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Introduction





Philosophy has a long and exciting history. In some ways, however, it is an unusual history. In fields such as science, mathematics, medicine, and engineering, the major milestones can generally be viewed as unequivocal advances: stones are added to an ever-more-impressive edifice of knowledge. In philosophy, the milestones are more like insightful and thought-provoking comments in a Great Conversation. In this Conversation, one finds many fascinating insights and much food for thought, but not much—it must be admitted—in the way of indisputable knowledge or agreement. To some, like controversial American editor and satirist H. L. Mencken (1880–1956), this is a sign of failure. “Philosophy,” said Mencken, “consists largely of one philosopher arguing that all the others are jackasses. He usually proves it, and I should add that he also usually proves that he is one himself.” There is some truth in this remark, for philosophy is, in large part, a story of vaulting ambitions and humbled reckonings. Philosophers have sought answers; what they have found are mostly questions. This in itself is highly instructive. As Socrates (c. 469–399 BCE) vividly reminds us, a conversation that ends inconclusively can still be very much worth having. In philosophy, success is not measured in terms of clear-cut “advances” that can be added to a growing body of knowledge. Its successes lie largely in the questions themselves, and in the rich and vibrant conversations those questions can provoke as they become increasingly sophisticated and complex.


In brief, there is a special relationship between philosophy and its milestones. In philosophy, the milestones are not like buoys in a receding wake, never again to be seen as philosophers bravely sail on into uncharted new waters. Rather, the milestones are significant contributions to an ongoing conversation. In that discussion, great thinkers like Plato (c. 428–c. 348 BCE), Aristotle (384–322), Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), and David Hume (1711–1776) are not simply mute figures in a philosophical mausoleum; they are living voices in a fascinating dialogue that extends far into the past and will continue, one hopes, well into the future.


The Nature and Scope of Philosophy


What is philosophy? What are its proper tasks? These are themselves philosophical questions, open to debate. In early Greek philosophy, there was no clear distinction between philosophy and science. Philosophy was simply “the love of wisdom,” and it encompassed any field in which significant insights into the human condition and our world were believed to be found. Over time, the scope of philosophy progressively narrowed, culminating in the ultraminimalist view of some twentieth-century linguistic philosophers that philosophers are glorified lexicographers and concept analyzers, with no role to play other than as parsers and elucidators of language. Most contemporary philosophers adopt a view somewhere in the middle between these very broad and very narrow conceptions of the proper scope of philosophy.


Though philosophers often deal with issues that may seem quite technical and hairsplitting, at its core philosophy still deals with the big questions of life that exceed the ken of the physical and social sciences: Why am I here? Does life have meaning? Does God exist? Is there life after death? Can I know what true reality is? How should I live? What should my goals and values be? What is a good society? Philosophy remains most electric and vital when it remains in close contact with these big existential questions.


The Value of Philosophy


If philosophy is not, as I have suggested, a path to definite knowledge and assured ultimate truth, wherein lies its value? Its chief benefit is in the way it disciplines, enlarges, and humbles the human mind.


Philosophy disciplines the mind by introducing it to a regimen and a thought world in which standards of reasoning, argumentative rigor, clarity of expression, critical scrutiny, and logical coherence are much higher than they are in ordinary life. By means of this regimen, our powers of thinking, reasoning, and effective expression are greatly augmented, and we develop defenses against the nonsense and illogic that bombards us from the media, on the Internet, and in our daily lives.


Philosophy also enlarges the mind by expanding our intellectual horizons and exposing us to visions of reality and of the good life that we may never have thought without it. In philosophy we encounter (to adapt nineteenth-century British poet Matthew Arnold’s phrase) “the best that has been thought and said” about questions of meaning, value, and the urgent existential questions of life. As we grapple with life’s mysteries, reading the great thinkers of the past can be of immense value. As American philosopher Tom Morris (b. 1952) has noted, these thinkers are like “native guides” who have thoroughly and skillfully explored territories that are all new to us. In studying the great philosophers, we can also achieve a better understanding of the important ideas and intellectual traditions that have shaped our world today.


Finally, philosophy humbles the mind by bringing home the depth, intricacy, and difficulty of the great questions. In many ways, the story of philosophy is a narrative of humbled ambitions. Time and again, great thinkers have claimed to discover ultimate truth, only to be shot down in flames. The lesson to be drawn from this is not that philosophy is a waste of time (Mencken’s view), but that philosophy is tough sledding and rarely can produce definitive answers beyond dispute. Realizing this is itself an important kind of wisdom.



Chronology and Principles of Selection



The “milestones” in this volume are significant ideas, events, and works in the history of philosophy. I have arranged these in chronological order, providing precise dates whenever possible, and approximate dates when precision is impossible. Since this is a book written for general readers, I have included some works (e.g., the Vedas [c. 1500 BCE], Ecclesiastes [c. 300 BCE], and Sigmund Freud’s The Future of an Illusion [1927]) that are only broadly philosophical, and I have omitted some twentieth-century thinkers (e.g., Michael Dummett, Alfred Tarski, and David Lewis) who are of interest chiefly to professional philosophers. By training, I am an analytic philosopher; not surprisingly, therefore, I have omitted some important European philosophers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (e.g., Jacques Lacan, Gilles Deleuze, Paul Ricœur, and Julia Kristeva) that an editor with continental proclivities would likely have included. I have endeavored to be inclusive in featuring a good number of Indian, Chinese, Islamic, and women philosophers, though doubtless I could have included many more. For these omissions and others I can only apologize and plead ignorance; no one can hope to be knowledgeable on every major philosopher, and I thought it the better part of valor to focus on those thinkers I know. Finally, readers will note that I have included entries not only on individual philosophers, ideas, and works, but also on major events that have powerfully shaped the course of philosophy (e.g., the birth of Christianity, the Renaissance, and the growth of modern science). I thought this important because no adequate understanding of philosophy can be achieved by focusing on isolated thinkers and individual achievements. Philosophy is embedded in streams of social and political life, and it both shapes and is shaped by larger cultural forces. I hope I have conveyed some sense of this rich and complex interaction.
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c. 1500 BCE



The Vedas





It is impossible to pinpoint when philosophy first began. Most histories of philosophy written by Westerners begin with the ancient Greeks. As American philosopher-historian Will Durant remarked, Hindus and Chinese “smile at our provincialism.” More than two thousand years before the earliest glimmerings of philosophical thought in Greece, the Egyptian statesman Ptahhotep was writing golden pearls of wisdom to his son. But as good a place as any to begin a chronology of philosophy is with the ancient Hindu scriptures, the Vedas, which were composed roughly from 1500 BCE to 500 BCE.


The Vedas are a large collection of texts consisting mostly of hymns, prayers, chants, and ceremonial instructions. Many different approaches to religion are found in the Vedas, including polytheism (many gods exist), monotheism (only one god exists), monism (there is one absolute reality), and even agnosticism (it is impossible to know whether any gods exist). The most philosophical parts of the Vedas are the Upanishads, which were written about 800–400 BCE. There you find many traditional themes of Hindu philosophy discussed in depth, including reincarnation, karma, the idea that the world as we experience it through the senses is illusion (maya), liberation of the soul (moksha), the transcendental self (Ātman), and absolute Reality (Brahman).


