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      THE  Series!

      Dear Reader:

      What you hold in your hands is clearly not an encyclopedia. Encyclopedia-sized histories of philosophy do exist. Weighty in more ways than one, they are also often most effective as sleep aids.

      The Everything® Philosophy Book is an introduction that covers the cast of characters and schools of thought that have shaped the way we look at the world. These people have asked the musical question “What's it all about?” and arrived at myriad conclusions. Some ideas may resonate with you; others may seem bizarre, if not downright comical. Recall the old adage that the only stupid question is the one that remains unasked. Herein I present history's Great Questioners.

      It's a Philosophy 101 course without the hefty per-credit fee. But unlike a dry academic affair that would leave you alternately agitated and somnolent, I hope you find this tome to be humorous and entertaining as well as informative.

      Descartes changed the world when he said, “I think, therefore I am.” To paraphrase one of the many masters you will find between the covers of this modest primer, may I say, “You read, therefore I eat.” So, dear reader, buy this book!

      Sincerely,

      
        
        
      

    

  
    
      

      Welcome to the EVERYTHING® series!

      These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

      You can read an EVERYTHING® book from cover-to-cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

      We now have well over 100 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging topics as weddings, pregnancy, wine, learning guitar, one-pot cooking, managing people, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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      Introduction: What's It All About?

      Those familiar with the opening scenes of Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey know that for eons, mankind was just another player scratching for survival in a cruel primordial ecosystem, living and dying instinctually in the unrelenting circle of life. Humans were apelike hominids, foraging for food and warring with rival packs. Suffice it to say, there were no philosophers in that crowd. Or were there?

      Neanderthal Man (and woman) was the Big Kahuna from about 200,000 B. C.–40,000 B.C. Neanderthals were, until very recently, perceived as the stereotypical cavemen from the movies, bedecked in fur, sporting the proverbial big stick, and only able to counter a Socratic query with an insouciant “Ugh!” Yet there was much more to these heavy-browed ancestors than heretofore known.

      Recent archeological findings indicate that the Neanderthals comprised a complex culture. Ancient burial sites reveal that ceremonies were performed, and that these rituals included floral arrangements and the placement of the body in a fetal position. These rituals clearly indicate a faith of some kind and a regard for fallen comrades and loved ones. In the animal kingdom, a body is simply left to decompose. For millions of years, human descendents did the same thing. Yet somewhere along the line, this tradition changed. Mankind had developed a sense of spirituality and an appreciation of the mysteries of life.

      Around 10,000 B.C., the wandering hunter-gatherers started to settle down in communities. They began to plant crops and domesticate livestock. It was in these ancient civilizations that man's first forays into mathematics, astronomy, and the written word began. Within these communities, social classes developed. Agriculture and animal husbandry allowed for the gradual development of leisure time. This free time was certainly not an idolatry of indolence — theirs was, by today's standards, still a struggle fraught with dangers. Yet with this chance to stop and smell the roses, as it were, philosophizing naturally followed. Leisure time was not filled with Sony PlayStations and cyberchat rooms. People thought and probed, and the human mind continued to expand and grow.

      Ancient man's attempt to explain the world and his place in it took the form of what you might consider primitive superstition, but everything old is new age again. As you venture forth into the new millennium, you may find that the wisdom of the ancients was no mere mumbo-jumbo. Closeness to, and a reverence for, nature are sadly missed in the modern age. The gods, each with their singular characteristics and foibles, are archetypes of human personalities. And the fact that gods from divergent cultures are so similar indicates that they sprang from the depths of the human psyche; the kingdom of the gods was within.

      A rich oral tradition of myths and tall tales began even before the written word. The epic of Gilgamesh, Homer's Odyssey and Iliad, and no doubt countless others that have not survived were an attempt to explain what the human experience was all about, or at least to pose pertinent questions. From this rich mythology, superstition, and nature worship, the first philosophers emerged and attempted to look at the world from a more scientific and human-centric perspective. Perhaps the sun was just the sun and not a god; maybe man was not a mere puppet of the fates but rather a creature in control of his own destiny. Mythology was followed by philosophy, upon which the sciences were founded, and a schism split the mystical and the empirical.

      Now, in this new millennium, the chasm between spirituality and science is closing. Quantum physics reveals that the atom is not the smallest particle measurable, and at the subatomic level, those fascinating little bits of matter do things that defy the laws of space and time. Science and spirituality may not be mutually exclusive after all.

      In this book, you hear from the experts, from the Presocratics of ancient Milesia to the twentieth-century thinkers. From the robed sages of antiquity to the denizens of your local diner, everyone's a philosopher. You don't need an advanced degree and a string of letters after your name to ask the big question, “What's it all about?”

      Philosophy means “love of wisdom,” from the ancient words philos (love) and sophia (wisdom). I hope this primer may inspire your love of wisdom and prompt you to delve deeper into the great minds of the ages.
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      It's Greek to Me

      From the quasimystical Monists to the comparatively contemporary atomists, the evolution of thought among the ancient Greeks was a giant leap in the thinking processes of mankind. Chuckle though you may at some of their theories, at the time they were cutting edge and innovative, and a big influence on those that followed.

