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Brief Infroduction

The philosophical ideas presented in the following chapters
form much of the basis of contemporary Western philosophical
thought. These ideas and their development span millenia,
dating back to ancient Greece, where abstract thought about
the ultimate nature of the world and human life appeared as
a manifestation of the urge to transition from acceptance of
superstition towards explanation. For the purposes of this book,
we divide Western philosophy into three areas/eras: Ancient
(Greco-Roman), Medieval (Christian-European), and Modern.
This course focuses on some of the prominent Western thinkers
of both ancient and modern times, exploring some of their most
compelling ideas about the world and humanity. This course
should invite students to ask, think, argue and reason, as well
as encourage them to appreciate the many connections and
differences between the thinkers presented. Our hope is that
there is inspiration herein for students to learn and effectively
present their own thoughts regarding the many ideas they will

encounter.
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Chapter 1

Socrates

The unexamined life is not worth living.
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Historical Background

Who Was Socrates?

Socrates (JifgHilic, 470 — 399 B. C.) is possibly the most enigmatic
figure in the entire history of philosophy. He never wrote a single line.
Yet he is one of the philosophers who has had the greatest influence
on European thought, not least because of the dramatic manner of
his death. Socrates was widely accepted as the Father of philosophy,
the thinkers or philosophers before him were mainly recognized as

devoting their attention to questions about the origin and nature of

the physical world, it is Socrates whose dedication to careful reasoning
and focus in the nature and truth concerning humanity, e.g. ethics, transformed the entire

enterprise. These thinkers before Socrates were called in history “Presocratics'”

We know he was born in Athens, and that he spent most of his life in the city squares and
marketplaces talking with the people he met there. Even during his lifetime he was considered
somewhat enigmatic, and fairly soon after his death he was held to be the founder of any
number of different philosophical schools of thought. Since he sought genuine knowledge
rather than mere victory over an opponent, Socrates employed the same logical tricks
developed by the Sophists to a new purpose, the pursuit of truth. Thus, his willingness to call
everything into question and his determination to accept nothing less than an adequate account
of the nature of things made him the first clear exponent of critical philosophy. It was also said
of him that “You can seek him in the present, you can seek him in the past, but you will never
find his equal.” Nevertheless, he was sentenced to death for his philosophical activities. He
could have begged for mercy from the public or escaped with the help of friends, yet he chose
the death.

We know that although Socrates was well known during his own time for his conversational
skills and public teaching, he wrote nothing, so we are dependent upon his students (especially
Xenophon [ % /5] and Plato) for any detailed knowledge of his methods and results. The life

of Socrates is mainly known to us through the writings of Plato (#if[%), who was one of his

1 Presocratics: Abstract thought about the ultimate nature of the world and of human life began to appear in Greece during the sixth
century B.C. The Presocratic philosophers rejected traditional mythological explanations of the phenomena they saw around them in favor
of more rational explanations. These philosophers asked questions about “the essence of things”, such as:

From where does everything come?From what is everything created?How do we explain the plurality of things found in nature?How might
we describe nature mathematically?

2



pupils and who became one of the greatest philosophers of all time. The trouble is that Plato
was himself a philosopher who often injected his own theories into the dialogues he presented
to the world as discussions between Socrates and other famous figures of the day. Nevertheless,
it is usually assumed that at least the early dialogues of Plato provide a fairly accurate

representation of Socrates himself.

Reflective Reading

Topic1 A Taste of Plato’s Socratic Dialogues

Guiding Questions:
If someone asks you what justice is, how would you answer? Do you agree that treating friends

well and enemies badly is justice? Why? Write down what you think.

Read the following dialogue (an excerpt from Plato’s dialogue “Republic”) between Socrates and
Polemarchus. What is this excerpt about? What are the characteristics of this excerpt? Think

about how Socrates communicated with his interlocutor. Do you agree with Socrates?

