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Introduction 
PHILOSOPHY means love of wisdom. From the beginnings of 
civilized life the wise man has had influence and respect. The 
wisdom of the East has become proverbial and is mainly incor­
porated into religious systems like Buddhism and Hinduism. 
The Jews had a wisdom literature some of which is to be found 
in the Bible, like the books of Proverbs and of Job, and more in 
the books ca.lled the Apocrypha, among which the books "Wis­
dom" and "Ecclesiasticus" a.re famous examples. The Greeks too 
had wise men before they had philosophers. The names of their 
"Seven Sages" a.re variously given, Solon being the most 
eminent. Some of their maxims like "Know thvsclf" and "Noth­
ing in excess" became famous; but they were {uainly wise rulers 
and lawgivers. The sages were no doubt lovers of wisdom, yet 
they were not philosophers. For they did 11ot attempt a syste­
matic and unified explanation of the ,vorld or of huma11 affairs. 
This a philosopher must do, even if his system is not a.11-embra.c­
ing but confined to one aspect. He must produce a coherent out­
look which can be understood as a whole by any rational being. 
He must take into account the conclusions of previous thinkers, 
and by showing their errors, justify his own attempt. He may 
write from various points of view, but his attitude must be 
both tenable by an intelligent person of common sense and 
logical, for it must not violate the principles of clear thinking. 
In most cases philosophers have tried to produce a system, that 
is a general explanation which "stands together" and covers the 
known ground of their study. Sometimes, however, a philo­
sop~er will stand for an attitude of thought and try to follow 
out its consequences: so, for example, the Sceptics developed 
their po~ition that our knowledge can never be certain, the 
Pragmatists started from a view of truth as what has been 
proved valuable in human experience, and the linguistic 
philosophers from an idea that language gives us the structure 
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of human thinking and the meaning of words a clue to the 
realities which they denote. 

Each age of western history has produced its philosophers. 
To some extent their outlook is coloured by their period and its 
achievements, as for example in the case of Descartes and 
Spinoza whose thinking is influenced by the mathematical and 
physical discoveries of their day, or in the case of Bergson whose 
system is based on biology. Yet, whether so influenced or not, 
the great philosophers were thinking ahead of their time, and 
when their ideas became generally understood they went far 
towards forming the popular outlook of the next generation. 
Thus their study is important not only because their systems 
are typical insights of the ages in which they wrote, but also 
because they influenced the development of the social history 
oflater times. The most striking example of this is the transfor­
mation of Marxism into the political system of Comnmnisrn, 
but there are many others: liberal democracy, for example, may 
fairly look to John Locke as its founder. 

Thus a knowledge of the history of philosophical thought 
touches the mainspring of human progress, and helps us not only 
to see other aspects of history in due proportion, but also to 
form our own outlook and enlarge our ideas. Philosophy itself 
is a severe discipline claiming, as it so often has done, the devo­
tion of a lifetime: the greatest philosophers, such as Aristotle, 
Kant, and St Thomas Aquinas, gave themselves totally to their 
adventure of thought. The study of its history, however, though 
less demanding, is at least a valuable part of general culture. The 
story of the search for truth by thinking is still unfinished­
perhaps it never will be finished-but in all ages the quest has 
attracted the greatest minds. To face again the problems which 
they faced, to criticize their solutions, and to learn from their 
insights enlarges our horizons, clears our thoughts, and stimu­
lates our own speculations. 
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1 

Beginnings of Greek Philosophy 
- The Pre-Socratics 

THE first three thinkers who can rightly be called philosophers 
lived in the sixth century n.c. at Miletus a rich trading city on 
the coast of Asia Minor. This area had been colonized by Greeks 
from the mainland, and owing to a favourable situation and 
climate soon outstripped the mother country in wealth and cul­
ture, though only for a time. The interest of these men, Thales, 
Anaximander, and Anaximenes, were in the physical world. 
Each of them made valuable practical contributions to primitive 
science, especially to astronomy and geography, but that did 
not make them philosophers. Their merit in the history 
of thought is that each speculated on the general origin and 
constitution of our world, and sought a unified and coherent 
explanation of its variety. Their quest was for an arche or first 
principle from which all things might be derived, and for an 
explanation of how they developed from it. Thales of Miletus 
has himself given us a central date from his life by predicting an 
eclipse of the sun which is now known to have occurred in 
585 B.c. By observing the effect of rain on vegetation, and of 
moisture generally in the generation of life, and from a primi­
tive idea of the earth as floating on water (for the land surface 
was then thought of as a disc surrounded by the "river" 
Oceanus) he concluded that the first element of things was 
liquid, or what he called the "moist". We have no explanation 
as to how he thought that things develop from th.is-it must b_e 
remembered that our knowledge of these early philosophers 1s 
only from fragments of their sayings preserved by later writers 
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-but he made one other interesting speculation. In observing 
the magnet and amber he was impressed by their strange power 
of attracting other objects to themselves. He attributed this to 
some life, latent within them, and by an unwarranted generaliza­
tion he guessed that the whole world must be filled with some 
inner powers which he called divine. There was life in matter, 
he thought, and from this he and his two successors have been 
called Hylozoists. 

Anaximander was a pupil or younger associate of Thales, and 
when he considered his master's ideas he fotmd them defective. 
Why should only one of the four elements be chosen as 
primary? What is the explanation of the appearance and dis­
appearance of finite things? He was led to his own conclusions 
by his interest in spatial and geographical problems. It is said 
that he first mapped the earth on a globe, that he made the first 
sun-dial, and that his main study was measurement. "If the 
elements are four", he seems to have reasoned, "why should 
any one of them be primary? There must be something more 
original behind them from which they are derived." He there­
fore proposed a theory of a basic element called the apeiron or 
"limitless" from which our world evolves. He conceived this 
as in perpetual motion, and from this "the opposites" (probably 
earth and air, fire and water) "are sifted out". The apeiron itself 
surrounds and "steers" all things, though what he meant by 
"steers" is obscure, as there is no idea of anything like "mind" 
in it. He seems to have had a faint thought of a process of evo­
lution, for he said that organic life began in mud-creatures and 
fishes'. which later to?k to t~e land. If the eccrisi~ or sifting out 
explamed the generation ofhfe, or perhaps of things in general, 
how are we to account for their passing away? Here Ana.--ci.­
mander has left a cryptic saying: "They pay penalty and 
recompense to one another according to the order of time." He 
seems to hav~ th?~ght that _by some kind _of justice each living 
creature (or mdividual object) had a fair span of existence 
~~o~ted _to !~• and was. prev~nted from encro~ching on the 
hvmg time of others: it remmds one of Homer s simile of the 

leaves :flutter?1g ~o their death _in autunm and succeeded by a 
new generation 111 another sprmg. The idea of some kind of 
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justice as embedded in the physical world also pervaded his 
astronomy. For when he asked himself ·what prevente~ . the 
heavenly bodies from falling from their places and c_ollidmg, 
his answer was similar, a kind of justice, or balance, m space, 
which he called "the like intervals of all things". 

Anaximander was obviously a man of a lively and fertile 
mind. Anaximenes, also of Miletus, however, could not be 
satisfied with his conclusions. It seemed to him that Anaxi­
mander' s apeiro11 was a pure speculation and that there was no 
evidence for its existence. Might not Thales be right in his 
belief that the original substance of this world must be sought 
in its known elements? Life may originate in moisture, but it 
cannot exist without air. Water may surround the earth and 
bear it up, but air covers the water and land surfaces alike. 
The heavenly bodies appear to float in air; if air is the breath 
of life, why, Anaximenes speculated, should not earth itself 
be a great breathing creature, a "zoon", instead of a mere 
mass of matter? Air might in fact be its very substance, for it 
can itself be all the fw1damental opposites, hot and cold, moist 
and dry. And finally the choice of air made unnecessary 
Anaximander' s assumption that the apeiron is in continual 
movement, sifting out the opposites, since air itself is in per­
petual motion. 

Milesian speculation seems to have ended there. But Ephesus 
is near Miletus, and Heraclitus, its great think.er, must have 
known of the speculations of the "Hylozoists" as the Milesians 
were called. Heraclitus' personality made a strong impression. 
He was an aristocrat both in birth and in thought, for he had a 
contempt for the ignorant crowd. "One man to me", he said, 
"is worth ten thousand if he be but excellent." His philosophy 
was presented in short pithy sayings of the type called gnomic 
or proverbial. They were hard to understand and he meant 
them to be so. People called him "the obscure". He conceived 
his utterances as oracular: "The oracle at Delphi", he said, 
"neither speaks plainly nor conceals: it signifies." He scorned 
to be popular, and when criticized spoke sharply of "dogs 
always barking at the unknown", and "asses preferring hay to 
gold". He valued his chief place among the citizens very little, 
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and resigned it to his brother. Of other thinkers he had a low 
opinion, and wrote of them as follows: "To have learned much 
does not teach to think: otherwise it would have taught 
Hesiod, Pythagoras, Xenophanes, and Hecataeus." Of Homer, 
whose poems were almost a Bible to the Greeks, he had the 
lowest opinion. One is not surprised to hear that at the close of 
his life he retired with some followers to a forest retreat, and 
laid up his book of sayings in the temple of Artemis for safety 
and privacy. 

Fortunately, so many of Heraclitus' sayings became famous 
that we can form a good general idea of his :hough_t. To some 
extent he followed his Milesian predecessors m seeking for one 
material first principle (arche) or basis of reality. He found it in 
fire, or gaseous substance, and taught that all thin?.s were com­
posed of its changes. There was what ~e c_alled ~ road up a!1-d 
down" by which fiery gas cooled to air, air moistened to mtst, 
mist became water, and water solidified on the way down; on 
the other way, solids liquify, water is exhaled in mist'. m~st 
clears to air, and air to fire. This process is always occurring m 
both directions continually until the fire element takes control; 
there is an Ecpyrosis or general conflagration, and then "the 
world's great age begins anew". 

This might conceivably explain how changes occur, but it 
does not explain the shapes of individual things nor how they 
come to be, are, and cease to be. The articulation of the flux of 
things had to be shown, and here in the word flux we have per­
haps the most striking idea of Heraclitus. "Everything flows", 
he sa~d, "Nothing abides." The apparent stability of things is 
onlr: illusory. Everything is changing all the time, even if imper­
ceptibly. "Time like an ever-rolling stream bears all its sons 
away" says a well-known hymn. Heraclitus too likened the 
world process to a river, and to clinch the metaphor added that 
Y<:u cannot get into the same river twice-because, of course, 
~t is not t~e same. What gives things their appearance of stability 
15 a_ tension between the forces of integration and dissolution 
which holds them for a little time in being. This tension per­
vade~ the flux. Heraclitus, like his predecessors, was a Monist, 
that 1s he sought one principle of the being of all things. The 

4 



distinction between the spheres of mind and matter had yet to 
be made. And yet so dear a thinker could not fail to see that 
some guiding or directing principle had to be found. The idea 
of God or gods making things was to Heraclitus too crude and 
unphilosophical. "No one of Gods or men", he says, "made the 
world, but it always was and is and shall be, eternal fire, kind­
ling measures and quenching measures." This cryptic phrase 
leads us to his central thought. Fire is not fire as we know it, nor 
gaseous substance, but what he called rational fire. It is a self­
steering substance, displaying itself in reason-a kind of world­
reason-as well as physically. The th.ought of the similarity of 
fire and fiery spirit and mind has haunted mankind ever since. 
It became the basis of Stoicism; it pervaded Christian thought 
in its simile of the Holy Spirit as celestial fire; it flavours poetry, 
especially poetry of a Pantheistic kind. The very stuff that makes 
the universe is also in its greatest intensity in our minds, and the 
mind within can come into direct contact with the universal 
mind without. Thus we understand our world by a kind of 
communion of our souls with the world-soul, through what 
Heraclitus calls the "perceptive passages". When these are 
closed, as in sleep, our thoughts wander idly and falsely. 
"When we speculate privately we make mistakes." Sympathetic 
understanding can bind us to the world-reason. In law, for 
example, human lawgivers find their inspiration in one 
divine law; error is caused by forgetting "the manner of the 
government of the whole"; the highest good in ethics is 
Euarestcsis, a kind of contentment with the ordering of the 
world . 
. The human viewpoint is from within the flux and as a sen­

tient part ofit. The result is that we seem to see a certain stability 
in. our surroundings, and from our point of view we regard 
things as good or bad, whereas in reality as part of rational 
nature all are good. To us they are in tension; in reality they 
return to one another, like the bow-string and the bow when 
unstret_ched. So life and death mingle with one another, and 
accordmg to some reporters Heraclitus seems to look for a kind 
of immortality. As a philosopher his own immortality seems 
secure. 
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Heraclitus "flourished" about 500 B.C. so that Pythagoras 
(c. 572-500) was a rather earlier contemporary. It has, however, 
been convenient to take Heraclitus first, as closing the Ionian 
school, since Pythagoras broke new ground unconnected with 
~t._Hi~ personality became quickly su!rounde~ with legends, and 
it is difficult to know whether some ideas attributed to him may 
not be those of his "school"; for he founded a closely-knit 
society, almost like a monastic order, though it expressed itself 
politically as well as philosophically, and his pupils often attri­
buted their own views to the master. "He said it" admitted of 
no argument. The Pythagorean society a~ Croton, on the gulf 
of Taranto in Italy, was founded there m one of the Greek 
colonies _because Pythagoras c~uld _no! endure. life_ under a 
tyranny m his native Samas. His thinking was mspired from 
two sources, mathematics, which he was said to have studied 
dur_ing a stay in Egypt, and the ~rphic ~eligion, a mystery cult 
which became popular in Greece 11~ t~e sixth century B-~· From 
the latter Pythagoras derived ascetic 1d?~•- the concept101~ o~ a 
secret learning only to be revealed to uutlat~s, and a beli:f In 

the transmigration of souls. From mathematICs, and especially 
from his theoretical developments of a science which in Egypt 
~as mainly practical, he derived a mystic_al belie~in num?:r_and 
its powers. His society consisted <?f an mner ~ircle of lllltl~t:s 
called Mathematici and an outer frmge ofNovICes (Acusmatici) 
who had to practise silence (ech:mrthia) for two years before 
they. were approved. The dis~1plme was 1?oth ment:11 and 
physical. Music and mathemattcs were studied to punfy the 
soul,. and gymnastics and medicine to pur~fy _the body. This 
ascetic purification was designed, on Orphic Imes, ~o fre? the 
s?ul from its corporeal prison, and repl~ced the Orphic pun~ca­
tlon ~hrough mysteries by a 111or~ rational process. 8:1s ethical 
teaching was said to have been derived from the Delphic oracle; 
he t~ught his pupils to examine themselves at morning and 
evenmg. The whole system has many features which fore­
shadowed those of the monastic orders. But unlike the latter, 
t~e ~ociety had political ambitions, and to?k control of Croton, 
till it met with disaster in a democrat~c revolution; many 
Pythagoreans were killed, and the remamder were scattered. 
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But their doctrines lived on and were revived in the early period 
of the Roman Empire. 

The Ionian Hylozoists had sought the first principle of being 
in a physical element. Pythagoras broke away from this by 
regarding their surface measurements as the constitutive prin­
ciple. His discovery that even notes of music could be varied 
by lengthening or reducing the lyre-string was mistakenly 
interpreted by him as showing that number or measure had a 
constitutive power, that it "made" the notes. The Greeks of his 
day thought of numbers pictorially as surfaces, and this contri­
buted to Pythagoras' mistake. Numbers, he saw, were of two 
kinds, odd and even, and the unit had the power of making odd 
even or even odd. The next number, two or the dyad, he con­
sidered to be undefined, perhaps because divisible, and he 
guessed that all numbers could be composed of the unit and the 
dyad. The next step was to invest the unit with constructive 
power, calling it the One as distinct from the numerical unit, 
and to regard the dyad as the indefinable and infinite material on 
which the activity of the monad was exercised. So odd numbers 
came to represent to him the concrete measurable things 
of the world made by the one out of the undefined material 
substrate. 

This mysticizing of the monad and the dyad led him further 
into a number mysticism into which we need not follow him, or 
his pupils, except to mention that "four" symbolized justice, 
"five" physical nature, or marriage, because marriage is ~he 
joining of the male (the odd) and the female (the even), 1.e. 
3 + 2, "six" symbolized life and soul, and "seven" mind, health, 
and light. These identifications vary in different reports. 
Pythagoras possibly himself suggested an arrangement of 
parallel columns of" goods" and "bads" so that limit, odd, one, 
right, male, stable, straight, light, good, and quadrilateral 
(oddly) were balanced against unlimited, even, plurality, left, 
female, moving, crooked, darkness, evil, and multilateral! 

Pythagoras is also said to have made astronomical calculations 
which led him to a planetary idea of the universe. In his system 
earth is not the centre, but moves in an orbit around a central 
fire, being balanced by an anti-earth diametrically opposite to it. 
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The system of concentric spheres of the orbiting of the planets 
was elaborated later in Plato's school, the Academy, chiefly by 
Eudoxus. He explained the movements of the heavenly bodies 
by a system of twenty-seven concentric spheres, and astronomy 
till Kepler's time continued to be founded on his ideas and 
calculations, although Aristarchus of Samas in the third century 
B.c. had originated a heliocentric theory. 

The school of Pythagoras continued to be influential long 
after its dissolution. Plato's thought undoubtedly was influenced 
by it. The idea of the disciplined life of a community devoted to 
learning and religion was the precursor of monasticism; belief 
in the transmigration of souls, in spi:e of Christian opposition, 
has died hard, if indeed it is dead. Philosophers of our own day 
have revived Pythagoras' conception of a mathematical uni­
verse. 

Heraclitus, as we have seen, whose method was intuitive and 
not scientific had an unwarranted contempt for Pythagoras. 
but his own 'doctrine of the flux scandalized some of his con~ 
temporaries and awakened a reaction on the Greek mainland in 
the so-called Eleatic school. 

Its founder was Xenophanes of Colophon, before the time of 
He~aclitus, who appears, from th~ few fr~gments ~f his_ poeins 
which have survived, to have tned to direct men s mm~s by 
reason to realities which are more stable than sense-experience 
Wisdom, not intuition, is to him our true source of ½11-owledge; 
a rational criticism is our weapon for the destruct10n of false 
bel~efs. The popular conceptions of the ~ods as made ~/ ma1~ in 
t~eir own image, are attacked and as ~nstotle tells us, !urnuig 
his eyes on the whole universe he said that the One 1s God" 
This was not so much what we call Mo~otheism, the belief~ 
one only God as Pantheism, the equatmg of God with "th 
sum of thing; that be". Yet like the Hebrew Monotheistt 
~enophanes places righteous?-ess above all human values, and 
like the Hebrew apocryphal literature he regards wisdom as ou 
supreme guide and God's interpreter. "He sees wholly, think_ r 
:'7holly, hears wholly", he says. Be~g itself, and not becoming: 
1s to ~e our guide, and the foundat1~n of our thought. 

This thought seemed to Parmerudes of Elea to indicate the 
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answer to the flux of Heraclitus. If it is true, he seems to have 
argued, that "everything flows, nothing abides", there must be 
an everything of which the flux is predicated. Reason compels 
us to conclude that behind the flux there is an abiding reality, 
called by Parmenides being or the one. Our senses, it may well be, 
give us a flux; but our minds compel us to accept the concept 
of being as true, and to conclude that "Being is". The converse 
of this "Not-being is not" seemed equally true to Parme­
nides, though Plato was to show later on there was a logical 
mistake in this, for Parmenides did not distinguish "is" when 
used as a copulative verb and when it means exists. To Parme­
nides the two propositions seemed the only certainties attain­
able by our minds, and the first part of his philosophical poem 
is devoted to an analysis of the concept of being which enables 
him to make certain statements about it. It is ungenerated and 
indestructible, whole, unmoved, and homogeneous; it is in­
divisible, "like a well-r0tmded sphere", perfect and eternal. It 
has been disputed whether Parmenides was what later was 
called an Idealist or a Materialist. In favour of the former is a 
cryptic line which seems to mean that thought and its object 
are the same, and also the fact that pure thought and not sense 
perception was the guide to reality. But the distinction between 
the "world" of thought and the world of matter had not yet 
become clear, in spite of Heraclitus' "logical" fire, and most 
scholars now agree that the one being of Parmenides was 
conceived as a vast material and tmclifferentiated totality. But 
his great advance on his predecessors was to realize that it is only 
by pure reason that we can hope to attain the truth about 
being. The senses give us a flux; but the mind demands a stable 
reality underlying change. There must be a something that 
changes. 

The second part of Parmenides' poem has always been a 
pu~zle yet it need not have been so. Leaving what he calls 
reliable reason he turns to what he calls a "deceitful" account 
of t~e opinions of mortals. In this part he sets out a world-view 
derived from the senses, based on two opposites of light and 
darla~ess, heat ~d cold, and giving a picture of things as we 
perceive them, illusory because our sense-perception does not 
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give us truth. His logical system of truth is barren, and it is 
reasonable enough that he should have supplemented it by a 
world-picture, in the manner of his contemporaries, with a 
caution that it was appearance or opinion and not truth. 

As one might expect, his philosophy apart from its one great 
insight was meagre in results. His principal successor, Zeno, 
con£ned himself to clever demonstrations of the unreliability of 
the senses: some of his "paradoxes" like "Achilles and the 
Tortoise" are well known, and receive their best solution in 
Henri Bergson's philosophy of Vitalism. 

There are at least three other pre-Socratic philosophers­
~agoras, Empedocles, and Democritus whose ~deas require 
a bnef ~ention though no detailed tr~atment ~s _necessary. 
Democritus who with his friend Leukippus, ongmated the 
Atomistic philos~phy was first a pupil of Parmenides; but his 
solution of the proble~ of the one and the ~:111Y• no~ ~harply 
set by Parmenides and Heraclitus, was strikingly ongmal on 
purely physical lines. Atomism retains the one as an indivisible 
physical unit, the atom, which it makes the basis of all being, 
an~ reta_ins also the many and the fl~x by con7eiving there to be 
an infinite number of atoms in contmual motton. However, the 
system <?f Leukippus and Democ~tus is best considered later in 
connectton with the Epicurean philosophY:· 

Anaxagoras (c. 46o B.c.) assumed the pnmal stuff of the uni­
~erse to b_e a mixture of very minute f~agments .~fall subst~ces. 
Ev~rything was mixed up together, _he says, and then Mind, 

c<?nung in, set them in order." He_re, 1t seeme~, was the ~egin­
~g of a fruitful explanation of things on a basis of a d~alism of 
nund ~d matter, mind to organize and ~atter to b~ set m order. 
But his book On Nature showed that his c_onception of mind 
was only as the origin and perhaps ~ontrollin~ power of a sys­
~em of_vortices (perichoreseis) by which the pnmal stu~ was set 
m motton and sorted out as it were, on purely physical lines 
In fact his materialism and atheism caused his banishment fro~ 
Athens, in spite of his friendship with Peric~es. 

~mpedocles of Acragas (Agrigentum) m Sicily wrote his 
philosophy, like Parmenides, in hexameter verse. He was a very 
important figure, distinguished as an orator and doctor, and 
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legends said that he was in some way caught up into heaven, or 
that he leapt into the crater of Mt Etna to prove a divinity which 
he claimed. His philosophy, however, is of an eclectic type, 
gathered mainly from current ideas, and it may be called 
pluralistic and descriptive rather than systematic. He posits four 
elements and two motive forces which he calls love and strife. 
These two, which we might call attraction and repulsion, inte­
grate and disintegrate a spherical wiiverse by periods. When 
love has brought all things to calm and quiet and static homo­
geneity, strife begins to separate them into fragments which in 
process of time piece themselves together into the world as we 
know it. Then a kind of lethargy sets in, and gradually quiets 
all activity, and progressively eliminates all difference into the 
static calm from which it began. The one and the many are 
successive stages of the whole. 

The pre-Socratic period closes in the last half of the fifth 
century B.c. with an "illumination" known as the Age of the 
Sophists. The growth of knowledge and the development of 
political life in the Greek city states in which, owing to their 
small size, every citizen had a measure of personal weight and 
responsibility since unki1ov.rn, produced a demand for educa­
tion and particularly for skill in public speaking. This was met 
by itinerant teachers, each professing a particular skill, who 
moved from city to city, collecting, in each, groups of students 
who paid for their lectures. Some Sopliists may have deserved 
Plato's contempt for "shopkeepers with intellectual wares": 
most of them, however, performed a very useful fnnction in 
societies avid for new ki1owledge. A few, like Protagoras, were 
philosophically important for their ideas, but mostly their 
teaching was on the borderline between technics and philo­
sophy, and was neither systematic nor organic. In some ways 
they were like the university extension lecturers of our day, 
and their pioneer work in education was most valuable. They 
raised problems, set men thinking, and originated specialization. 
But some of their speculations were dangerous to the stability 
of the St~te and of religion, and produced hostility from the 
conservatives. 

Protagoras, for example, who was the most famous of the 
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Sophists, was an agnostic. "About the Gods," he said, "I cam1ot 
know that they are or are not. For there are many things which 
prevent one from knowing; the obscurity of the subject, and 
the shortness of human life." Accepting as true the flux of 
Heraclitus he inferred that our knowledge, derived as he 
believed from the senses, must also be fluctuant. Hence he 
appe:irs to have adopted a relativism by which each m~ was 
considered to be the best judge of what was true for himsel£ 
Plato credits him with saying, "As things appear to me, so they 
are to me; ai:id as they appear to t~ee, _so they are to ~hee". On 
the whole this seems to be the implication of the operung words 
o_f his ,?ook, _though scholars are di~ided as to_ their interpreta­
tion: Man is the measure of all things, of things that arc that 
th~y are, and of things that are no_t that t_hey are _no_t." This 
attitude led him to devote most oflus attention to skill m clever 
a~gument, called eristic by the Greeks. The truth of an a~gument 
did not concern him so much as its success, for, as he said, there 
are two ~ides to every question. In this he was the forerunner of 
the C~cs and Sceptics. . . . 

