Ancient Greek Philosophy

Lecture 1: Introduction to Ancient Greek Philosophy

Introduction

Ancient philosophy is the philosophy of the world from the 6th century BC to the 6th century AD. The beginning of Western Philosophy is thought to start in Ancient Greece. The Greek culture is not a culture found simply within the boundaries of what is present-day Greece: it could be found in Italy, Southern France, Spain, Asia Minor (what we now call ‘Turkey’), Sicily, and Egypt. 

The main subjects of ancient philosophy are: understanding the fundamental causes and principles of the universe,  and trying to explain them; the epistemological problem of reconciling the diversity and change of the natural universe, with the possibility of obtaining fixed and certain knowledge about it; questions about things which cannot be perceived by the senses, such as numbers, elements, universals, and gods; the analysis of patterns of reasoning and argument; the nature of the good life and the importance of understanding and knowledge in order to pursue it. 

We can situate the Presocratics within the context of Greek oral culture. Education was based on poetic songs transmitted from generation to generation. People’s collective knowledge was stored in legendary stories. In this respect the work of the Presocratics philosophers was a radical innovation. They are not singers, poets or storytellers. They produce written texts with the aim of presenting an explanatory theory concerning the natural world and its organisation. 

The Presocratics

Beginning of Western philosophy is thought to start with the Ionian theorists of the 6th BC (these were Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes, and Xenophanes). Aristotle describes Thales as the founder of Philosophy, which was seen as the enquiry into the basic principles of the physical world. The task of the earliest thinkers or philosophers might be seen as a rational one, motivated by reason – they wanted to move away from an explanation of the world that used mythological thought and gods. Instead, they wanted to talk of the world in terms of predictable physical laws and patterns of behaviour.

The Presocratic philosophers sought to understand the fundamental causes and principles of the universe and tried to explain them. They were also concerned with the epistemological problem of reconciling the diversity and change of the natural universe with the possibility of obtaining fixed and certain knowledge about it.

Sources 

Fragments of the work of the Presocratic philosophers are preserved in the work of subsequent authors, such as Aristotle, Plato, Plutarch and Sextus Empiricus. 

‘[I]t is clear that this science is not productive also from the early history of philosophy. For it was because of wonder that men both now and originally began to philosophize. To begin with, they wondered at those puzzles that were to hand, such as about the affections of the moon and events connected with the sun and the stars and about the origins of the universe. And the man who is puzzled and amazed is thought to be ignorant (hence the lover of stories is, in a way, a lover of wisdom, since a story is composed of wonders). And so, if men indeed began to philosophize to escape ignorance, it is clear that they pursued science for the sake of knowledge and not for any utility. And events bear this out. For when more or less all the necessary sciences existed, and also those connected with leisure and lifestyle, this kind of understanding began to be sought after. So it is clear that we seek it for no other use but rather, as we say, as a free man is for himself and not for another, so is this science the only one of the sciences that is free. For it alone exists for its own sake’ (Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book Alpha (Alpha 2)).
‘[O]f the first philosophers the majority thought that the causes in the form of matter were alone the principles of things. For that from which all entities come, from which each thing primarily arises and into which it is at the end resolved, the substance remaining but changing as to affections, this they announced to be the element and principle of all entities, and for this reason they thought that nothing either came to be or was destroyed, since this sort of nature was always preserved… [T]hey thought that there must be some nature, either one or more than one, from which other things arose while it was conserved’ (Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book Alpha (Alpha 3)).
‘The poet who writes


First of all came the Chasm; and then


Wide-bosomed Earth, seat of all…

refutes himself. For if someone asks him what the Chasm came from, he will be unable to answer. Some people say that this is the reason why Epicurus turned to philosophy. When he was still very young he asked a schoolmaster who was reading out

First of all came the Chasm…

what the Chasm came from if it came first. The schoolmaster replied that it wasn’t his job, but the job of the so-called philosophers, to teach that sort of thing. “Well then”, said Epicurus, “I must go along to them if they are the ones who know the truth about the things that exist”’ 
(Sextus Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians).

Four key terms of ancient metaphysics
Logos: from the verb ‘to say’, ‘to state’; means an account, a reason, a reason why, an explanation. 

Kosmos: from the verb ‘to order’, ‘to arrange’. The cosmos is an elegant, ordered and thus explicable universe. 

Arche: beginning, origin, ruling, governing principle. The term was used my by the Ionian philosophers to refer to the underlying reality of the world. The arche anticipates the idea of laws of nature. 

Phusis: from the verb ‘to grow’; translated into English as ‘nature’, so that phusis is opposed to techne (that which is artificial).  Phusis is also the nature of something. 
Reading

Essential reading

The Oxford Handbook of Pre-Socratic Philosophy, edited by Patricia Curd and Daniel Graham (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), ‘Introduction’ and ‘Pre-Socratic Cosmologies’. 

Recommended reading

Karl R. Popper, ‘Back to the Presocratics’, in Popper’s, The World of Parmenides: Essays on the Presocratic Enlightenment (Abington: Oxon; and New York: Routledge, 2012). This paper relates the thought and histories of Anaximander, Xenophanes, Heraclitus and Parmenides. (Available as an e-book, via LRC’s electronic resources.)

Further reading

For consolidation reading, consult some of the books listed in the course booklet. 

* Read all the fragments on the handout (given out during the lecture) in preparation for the seminar. Then choose one fragment that you are most interested in, and try to interpret that fragment.  