Polemarchus: It is just to give to each what is owed to him.
Socrates: Clearly, he does not mean giving back to someone whatever he has lent to you,

even if he is out of his mind when he asks for it. And yet what he has lent to you

SILVUD0S | YILdVHD %
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Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

is surely something that is owed to him, isn’t it?

Yes.

But when he is out of his mind, it is, under no circumstances, to be given to him.
True. I meant friends owe something good to their friends, never something bad.

I understand. You mean someone does not give a lender what he is owed by
giving him gold, when the giving and taking would be harmful, and both he and
the lender are friends.

It certainly is.

Now what about this? Should one also give to one’s enemies whatever is owed to them?
Yes, by all means. What is in fact owed to them? And what an enemy owes an
enemy, in my view, is also precisely what is appropriate—something bad.

Is it just to give to each what is appropriate to him? And this is what you call
giving him what he is owed.

If we are to follow the previous answers, Socrates, it gives benefit to friends and
harm to enemies.

Treating friends well and enemies badly is justice?

I believe so.

Then it follows, Polemarchus, that it is just for many people — the ones who are
mistaken in their judgment — to harm their friends, since they are bad for them,
and benefit their enemies, since they are good.

I should change my definitions. Someone who is both believed to be good and is
good is a friend; someone who is believed to be good, but is not, is believed to be
a friend but is not. And the same goes for enemies.

Should a just man really harm anyone whatsoever?

Of course. He should harm those who are both bad and enemies.

When horses are harmed, do they become better or worse?

Worse.

With respect to the one that makes horses good.

Yes.

And what about human beings, comrade; shouldn’t we say that, when they are
harmed, they become worse with respect to human virtue?

Of course.

But isn’t justice human virtue?

Yes, that’s necessarily so, too.

Then, my dear Polemarchus, people who have been harmed are bound to



Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

Socrates:

Polemarchus:

become more unjust.

So it seems.

Now, can musicians use music to make people unmusical?

No, they can’t.

Well, then, can just people use justice to make people unjust? In a word, can
good people use their virtue or goodness to make people bad?

No, they can't.

Nor the function of dryness to make things wet, but that of its opposite.

Of course.

So it isn’t the function of a just person to harm a friend or anyone else,
Polemarchus, but that of his opposite, an unjust person.

I think you are absolutely right, Socrates.

So if someone tells us it is just to give to each what he is owed, and understands
by this that a just man should harm his enemies and benefit his friends, the one
who says it is not wise. I mean, what he says is not true. For it has become clear
to us that it is never just to harm anyone.

I agree.

Topic 2 The Art of Discourse

Guiding Questions:

Do you like discussion? Can you record a time that you actually learnt something important

through discussion with others or that you realized some of your mistakes through discussion with

others? Please write it down.

$ILVUD0S | WILAVHD %
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Read the following excerpt and think about: What is Socratic Irony ( J% 1 Jie =X a8 {4 JC R )2
How does Socrates do philosophy?

11 The Art of Discourse

The essential nature of Socrates’ art lay in the fact that he did not appear to want to instruct
people. On the contrary, he gave the impression of one desiring to learn from those he spoke

with. So instead of lecturing like a traditional schoolmaster, he discussed.

Obviously he would not have become a famous philosopher had he confined himself purely to
listening to others. Nor would he have been sentenced to death. But he just asked questions,
especially to begin a conversation, as if he knew nothing. In the course of the discussion he
would generally get his opponents to recognize the weakness of their arguments, and, forced

into a corner, they would finally be obliged to realize what was right and what was wrong.

Socrates, whose mother was a midwife, used to say that his art was like the art of the midwife.
She does not herself give birth to the child, but she is there to help during its delivery.
Similarly, Socrates saw his task as helping people to “give birth” to the correct insight, since real
understanding must come from within. It cannot be imparted by someone else. And only the

understanding that comes from within can lead to the true insight.

Let me put it more precisely: The ability to give birth is a natural characteristic. In the same
way, everybody can grasp philosophical truths if they just use their innate reason. Using your

innate reason means reaching down inside yourself and using what is there.