Gorgias, too, whose special skill was ~1 _r~etonc, was even 
~ore extreme in his rejection of the ~ossi~ility of ~ow ledge. 
Like Parmenides he gave an ~.temat~ve ti~e t,? hi~ work 011 
Nature-or 0 11 the non-existent. Nothing exists he is reported 
as writing {presumably meaning by exists "has a firm reality"). 
"If it did it cannot be comprehended by man" (presumably 
because we must rely 011 the senses for knowledge). "If it could 
be comprehended, it could not be comm~cated" {presumably 
because the terms used have variant meanmgs to speaker and 
hearer). He attacks the problem of _co~munication in very 
~odem sty!e, and in particular ~he basic difficulty of_expressi_ng 
sight-sensations as sound-sensations. In Plato, Gorg1as also in­

clines to t~e view expressed by another Sofhist, Meno, ~d in 
mod~m times by Nietzsche, that the will-to-power 1s the 
dommant factor in human affairs. "It is a law of nature," says 
Men~; "that the strong shall go befor~, an~ the weak follow 
after. One can easily realize how disturbmg such teaching 
coul_d be t?. the young men who flocked to Sophistic groups. 
Their ambition was to be what Gorgias promised'to make them, 
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"craftsmen of persuasion", for their careers would be in public 
life, in the assemblies, and the law courts. Cleverness without 
principles makes dangerous statesmen. 

Other Sophists were subversive in more fruitful ways. 
Hippias, for example, taught that the narrow patriotism of the 
city state was not enough. There are unwritten laws binding on 
all civilized men, and recognition of these might well lead to 
such a conception of world citizenship as was afterwards taught 
by the Stoics. He also taught self-dependence, or autarchy, to a 
degree which made an admirable quality ridiculous in any but 
the most primitive communities, for division of labour and 
interdependence are essential to social organization. 

L ycophron, too, deserves mention, as the first to suggest that 
society originates in a social contract by which individuals 
surrender some of their rights to preserve others. In seeking the 
origin of society he claimed that all men are equal, and de­
nounced any distinction supposed to be inherent in noble or 
royal families as a sham. Prodicus, another well-known 
Sophist, anticipated the Cynics by his contempt for the goods 
most generally sought by men, and took a pessimistic view of 
human nature for its false values. Aleida.mas asserted freedom 
as an inherent right of man-not an easy doctrine to preach in a 
society like that of Athens which existed on slave labour. The 
duty of philosophy, he thought, was to be a social ferment, "a 
siege-engine against the falsifications of law and custom". 

He was putting into words what all the Sophists were doing. 
They were shaking established ideas, teaching men to th.ink and 
to question accepted values, and their general effect was to 
create a disruptive prelude to a new age. The scientists of our 
own day have caused a similar subversion of accepted ideas. 
And the problem for the Greeks of 400 B.C. is not dissimilar from 
th.at of Western Europe in the mid-twentieth century. It was, 
in the words of the Book of Job, "Where shall wisdom be 
found?" In a sense it was the problem posed by Heraclitus' 
doctrine of the flux-to find some stability. The pitiful decline 
of Athens and the vacillation of her leaders in the last years of 
the fifth century seemed to some thoughtful reactionaries largely 
the result of Sophistic teaching, and indeed Plato's alleged 
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unfairness to the Sophists had some justification. The times 
demanded some radical thinking through which a firmer grasp 
of intellectual and moral principles might restore conviction of 
truth to a disillusioned intelligentsia, and responsibility of con­
duct to an unruly populace. 
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Socrates and Plato 
DELIVERANCE from anarchy came in an unexpected form 
from one who might well seem himself a Sophist-with a 
difference. Socrates was an individualist, a teacher of such young 
men as he could attract, and he propounded no philosophical 
system. To Aristophanes, who did not understand him, he 
was just another Sophist, and thus Socrates appears in his 
Comedies. But the resemblance was superficial. Socrates took 
no fees, gave no formal lectures, and professed no skill. His 
influence was due to his dynamic personality, and his clear 
radical thought. In stature he was short, and his features were 
ugly: physically he was strong, capable of much endurance and 
abstinence, though he was no ascetic. He seemed to live in the 
agora, the streets, and porticos of Athens, ever ready to enter 
into conversation, and exercising a strange fascination over 
young men of ability and position like Alcibiades and Plato. 
He wrote nothing: he simply talked; but his talk was of such 
quality that his hearers could often report it verbatim. At tin1es 
he behaved strangely, standing in a trance of meditation: he 
had a mystical sense of being guided by an inner voice. But in 
the assembly and on the battlefield he proved that he had both 
moral and physical courage. Our knowledge of him is mainly 
through Xenophon and Plato. Xenophon's account is perhaps 
more factual, though prosaic. Plato idealized Socrates to some 
extent but the earlier dialogues in which Socrates plays the lead­
ing part ~ive us a truer picture than Xenophon's of the master'. s 
personality and teaching. In the Apology and Phaedo Socrates ts 
seen in his full greatness, and we can understand why he is one 
of t~e mo~t significant figures in the history of human thou~ht. 

His achievement is an example of the simplicity of gemus. 
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He saw that moral truth was essential as a basis of right conduct, 
and sought it by reason. His method also was characteristic. 
Modestly disclaiming any knowledge of his own, he first 
elicited the opinions of those whom he met on such subjects as 
piety, courage, or temperance. Then by acute obj:ctions he 
showed the fallacies of the ideas. Having thus demolished false 
ideas by pretended ignorance (a process known as the Socratic 
irony) he proceeded to lead the speakers by question and answer 
to satisfactory definitions of basic ethical qualities. In other 
words he made people think. He describes his mission by ~o 
me~aphors: he is the gad-fly who stings the sluggish horse ~nto 
ac°:vio/, and he is the midwife who helps his patient~ to d~liver 
their ideas •. Socrates profoundly believed in t~e rationality of 
man. If ethical principles could be clearly established by reason, 
he believe~ that they would be generally follo~ed. Vfrtuc, he 
thought, like other sciences is knowledge; and if so, it can be 
~aught. Rationalistic ethics is a noble ideal, but over optimistic, 
m th~ Greek manner, about the power of reason to overcome 
emotion and desire. Socrates was true to his prec;:epts, for when 
he was unjustly accused of irreligion, an~ of corrupt~g the 
young men he exercised the defendant s right of proposmg an 
alteniative penalty to that of the prosecutors. They had named 
death as the penalty: Socrates proposed a negligible fme, and 
~he _tenor of his final speech in his own defence seemed ah1;-ost to 
invite a verdict of guilty In the interval before the execution his 
friends arranged an easy.escape, but Socrates refused their offer. 
He had lived, he said, by the benefit of the laws of Athens, so 
why should he break them when they were adverse to him? 
He died as a martyr to reason, a victim of rea_ctionary prejudice; 
few hum3:11 lives, if any, have had a greater influence for good. 

Accordmg to Aristotle philosophy owes to Socrates the in­
ductive method and the search for general definitions. He should 
have added the dialectical approach to t~uth, for his search pro­
ceeded by question and answer, followmg the argument with 
~ounter-argument until agreement was reached. His method of 
ir<?~Y_ through which he first destroyed false conceptions by 
cntiasm led to three schools of thinkers known as the incom­
plete Socratics; his attempt to find moral definitions led to 
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Plato's theory of ideas or forms. The general effect of his teach­
ing gave philosophy an ethical bias. The earlier physical philo­
sophies had led to an impasse; the problem of the one and the 
many was unsolved; and the decline of the Greek city state 
narrowed the average intellectual interest to matters of personal 
conduct. But before this tendency became explicit in the Stoics 
and Epicureans a century later, the clue given by Socrates' 
rational search for an agreed body of ethical truth opened up a 
wider field of metaphysical speculation to Plato and Aristotle. 
As to the incomplete Socratics, only a brief survey is necessary. 

The "Cyrenaic" th.inkers, of whom Aristippus of Cyrene 
alone is noteworthy, impressed by the negative side of Socrates' 
criticism, abandoned any search for knowledge, and made 
pleasure the chief principle of "ethical" conduct. If, as they 
thought, man's proper end is happiness, they concluded wrongly 
that the elements which make up happiness are pleasures, and 
as we can be sure of what is pleasant to us, th.is will be our guide. 
Pleasure is to be sought and pain is to be avoided. Like Hobbes, 
they simplified our emotions down to two main constituents, 
attraction and repulsion. Happiness being a system of pleasure­
units, it appeared to follow that at each moment, whatever 
course was likely to yield the greatest pleasure should be chosen. 
Nothing is, iii its own nature, just or good or base: these attri­
butes are only conventional. What we are really concerned with 
is a calculus of the pleasures or pains which actions cause in 
ourselves. A sensible man will of course make a wise calcula­
tion, and reject those actions which, though givii1g immediate 
pleasure, are attended by consequent pains of greater ii1tensity. 
Here we have an anticipation of the nineteenth-century utili­
tarians who also ran up against the obvious difficulty of making 
a calculus of pleasures. 

Diametrically opposed to the Cyrenaics were the Cynics, 
wh~se leaders were Antisthenes, Crates, and Diogenes. These 
earned the ethical teaching of Socrates to extremes. Virtue is 
t~e sole end of man; happiness is only attained by the pursuit of 
virtue. _It must be sought with "Socratic strength" and the 
se~rch m:7olved the renunciation of most things which_ °:en 
th.ink desirable. The Cynics, however, passed from renunc1at1on 
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to contempt, and from contempt of the ways of the world to 
pride and bitterness. They "snarled at" human weakness (hence 
their name, from cyon, a dog) and neglected even the decencies 
of life. Antisthenes also deserted the sanity of his master 
~ocrates by denying the possibility of definitions of abstract 
ideas or of the concepts of things. We can only say that a thing 
is "like" something else; to Plato he said, "I can see a horse: 
but I cannot see 'horse-ness'." 

Socrates' dialectic absorbed the interest of the third school of 
"incomplete Socratics"-the Megarics. Their chief teachers were 
Eu~lid of Megara, Diodorus, and Stilpo. Their interests were 
logical, and they owed much to Parmenides. They argued 
sop?-istically against common conceptions, like that of motion 
':7hich they thought to have proved illusory, and that of possibi­
lity for the only truths are either that a thing is or that it will be: 
that it "could be" is meaningless. They denied the reality of con­
~epts and aimed in their way of life at "apathy", conceived as 
rmpervi?usness to feelings of pleasure or pain. Eristic argument 
was their main interest, and apart from a certain clarification 
of thought their discipline was barren. 

The real crop of Socrates' sowing was borne in the field of 
Plato. As a young man he had beco?1e d~voted to S~crates, 
whose death in 399 B.C. filled Plato with grief: ~c despaired of 
Athens for a time, and despaired of demo~racy. His love led him 
t~ a determination to preserve for posterity all that ~c could of 
h15 _master. This pious intention led to the earl_y dialogues ill 

:vhich Socrates is a living figure, and much of his conversation 
Is no doubt reproduced. But other influe~1ccs had begun to bear 
on a great mind. When he left Athens Ill 399 he went first to 
Megara where he met its philosophers. After some little tune in 
~gypt he went to the South Italian cities and there became much 
rmpressed by Pythagorean doctr~es. Thence ~e we1_1t to Sicily 
and at Syracuse the tyrant Dio~ysms I asked him ;o 1:11-struct his 
son _ _and. successor. This period aroused Plato s mterest in 
poli~ics: _if only rulers who had the power could be trait1ed to 
;se_ It Wis~ly, tragedies like that of S?crates might not occur. 
s·~ was m 389 B.c. At a later stage Ill 367 and 361 he visited 

Ic Y unsuccessfully in pursuit of this object. But Dionysius II 
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proved to be a bad pupil, and the court unsympathetic: even 
his first visit ended in unpopularity and he returned to Athens. 
It was then that he conceived the design of the Academy as a 
school of statesmanship: he would stay at the centre, and, with 
the help of other scholars, train young men to be rulers, sending 
them back to their cities, fitted by general education and 
philosophy to govern their people. In this the Academy was 
brilliantly successful though not all its alumni fulfilled Plato's 
ideals: many states sought the Academy's advice in revising 
their constitutions. 

Plato was head of the Academy until his death in 348, and 
many philosophers of ability like Speusippus, Xenocrates, 
Eudoxus, and Heraclides took part in its speculation and teach­
ing. Aristotle, Plato's most brilliant pupil, left the Academy 
before Plato's death owing to divergent views. For, unlike our 
universities, to be a member of a particular "school" involved a 
large measure of agreement with its leader. Plato's views, how­
ever, show a continuous development, and his dialogues are 
usually divided into three periods, in the first of which the 
influence of Socrates is dominant, while in the second Plato 
developed his own theory of ideas or "forms". In the third 
period Plato is increasingly influenced by Pythagoreanism and 
grapples with difficulties raised by the Eleatics and other thinkers, 
as well as with practical problems of government, in the Laws. 

His central doctrine developed out of the success of Socrates 
in finding definitions of ethical concepts. Such definitions im­
plied that they referred to something permanent, something 
which could be comprehended only by the intellect, and some­
thing which was capable of appearing in numerous actions 
without being entirely in any of them. Courage, for example, 
appears in history in many instances and forms and yet remains 
itself through the changes of time, as permanent and real. Of 
what nature was its reality, a reality which, as Plato saw, might 
have a bearing on the problem of the abiding one and the 
fluctuant many of experience which was still unsolved? 

The n~xt stage was when Plato saw that concepts were not 
only ethical. There might be a concept of a horse, a house, and 
indeed of all material things like them, and indeed of spiritual 
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things as well. The concepts were undoubtedly real in some 
sense, and yet their reality was not contained in the particular 
instances of them which we experience. In making a chair, for 
example, or a shoe, the craftsman "looks at" the corresponding 
concept mentally, and makes the article on its pattern. 

The ontological status of concepts or general ideas provided 
the chief controversy of the medieval schoolmen, so that 
"Platonism was not a final solution of a perennial problem of 
philosophy. But one of his chief merits is to have seen that there 
is a difference between reality and existenc:, thou~h he ~vas 
always puzzl~d as to how they were inte~tw~,ed._ ~is ~?lution 
was to conceive that there are forms of things existmg some­
where and somehow in their own right. That is, they do 1:1-ot 
depend for their being 011 human minds, an~ not even accor~i~1g 
to P!ato, on the mind of God. They are mdependent ~ntities 
outside the space-time stream of becoming, though mamfcsted 
in it, since all things "partake of" their reality. Where then are 
they? Here Plato says cryptically "in a super-celestial place". 
They are wherever souls are before they are embodied. For 
Plato believed the soul to be immortal and pre-existent; it comes 
to mortals fron1 a "world" in which it has cognizance of the 
forms, but oblivion of them precedes incarnation. During 
eart~y e~perience the mind is gradually re~iin:ded of the~1, f~r 
learJ?111g Is ~ecollection, by observing th~ir mcorporation ~ 
P.~rticular t~gs experienced. Since all tiw:ig~ part3:1ce of their 
I~ea-forms to a greater or lesser degree, It IS possible for the 

1111Ud to rise to the renewed contemplation ~f the forms them­
se~ves_ by training. The untutored mind begm~ by gue~s work 
~e1kas1a) ;_ from experience of the success or failure of Its con­
Jectures It forms firm opinion (pistis). But such assurance is not 
grounded in reason. Knowing the reasons of t~~s be~eved 
l:ads t~ knowledge (dianoia) which, however, IS still science, 
tI~d to Its p~1ysical objects. Then philosophy enables the trained 
1111Ud to think without physical symbols and to form the pure 
concepts which correspond to the forms. As thought advances 
t1wjds such competence its content becomes more orderly and 
~ osh Y. co-ordinated. Thus the s~parate. sciences are systematic 
111 t eir departments, while philosophical knowledge of the 
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forms is a consistent whole, because the forms themselves exist 
in a kind of hierarchy of which the supreme form on which all 
others depend is the "idea of the Good". Herc Plato indicates a 
relation between reality and goodness which in later times was 
to influence powerfully Christian thinkers. In later works Plato 
derived a methodology known as "division" from this. When 
we have ascended to the concepts of true genera we can then 
learn to divide them into their correct species, and the species 
into sub-species and individuals in a way which gives exact 
definition. He exemplifies this method in one dialogue by 
obtaining a complete definition of "Sophist". 

The central importance of the theory of forms should not 
blind us to other important aspects of Plato's thought. Probably 
for most people his political ideas as developed in the Republic 
and the Laws are the most familiar. The Republic is a many­
sided and yet integrated work. Its professed object is to find a 
definition of justice. But as Plato thought that this could best 
be done by first finding justice in the state, in which he sugges­
ted we can see the individual in a magnified form, the inquiry 
includes the consideration of various types of states, of how one 
type develops from another, as for example tyranny from 
democracy, and of the true form of the state as he conceived it. 
There is much political wisdom, and indeed some totalitarian 
aberrations in this great work. For Plato, an aristocrat by birth, 
was not enamoured of democracy. His ideal republic was to be 
an aristocracy of rulers trained by philosophical studies and 
practical experience, and supported by a strong military caste. 
It was to be essentially conservative (for political change, as he 
describes it, is generally for the worse) and to this end religion, 
art, and education generally are to be manipulated by the rulers 
for what they know to be for the good of the ruled. The Spar­
tan constitution seems to have been the basis of many of his 
ideas; ~d _his state is equally unprogressive and unfree. Having 
found Justice in the state as the quality by which each citizen 
performs his proper function and each class is content not to 
interfere with the others, he proceeds by analogy to apply his 
discovery to the individual person. In him, by a tripartite faculty 
psychology, the mind is made to correspond to the rulers in the 
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state; the "spirited part", that is the emotions and ambitions, to 
the "guardians" or military caste; and the appetites to the pro­
ductive workers. In the well-ordered personality, the mind is in 
control supported by the strength of the driving emotions, and 
t~e _apJ?etites are given their due satisfactions but kept under 
disc1plme. Justice is then seen to be the right integration of the 
w~ole personality under the direction of the mind. It is the 
rational part of the soul, which alone for Plato is immortal; and 
~fter death, for those who are not yet released from the cycle of 
mcarnations, there is a transmigration arranged, partly by lot 
and partly decided by the tastes and character developed in the 
previous life. 
" In t~e Timaeus Plato deals with cosmology and creation. The 
. Deiruurgos" or Creator-God, did not as Christians believe, act 
m the void by his will, having been, before time was made, the 
sole e~ernal reality. Plato's Demiurge creates the universe out of 
an existent something on the model of the etemal forms, and 
de~e~ates the lesser parts of his work to the inferior deities. The 
~ngmal and chaotic material into which the creator brought 
_cosmos" or "order" is only to be conceived on mathematical 

lines, ~ remarkable anticipation of modem physical researches, 
au_d, li½e these also, Plato admitted a "principle of indeter­
nuuacy' which he called an "errant cause" as a kind of survival 
bf the chaos in the cosmos. So creation for him is not ex 11ihilo 
~ an ordering of pre-existent material, and to this extent 

0 Y he is a dualist. His conception of the universe as "ordered", 
and1 therefore comprehensible by mind, is essentially Greek in 
bt ook. To the Hebrew mind God is transcendent, and un-

owable; his ways are "past finding out"; he is "to be had in 
reverence" d ha h • kn al d b hi Th ~ w t e pernnts us to ow is reve e y m. 
• elersonalism of Jewish theology is in sharp contrast to the 
~eG e~ualism of Greek thought: that the supreme revelation 
~£ li?hucould be in one human person was to the Greeks 

oo s ess" 

. Another c~ntrast between Christianity and Platonism is seen 
m two conceptions oflove. The divine love for the Christian is 
'Jape, ahwise self-giving objective benevolence in which God 

esires t e well being of his creatures and even gives himself in 
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Jesus Christ to achieve it. This is quite different in kind from 
human eras which is the passionate desire for self-satisfaction, 
not to be condemned when its objects are worthy, but in its 
essence egoistic. For Plato love is not so divided, but grades 
upward in quality. He shows in the Symposi11111 and the Plzaedrus 
how love, which he always, in very Hellenic style, associates 
with beauty, may begin with the passion for one beautiful 
person, pass on to the wider love of all personal beauty, thence 
through all beauty of nature, to the abstract beauty of science 
and knowledge in general, to rise finally to what Spinoza would 
call the a111or intellectualis Dei, the passion of the true lover of 
wisdom for all that is real, beautiful, and good. Plato grounds 
his treatment oflove in human experience: and, without reve­
lation, what else could he have done? 

This outline of Platonism has necessarily omitted important 
aspects, such as his treatment of art (which is not very stimulat­
ing) of education, of statecraft, and of pleasure. It is true of him 
to say in the v:01:ds of Goldsmith's epitaph, 11ihil quad tetigit non 
ornavit, and this 1s due not only to the sublimity of his thought 
but also to the charm and clarity of his style. It was not that he 
set out a system: rather, he admits us to a vision. And, in spite 
of divergences of belief, Platonism is so closely akin to Christian 
idealism that in the early centuries Plato (with Plotinus), 
exercised the greatest influence on philosophical theology; while 
to European thought in general he has been a perennial inspira­
tion. 
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3 
Aristotle 

• tellec-
• 1 • ot abrupt 1ll lik THE transition from Plato to Aristot e ts n. t It is e 

tually though it involves a big change of envir~ru~r is factual, 
going from a studio to a laboratory. For An~t~ e u estiv-e, 
scientific, and systematic while Plato is often artlStl~, ~tf; which 
and almost casual. It may be th.at the works o_f Ar_itschool, the 
we possess are the dry bones of his lectur~s 11.1; hi h hun1atl 
Lyceum, yet we miss the flights of imag~t1on, t \h 01ake 
touches, the dramatic form, and the sudden ms1ghts whi brilliant 
Plato so attractive. In place of this, however, w~ have a aspect 
and co-ordinated system of philosophy, covering every wer ill 
of thought, and unequalled for intellectual scope and P0 

the ancient world-if not in any age. . f: the! 
Aristotle was born at Stagira in Macedonia where his a ana 

was physi<:ian to the king. He came to Athens in 36? ».c~d ill 
attached himself to Plato for sixteen years. He then diver~ 0aJ 
his views from his master, and crossed the Aegean to the r be 
and Mytilene until he was invited to return to Macedonia to Jl 
t~tor t? Alexan~~r th~ Great. When his famous pupil set ou\0at 
his Asian exp7dition m 3 3 S Aristotle opened his own schoh 0( 

the Lyceum m Athens and. was its leader until the deat . 
Alexander caused. a wave of anti M cl . £ l" g at Athel15 
Aristotle fled. to Chalcis in Eubo-e _ache omhand~edmth ne::ict yea! 
322 B.c. aw ere e 1e e 

Aristotle left Plato because h b . . l d ubtftil 
of the truth of the theory of th:£ ecame mcrea~mdg 1r ~istetl~e 
could be ascribed. to them-;, Ii ~tins. What kin ° ~. . thei! 
forms? Plato had. never b~enobldid. things "participate 1ll ttliist 
have something in conun.on a . e to explain this. A for?1. a.tea 
in it: would not this conun. Wi1th the thing which part1C1)' Ill? 

one ement constitute another ioI 
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For example, between the idea of man and the individual man 
would not there be a "third man" embodying their common 
qualities ? Aristotle's scientific temper inclined him to start from 
known facts, and to be literally, as well as in relation to Plato's 
forms, "dmvn to earth". The only substances which we actually 
know, he argued, are not substantial forms existing in a hypo­
thetical "place", but actual things existing in this world. Each 
of these he said was composed of two elements, its matter and 
its form. Its matter was the material of which it was made: 
its form that which caused the material to exist in its particular 
shape or character. What then was this "formal cause"? or 
rather, as it became clear, causes? Arguing from any "artefact" 
like a table or a statue Aristotle foUlld four causes-the efficient 
cause or the maker, the material cause, the formal cause proper 
or what Plato would call its idea, and the final cause, its pur­
pose. The introduction of final causes was Aristotle's most 
original and influential idea, and his whole system became what 
is called teleological. The explanation of anything is largely in 
its purpose. 

So each thing, whether animate or inanimate, is a substance: 
and each substance has its matter and its form. In his physics, so 
called from physis, nature, and therefore concerned mainly with 
the process of organic life, Aristotle saw a graded reality in 
which what was form i11 one class of being became matter for 
the superior class. So marble, which in relation to other solid 
materials is form, becomes matter for the temple or statue, and 
the vegetable form of grass becomes matter for animal life. 
This grading at once raised the question of ultimate matter and 
~ltiinate form as terms of the world process. Here again Aristotle 
i~ ~rofound and original. He conceived matter as pur~ poten­
tiality, the ability to be or to be made into something else. 
Form, he said, was ultimately pure actuality. The individual 
substances of this world are a compolllld of actuality and 
po~entiality. A table, for example, has its actuality, or is w~at 
Ansto~le _ called an cntelechy in being the thing it is, at?-d its 
potentiality in the purposes for which it can be used. ~ltimate 
m~tter or pure potentiality is not what we call matenal at _all. 
It is really a nothing which can be something. It is a metaphysical 
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concept, the opposite of pure being or actt1s pt1ms. _Its_ fi~st 
glimmerings of what we would call material being he m its 
differentiation into the opposites hot and cold, moist and dry, 
and thence into what Aristotle thought were the four elements, 
earth, air, fire, and. water, From this point onwards, tl1e proc~ss 
of the physical world is a continual production of entelechi~ 
or existent things, each of which has its "telos" or purpose J.l1 
itself in relation to something else for which it will be used. 