Although it took many centuries for the idea to come into clear focus, the central concept of the Upanishads is that Ātman is Brahman, and Brahman is Ātman. Ātman is our ultimate, transcendental self—our deeper or truer self. It is permanent, unchanging, and the ultimate source of all knowledge and consciousness. Brahman is absolute, transcendent Reality, ungraspable by words or the rational mind, but knowable through direct experience. The most staggering insight of the later Vedic philosophers is tat tvam asi (thou art that): you, at your deepest core, are identical with Brahman. This is a form of monism, the belief that all reality is one. Later Hindu philosophers, such as Shankara (c. 788–c. 820) and Ramanuja (trad. c. 1017–1137, alt. c. 1077–c. 1157), developed this idea with great subtlety and sophistication.


The sacred river of India, the Ganges, at sunrise; the creation of the Upanishads began during the late Bronze Age in the heart of northern India, bounded by the Ganges to the east and the Indus River to the west.
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SEE ALSO Reincarnation (c. 540 BCE), No-Self (Anatta) (c. 525 BCE), The Bhagavad Gita (c. 400 BCE)

























c. 585 BCE



Birth of Western Philosophy


Thales (c. 625–c. 545 BCE), Anaximander (c. 610–c. 546 BCE), Anaximenes (fl. c. 545 BCE)





Socrates said that “philosophy begins in wonder.” In Western civilization, philosophy began when a group of Greek sages in the Aegean seaport of Miletus sought to satisfy their sense of wonder by asking new kinds of questions. Instead of relying on mythology and supernatural forces to explain nature, these thinkers began to use reason and observation. This marked the beginning of science as well as philosophy.


Thales has traditionally been regarded as the first Western philosopher. He was one of the Seven Wise Men of Greece and was reputed to have studied in Egypt, where he learned geometry. Some early sources claimed he successfully predicted eclipses. One anecdote relates how Thales was mocked by a servant girl for falling into a well while stargazing; perhaps to demonstrate that he was no absentminded professor, it is also said he was the first to show that there are 365 days in a year.


Thales asked whether there is some basic “stuff” out of which everything is made, and concluded that there is. Everything is made of water, he claimed. Why he believed this is unclear. Perhaps he was impressed by the fact that water can be a solid, a liquid, or a gas. Aristotle speculates that Thales was struck by the linkage between water and life, noting that seeds, for example, always contain moisture. Whatever the reasons, what is important is the kind of explanation Thales was looking for. Here, for the first time in recorded history, someone was trying to explain the natural world entirely in terms of natural phenomena.


Thales inspired others to seek similar explanations. His follower, Anaximander, suggested that the fundamental stuff is not water, but an indeterminate substance he called the apeiron, Greek for “boundless” or “indefinite.” Not long after Anaximander, another philosopher from Miletus named Anaximenes—apparently impressed by the fact that air can become more or less dense—speculated that everything is some form of air. From such seemingly unpromising beginnings, the Western philosophical quest began.


A nineteenth-century engraving of Thales of Miletus, considered by many to be the first Western philosopher.
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SEE ALSO Anthropomorphization (c. 530 BCE), Atoms and the Void (c. 420 BCE)

























c. 550 BCE



The Dao


Laozi (fl. c. 550 BCE)





Chinese civilization has been shaped by three major traditions: Confucianism, Buddhism, and Daoism. The oldest of these may be Daoism, but it is difficult to say because the origins of Daoism are shrouded in mystery and legend.


According to Chinese tradition, Daoism was founded by the sage Laozi around 550 BCE. Laozi is the reputed author of the classic Daoist text the Dao De Jing (Classic of the Way and Power), a short book full of memorable aphorisms and profound sayings, but not easy to understand. There is a point to this ambiguity, however, for Daoists believe that life itself is inherently mysterious. Ultimate Reality, they claim, cannot be grasped by words or concepts; it can only be felt in the pulse in moments of tranquility.


The central concept of Daoism is that of the Dao (“the Way”). The Dao means, at once, the way of ultimate Reality, the way of the universe, and the way that humans should order their lives. It is the ineffable and transcendent ground of all existence, yet it is also immanent; it orders and flows through all things. To live well is to live in harmony with the Dao, and this means to live simply, naturally, and contentedly in a way attuned to the rhythms and harmonies of nature.


In many ways, Daoism is the direct opposite of Confucianism, which is the most influential tradition of Chinese wisdom. The strong emphasis Confucianists place on book learning, active government, and elaborate ritual are all rejected by Daoists. They favor a natural, spontaneous approach to life. This idea is captured in the Daoist concept of wu wei, or “effortless doing.” Wu wei literally means “inaction” or “non-doing,” but it is not a recipe for do-nothing passivity. Rather, it is a counsel for letting things happen naturally and without meddlesome interference or unnecessary conflict. Daoists believe that people often mess things up when they try to “fix things” by passing too many laws or by trying to micromanage people’s lives. In most cases, they claim, more can be accomplished by means of a less activist, more yielding approach.


A monumental statue of revered Daoism founder Laozi at Mount Qingyuan in the city of Quanzhou, on the coast of southeast China.
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SEE ALSO Confucian Ethics (c. 500 BCE), Cynicism (c. 400 BCE)

























c. 540 BCE



Reincarnation


Pythagoras (c. 570–c. 490 BCE)





We have little definite information about Pythagoras. He left no writings and many legends sprang up about him after his death. It is certain, however, that he had a huge impact on Western civilization. What we do know is that Pythagoras was born in Samos, a small island off the coast of what is now Turkey, very close to Miletus. In midlife he moved to Croton, a major Greek colony on the coast of southern Italy. There he established a quasi-monastic community, open to women and men, which was dedicated to both religious and intellectual pursuits. One of the few surviving quotations attributed to Pythagoras is that “friends have all things in common.”


So far as we can tell, Pythagoras was one of the first Western thinkers to believe in metempsychosis, or reincarnation. Though the evidence is uncertain, he seems to have held that the body is the soul’s “tomb,” that the soul is weighed down and polluted by the impurities of the body, and that the soul is fated to be reborn again and again into human and animal bodies until it finally shakes itself free from the wheel of rebirth by living a pure and religious life.


Pythagoras is famous, of course, for proving the Pythagorean theorem in geometry. Like Plato, he believed that mathematics elevates the mind and helps it to focus on what is eternal and divine. He also taught that mathematics is crucial for understanding the physical world, for nature is an organized harmony that (as Galileo would later say) is written in the language of mathematics. It was claimed that he also coined the term philosophy (“love of wisdom”) to designate the rigorous intellectual work that was necessary to purify the soul and raise it to the level of divinity.


Pythagoras is also important because of his influence on Plato. Plato’s beliefs in a separation of mind and body, in reincarnation, in the immortality of the soul, in the corrupting influences of the body, and in the role of philosophy and mathematics in living the best kind of human life and achieving spiritual fruition are all strongly Pythagorean. Plato is unquestionably one of the most important thinkers in Western civilization, and therefore, indirectly, so too is Pythagoras.


