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INTRODUCTION

What Is Philosophy?

The very question sounds philosophical, doesn’t it? But what exactly does
that mean? What is philosophy?

The word philosophy means “love of wisdom.” Indeed, it is a love of
wisdom that guides philosophers to explore the fundamental questions
about who we are and why we’re here. On the surface, philosophy is a
social science. But as you read this book, you’ll discover that it is so much
more than that. Philosophy touches on every subject you could possibly
think of. It’s not just a bunch of old Greek guys asking each other
questions over and over again (though it has its fair share of that as well).
Philosophy has very real applications; from the ethical questions raised in
government policy to the logic forms required in computer programming,
everything has its roots in philosophy.

Through philosophy, we are able to explore concepts like the meaning
of life, knowledge, morality, reality, the existence of God, consciousness,
politics, religion, economics, art, linguistics—philosophy has no bounds!

In a very broad sense, there are six major themes philosophy touches on:

1. Metaphysics: The study of the universe and reality
2. Logic: How to create a valid argument
3. Epistemology: The study of knowledge and how we acquire

knowledge
4. Aesthetics: The study of art and beauty



5. Politics: The study of political rights, government, and the role of
citizens

6. Ethics: The study of morality and how one should live his life

If you’ve ever thought, “Oh, philosophy. I’ll never be able to understand
that stuff,” then fear not. This is the crash course in philosophy that you’ve
always wanted. Finally, you’ll be able to open your mind without making
your eyes bleed.

Welcome to Philosophy 101.



PRE-SOCRATIC



The origins of Western philosophy

The roots of Western philosophy can be found in the work of Greek
philosophers during the fifth and sixth centuries. These philosophers, later
referred to as pre-Socratic, started to question the world around them.
Rather than attributing their surroundings to the Greek gods, these
philosophers searched for more rational explanations that could explain the
world, the universe, and their existence.

This was a philosophy of nature. Pre-Socratic philosophers questioned
where everything came from, what everything was created from, how
nature could be described mathematically, and how one could explain the
existence of plurality in nature. They sought to find a primary principle,
known as archê, which was the basic material of the universe. Due to the
fact that not everything in the universe looks the same or remains in the
same exact state, pre-Socratic philosophers determined that there must be
principles of change that the archê contained.

WHAT DOES PRE-SOCRATIC MEAN?

The term pre-Socratic, meaning “before Socrates,” was popularized in
1903 by German scholar Hermann Diels. Socrates was actually alive
during the same time as many of the pre-Socratic philosophers, and
therefore the term does not imply that these philosophies existed prior to
those of Socrates. Rather, the term pre-Socratic relates to the difference in
ideology and principles. While many pre-Socratic philosophers produced
texts, none have fully survived and most of what we understand about the
pre-Socratic philosophers is based on the fragments of text that remain and
the quotes of later historians and philosophers, which were usually biased.



IMPORTANT PRE-SOCRATIC SCHOOLS

The Milesian School
The first pre-Socratic philosophers existed in the city of Miletus, along

the western coast of Anatolia (modern Turkey). From Miletus came three
important pre-Socratic philosophers: Thales, Anaximander, and
Anaximenes.

Thales
One of the most important pre-Socratic philosophers, Thales (624–546

b.c.), claimed the archê, or the single element, was water. Thales
determined that water could experience principles of change like
evaporation and condensation, therefore allowing for it to be gaseous or
solid. He also knew that water was responsible for moisture (which heat
was generated from) and nourishment. Thales even believed the earth
floated on water.

Anaximander
Following Thales, the next major philosopher to come out of Miletus

was Anaximander (610–546 b.c.). Unlike Thales, Anaximander claimed
the single element was actually an undefined, unlimited, and indefinite
substance, known as apeiron. From this, opposites like moist and dry and
cold and hot separated from each other. Anaximander is known for being
the first philosopher that we know of to have left writings of his work.

Anaximenes
The last important pre-Socratic philosopher of the Milesian school was

Anaximenes (585–528 b.c.), who believed the single element was air.
According to Anaximenes, air is everywhere and has the ability to undergo
processes and become transformed into other things, such as water, clouds,
wind, fire, and even the earth.



The Pythagorean School
Philosopher and mathematician Pythagoras (570–497 b.c.), perhaps

most famous for the Pythagorean theorem named after him, believed that
the basis of all reality was mathematical relations and that mathematics
governed everything. To Pythagoras, numbers were sacred, and with the
use of mathematics, everything could be measured and predicted. The
impact and image of Pythagoras was astounding. His school was cult-like,
with followers listening to his every word … and even his strange rules,
which covered anything from what and what not to eat, how to dress, and
even how to urinate. Pythagoras philosophized on many areas, and his
students believed that his teachings were the prophecies of the gods.