      
Presocratic Efforts

      We label as Presocratics the world's first official philosophers, a group of men who taught and expounded mostly in the Greek city-states of Ionia beginning in the seventh-century B.C. While many of their theories may seem naïve, primitive, and just plain wrong, these thinkers deserve a great deal of credit for taking the mind of man into an exciting direction.

      While entrenched in a rich mythic tradition involving anthropomorphic gods and monsters and the orally transmitted tales of Homer and others, the Presocratics took baby steps into natural law. They sought to explain what it's all about via a scientific method. The Presocratics are sometimes called Monists, meaning that they sought to isolate one thing, usually one of the elements (earth, air, fire, and water) as the basic stuff to which all reality could be reduced.

      
        [image: illustration] The Presocratic philosophers, while their theories may seem ridiculous today, should be given credit for their efforts to move away from primitive explanations of gods and demons to explain nature and reality. Their ancient efforts paved the way for the scientific method.

      

      The ideas and philosophies of the Presocratics were literally written in stone. Unfortunately, only fragments of these slabs survive. In fact, no complete work of any Presocratic philosopher remains intact. All that's left are snippets and fragments, the ancient equivalent of little yellow sticky memo sheets stuck to your computer monitor or refrigerator.

      Yet their efforts should not be underestimated. The evolution from superstition to science was a quantum leap in thinking, and their philosophy formed a genesis that grew into many of the truths we now hold to be self-evident.

      Thales: Water, Water Everywhere

      Thales of Miletus is often designated as the first official philosopher. He is regarded as the founder of natural philosophy. He proposed that everything is composed of water. On a visceral level, Thales saw water as the source of life, an indispensable necessity for survival. In the form of floods and torrents, water could take life as well as sustain it. It could also change form. Even metals and rock could be reduced to a molten, or liquid state. Water and other liquidities were a formidable force of nature.

      Though Thales could not have known that the human body is composed of mostly water, he was on to something, simplistic as his theories may seem today. His rational approach of not attributing anything and everything to “the gods” paved the way for the scientific method. He was revered as a sage in his lifetime and long after his death.

      Anaximander: A Philosopher of Boundless Energy

      Anaximander, a younger contemporary of Thales, didn't believe that water was one of the four familiar elements that was the basic stuff of the world. Instead, he believed that all those elements and more comprised a common element he called ápeiron, or “The Boundless.” All things arise from ápeiron, and all things return to ápeiron. This belief foreshadows Einstein's dictum that “Matter can neither be created nor destroyed.”

      Anaximenes: Air Apparent

      Anaximenes was a pupil of Anaximander. He digressed from his mentor's theory by singling out air as the root of all things. Humans need air as much as water. He believed that the soul was composed of air.

      While water could change its composition, air is capable of rarefication and condensation. Air in its densest form would be solid matter. In its most ephemeral form, it would be the atmosphere itself. Modern scientists (and New Age gurus) will tell you that solid matter is simply energy in its densest form.

      Though Anaximenes called his stuff du jour “air,” and this may seem a ridiculous proposition, what is important is the principle. It was a movement away from the supernatural and an attempt, like his fellow Milesian scholars and thinkers, to look at things from a scientific perspective. This perspective is what makes the Presocratics important figures in the history of the world.

      Anaximenes had another theory that was heading in a more sophisticated direction. In those days, the breath, because it exhales from the body, was linked to the concept of the soul, which was and is believed to dwell within the body. In olden days, when people sneezed, they believed the soul was in danger of being expelled from the body, which is why people say, “Bless you” or some equivalent when someone sneezes. It was originally a call for the soul to skootch back inside the body. Perhaps, and no one knows for sure, old Anaximenes was talking about more than mere air when he espoused this Monist philosophy.

      
        [image: illustration] The Presocratic philosophers are also called Monists. By definition, this means that, in their philosophy, they determined that the basic “stuff” of reality, such as water, air, fire, and so on, was one thing, though Pythagoras thought it was numbers.

      

      Pythagoras: By the Numbers

      Rather than suggest that the basic stuff of reality was an element of nature, Pythagoras proposed that life was a numbers game. He taught that everything could be explained through mathematical theorems and formulae. He also made a connection between mathematical order and music, even going as far as to state that the orbits of celestial bodies were accompanied by tuneful harmonies he dubbed the “Music of the Spheres.” This one was quite a claim, because Pythagoras never popped his ear above the stratosphere to verify this theory.

      The Pythagorean school of thought was enormously popular and lasted hundreds of years. In his lifetime, Pythagoras was a cult figure whose disciples were sworn to secrecy upon pain of death. He also believed in reincarnation, and his followers were vegetarians.

      Heraclitus and Parmenides: Ionian Odd Couple

      Nicknamed the Obscure, Heraclitus was a philosopher who was known as something of a downer. His theory that everything is composed of fire, if taken metaphorically, is expressed in his belief that everything is in flux. There is no constancy in the universe. There was no living in the moment for Heraclitus. You could not even step into the same river twice, he said, because the flowing water was not the same water you dipped your big toe into mere seconds before. Life is a never-ending sequence of birth and death, creation and destruction.