Pythagoras, likely the earliest Western thinker to believe in reincarnation and, legendarily, one of the earliest proponents of the round-earth theory, is shown resting his hand on a globe in this vintage engraving.
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SEE ALSO The Vedas (c. 1500 BCE), Ahimsa (c. 540 BCE), No-Self (Anatta) (c. 525 BCE), Mind-Body Dualism (c. 380 BCE)

























c. 540 BCE



Ahimsa


Nataputta Vardhamana (Mahavira) (c. 599–c. 527 BCE)





The sixth century BCE was an exciting time to live in India. The Hindu Upanishads were being written around this period, and two major religions emerged as reactions to the orthodox schools of Hinduism. One was Buddhism; the other was Jainism, which was founded by Nataputta Vardhamana, known as Mahavira (“Great Hero” in Sanskrit), sometime in the middle of the sixth century BCE, though some scholars think it was a few decades later.


According to Jain sources, Mahavira was born in 599 BCE in northeastern India, not far from present-day Nepal. Following a privileged upbringing as part of a royal family, Mahavira decided at the age of thirty to renounce the world and seek enlightenment. Few have ever done so with greater determination. For over twelve years he wandered naked all over India, practicing extreme bodily austerities and carefully avoiding all harm to other creatures. Finally, in his early forties, he achieved complete enlightenment and release (moksha). For the next thirty years he taught others the path to liberation that he had discovered. He ended his own life, at age seventy-two, by voluntary self-starvation.


Like Hindus and Buddhists, Jains believe in karma and reincarnation. The ultimate goal of life, they hold, is to liberate the soul from karma and rebirth. The way they seek to do this is by practicing asceticism (self-denial, nonattachment) and trying to avoid all injury to other life forms. Jain monks pursue this path in a particularly rigorous way, taking five vows that include celibacy, complete nonpossessiveness, noninjury or nonviolence (ahimsa), truthfulness, and refusing to take anything that isn’t given to them. Lay Jains are allowed to marry and pursue a more moderate (but still extremely disciplined) lifestyle of renunciation.


Jains believe that all living things have souls, and they take great care to avoid any unnecessary killing or harm. Mahavira himself reportedly used a broom to gently sweep the ground in front of his feet, lest he should tread on any tiny creatures. This idea of ahimsa greatly influenced many Indian schools of philosophy.


A miniature painting depicting Mahavira, founder of the Jain religion, from a c. 1503 manuscript of the Kalpa Sūtra, a sacred Jain text.
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SEE ALSO The Vedas (c. 1500 BCE), Reincarnation (c. 540 BCE)

























c. 530 BCE



Anthropomorphization


Xenophanes (c. 570–c. 470 BCE)





Homer (fl. c. ninth or eighth century BCE) was more than a poet to the ancient Greeks. He was a revered moral and religious sage. It therefore must have created quite a stir when Xenophanes, a traveling philosopher-poet, attacked him with both guns blazing.


Xenophanes accused Homer of maligning the gods by casting them in human shape and endowing them with moral failings, such as theft and adultery. He noted that humans anthropomorphize the gods, imagining that they “are born and have clothes and voices and shapes like their own,” but Xenophanes believed this is simply a human conceit. For “if oxen, horses, and lions had hands or could paint with their hands and fashion works as men do, horses would paint horse-like images of gods and oxen oxen-like ones, and each would fashion bodies like his own.”


Xenophanes was born around 570 BCE in Colophon, a city about fifty miles north of Miletus in Asia Minor. When the Medes conquered Colophon in 546 BCE, Xenophanes was expelled and fled west. He spent the rest of his long life as a wandering bard, primarily in Italy and Sicily, reciting his own poems as well as others’. Perhaps it was during his travels that it dawned on him how humans everywhere seemed to shape the gods in their own image. As he wryly noted, “the Ethiopians consider the gods flat-nosed and black; the Thracians blue-eyed and red-haired.”


In truth, Xenophanes believed “there is one god, among gods and men the greatest, not at all like mortals in body or mind.” Some scholars believe that Xenophanes identified god with the world, viewing the entire cosmos as a living, conscious, and divine being. If so, he would be the first Western philosopher to embrace a form of pantheism.


Refreshingly, Xenophanes was modest about his philosophical and religious musings. He wrote, “Certain truth no man has seen, nor will there ever be a man who knows about the gods and about everything of which I speak; for even if he should fully succeed in saying what is true, even so he himself does not know it, but in all things there is opinion.”


In ancient Greece, the gods were usually depicted in idealized human form—a fallacy according to Xenophanes—such as in this c. 400 BCE votive frieze known as the Relief of the Gods from the Sanctuary of Artemis at Brauron, in southeastern Greece. From left to right are Zeus, Leto, and their children Apollo and Artemis.
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SEE ALSO Birth of Western Philosophy (c. 585 BCE)

























c. 525 BCE



The Four Noble Truths


Siddhārtha Gautama (Buddha) (c. 560–c. 380 BCE)





The foundation of Buddhism is veiled in clouds of myth and uncertainty. What we do know is that Buddhism was founded by Siddhārtha Gautama, who lived and taught in southern Nepal and northern India sometime around the sixth or fifth century BCE. Born the son of a wealthy king, Siddhārtha lived a life of luxury before becoming discontented in his late twenties and deciding to leave home to seek his enlightenment. For six years he practiced meditation and severe bodily austerities but did not find the answers he was looking for. Finally, he sat under a fig tree one day and resolved not to get up until he had achieved enlightenment. At dawn, the Great Awakening occurred and he became Buddha (“the enlightened one”). He gathered a community of disciples and spent the next forty-five years teaching the liberating path he had discovered.


What was this secret to inner peace that Buddha discovered? It is encapsulated in his “Four Noble Truths”: life is suffering, the cause of suffering is selfish craving (tanha), suffering can be overcome, and the way to overcome suffering is by following the Eightfold Path (right views, right aspiration, right livelihood, and other beliefs and practices that signal a serious commitment to the Buddhist lifestyle and path of liberation).


Though Buddhism has become encrusted with speculative doctrine, Buddha himself always maintained a “noble silence” about metaphysical issues. One of his disciples commented, “Whether the world is eternal or not eternal, whether the world is finite or not, whether the soul is the same as the body or whether the soul is one thing and the body another . . . the Lord does not explain to me.” What Buddha taught was a practical therapy for rooting out the persistent causes of unhappiness and discontent. He recognized that people live in chains forged by their own hands. We suffer because we are self-centered and thirst after empty pleasures and things we cannot have. Once we liberate ourselves from all clutching desires, we are free, Buddha said, to “cultivate love without measure toward all beings.”


