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ANCIENT GREEK PHILOSOPHY

“An ideal introduction to the study of ancient Greek philosophy.
The beginning student will find Blackson’s narrative compelling.
The more seasoned scholar will be grateful for the extensively
referenced footnotes.”

Gareth B. Matthews, University of Massachusetts/Amherst

Ancient Greek Philosophy: From the Presocratics to the Hellenistic Philosophers
presents a comprehensive introduction to the philosophers and
philosophical traditions that emerged in the ancient Greek world
from the period 5858c to 1008c. Coverage begins with the Milesian
naturalists and the intellectual revolution that paved the way for the
ancient philosophical tradition. Parmenides and the Pluralists are

then addressed, followed by the central figure of Socrates and then
Plato and Aristotle. With coverage of Epicurus and the Epicureans,
the Stoics, and Academic Skeptics, we are then shown the key strands
of thought that developed within the ancient philosophical tradition
as the Hellenistic philosophers united in their opposition to perceived
excesses of the classical tradition of Plato and Aristotle. Combining
rich illustrative excerpts with rigorous scholarly analysis, Ancient Greek
Philosophy is an illuminating introduction to the evolution of ideas

that shaped Western philosophical tradition.

Thomas A. Blackson is a member of the Philosophy Faculty in the
School of Historical, Philosophical, and Religious Studies at Arizona
State University.
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(4/21/59-11/9/01). He was wonderful.

In gratitude to my children, Wyatt Dashiell and Jarrett Lee.
May they find a better way than their father and his brother.






Preface

I wrote this book for students in the ancient philosophy course required for
a philosophy major in most American universities. In the case of my
students, it had become clear that they were not satisfied with the traditional
anthologies. The same was true for the newer, topically organized anthol-
ogies. The ancient texts are difficult to understand, and the anthologies
contain little explanation.

The situation got worse when I supplemented the anthologies with
some of the standard scholarly works. These works are narrowly focused,
either on a period within the history or on a specific text, and my
students found such detailed analysis difficult if not impossible to
comprehend because so much of it presupposed a general understanding
of ancient philosophy.

In the beginning, I failed to see a solution. It is impossible to give the
necessary explanation in lecture, and this would not be desirable even if it
were possible. Students are not interested in spending all their time taking
notes. Most of them want to listen and think about the material as it is
presented, and many want to be part of a discussion. For this to work, they
must have explanations to consult outside class. And when I first thought
about the form these explanations might take, I failed to appreciate the
full range of possibilities. I thought that every form would suffer from the
problem Julia Annas ascribes to those surveys that run “through a selection
of works of some great ancient thinkers in chronological order.” In her
anthology, she says that “we are now suspicious of these narratives” and that
“a single authoritative narrative, particularly one that takes the student past
a selection of Great Thinkers, is false to the spirit of ancient philosophy
itself” because “[pJhilosophy in the ancient world was typically character-
ized by discussion and debate, and by an awareness of alternative points of
view ...""!

In thinking more about the problem, I realized that the surveys Annas has
in mind represent only one attempt to provide the necessary explanation.
Instead of surveying the ancient philosophical tradition, I realized that it
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would be better to focus on the development of certain key lines of thought
within the tradition. This approach would avoid the problem that plagues
the anthologies and the surveys Annas has in mind. These works have
limited value because they do not show how the selected texts belong to, and
are manifestations of, the various lines of thought that push the ancient
philosophical tradition forward. A series of brief discussions that takes “the
student past a selection of Great Thinkers” is unlikely to provide any insight
into the history of philosophy.

It is true, as Annas notes, that ancient philosophy was “typically char-
acterized by discussion and debate” and “an awareness of alternative points
of view,” but this does not entail that every form of what one might term a
“single narrative” is unacceptable. Arguments in philosophy rarely occur in
isolation, and the arguments in the ancient philosophical tradition are no
exception. The ancients constructed their arguments within the context of
certain relatively continuous lines of thought, and only against this back-
ground can the student begin to understand what these philosophers
thought and hence why certain interpretations of the texts are more
plausible than others.