      Heraclitus felt that this cycle of combustibility is also applicable to the human spirit. Are you the same person at age forty that you were at twenty? Probably not. If taken to heart, this philosophy can lead to melancholy: Youth fades, loved ones die, you were dust, and unto dust you shall return.

      
        [image: illustration] Pythagoras and his followers believed in reincarnation and were practicing vegetarians. He was also one of the first cult leaders. His followers were penalized if they revealed his numerical secrets. Rumor has it that some found themselves sleeping with the Aegean fishes when they crossed the No. 1 guy.

      

      Heraclitus lived much of his life as an eccentric hermit. He had contempt for society and the feeling was mutual. He is also famous for the oft-quoted maxim that “Character is destiny.”

      Parmenides was the anti-Heraclitus; he wrote in direct response to him. Simply put, he believed that there is no flux and that, in fact, everything is stagnant. “It is” was his credo. Being is immutable and constant, and change is an illusion.

      Parmenides wrote an epic poem called “Truth,” which like everything else from the Presocratics, exists only in fragments. Enough survives, however, to piece together the basics of Parmenidian philosophy.

      According to Parmenides, you can look at the world in two ways: You ask yourself whether “it is” or “it is not.” If it “is not,” you cannot be thinking about it, because you can only think about something that exists.

      Parmenides also believed that all this coming and going and blossoming and fading away that you see in your daily life is an illusion of the senses. The more things change, the more they remain the same.

      Zeno: The Tortoise and the Hero

      Zeno is best known for a couple of famous paradoxes, which in the real world make no sense whatsoever, but were extremely popular in their day. The first one explains how, sitting in your room, you can never really reach the door. If the distance between two points is composed of an infinite number of points, then you can bisect that line. And you can keep bisecting the areas you previously bisected ad infinitum. Hence, you potentially have an infinite amount of space in a finite distance between two points and can never really get anywhere. Think about that as you get out of your chair, walk to the door, and leave the room.

      The second Zeno paradox deals with motion. When you move from one place to another, you reach the midway point before the final destination. And before you get to the halfway mark, you reach the halfway mark of the midway point. Ergo, you have to travel an infinite number of points in a finite amount of time. And that is impossible, right?

      The example Zeno uses to make this argument is a race between the mighty hero Achilles (of Iliad and heel fame) and a tortoise. If Achilles graciously gave the tortoise a head start, he could never catch up with the turtle based on the preceding argument. Nevertheless, if you're a gambler, you would be ill advised to bet on the tortoise.

      
Pluralists: All Kinds of Stuff

      The next group of philosophers are called Pluralists. They differed from the Monists in that they believed reality could not be reduced to one thing, whether it be an element, a mathematical equation, or a theory of flux or constancy. As they saw it, the world was composed of many elements.

      Empedocles: The Root of the Matter

      Empedocles can be compared to Pythagoras in that he combined the scientific and spiritual, yet his area of expertise was medicine rather than mathematics. Legend has it that he was a charismatic celebrity who performed medical “miracles” that astounded the populace and was a gifted poet and orator.

      Empedocles also offered the theory that it was not one element at the center of it all, but rather that the roots of all four elements — fire, air, earth, and water — could be found in everything. The four roots would exist in different degrees. Obviously water would have a preponderance of water “roots,” but the others would be there to a lesser degree. And in an ancient Greek variation on the yin/yang belief of coexisting complementary opposites, he added that the entities he called Love and Strife were complementary forces that impacted on the world as they knew it.

      Anaxagoras: Seeds of Knowledge

      Anaxagoras took the theories of four roots a step further by declaring that reality can be reduced to an infinite number of “seeds.” Not unlike Empedocles's hypothesis, these seeds contain elements of everything and are in everything, yet certain elements are there in greater abundance, creating life's myriad diversity.

      And in lieu of Empedocles's Love and Strife theory, Anaxagoras postulated on the existence of a “Nous” or omniscient yet impersonal Mind that gave order and constancy to the universe.

      
Leucippus and Democritus: The Atomic Duo

      The philosophers Leucippus and Democritus were the first to theorize that the world was composed of tiny particles called atoms. These particles were invisible to the human eye yet ubiquitous in their myriad combinations, comprising what is commonly called reality. Between the two, Democritus was apparently the one with the better sense of humor, because he was nicknamed “The Laughing Philosopher” and “the mocker.” He was allegedly never without a quip or a cackle at the expense of his fellow citizens.

      Democritus built on the theories of Leucippus by suggesting that atoms were indivisible. This was accepted as fact until August 1945, when mankind split the atom and unleashed a conflagration, changing the world forever. And quantum physics has proven that there are things even smaller than the atom. But this theory had a good several millennia's worth of fashionability.

      
Spin City-States: The Sophists

      The next school of philosophy, the Sophists, is as modern as the Pluralists with its contemporary blend of philosophy, politics, opportunism, and cynicism. The quest for wisdom, the growth of a political system, and a good old entrepreneurial spirit brought forth a professional class of wandering educrats known as the Sophists. Sophistry has a negative connotation these days, and it is largely deserved. In this day and age, the Sophists would be in competing infomercials, pitching their platitudes with manic intensity.