By playing ignorant, Socrates forced the people he met to use their common sense. Socrates
could feign ignorance—or pretend to be dumber than he was. We call this Socratic irony. This
enabled him to continually expose the weaknesses in people’s thinking. He was not averse to
doing this in the middle of the city square. If you met Socrates, you thus might end up being
made a fool of publicly.

So it is not surprising that, as time went by, people found him increasingly exasperating,
especially people who had status in the community. “Athens is like a sluggish horse,” he is

reputed to have said, “and I am the gadfly trying to sting it into life.”



Topic 3 A Divine Voice

Guiding Questions:

What was this “divine voice” that Socrates talked about? What did Socrates think the truth is?

71 A Divine Voice

It was not in order to torment his fellow beings that Socrates kept on stinging them. Something
within him left him no choice. He always said that he had a “divine voice” inside him. Socrates
protested, for example, against having any part in condemning people to death. He moreover

refused to inform on his political enemies. This was eventually to cost him his life.

In the year 399 B.C., he was accused of “introducing new gods and corrupting the youth,” as

well as not believing in the accepted gods. With a slender majority, a jury of five hundred found

him guilty.

He could very likely have appealed for leniency. At least he could have saved his life by
agreeing to leave Athens. But had he done this, he would not have been Socrates. He valued his
conscience and the truth higher than life. He assured the jury that he had only acted in the best
interests of the state. He was nevertheless condemned to drink hemlock. Shortly thereafter, he

drank the poison in the presence of his friends, and died.

Why did Socrates have to die? People have been asking this question for 2,400 years. However,
he was not the only person in history to have seen things through to the bitter end and suffered

death for the sake of their convictions.
I have mentioned Jesus already, and in fact there are several striking parallels between them.

Both Jesus and Socrates were enigmatic personalities, also to their contemporaries. Neither of
them wrote down their teachings, so we are forced to rely on the picture we have of them from
their disciples. But we do know that they were both masters of the art of discourse. They both
spoke with a characteristic self-assuredness that could fascinate as well as exasperate. And not
least, they both believed that they spoke on behalf of something greater than themselves. They
challenged the power of the community by criticizing all forms of injustice and corruption. And

finally—their activities cost them their lives.
The trials of Jesus and Socrates also exhibit clear parallels.

They could certainly both have saved themselves by appealing for mercy, but they both felt

$ILVYD0S | WILAVHD &
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they had a mission that would have been betrayed unless they kept faith to the bitter end. And
by meeting their death so bravely they commanded an enormous following, also after they
had died. I do not mean to suggest that Jesus and Socrates were alike. I am merely drawing
attention to the fact that they both had a message that was inseparably linked to their personal

courage.

Guiding Question:
Compare and contrast Socrates’ trials and Jesus’ trials recorded in The Bible, think about the

similarities and the differences. What is the truth according to Socrates and Jesus?

'] Jesus’ Words Concerning Truth

Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except

through me.” —John 14: 6
“Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth."~John 17: 17

To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are my disciples.

Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”
Jesus before Pilate—John 18: 28-40

Then the Jewish leaders took Jesus from Caiaphas to the palace of the Roman governor. By
now it was early morning, and to avoid ceremonial uncleanness they did not enter the palace,
because they wanted to be able to eat the Passover. So Pilate came out to them and asked, “What

charges are you bringing against this man?”
“If he were not a criminal,” they replied, “we would not have handed him over to you.”
Pilate said, “Take him yourselves and judge him by your own law.”

“But we have no right to execute anyone,” they objected. This took place to fulfill what Jesus
had said about the kind of death he was going to die.

Pilate then went back inside the palace, summoned Jesus and asked him, “Are you the king of

the Jews?”
“Is that your own idea,” Jesus asked, “or did others talk to you about me?”

“Am I a Jew?” Pilate replied. “Your own people and chief priests handed you over to me. What