Two questions thence arise, whence and what are the forms; 
and how do they come to be embodied in the physical world' 
On the first question there is some doubt in the minds of 
Aristotelian scholars; but on the whole it may be aSStuned that 
th~ forms ar~ the thoughts or ideas of God, the supreme 
~er. God is pure _actuality, as opposed to the pure poten­
tiality 0 ~ matter. His activity is pure thought. Intellectual 
t~~~et,:s al1?s a subject-object relation-"!" as subject th.ink 
0 t t as O )ect. God is utterly self-contained and, as having 
no need of objects to complet hi thinkin· • his ruincl 
the forms whi h 1 hink e s g, creates m Bis 
thoughtis· c 1ale t ,c s without material embodiment. . 

an etern seu-con•~;- d b" . • • . he 1s 
as Aristotle says th h h'-<Ulle su ~ect-obJect act1v1ty • ' 
activity, the on.I: se t oug ~ of thought. He is the only pure 
His system is tyh e~-contamed. reality, the ultimate ener~Y· 

, , eremre an "d alis . fike Hegel s. But Arist tl , ' 1 e m m some respects 
lute thought to th~ ph:s ~o~cep~on of the relationship of abso­
the concept of potent· aliy~ic ~verse is different. It depends ol.l 

• " i ty whi h • 1 " pe-tite to come into b • ' c mvo ves as he says an ap 
~istotle says, "thou;~1ti ?od. does not move matter, for _a: 
lity_ me:m5 that there is a so tself_ moves nothing" but potentia 
which is attracted. to the ~ething, pervaded by a desire to bed 
does n?t move matter: b!;~hct forms as thought by God. Go 
at~action to realize the £ e material world is pervaded by aJl 
Aristotle says, "as ob· orms ?f God's thinkin "H 0 -ves", 
other thin s " Th ~ect of desire d . g. e m all 
· A · tlg • e fornis ho ' an his movement moves 
m nsto e, are fi d • Wever and hi . . d cect Thi • li xe and et --1 ' t sis a serious er4 

s imp es that the . e.,lil.1, object f 1 . , :~ t,.,ng• 
species in organi 1i£ re ls no ev 1 . s o eterna tn.UJ.~-...- f 
continually reach e. The Illaterhl Utlo~ development o 

es up towards th £ World in its time-process 
e 0 tm.s and for ever fails to 
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reach their pure actuality, because in each individual of each 
species there is the material element of potentiality. No indivi­
dual thing is its form in perfect actuality. It always "could" be 
better, and the striving or t111Satis:fied desire implied in its being 
a substance compounded of form and matter is the urge that 
carries on the biological process. Modem science, as Whitehead 
says, seeks to see the forms of the process where Aristotle sees a 
procession of forms. We may take as typical of his view the case 
of any animal: the process of physis (or nature or growth) has 
enabled it to arrive at a reproduction of its form embodied in 
matter, which is the potentiality of a greater perfection. This 
potentiality in a being which has not attained to pure actuality, 
envisaged as desire, urges the animal to reproduction of its 
species, and so the life process on earth goes on in a rising of 
each individual towards its pure actuality, a failure to achieve it 
because of its material content, and a falling a.way which yet 
leaves the seeds of another embodiment of the species. 

~1 the c~se of man alone the capacity for intellectual ~hought 
bnngs a kmd of contact with God. Man is at the sumnut of the 
bi~logic~l scale which rises to him tlirough vegetative and 
ammal lif~. _In his appetites, feelings, and physical powers the 
lesser qualities a.re included in the o-reater. But in sense percep­
tion, which receives the forms of tlungs without the matter, a 
further development begins. The impressions of the several 
senses are combined in a kind of sensori11111, or place of images, 
~~ retained as ideas by memory and imagination. The pro­
vision of this treasury of forms, which, being derived from t~e 
material process, a.re imperfect as contrasted with the forms lil 

God's thought, is the function of the "passive mind": but man 
alone has what Aristotle calls the active 111.ind which can, to use 
Locke's terms, combine, relate, and abstract the data of the 
s~~es. In other words, man is able to share the activity of the 
di~e 1:11ind though to a lesser degree and on imi:erfect forms, 
:hich lt does not create by its thinking, but receives fr?m t~e 

atura.l world through sense perception. How man obta.11:s tlus 
faculty of active or pure thought Aristotle does not explam: he 
only says that it comes to him "from without". It is, of course, 
man's differe11tia from the animal world: and his physical and 
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natural make up is, in him, to the active mind, as matter to form. 
Therefore man's highest faculty is pure thought, and ~thou~h 
ethical virtue is his greatest practical excellence, theoretical vir­
tue, or the power of abstract thought, ranks even higher, becau{ 
in it we share to some degree the pure activity of G~d._ T e 
philosopher has virtually transcended the material potentiality of 
his human situation. 

The achieven:ent of Aristotle is encyclopaedic so far as the 
knowledge of his day permitted. But in a brief survey such _as 
this, apart from the central ideas already outlined, his log~c, 
zoology, literar,:- critici~m, psychology, physics, and p~liucs 
cannot be co_nsidered m detail. In a masterly synthe:is all 
bran~hes of science, ~part from mathematics, are brought mto _a 
consistent meta~hysical and physical framework. His method is 
always to examm~ the facts or the general opinions and proceed 
from them to ulti~ate.principles or meanings. One branch_ of 
study, how~ver,_lus ~thics requires more than a passing ment1011 
because of its wide influence 

Aristotle's ethics is int 11 • a1i . 011 
• h b' f h e ectu st as one nught expect: reas is t ear 1ter o t e right in d . h o·e 
b • • h h b . con uct, as is truth in thoug t. n ~k th1t. the ~sic statement that all men seek happiness. 

en is appmess? It must b . " ,, f ...-,e kind Cl 1 . h • e active, an energy o so,,, 
• ear Y 111 t e case of m • f his 

highest faculties that i an It must be an energy o 
of his physical body Ts anbener~y of the soul which is the forill 

• • 0 e satisfy· h not be impeded by imperfecti tg sue an energy must f 
the soul in accordance w ?th' an !herefore it is an energy 0 
brief experience ofhappin1 .the highest excellence, and as a 
compl~te life. In this de~~~ also unsatisfying it must be in a 
What is excellence or a t .11 the key word is excellcnce-

d ? d ' re e, v1rtu • h f h w?r • It oes not consist in an e,_ 111 t e Greek sense o t _e 
rmght be terminated at an y series of virtuous acts for thiS 
the soul which will alway; ~~~ent: rather it is a condition of 
resul~ ~f repeated acts of vi~tu;ide _them. The condition is the 
But it 1s not a mere habit b Which have generated a habit, 
cherished. For each man t'h ut _a state of the so 1 · lf illingl" · his • e v1rt u itse w , 
m circumstan~es_: in makin uous. action is the best ossible 
reason plays a principal p £g ~ choice of thi A . 1P hinks art, or 111 ch . s, nstot e t 

oosing We are liable to err 
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by excess or defect, and reason will indicate a mean course be­
tween the extremes. And because any individual judgement may 
be biased, our reason in choosing will endeavour to approxi­
mate to what a wise man would do. 

This "doctrine of the mean" is characteristic of Aristotle's 
good sense, and in harmony with the typical Greek precept, 
Medc,i aga11, "Nothing in excess". He was not so foolish as to 
think of absolute honesty, indeed absolute anything, as within 
our reach. Whatwe can do is to fmd the correct mean between e.g. 
meticulous exactitude and misrepresentation, and it will n~t, 
for example, be the same for a scientific statement as for social 
politeness. So again courage is a mean between foolhardiness 
and cowardice, and the choice of a mean will be relative to the 
person from whom courage is required. It may be objected that 
such a theory of virtue is very pedestrian when compared for 
example with Kant's categorical imperative or Christ's, "Be ye 
there~o~e perfi:ct" or t~1e Golden Rule: it is, but it is practicabl~. 
An~ it is consistent with a system to which rational thought is 
basic. We can scarcely blame Aristotle for ignorance of the 
Christian ethics of love. Dante called Aristotle "the master of 
those who ~ow", and indeed all through the Middle Ages he 
was the philosopher par excellence. His influence, through St 
Thomas Aquinas, still pervades the Neo-Tho~st scl~ool of 
thought, and, even if his science is outdated, his ethics and 
politics are still widely studied, and his logic has only been 
superseded in the last century. 

29 



4 
Stoics, Epicureans, and 

Sceptics . 
li l J.11 led dua sn . 

IN spite of. appearances there was a concea tcntia.litJ, 15 

Aristotle's philosophy: for matter, regar~e~ as f\ought, ancl 
still a kind of entity outside the pure a~t1vity O ldt Plato, to01 
req_uired as the substrate of the physical_ wor : d a pciflla> 
though reality for him lay in the ideas, still require l e forms, 
chaotic matter on which order was imposed from t 1 ual ancl 
The duality was not, as in Persian thought, 01~e of eS heno' 
opposite powers, but between ontological reality al~ p of the 
menological existence, a greater and a lesser. In. spite onistiC 
barrenness of Parmenid.es' monism, the thought of ~ 111. tvJO 

system still haunted. Greek minds, and found expression. 111 tvJO 

great systems, the Stoic and the Epicurean. Not that theses the 
were primarily metaphysical. The main interest ofb_otb. wane'" 
summu,!t _bonum for humanity, the art of living in the f the 
He1lcrust1c age: but each founded it on a physical syste111- 0 l w 
universe and. a theory of knowledge, for the sake of co111p e 
ness. . . 'The 

St01~ mo~m wa~ directly descended from Heraclitus. ellt 
world 1s a kind. of zoon or living mani£ t t' of 011e elem 

hi h • h . es a 10n eell w c was ne1t er mmd nor matte b thing bet\V 
W ld r, ut some b' the two. or -soul and world b d • d like the 0 

d f . - o y are urute J.l, verse an reverse o a com: the w ld. _ 1 G d or reas0 ,c 
h L . . or -s01u or o , ,,IJ. or t e ogos, as 1t 1s variously call d d h rld-stv 

• • r • hin e , perva es t e wo . s 
steermg it L~om wit like the "ratio al fi " f Heraclitll • 
Zeno and his followers Wer h n re o t so 
completely as Spinoza: for et e~efo~e P_antheists, yet no the 

a 1stmct1on 1s made between 
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"spermatic Logos" which steers the whole and the whole which 
it steers, somewhat analogous to that between the mind and the 
body. The conception is well expressed in Pope's Essay 011 Man-

All are but parts of one stupendous whole 
Whose body Nature is, and God the Soul. 

Since the Logos is the world-reason which controls the 
world-process, the Stoic system is determinist: it is also materia­
listic in spite of the "God within", for all is controlled by natural 
law acting through physical impulse. Nature, in fact, is rational 
throughout, and the Stoic precept, "Follow Nature" means, 
"F~llow ~eason". In all living things there are "seminal reaso_ns" 
which bnng them to their form and function. In man the sel11illal 
reason takes the form of a mind by which he alone has a 
communion with the Logos as a whole and can understand 
and obey its "Godly motions". And yet the most important 
part of the Stoic system, its ethics, postulates our responsibility 
for our actions, and therefore freedom. Virtue is the sole 
en~ ?f man: all other things are either bad or indifferent. 
Ongmally Zeno who founded the "Porch" as his school was 
call~d, in 300 B.c. was contemptuous of indifferent things! and 
dubious about moral progress. So were his successors Chrys~~pus 
and Cleanthes, the former of whom in his voluminous wntmgs 
set out and stabilized his master's teaching, and the latter beca?1e 
one of the. first to adorn the sect by his sanctity. Later Stoics, 
however, like Panaetius, Poseidonius, and the Romans allowed 
that some of the indifferent things such as wealth, heal~h, and 
teasurc, were preferable to poverty, sickness, and P~1, aI:d 
aught that moral progress towards wisdom was .. P~ssible 1e 

those who were not wise. It was admitted that the wise men 
seldom ·f • • • • t be . . , 1 ever, existed: and this is not surpnsmg, smce 0 

wise is to be rational and failure to be so is sin, and "All sins are 
equal" p ' b tl d • robably the rigour of early Stoicism may e par Y. ue 
t<? t~e use of paradoxical sayings by Zeno to bring_ his doctrmes 
vividly before his pupils: Jesus Christ, whose ethics alone sur­
passes tha~ of Zeno in nobility, used frequently the method of 

hiparado:x, Ill phrases which cannot be taken literally, to enfor~ 
• d 1 • d m s meanmg. Stoic paradoxes were softened an exp ame 
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later teaching, but sofa virtus remained the ideal-a philosophical 
challenge to the theological sofa fidcs. 

How was it then that the choice of virtue was possible in a 
deterministic system? The answer lies in the Stoic epistemology. 
Impressions from the sensible world normally determine our 
respo_nses: but sometimes sense-impressions arc deceptive. And 
thus it was not really illogical to say that our reason has po,ver 
to say whether our senses have been deceived, and to refuse 
:i,ssent to a false impression. "Assent is in our power." Accord­
mgly the rational man, in his mind, will not always assent to 
"'.hat his senses tell him is pleasurable; for the emotions are 
disturbances of rational judaement; they are commotions, and 
the wise man will not be di~turbed by them. This Stoic apathy 
Was not what we call apathetic or listless: it was a firm control 
of all emotions by reason. "You will be grieved at the death of 
your friend", says Seneca, "but do not groan in the depths of 
your spirit." "The surface of a lake", they said, "may be ruffied 
by the wind, but in the depths there is a great calm." 
. What then of those who resist reason or nature? Resistance 
15 va~. They will be dragged along willy-nilly if they resi~t. 
Pr_ov1dence is still at the helm, and its purposes go forward 111 

spite of the sinner: it is only he who suffers. "You are a part of 
the World-soul", they said. "Be it knowingly and willingly", 
f~r therein lies happiness, which depends on virtue alone. The 
drtuous man will be happy even when he is being tortured to 

1ath. Another favourite simile, used by Epictetus, is that of the 
rl ay. ,You are cast by providence for some part which may be 
dread or "super", noble or mean: your part is essential to the 
Wama, and it matters nothing whether it is great or small. 

l hat matters is how the part is played. Stoics under the Empire 
11.ayed many parts-Helvidius Priscus was a rebel and a martyr, 
E ~cus Aurelius an emperor; Seneca was Nero's prime minister, 

rcte~us was a lame slave. Stoicism was preached by philoso­
p e1rs ll1 great houses and in the streets: it was for centuries the 
rea 1· • S re 1g1on of thoughtful men who could not be satisfied with 
£ tate 0 .r 1?-Ystery cults; at Rome the national quality of gravitas 
o~dd ll1 it congenial expression; while its cosmopolitanism was 

SUJ.te to the multi-racial Empire. 
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Six years before Zeno began to lecture in the "Painted 
Portico" in 306 B.c. Epicurus established a sect in the gardens 
of his Athenian house. Thenceforward Epicureans and Stoics 
lived in corutant controversy, Stoicism becoming synonymous 
with austerity and gravity, and Epicureanism with hedonism of 
a refined and thoughtful type. Epicurus sought a rational basis 
for the pursuit of happiness, and found it in scientific materia­
lism. Zeno had founded his Pantheism on Heraclitus. Epicurus 
founded his Hedonism on the Atornism of Leucippus and 
Democritus. To the Atornists there were only two funda­
mental realities-atoms and the void. The void, as distinct from 
not-being, was necessarily real, as being the space in which the 
atoms move. In the course of infinite time, Democritus thought, 
an infinite number of atoms unite themselves in infinite combi­
natioru and create infinite worlds. He forgot that playing about 
with infinity can never give finite conclusions. His deduction 
was that all the world as we know it is atomic in structure, even 
the soul, which is composed of the finest and smallest atoms. 
Sense-perception is caused by atomic films which are continually 
floating off from all objects and impinging on our sense organs. 
As the films are given off, their material is replaced by other 
atoms. Death is the dissolution of the body, a composite con­
glomeration of atoms, and with this of course the soul is also 
dissolved. The atoms themselves, according to Democritus, 
are in perpetual disorderly motion, jostling one another in the 
void: they are solid and indivisible, differing only in shape and 
size: they are the permanent first-elements of the universe, 
forming in their oneness and their multiplicity a kind of 
mechanical solution of the problem of the one and the many. 
The fantastic aspects of the Atornists' theory, derived from 
speculations and not observation (for the atoms are too small 
to be seen), should not greatly detract from the merit of a guess 
which until comparatively recent years was a belief held on 
firmer grounds by physical scientists. 

Epicurus drew from this physical system, in which he firmly 
believed, conclusions which seemed to him of primary relevance 
to hum.an happiness. Fear and pain, he felt, were the chief causes 
of unhappiness, fear of the gods and fear of death, pain of soul 
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and pain of body. Where were the gods in an atomic universe? 
That there were gods Epicurus believed, for phantoms of them 
seemed to have appeared: and he was glad to believe, because in 
them he could point to beings who were ~erfectly happy. Being 
so, they could not concern themselves with human affairs, nor 
be involved in the mischances of an atomic conglomeration like 
this world. So they must live in the iuternmndia, what Tennyson 
calls "the lucid interspace of world and world", and there they 
stayed, in bliss unapproachable, far ~e~oved from any possi­
bility, or desire, of injuring or lumshing po~r mortal man. 
Fears of divinely inflicted cala~ttes or of pu_ru~hment for sins 
were not grounded in any reality: the mat~t knows their 
folly. But what of the fear of ~th? ~ our entire constitution 
consists of material elements which dis_mtegrate when we die 
there is nothing to fear: "~ere death is we ~e not:_ where w~ 
are death is not." It was as simple as that: relatives nught griev~ 
at our passing, but it would 1!-o~ concern us, w~o ~d ceased to 
exist. As to pain, if it is acute it is of short durat10n: if not acute 
it is bearable. ~ 

So the way is open for happines~. The Epicure~ will not: 
seek it in the grosser pl~ures w~ch so ~fte~ bnng an un­
pleasant reaction, though m moderat10n nothing is to be refused • 
the truest pleasure is d~rived fr?m_ our higher aesthetic and 
mental faculties. The Epicurean life~ settle<l:, harmonious, and 
sweet. It is also selfish. For t?e Hedo1USt by wise precautions will 
fence himself off from rmsfor~e and d:mger. He will not 
allow himself to become over-mvolved with other people or 
over-dependent on them. He will be a pleasant person, bu~ an 
egoist. He will have fi:-ien~, bu~ ra~her for his own sake tlian 
their~. Friendship in fa~t will be his highe~f g?od: f~r as Epicurus 
says m one of his maxims (Fragm. Lil): Fnendship goes danc­
ing round the world, calling us to awake to the joy of a happy 
life." Virtue he will appro_ve and s~ek, as contri~uting to happi­
ness; and one could imagine the lives of a consistent Epicurean 
and a moderate Stoic as being ~uch the same. In one respect 
Epicurus had to modify Democntus' determinism, because his 
e~~cal system required freedom o_f choice :i-nd moral responsi­
bility. He needed an element of mdetermmacy in the atomic 
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movement, a kind of freedom, from which the freedom. of 
persons might be inferred. So he conceived the movement of the 
atoms to be in parallel lines in a dm.vnward stream (which 
necessitated his saying that they had weight) Ulltil an atom and 
then many atoms swerved from their courses, impinged on the 
tracks of others, and thus set up the process of collision and 
agglomeration from which the worlds emerged.. This "clina­
men" of the atoms, as it was called, was inconsistent, but for 
Epicurus necessary. 

Epicureani.sm endured into the Roman period, but was never 
so influential as Stoicism, since its followers did not feel dis­
posed to take on the burdens of public life, and avoided cares 
and responsibilities. The great poem of Lucretius, "On the 
Nature of Things" (De Ren1111 Natura) set out the system with 
prophetic conviction, but the poet Horace with his urbane and 
charming hedonism is its typical product, loved perhaps from 
fellow feeling, admired for his art, but without much moral 
influence or veneration. 

In the course of the third century B.C. Stoicism foU11d a rival 
more worthy of its steel in Scepticism. The successors of Plato 
at the Academy, Xenocrates and Speusippus, although in­
genious and, in some ways, original metaphysicians, did not 
attain to his stature; their successors were inferior and contented 
themselves with expounding his teaching, Ulltil about 250 B.C. 

a great and original thinker Arcesilaus changed the trend of 
academic thought, and was succeeded, ninety years later, by a 
more brilliant Sceptic, Carneades. The wit and dialectical skill 
of these men and their followers sustained a long battle against 
Stoic dogmatism, and forced the Porch to abandon some of its 
extreme tenets. Scepticism was a direct descendant of Cynicism, 
and Cynicism, as we recall, stemmed from the negative aspect 
of Socrates' work, which destroyed false beliefs, and convinced 
men of their ignorance. Pyrrho of Elis gave the Cynics their 
watchwords, Oudm 111allo11, "Nothing is preferable" and "To 
every argument there is a coU11ter-argument". In consequence, 
he taught, the wise man will suspend judgement, and his fol­
lowers interpreted this as meaning to refrain from any positive 
statements. Antisthenes, another Cynic, refused to give any 
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definition in explicit terms, but only in terms of likeness to or 
difference from other things. 

The Academy, after Xenocrates, had a barren period tmder 
Polemo, Crates, and Crantor. Then Arcesilaus, who was its 
head from 264-41 B.C., found fresh inspiration from the Cynics. 
He was fortunate in his time, for the first flush of Stoicism and 
Epicureanism was fading, and under him the Academy once 
more stood for a vital philosophical position. He claimed to 
follow the critical strain of Socrates' teaching, and was well 
fitted by an agile and contentious mind. His wit and kindliness 
attracted many students. 

Arcesilaus boldly denied the possibility of certain knowledge, 
since all knowledge comes from the senses, and the senses arc 
often deceptive. The wise man, therefore, will suspend judge­
ment, and guide his actions by probability. Dialectic cannot dis­
cover truth, but it can refute pretensions to knowledge: the 
function of reason is, therefore, critical and not constructive. 
Intuition and vision were likewise disregarded, in spite of Plato, 
and the possibility of constructing an intellectual "system of 
philosophy" was rejected, as it has been by the positivism of 
our day. Suspense of Judgement (epoche), Arcesilaus taught, 
would then at least give us imperturbability of mind 
(ataraxia). 

In spite of this, however, Arcesilaus waged war for epoche 
against the Stoics with a dogmatic fervour, attacking particu­
larly the Stoic doctrine that some sense-impressions have 
a "convincingness" in themselves which guarantees their 
truth. Many of the arrows shot against Zeno glanced off 
against the Epicureans, but Arcesilaus' temperament and 
his similar aim of ataraxia made him more tolerant of their 
views. 

About a hundred -y:ears late~ Ca_meades (213-129 B.c.) took 
up the theme of Arcesilaus. He is said to have done so with even 
greater brilliance, but, as he left no writ~gs, we cannot judge 
between the two, He has been called, with some justice, "the 
David Hume of Antiquity": Plutarch calls him "the Academy's 
fairest flower"; and there arc many other tributes to the subtlety 
and brilliance of his mind. He completed intellectually the rout 
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of the Stoics, but their moral fervour and dogmatism survived 
with apparently, undiminished influence. Carneades saw that 
Scepticism must have something positive to offer; so he 
developed probabilism as a practical alternative to dogmatism, 
and encouraged inductive logic with much success. Through 
him Scepticism became more deadly as a pervasive influence, 
and when he visited Rome on an embassy in 156 B.C. he had a 
tremendous personal triumph: Plutarch says that he "cast a 
spell over the yatmg men so that they abandoned their other 
pleasures and occupations, and went mad on philosophy". The 
polemic of Carneades against the Stoics caused a considerable 
softening of their doctrines under Panaetius. The "wise man" 
sinks into the backgratmd, and interest centres on practical 
moral progress: the final conflagration ( ecpyrosis) is rejected, as 
is the doctrine of the world as a living creature (zoon). Their 
ethics too became less rigorous. 

But Sceptical Eristic, though negatively effective, led to much 
shallow argumentation and verbalism, like the "logomachies" 
condemned by St Paul. On Carneades' lips it was effective: 
against the Stoic belief that truth can come to us from the 
material world through the senses, he proved that the mind has 
the initiative in all knowledge: against the dialectical approach 
to truth, he set the sceptical barrier of the equipollence of argu­
ments in the manner of Kant's antinomies. Logic, he showed, can 
only test the formal accuracy of reasoning. And, because of the 
Stoic doctrine that God is corporeal, he fotmd their theology 
easy to overthrow. Indeed his reasoning still holds good against 
some of the intellectual arguments for God's existence such as 
that from design, and from general consensus of belie£ 
Christian theologians, who maintain the personality of God, 
have still to face such difficulties as that the idea of personal­
ity excludes infinity, that the idea of a living God excludes 
immutability, and that the idea of a Designer involves not 
knowing at the moment what the best plan is. His criti­
cism, however, only proves that we cannot by reason form a 
clear conception of God: and to modern theology this is not 
disturbing. 