      
        [image: illustration] The word sophistry entered the English language with a decidedly negative definition courtesy of the Sophists. These ancient equivalent of self-help gurus were more motivational speakers than philosophers. For a fee, they would help people use tools of rhetoric and debating skills to help advance one's career.

      

      The Sophists did things that other philosophers found unconscionable: They charged for their services, and they could spin philosophy to accommodate any political situation. Linguistic legerdemain was their stock in trade. They could prove day is night and black is white and leave the toga-clad throng awestruck. They had impressive powers of persuasion, and ambitious young men paid to learn these skills. The Sophists had their pulse on the Grecian zeitgeist and were enormously popular and influential celebrities.

      However, as with the Presocratics, very little if any information and writings by and about the Sophists survive. The primary source is Plato, a man who hated the Sophists and everything for which they stood. What has come down through the millennia is a distinctly one-sided view of the Sophists.

      To put a positive spin on the notorious Sophists, they considered themselves to be teachers and businessmen. They felt that they had a skill to impart on others, and they charged a fee for their service. That's a respectable deal, a fair trade of good and/or services for money.

      Or is their belief mere Sophistry? There is a spiritual principle that something that was freely given to you should not then be imparted to someone else for a fee. The Sophists, however, did not deal in notions of Truth, Beauty, Logic, and the like. They were pragmatists helping ambitious men learn and use very earthly skills to find happiness, romance, and success in ancient Athens. A lot of average citizens got valuable skills from the Sophists.

      Protagoras

      Protagoras is generally regarded as the first Sophist. He had a successful career and enjoyed great fame in his lifetime. Posthumous acclaim would mean little to a Sophist. The Sophists were not all that interested in spiritual matters. In fact, Protagoras was charged with impiety, a serious offense in those days and one that hastened the end of the mighty Socrates.

      “Man is the measure of all things” was the credo of Protagoras, which was not to suggest the nobility and evolutionary superiority of the species. It is actually an extreme case of relativism, moral and otherwise. It's a dismissal of Big Picture Universal Truths, where what's true for me may not be true to you, and vice versa. “Anything goes” was the natural devolution of such a principle. If it feels good, do it. If it gets you ahead even at the expense of another, go for it anyway.

      Protagoras also had an apathetic view toward the gods. His attitude was that you can't really know if they exist, and because you can never know, they do not really matter much in your day-to-day life so you might as well forget about them — hence the “impiety” charge and subsequent death sentence.

      Gorgias

      Gorgias, a.k.a. The Nihilist, was an accomplished public speaker.

      He didn't put much stock in the notion of virtue and instead felt that the power of persuasion was key: Master that and the world was your proverbial oyster.

      His philosophy is summed up in this three-pronged theory:• Nothing exists.

      • If anything did exist, you could not know about it.

      • If something existed and you knew about it, you couldn't communicate that awareness to others.

      Gorgias also wrote a satirical poem mocking Parmenides called “That Which Is Not.” In the poem, he demonstrates the many things that you can think about that do not exist and never will.

      Prodicus

      Prodicus was a rhetorician who, according to most accounts, was unabashedly in it for the money. Plato frequently satirized him as a pedantic lecturer on the niceties of language above all else. His fate is proof that if you can't do the time, don't do the crime. Eloquent and popular as he was, the officials of Athens saw fit to execute him for corrupting the youth, a charge that would also be leveled at the nobler Socrates.

    

  
    
      2

      
      The Three Sages: Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle

      As the old adage says, “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.” After the Sophists, perhaps ancient Greece was ready to raise the bar on philosophy and take it to the next plateau. Ready or not, along came three of the most influential and revered thinkers of theirs or any age.

      
Socrates

      The ancient world had become an ethically arbitrary place, rife with moral relativism and a lack of regard for the Eternal Truths when Socrates (469–399 B.C.) came on to the scene. This dynamic and controversial Athenian figure spent a lifetime in the public square, engaging in dialogues with the young men of Athens. Socrates was your classic eccentric philosopher type: Not concerned with his appearance and by all reports not very handsome, but eager to engage in a philosophical debate anytime, anywhere.

      His Background

      Socrates was from what would be considered a middle-class family in ancient Athens. His father was a stonemason, and his mother was a midwife. We know virtually nothing about his youth. We know that he served in the military during the Peloponnesian War and distinguished himself on the battlefield with great courage and Herculean physical endurance. He also performed mandatory public service, as was the case with most Athenians. Athens was a city-state, which is what it sounds like — a city in size but also a self-contained nation. Loyalty and service to the state were mandatory, and for the most part undertaken without complaint. Socrates had a wife but almost nothing is known about her, other than her name, which was Xanthippe.

      
        [image: illustration] Socrates compared himself to a gadfly, a nasty insect that torments horses by stinging their buttocks. The horse would flick his tail and shoo the gadfly away, but gadfly always returns. In the analogy, society was the horse's rear end, and Socrates was the relentless gadfly. Unfortunately, society eventually turned the flyswatter on Socrates.