The Ephesian School
The Ephesian school was based on the work of one man, Heraclitus of

Ephesus (535–475 b.c.). Heraclitus believed that everything in nature is
constantly changing, or in a state of flux. He is perhaps most famous for
his notion that one cannot step in the same river twice. Heraclitus believed
that the single element was fire and that everything was a manifestation of
fire.

The Eleatic School
The Eleatic school was based in Colophon, an ancient city not far from

Miletus. From this region came four important pre-Socratic philosophers:
Xenophanes, Parmenides, Zeno, and Melissus.

Xenophanes of Colophon
Xenophanes (570–475 b.c.) is known for his critique of religion and

mythology. In particular, he attacked the notion that the gods were
anthropomorphic (or took a human form). Xenophanes believed there was
one god that, while it did not physically move, had the ability to hear, see,
and think, and controlled the world with his thoughts.



Parmenides of Elea
Parmenides (510–440 b.c.) believed reality didn’t have to do with the

world one experienced and that it was only through reason, not the senses,
that one would be able to arrive at the truth. Parmenides concluded that the
work of earlier Milesian philosophers was not only unintelligible; they
were asking the wrong questions to begin with. To Parmenides, it made no
sense to discuss what is and what is not, for the only intelligible thing to
discuss, and the only thing that is true, is what is (what exists).

Parmenides had an incredible impact on Plato and all of Western
philosophy. His work led the school of Elea to become the first movement
to use pure reason as the only criterion for finding truth.

Zeno of Elea
Zeno of Elea (490–430 b.c.) was Parmenides’ most famous student (and

possibly his lover), who devoted his time to creating arguments (known as
paradoxes) that defended Parmenides’ ideas. In Zeno’s most famous
paradoxes, the paradoxes of motion, he attempted to show that ontological
pluralism, the notion that many things exist as opposed to one, will
actually lead to conclusions that are absurd. Parmenides and Zeno believed
that reality existed as one thing, and that things like plurality and motion
were nothing more than illusions. Though the work of Zeno would later be
disproved, his paradoxes still raise important questions, challenges, and
inspirations for philosophers, physicists, and mathematicians.

Melissus of Samos
Melissus of Samos, who lived around 440 b.c., was the last philosopher

of the Eleatic school. Continuing the ideas of Parmenides and Zeno of
Elea, Melissus of Samos distinguished between is and seems. When a
thing is X, according to Melissus of Samos, it has to always be X (and
never not X). Therefore, according to this idea, when something is cold, it
can never stop being cold. But since this is not the case, and properties are



not retained indefinitely, nothing (except for the Parmenidean Real, reality
existing as one continuous, unchanging thing) actually ever is; rather, it
seems.

The Atomist School
The Atomist school, started by Leucippus in the fifth century b.c. and

passed down by his student, Democritus (460–370 b.c.), believed that
every physical object is made up of atoms and void (empty space that
atoms move in) that are arranged in different ways. This idea is not too far
from the concepts of atoms that we know today. This school believed that
atoms were incredibly small particles (so small that they could not be cut
in half) that differed in size, shape, motion, arrangement, and position, and
that when put together, these atoms created what is seen in the visible
world.



SOCRATES (469–399 B.C.)



The game-changer

Socrates was born in Athens, Greece, around 469 b.c. and died in 399 b.c.
Whereas pre-Socratic philosophers examined the natural world, Socrates
placed emphasis on the human experience. He focused on individual
morality, questioned what made a good life, and discussed social and
political questions. His work and his ideas became the foundation of
Western philosophy. While Socrates is widely regarded as one of the
wisest men to have ever lived, he never wrote down any of his thoughts,
and all that we know about him is based on the written works of his
students and contemporaries (mainly the works of Plato, Xenophon, and
Aristophanes).

Because everything that we know about Socrates is based on accounts
from others (which were often fictionalized) and these accounts differ, we
do not actually know much about him or his teachings. This is known as
the “Socratic problem.” From the texts of others, we are able to gather that
he was the son of a stone mason and a midwife; he most likely had a basic
Greek education; he was not aesthetically good-looking (during a time
when external beauty was very important); he served in the military during
the Peloponnesian War; he had three sons with a much younger woman;
and he lived in poverty. He might have worked as a stone mason before
turning to philosophy.

The one detail that has been well documented, however, is Socrates’
death. While Socrates was alive, the state of Athens began to decline.
Having embarrassingly lost to Sparta in the Peloponnesian War, Athens
had an identity crisis of sorts and became fixated on physical beauty, ideas
of wealth, and romanticizing the past. Because Socrates was an outspoken
critic of this way of life, he grew to have many enemies. In 399 b.c.,
Socrates was arrested and brought to trial with charges of being
unreligious and corrupting the city’s youth. Socrates was found guilty and



was sentenced to death by poisonous drink. Rather than flee into exile
(which he had the chance to do), Socrates drank the poison without any
hesitation.