The criticism of Carneades ended the gallant efforts of Greek 
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thinkers to reach firm truth by pure reason: but life had to go 
on: and he faced it by a constructive probabilism which has no 
dogmatic disadvantages and is to all intents and purposes 
equally useful. It is something like the substitution of relativist 
for Newtonian conceptions of space; and its rational testing of 
the validity of percept-groups provides an alternative theory 
which makes little difference in practice. 
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5 
Neo-Platonism 

GREEK rationalism, as we have seen, petered out in the second 
century B.c. in endless and barren controversies, varied only by 
stale repetitions of the more obvious teaching of the old masters. 
The Hellenistic age brought also to Greek savants, particularly 
at Alexandria which had now become the chief intellectual 
centre, an acquaintance with the thought of the near East, and 
with Hebrew religion. Christianity was born in a world dis­
tracted by religious sects, apocalyptic expectations, mystery 
cults, and logomachies, and soon produced its own theosophical 
divagations under the influence of various aspects of Gnosticism. 
At Alexandria in the first century B.c. Philo sought to blend 
Jewish and Greek ideas unconvincingly, inspired no doubt by 
the wisdom literature of the Apocrypha. The Logos doctrine 
of St John at least made Christianity digestible by Greek minds, 
though theologically it did much more. The "Apologists" tried 
to set it forth in comprehensible terms for the Gentile intelli­
gentsia. Theology and philosophy were in the melting pot for 
the first two centuries of the Christian era: and then surprisingly 
in the third century the Greek tradition of the Academy pro­
duced a complete and original system worthy to be set beside 
those of Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, and Epicurus. Plotinus (203-69), 
although he originated his speculations from Alexandria, and 
taught mainly at Rome, is characterized as a Neo-Platonist with 
reasonable accuracy because his idealism follows to a consider­
able extent the traditions of the early Academy. But Neo­
Platonism transcends the intellectual approach to truth by a 
mystical doctrine of reality, to which it owes its originality, 
coherence, and power. One may doubt whether it is truly a 
philosophy, without questioning its claim to be a final glory of 
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Greek speculation and a fitting climax to the thought of Greece. 
Rome produced no great philosopher, and after Plotinus 
European philosophy was christianized until the Renaissance. 

The Enneads of Plotinus, so called from its nine books, each 
divided into six parts, is not easy reading, but as a complete 
philosophy of mysticism, it is of great importance. The mystic 
is one who seeks a direct experience .of God, beyond any merely 
intellectual conception of Deity. Philosophy, Plotinus thought, 
must recall the soul, now alienated, to remembrance of its 
divine origin and powers. The soul is organic, uncreated, and 
indestructible, a part of the world-soul which animates all 
things. But the world-soul itself is not the final reality. It is the 
living image of the intelligible sphere; and our souls, being part 
of it, can partake of the activity of thought or sink into the 
passivity of the senses, whose impressions come to them from 
the area of the material, the lowest form of "being" which in 
its essence is unreality. Intelligence is the sphere of the forms or 
ideas which the world-soul and individual souls can imprint on 
matter. Here we see the Platonic influence. Things have no real 
existence in themselves, but exist in so far as they participate in 
the forms. Therefore they change and perish. Intelligence, the 
sphere of the forms, is eternal. In the soul-sphere its image is 
time. The intellectual sphere is a unity not exclusive of multi­
plicity, for it is the activity of thought holding the forms to­
gether. The communion of forms in thought is represented in 
the lower spheres by space. In the intelligible sph~re there are 
ideas of all individual things, but their copies in this world are 
vitiated by being copies in matter, which is the principle of dis­
order and ugliness,just as order and beauty are the characteristics 
of the intelligible sphere of the forms. The intelligible sphere is 
not static but an eternal activity of thought. Thought is both 
the light and the object which it illuminates, a subject-object 
relation as Aristotle conceived it. 

Being such, it is not, for Plotinus, ultimate. Above the intel­
ligible sphere there is the One, the Absolute; for unity gives 
being, and is alone self-sufficient. Neither the intelligible sphere 
nor the sphere of soul or life are one, for unity is beyond all 
essences, determinations, and forms, perfectly self-sufficing. It 
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transcends thought and expression and can only be known by 
ecstasy, a sudden light. This vision is the true fulfilment of the 
soul, which aspires not for intelligence but for the good. The 
good of the body is the soul, the good of the soul is the mind, 
and the good of the mind is the One, which is absolute good 
and beauty, and, therefore, the highest object oflove. The One, 
as God, creates by radiating its goodness. Creation is by emana­
tion: the radiance of the One spreads out through mind and 
soul into the darkness of non-being which is matter. The One is 
self-created: he is as he wishes to be; will and being coincide in 
his absolute freedom. Human freedom is achieved by intelli­
gence. Through it desire, as the soul-principle, is ruled by 
tmderstanding. 

The sensible world is produced by the expansion of the soul 
in space and its extension in time. In the soul-sphere the unity of 
the thinking subject falls into the successive activity of life, 
because life aspires to what it wants, and the defect creates a 
future. Sensible matter is, as Aristotle said, potentiality, and 
matter in itself is pure non-being. It is like a mirror which causes 
the images of objects to appear. It moves according to a general 
providence, and in it the good is mingled with a something else. 
This something else is privation of form, and therefore evil has 
its roots in it. But evil is held captive by beauty of form, and fits 
into the whole picture as shading and darkness. All things are 
really thoughts produced by the soul in matter as it contemplates 
the forms: thus creation comes by contemplation. Action is only 
enfeebled thought, for thought is the essence of life. 

The position of man in this emanationist system remains to be 
explained. Man has soul and body, but soul contains body, and 
by intellection it can escape from the body, into the timeless 
sphere of thought. But in so far as the soul's life is involved in 
the material, it fails to realize its true destiny. The evil of matter 
clogs it, and it is the victim of desire, and of time. Our first task 
should, therefore, be to free ourselves from the material world: 
this is done by askesis, severe self-discipline, restriction of bodily 
needs, neglect or repression of natural desires. The soul, thus 
purified,_is free_for contemplation and thought. Me~tation :will 
become its habitual exercise, with the forms and their relat10ns 
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with one another as its object: whatsoever is true, pure, and 
beautiful will occupy the mystic's mind and virtue will envelop 
his life. Then, it may be once, or oftener, he will experience a 
transcendence of his individuality in the beatific vision; he will 
be drawn out of himself into an ineffable union with the One. 
It is a trance-like state of inexpressible joy and vivid reality, corn­
pared with which all purely human experiences are inconsider­
able. In direct contact with God, the subject-object activity of 
thought ceases in an ecstatic love-union. In losing himself the 
mystic finds the absolute life. 

Though the experience defies expression, the testimony of 
many a mystic and the quality of many a life thus inspired 
appear to prove its reality. It is cheap criticism to ask why, if a 
mystic has experienced anything, he cannot give an account of 
it. A direct experience of God of such a kind must almost 
necessarily be inexpressible; though one may reasonably doubt 
whether human nature should thus attempt to force the gates 
of Heaven, there may well be those who are capable of paying 
the price, and strong enough spiritually to sustain the ardour 
without unbalancing sanity. Such indeed was Plotinus. His 
influence on Christianity has been greater than that of any 
philosopher except Plato himself, and there have been at times 
Christians who followed his path and gained its reward. Other 
religions too, notably Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, and 
Islam, have had their mystics. And apart from these elect, 
thousands have lived in a lesser mysticism of constant awareness 
of the spiritual amid the temporal, "practising the presence of 
God", or living the "new life" in Christ, as St Paul expresses it. 

Strictly Neo-Platonism is not a philosophy, because it passes 
beyond the rational: it depends in part on inspired intuition, 
and convinces not by its reasoning but by a persuasive insight 
which awakens response frorn something in us which is deeper 
and more personal than the intellect. 
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6 
The first impact of Christianity 

JESUS Christ offered the world a way of life, and not a philos­
ophy. By his life, death, and resurrection he brought new hope 
and a new influ.."'C oflove to humanity, and the first preaching of 
his followers was a proclamation of the facts about him and a 
call to repentance and personal service .in his kingdom.. The 
proclamation challenged existing ideas, and the Church existing 
institutions. It was revolutionary material .in a personal though 
not in a political sense, and, in spite of Paul's break away from 
Judaism, its Galilean origin con£ned its influence at :first to 
those who had little power or learning. But a belief which could 
produce the Pauline epistles and St John's Gospel could notlong 
be without effect on .intellectual circles. The Logos doctrine of 
St John was the main bridge of invasion of the Gentile philos­
ophies. For Jewish and Greek lines of thought met in it and were 
fused. To Jews the mcmra or word of God, already almost per­
sonalized .in the Book of Wisdom and .in Philo, covered all the 
.intervening means by which the transcendent Godhead revealed 
himself to man. To Greeks the seminal reason or Logos had 
become familiar through Heraclitus and the Stoics as the 
Godhead immanent in the world, and working continually 
from within towards order and virtue. When the prologue of 
St John's Gospel proclaimed that the "Logos became flesh" 
Hebrew tl1eology and Greek philosophy found a meeting point 
in Christ as revelation of God transcendent and impersonation 
of God immanent. hi the Pauline writings too we find echoes 
of Stoicism, conceptions already familiarized by the mystery 
religions, _and a theology as challenging .intellectually as ~y 
philosophical system. He offered salvation in Christ to mankmd 
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in coherent doctrines, and deployed it with constructive power 
in a new international institution, the Church. 

Once the Church became an organized body it had to formu­
late its beliefs, and resist deviations. And indeed these were 
numerous. Jewish influences entangled it with Messianic expec­
tations, rabbinic legalism, and apocalyptic fancies. Its doctrines 
of initiation, purification, and salvation related it to the popular 
mystery cults. The proclamation of a Saviour sent from Heaven 
to rescue the world from powers of evil brought in a host of 
speculations derived partly from a debased Neo-Platonism, 
partly from Jewish angelology, and partly from Zoroastrianism. 
The result was a medley of near-Christian sects known to us as 
Gnostics, Ebionites, Docetists, Montanists, and others, each in­
terpreting the Christian kerygma according to its own precon­
ceptions. So Christians had to think out their position both 
theologically against the sects, and philosophically for the 
learned. The latter task was attempted by the so-called Apolo­
gists of the second century A.D. of whom Justin Martyr, 
Athenagoras, and Tertullian (who wrote in Latin) were the most 
noteworthy. For our purpose, their writings are not important. 
They expound Christian beliefs in Greek OF Latin dress without 
philosophical depth. Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons (c. A.D. 130-200) 

is claimed as the first great Catholic theologian deservedly, for, 
although much of his writing is directed against Gnostic 
heresies, he deals comprehensively with all the main Christian 
doctrines. He has a well-developed conception of the Church, 
and contributes notably to the increasing speculation on the 
person of Christ by his view of the divine humanity as a 
recapitulation or summing up of the evolution of man. Christ 
is "the man", humanity impersonated-one might almost say 
platonically the "form" of Godl1ead, perfectly incarnate. 

Irenaeus' contemporary, Clement of Alexandria, boldly 
entered the philosophical arena in claiming all previous philoso­
phies in so far as they were true as a preparation for the gospel : 
but he was not himself a philosopher. The honour of being the 
first Christian thinker who can fairly claim to be such falls to 
Orige.11 (c. 200-50), a brilliant Alexandrian, whose speculations, 
often considered to be unorthodox, were in part the cause of his 
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deposition from the priesthood, and accusations of heresy. It 
seems now a sorry reward for one who dared to think boldly at 
a time when theology was fluid and in process of formulation, 
and who lived a holy and ascetic life, and suffered torture in the 
Decian persecution. 

Origen' s heresies, however, continued to find support among 
Christians until they were finally condemned at the second 
council of Constantinople in A.D. 553. He suggested, for it is 
more correct to say "suggested" than "believed", that the 
second person of the Trinity was in a. measure subordinate to 
the supreme Godhead, that God himself must be finite because 
ifhe were infinite he could not think himself, that creation was 
not in time but etemal, that souls have pre-existence and rein­
carnation, this life being an imprisonment for their purgation, 
and that all would ultimately be saved. He supported his views 
by a free allegorical interpretation of the Scriptures, which has 
not commended itself, and a mysticism. which has led to his 
being described as a Christian Gnostic. True knowledge, he 
taught, is a participation in the divine wisdom of the Logos, and 
leads to a union with Christ not far from deification. This latter 
idea haunted Alexandrian theology, as we may see in Athanasius' 
writings. Alexandria always tended towards mysticism, as 
opposed to Antiochene humanism. 

Origen was a contemporary of Plotinus, and comparable 
with him in intellectual stature. Later Neo-Platonism degener­
ated under oriental and Gnostic i.tifl.uences into a hybrid theo­
sophy. In the fourth century A.D. the emperor Julian attempted 
vainly to restore paganism under a Mithraic Sun-deity. The 
Church was distracted by the Arian controversy, and new 
heresies like Ma.nichaeism and Monta.nism led to a puritanism 
which rejected the material world as essentially evil. Eusebius 
(A.D. 300-50), the Christian historian, kept his head in a time of 
tm~alanced speculations and intemperate controversy: he 
cla.1med the Greek thinkers as part of God's preparation for the 
Gospel, and reason as the handmaid of theology. The intellectual 
upheavals of the third and fourth centuries can easily be repre­
sented as chaotic, because naturally enough aberrations and 
controversies attracted attention and recording. But in this so-
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called Patristic period much study and formative work was 
being accomplished. Christian doctrine was explicitly formu­
lated, the Catholic Church was consolidated, the monastic 
system was developed, the Roman state machinery was 
christianized and scholarship prospered. 

The formulation of doctrine, which was due principally to 
the Greek fathers and heretics, Athanasius, Apollinarius, Nesto­
rius, Cyril of Alexandria, and the Cappadocians, Basil of 
Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, and Gregory of Nyssa, had 
necessarily to be made in the current philosophical terminology. 

While Greek was the perfect instrument for these intricate 
discussions, and made for clarity and stability of thought, the 
fourth-century terminology and concepts have had a restrictive 
influence on Christian speculation, as perhaps was intended by 
the dogmatists. The permanent effect on the Church has been, 
until, perhaps, our own day, a jealous orthodoxy hostile to 
speculation which, in its efforts to conserve uniformity of intel­
lectual belief has resorted immorally to persecution, and, less 
culpably, to excommunication. The rigid formulations of 
truths claimed as divinely revealed, though reached in part 
through the debates of scholars, produced a breach between 
theology and philosophy which philosophical theology has 
f~und it difficult to bridge. It also tended to give an intellectual 
bias to faith, which, except in a few cardinal matters, is essen­
tially personal trust. 

The consolidation of the institutional churches proceeded 
apace after Constantine's edict of toleration in 312 B.C. Its 
framework had existed from early times, and men like Irenaeus 
and Cyprian had provided a doctrine of the Church by which it 
w~s ready to take over its new powers. In this task Ambrose, 
B1sh?p of Milan, already experienced in civil administration, 
w~ mvaluable in maintaining the independence of the Church 
agamst the civil power and championing Christian moral ideas. 
He was greatly influenced by Neo-Platonism which, as he saw, 
had much to contribute to Christian philosophy. His knowledge 
of 1:1-e Greek Fathers helped to make their work known in the 
Latln Church. Roman Christianity, which now began its great 
career, borrowed much of its structure from the Imperial system. 

46 



The shipwreck of the Western Empire in the storms of barba­
rian invasion left the Church as the main conservator of social 
order and ethical standards. In its hierarchy and administration, 
imperial models were ready to hand, and even the religion of the 
old state in its popular practices was baptized into Christian 
usage, just as many converts who had little knowledge of the 
Faith were accepted in mass baptisms of barbarians as well as of 
Roman subjects. 

The introduction of monasticism from the East does not here 
concern us. In scholarship, however, the assiduous textual 
labours of Jerome set a new standard of accuracy and learning. 
It provided Christian thinkers with the full foundation docu­
ments of the Church in both Old and New Testaments, and 
they were generally accepted as a final court of appeal in all dis­
puted issues. The Bible, however, from its composite character 
and susceptibility to varying interpretations has encouraged 
rather than restricted theological thought; although there is no 
complete agreement as to the nature of its inspiration, its fruit­
fulness and perennial freshness have given it a unique and pre­
eminent place in religious literature, such as might well justify 
belief in its divine origin, however that origin is conceived. 

A transitional period such as we have described was inevitable 
between the freedom of Greek speculation and the assimilation 
of revealed truth. The Church's gestation of a Christian philos­
ophy was long. It is significant that its first child Augustine 
should himself have searched for truth in all the philosophies of 
his day before his conversion brought illumination to his mind. 
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7 
St Augustine 

THE life of St Augustine (A.D. 354-430) is well kno,vn to us 
from his Co,ifessions and other sources. Before his conversion at 
the age of thirty-two he had been vainly searching for intellec­
tual satisfaction and striving vainly for purity oflife. Its impact 
not only gave him personal integration, but release~ ability at!d 
energy, hitherto dissipated, for single-minded service to Ch.mt 
and his Church. Apart from his practical and spiritual duties as 
Bishop of Hippo Rcgius in North Africa he was the orthodox 
protagonist in the great controversies against the Manichaeans, 
the Donatists, and the Pelagians, a11d wrote incessantly on 
theology and philosophy, which were not for him distinct 
disciplines. His philosophy is coloured by Neo-Platonic ideas 
which he learnt from St Ambrose: his theology is based on his 
doctrine of divine grace, according to which the whole initia­
tive for human virtue and salvation is ascribed to God. Augus­
tine knew that in his own self-reliance he had failed utterly; 
then God had acted; and with his new-found faith all things 
became clear. "Unless you first believe you will not understand" 
became for him a key-principle. Reason is corrupt because all 
human nature has been corrupted by the fall of man. Revelation 
gives the necessary compass-bearing to the mind; it provides 
the keys of understanding. Faith in revelation illuminates the 
mind. But the mind is not isolated from the soul: the whole soul 
must be rightly orientated by faith, which begins by acceptance 
of the Gospel. Faith is not won by intellectual effort: it is the 
gift of God, given to those whom he predestines to be saved. As 
for the rest, Augustine speaks darkly of a massa perditionis: but 
God does not predestine to damnation. Because of the fall all 
the descendants of Adam arc "under sin"; because of God's 



grace, given by Christ's atonement, God has rescued his elect 
from the common doom. The fall of man, conceived literally 
as caused by Adam's sin, which on a traducian view of the soul 
corrupted all his descendants, is the complement in the doctrine 
of Augustine to his conception of God's grace. God always takes 
the initiative: man cannot of his own will achieve righteousness. 
The will must be moved by grace before any act of virtue. The 
freedom of the will is not the power of arbitrary choice, for we 
shall always sin by natural inclination. Freedom comes after the 
grace to choose rightly is given: it is psychological, the con­
sciousness of unimpeded activity which comes from obedience 
to the all-powerful will of God. Freedom is freedom from the 
power of sin; it is realized in "the steadfast delight of not sin­
ning". The theory that Adam sinned necessarily in order that 
the grace of God might be manifested in our weakness would 
be hard to swallow if the story of Adam were still thought to be 
historical. 

The doctrine of God in Augustinian thought has Neo­
Platonic features, though modified by Christian beliefs. Crea­
tion, for example, is not by emanation, but by the will of God, 
out of nothing. But all things exist, in so far as they exist, on 
Nee-Platonic lines by participation in God. "In proportion as 
we are, we are good." God saw all his creation as good: there­
fore evil is nothing positive; it has no reality and there is no evil 
substance (here we sec the rejection of Manichaeism). What is 
mutable is not truly existent (Plato again!). But God reveals 
himself through nature, through acts of power, through 
prophets and great teachers of all races, and completely through 
the Incarnation. 
. It is all but impossible to disentangle philosophy and theology 
m S~ Augustine's voluminous writings. His world-view is sug­
gestive rather than systematic: it illuminates (somewhat after 
Plato's manner though without Plato's charm of style) rather 
than bl~1e~~rints. It has to be painfully collected or inferred from 
a mult1p~c1ty of books written with different purposes over a 
long period of time, from the Contra Academicos (387 B.c.) to 
the OJ:us Impcrfcctum Contra J111ia1111111 (429). Neither his opinions 
nor lus purposes remained static during these forty-two years: 
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the theological framework gives stability, though it precludes 
speculation. It would all be rather frigid, where not deterrent, 
were it not for the centrality oflove, the essential being of God. 
The striving after God is ethically eudaemonistic for it is the 
striving for the happiness which God "has prepared for them 
that love him". It is the divine love that makes all things good: 
and the love of God is the principle of morality. His power of 
analysing the emotions is unrivalled, in particular the emotions 
of the sinner which he had himself experienced. His religion of 
God as the true life of the soul within, contrasted sharply with 
Pelagius' God as Lord of the whole earth. He sees all things in 
God. He is in fine, an existentialist mystic who_ lives and 
breathes in an atmosphere of divine grace. He has, in Pauline 
language, "put off the old man" to find fulfilment and happi­
ness in the new manhood "which after God is created in right­
eousness and true holiness". There must, however, be one 
qualification. The "old man" in Augustine, after its release 
from the tyranny of concupiscence, expressed itself in _an ardo~r 
for comroveny and au undiaritable intolerance winch, albeit 
in God's service, was far from mystical self-tra~cendence. As a 
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8 
Medieval Philosophy 

FIFTY years after the death of St Augustine, in the same year 
A.D. 480 there were born the two precursors of the medieval 
period, St Benedict and Boethius. When he was nearly fifty 
years old Benedict founded the monastery of Monte Cassino 
in A.D. 429. It has been virtually destroyed four times, by the 
Lombards, the Saracens, an earthquake, and a German air 
attack, but it still stands as a home of religion and learning. 
Monasticism came from the East where Pachomius founded the 
first monastery in A.D. 315. The influence of Athanasius and 
Jerome brought it to the West. Benedict's monks took the 
three vows of poverty, obedience, and chastity; and the Order 
became noted for its learning, and did much service to scholar­
ship by copying and storing manuscripts. Benedictine houses 
were founded all over Europe, setting a standard and pattern 
for later Orders. 

Boethius has been called the last of the Roman philosophers 
and the first of the scholastic theologians. He was also a states­
man, and was consul in A.D. 510 and friend and adviser to 
Theodoric. His most fatuous work, The Consolations of Philos­
ophy, has not a specifically Christian character, though it leads 
the reader with gentle eloquence towards trust in God. It has 
been a favourite of many famous people; King Alfred translated 
it into Anglo-Saxon. Chaucer, Queen Elizabeth I, Leibniz, 
Dante, and Sir Thomas More are among its many admirers. 
Though it contributes no original philosophical thinking, its 
serene charm fulfils its purpose admirably. Boethius, who was a. 
Greek scholar, used his skill with great effect by translating por­
tions of Aristotle, who was, at this time, little known in the 
West. His major works were quite unknown except to the 
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the theological framework gives stability, though it precludes 
speculation. It would all be rather frigid, where not deterrent, 
were it not for the centrality oflove, the essential being of God. 
The striving after God is ethically eudaemonistic for it is the 
striving for the happiness which God "has prepared for them 
that love him". It is the divine love that makes all things good: 
and the love of God is the principle of morality. His power of 
analysing the emotions is unrivalled, in particular the emotions 
of the sinner which he had himself experienced. His religion of 
God as the true life of the soul within, contrasted sharply with 
Pelagius' God as Lord of the whole earth. He sees all things in 
God. He is in fine, an existentialist mystic who. lives and 
breathes in an atmosphere of divine grace. He has, in Pauline 
language, "put off the old man" to find fulfilment and happi­
ness in the new manhood "which after God is created in right­
eousness and true holiness". There must, however, be one 
qualification. The "old man" in Augustine, after its release 
from the tyranny of concupiscence, expressed itself in an ardour 
for controversy and an uncharitable intolerance which, albeit 
in God's service, was far from mystical self-transcendence. As a 
writer he has no grace or charm; in spite of the immense range 
of his intellect and of some memorable sayings and pregnant 
insights, he is often verbose, often incoherent, and often illogic­
ally violent. His virtues more than compensate for these defects, 
and the author of the Confessions and the City of God must 
always be ranked among the great. In spite of his self-renuncia­
tion, his dominant personality has ever since retained the 
influence which provided both a rationale for Catholic insti­
tutionalism and for Protestant individualism, and an inspiration 
f~r Gregory the G~eat, Luther, and Calvin. Augustinianism is 
still to-~y theologically very much alive, though philosophic­
ally monbund. 
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8 
Medieval Philosophy 

FIFTY years after the death of St Augustine, in the same year 
A.D. 480 there were born the two precursors of the medieval 
period, St Benedict and Boethius. When he was nearly fifty 
years old Benedict founded the monastery of Monte Cassino 
in A.D. 429. It has been virtually destroyed four times, by the 
Lombards, the Saracens, an earthquake, and a German air 
attack, but it still stands as a home of religion and learning. 
Monasticism came from the East where Pachomius founded the 
first monastery in A.D. 315. The influence of Athanasius and 
Jerome brought it to the West. Benedict's monks took the 
three vows of poverty, obedience, and chastity; and the Order 
became noted for its learning, and did much service to scholar­
ship by copying and storing manuscripts. Benedictine houses 
were founded all over Europe, setting a standard and pattern 
for later Orders. 

Boethius has been called the last of the Roman philosophers 
and the first of the scholastic theologians. He was also a states­
man, and was consul in A.D. 5 IO and friend and adviser to 
Theodoric. His most famous work, The Consolations of Philos­
ophy, has not a specifically Christian character, though it leads 
the reader with gentle eloquence towards trust in God. It has 
been a favourite of many famous people; King Alfred tra11Slated 
it into Anglo-Saxon. Chaucer, Queen Elizabeth I, Leibniz, 
Dante, and Sir Thomas More are among its many admirers. 
Though it contributes no original philosophical thinking, its 
serene charm fulfils its purpose admirably. Boethius, who was a 
Greek scholar, used his skill with great effect by translating por­
tions of Aristotle, who was, at this time, little known in the 
West. His major works were quite unknown except to the 
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Arabs. Boethius and the unknown translator of Aristotle's 
logic, which is included in editions of his writings, began a shift 
from Plato as the chief inspiration of Christian philosophers to 
Aristotle, which culminated in the work of St Thomas Aquinas. 
He also wrote some tractates and theology, including a work 
on the Trinity and a defence of Calchedonian Christology 
which must have required courage as well as learning, since 
Theodoric was an Arian. 