      

      As a young man, Socrates had apparently studied the naturalist philosophers, including Empedocles and other Presocratics. Of course, they were not called Presocratics at the time, since Socrates had not yet become a pivotal focal point in the classical age. Socrates was also well versed in the work of the Sophists and could employ their techniques with aplomb if he so chose. He ultimately rejected both schools of thought, believing that Truth did not lie in the natural world, nor was Truth something that could be manipulated through verbal and intellectual trickery.

      What we know of Socrates's life is from about age forty until his death at the age of seventy. Living modestly and relying on an inheritance and state subsidies, Socrates was able to live the life of a gentleman of leisure and journeyman philosopher. He was also the most prominent example of “local color” in Athens. He wandered about town conversing with any and all who would engage him.

      Socratic Dialogue

      Socrates's singular method of posing questions to his intellectual quarry and drawing responses, which made people think for themselves, is called Socratic Dialogue. This form of question and answer and the logical debate of opposing views is called dialectic.

      Socrates served as a coach and mentor to the young men of Athens. His dialogues often made the fellow conversationalist squirm and writhe in intellectual discomfort. Socrates was adept at showing ideas to be foolish, or more accurately, making his subject figure it out for himself. He did not do this out of malice or an attempt to feel superior. He was interested in truth for truth's sake. Of course, not everyone likes to be exposed as a philosophical lightweight, even with the noblest of intentions. Hence, Socrates made a few enemies along the way.

      Socrates fancied himself a midwife to ideas. He probably liked the analogy because he saw his mother make a living as a literal midwife. He did not originate deep thoughts, he maintained. Rather, he drew them out of the person with whom he was conversing.

      His Demeanor

      Because Socrates never put quill to papyrus, all we have is Plato's reportage and interpretation of Socrates the man. It is generally accepted that the early Socratic dialogues are a truer picture of Socrates. The Socrates of the later dialogues serves more as a fictional character, serving as the mouthpiece for Plato's philosophy.

      Socrates in essence was using a form of Sophistry to further his points. But Socrates never accepted a drachma for the wisdom he imparted. This lack of payment distinguishes him from the mercenary Sophists. And Socrates didn't gloat when he handily bested his debating opponent. He was in search of Truth with a capital T. He was not in it for the self-aggrandizement, wealth, fame, and power cravenly craved by the Sophists. He also modestly claimed no wisdom, only ignorance and an ever-questioning nature. The Oracle at Delphi preternaturally pronounced Socrates to be the wisest man in the world. Socrates countered that if he was indeed a wise guy, it was only because the truly wise person admits that they really know nothing at all.

      Socrates's uncompromising manner and penchant for making the pompous appear foolish made Socrates many enemies among the Athenian upper crust. And that awful specter of impiety loomed large over his activities. Certain people were out to get him, and they ultimately succeeded. But old Socrates had the philosophical last laugh, staying true to his principles to the bitter end.

      Socrates's Apology

      Brought to trial on charges of impiety and corrupting the Athenian youth, Socrates defended himself in an eloquent speech Plato preserved as the “Apology.” In ancient Greek, the word was more accurately defined as “defense,” because Socrates was hardly apologetic during the course of this speech. It contains the essence of Socrates's character and philosophy. It purports to be the speech that Socrates gave in his defense at his trial. Plato probably took poetic license, but it is likely that the essence of Socrates the man is depicted in the Apology.

      Socrates in Athens

      Athens was a democracy, but for a brief time it was taken over by nearby Sparta after many years of warfare. A government of what came to be known as the “Thirty Tyrants” terrorized the populace for about a year before being overthrown. One of those despots was a former pupil of Socrates, and the re-established democracy used this as an excuse to prosecute Socrates. He was an enormously popular local celebrity but intensely disliked by powerful elements in the political establishment.

      Socrates was linked to both the Atomists and the Sophists, the scientific approach of the former being interpreted as a rejection of the gods and the latter being charlatans of the worst order. Socrates acknowledged that libelous rumors had been following him for years but denied the charges. Though once interested in the natural sciences, his philosophy changed direction, focusing on mankind and his myriad complexities, which Socrates found far more interesting than the dry notions of the Presocratics. He also distanced himself from the Sophists, stating that he didn't charge for his services nor did he presume to inform or enlighten. He merely brought that which is dormant within a person to the surface and got them thinking. After a lifetime of cross-examining a cross section of Athens, from politicians to poets to craftsmen, he observed that, while everyone has pretensions to insight and wisdom, they were as ignorant as he — more so because they thought they knew something. Socrates repeated the story of his encounter with the Oracle of Delphi wherein he claims he knows nothing. This is called the Socratic Disavowal of Knowledge.

      The Trial

      Socrates, in his opportunity to cross-examine his accusers, used his tried-and-true method to systematically punch holes in their arguments. As he scored points in logic and rationality, he continued to antagonize those who were about to decide his fate.