Buddha is said to have reached enlightenment under a fig tree (a sacred tree whose name in Sanskrit is “Bodhi,” or enlightenment, tree) in Bodh Gaya, India, the most sacred city in Buddhism. The Great Buddha statue of Bodh Gaya is shown here; completed in 1989, it stands 80 feet (25 meters) tall.
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SEE ALSO The Vedas (c. 1500 BCE), No-Self (Anatta) (c. 525 BCE), Stoicism (c. 300 BCE)

























c. 525 BCE



No-Self (Anatta)



Siddhārtha Gautama (Buddha) (c. 560–c. 380 BCE)





In Buddha’s time, like today, Hinduism was the major religion of India. Buddha agreed with some Hindu teachings, including the doctrines of karma and reincarnation, but rejected others. Among these was the Hindu idea, found in the Upanishads, of a permanent soul or self (Ātman) that is ultimately identical with the absolute Reality (Brahman). By contrast, Buddha taught that there is no soul or self in the sense of a self-identical ego, a substance that endures over time. This idea of no-self (anatta) is a central teaching of Buddhism, one of the three so-called “marks of existence,” or dharma seals.


Buddha believed that what people call a soul or self is really only a temporary bundle or aggregation of mental and physical features (skandhas). These include body, perception, feelings, consciousness, and instincts or predispositions (some of which are subconscious). These five constantly changing features more or less hang together as an integrated unit while we are alive, but they do not constitute a “thing” or an “entity,” and at death they dissolve or disperse. There is no soul, or “me,” that survives death. This raises an obvious problem for Buddha’s belief in karma and reincarnation. For if there is no enduring soul or self, what is it that gets reincarnated into another form and is the bearer of karma? Buddha’s answer was that a kind of karma-laden psychic structure carries over into the next life, yet this is not a soul or self but simply an information-bearing packet of habits, predispositions, and so forth that survives death and forms the basis for a person’s next incarnation.


Buddha’s denial of a permanent self is related to another key teaching of Buddhism: impermanence (anicca). Buddha taught that reality is an ever-changing phantasmagoria, a flux in which nothing is permanent. Everything is constantly changing, so that nothing remains literally “itself” or “the same” from one moment to the next. This is part of why Buddha denied the existence of a permanent self. As he saw it, change is such a fundamental feature of empirical reality that each of us is literally a different person each second of our lives.


In Tibetan Buddhism, the concept of impermanence—a key teaching of Buddhism—is symbolized by sand mandalas: complex, sacred diagrams symbolizing the cosmos. They are painstakingly created by monks with grains of colored sand, and then ceremonially disassembled and poured into nearby bodies of water to carry their blessings.
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SEE ALSO The Vedas (c. 1500 BCE), The Four Noble Truths (c. 525 BCE), A Treatise of Human Nature (1739)

























c. 500 BCE



Confucian Ethics


Kong Qiu (Confucius) (551–479 BCE)





Without question, Confucius is one of the most influential philosophers in human history. For more than two millennia, he has molded the Chinese mind and way of life.


“Confucius” is a latinized form of Kong Fuzi (“Master Kong”); his real name was Kong Qiu. He was born in the mid sixth century BCE near present-day Qufu, in south-central China, and grew up poor following the early death of his father. After holding a series of menial jobs, he opened a school and became a teacher during what was a turbulent period in Chinese history, filled with constant warfare and social disorder. Throughout his long career as a teacher and public servant, Confucius sought to restore peace, good governance, and a strong social fabric to China. He believed that the key to any healthy society lies in building strong families, educated leaders, and ethical individuals. Most of his teaching focused on these themes.


Confucius looked back to an earlier period of Chinese history, the era of the so-called Sage-Kings, that he believed provided a model of a good society. This was a period when rulers led by example and displayed ren (benevolence, love) toward their subjects. It was also a time when people displayed both li (proper manners and ceremonial behavior) and xiao (respect for one’s parents, elders, and ancestors).


The stress Confucius laid on proper ritual and ceremony may be puzzling to Westerners. Why have elaborate rules about how many times one should bow, how tea should be served, how long one should mourn the death of a parent, and so forth? Confucius believed that such rules help to order our minds, calm our passions, and show proper respect to one another. They are outward symbols of inner harmonies and proprieties.


Confucius’s greatest contribution to Chinese culture may lie in the field of education. Largely because of his influence, China and other Eastern cultures have historically placed great importance on educational achievement, learning, and respect for teachers. Many Asian nations, including China, South Korea, and Singapore, observe “Teachers’ Day” as a national holiday. In Taiwan, Teachers’ Day falls on September 28, Confucius’s presumed birthday.


A statue of Confucius at Beijing’s Guozijian, or Imperial Academy, which was founded in 1306 and closed in 1905.
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SEE ALSO Reciprocity (c. 500 BCE), Revival of Confucianism (c. 1180)

























c. 500 BCE



Reciprocity


Kong Qiu (Confucius) (551–479 BCE)





Confucius was a humanist in the sense that he focused mainly on practical human concerns and said very little about spiritual matters or the ultimate nature of reality. The core of his teaching deals with questions of ethics and politics. With respect to ethics, Confucius was a thinker far ahead of his time. One example of this is his doctrine of reciprocity (shu).


It is said that one day Confucius’s disciple Tse-kung asked, “Is there one single word that can serve as a principle of conduct for life?” Confucius replied, “Perhaps the word ‘reciprocity’ will do. Do not do unto others what you do not want others to do unto you.” This is one of the earliest formulations of what is now called the Golden Rule. Most religions have some form or another of the rule. Jesus offers perhaps the most familiar version: “Always treat others as you would like to be treated” (Matthew 7:12). Confucius expressed essentially the same insight five centuries earlier, though he phrased the rule negatively (“Do not do unto others”), whereas Jesus stated it positively.


The Golden Rule may or may not be the most fundamental rule of morality, but it certainly captures something very basic about the moral life. It rules out any kind of irrational special pleading of the form “It’s OK for me to do X, but not for anybody else to do it.” It also impels us to empathize with others, to see and feel things from their point of view. This capacity for empathy is critical to human moral response.


Some critics reject the Golden Rule because they think it invites people to impose their own tastes and desires on other people. That, however, is a misunderstanding. What the rule really requires is that we try to imagine what it would be like to be in another person’s shoes and then to act in accordance with that person’s legitimate desires and needs. Thus understood, the Golden Rule does not compel us to satisfy desires that are, say, harmful or immoral, but only those that are reasonable and legitimate. This, of course, requires judgment, which we might get wrong. But that is true of many basic moral norms.


This Chinese stamp from 1989, commemorating the 2,540th anniversary of Confucius’s birth, shows the great philosopher instructing his disciples.
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SEE ALSO Confucian Ethics (c. 500 BCE), Revival of Confucianism (c. 1180)

























c. 500 BCE



Change Is Constant


Heraclitus (fl. c. 500 BCE)





Heraclitus is the most quotable of the pre-Socratic philosophers. From the 130 or so fragments of his writings that have survived, a vivid personality shines through: proud, passionate, contemptuous of the common herd, yet moved by a deep religious impulse to find unity in difference and order in apparent disorder. Like the Chinese sage Laozi, Heraclitus wrote in pithy, enigmatic aphorisms. For this reason, he was known in antiquity as Heraclitus the Obscure.


Heraclitus taught that all things are in flux. “Change alone is unchanging,” he declared. Though some things appear to be permanent and unchanging, a closer look reveals that “nothing stands but for [time’s] scythe to mow.” “You cannot step twice into the same river; for fresh waters are ever flowing in upon you.” “The sun is new every day.”