A barren period begins in the sixth century. The power of the 
Papacy, as the most stable institution in troubled times, in­
creased and was consolidated by Pope Gregory the Great. Its 
ascendancy over the civil power was confirmed in A.D. 800 

when Charlemagne received his crown from Pope Leo III. 
Missionaries like Augustine of Canterbury (died A.D. 604) and 
Columba of Iona (died A.D. 597) and Boniface of Germany 
spread the Faith over outlying parts of Europe, though on its 
eastern borders, in the seventh century, Mohammedan.ism was 
spreading rapidly. In the cloister scholarship survived. Boniface 
reformed the whole Frankish church and founded the Abbey 
of Fulda in Hesse; the venerable Bede completed his history of 
the English Church in A.D. 731 at his monastery ofJarrow and 
proved his learning by many other works of commentary on 
the Scriptures and ecclesiastical history. Alcuin of Y orlc (A.D. 

730-804) reorganized education 1mder Charlemagne's auspices 
and wrote learnedly on liturgical subjects. 

By a few men like these the torch was kept alight and handed 
on: but it was not until A.D. 847 that an original philosopher 
appeared from Ireland. John Scotus Eriugena was a product of 
Ne?-Platonism: he knew ~ree~, and sreculated as daringly as 
Ongen. Fortunately for him, his heresies were not realized as 
such, or perhaps understood, ~or nearly four hundred years ! 
His writings were condemned m A.D. 1225. A profound faith 
in the power of reason, uncharacteristic of his day, led him to 
believe that the two spheres of reason and re_velation, though 
then separate, were convergent and would ultimately coincide. 
"Every authority", he said, "which is not confirmed by true 
reason seems to be weak, whereas true reason does not need 
to be supported by any authority." There are three main 
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features of his philosophy, emanationism, realism, and traduci­
arnsm. 
r. God who is the ground of being creates contingent beings 
by emanation. The second and third persons of the Trinity are 
emanations from the first-a conclusion which seems like the 
heresy of Origen, subordinationism. Evil is unreal: it is, as in 
Plotinus, the darkness and disorder into which the creation 
fades. 
2 .. Since the intellectual area of thought and its forms is closer 
to God and higher than the copies of the forms in material 
things, general ideas or concepts have more reality than classes 
of things which embody them, and, a fortiori, than individual 
things. In thus making genera more real than species Eriugena 
was anticipating the chief medieval controversy of the univer­
sals. 
3. This being so humanity has a greater reality than race or 
individuals. What was primarily created or emanated was soul 
rather than particular souls, (here one is reminded of Plotinus' 
world-soul) and Adam's fall was not the fall of one person, but 
the fall of humanity. All men were, by it, contaminated with 
not-being. The redemption of man was wrought by the Logos 
who took humanity into himself, "was made man" and not "a 
man": and in his humanity all mankind can be redeemed and 
nse. 

Eriugena was, not unfairly, thought to be a Pantheist. But as 
a philosophy of Christianity on Neo-Platonist lines his work is 
uncommonly persuasive; he is more of a philosopher than a 
theologian, and in advance of his time. 

In the eleventh and twelfth centuries a new impulse to wes­
tern philosophy came from an unexpected quarter. The major 
works of Aristotle, of which Europe had been ignorant for so 
long, had been conserved and studied in the East, particularly in 
P~rsia. Avicenna of Teheran (A.D. 980-1037) blended Aristotle 
with Ne?-Platonic ideas, accepting a doctrine of emanation, 
but stressmg the role of the divine intellect as the active aspect 
of the world of forms. The individual mind can form ideas only 
by contact with the active intellect, for in its own nature it is 
passive. In Aristotle it will be remembered, the forms came to 
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the passive or receptive intellect through the perceptive facul­
ties, from nature; Avicenna's view is less satisfactory, since it 
would imply that we can conceive the forms in their perfection. 
In Aristotle it is the faculty of reasoning that "comes to the soul 
from without". Avicenna wrote in Arabic mainly. When the 
Moors occupied Southern Spain, Averroes of Cordova (A.D. 

1126-98) continued his work with a devotion to Aristotle which 
not only challenged but also inspired a renewal of Christian 
philosophy. Albert the Great in 1256 was commissioned to re­
fute his doctrine, and St Thomas Aquinas in his Simmza contra 
Gentiles is mainly aiming at A verroist errors. For Averroes 
taught not only the eternity of matter but also that intellect is 
not a property of the individual but one power ill which the 
whole human race participates. This seemed to involve a denial 
of personal immortality and personal freedom, with the conse­
quent loss of human responsibility. Averroism was strong ill the 
new universities, especially in Paris where its errors were ana­
thematized and its adherents excommunicated. The commen­
taries on Aristotle, which were Averroes' principal work, had 
a wide circulation. 

The reaction against Mohammedan philosophy gave rise to 
the so-called Scholastic philosophers or Schoolmen. Their 
general characteristics were acceptance of Christian dogma, 
Aristotelianism rather than Platonism, and a delight in dialectic 
and syllogism which often resulted in barren verbal_con~o:7er­
sies. One important matter, however, became their principal 
theme-namely the so-called problem of the universals. The 
question broadly was that of the status of ~e~eral co1:1cepts. 
Have they "real" existence, or do they only eXJSt m the mmd, or 
are they merely convenient ~roup-names. T~ese three views 
were held respectively by Realists, Conce.J?tualists, ~d N omma­
lists. St Thomas Aquinas is the ~ost emment Realist. John of 
Salisbury was a noted Concep~ual1st, all:d Abelar~ a Nominalist. 
An extreme of Nominalism 1s found m Roscelm (ro50-n25) 
who held that genera and species were mere words or flatus 
vocis. St Anselm, Archbishop of C~nterbury (ro33-no9) was 
Roscelin' s chief opponent on the side of the Realists. In the 
course of their controversy Anselm produced the famous 
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ontological argument for the existence of God. It has been stated 
in many forms, of which the following is typical: (a) We have 
in our minds the concept of a supreme Being as possibly exist­
ing; (b) This involves no contradiction; (c) Therefore the con­
ception of a supreme being as possibly existing must have a real 
object; (d) But what is possibly existing is not a real object; 
(e) Therefore a supreme being or God exists not possibly but 
necessarily.1 The inference is from thought to existence: it 
implies that whatever can be thought to exist without any con­
tradiction must actually exist, since an uncontradicted thought 
must have an object. In its general form the ontological argu­
ment asserts the necessary existence of a ground of being, from 
the fact that reason requires such a ground for all contingent 
being. The senses, however, give us no evidence for any but 
contingent being. 

Another statement of Ansehn's position Credo ut intelligam, 
"I believe in order that I may understand", has been a scandal 
to philosophers, as implying, with St Augustine, that the attain­
ment of truth is only possible by accepting Christian revelation 
first. 

Roscelin, Anselm's adversary, was an extreme Nominalist. 
Reality he said is only found in particulars; a whole cannot be 
composite. When this was applied to the doctrine of the Trinity, 
this seemed to lead to Tritheism, and brought him under sus­
picion of heresy. 

Abelard (1079-II41) was a pupil ofRoscelin, and held firmly 
to his master's view that only individuals exist. He was more 
daring in speculation, applying reason so fearlessly to theological 
mysteries that he was twice condemned as heretical and found a 
bitter opponent in the orthodox mystic, St Bernard of Clair­
vaux. He has been claimed as a martyr to reason with some jus­
tice, for he asserted that a doctrine was not believed because it 
was revealed, but because it was reasonable. This involved a 

1 St Anselm's own form is as follows: God is that than which 
nothing greater can be conceived. But to exist in actuality (in re) is 
gr~ater than to exist in thought (in intcllect11). Therefore there mn:st 
exist that than which a greater is inconceivable both in thought and m 
actuality. 
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denial of the inerrancy of Scripture. Faith, he held, should be 
reached through doubt and argument. On such lines his approach 
to the doctrine of the Holy Trinity led him into the heresy 
known as Modalism, for he explained the three Persons as 
manifestations of the power, the wisdom, and the goodness of 
the one God. His lectures at the university of Paris were bril­
liant, and attracted large numbers: he dealt with dialectics, 
ethics, and theology with free originality until his sad love affair 
with Heloise and recognizable heresy compelled his retirement 
into monastic silence. He would have fared better in a more 
enlightened age. One "tour-de-force" must have given him 
amusement in the writing; in a work entitled Sic et Non he set 
out contradictory opinions from Scripture and the Fathers on a 
number of important questions, not indeed to discredit autho­
rity, but to show the necessity of rational solutions of contradic­
tions. In ethics he stressed the importance of motive and 
intention in a way which seemed to blur the sharp distinction 
between acts that were right and wrong: and this led him to 
anticipate a modern view of the Atonement known as the 
exemplary theory, according to which the sufferings of Christ 
are no more than a showing-forth, for the imitation of mankind, 
of the nature of the divine love. The brilliant mind and tragic 
life of Abelard are a sharp reminder of the danger of those who 
dare to be in advance of their time. 

From the time of St Francis (u81-1226) a mystical movement, 
in some cases equally unorthodox, but less challenging to the 
dogmatists because of its less tangible subject-matter, began to 
undermine the logical rigour of the Schoolmen. Christian 
mysticism is unphilosophical, and contributes nothing to the 
development of European thought, though at all ages from 
Augustine onwards it has deepened men's sense of the divine. 
In Raymond Lull (1235-1315) a Franciscan, who devoted him­
self to a mission to the Mohammedans, we find an unusual mix­
!ure of rationalism in matters of dog~_a which brought him 
mto trouble with the Pope, and myst1C1Sm based on the con­
templation of th7 divine perfections. ~belard's chief enemy, 
St B7~ard ?f Clarrvaux, ha~ ~so_ com~med the qualities of able 
adlllllllstrat10n and severe discipline with an exalted mysticism 

----~~~~, 
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which has given posterity a classic work On lovi11g God. Two 
Dominican mystics Eckhart (1260-1327) and his pupil Suso 
(1295-1366) are also noteworthy. The former fell into the 
accusation of heresy by his attempts to express an experience 
which is basically inexpressible: the latter professed himself to be 
"Servant of the Eternal Wisdom". Both have recently attracted 
considerable attention, deservedly. 

They made little stir amid the other excitements of the thir­
teenth century, the life of the new universities, the development 
of Gothic architecture, the birth of constitutional government, 
and the attempt of the Church to crush heresy by the Inquisi­
tio~L. In this age of ferment the "medieval Synthesis", as it has 
br,en called, reached its climax and began to dissolve, but not 
before it had found its great philosopher whose works are still 
accepted as the norm of Roman Catholic theology and 
philosophy. 

s-o.w.P. S7 



9 
St Thomas Aquinas 

ST THOMAS Aquinas was born near Naples in 1225. He was 
the son of a count and was educated at the Monastery of Monte 
Cassino. He became a Dominican, lectured at Paris and Cologne, 
and devoted his life, which ended prematurely in 1274, entirely 
to study. His two great works, the Summa Theologica and the 
Summa contra Gentiles were commended as basic studies to all 
Roman Catholic colleges and seminaries by an encyclical of 
Pope Leo XIII in 1879, and have been the inspiration of the 
present Neo-Thomist school of thought, best represented by 
E. H. Gilson and Jacques Maritain. 

To understand Aquinas one must return to Aristotle. For the 
basis of his thought is Aristotelian. His merit is twofold; a bril­
liant reconciliation of Aristotle's system with Christian beliefs, 
and a precision and clarity of thought which left no difficulty of 
this herculean task unsolved. 

Thus God is conceived as pure activity (act11s purus)_; his 
activity is thought. The physical world is unformed potentiality 
pervaded by an appetitus to come into being, that is, into accord­
ance with the divine thought. In so far as contingent beings 
attain this end they arc real. In so far as they fail t~ attain it they 
arc mere potentiality and unreal. In attaining reality they attain 
goodness. So that evil is essentially unreal. In the world it 
appears to be real, but this appearance derives its strength only 
fr~m the element of goodness in the sinner. So that God knows 
~vil only :negatively by the absence of good. The divine thought 
1st~ contmgent being, as convex to concave. Being, the primary 
notion, has the property of both a concept and an intuition, so 
th:i-t abstract thought based on the concept is, as it were, parallel 
with the contingent world. Man, the highest creature of this 
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world, has as his highest function the power to approach the pure 
actuality of God in contemplation. And this beatific vision is 
his chief end. But human knowledge comes to us through the 
senses, as Aristotle taught, Nihil est in i11tellect11 q11od 11011 pri11s 
fi1erit in se11s11. So to this extent Aquinas is an empiricist in spite 
of the idealist cast of his thought. In the act of knowing, the 
universe invades the soul, and is conceptualized by the mind. 
In action the soul pervades the universe. Its God-given instru­
ment for this is the will. Our task practically is to make real or 
good what we can of this world, on the model of what we can 
discern of the pure actuality of the divine thought, by means of 
the will. One might put it more simply as to work for the 
kingdom of God. But to this practical aspect of reason, the 
theoretic or contemplative action of thought is prior. Vol1111tas 
est in ratio11e, Aquinas said, meaning that a wish is a thought in 
quest of itself. But the will in our case is also drawn by desire 
or emotion, and even in doing evil we are seeking an "imagined 
good". Our thought can exclude God and think only of con­
tingent beings, and herein lies the freedom. of the will. Our 
practical guide is the moral law which fits all reality and truth. 

In its task of understanding the mind is guided by four prin­
ciples. The principle of identity which guarantees the singularity 
of contingent beings, the principle of sufficient reason which 
enables us to understand them in relation to one another, the 
principle of finality (as in Aristotle) which gives us their right 
place in the divine purposes, and the principle (again as in 
Aristotle) of potentiality and actuality which underlies the whole 
scheme of creation. Creation is by God's will. He says in effect 
"Let there be light" or "Let my thought of light have being". 
And his word brings being to light from. the pure potentiality. 

Man himself is not a highly developed animal, nor a spirit 
incarnate. He is a soul accommodated to a body, a form united 
with matter, the highest of the natural, and the lowest of the 
spiritual forms. Soul and body are one: we come into actuality 
at birth by the gift of a soul, and the will brings soul and body 
into harmony. Angels are disembodied forms, unencumbered 
by what we call material bodies; they are beings existing in pure 
actuality by God's will, and they exist in a hierarchy. 
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Our souls enable us to gain understanding of God, which is 
our highest intellectual function, and this understanding can be 
effective in our environment by the will. In practice the will 
aims at the moral virtues, but these are subsidiary to the com­
plete end of seeing God. In practice we shall also seek such con­
ditions as are favourable to our chief end. Therefore a healthy 
condition of the body, a good social order, and adequate exter­
nal goods are desirable for the good life, as Aristotle had also 
said. For Aquinas being is essentially active, and not passive 
absorption: for contemplation itself is the noblest activity. 

St Thomas has been falsely charged with making a division 
of truth into truths of reason and truths of revelation. What he 
really taught was that we have been given the power to advance 
by reason to such knowledge as is essential to us as human beings: 
beyond that area of knowledge there is an infinite mystery to be 
approached only through what God has chosen to reveal. These 
:evealed truths are adequate for man's salvation. They are given 
m mercy to the weakness of reason in general, so that no man is 
excluded by lack of knowledge. The philosopher may pene­
trate to a wider area of understanding but not to a greater 
assurance of salvation. Truth is a mystery to be approached and 
not a problem to be solved. And some revealed truths are 
beyond the understanding of any man. However, the soul 
devoted to contemplative thought is rewarded by a deeper 
penetration of the mystery, and a clearer vision of God. 
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The Renaissance - Bacon 
and Hobbes 

THE Renaissance originated in Italy in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries and spread slowly northwards, like spring. 
It moved France, Germany, and Spain in the fifteenth and six­
teenth centuries, and England almost a century later. Europe 
awoke from. a social and theological stagnation, under the im­
pulse of the rediscovery of the ancient world. Its untrammelled 
speculation and the splendour of its literature and art set fire to a 
dormant humanism, long repressed; new discoveries, geo­
graphical and scientific, awakened a sense of power and an 
appetite for more. Aspiration became positive, and temporal 
rather than eternal: the cult of art, poetry, pleasure, and adven­
ture offered exciting prospects, and sleeping beauty shook off 
the spell of its guardian the Church. 

The story of the book-finders, and the wandering teachers, 
soon to be reinforced by the invention of printing, is outside the 
scope of this history. The effect of the rebirth of the past and 
the freeing of thought affected religion in three ways. Catho­
licism was classicized, there was a breakaway of Paganism, and 
Reformation followed on the corruption of the Church. A 
demand for religious freedom and private judgement, which 
found its focus in Luther's doctrine of justification by faith alone, 
developed into sectarianism and was exploited politically. 
England, with her genius for compromise, retained the best 
features of Catholicism in her national Church: elsewhere the 
"eggs laid by Erasmus and hatched by Luther", produced a 
sturdy brood of free Churches. Speculation on the truths of 
religion became rife. 
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In science Copernicus, in the early sixteenth century, had pro­
duced his heliocentric hypothesis. Galileo proved it to be true 
by experiment but was silenced by Cardinal Bellarmine. 
Medicine, unchanged since Galen wrote under Marcus Aurelius, 
was shaken by the doubts of Paracelsus, and revolutionized by 
Vesalius and Hervey in the brilliant seventeenth century. Kepler 
discovered the laws of planetary motion, and his, with other, 
astronomical discoveries found their completion in Newton's 
great synthesis. In 1662 the foundation of the Royal Society 
marked the beginning of modern science. 

Two philosophers of the Renaissance period require special 
attention in this survey. 

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) was Lord Chancellor of England. 
His philosophical writings mark a new era, but his positive 
contribution was of method rather than of speculation. He 
expressed the popular revolt against scholasticism which he 
thought dealt only with mental figments. There must be a great 
renewal (I11stat1ratio Magna was the name he gave to his work). 
Logical deduction and conceptual reasoning must be replaced 
by observation and experiment: the facts of the physical world 
~ust be discovered and classified. It was Bacon's hope that 
mcreasing knowledge and classification would result in the dis­
covery of laws of greater and greater generality. The hopeless 
magnitude of such a task was soon realized, and scientists 
adopted a method of observation, classification, hypothesis, and 
~erification: but Bacon set them on the right track. He had an 
lll~ense desire to benefit humanity, and his empiricism set 
s~1ence free. His great work was left unfinished, but the impetus 
give?- .~Y his method was immense. People soon doubted the 
poss1~il1ty of discovering the "forms" which govem the 
physical world, in his doctrine, by compiling tables of"presence" 
and "absence" and "degree" of phenomena like heat: in fact 
what he meant by forms is uncertain. But his emphasis 
on observation was a main factor in the breakdown of 
med~evalism, and has left a permanent mark as the origin of 
English Empiricism. 

Thom:15 Hobbes (1588-1679), of Malmesbury in Wiltshire, 
led the life of a dependent and wandering scholar, his move-
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ments being mainly determined by his desire for security in very 
troubled times. From Francis Bacon he imbibed a contempt for 
scholastic philosophy, and from Galileo mainly, the idea of a 
generalization of human conduct on geometrical lines. He 
envisaged an orderly civil society based on power and reason. 
Needless to say he was a materialist, but he would not have 
called himself an atheist, though others did. His style is clear, 
witty, and readable; and his influence was considerable on 
Spinoza, Locke, Leibniz, the Utilitarians, and Marx. His most 
famous work is the Leviatlza11, published in 1651. 

Convinced that sense-perception is our only source of know­
ledge, he conceived sense-perception in terms of motion, and 
concluded that this is a mathematical, material, and determini.st 
world. No man, he said, can conceive anything except as of 
some magnitude, in some place, and divisible. Hence scholastic 
terms of an abstract nature are meaningless. The psychological 
consequence of decaying sense-impressions is twofold-feelings 
of attraction or aversion. Endeavour is the name which he gave 
to very small motions particularly associated with living beings. 
All human motivation is due to endeavour excited by attraction 
or aversion. Other em.otions are all derivative from these 
primary urges. 

The effect of th.is on religion was drastic. Hobbes believed in 
God as the all-powerful overlord of this world: but he rationa­
lized all religious ideas. For example holy means "belonging to 
God". The spirit of God in man means a man's spirit inclined 
to godliness. "God spake to Abraham in a dream", means that 
Abraham dreamed that God spoke to him. In fact Hobbes 
attempted to formulate Christianity without any belief in 
Spirit. This led him to a bitter attack on the Papacy and Roman 
Catholicism which he said had tried to establish a monopoly of 
fictitious spiritual power. The Churches are societies for wor­
shipping God: but the civil ruler must decide how and when 
they must worship. For worship is a matter of obedience to 
which the King is entitled in all matters. Hobbes was a thorough 
Erastian in religion and an absolutist in politics. So he was as 
severely opposed to the Protestant liberty of conscience as to 
the Roman Catholic monopoly of spiritual power. 
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His absolutism was based on the theory of a social compact as 
the root of civilized society. All men are born with a right to 
everything, but man's fundamental right and motive is self­
preservation. Primitive society is conceived of as a war of all 
against all. Homo homi11i lupus is one of his famous dicta "Man 
is a wolf to his fellow men". Clearly such chaotic war for 
limited goods could not continue without mutual destruction. 
So a compact resulting in moral laws, based only on sclf­
preservation, was arranged, Hobbes does not say how. By it 
the individual surrendered all his rights, even his conscience, to 
the Monarch who in his turn guaranteed protection and peace 
and such rights as were compatible with them. When a monarch 
failed, through lack of power, to carry out his side of the com­
pact, revolution was justified. Hobbes was a power-worshipper 
like other timorous men; his whole system from endeavour, 
the smallest exercise of power, to monarchy the greatest, is 
based on it. A man's value, he thinks, is what would be given 
for the use of his power. 
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A new beginning - Descartes 
THE influence of Rene Descartes (1596--1650) on subsequent 
philosophies has been so great that in spite of manifest faults in 
his system he is just:mably clain1ed as the founder of modem 
philosophy. For in him philosophical thinking was "rebom"-a 
curious coincidence with his name. It was reborn because he 
dared to throw a:way all preconceptions derived from former 
philosophers, and to doubt every proposition which he could 
not clearly and distinctly conceive. In making this resolution he 
was influenced by an early and life-long interest in mathematics, 
to which he also contributed with distinction. Were there any 
truths, he asked, which he could conceive as clearly and certainly 
as the truths of ma.thematics? In doing so he abandoned an 
assumption made by most previous thinkers, who took our 
power of knowing for granted. Descartes' principle of doubt 
introduced the problem of epistemology-what can we know? 
-and in doing so determined the main direction of European 
thought up to the present day. Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and 
Kant all wrestled with his problem, and their epistemologies 
were only the beginning of a perennial quest. 

Descartes' principle of doubt left no place for revealed truth 
as philosophical. He thought that Christianity was consistent 
with his views: but it was a Christianity evacuated of its theo­
logy, and typical of the Deism which was then becoming 
fashionable among the learned. He found at first that he could 
doubt virtually any sense-experience, even the existence of his 
own body. But he could not doubt that he was doubting. 
Doubting was a form of thinking, and he concluded that from 
this he could derive one certain truth, "I am thinking, therefore 
I am" (cogito ergo sum). St Augustine had said almost the same 
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thing 1200 years before Descartes. But his Si fallor s11111, "If! am 
deceived there is still an I who am deceived" had not been 
philosophically fertile in Augu~tine'_s thoug~t, perhaps ~ecause 
of its negative form. Descartes cogito led him to examme the 
content of his thought, to find whether it contained any intui­
tively clear and distinct ideas. He fom1d first that he had in his 
mind the concept of a perfect being, or God. He knew himself 
to be imperfect because of his doubt. Applying then the prin­
ciple that the less cannot give rise to the greater, he concluded 
that there must be a perfect being who gave rise to the concept. 
He was confirmed in this by Anselm's "Ontological Argument" 
(see p. 55); but many have doubted whether there can be any 
valid inference from conception to actuality. 

Convinced then of the truth of God's existence, he argued 
that a perfect being would not allow him to be deceived, and 
that therefore clear and distinct ideas must be true. Now we have 
such an idea of an external world of things in extension, just as 
we have one of our own thinking. It seemed then that there 
must be a sphere of extension and a sphere of thoua-ht. And as 

ha D " Descartes_ d called "thinking being" or thought a "substance 
the physical world also must be substantial. And both these 
substances, thought and extension, must be in the last resort 
dependent _on their creator. God is the one primary substance, 
and extension and thought, though also substantial, are secon­
dary. 

Having thus separated the two "spheres" of extension and 
thought, J?escartes could examine their characteristics indepen­
d~ntlf gmded by clear intuitions. The world of extension, he 
said, is :0 be :111derstood on mathematical and physical lines. 
Mat:er is con:muous and there is no void. Motion originates in 
v~rtlces and is transmitted by contact. Space is, in fact, con­
cefivhed as extended matter. We have also clear and distinct ideas 
o t e qualiti " d ,, f - · . . es_ or mo es o extension, size, shape, motion, 
poslt~on, du_ration, and number, which are really possessed by 
~~y_sical_ 1bJects. These qualities_ ~re often called primary, to . Jstm!th th<:m from those qualities of which we have no clear 
1 ea odt e existence in objects, like colours sounds, tastes, etc., 
(secon ary al.. ) • · ' qu ities • It is only sensat10n that gives these secon-
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dary qualities: the primary are observed by an act of intellect. 
Every physical event is understood by physical laws. 

The world of thought on the other hand has its own laws. 
Mind proceeds on two principles-contradiction from which it 
follows that all analytical propositions are true, because con­
traries cannot co-exist-and sufficient reason which shows that 
the effect cannot contain more than the cause because ex nihilo 
nihil fit, "Nothing comes to pass out of nothing". Intuition 
gives us clear and distinct ideas which are grouped together by 
association. But in spite of this, as Professor Ryle has pointed 
out, Descartes' conception of mind is still that of a "thing" 
operating mechanically by its own laws, and parallel with the 
mechanism of the physical world. 