      In the course of the Apology, Socrates went on to explain the central core of his belief system: The most important thing is to live a virtuous life. Doing the right thing and avoiding wrongdoing was what life was all about. Being virtuous is its own reward; doing wrong is its own punishment. There is nothing worse than being a bad person. Thus, if Socrates is convinced that he is a virtuous man, nothing his enemies can do to him can truly harm him so long as he sticks to his guns. Socrates also expressed no fear of death during his speech. Why fear an eternity in Paradise, and why fear nothingness?

      Despite being an independent thinker and self-proclaimed gadfly, a big part of virtue is loyalty to the state. In fact, both Socrates and Plato were distrustful of democracies. The class-conscious Greeks believed that a certain type of specially trained, enlightened citizen should be in charge (as in Plato's upcoming concept of the “Philosopher King”).

      During the lengthy defense, Socrates seemed well aware that this kangaroo court would not rule in his favor, and he was prepared for their verdict. He did not resort to throwing himself on the mercy of the court. He faced his accusers unbowed and unapologetically. He continued doing the right thing as he saw it, no matter how unpleasant the consequences.

      
        [image: illustration] Socrates's credo was “The unexamined life is not worth living.” This has been the rallying cry of every philosopher who followed Socrates. Similarly, he is also quoted as saying, “Know thyself.” Wisdom comes not only from observation, but also through introspection.

      

      It was no surprise when the jurors returned a guilty verdict. As was the custom of the day, the condemned man was obliged to suggest his own punishment. Socrates proposed that he be given free room and board and be supported by the state for the rest of his natural life. Needless to say, this punishment was summarily rejected. He then proposed a nominal fine and then a larger one. He also announced that, if allowed to live, he would not stop practicing philosophy. It is here that Socrates utters the words for which he is most famous, a motto that should be every philosopher's raison d'être: “The unexamined life is not worth living. Doing what is right is the only path to goodness, and introspection and self-awareness are the ways to learn what is right.”

      Socrates was sentenced to death. In his final address to the court, he reiterates the themes he discussed during the Apology. He is ready to die because to die is better than to betray yourself. And he correctly predicts that though his individual voice may be extinguished, philosophers will continue to philosophize.

      His Death

      Socrates met his end like a secular martyr. Rather than face censure and silence, he took this belief to its logical conclusion. Systematically making his persecutors look foolish did little to guarantee him an acquittal. He did not throw himself on the mercy of the court as the powers-that-be had hoped or beg for exile instead of execution. After his sentence, word was filtered down to him that should he choose to fly the coop, the government would not aggressively hunt him down. The politicians were now confronted with executing an extremely popular national treasure. Ignoring pleas from some of his followers to split the scene, Socrates took hemlock and died in the company of his adoring entourage. It is a deeply moving scene as described in Plato's dialogue Phaedo. Socrates is quite serene as he says his good-byes to his friends and students. It is actually an assisted suicide, because one of the assembly concocts the hemlock potion for Socrates to drink.

      Socrates tries to ease the grief of the despondent group by reminding them that only his body will die. His children are brought to him. He shoos the women out of the room and gently rebukes the men for their tears, urging them not to grieve. He takes a nice long bath and exchanges pleasantries with the prison guard with whom he has enjoyed conversing. His friend Crito asks him to wait until after sunset. It is his right to enjoy the rest of his last day, but Socrates would just as soon get it over with. Socrates drinks the poison without hesitation and without fear. He asks his weeping friends to settle down so that he can die in peace. He covers himself as his body grows numb, but manages to say his famous, and very mundane for so great a philosopher, last words, “Crito, I owe a cock to Asclepius; will you remember to pay the debt?”And then, as Shakespeare said, now cracked a noble heart.

      His Legacy

      Socrates was a larger than life person in his time on earth. After his death, he achieved mythic proportions. Many schools of philosophy arose after his death that claimed to corner the market on Socratic teachings.

      They were often of conflicting philosophies. Most, however, stressed one aspect of Socrates's teaching:

      
        	The Megarians focused on logic.

        	The Elian School continued working with the technique of the Socratic dialogue, or dialectic.

        	The Cynics rejected formal education and saw the road to wisdom as an inside job.

        	The Cyrenaic School was the forerunner of the philosophy of hedonism, or the pursuit of pleasure.

      

      All these schools, however, were mere pieces of the giant philosophical jigsaw puzzle that was Socratic thought. It was only Plato who kept the definitive Socratic tradition alive, as well as establishing himself as one of the great minds of antiquity.

      
Plato

      Plato was Socrates's most famous protégé. He continued the Socratic legacy while building on it with his own theories. He also founded a school of philosophy, rather generically called The Academy. The basis of his mission and his goals can be found in his allegory of The Cave.

      The Cave

      This story is meant to illustrate how the majority of people live with a veil over their eyes, with only a distorted and shadowy notion of such things as Truth and Beauty. Imagine a group of shackled individuals in a dimly lit cave illuminated only by a large fire behind them. These cave people can only see shadows of themselves and other images flickering on a wall before them. This is their reality.

      Most are either unimaginative or apathetic and simply accept this reality without speculation. The more inquiring minds observe the patterns more clearly and try to understand their world. Yet Truth eludes them.