SOCRATES’ CONTRIBUTION TO
PHILOSOPHY

A quote often attributed to Socrates is, “The unexamined life is not worth
living.” Socrates believed that in order for a person to be wise, that
individual must be able to understand himself. To Socrates, an individual’s
actions were directly related to his intelligence and ignorance. He believed
people should develop their self, rather than concentrate on material
objects, and he sought to understand the difference between acting good
and being good. It was in the new and unique way that he approached
knowledge, consciousness, and morality that Socrates would forever
change philosophy.

The Socratic Method
Socrates is perhaps most famous for his Socratic method. First described

in Plato’s Socratic Dialogues, Socrates and a pupil would have a
discussion on a particular issue, and through a series of questions, Socrates
would set out to discover the driving force behind how that individual’s
beliefs and sentiments were shaped and in so doing, get closer to the truth.
By continually asking questions, Socrates was able to expose
contradictions in the way an individual thought, which allowed him to
come to a solid conclusion.

Socrates used the elenchus, a method in which he would refute the
claims of the other person. Here are the steps of the elenchus:



1. An individual would assert a statement to Socrates, which Socrates
would then refute. Or, Socrates might ask the other person a question,
such as, “What is courage?”

2. Once the other person provides his answer, Socrates would think of a
scenario where his answer was not the case, asking him to assume his
original statement was false. For example, if the other person
describes courage as “endurance of the soul,” Socrates might refute
this claim by saying that “Courage is a fine thing,” while “Ignorant
endurance is not a fine thing.”

3. The other person would agree with this claim, and Socrates would
then change the statement to include the exception to the rule.

4. Socrates proves that the individual’s statement is false and that the
negation is in fact true. As the other person continues to alter his
answer, Socrates continues refuting, and through this, the individual’s
answer gets closer to the actual truth.

The Socratic Method Today
The Socratic method is still widely used to this day, most notably in law

schools throughout the United States. First, a student will be asked to
summarize a judge’s argument. Then, the student will be asked if he agrees
with the judge’s argument. The professor will then act as devil’s advocate
by asking a series of questions to make the student defend his decision.

By using the Socratic method, students are able to start thinking
critically and using logic and reasoning to create their arguments, while
also finding and patching up holes in their positions.



PLATO (429–347 B.C.)



One of the founders of Western philosophy

Plato was born in Athens, Greece, around 429 b.c. to parents who were
members of the Greek aristocracy. Because of his social class, Plato was
taught by many distinguished educators. However, no individual would
have as great an impact on him as Socrates and his ability to debate and
create a dialogue. In fact, the written works of Plato are where much of the
information we know about Socrates comes from.

While he was expected by his family to pursue a career in politics, two
events would lead Plato away from this lifestyle: the Peloponnesian War
(in which, upon Sparta’s victory, several of Plato’s relatives were part of a
dictatorship, but were removed for being corrupt) and the execution of
Socrates in 399 b.c. by the new Athenian government.

Plato then turned toward philosophy and began writing and traveling.
He studied under Pythagoras in Sicily and, upon returning to Athens,
founded the Academy, a school where he and other likeminded individuals
taught and discussed philosophy and mathematics. Among Plato’s students
was Aristotle.

PLATO’S PHILOSOPHY THROUGH
WRITTEN CONVERSATIONS

Like Socrates, Plato believed philosophy was a process of continuous
questioning and dialogues, and his writing appeared in this format.

Two of the most interesting things about these dialogues are that Plato’s
own opinions on the subject matters he wrote about were never explicitly
stated (though with in-depth research, one might be able to infer his
stance) and that he was never a character in his writing. Plato wanted
readers to have the ability to form their own opinions on the subjects and



not be told how to think (this also proves how skillful a writer he was). For
this reason, many of his dialogues do not reach a concise conclusion.
Those that do, however, allow for possible counterarguments and doubts.

Plato’s dialogues dealt with a variety of subject matters, including
things such as art, theater, ethics, immortality, the mind, and metaphysics.

There are at least thirty-six dialogues written by Plato, as well as
thirteen letters (though historians dispute the letters’ authenticity).

THE THEORY OF FORMS

One of the most important concepts Plato developed was his theory of
Forms. Plato states that reality exists on two specific levels:

1. The visible world that is made up of sights and sounds
2. The intelligible world (the world of Forms) that gives the visible

world its being

For example, when a person sees a beautiful painting, that person has
the ability to identify beauty because he has an abstract concept of what
beauty is. Therefore, beautiful things are seen as beautiful because they are
a part of the Form of beauty. While things in the visible world can change
and lose their beauty, the Form of beauty is eternal, never changes, and
cannot be seen.

Plato believed that concepts like beauty, courage, goodness, temperance,
and justice exist in an entire world of Forms, outside of space and time,
unaffected by what happens in the visible world.

While the idea of Forms appears in many of Plato’s dialogues, Plato’s
concept of Forms differs from text to text, and sometimes these differences
are never completely explained. Through Plato’s theory of Forms, Plato
incorporates abstract thought as a means to achieve a greater knowledge.