Since Socrates is the central figure in so much of the ancient philosophical
tradition, my focus in this book is on lines of thought that in one way or
another pass through him. I do not provide exhaustive philosophical and
historical analyses of the texts that form these lines of thought. Nor do I
catalogue and discuss the strong and weak points of even the most
important alternative interpretations. Such extended and detailed analysis
is the province of the traditional scholarly works. Similarly, I make little or
no attempt to explain how different focuses would emphasize different lines
of thought within the ancient philosophical tradition. In my opinion, there
should be narratives that emphasize lines of thought I do not emphasize.
There should also be narratives that provide different interpretations of the
texts I connect into lines of thought. These narratives, I believe, would go a
long way toward making ancient philosophy a little easier to appreciate for
the fascinating and beautiful subject it is.” I hope this book is a step in that
direction, but I am aware that the task is enormous and that my talents in the
history of philosophy are limited.

I do not assume my discussion eliminates the need to read the works of
the ancient philosophers. On the contrary, I intend this book to be read in
conjunction with extended selections from their writings. I include transla-
tions of some of the most fundamental texts in the lines of thought I feature
in this book, but it is necessary to read the context in which these texts occur.
The traditional anthologies are helpful in this regard, and nowadays many
older translations are available on the internet. The Perseus Digital Library
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(http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/) is especially valuable. It provides
both translations and Greek texts, as well as many other helpful resources.
The MIT Internet Classics Archive (http://classics.mit.edu/) also provides
translations, some of which, in the case of Aristotle for example, are not
currently available in the Perseus Digital Library.

The format of my discussion in this book is familiar in all respects except
for the notes. Rather than follow the more usual practice, I have divided the
notes into footnotes and endnotes. The footnotes provide supplementary
information directly relevant to the discussions in which they occur. The
endnotes are primarily about the scholarly literature. This division within
the notes preserves the integrity of the discussions and points the way to a
more advanced study.”

Notes

1. Voices of Ancient Philosophy. An Introductory Reader, 2001, xv. Annas’s anthology
is one of the two newer, topically organized, anthologies. The other such
anthology is Terence Irwin’s Classical Philosophy, 1999. The two primary older
anthologies are Readings in Ancient Greek Philosophy. From Thales to Aristotle
(ed. S. Marc Cohen, Patricia Curd, and C. D. C. Reeve, 2000) and Hellenistic
Philosophy. Introductory Readings (ed. Brad Inwood and L. P. Gerson, 1997).

2. For examples of narratives that emphasize different lines of thought and take
different pedagogical approaches, see Terence Irwin’s Classical Thought, 1989,
Christopher Shields’ Classical Philosophy, 1989, and David Roochnik’s
Retrieving the Ancients, 2004. Shields and Roochnik cover the Presocratics
through Aristotle. Shields intends his book to provide the reader with the sort
of “encounter” he might have had with Socrates (ix). He makes less effort to set
out the overall structure of ancient Greek philosophical tradition, but the
suggestion is that the tradition begins with Thales and a priori reasoning
about things, continues with the insistence on, and defense of, this sort of
reasoning in Socrates and Plato, and finishes in the classical period with
Aristotle’s trenchant engagement with the Presocratics and with Plato (5, 36,
59, 110). Roochnik intends his readers to see, among other things, that “Plato
and Aristotle are worth retrieving today because of their profound apprecia-
tion and attempt to comprehend the meaning of life” (6). To bring this
out, Roochnik surveys the ancients “dialectically,” in the sense of Hegel. In
contrast to Shields and Roochnik, Irwin covers the entire thousand-year
tradition. He begins with Homer and ends with Augustine. His primary
intention is to allow the reader to “watch the growth of philosophical thinking”

* For additional information in connection with this book and the undergraduate course in
ancient philosophy I teach, see my university web page: http://tab.faculty.asu.edu/.
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as it unfolds (3), but he places particular emphasis on the critical response to
Homer by the Presocratic naturalists, the attempt by Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle to overcome problems inherent in this Presocratic response to
Homer, the attempt in the Hellenistic philosophers to produce systems of
philosophy, and the revival of Platonism and the rise of Christianity (2-3, 6,
19-20, 67). These approaches, with their different emphases and methodol-
ogies, show how extraordinarily rich the ancient philosophical tradition is.
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