      One of the prisoners manages to break free from his shackles and escape the cave. Emerging into the light of day, this escapee is blinded by the light, again only seeing a shadowy representation of reality. Over time, however, this person will acclimate his senses to his surroundings and see things more clearly: the landscape, the sky, and the sun's illumination.

      Eventually, this newly enlightened soul returns to the cave and tries to spread word of the brave new world that exists beyond the claustrophobic confines of the cave. What will the response of the cave dwellers be? Will they boldly go where this citizen had gone before and take the arduous yet rewarding journey out of darkness and into the light? No, according to Plato. They are more likely to kill the prophet, because he is a threat to the status quo.

      This is an obvious reference to Plato's mentor Socrates, and a commentary on humanity's predilection to choose the fogbound existence, the easier and the softer way, the don't-rock-the-boat mentality. And the philosophers that lead the way are usually denounced, derided, and often end up dead.

      Forms

      In his eighty years (a very long life in those days), Plato established himself as the philosopher all other philosophers look to for inspiration. Some concurred with, adapted, and expanded upon his theories, others disputed and countered them, but all were influenced by him.

      Plato was a firm believer in Ideas with a capital I or, as they are also called, Forms. Plato believed that while we can admire the beauty of a windswept beach, or the buff bods on said beach, there exists, out there in the ether, the Form of Beauty. The Idea of Beauty was an entity that imbues all the beauty we see in physical reality. The cast of Baywatch: Hawaii are mere shadows of the Form of Beauty that we can never perceive in its ephemeral splendor. Of course, Plato could never prove that in some unearthly realm, Beauty and Truth and Love and Virtue are floating around casting their shadows on us mere mortals who see them only as flickering, tantalizingly transient images in the cave wall. Man, who according to Plato is by nature a seeker of truth, struggles to grasp these Forms, but his perception falls short. Plato does, however, catalogue the various modes of knowledge available for the perceiving.

      Knowledge is fourfold, according to Plato.

      
        	The knowledge from imagination, dreams, and what was later called the unconscious

        	Our perceptions of the outside world

        	Mathematical knowledge

        	Philosophical knowledge, which was Big Picture knowledge, an awareness of absolutes, universal truths in the form of those elusive Forms

      

      Plato called the first two mere opinions, because while perception may be reality, things are perceived differently by different people. The second two were True Knowledge, because Plato believed that two plus two will never equal five, and Forms are immutable, eternal truths not to be messed with.

      Where does God fit in this picture, you may ask? Plato believed that there was one Form among the Forms called the Good, and this has been interpreted as God. This mysterious realm where the Forms dwell is the true reality, according to Plato, and we poor creatures merely loom in the shadowy cave of our reality.

      
Reincarnation

      Plato, like Pythagoras before him, also believed in reincarnation. We have all lived before and will live again. And in the meantime, in between time, in the period after death and before rebirth, we have access to the realm of the Forms and we can finally “get it.” Aye, but there's a rub, as there always is. Once we return to the earthbound realm, we forget about all we can comprehend in the heavenly realm, only retaining a dim and nagging awareness that there is something greater than ourselves out there. And this never-ending quest to reclaim that lost knowledge is what makes potential philosophers of us all. For those seeking a little hellfire and brimstone in their theology, it is worth noting that Plato believed that the truly evil among us do not have the option to return in another life.

      They are condemned forever. The world of the senses, and of sensual pleasure, actually inhibits finding true happiness, because it makes us more grounded in the real world, which is, according to Plato, not the highest reality.

      
Plato's Republic

      One of Plato's most famous works is called The Republic, wherein he puts forth his political philosophy. Plato, having seen his beloved mentor Socrates unjustly murdered by an out-of-control democracy, has little use for that form of government. After reviewing the following, think about whether you would like to live in Plato's “ideal” sociopolitical state.

      Plato did not believe in rugged individualism. He felt that everyone needed to be part of the state and a contributing member of the state. He felt that citizens were cells within a body politic, and that the jobs and responsibilities that people held were to be determined by the state. Plato conveniently assigns classes, or more accurately castes, within which citizens will be organized. Given his chosen profession, it is not a surprise that Plato made the Philosopher class the highest on his societal totem pole. The Philosopher class will rule the state, the Warrior class will protect the state, and the Producer class will serve the state with goods and services and skills.

      This “republic” doesn't sound very democratic, does it? It isn't. A ruling class of philosophical aristocrats would be directing the affairs of state, with the famous Platonic concept of the Philosopher-King at its head. The Philosopher class guides the other classes, keeping the military in check and keeping the producers honest, while they contemplate the world of the Forms and try to make reality as Form-friendly as possible.

      In a bit of upper-class snobbery toward the workers, the Producer class would be denied the benefits of public schooling. This would be reserved for the Philosopher and Warrior classes.

      Though people would study the arts in Plato's Republic, he did not have much respect for the arts. Art was a copy of reality, which in turn is a pale representation of the exalted Forms. He believed that art did not belong in an ideal state. “No Artists Beyond this Point” would be prominently displayed at the gates of Plato's Republic.