Another way in which Heraclitus reminds one of Laozi is in his doctrine of the “unity of opposites.” Both in nature and in human affairs, harmonies flow from the strife and tension of opposites. In the interplay of light and darkness, summer and winter, male and female lie the creative tensions that give meaning and richness to existence. “From things that differ comes the fairest attunement.”


Heraclitus offered his own take on the much-debated issue of whether there is some fundamental “stuff” out of which everything is made. His answer was fire. In ever-living fire, constantly renewing itself and transmuting all things into itself, he saw the essential pattern of the world.


The deepest source of life’s goodness and harmony, Heraclitus believed, lies in what he called the “Logos” (the Greek word logos means “word” or “reason”), the divine word or universal reason. The Logos was not a personal god, but a fiery divine force or process ordering all things for the best through creative strife. “To God all things are beautiful and good and just; but men suppose some things to be just and others unjust.”


Heraclitus’s doctrine of the Logos, or universal reason, was picked up by the Stoics and contributed significantly to their teaching. It also was taken up, and given a fundamentally new interpretation, in the famous opening words of the Gospel of John: “In the beginning was the Word [Logos], and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”


Heraclitus, known as the Obscure or the Weeping Philosopher, in a painting by Dutch artist Hendrick ter Brugghen from 1628.
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SEE ALSO The Dao (c. 550 BCE), Change Is Illusory (c. 470 BCE), Epictetian Stoicism (c. 125)

























c. 500 BCE



The Book of Job





Nineteenth-century Scottish historian Thomas Carlyle thought the biblical book of Job, which deals with the perennial problem of life’s injustice, was “one of the grandest things ever written with a pen.” It was axiomatic in Hebrew theology that God rewarded the good and punished the wicked, yet there was no belief in heaven or hell at the time Job was written. It follows, then, that God’s perfect justice must prevail on earth. Yet is it not obvious, as soberly noted in Psalm 73:12, that it is the “ungodly, who prosper in the world”? The book of Job wrestles with this problem without finding an intellectual solution. Job does, however, find something even more important.


The book of Job is framed around an ancient folktale. In God’s heavenly court, Satan suggests that Job is pious and upright only because God has blessed him with good fortune. As a test, God permits Satan to inflict upon Job a slew of calamities. His children, servants, and animals are killed, and he is afflicted with terrible boils. Three friends of Job come to comfort him but without success. They try to convince Job that he must have committed some great sin to deserve such grievous punishment. Job, however, holds firm and insists on his own innocence and the greatness of God. Finally, God himself appears and speaks to Job out of a whirlwind. What does Job know about God and his ways? Where was Job when God laid the foundation of the earth and “all the sons of God shouted for joy”? (Job 38:7). Job admits that he has uttered what he did not understand and repents “in dust and ashes.” God then restores Job to prosperity, blesses him with ten new children, and Job dies an old man, “full of days.”


In the end, Job offers no philosophical solution to the mystery of suffering. Indeed, it seems to suggest that no such solution can be found. But by the conclusion of the book Job has received something far more important than intellectual understanding: personal communion with God. In this way, “patient Job” is presented as a model of the person of faith.


Job is tormented by demons in this seventh-century engraving by Lucas Vorsterman after Peter Paul Rubens.
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SEE ALSO Ecclesiastes (c. 300 BCE), Soul-Making Theodicy (1966)

























c. 470 BCE



Change Is Illusory


Parmenides (fl. c. 470 BCE)





Parmenides is a giant among the pre-Socratic philosophers. Plato called him “venerable and awful” and praised his “glorious depth of mind.” Parmenides has been characterized as the world’s first metaphysician, and he was the first to offer a sustained deductive argument for a philosophical conclusion. His thought marks a watershed in Greek philosophy and largely reset its agenda.


Other than that he was a native of Elea in southern Italy, little is known about Parmenides. According to Plato, late in life Parmenides traveled to Athens, where he matched wits with the young Socrates. Like several pre-Socratic philosophers, he wrote in verse. Only about 150 lines have survived.


Parmenides defended the startling idea that change is an illusion. Although our senses indicate that things change, logic tells us that change and motion are impossible. Whatever is real must be eternal, uncreated, and unchanging. The very idea of change, Parmenides argues, is contradictory. Change implies transformation from “what is” (for example, a green leaf in summer) into “what is not” (such as an orange leaf in autumn). But “what is not” is nothing, and nothing is a complete lack of existence, a void. Thus, change is impossible because there is no “nothing” into which something could change. For similar reasons, being (“what is”) must be eternal. If being comes into existence, it must arise from either being or nonbeing. It cannot arise from nonbeing because nonbeing is nothing, and nothing can come from nothing. Nor can it arise from being, because then it would already exist rather than come into existence. Despite what our senses tell us, therefore, reality must be static. All that exists is “the One”: eternal, uncreated, unchanging Being.


Parmenides’s astonishing claims were controversial: Many later philosophers tried to answer him in one way or another. Others became fervent disciples and sought to elaborate his cryptic arguments. Plato offered a famous compromise, suggesting that Parmenides was wrong in thinking that change is impossible but right that nothing changes at the highest level of reality (the so-called “Realm of Being”). But perhaps most importantly, Parmenides set an example of closely reasoned logical argumentation that profoundly influenced Western philosophy.


A rare fragment of Plato’s Parmenides on parchment, written by a scribe in the third or fourth century.
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SEE ALSO Change Is Constant (c. 500 BCE), The World of the Forms (c. 380 BCE)

























c. 460 BCE



Mind Organizes Nature


Anaxagoras (c. 500–c. 428 BCE)





Anaxagoras came from Clazomenae, a coastal town north of Ephesus in Asia Minor. In midlife he moved to Athens, where he taught for many years, thus becoming the first in a long line of distinguished philosophers to make Athens their home. He wrote a book titled On Nature, which so shocked religious conservatives that he was tried and convicted of impiety. Saved by his friend Pericles, he fled to Lampsacus in northern Asia Minor, where he opened a school and died an honored citizen. Among his happier legacies was a month-long holiday in which the students of Lampsacus were let off school.


Anaxagoras believed that all things are composed of tiny particles or “seeds.” These particles come in an indefinite number of kinds, and everything that exists contains some of each element. So, for example, water contains elements of fire, earth, and every other sort of element. What we call a thing is based on which element predominates in that thing. Thus, we call something “fire” because it is made up mostly of fire particles.


Anaxagoras also taught that the universe originated from a primeval chaos. What caused the universe to become organized was Mind (nous), a corporeal substance composed of the finest and purest of material elements that, unlike other things, is mixed with nothing. Mind produces a rotation that separates out the elements, creating objects such as stars and planets. All living things contain and are ruled by Mind, which has “complete understanding of things” and “the greatest power,” and is henceforth conscious and intelligent, and presumably divine.


Plato and Aristotle considered Anaxagoras’s theory of Mind to be a great philosophical advance. They complained, however, that Anaxagoras makes very little use of Mind, resorting to mechanical explanations whenever he can and invoking Mind only as an original source of motion. Nevertheless Anaxagoras deserves great credit for distinguishing mind from matter, for groping toward a concept of a purely immaterial substance, and for introducing the idea of Mind as a source of nature’s apparent “design.”