And this is what caused Descartes' main difficulty. Having 
separated extension and thought, and conceiving them as two 
parallel but independent processes, he had to explain how it 
happens that when a mental event takes place in one series a 
physical event takes place at the same moment in the other. 

The solution of Malebranche that God intervenes on each 
occasion to create the coincidence, and that of Leibniz that the 
creator directs the course of thought and things by a pre-estab­
lished harmony which guarantees simultaneity, in the same way 
as two perfectly-made clocks might always indicate the same 
time, were both unsatisfactory. Descartes at first gave it up, 
saying that there are three basic and unanalysable notions, the 
body, the soul, and the union between them. For indeed it was 
the human person with his property of, as it were, living in both 
worlds that gave him most trouble. His attempted solution by 
means of the "pineal gland" in which he imagined that the 
impulse of thought would be exercised on the "animal spirits" 
and through them be transmitted to the material world, and 
vice versa, was so untrue logically and biologically that it was 
soon rejected by his followers. 

In f~ct the division of personality, a necessary deduction from 
the -~d-matter dualism, led Descartes into a split psychol~gy 
attnbutmg some of our conscious processes to the mental senes, 
and some, like the passions and emotions, to the physical. Des­
cartes, for all his speculative daring, was in many ways a creature 
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of his age. Geometrical qualities are not absolute, organisms a.re 
not machines, the psyche is not split. The division of mind and 
matter, however, led to rapid progress in both spheres, though 
it forced into the foregronnd of philosophical problems the 
relationship between them, and thereby divided philosophers 
for a long time into Materialists and Idealists. 
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12 
Spinoza and Leibniz 

BENEDICT Spinoza (1632-77) was a Jew of Portuguese extrac­
tion whose grandparents fled from persecution to Holland. He 
was born in Amsterdam where his father was a respected mem­
ber of the Jewish community, and, after a conventional educa­
tion, pursued his further studies under a gifted teacher, Van den 
Ende, who introduced the young man to the "new learning" 
and in particular to Descartes and other mathematicians. This 
alienated him in thought from orthodox Judaism, and, refusing 
to conform, he was expelled from the synaoogue. Henceforth 
he earned his living as a lens grinder; as his 0fame increased his 
home at Voorburg and later at Amsterdam became a resort of 
scholars. His gentle, retiring, and scholarly disposition. ill 
deserved the treatment he received from his own commumty, 
and the reprobation of the theologians of his day. 

The system of Spinoza, which is expounded in an almost 
Euclidean series of axioms, definitions, and deduced propositions 
in an orderly sequence in his Ethics, originates from his criticism 
of Descartes. His doctrine of three substances seemed to Spinoza 
illogical, the interaction of mind and matter seemed unexplained, 
the cogito was an unwarranted inference from thought to exis­
tence, and the criterion of truth was weak. Starting from a 
de~tion of substance as that which depends on nothing _else 
than Itself for its existence or for being thought of (Quod w se 
est et per se_ concipitur) Spinoza concluded_ that G~d, as the only 
substance, 1s nature, or the totality of bemg. He 1s thus a com­
plete Pantheist. God has infinite attributes but is known to us 
by two only, extension and thought. Finite things he call~ modes 
of God. What is known to us in the attribute of extension as a 
physical thing is the same as our idea of it in the attribute of 
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thought. But as a physical thing its causation is physical, and in 
the thought series its causation is mental. Thus the mind-matter 
dualism is explained and there is no interaction to need expl:ma­
tion. 

It follows that all finite beings, including man, are completely 
determined by two kinds of causality, mental and physical. 
God alone is positive and self-determining. He is what he is. 
Finite being is the limitation of things by what they arc not, in 
God. Hence the principle that "all determination is negation". 
God is timeless but he appears to us in time sequence: hence to 
think philosophically we must th.ink sub specie aetemitatis. When 
-y,e do, we shall see that all is good: evil is only due to false 
understanding, douded by ignorance or emotion. The only real 
emotions are joy_ in understanding the truth of our pos~tio~, 
~arrow causedoy imperfect understanding, and love_which 1s 
mtellectual delight in the perfection of God. 

All m.odes, or finite things, are possessed by a co11at11s to be, 
as truly as they can be: this is satisfied by full understanding of 
their place "in Nature or God". All that is imperfect in a man 
is nothing and therefore does not prevent him from being a 
mode of God, in so far as he is. Although it is nothing, it is the 
very defects of his "nothingness" that make him the man he is. 
So there is no free will, no chance, no sin except from our point 
of view; what is positive in all activities is good. There is no 
e:v~ to God, only a perfect pattern of light and shade, of posi­
t1v1ty and negation. So God is non-moral. The one good for 
man is to increase in knowledge, by which he knows hirnself 
and all else as what they are in God. Increasing knowledge 

__ br_~gs_ increasing reality, and is accompanie_d by the joy of the 
Amor mtellectualis Dei. 

-- • So man, as a mode of Gq_d, is a thinking being:. his task is to 
g;ro'Y more real by gro~g in un~erst:i-nd~g. His happiness 
lies m a~cepting his situatloll: an~ kiioWlilg 1t, and venerating 
all tha~ 1s (i.e. evil as non-bemg_ is ex~epted). Knowledge will 
not bnng us out of the determmed system, but will make us 
happy within it. In practical life all our actions are determined 
by emotions, the chief emotion being self-preservation the 
conatus to be ourselves. Emotions in themselves are not go~d or 
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bad, but arise from our feelings of being active or passive, 
comfortable or uncomfortable in our determined situation. We 
become adapted to it, and therefore comfortable by greater 
knowledge. Tl?-e emotions are not really good or bad, but the 
expression of adjustment or maladjustment to life. Only a 
stronger emotion can overcome a weaker, and the strongest is 
the intellectual love of God. We are accordingly not responsible 
for our eri1otions; yet this determinism is not inconsistent with 
a true morality. For, although we are involved in it, we can 
take a wise or an unwise attitude towards it, and therein lies our 
hope.ofhappiness. Wisdom creates the VIrtues, giving us a right 
attitude, based on knowledge, towards ourselves and others. 

Why then should there be any personal effort? Because self­
preservation or the co11at11s to be, desires the realization of our 
foll potentiality of action, or in other words to be as we are in 
God .. We gain the freedom of knowing co-operation, and 
u-icreased knowledge of others produces a right attitude towards 
them. Knowledge will not bring us out of the determined sys­
tem of nature, but can make us happy within it. Our temporal 
outlook gives us the illusion of humanism which is the idea of 
progress. We see the world as a process: God sees it as a time­
less perfection in variety. All that is, is good. Spinoza, though 
not a Christian, deeply respected Christ who gave us the highest 
revelation and example of wisdom. He is Saviour by revealing 
whatever wisdom is possible to us. 

The comprehensive greatness of Spinoza's system is still 
fascinating, even in an age which doubts the possibility of any 
comprehensive system. Its great defect is the same as Hegel's, 
the submergence of the individual person, whose existential 
situation is ignored. Science of course has outgrown Spinoza's 
idea of it: the world is not only understood through mathe­
matics and physics. His identification of God with nature has 
the defect of all pantheistic systems. Understanding the world is 
only a solvent for human ills to those who believe in the good­
ness of the whole, which is assumed but not proved, or provable. 
for consistency, Spinoza should have ruled out emotions, 
especially joy; and his solution of self-preservation as the ulti­
mate motive is questionable. 
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Except to mathematicians, the system of Gottfried Leibniz 
(1646-1716) has very minor significance owing to the fantastic, 
though logical, conclusions to which he was led. He was per­
haps the last philosopher for whom a survey of the whole field 
of human knowledge was possible, and his circumstances gave 
him unique opportunities. Son of a professor, he distinguished 
himself while only seventeen at his father's university, Leipzig. 
He studied metaphysics and jurisprudence, became political 
adviser to the Archbishop of Mainz, explored the rational foun­
dations of religion to his own satisfaction, became a great 
mathemattcian theoretically and practically, and ended as 
librarian to the Duke of Hanover, a post which gave him un­
limited opportunities for study. Here he engaged in mathe­
matical and philosophical controversy, wrote a history of the 
house of .Brunswick, disputed with Newton the honour of 
having originated the Infinitesimal Calculus, and is to-day 
widely admired for work on symbolic logic which has only 
recently been rediscovered. 

The main difficulty found by Leibniz in Descartes' conception 
of matter as substance was that mere extended substance has no 
principle of motion in it, and that there can be no units or atoms 
of such substance. For the material unit would either be divis­
ible or, if indivisible, non-spatial. So he postulated as the unitary 
aspect of the world a non-spatial centre of active perception 
which he called a ~onad. Each monad "perceives" to a greater 
or lesser degree all other monads, but it does not interact with 
them at all; the apparent interaction is due to what he called the 
pre-established harmony. God in his act of creation made each 
monad perceive from its standpoint all that the other monads 
perceive from their standpoints at the same time. Space is the 
well-founded appearance "of the order of possible coexistence". 
All actual events in space at any given moment are "compos­
sible". God adjusted the inner perception of all existing monads 
in such a way that there could be no contradiction at any given 
moment. This is the best of all possible worlds. Each monad, 
being self-contained, has within it the principle of its own 
development. From any given state of its consciousness God 
could deduce its past and its future, so that there is no real 
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freedom, though each monad, being self-determining, feels 
free. The perceptive power, or activity, of the monads varies 
infinitely from a mere awareness of being to a system such as 
that of Leibniz. Monads may be grouped together into colonies, 
such as human beings arc. The less active monads in each colony 
present the appearance of materiality: their sentience is at the 
lowest limit. 

The "monadology" is connected in the Discourse Oil Meta­
physics with the logic of propositions. Every true proposition is 
analytic just as every monad contains within itself all the un­
folding of its consciousness, and, just as there arc no interactions 
between monads, so there a.re no relational propositions. Leibniz 
hoped to devise a symbolic language by which relations in any 
field could be expressed. This has not yet been achieved, but he 
seems to have been thinking on the right logical and mathe­
matical lines. 
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13 
Locke, Berkeley, and Hume 

IT is a far cry from the Monadology to the acute common sense 
of the English empiricists Locke and Hume. Their importance 
is! however, equally great, if not greater, for two reasons: they 
directed thinking away from metaphysical systems to the prob­
lem of knowledge itself, epistemology, which after them could 
never again take a subordinate place; and they gave a bias 
towards empirical thinking-that is, thjnking based on experi­
ence and sense-perception-to English philosophy, though of 
course other schools of thought have had their defenders. 

John Locke (1632-1704) was born at Wrington, near Bristol, 
and his education at Westminster School and Christ Church, 
Oxford, brings him into an environment more familiar to us 
than that of his predecessors. His patron was Anthony Ashley, 
E~rl of Shaftesbury, by whose generosity he was able to devote 
himself to study. He retired to Holland for safety when ~haftes­
bury fell out of favour and died; thence he returned m 1689 
after the revolution which brought William of Orange to the 
throne and the Whigs into power. His Essay concerning the 
Human Understanding and his Ttvo Treatises of Governrne11t 
appeared in 1690. He has been acclaimed as the apostle of 
toleration, and the founder of liberal democracy, not without 
reason. His life illustrated his maxim: "To love truth for truth's 
sake is the principal part of perfection, and the seed-plot of all 
other virtues." The epitaph which he composed for himself is 
good evidence for his modesty. 

Inconclusive discussions led Locke to ask "What can we really 
und~rstand ?", 3?d the question,_ with his answer, was epoch­
~aking for philosop~y. He reJ~cted the old conception of 
ll11late ideas, and conceived the mind very much as a blank wax 
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tablet (tabula rasa) ready for the reception of sensations, from 
which all our knowledge is derived. The sensations give us 
simple ideas of primary qualities, which arc those inherent in a 
universe which Locke conceived on physical and 111.echanical 
lines, solidity, extension, shape, number, and motion or rest, 
and secondary qualities such as colours, sounds, and tastes which 
are modes of sensation produced by the sense organs. These 
simple ideas, received passively by the mind, become the 
material for the mind's three principal activities, combining, 
relating, and abstracting. Dy combining we receive complex 
ideas like, as Locke says, space and time: by relating we get 
ideas like "similarity" and by abstraction abstract ideas like 
"luunanity", ''justice", etc. 

But all that the mind knows is ideas. We do not know the 
somethings which give rise to them. We can prove them valid 
by finding objects in nature which give corresponding ideas, as, 
for instance, we can test that a centaur is not a valid idea by 
failing to find one and that the idea of a horse is valid by seeing 
actual horses. 

Our knowledge then consists of ideas and it is attained i.n two 
ways-by intuition which gives us, for example, the ideas of 
equality and of our own existence, and by demonstration, 
by which is given to us, as Locke thought, the idea of God for 
example. All other knowledge can only be regarded a~ prob-

_able. Hence, perhaps, Locke's tolerance, his rejection of dogma, 
and his contention that faith in revealed truth must be con­
trolled by reason. Knowledge enables us to correct our sensa­
tions, as for example an expert's knowledge of furniture would 
enable him to detect fakes. 

Locke's cool rationality led him to condemn religious fervour, 
then called enthusiasm, the idea of an "Inner Light", and indivi­
dual inspiration by God. There is no soul, he believed, only 
mind. • 
- Locke's rational common sense pervades his views on ethics 
and politics. As to morality he argued that God must have 
·willed principles on which men should act: and, being God, he 
would presumably use sanctions to induce us to do what he 
wanted, or refrain from what he disliked. Intuition, mainly of 
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course conscience, gives us these principles, reason shows them 
to be obligatory, and the sanctions persuade us. Anyone who 
breaks these laws is silly. 

From this it might appear that Locke believed in free will. 
On the contrary he thought it an illusion. Actually we are 
drawn by the pleasure attached to what is good, and repelled 
by the pain attendant upon what is evil. God has arranged 
pleasure and pain to make us do his will. But once we know his 
moral laws we have a sense of freedom in obeying them. As one 
might expect, the principal ethical virtue is therefore prudence. 

In politics Locke is famous as the founder of liberal democ­
racy-in fact the constitution of the United States of America 
owes much to the liberal constitution which he devised for 
South Carolina. This was too liberal for the Church of England 
in his day, and involved him in controversy with Bishop Stil­
lingfleet. There is, Locke said, no divine right of kings. Society 
originates in a social contract for the sake of property and 
stability from a "state of nature" which, unlike Hobbes', is a 
state of reason. Government is set up by free contract to guaran­
tee "natural rights". Since all members of the state are equal, 
the consent of a numerical majority will be for the greatest 
common good. 

George Berkeley (1685-1753) was an Irishman of the Anglo­
Irish community which has always focused on Trinity College, 
Dublin. He took his degree at this University, became a Fellow, 
and wrote there all his chief philosophical work~ before the age 
of thirty. Then he became Dean of Derry, and m 1728 Went to 
Bennuda in the hope of establishing a missionary university. 
When this failed, for lack of support by the home government, 
he returned to Ireland and became Bishop of Cloyne. He was a 
friend of Jonathan Swift. In later years his ideas were eccentric 
but in youth they were startlingly original and have always 
intrigued philosophers. . . 

He found in Locke a physi~o-mechamcal world giving rise 
in some way to ideas, yet m itself u~o':111: he found also a 
world which only needed God on Deist Imes as designer and 
starter of the machine: and both the materialism and the Deism 
were repugnant to him. Material things in themselves, accord-
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ing to Locke, were mtlmown: all our knowledge was of ideas. 
It occurred to Berkeley to ask what difference it would make if 
there were no material things at all. What then causes our ideas ? 
Berkeley's answer was "God": God presents the ideas con­
tinually ready-made to minds which he has created to be 
receptive of them. There is no matter: there are only percepts 
in collections whose esse is percipi. If this were so, the question 
a.rises as to whether these collections of percepts only come into 
being when some mind is perceiving them. The intermittent 
disappearance of whole things would seem to contradict 
causality, as when some event depends on an unperceived cause. 
And indeed there are inferences to certain things, such as an ice 
age, which no one has ever perceived. Berkeley's solution is 
that the ideas are really the ideas of God's mind which he pre­
sents to us as he wills. There are only two realities, the divine 
mind, and human minds. We have a kind of communion of 
thought by which we can see all things in God, and which 
enables everyone to perceive what he does perceive. God's 
creative imagination presents our perceptions to us, and we all 
reason on the data supplied by God. 

So God creates the universe by his thought. His thought of us 
includes the power to perceive and a centre of personal unity. 
"Our minds participate of existence in so far as they do of 
unity." Time is the train of ideas, therefore a sensation, and 
therefore only in the mind. What then of the scientists' observa­
tions of nature, such as Newton's "Laws"? Berkeley's answer is 
that scientific hypotheses are purely mental constructs which 
enable us to predict but there is no need to suppose that these 
"exist" in the ordinary sense. 

In spite of the strangeness of his system Berkeley believed 
hin1Self to be presenting plain common sense. And he carried 
this in.to his ethics in which pleasure is, surprisingly, the highest 
good. However, the Bishop adds, contemptible pleasures are 
only a source of pain, because they involve the loss of higher 
pleasures. We can choose our will or God's: but if we choose 
ours against his we shall always be frustrated.. 

The weakness of Berkeley's system does not lie in defect­
ive reasoning, for he was very logical, but in its general 
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incredibility. His use of the term "idea" is also ambiguous, for 
to his common sense the ideas are things which we perceive, 
while as a meta physician his ideas are "only in the mind". If es~e 
is percipi God must always be thinking the ideas as objects of his 
thought, and their esse is being perceived by him. But we can­
not tell what he perceives nor how he communicates his per­
cepts to us in such a way that their "esse" seems to be a "being 
perceived by us". A difference between conceiving in the deity 
and perceiving by us seems to be unreconciled. 

David Hume (17n-76) was a Scotsman who spent most of 
his life in Edinburgh except for a period as secretary of the 
English legation in Paris. His principal ambition was literary, 
but his fame rests mainly on his Essay on the H11111a11 U11derstm!d­
ing which occupied the first ten years of his adult life, from six­
teen to twenty-six: he thus rivalled Berkeley in precocity, but 
his.. great work attracted little or no attention until he had 
become otherwise distinguished in later life. 

He was a complete empiricist and sceptic; his argum~nts ~ave 
always been damaging to metaphysical thought, which, smce 
his work, has never been able to proceed on the old lines; and 
they have stimulated other thinkers, not least Kant and Jeremy 
Bentham, to face the problems which he raised and find their 
own solutions. 
. All our knowledge, Hume says, consists of sensations and 
ideas, which are mental images of sensations. We cannot tell 
what giv~s rise to the sensations. They give rise to simple _or 
c_omplex ideas: the latter are formed automatically by assoc1a­
t1on by ~eness, contiguity in time or place, and relati?n. 
Th<;mght_1s the faculty of relating, but there is no soul o: nund 
which thinks, since we have no sensation of one. There 1s only 
consciousness of a sequence of ideas produced by sensations. 
Space and time are the manner in which sensations appear to us, 
and nothing more. 

Th<?ught can give us relations of ideas which show what is 
conceivable or inconceivable (i.e. self-contradictory), or rela­
tions in which objects stand to one another as matters of fact. 
The former of these activities is mathematical or logical, the 
latter cannot be demonstrated and depend entirely on experi-
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ence. There can be no fact demo11Strated by a priori reason, and 
books which contain no mathematical demo11Strations or 
empirical establishment of facts are "nothing but sophistry and 
illusion" and should be "consigned to the flames". 

For demo11Stratio11 of matters of fact we are therefore depen­
dent on probability. Hume rejects the validity of the idea of 
cause and effect because there is no sensation which gives it to 
us. All we observe is a sequence in which one impression has 
always been associated with or followed by another: but we 
get no impression of a necessary connection between them. 
The repeated sequence gives a vividness to the probability 
which leads to belief: but belief only depends on this vivid 
expectation. Our complex ideas are formed, or form them­
selves, by imagination, and lively ideas induce belief and action. 

One of Hume's great weaknesses lies in positing sensations 
and ideas without the concept of a mind which receives and 
deals with them. Even to use the term "idea" implies an active 
principle which forms and thinks the ideas. Similarly sensations 
imply a sensing subject, some one who knows that he is experi­
encing. In his famous attack on miracles, Hume postulates the 
uniformity of nature, an idea which cannot be inferred from 
sensations, except in so probable a form as would permit 
variation by "miracle" within it. But he could defend himself on 
the lines that experience shows us lines of regular sequences: 
we have no sensation of cause and effect, but these recurrent 
observed sequences produce in us a readiness to infer, for 
example, the presence of fire from the phenomenon of smoke. 
He would add that a miraculous event is highly unlikely to 
occur amid the normal succession of observed sequences, and 
that we should first inquire whether there are any observed 
sequences of phenomena adequate to account for the "miracle" 
before, as it were, using a steam hammer to kill a mouse. 
Theologians would on the whole accept this form of the argu­
ment, but maintain that a high degree of probability is not 
enough to rule out the evidence for certain miracles, that 
natural _"causation" is not fully understood and includes some 
anomalies still which violate observed sequences, and that 
spiritual "causation" may well play a larger part in natural 
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events than we at present know. The part played by the 
sequence of faith and healing, might well be instanced. We 
cannot rightly have, from observation of the natural world, a 
"readiness to infer" divine intervention, but neither can it be 
ruled out a priori as impossible, on Hume's own principles. 

The effect of Hume's analysis of causation in particular, and 
his denial in general of the possibility of gaining knowledge by 
reasoning would be disastrous for both philosophy and science 
if it were true. But both philosophers and scientists, feeling that 
it is too bad to be true, have proceeded on their way, the former 
by attempts to refute Hume's arguments, and the latter by 
continuing to use causation in spite of them. The first attempt at 
philosophical refutation was made, as we shall see, by Kant:_ a 
scientific refutation might argue that sense-impressions, as dis­
tinct from the material things which cause them, are par~ly 
dependent on the percipient. This means that the matenal 
objects which give them are distinct from the impressions and 
not known by sense alone. Hume would answer, "How th~ 
are they known at all?" A scientist might answer that analysis 
of the actual objects gives qualities which are not perceptible at 
all but conceptual, such as energy and indeterminacy, a_nd 
average motion: and these qualities have to be inferred by act~ve 
~easoning and not by the nebulous process of imagination which 
is all that Hume will allow to the mind. 

Hwne' s treatment of ethics is hedonistic. The ethical judge­
~ent, he thinks, is the result of our experience of approval :111.d 
disapproval based on pleasant and unpleasant sensations indiv1-
d~ally or collectively. It is not due to reason which only deals 
w1~ truth or falsity in matters of fact or of statements about the 
relation of ideas. Besides, reason, he thinks, does not influence 
~onduct, but ethical judgements do. How then can ethical 
~udg~ments become social and general? Hume, relying again on 
imagmation, says it is because of sympathy. We imagine mis­
fortunes of others as perhaps happening to ourselves, and hence 
have the same, though weaker, feelings for their happiness. 
Mor_~ qualities are only valid for feeling beings, as sensible 
qualities are only valid for perceiving beings. 

The resultant scepticism of Hume had an astringent and 
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clarifying effect on subsequent thinkers. Modern empiricism 
and descriptive ethics owe much to his suggestions and his 
errors: idealists have striven with greater or lesser success to 
prove the possibility of a priori reasoning as a source of know­
ledge, and the validity of metaphysics which Hume contested. 
Never since has it been possible to ignore the Essay 011 the Ht111za11 

U11dersta11di11g: in spite of its psychological errors and its false 
conception of thought, it is great by its challenges. 
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14 
Kant 

LIKE the life-story of St Thomas Aquinas, that of Emmanuel 
Kant is easily told; it was entirely devoted to philosophy, and 
uneventful though epoch-making. Kant was born (1724), 
lived, and died (1804) at Konigsberg in East Prussia. He was a 
student, lecturer, and professor at its university: he was wide 
in his intellectual interests, methodical in his habits, and 
remained unmarried. His chief works were the Kritik of P11re 
Reason (1781), the Kritik of Practical Reaso11 (1788), and the 
Kritik of Judgement (1790). . . 

Kant became convinced, as against Hume, that the nund 1s 
not merely passive, the recipient of impressions which comb~e 
themselves by association, memory, and imagination. Hume s 
conclusion against the possibility of certain knowledge rou~ed 
Kant to antagonism and to the inquiry whether mathematics, 
for e:1-ample, and physical science cannot give us real knowledge, 
and 1f so, how this is possible. . 

Judgements, expressed in propositions, are either analytic, 
unr~vclling something already contained in a subject, or syn­
thetic adding something about the subject which was not 
~cady there. They arc also a priori, arrived at by pure reason­
mg, or a posteriori from observed facts. Kant's effort was to show 
that _pure reasoning could give us knowledge beyond that 
obtamable by analysing a concept, or in other words to show 
that sY:11thetic a priori judgements arc possible. An example of 
such a Judgement would be "Every event has a cause" -a crucial 
example because Hume had denied causality . 

