides brought philosophy to the themes
of metaphysics and ontology. He believed in nous, which can be
translated as mind or intelligence, or, sometimes, as spirit.
Parmenides differentiated between the “way of truth” and “opinion.”
He wrote a poem titled “On Nature” about the difference between
opinion and the way of truth. He believed the Entity had no void or
empty spaces, and that all things are, enveloped by being (a part
of the one Entity). Parmenides interpreted motion as light and
darkness. Motion, to him, is change, not generation.

When seen through nous (mind) all things are
one. When seen through the senses, things are many and are
constantly changing. Parmenides called this changeability “opinion”
and said it was not true reality. With Parmenides, philosophy
changed from physics to ontology.

His most important pupil was Zeno, who
maintained that motion is impossible. Only later, with the work of
Aristotle, was the being of motion explained, which made physics
possible.

The last important member of the Eleatic
school was Melissus, who said that the Entity is infinite, not
finite, as Parmenides had believed.

Hereclitus, from Ephesus, believed that all
things are constantly changing. He said that one cannot step into
the same river twice, because the water is moving and is not the
same from moment to moment. All things are becoming (something
else).

Empedocles believed beings are mortal, but
have a divine origin. He said that hate separates the different
elements and love tends to join them. Authentic love is the
attraction of dissimilarities. Empedocles introduced the idea of
four elements, which are fire, air, water, and earth. He said the
four elements contained the opposites of dry and damp and of cold
and warm.

Anaxagoras was the first philosopher to be
from Athens. He believed that there are not four elements, but,
instead, an infinite number of elements. “There is everything in
everything.” He said that in the smallest part of everything there
are minute parts of all other things. This is the theory of
panspermia, the belief that everything contains seeds of all other
things. Anaxagoras believed the subtler form of matter is nous
(mind). He also believed there are limits to what man can know.

The last pre-Socratics were contemporary with
Socrates and were the atomists. The two main atomists were
Democritus and Leucippas. They believed in what we call today the
atoms, which make all material things. They believed that even the
soul is composed of very small atoms, and they introduced the
concept of the “void,” which is space, which contains nothing, but
has a special being.

According to Democritus, perception is
realized when thinks emit subtle images composed of smaller and
finer atoms than those which compose the things. These finer,
subtler atoms penetrate the sense organs, and the mind receives a
copy or replica of the things themselves. This, to Democritus and
the other atomists, is what knowledge consists of.

 


 




SOCRATES AND THE SOPHISTS

 In the fifth century B.C.,
philosophy turned its attention from the nature of the outside
world to man’s attention to study of himself. The main
representative of this time was the Sophist school.

The Sophists were inerrant teachers who
taught young men for money. They were influential in the life of
Athens. Aristotle said they appeared to be wise, but were not.
Plato said they seemed to be philosophers, but they were not.

The Sophists taught rhetoric and were
concerned with “speaking well” and convincing people of what they
said. Truth did not matter to them. They abandoned the viewpoint of
being and truth, which was readopted by Socrates and Plato.

There where many important Sophists. Among
the most important were Hippias, Gorgias, and Protagoras.
Protagoras is remembered for his statement that:” Man is the
measure of all things, of those they are, that they are; and of
those that are not, that they are not.” this statement has been
interpreted in many different ways.

Gorgias was a great orator. He wrote a book
called Not Being. In this book, he led the reader to
dissolution of the Eleatic philosophy by losing it in rhetoric and
renunciation of truth.

Socrates is the main philosopher of the
second half of the fifth century. He died in 399 B.C., at the
beginning of the fourth century B.C., which was to be the most
important for philosophy in Greece.

Socrates wrote nothing, but his talking and
questions troubled all in Athens. Many young men, including
Alcaibiades, Xenophon, and Plato were his many listeners.

Socrates claimed to have a familiar spirit,
which he called his genius. Some have interpreted this familiar
spirit as something divine, or as a kind of “voice of God.”
Socrates asked questions, such as: What is justice? What is
friendship? What is knowledge? The people whom he asked did not
know the answers and were so annoyed that they eventually had
Socrates condemned to the death penalty for the crime of “
introducing new gods and corrupting the youth.” he was condemned to
drink a cup of poison hemlock, which he did. He died as a
result.

Socrates opposed the Sophists and, instead of
using their rhetoric, engaged in a dialogue of questions and
answers. Aristotle says we owe two things to Socrates: inductive
reasoning and the universal definition.” Socrates asked for
definition, such as the definition of truth. He asked, “ What is
truth?” and set limits to the answers so that they would state its
essence. Socrates sought the truth of the essence of things. This
led to Plato’s theory of ideas.

Socrates was mostly concerned with the inner
life of man. Socrates said, “ Know yourself.” the inner self was to
be brought to light, which meant one must engage in reflection.
Socrates believes in the concept of arête, which is virtue. This
meant that each person had a personal excellence (or virtue). This
virtue was of a personal sort.