Plato, Anaxagoras, and Democritus debate the mysteries of the universe (although Plato was born later than the other two philosophers) in this miniature painting from an early illuminated manuscript.
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SEE ALSO Survival of the Fittest (c. 450 BCE), The World of the Forms (c. 380 BCE), Hume’s Dialogues (1779)

























c. 460 BCE



The Paradoxes of Motion


Zeno of Elea (c. 490–c. 430 BCE)





Around 470 BCE, Parmenides astonished educated Greeks by arguing that reality is completely static. There is a conflict, he claimed, between logic and our senses. Our senses tell us that things move and change, but reason forces us to conclude that the very ideas of motion and change are self-contradictory. Since our senses can deceive us, we should trust our reason and conclude that reality consists of a single eternal, unchangeable, indestructible sphere that Parmenides calls the One.


As outlandish as this view seems, it attracted some brilliant defenders. One was Zeno of Elea, who accompanied Parmenides on a visit to Athens in 450 BCE. Zeno formulated a whole slew of arguments to show that Parmenides was right. Some arguments were designed to show that a plurality of objects is impossible, while others attacked the concept of empty space or the reliability of the senses. The most famous were various “paradoxes of motion,” which sought to prove that motion is an illusion. One of the best-known paradoxes is known as The Dichotomy, or The Race Course.


It goes like this: A swift runner could never complete a short race. Why? Because to win a race one must get to the finish line. To get to the finish line, one must first travel half the distance to the line, then three-quarters of the distance, then five-sixths, etc. Any finite distance can be divided into an infinite number of segments. That means that no runner could reach the finish line without passing through an infinite number of points in a finite amount of time. But that is impossible, Zeno argued, so no runner could ever finish a race.


Philosophers and mathematicians continue to debate Zeno’s paradoxes today. In the big picture, what is more important than the paradoxes themselves is the manner in which Zeno argued for them. Aristotle stated that Zeno invented the art of “dialectic.” By this he meant the type of argument strategy that was Socrates’s stock-in-trade, namely, bringing out hidden contradictions or absurdities in a person’s initial assertion. If Socrates did learn this technique from Zeno, then Zeno’s contribution to Western philosophy was huge.


Runners emblazon a c. 530 BCE prize amphora from the Panathenaic Games, which were held for centuries in Athens for its citizens.
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SEE ALSO Change Is Illusory (c. 470 BCE)

























c. 450 BCE



Survival of the Fittest


Empedocles (c. 490–430 BCE)





Early Greek philosophers often combined science and religion in ways that strike us as strange. The philosopher-poet Empedocles offers a prime example. He was born in Acragas (modern-day Agrigento), a Greek colony in Sicily. For a time he studied with the Pythagoreans, taking to heart their beliefs in reincarnation and vegetarianism. According to legend, Empedocles declared himself to be a god who had been condemned to a series of earthly rebirths as punishment for some celestial crime. It is said that he ended his life by leaping into the crater of Mount Etna to prove his immortality.


It is the scientific side of Empedocles’s thought that is of more lasting significance. He was an eclectic thinker who sought to synthesize a number of conflicting views of his predecessors. For example, he agreed with Parmenides that reality must be eternal, material, and in some sense unchanging. At the same time, the reality of change is too obvious to be denied. His solution was to distinguish two levels of reality. At the micro-level there are four elements—earth, air, fire, and water—that are eternal and indestructible. These mix to form larger objects—trees, clouds, horses, and so forth—that undergo constant change. This doctrine of the four basic elements survived until the birth of modern science.


Empedocles also sought to explain natural phenomena in terms of two fundamental forces that he called Love and Hate. Love is a force of attraction that binds things together, while Hate is a force of repulsion that breaks them apart. For all eternity, these two powers wax and wane in endlessly repeating cosmic cycles.


To explain the origin of living creatures, Empedocles proposed a theory of evolution. Random mixing of the four elements produced bone, flesh, etc., which united to form primitive organisms. Because of the haphazard way these organisms were formed, most were oddly shaped and quickly died out. Through a slow process of natural selection and survival of the fittest, the better-adapted animals (including us humans) are here today. In recognition of his prescient theory, Empedocles earned a shout-out in Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species.


The philosopher-poet Empedocles—who supposedly declared himself to be a god—looks to the heavens in an early-sixteenth-century French engraving.
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SEE ALSO Change Is Illusory (c. 470 BCE), Mind Organizes Nature (c. 460 BCE), Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859)

























c. 450 BCE



Protagoras and Relativism


Protagoras (c. 490 BCE–c. 420 BCE)





Protagoras was the first and greatest of the ancient Greek Sophists, a group of wandering teachers—or what we today might call life coaches—who traveled from city to city, offering to teach the art of personal success for a handsome fee. Protagoras practiced this profession for forty years and became rich and famous in the process.


In that period of Greek history, the path to power and success was effective public speaking. Protagoras was a master at giving speeches, and he claimed to be able to teach anyone “how to make the weaker argument the stronger.” He had shocking ideas about many things, including religion. According to one source, Athens expelled him for writing a book in which he declared: “As to the gods, I have no means of knowing either that they exist or that they do not exist.”


Protagoras was apparently the first Western philosopher to teach a radical form of relativism. He famously pronounced that “man is the measure of all things.” What he meant by this is not completely clear, but most scholars believe he embraced an extreme form of subjectivism that rejects any notion of objective truth and instead leaves truth entirely up to the individual. Whatever seems true to a particular person is true for that person, and there are no belief-independent “facts” that could prove such a person wrong. As Protagoras’s critics quickly pointed out, this implies that all beliefs are true, including the belief that all beliefs are not true. Protagoras stuck by his guns, but also asserted that even though all beliefs are true, it does not follow that they are equally useful. In particular, he taught there will always be a need for skilled teachers such as himself to teach the quickest and most advantageous ways to achieve worldly success.


Protagoras’s radical relativism was seen as a threat to morals, religion, and civilization itself by many of his contemporaries. Great thinkers like Plato and Aristotle attempted to refute him by developing sophisticated theories of knowing and truth. Ultimately, Protagoras’s most important legacy may be the great conversation he sparked.


In this eighteenth-century engraving, Protagoras (standing), the first and greatest of the Sophists, lectures the younger philosopher Democritus, kneeling at left.
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SEE ALSO The Sophists (c. 450 BCE), Truth Is Subjectivity (1846)

























c. 450 BCE



The Sophists





The Sophists were a group of wandering teachers who professed to teach how to achieve power and success in life, particularly through the art of public speaking. Protagoras was the first and greatest of them, but there were other well-known Sophists, including Gorgias of Leontini (c. 483–c. 376 BCE), Hippias of Elis (c. 485–c. 415 BCE), Prodicus of Ceos (c. 465–c. 395 BCE), and Thrasymachus of Chalcedon (c. 459–c. 400 BCE).


The Sophists were deeply polarizing figures in their day. Many were clearly brilliant men. Some made important contributions to grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, and other fields. Unquestionably they filled an important need, teaching people how to make an effective speech when speechmaking was the path to public success in democratic societies such as Athens. Perhaps most importantly, they contributed to the intellectual ferment of the golden age of Athens by challenging conventional ideas and fueling their era’s passion for close reasoning.