. ~o Kant's inquiry was primarily conccmed with the possi­
bility of knowledge, that is, with epistemology. If the mind is 
real and active in knowing, he argued, it must have a real 
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object. There must therefore be some realities, some "things 
in themselves" from which we receive our impressions. Kant 
agreed with Hume that our knowledge is only based on these 
impressions, but he held that the mind ha.s its share in working 
this material up into what is real knowledge for us, knowledge 
which enables us to deal with whatever realities give rise to our 
sense-impressions. The mind receives these first through two 
a priori forms of perception, space and time. These, Kant holds, 
are transcendental, that is, in1posed by the mind on the percep­
tive material, which is thus spaced out and successive. Reason 
then gets to work on the impressions which it thus presents to 
itself. We have, he said, certain formal modes of thinking to 
which Aristotle had given the name of "categories". As against 
Aristotle's ten categories, Kant deduced logically twelve, divided 
into four groups-categories of quantity, quality, relation, and 
modality. We think, he said, in the quantitative categories of 
unity, plurality, and totality; in the qualitative groups we have 
reality, negation, and limitation; in the category of relation we 
think of substance and accident, ca.use and effect, and reciprocity; 
and in that of modality of possibility, existence, and necessity. 
These categories are formal, and, between them exhaust the 
modes in which reason works up the sense-impressions into 
concepts. It follows, for example, that we must, from the nature 
of thought, think of things as caused: hence, of course, the 
possibility of practical science is made clear. Having then these 
ideas, the mind deals with them by active reasoning, and the 
result is real knowledge, yet the knowledge is not of dungs in 
themselves, but only of sensations. If we proceed to apply this 
knowledge to dungs in themselves we are frustrated by what 
Kant calls antinomies. For example, he argues for and against 
the freedom of the will by equally cogent proofs, as also for and 
against the creation of the world in time. Pure reason can only 
give us knowledge of phenomena. 

And yet we live in a real world, and we have to act in a real 
world. The will, by which we act, is, for Kant, the practical 
reason: therefore we must act rationally. We know instinctivel_y 
that our wills are free, because otherwise there is no responsi­
bility, and yet it appears that our free wills have to act in a world 
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which at least appears to us to be conditioned in every respect. In 
moral action, particularly, we have the powerful sense of 
obligation: we know that we ought to act responsibly in a real 
world. The necessity of right moral action involves belief in 
three postulates: (1) that there is a God who requires it, (2) that 
we are free to a.ct as we ought, and (3) since in this world right 
action is not always justified or rewarded, there must be 
immortality in which God will execute justice and rectify 
injustices. Now since right moral action is obligatory for all 
men, these three postulates must be real in a real world. So 
moral necessity gives us knowledge of three conditions or 
powers which operate in the world of things in themselves, 
God, freedom, and immortality. So far as these a.re concerned, 
the knowledge of reality denied to us by the Kritik of pure 
reason is restored by the Kritik of practical reason. 

~hen we study nature as presented to us phenome~y by 
the impressions as the material of a rational constmctton, we 
find that it is characterized by laws. These natural laws are 
given by reason and therefore able to be widerstood by all 
r~tional beings. It is the function of reason to give laws, ~1d 
smce reason is universal these laws must be formal and applic­
able to phenomena of all kinds. Now since the will is practical 
reason we would expect it to provide laws or a law for action, 
as theoretical reason does for understanding. Therefore mor_ally 
we m~st act by law. And yet our responsibility for moral act10n, 
to which our sense of duty is due, demands that we shall be 
free agents. So Kant's problem presented itself as "How we can 
be free and yet act under law?" Even if the laws are the laws of 
God there is a compulsive clement in them. The solution was 
that we can only act freely and yet wider law if we arc auto­
nomous, that is, if we prescribe the law to ourselves. This could 
only be by reason, if it were to be common to all men, and 
co~d only be formal if it were to apply to all cases. So Kant 
denv~d what he called the Categorical Imperative, a principle 
of action covering all moral situations, and, in itself, certain of 
assent from all rational beings. It is as follows, "Act only in such 
a way that you could will the maxim of your action to be 
universal" (or binding on all men). Kant felt sure that this prin-
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ciple would command general assent. It might well do so, but 
moral action is not always easy, and requires a motive more 
powerfol than admiration of a rational principle. Kant's 
emphasis on duty and reason as moral principles has nobility 
and purity, but lacks incentive. The human will is not merely 
practical reason. It depends on motives, which are only dispas­
sionate in very few: for most people an emotional element in 
motivation is indispensable. Another form of the Categorical 
Imperative gives more scope for benevolence, though Kant 
would not have considered this a recommendation. It is, "Act 
only so as to treat other people always as ends, never as means". 
The reason for him, of course, is that other people are to be 
assumed as also rationally autonomous. Kant could not have 
thought all people actually capable of this: pure reason for him 
has a kind of abstract personality in virtue of which it potentially, 
though not actually, governs or should govern human actions. 
"Moral purism" has also been criticized as taking account only 
of the will: for Kant nothing is good except the good will. But 
it has been argued that the will in itself is barren without the 
content of the object willed: and that will and its object form 
the unity to which praise or blame are attributed. Kant also 
ignores, or rather explains on intellectual grounds only, a 
certain tension in the idea of moral obligation which is often 
felt personally. It arises, he says, because we are free moral beings 
in a world of necessity. But perhaps it is felt because we are not 
so free or so moral as Kant believed. 

The Kritik of judgement has never commanded the same 
assent from philosophers as those of the pure and the practical 
reason. It gives the impression of having been written for the 
theoretical completion of the critical philosophy. Our aesthetic 
judgements of the sublime and the beautiful indicate a certain 
harmony between our understanding and the nature which we 
try to understand. They speak to our subjective appreciation as 
if they came to us purposively from the creator to allow us to 
realize that there is an intelligent being who directs the universe. 
Kant defines beauty for example as "the form of purposiveness 
in so far as it is perceived apart from the presentation of a pur­
pose". Our aesthetic judgement gives us an intimation of an 
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underlying purpose in the universe without any rational ground 
for proving what we call a teleological scheme of things. Kant 
here believes that aesthetic judgements are umversal, though 
subjective and independent of reason-a questionable opinion. 
They are, as it were, imposed upon the mind from beyond as 
an earnest of a like, though in.finite, mind beyond, in the sphere 
which we cannot know. 

' _'.L...._______ 

86 



15 
Hegel 

THE influence of Kant and his critical philosophy was first felt 
in the rise of German Idealism. Kant had shown the initiative 
of the self, that is, the mind, in understanding the universe. But 
he had left "things-in-themselves" beyond our mental reach. 
The mind can make sensations into knowledge, and all that we 
can know derives from the sensations. Have we then any need 
for things-in-themselves speculatively? What if the mind, not 
of course individual minds, but absolute mind, not only renders 
the universe intelligible, but also creates it? Mind as the ultimate 
reality can be maintained with fewer difficulties of an intdlectual 
kind than are met in making matter ultimate. And Idealism 
became dominant philosophically for two generations. 

Of Kant's successors Schelling has little influence to-day, 
possibly because his thinking is so fluid and logically unsatis­
factory. Fichte is remembered mainly for his "Theory of Morals" 
according to which the moral life, consisting of obedience to 
conscience, is a series of actions leading to complete spiritual 
freedom. A theologian might add that this freedom lies in full 
compliance with the will of God, "whose service is perfect 
freedom". 

But George William Frederick Hegel (1770-1831) still 
towers above all idealist philosophers, not only because of his 
dominance in the nineteenth century, but also because all 
subsequent philosophers are partially conditioned by a revolt 
against his comprehensive intellectualism: it seemed to be 
magnificent brain-spinning which left the individual person in 
the air. His summaries of his position, "The real is rational, and 
the rational is real" and, "Spirit is all and all is spirit", were 
developed in his three chief works the Phenomenology, the Logik, 
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and the Encyclopaedia, into the conception of a rational unity of 
truth, being, and spirit evolved from and dependent on Absolute 
Spirit. The motive power of the evolution is the so-called dia­
lectical movement of thought, according to which a thesis once 
conceived provokes its antithesis, and the opposition of the two 
leads necessarily on to a synthesis. This synthesis in its tum 
becomes a new thesis provoking its anti-thesis and so on. In the 
Logik Hegel attempts to show how thought evolves on these 
lines from the fundamental concept of being. His reasoning here 
is most difficult and those who have tried to follow it have not 
been convinced. So much for the stage of subjective reason or 
logic. Up to this point it is formal and without factual content. 
Thence arises the most controversial aspect of Hegelian.ism. 
How does thought give rise to an objective world? His answer 
is derived from the nature of thinking, which to Hegel is the 
establishment of relations. In thinking thought can project itself 
into things, because a thing, or "substance" as Aristotle would 
call it, is to Hegel nothing but its relations. -when, for example, 
we have enumerated all the relations in which salt stands to the 
rest of the universe there is no "substance", salt, left of which its 
attributes can be predicated. It is as evanescent as the grammatical 
term "subject" by which it is denoted in the sentence "Salt is 
soluble in water". So a particular thing is really a nucleus of 
relations with all other things, and as relations are made by 
thought, Hegel's difficulty about the objectification of thought 
is, for him at least, solved. The solution, however, depends on 
the conception of a completely interlocked and interdependent 
universe in which the individual things or the individual person 
loses specific entity, and every fact or proposition has its element 
or falsity, and every act its aspects of good and evil. It makes 
indeed, to use Hegel's own words, a universe of"grey on grey 
which cannot be rejuvenated but only comprehended. The owl 
of Minerva begins its flight only at dusk". Personality is ignored 
and this makes nonsense of Hegel's claim to have given in his 
philosophy the truth, which in Christianity, he said, is conveyed 
to the unphilosophical by myths and symbols. 

In the physical world accordingly we have an objectivization 
of thought. Evolution proceeds by progress against opposition 
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in successive syntheses. Marx seized on this aspect in his 
materialism, as we shall see. The logical process is not closely 
worked out by Hegel, even ifhe thought it could be. What he 
did was to show the kind of way in which evolution and history 
proceed. It is not fair to suggest that he concluded that an 
ultimate had been reached in his own system philosophically, 
and in the German State politically, but he did envisage them 
as the best yet. 

In the course of evolution there is developed a unique product, 
self-conscious mind. .AJ.1 itmer rationality appears in a life 
evolved from nature. The mind, self-embedded in the natural 
process, appears from withit1 it, first as consciousness: then in 
antithesis the not-self, the other: and then in synthesis self­
consciousness. Personality then grows from extending beyond 
itself, in the state, in a.rt, it1 lea.ming, m religion, and in philos­
ophy. In the state mdividual wills unite ill the general will, and 
the state dominates the illdividual, perhaps with his consent, in 
a manner which has w1fortunately illSpired the Hitler, the Fascist, 
and the Communist regimes. In a.rt spirit is illterpreted, ill 
religion it is worshipped, and in philosophy absolute spirit is 
known. The recognition by conscious spirit, in the process, of 
absolute spirit, which is the ground of its being, completes the 
circle. The philosopher knows himself as ill God, and knows 
God as ill himsel£ Absolute spirit has come dialectically from 
the antithesis of absolute idea and nature. The truth is adum­
brated in Christianity in the central doctrines of the Holy 
Trinity, and the Incarnation. 

The mait1 criticism of this brilliant scheme of things is its 
dep~ecia.tion of the reality of the illdividual person and the 
particular event. Persons and events a.re only real in their relation­
ship to the whole. No Sillgle person matters more than others, 
and ap_a.rt from the range of their consciousness illdividuals have 
no being-for-themselves. No single event has special signifi­
cance: all are as it were viewpoillts from which the whole could 
be theoretically seen by wriversal mmd. Events are of equal 
valu~. A~d aga.m good and evil become merely relative, each 
making its contribution ill relation to the whole. There is a 
facile leap in the philosophical mmd from any subject to any 

7-0,W,P, 89 



other, and for all its intellectual brilliance the 1vclt-n11schn11tmg 
lacks depth, and, it must be confessed, interest. This is especially 
evident in relation to religion, for though Christian doctrines 
are presented as having a certain value as representing philoso­
phical truths, their depth is lost, as well as the essential religious 
quality of awe. The loss of this cannot be compensated by 
admiration of the mental intricacy and neatness of the whole 
system. 

Hegel did his work, in fact, so well and so completely that 
men instinctively felt that there was something wrong. It was 
all so neat, and so intellectual that it seemed to have left out real 
life. Schopenhauer thought Hegel a mad brain-spinner; 
Nietzsche felt that the reality of man had been submerged; 
Marx said Hegel was standing on his head and required to be 
set on his feet, tumed right way up. James said that truth could 
not be found in any intellectual system. Kierkegaard felt that 
the true human situation had been ignored. 

But there were those in Germany and England who became 
d~voted Hegelians, and for £fry years or so after his death ~s 
reign was almost undisputed at the universities. To-day he 1s 
neglected, perhaps 1mdeservedly. For idealism is not dead, and 
Hegel is the greatest idealist. 

' ----'--'-------



Schopenhauer and Nietzsche 
ARTHUR Schopenhauer (1788-1860) was a younger contem­
porary of Hegel, whom he envied and disliked; Hegel's fame 
aroused his jealousy in his early days as a lecturer in Berlin, and 
spurred him to unsuccessful rivalry. An adequate income, in­
herited from his father, enabled him to devote his life to specu­
lation; but personal comfort did not relieve him of a bitter 
melancholia, which gave him a certain distinction among 
philosophers. He was a professed atheist, a misogynist, and a 
pessimist; he found in Buddhism and Hinduism an inspiration 
which he failed to find in Christianity, and in music an escape 
from a world of which he despaired. Goethe he admired; 
Wagner was his friend; Nietzsche, for a while, was his disciple. 
His anti-rationalism has affected some later philosophers but his 
system as a whole has proved too fantastic to be fruitful. 

It is expounded in his chief work, The World as Will a11d Idea, 
published in 1818. Under Kant's influence he saw the world, as 
known to us, as an inseparable union of matter and form in 
which the form is given by thought. This is the "world as idea" 
produced by the brain for our understanding with a view to our 
action. The brain has been evolved for this purpose, to be the 
instrument of our will. What the thing-in-itself is does not 
matter to us. For will is the supreme reality, a blind impersonal 
will-to-be, which creates the ideas as its objects. Among these 
our wills operate, objectifying themselves on a limited scale, 
as the universal will does on an unlimited. Our bodies for 
example are our objectified will to life: teeth, more explicitly, 
objectify our will to bite. Man is simply a minor will-centre 
which has developed intelligence in the universal will which 
cares nothing for individuals but sweeps them on with its 
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continual urge for being. He is in Schopenhauer's simile, the 
weak, sighted man carried on the shoulder of the strong, blind 
man. Nature is the idea-aspect of the universal will-to-be, ~d 
we _are m7re dupes of its urge. Desire unsatisfied is the dynam_1c 
whi_ch dnves us, as we think, to our own purposes, but m 
reality to those of the world-will. Men think they have chosen 
a mate for themselves: but the beauty and qualities of the lo:7ed 
one are only bait to lure us to nature's purpose of perpetuat11:g 
the race. Desire unsatisfied is pain: so pain is the great dynamIC. 
Schopenhauer sees "Nature red in tooth and claw", and homo 
homini lupus (man a wolf to his fellow men) wit!~ I~ob~es, 
becau~e o~ the struggle for survival. Only the pessinust IS wise, 
and his wisdom is shown by his choice of ways of ~scape. We 
must free ourselves from the shackles of desire, as Hmdu sages 
~aught Schopenhauer: we can escape for a moment into the 
llllpersonal enjoyment of music, or of art: or in religion we c~i 
e~cape by the ascetic path of self-abnegation. Our ho~e is 
mrvana, m which all desire is stilled and pain no longer dn':cs. 

Schopenhauer's conception of the blind will-to-be pervaclit:g 
~ ~ature has enough evidence to justify it to the already dis­
illusion_ed pessimist. But he completely fails to show what 
nature 15 in itself: we are left as ignorant of things-in-themselves 
as we are by Kant. All we can know of nature is the result of our 
?""'.11 i~e~tion, the product of the minds which have be~n evolved 
m mdividuals as an instrument of their individual wills. As we 
~ow nature it is the objectivization of our wills, not_ only p_osi­
tiv:el~, as what we want, but negatively, as obstructi~ns. Smee 
pam_is frustrated desire, and is our predominant feeling, these 
contmual obstructions presented by the idea-aspect of nature 
cannot b_e ~reated by our wills. If they are products of the 
world-will it must be by a kind of ide_ation similar ~o ours. 1'." et 
Sc~openhauer does not attribute this to the umversal will, 
:Which is blind. This and other logical weaknesses have r~sulted 
m i:ie~le~t by philosophers of Schope~au~r's metaphysICs and 
et~cs • his appeal to the cynical and dmllus1oned, or those who 
wish to pose as such, has been stronger. But even this is weak~ned 
by e?'aggeration. He gave a certain impulse to anti-rationalis~, . 
atheism, and the study of Buddhism and the Upanishads. His 
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emphasis on pity for suffering humanity and mortification of 
the passions, though far from ftilly Christian, had some religious 
value: he is read now more for the virtuosity of his pose than as 
a philosophical in£uence. 

On the other hand, the influence of Friedrich Nietzsche 
(1844-1900) has continued to grow, though his work, like 
Schopenhauer's, is more of an attitude than a reasoned meta­
physic. He dared to take an extreme position, and so became 
leader of a host of sympathizers; and his acute self-analysis was 
the precursor of a tendency which became dominant in existen­
tial philosophy and psychology a little later. 

Nietzsche began public life as a professor of classics at Basle. 
The chief formative influences of his early manhood were Greek 
literature and Schopenhauer's philosophy of the will. Bad health 
compelled him to retire from his professorship, and culminated 
in a mental and physical breakdown in 1889. This was acceler­
ated by la.ck of recognition: psychologically his doctrine of the 
superman may have been a compensation for physical weakness 
and neglect. 

In an early work on Tlze Birth of Tragedy he challenged views 
previously held on Greek drama. We find, he said, two com­
peting strains in the Greek dramatists, the Apollinian and the 
Dionysian: the former is characterized by order, balance, 
beauty, and "measure"; the latter stemming from Asiatic 
nature worship is wild, tragic, and orgiastic, a mood which is 
forced upon us in such plays as the Bacchae of Euripides. This is 
the truly creative strain, for truth and tragedy he holds are born 
out of pain and strife. The hero is the victor who dares t~e 
risks and faces the pain, ready to lose everything. For a while 
Nietzsche and Wagner were great friends. But they quarrelled 
when Wagner, particularly in Parsifal seemed to have compro­
mised with Christianity and the bourgeoisie. For Nietzsche 
seemed to feel that he had a mission against Christianity: he 
thought its precepts were essentially servile, aimed at the pro­
tection of the weak and conventional masses against the strong 
heroic supermen who dared to assert their will-to-power, the 
basic human drive. There must, he thought, be a transvaluation 
of values, exalting the virile and daring against the safety-
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loving, pusillanimous, herd. Evolution's real aim is the emer­
gence of the superman who will dare greatly, suffer greatly, and 
be splendid even in defeat. Hence he became, in his books at 
least, a professed im.moralist. His ideal was not unlike Nero, the 
uninhibited artist in living: he despised the Christian restraint, 
or extirpation, of the passions and particularly of the sexual 
instinct. He called one of his best known works, Thus spake 
Zarathustra, for, he said, since Zarathustra (Zoroaster) was the 
creator of morality he should be the first to unlearn it. In his 
final stages, when he wrote in bitterness Tlze A11ti-Christ, he 
began to think of himself as a persecuted saviour of the world 
fro1:1 religion, democracy, morality, and other forms of degen­
eration. From this, it was not far to the sadness and madness of 
his final years. 

And yet there were elements of greatness in Nietzsche. He 
was transparently sincere, and hated all that was second-rate 
and cheap. He asks us to be honest about our real motives, and 
to face risks in fearless self-expression. His hatred of "safety 
first" policies, and of all that condones or protects weakness and 
convention was in some ways a salutary tonic. But the general 
effe~t of his rather incoherent teaching has been disastrous, 
le_admg to the cult of the superman, or, as a reaction against 
him, to the deification of the masses. As a rebel against the 
b~mrgeois society, he pointed scathingly to its weakne~ses, and 
his appeal for splendour of living, heroism, and artistry has 
awakened many an echo. 
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17 
Early Positivisn1 

THERE were other reactions against Hegel's absolute idealism 
than that of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. One might well 
expect the first of these from France where German meta­
physics found little sympathy. The French outlook, clear and 
practical, found its champion against Idealism in Auguste 
Comte (1798-1857), the first of the Positivists. His life was 
stormy, and complicated by mental ilh1ess in young manhood. 
In the end this weakness led him to an introspective concentra­
tion on his own ideas and a mystique of humanity. The science 
of sociology which he founded led him to an ill-starred attempt 
to establish a religion of humanity, of which he was to be high 
priest: it attracted few adherents. 

His ideas were first propounded, under his friend Saint 
Simon's auspices, in 1822 in his Plmi of tlze Scientific Works 
necessary for the Reorga11izatio11 of Society. It was like the 
reaction of Bacon against the Schoolmen in many ways. For 
Comte held that metaphysical and theological attempts to 
understand the world on the basis of concepts or dogmas must 
be abandoned in favour of the "Positive method", that is, a 
careful examination and co-ordination of the factual results of 
the sciences. The course of history was showing that old ways 
of thought were obsolete. There had been three stages in the 
mental development of mankind, which Comte held to be the 
chief cause of social change. At first the explanations were 
theological, and society was theocratic. What was not under­
stood was attributed to gods, and religion was exploited by 
theocratic rulers and priests. This stage ended in monotheism. 
Thencef~rward man entered the metaphysical stage. The 
explanation of things shifted from personalities to powers, 
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abstractly conceived. Thus we have concepts like force, thought, 
the absolute, energy, and so on, by which the philosophers 
shook the religious myths, and constructed their various sys­
tems. At this stage abstractions replace theologies, and there is a 
confusion of competing ideas none of which adequately fit 
realities. The first stage had ended in the synthesis of mono­
theism: the second ended in the concept of nature in general: 
but nature in general is too vast and vague for practical useful­
ness. Hence, Comte said, at the third, or positive stage we 
abandon intellectual system-making, and, with humility, turn 
to find out what we can about ourselves and our environment, 
and unite our findings as and when we can. The unity of 
scientific method will undoubtedly lead to common advantages. 
His motto was, Vair pour prevoir. Our predominant motive must 
be benefit to humanity. Now man has always found his true 
development in society, so Comte conceived sociology as the 
queen of the sciences. It is, from the nature of its subject-matter, 
the most complex of all. For we can observe in the sciences an 
increasing complexity, ranging from mathematics, through 
astronomy, physics, chemistry, biology, psychology to socio­
logy. As he studied this series Comte became sufficiently in 
advance of his time to perceive that concentration on scientific 
progress might well prove the ruin of the society which it was 
intended to serve. Having rejected religious beliefs he still felt 
the need of religion, so he set himself to create a new "religion 
of humanity" to justify scientific optimism. Science must be 
harnessed with sociological values to the chariot of man. This 
effort failed: man refused to worship himself explicitly, though 
he might do so implicitly; and Comte, after vain final efforts 
to subordinate the intellect to the heart, died a disappointed 
man. 

He was in advance of his age; but Herbert Spencer (1820-
1903) was more fortunate, for he was caught in the tide of 
nineteenth-century discovery and optimism and became its 
prophet. He is pre-eminently the philosopher of evolution, 
deservedly because his conception of it ante-dated Darwin's 
Origin of Species {1859). His voluminous writings, now little 
read, occupied him from the age of 40 to 76, and covered most 
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of the ground prepared by contemporary science. As a scientist 
he held that all our knowledge is empirical. He was convinced 
by Comte that thought can only give phenomena and their 
relations. So basing himself on the conception of evolution, 
which was confirmed in his mind by Darwin's thesis, he tried 
to make a synthesis of the knowledge of his day with a view to 
further progress. Evolution, he said, takes place as an integration 
of matter and a dissipation of motion: it is a continual progress 
from the indefinite, incoherent, and homogeneous to the 
definite, coherent, and heterogeneous. During its course the 
higher organisms become increasingly specialized in their 
organs and functions, in order to adapt themselves to their 
environment. The general law of evolutionary progress­
Spencer was sure that it was progress-included not only socio­
logy, but even ethics: for he thought that moral principles 
evolve with civilization, since they are those which best con­
duce to the orderly inter-adjustment of society. The principles 
of ethics, he claimed, have a natural basis. Ultimately a system 
in equilibrium will result. But what then? Motion will meet 
increased resistance and finally stop. Entropy will have done its 
work. 

To what end then, or from what causes, is the whole process. 
Here Spencer makes a concession to religion which he thought 
might make for peace in the conflict with science, then at an 
acute stage. Religious data, he admitted, were also facts which 
m.ust be accounted for. They pointed to belief in a being who 
could account for what was otherwise unknown, the purpose 
and cause of the universe. The God of the theologian is the 
unknown of the scientist. God is the great unknown: positivism 
deals with the scientifically known. God may thus be worshipped 
while science pursues its discoveries, and perhaps a concordat 
might be reached on these lines. 

Evolution as a philosophical theory was barren in results. 
Survival of the fittest, perhaps. But fittest for what? The only 
answer seemed to be "for survival". If for more than mere sur­
vival, Spencer might add "for progress". Presumably this means 
higher development. But how shall we estimate what is higher? 
Some would choose biological complexity and efficiency, some 
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might make it economic, and some talk of spiritual values. 
Sociology might well give the most plausible answer, progress 
towards a better organized and happier society. Utilitarianism 
tried to establish this answer, as we shall see. Theology would 
see in this only the conditions in which the good life would be 
possible. Evolution has long ceased to trouble theologians, 
being now accepted as the form of creation, though not, in their 
opinion, consisting solely in a struggle for existence. Chris­
tianity cannot abandon teleology as a factor, though compara­
tively few biologists would admit it. Positivism in its old form 
died with Spencer: a new realism was growing which accepted 
relations as external and "given", not imposed by the mind. The 
fact of being known does not alter, much less create, the object. 
There seemed to be no need for a community of essence 
between nature and knowing mind, which might well be as 
Huxley thought an epiphenomenon, a late product of the 
evolutionary process. 
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18 
Utilitarianisni 

JusT as the great metaphysical period of Greek philosophy 
passed into the practical and mainly ethical speculations of 
Stoics and Epicureans, so the reaction to Kant and Hegel pro­
duced in England a new system of ethical thought originated by 
Jeremy Bentham (1748-1842) and carried on by James Mill and 
his son John Stuart Mill (1808-73) and known as Utilitarianism. 
Its period of influence was contemporary with early Positivism, 
and, in a way, it attempted successfully to provide an ethical 
theory for the new sociology. Its influence is still felt in our 
social system. 