      Poetry would be banned as well. It speaks of the heart and inflames emotions, things that further entrench people in the material world. And the objective of the citizenry is to strive for the Ideal and avoid the animal passions that enslave people to this seriously flawed reality. Plato did not see art and poetry as inspiring and uplifting the human spirit. He viewed them as corrupting influences.

      
        [image: illustration] You probably would not want to live in Plato's Republic, his Utopian vision of the perfect society. There would be a rigid caste system with no upward mobility and all arts would be banned, because they are pale imitations of Truth. The cry “I want my MTV!” would fall on deaf aristocratic ears.

      

      Plato would also have children taken away from their parents and raised in state-run foster homes supervised by the Philosopher class. He believed that the state could do a better job raising (and indoctrinating) children than could their own parents. He also believed in no private property. This applied only to the Philosopher and Warrior classes. The Producer class, the manual laborers and the workers, could keep their kids and their meager possessions, because they did not really matter in any area other than what they could contribute.

      Oh, yes, Plato not only believed in community property, but also the communal sharing of wives! Plato's “ideal” hardly sounds ideal to modern ears, yet nevertheless he remains one of the three great sages of antiquity. And just as Socrates mentored Plato, Plato in turned mentored Aristotle.

      
Aristotle

      Aristotle studied under Plato as a student at the latter's Academy for twenty years. He was a prodigy and generally regarded as Plato's heir apparent. However, Aristotle disagreed with the master on several key points. After Plato's death, Aristotle traveled the known world, and spent five years as the tutor of a precocious thirteen-year-old who went on to make a name for himself in an area other than philosophy — that of world conqueror. Aristotle's pupil was none other than Alexander the Great, who went on to capture the known world before dying at a young age.

      Aristotle eventually established his own academy and called it the Lyceum. Aristotle liked to walk as he philosophized, eager students in tow. His students became known as peripatetics, which means “to walk.”

      Aristotle's Challenges to Plato

      Aristotle disagreed with Plato on many theories. Though some may consider it “bad form” to challenge one's mentor, Aristotle did just that on the Platonic notion of Forms.

      Plato believed that a whole other dimension was out there with a bunch of Forms floating around. Truth, Beauty, Love, and other concepts were actual entities that existed separate of the humanly perceived concepts of these ideas. Aristotle thought the theory of Forms to be illogical and impossible to prove. Plato believed that what we call reality was less real than the ethereal realm of the Forms. Aristotle held that the substantial here and now was quite real and that Forms are not separate things, but characteristics embodied in what we can perceive with our senses. He called his revised version of the Forms, Universals. There were universal truths, but they could be found without our own space-time continuum.

      Plato believed that there were Ideals and their pale imitations. The Presocratic Parmenides and Heraclitus believed respectively that everything was stagnant and everything was in flux. Aristotle was able to draw upon and adapt these opposing viewpoints and come up with his own, a radical belief at the time and perhaps his major contribution to philosophy. This is the theory of potentiality.

      The Theory of Potentiality

      Potentiality means that within everything, people included, there exists a natural evolution toward fulfilling its own potential, in essence becoming its own Form. A movement in nature and in humans from imperfection to perfection, or as close as anything can get to perfection. This is a hardwired component in all things that is an involuntary process, according to Aristotle. The universe is in a constant progression of being and becoming, from the Big Bang to the inevitable Big Chill on a cosmic scale to the cycle of birth and death in the human condition.

      Aristotle speaks of causes in the process from potentiality to actuality and identifies four:

      
        	The material cause means that an external force is creating or initiating the new thing.

        	The efficient cause is the process of creation.

        	The formal cause is that certain something in its natural state.

        	The final cause is what it can become when it fulfills its potential.

      

      The first cause of all things is what Aristotle defines as God. God is what Aristotle calls the Unmoved Mover. God is the first thing ever to exist, separate from all other matter, and is the ultimate (and only, as far as Aristotle is concerned) Form. God, by Aristotle's reckoning, is pure mind, or what he calls Nous. God essentially looms around out there somewhere, removed and not especially concerned with the doings on planet Earth, spending all its time in endless, eternal self-contemplation. Totally self-absorbed is the Aristotelian God. Perhaps you have met more than a few people like that in your life.

      Aristotle viewed the human soul as an integral part of the body, not a separate entity. He believed in what is now called the “bodymind” concept — that is, we are one human organism comprised of physical and spiritual matter. Hence, the soul did not exist after death. However, each soul is imbued with a piece of the Nous, or universal mind, and that Nous within you would fly off into the ether at the time of physical death.

      Happiness and Friendship

      Aristotle's ethical philosophy is that happiness is the ultimate goal of humankind. This does not mean “anything goes,” however. For Aristotle, true happiness can only come from leading a virtuous life. He believed in a happy medium in all things. Moderation was a major virtue. It kept one free from vice and free to work toward one's potentiality. In this goal-oriented age, people may mistake this for ambition and getting ahead in the material world. Aristotle was referring to an innate forward motion of potentiality that unconsciously drove all things in the universe, people included. So, we are constantly “potentializing,” whether we know it or not. This is the path and the goal of the person living the truly virtuous and happy life.
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