At the same time, many Greeks regarded the Sophists as money-grubbing charlatans and threats to traditional morality and religion. Some, like Protagoras, taught a thoroughgoing relativism that rejected any form of objective truth or absolute values. Others, like Thrasymachus, taught that “might makes right” and that ethics is for saps. Prodicus argued that the gods were personifications of the sun, moon, and other natural objects, and was widely considered to be an atheist. Many Greeks were offended by the hair-splitting “sophisms” that Sophists sometimes offered to demonstrate their skill in reasoning. Gorgias published a book, now lost, in which he claimed to prove that nothing exists; that if anything exists it cannot be known; that if anything were known it could not be communicated from one person to another.


Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle were all deeply opposed to the Sophists and portrayed them in highly unflattering terms. Plato is by far our most important source of information about the Sophists, and he saw them as mortal threats to the ideals of objective knowledge, truth, and the values he held dear. Were his fears exaggerated? Was his portrayal of the Sophists overly negative? These continue to be issues of lively scholarly debate today.


The Sophists touted the art of public speaking, or rhetoric. Here, German illustrator Georg Pencz personifies rhetoric in an engraving, c. 1550.
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SEE ALSO Protagoras and Relativism (c. 450 BCE), The Trial and Death of Socrates (399 BCE)

























c. 450 BCE



Ladder of Love


Diotima of Mantinea (fl. c. 450 BCE?)





In Plato’s dialogue the Symposium, Socrates says he was taught “the philosophy of Love” by a woman, Diotima of Mantinea. Scholars debate whether Diotima really existed, but she might have. Although women generally had very low status in ancient Greece, many Greek philosophers were more broad-minded. Women and men were treated as equals in the schools of Pythagoras, Epicurus, and Aristippus, and Plato shocked his contemporaries by proposing that women should receive the same education and opportunities as men. Whether real or fictional, Diotima is credited with teaching one of the most sublime views of love in Western thought.


Diotima tells Socrates that there are lesser and greater mysteries of love. The lesser mysteries are that love is a desire for beauty and for the permanent possession of the good. Love is a divinely implanted impulse that subconsciously impels people to pursue immortality through having children, creating enduring works of art, and making lasting contributions to society.


The greater mystery is that love is a ladder. We begin by loving a single beautiful individual and conceiving fair thoughts about that person. Next we observe that attractive bodies are everywhere and that all physical beauty is the same, and so we become lovers of all beautiful bodies. As we mature, we come to see that beauty of soul is more worthy of love than beauty of body. Casting our gaze still wider, we perceive that good laws and institutions have a higher kind of loveliness than any form of personal beauty. But love of laws and institutions is still love of particular things. We must cast our gaze still wider to “the vast sea of beauty,” so that we perceive the high beauty inherent in all knowledge and science, being inspired thereby to “create many fair and noble thoughts and notions in the boundless love of wisdom.” Fortified by these thoughts, we catch a glimpse at last of beauty itself—perfect, eternal, and changeless; the source of all lesser beauties; and the ultimate object of all forms of love and desire. Love for beauty itself, Socrates says, is the highest and truest form of love; and those who strive for the noblest things in life “will not easily find a helper better than love.”


Venus, the goddess of love, gazes at her beautiful reflection in a mirror held by Cupid, in a painting by Peter Paul Rubens titled Venus and Cupid, c. 1606–1611. Diotima of Mantinea tells Socrates that there are lesser and greater mysteries of love and that we must cast our gaze to “the vast sea of beauty.”
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SEE ALSO Universal Love (c. 420 BCE), The World of the Forms (c. 380 BCE)

























c. 430 BCE



Know Thyself


Socrates (c. 469–399 BCE)





Socrates is an iconic figure in Western civilization. It is remarkable what an impact this scruffy sidewalk philosopher had, both in his own time and through the centuries.


Socrates was born in Athens around 470 or 469 BCE. His father, Sophroniscus, was a stonemason or sculptor, and apparently was fairly well-to-do. As a young man, Socrates became convinced that the gods had commanded him to become a kind of philosophical missionary to his fellow Athenians. Except for periods in his forties when he served as a soldier in the Athenian army during the Peloponnesian War with Sparta, he spent his entire adult life in the streets of Athens, buttonholing anyone who would talk with him, exposing their shoddy and often inconsistent thinking, and encouraging them to join him on a quest for true wisdom and goodness. Since few people like to be shown up in public, Socrates naturally made plenty of enemies. In 399 BCE, a few years after democracy was restored in Athens following a brutal dictatorship, Socrates was put on trial for corrupting the youth and introducing strange gods into the city. He was convicted by a jury of five hundred fellow citizens and sentenced to die by drinking poison (hemlock). In prison, he spent his last days gaily discussing philosophy with his friends, refused an offer to escape, and met his death calmly and cheerfully.


One of Socrates’s most constant watchwords was to “know thyself.” As he went about talking philosophy on the streets of Athens, he became convinced that most people are overconfident in their beliefs. They think they know much more than they do. By being honest with ourselves and leading what Socrates called “an examined life,” we can come to recognize our true condition: ignorance. Most people, Socrates taught, are in the grip of not only false beliefs but false values as well. We chase things like wealth, fame, status, and pleasure, when what really matters is wisdom and virtue. Only those who make a sincere effort to know themselves can recognize their true condition and be motivated to seek the wisdom they lack.


A nineteenth-century statue of Socrates by Greek sculptor Leonidas Drosis, in front of the Academy of Athens.
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SEE ALSO The Trial and Death of Socrates (399 BCE), Socratic Dialogues (c. 399 BCE)

























c. 420 BCE



Atoms and the Void


Leucippus (fl. c. 440 BCE), Democritus (c. 460–c. 370 BCE)





The most influential philosophy of nature developed by the early Greek philosophers was atomism. The theory was first put forward by Leucippus, believed to be a native of Miletus, of whom we know very little. It was his student, Democritus of Abdera, Thrace, who really developed the theory.


Democritus was a prolific author, writing more than sixty books. (Unfortunately, none survive.) Among these were works on ethics, making him one of the first Western philosophers to think systematically about moral issues. Democritus believed that contentment was the goal of life. To achieve lasting happiness and freedom from disturbance (ataraxia), we should live a life of moderation and balance, cultivate our minds, and free ourselves from fear and superstition. Because of the stress he laid on “good cheer,” Democritus was known to the ancients as “the laughing philosopher.”


Democritus also taught that nothing exists except atoms and empty, limitless space, or void. Atoms (from the Greek atomos, or “uncuttable”) were seen as tiny indestructible particles that come in an endless variety of shapes. Atoms are eternal and exist in infinite numbers. For all eternity, atoms have swirled in ceaseless motion, combining with other atoms of similar size and shape, and innumerable worlds were created and destroyed before the current one arose. There is no purpose or design in nature; the universe is a blind, deterministic process in which necessity rules over all. Humans and other animals originally arose from primeval mud and water. Humans have souls, made up of especially fine atoms, but there is no life after death; all life and thought are purely material phenomena.