This virtue or excellence was the reason the
person processing it was born. Socrates thought men fail to do good
only when they are ignorant of what good is. The Socratic
imperative “Knowing yourself meant that by doing so, one could
master his or her own life. This was the essential of the ethics of
Socrates.

Socrates probably did not have profound
metaphysical ideas, like Plato and Aristotle, but he prepared the
way for them by making philosophy once again a search for truth.
Socrates wrote nothing, but Plato and Aristotle wrote much about
Socrates.

 


 




PLATO

Plato was born
in 427 B.C. and died at the age of 80, in 347 B.C. He lived his
entire life in Athens. He founded a school of philosophy in Athens,
which was named the Academy because it included a grove trees
dedicated to the hero, Academus. This school lasted over nine
hundred years and was closed only when the emperor Justinian
ordered it to be close. Plato’s greatest pupil was Aristotle.

It is believe that most of Plato’s writings
still exist. They show Plato’s thought evolving during his long
life and his writings contain all the problems that set in motion
later Greek thought.

Greek philosophy since the time of Parmenides
had tried in different ways to solve the problem of being and
non-being. They tried to make the eternal and non-changing entity
compatible with the constant change observable in the world in
which we live. Plato’s resolution of this problem was his discovery
of the Idea, or as it is sometimes called, the Forms.

Plato found that things do not exist as we
perceive them. White sheets of paper or a rectangle in the material
world are not perfect, that is, according to Plato they do not
fully and truly exist. The idea or form of true whiteness, or a
perfect rectangle, exists outside the realm of things. This is what
Socrates established as the essence of things. Perfection exists
only in what Plato called the world of Forms or the World of Ideas.
Everything in the physical world is an imperfect reflection or copy
of the true essence.

True being, then, according to Plato, resides
not in things, but outside them, in the Ideas, or, as it is
sometimes called, the Forms.

According to Plato, the Ideas do not change
and are eternal. Plato divides reality into two worlds, the world
of things perceive by the senses, which he discredits, and the
world of Ideas, which he says is the only true and full being.

Plato tells a myth which says that the
original can be compare to a chariot drawn by two winged horses.
One horse is docile, and the other is ungovernable. In the world of
Ideas, the chariot travels until trouble arises in guiding the two
horses, and the soul falls from the perfect world of Forms (Ideas)
into a physical body.

If the soul has seen the Ideas before the
Fall, it will incarnate into a human body, and not the body of an
animal. Souls are placed in the physical world in a hierarchy of
nine grades or levels, ranging from philosopher to tyrant,
depending on how extensive their contemplation of the Ideas has
been. When man sees things, they remind him of the perfect Ideas,
which the things reflect, or approximate. True knowledge, then, is
really just remembering what we knew in heaven. The things we see
in the physical world are a stimulus to abandon them and raise our
thoughts to the Ideas.

Things, Plato says, are shadows of the Ideas.
They stimulate us to seek perfection. Contemplation of beautiful
things end by leading us into the world of Ideas, where the Idea of
Beauty itself exists.

In the seventh book of The Republic,
Plato tells the myth of the cave. It represents symbolically man’s
relation to philosophy, and the structure of reality. Plato tells
of some men who have always been in a cave. They are bound so they
can only look in one direction toward the back of the cave. Behind
them, there is a fire burning, and the men can only see shadows
cast by the firelight, of other men carrying objects between them
and the fire. The shadows are their only reality.

One of the prisoners is freed from his chains
and makes his way outside the cave, where he is at first blinded by
the light, but afterwards sees the real world in all it’s beauty.
After a time, he can even look at the sun. He returns to the cave
and tells the other prisoners what he has seen, but they laugh at
him, and when he tries to bring them to the real world outside the
cave, they kill him.

The cave symbolizes the world of the senses,
and the shadows symbolize the things perceived by the senses. The
objects in the world outside the cave symbolize the Ideas. The sun
symbolizes the Idea of the Supreme Good.

This myth symbolizes the structure of reality
and the meaning of philosophy, thus introducing the oneness of the
world of the mind and the visible world. The tragic death of the
man who returns to the cave is a reminder of the tragic death of
Socrates.

Plato believes that things in the visible
world only have a share of being, which is received from the world
of Ideas. The idea of “The Good” is the “Idea of the Ideas.” The
Good is basically an Idea. The Good is the Idea that makes all the
other Ideas exist. The Good is interpreted by later philosophers to
be God. This interpretation greatly influenced the medieval
Christian tradition.

Aristotle disagrees with Plato by saying that
the Ideas are not separate from the things they produce. Aristotle
also believed that being is expressed in many ways, and that it is
expressed by analogy.
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