The atomism of Leucippus and Democritus might have fizzled out like most other pre-Socratic philosophies of nature except that it was embraced not long after Democritus’s death by Epicurus, who did much to popularize the theory. In Roman times, it got another boost in Lucretius’s classic poem On the Nature of Things. As historian Will Durant remarked in summing up Democritus’s achievement, Democritus “formulated for science its most famous hypothesis, and gave to philosophy a system which, denounced by every other, has survived them all, and reappears in every generation.”


In 1628, Hendrick ter Brugghen created this painting of Democritus, the Laughing Philosopher, as a companion piece to his portrait of weeping Heraclitus (see page 32). Democritus stressed being of good cheer, an optimistic viewpoint in light of his belief that nothing exists except atoms and empty space.
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SEE ALSO Epicureanism (c. 300 BCE), On the Nature of Things (c. 55 BCE)

























c. 420 BCE



Universal Love


Mozi (Mo-tzu) (fl. c. 420 BCE)





Mozi (“Master Mo”) was an important critic of Confucianism who lived sometime around the end of the fifth century BCE. Very little is known about him. Since he was always defending the poor and criticizing the wealthy, he may have come from a lower-class family. According to one account, he studied with Confucianists but came to reject many of their characteristic teachings. Instead, he founded his own school, the Mohist school, and gathered round him a loyal band of pupils who were highly skilled at fighting and formed a kind of Robin Hood–force that protected the weak from the strong.


Mozi believed in a utilitarian approach to values. The ultimate test of an act or government policy is whether it benefits everyone. Many of the things Confucianists praised, such as elaborate and costly ceremonies, music, and in-depth study of the Chinese classics, Mozi condemned because they wasted time and money and did not benefit the common people.
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		c. 1520: The Humanist Ideal



		c. 1525: The Silver Age of Scholasticism



		1532: The Prince



		1539: The Rights of Native Peoples



		1543: The Birth of Modern Science



		1580: Revival of Classical Skepticism



		1605: The Advancement of Learning



		1620: The Enlightenment Begins



		1625: On the Law of War and Peace



		1637: The Father of Modern Philosophy



		1641: Meditations on First Philosophy



		1651: Leviathan



		1651: Free Will and Determinism Are Compatible



		1670: Pascal’s Wager



		1674: Occasionalism



		1677: Ethics



		1689: Human Rights



		1689: Religious Liberty



		1689: Empiricism



		c. 1700: Preestablished Harmony



		1713: To Be Is to Be Perceived



		1725: The Moral Sense



		1730: Deism



		1736: The Analogy of Religion



		1739: A Treatise of Human Nature



		1739: The Problem of Induction



		1748: An Attack on Miracles



		1748: The Spirit of the Laws



		1751: Morality Is Rooted in Feeling



		1754: America’s First Major Philosopher



		1759: Candide



		c. 1760: The Birth of Romanticism



		1762: The Social Contract



		1762: Emile and Natural Education



		1764: The Philosophy of Common Sense



		1770: A Godless, Mechanistic Universe



		1779: Hume’s Dialogues



		1781: Critique of Pure Reason



		1785: The Categorical Imperative



		1787: The Federalist



		1789: Utilitarianism



		1790: Critique of Judgment



		1790: Forefather of Conservatism



		1792: A Vindication of the Rights of Woman



		c. 1795: The Beginnings of German Idealism



		1807: The Phenomenology of Spirit



		1819: The Philosophy of Pessimism



		1821: The Real Is the Rational



		1830: Positivism



		1832: Law and Morality Are Separate



		1836: American Transcendentalism



		1841: Idealism Is Turned Upside Down



		1843: Existentialism



		1843: A System of Logic



		1846: Truth Is Subjectivity



		1848: The Communist Manifesto



		1854: Walden



		1859: On Liberty



		1859: Darwin’s Origin of Species



		1862: Social Darwinism



		1863: Refined Utilitarianism



		c. 1865: The Rise of British Idealism



		1867: Capital



		1869: The Subjection of Women



		1874: The Methods of Ethics



		1874: Intentionality



		1878: Origins of Pragmatism



		1879: The New Logic



		1882: “God Is Dead”



		1882: Perspectivism



		1887: The Revaluation of Values



		1890: The Principles of Psychology



		1897: “The Will to Believe”



		1900: Phenomenology



		1901: Environmental Preservationism



		1902: The Varieties of Religious Experience



		1903: Ethical Intuitionism



		1903: The Analytic-Continental Split



		1905: The Theory of Definite Descriptions



		1907: Pragmatism



		1907: Vitalism



		1910: Principia Mathematica



		1912: The Problems of Philosophy



		1916: Progressive Education



		1918: Logical Atomism



		1920: Contemplation vs. Enjoyment



		c. 1920: Neo-Thomism



		1921: The Picture Theory of Language



		1923: I and Thou



		1925: Instrumentalism



		1927: Being and Time



		1927: Religion as Wish Fulfillment



		1929: Process Philosophy



		1929: An Idealist View of Life



		1930: Deontological Intuitionism



		1932: Ordinary Language Philosophy



		1934: The Rejection of Metaphysics



		1936: Logical Positivism



		1938: Nausea



		1942: Existential Defiance



		1943: Being and Nothingness



		1944: Emotivism



		1945: The Phenomenology of Perception



		1946: Atheistic Existentialism



		1949: The Ghost in the Machine



		1949: The Second Sex



		1949: Ecocentrism



		1951: “Two Dogmas of Empiricism”



		1952: Prescriptivism



		1953: Philosophical Investigations



		1953: Impossibility of a Private Language



		1954: The New Riddle of Induction



		1957: Intention



		1959: Falsifiability in Science



		1959: Descriptive Metaphysics



		1960: The Indeterminacy of Translation



		1960: Hermeneutics



		1960: Functionalism



		1961: Legal Positivism



		1962: Scientific Revolutions



		1962: Oxford Ordinary Language Philosophy



		1963: The Gettier Problem



		1966: Soul-Making Theodicy



		1967: Deconstruction



		c. 1968: The (Re)birth of Applied Ethics



		1968: Mind-Brain Identity Theory



		1970: Anomalous Monism



		1971: A Theory of Justice



		c. 1971: The Rise of Informal Logic



		1974: Political Libertarianism



		1974: “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?”



		1974: Essentialism



		1975: Animal Liberation



		1975: Power/Knowledge



		c. 1976: Emergence of Feminist Philosophy



		1977: Moral Anti-Realism



		1977: Taking Rights Seriously



		1979: The New Pragmatism



		1979: Postmodernism



		1979: Reliabilism



		1980: The Chinese Room



		1980: The Causal Theory of Reference



		1981: The Revival of Virtue Ethics



		1981: Critical Theory



		1982: In a Different Voice



		1984: Revival of Christian Philosophy



		1984: Reasons and Persons



		1984: The Moral Limits of the Criminal Law



		1985: The Peculiar Institution of Morality



		1987: Pragmatic Realism



		1989: Religious Pluralism



		1991: Philosophical Zombies



		2000: The Capability Approach



		2004: The New Atheists



		2006: Cosmopolitanism



		2011: The Triple Theory of Ethics
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