Bentham. was a complete rationalist. He denied Kant's view 
that the mind imposes a moral imperative, and that the only 
real good lies in the good will. Law is not divinely given but it 
is constructed by the practical reason for the common good: 
therefore its aims must be sociological-subsistence, abrmdance, 
security, and equality; a policy later known as the Welfare 
State. On the principle of the association of ideas he held that 
the law will achieve its ends by associating wrong-doing with 
penalties and right action with, at least, approval in order to 
produce the desired reactions. His second principle is that of 
Aristotle that every man seeks his own happiness, or pleasure: 
for Bentham makes little distinction between them. For each 
man pleasure is the good, and for all men happiness. 

Bentham insisted that actions are to be judged by their conse­
quences and not by their motives. Those which produce a 
preponderance of pleasure over pain are good, and those which 
produc~ a preponderance of pain over pleasure are bad. The 
calculation of this involved a measurement of pleasure, and 
Bentham was prepared to quantify pleasure (a) from our own 
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valuation and (b) from the testimony of others. The elements of 
which this calculus must take account are intensity, duration, 
certainty, fecundity, and effect on others. He took no account 
of the quality of pleasures-an omission which J. S. Mill wished 
to rectify. The value of acts was thus thought to be ascertainable. 
Since each man seeks his own pleasure, Bentham concluded that 
the highest good is "the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number, every man to count as one and none for more than 
one". There is a fallacy here, known as composition. For it does 
not follow that because each man seeks his own pleasure all 
men seek a maximum of pleasure for_ all. My pleasure may well 
conflict with the general happiness, and I have no motive for 
preferring the general happiness to my own. 

Once the value of acts is thus established, how can it be pro­
vided that men in general will seek the general happiness ? 
Bentham argued that society must secure this by sanctions. And 
this is his answer to the above fallacy. It could be arranged, he 
thought, by a series of sanctions, physical, political, social, and 
perhaps even religious, that each man will be deterred from 
see~g his own pleasures when they conflict with the general 
happmess. Virtuous action generally is a means towards pleasure, 
and for this he valued it. But for Kant's imperative of duty he 
had little respect. "Ought" has been made an instrument of 
moral tyranny. His view might be represented in a nutshell as 
follows. 

"I ought", for every moral man 
Should overcome "I want". 
Kant says it can 

But it can't. 

. Moralists talk of duties, he says, while everyone is thinking of 
mterests. To desire anything which is not pleasant is a physical 
an~ metaphysical impossibility. Democratic voting, Bentham 
believe~ will ensure right legislation once men are convinced 
that then- own happiness is best found in the happiness of all. 

?nee men are convinced! How to convince them? James 
Mi!l, B~ntham' s disciple, put his faith in education. With a 
rationalism as strong as his master's he believed in the funda-
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mental rationality of man, a belief which was to be gravely 
shaken in the twentieth century. This being so, the one way to 
salvation was through an educated democracy; this became a 
fundamental tenet of radical politicians and their successors in 
the Labour party. But James Mill's more famous son, John 
Stuart Mill could not go all the way with Bentham and his 
father. He softened Bentham's rigour by admitting that the 
adoption of the happiness principle would depend on sympathy 
as well as on reason. Sympathy might lead men to take pleasure 
in virtue. He could not follow them, either, in judging pleasures 
by quantity alone. There must be a qualitative distinction, 
between higher and lower pleasures. Those which partake of 
reason and virtue must be adjudged the higher. This was com­
mon sense: yet it introduced another criterion, and thus spoils 
the consistency of the utilitarian system. Education will teach 
us to seek the higher pleasures, and religion too is approved as 
providing an invigorating and comforting hope. Humanity 
needs scope for free expansion more than harmony, 

Stuart Mill supported his Utilitarianism by a "System of 
Logic", which brought him considerable fan1e, and was the 
precursor of further logical studies. In connection ·with mathe­
matics and analysis the new logic has come to its own, and the 
formal logic of Aristotle has at last been superseded or perhaps 
neglected. Mill endeavoured to create a purely empirical logic 
without concepts. Empirical evidence gave him belief in 
causality, and from causality probable deductions could be 
made. The deductions which lead to causality, and the unifor­
mity of nature seem to him unshakeable. Logic can discern the 
connection between facts and thereby prove particular causal 
laws by four methods-agreement, as when we find that water 
always boils by the application of the same measure of heat; 
difference, as when we find the cause of the difference between 
two schools by analysing their differences of method; concomi­
tant variations, as when a doctor diagnoses a case by comparisons 
with others; and residues, as when in considering a number of 
cases we eliminate those causes which are not common to all. 

Mill's appeal is constantly to fact and experiment, since all 
our knowledge is from experience: but he believes that there 
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are two orders of experience, the uniform causal order, and the 
psychological order which connects ideas and impressions in 
our minds and is not uniform. He is baffled, however, by the 
attempt to discover what constitutes the being of a particular 
mind, though mind he believes can exist without a body, and 
therein lies the possibility of immortality. In his latest stage the 
early influence of Wordsworth returned; his Essays on Reli~ion, 
posthumously published, mark a withdrawal from the hard 
rationalism of Bentham and his father. 
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19 
Marxism 

MARXISM began as an economic theory, developed into a 
philosophy, and finally emerged as a political creed held with 
an almost religious fervour, though materialist and atheist in 
character. The eighteenth-century deists had undermined the 
Christian religion by their reduction of the Deity to the role of 
an intelligent and benevolent first cause, whose existence is 
more of an intellectual problem than a personal experience. 
The dogmatic approach of revealed religion was increasingly 
questioned by philosophers, who were quite prepared to admit 
the existence of God. Hegel then reduced religion to the status 
of a popular and mythological interpretation of philosophical 
truths; Schleiermacher based it in feeling, and not on reason; 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche rejected it; and Feuerbach attacked 
it as wishful thinking. In England the mid-nineteenth century 
was professedly Christian, and religion had an almost undis­
puted hold over the upper and middle classes. But at the time 
when Marx, almost starving in London, was feverishly writing 
Das Kapital (1848) the conditions of the working classes were 
notoriously a disgrace to a Christian society, so the young 
revolutionary, who had had to seek asylum in England, and 
found life in London hard and sad, wrote for a living in bitter­
ness of soul, hating the social system in which he found himself, 
and seeking in economics and philosophy a new gospel which 
might destroy the giant enemy, Capitalism. Marx was born a 
German at Trier in r8r8, and such philosophy as he had read 
was Hegelian; Feuerbach had influenced him towards atheism, 
and Fre1:c~ philosophy of the eighteenth century had made him 
a materialist. His main interest was in economics: his collabG>­
rator Engels was the first philosopher of the Marxists. 
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It was obvious to Karl Marx that the system-builders like 
Hegel were of little use to a social revolutionary. The task of 
philosophy he thought, was not to explain the world but to 
change it. The realities of life were economic, and one factor is 
dominant in human progress-production of the necessities of 
life. Marx started with two presuppositions, that the happiness 
of man is the end, and that this happiness lies in material well­
being. Mere thoughts effect no material improvement. They 
are Abbilder, mental constructs, flickering over the material pro­
cess, varying at various ages, but not primary. Truth is ill the 
process, and must be sought there. What favours the process is 
true, what impedes it is false. An intellectual system like Hegel's 
for all its ingenuity, is inverted nonsense. Hegel was standing on 
his head, and he, Marx, would teach him to stand on his feet. 
For the dialectical process, in Hegel a movement of thought, was 
really a shadow of a material dialectic going on _in the world­
process in practical economics. Human progress 1s conditioned 
always by human relations to material reality. One factor is 
always dominant-food. The means of production are the 
cause of the structure of society, the hard reality, the U11terbm,. 
Religion, ethics, and culture generally are the Vberbau which 
reflects the interests of the governing class, even in religion. 
Hence the Marxian contempt for ideologies. The necessities of 
life must be obtained, and the means of obtaining them dictate 
the structure of society. The productive forces, in other words, 
dictate the productive relations. When productive methods 
change, as for example from manual labour to mechanical 
labour on farms, or as from a slave-owning economy to serf­
dom, the productive relations become obsolete. But those who 
control them refuse to relinquish their control, which means 
their own power. The "Haves" hold on until they are forced to 
relinquish their hold by revolution. Revolution to Marx is the 
inevitable synthesis of a society based on an obsolete economic 
system when faced by the antithesis of new methods of pro­
duction. The economic world-process is moving inexorably to 
~he classle~s so~iety which will follow the overthrow of Capital­
ism. If this will happen anyhow, one wonders why Marxists 
are in such a hurry to bring it to pass. 
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Thus we are told the slave-owning society gave place to the 
feudal society when the slaves began to get property: the feudal 
society yielded to the bourgeois society when trade made 
townsmen richer than feudal lords. The industrial revolution 
subjected the bourgeoisie to Capitalism and made workers into 
wage-slaves. The workman sells his labour to the capitalist; but 
he produces more than he receives in wages. The capitalist uses 
the overplus to increase his power: capitalists are parasitic, 
living on the true creators of wealth, the workers, without pro­
ducing themselves. Socialism is no remedy, because it only 
substitutes government by a bureaucracy for plutocracy. The 
faults of Marxian economics have been adequately shown up by 
other economists and by the bureaucratic tyranny which has 
emerged in Russia. This is said by Communists to be only a 
temporary phase necessary before the emergence of the classless 
society. But it is taking some time to emerge. There was a 
division from the first in Communist policy. Should it be 
directed by the "International" towards fermenting revolution 
in all capitalist states by infiltration and political action, or 
should it aim at a strong central Communist state, as the Russia 
of to-day, which would rely on power politics, war and the 
cold war, to achieve its ends? If World Communism should 
ever be achieved one wonders whether the dialectical process 
will then cease to function, having established a millennium. 
What will come after the classless society? Why strive for it if 
it is coming inevitably? And is there any reason to believe that 
blind material forces are working for the good of man? 

Marx, like Hegel, distorted history to suit his theories. 
Changes in social structure occur more gradually than by a 
process of thesis and antithesis seething up to a boiling point of 
revolution. And the dynamic of social change does not lie 
mainly or solely in economic factors. The ideas of justice and 
of freedom have been more responsible for great changes. 
Society has evolved more gradually than by successive revolu­
tions. Discovery and invention have also been highly important 
factors in historical change, as for example the discovery of 
petrol as a power, or the coming of aviation or of nuclear 
fission. 
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Marx finds his dynamic in the processes of production, largely 
because of materialism. For in 1roducing, he thinks, man enters 
into and is a part of the materia process. He is immersed in it by 
handling. Sensation is not a mere reception of impressions, but 
active in handling and passive in reaction to the natural objects 
with which it is dealing. Thus knowledge grows by trial and 
error, and is always closely linked to the material. Truth lies 
in this process. Thought constructions arc merely ideological, 
and are untrue if they do not conform to the tone and insights 
of Communism. But who is to say whether they do or do not? 
Apparently at present a gifted few who establish the Communist 
mystique by their insight into what is good for the proletariate. 
They profess to discern the "general will" which is not ascer­
tainable by the clumsy and divisive method of democratic 
voting. Man in the mass is deified: individuals count for little 
or nothing: liberty is severely restricted, and the state is en­
throned. Hegel reappears in the political philosophy as well as 
the economics of Marxism. 
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20 

Pragmatisnt 
0 NE of the themes of Karl Marx, namely that truth is to be 
found in the world-process rather than by a priori reasoning, 
finds an echo, in the first years of the twentieth century, from 
America. It originated from the occasional writings of Charles 
Peirce (1839-1914); the importance of his work was not recog­
nized until Pragmatism was developed by William James 
(1842-19ro), John Dewey (1859-1952), and Ferdinand Schiller 
(1864-1937). 

Peirce, originally a scientist was attracted to philosophy by his 
discovery of Kant, and this led him to examine the nature of a 
concept. Hence came his famous pragmatic ma...xim, published 
in 1878 in an article on How to make our ideas clear. It is as fol­
lows: "Consider what effects, which might conceivably have 
practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to 
have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our 
conception of the object." True knowledge, that is, a correct 
idea of its object's effects, will then enable us to predict what will 
happen when we come to deal with it. Pragmatic truth thus 
differs from the usual views of truth which make it depend on 
perfect correspondence, or uncontradicted coherence. It con­
sists in the whole chain of associations or experiences leading 
to verification. This does not mean immediate sensory verifica­
tion, but such a possible verification as would give meaning to 
our conduct. Thus the subjectivity of knowing is overcome. 

William James, whose chief merit is as a psychologist, built 
on Peirce's foundation the philosophy which he called "Radical 
Empiricism" or Pragmatism. Its principal ideas are difficult to 
assign to Peirce or James or his collaborators, and an attempt is 



here made only to give a picture of the pragmatic attitude as a 
whole. 

Truth now becomes what happens to an idea in the evolu­
tionary process. Ideas have a kind of motive power which 
compels them to go on till they are verified or falsified. Once 
they are proved to be true there is a feeling of satisfaction: but 
it does not follow that truth is what satisfies, because many 
"truths" now proved to be false, satisfied their age and genera­
tion. Radical Empiricism denies that there arc any super­
sensible realities, or any eternal truths. Verity is verification. 
Truth is the expedient in thinking; right is the expedient in 
behaving. This does not mean that "it pays to be good" in 
spite of James' phrase "the cash value of an idea". To be right, 
a precept must have the best possible results. So there is no 
"body of truth"; physical events a.re governed by physical laws, 
and mental events by psychological laws. Ideas have to fight 
their way to truth until they fail or succeed. Thus, the idea of 
ghosts is in process of failure, and that of inoculation in process 
of success. Abstract ideas a.re only a kind of shorthand, con­
venient as a summary of a.number of cognate acts, a view which 
takes us back to the Scholastic norn.inalists. 

Radical Empiricism teaches that the only things debatable by 
philosophers a.re those definable in terms of experience. This 
permits a wider field of discussion than the later "verification 
principle"; in James' thought it would cover religious experi­
ence, the varieties of which were the subject of his most famous 
book. He also held that relations between things a.re as much a 
m~tter of experience as the things themselves. Here he breaks 
~th Hegel who held that thought makes relations: and indeed, 
with Hume, since causality would thus be experience. The 
pragmatic way of proving for example that 'John Smith is a 
~ommunist" would only be by observing his actions and asso­
ciates to be those of others who a.re known to be Communists: 
the pragmatic way of proving that the end does not justify the 
means would be, first to translate it into concrete terms, for 
example, "A right purpose does not make right the stages by 
V:7hich it is achieved", and secondly to examine many cases of 
nght purposes being carried into effect. 
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S h 1" • • 1 " h • "b 1 " o t ere are no mora pnnc1p cs : t ere 1s no a so ute : we 
live in a pluralistic universe, and we can only deal with it piece­
meal. We have no interest, for example, in discovering whether 
the scheme of things in general is necessitarian or whether the 
"world" has a purpose: no interest because no means of decid­
ing. We live in a ,vorld which is making itself, a world in 
which our ideas are a part of present reality. We look on it in a 
concrete practical way, and our thoughts about it have value if 
they are relevant to our situation, and are subsequently proved 
to have utility. It is not a godless world: for it is pervaded by a 
divine urge for good. One might here compare Aristotle's 
urge for being or actuality which pervades matter or potentia­
lity and draws it to form, or entelechies; and Aquinas' appetit11s 
for the real good. But good to James is not eternal or static. His 
belief seems to be in an emergent Deity, a struggling God seek­
ing to master the process. Religious experience is not dismissed, 
because it has "cash value", that is, proves itself by being a use­
ful and constructive clement in the process. Certain beliefs have 
proved themselves 1mtrue by dying out: but others have life in 
them and are surviving for man's good. 

People in general are rather crudely divided by James into 
tender-minded and tough-minded, the former being idealists, 
theorists, and so on, and the latter realists and pragmatists. The 
school reflects the vigorous practical and optimistic outlook of 
the New World, and in directing attention to verification and the 
clarifying of meaning it has been very influential. Its abandon­
ment of system-making has also characterized much recent 
philosophy, and it has little sympathy for doctrinaire rigidity 
like that of Communism. It is of course mainly a reaction against 
Hegelianism, and, as we shall see, in this it is like both Existen­
tialism and the later Positivism. 

109 



21 
Vitalism 

HENRI Bergson (1859-1941) was the first to found a philosophy 
on biology. Life is concrete, actual, and experienced, not abstract 
or conceptual: if life is the supreme reality, it would seem 
sensible to base philosophy which, after all, seeks to understand 
the meaning of life, on contemplating its characteristics as 
given in experience. Life itself, not reason, which is a function 
of life, should be our guide. Bergson therefore gives us, inevit­
ably a pictorial and descriptive account, and intellect plays a 
secondary role. The vital urge (elan vitale) is the basic reality. 

His ideas are set out in two major works Matter a11d Memory 
(1896) and Creative Evolution (1907) with clarity and literary 
charm: we feel, as it were, that we are following him in an 
adv~nture through new country. The life-force, as he sees it, is 
surgmg forward creatively, in a direction which we can only 
guess at. There is no dull mechanical or mathematical system, 
and no pre-established teleology. The elan vitale is free of con­
tro!, but advances ever against a resistance, w1defincd ~s yet. 
It crrcumvents obstacles, it grows living tools in the evolutionary 
process. But in this strictly zoological form it reaches a cul-de­
sac, a dead end, in colonies like those of ants and bees, perfectly 
~dapted and organized, but unprogressive. However, on one 
lme a_ new manifestation of life makes a way for new progress. 
Inte~gence becomes self-conscious; it separates itself from its 
env~ronment and begins to use tools. Self-conscious man has an 
envrronme~t as the object of his acti~ty. ~tellect is his instru­
ment_ of action on the material by which he is surrounded. What 
then is ma_tter ? Bergson regards it as the counterflow of the life 
process._ Life falls back into matter as its energy fades. Intellect 
deals with this fall back by seeing it statically for operational 
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purposes. The material counterflow becomes for intellect as it 
were a series of pictures in a film-strip. It is always the object 
of thought; not the real obstacle of the life process: and intellect 
is always the instrument of life and not its essence. W c do not 
therefore reach the real by intelligence, as some philosophers 
have thought: we adapt the real to a cognizable form. for our 
purposes. Here Bergson has caught an echo of Kant. The true 
life-movement is only to be fo1md by intuition: inward con­
centration shows us its nature. It is d11rce, duration, real time, 
flowing forward now fast, now slowly: its co1mterpart, intel­
lectualized, is clock-time. Clock-tin1e is spatialized for human 
activity, disintegrated and mechanized for activities. Intuition 
integrates us with the life-force, intelligence disintegrates us for 
our various operations. Homo sapie11s is in practice homo faber. 

Evolution, Bergson holds, is truly creative. As life speeds on, 
intelligence, as from an ascending lift, surveys the reverse 
movement of "matter" in static though quickly successive pic­
tures, at any of which we may stop to look. Mind spatializcs 
because it nmst have something concrete to work on. Herc a 
difficulty arises. Our memory is surely a part of our inner life 
why is it also spatialized in pictures? Bergson's answer is that 
memory is a continuous whole of the pa.st life in each of us. 
But if the brain did not spatialize it selectively we would be 
overwhelmed. Man without this function of the brain would 
be a perpetual dreamer. 

The progress of instinct had halted in a well-adapted and 
static society; intelligence so far has been producing imperfect 
and progressive societies. As to the future Bergson, unlike his 
present-day successor Teilliardt de Chardin, does not speculate. 
In our societies there are two aspects of religion and morals, the 
one more or less established, formalized, and static: the veritable 
elan, however, is not to be found in this, but in the other, the 
inner aspiration for sanctity and the vision of mystics. These are 
the real sources of progress, for when we concentrate in intui­
tion we experience real duration, and when we relax into the 
material and the spa.tializcd we are dealing only with the ebb 
of its flow. Bergson's similies are often brilliant but some~in~es 
misleading. One of the most famous is the fo1mtain: like 1t hfe 

III 



springs upward in vigour from its centre, and falls back in the 
outer shower of drops. As we are borne upward in the main jet 
we can see the backfall of the material, passing us in the opposite 
direction. Or again we can either enter into the living move­
ment of a film as a whole, or examine separately the many pic­
tures of which it is composed. 

This view of time assists in solving the paradoxes of Zeno 
concerning motion. Motion is a living whole: it is only when 
we intellectualize it into length units that we can say, for 
example, that Achilles will never catch the tortoise though he 
runs ten times as fast, for as he accomplishes each distance the 
tortoise will still be one tenth of the same distance ahead of him. 

As a biologist Bergson admits teleology, though not divine 
purpose, as partly determining the forms of species. The eye is 
developed, for example, because life wants to sec. Each living 
thing is to use Aristotle's word, an entclechy, because it has 
realized its telos in an actual living form. The human brain is the 
most complex example of tool-development. It is not the seat 
of consciousness but the instrument which consciousness uses 
for its purposes. But consciousness itself, or even personality 
cannot be defined, or, much less regarded, as static. There is no 
unchanging ego. There is only change. 

Bergson's method seeks to bring agreement by the persuasive­
ness of his insights and pictures rather than by reasoned argu­
me~t. The result has been unsuccessful chiefly because of some 
b~s1c _obscurities, for example, in his conception of matter, in 
his fa~ure to prove an identity of duree and the elmz vitale, or to 
explam what precisely is the obstacle which the life-force in its 
a1vance has to overcome. His outlook is also limited by the 
biology of his day, as must always happen when a philosophy is 
based on any or all of the ever-progressing sciences. In his last 
work, The two sources of morality and religion (1932), he appears 
to find the springs of the ela11 vitale in love, which is "either 
God, or from God". 
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Existentialisni 
EXISTENTIALISM is rather a more or less coherent attitude 
than a philosophy. The attitude is not uncommon in earlier 
thinkers such as St Augustine and Pascal. But the real impetus to 
what is a kind of "resistance-movement" against intellectualist 
systems, and scientific positivism, ca.me from Soren Kierkegaard 
(1813-55), a Dane of a deeply introvert and religious disposition, 
who was unhappy both in his emotional life and his ministerial 
position in a State Church with which he disagreed. He felt 
that in the idealist systems, and in particular in Hegel, the reality 
of the individual person had evaporated. For Hegel the indivi­
dual is little n1ore than a focus of relations, and one individual, 
as contrasted with another, has little more distinctiveness than 
that of a different point of survey. What has this to do, Kierke­
g;a~rd thought, with the passionate and emotional depths of the 
hvm.g soul ? with the real life of which we are conscious in 
introspection ? All the vitality of the person has been ignored by 
t!1.e mind in its brain-spinning. We must get back to our real 
situation-that of a lonely soul in a world half-understood, faced 
with coming death, and divine judgement. Christianity, as by 
law established or as elaborated by ecclesiastics, is a human, 
socialized, construction, which scarcely touches our inward 
situation. We cannot take refuge in theology, or institutionalism, 
or reason, simply because we have to make vital choices without 
rational grounds for decision. In choosing, though it might be 
in the dark, we come into a vital relation with God, and make 
or mar ourselves. The I-Thou relation, which was later to be 
set out by Buber, brings with it anxiety, and to the sinner des­
pair. We can only e}..'1St and be free by choosing against self, and 
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casting ourselves on the divine mercy in faith. Faith is "holding 
fast to an objective uncertainty with a passionate intensity". 

Life, as Kierkegaard saw it, can be lived on three levels. 
First there is the aesthetic, or as Aristotle would say the apolaus­
tic, in which we skim superficially over the surface as pleasantly 
as we can, unthinking and seeking enjoyment. Its end is a plunge 
into reality, and sinking to oblivion. Secondly there is the 
ethical or social level, the level of the good citizen, who does 
his duty to family, Church, and State, lives a conventionally 
good life, and is a happy and useful member of society. This 
desirable level of living collapses once and for all when sin 
breaks in, and conviction of sinfulness overwhelms. Then we 
find ourselves on the third level oflife, the existential. There is 
no escape from the result of the "deadly leap" into sin which 
human freedom has made. We have to make a vital choice. 
We are in the situation of Abraham when God commanded 
him to sacrifice his only son. Our only hope is self-abandomnent 
in face of the utterly Holy. We now live at the level of crisis, 
paradox, tragedy, despair, and confrontation with God. 

This religious Existentialism of Kierkegaard is immensely 
powerful. It is the acme of Protestant introversion, and the 
antithesis of Catholic institutionalism. ''.Justification by faith 
alone" confronts "incorporation into the body of Christ": the 
Atonement starkly confronts the Incarnation. The power and 
ins~ghts of Kierkegaard's writing are striking, and speak so 
poignantly to the soul, that to call him neurotic or introvert or 
solely individualist in his religion seems an evasion of his 
thrusts. Yet the complexion of his thought is that of the small 
hours and not of full daylight, of the abnormal rather than of 
the balanced man. The human situation, it seems to us in our 
extraspective moments, cannot be quite so bad! 

The impulse, then, came from Kierkegaard: but it was nearly 
a century before the gestation period ended, and his ideas 
struggled to birth in the minds of a number of thinkers and 
~ters disillusioned by the collapse of progressive humanism 
m two world wars. They have a common attitude but no com­
mon syst~m. They are thinking disconnectedly from a personal 
level which they believe to be truer than the intellectual, and 
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the results are seen in musings and insights embodied in plays, 
essays, and novels, and infiltrating into the fastness of dogmatic 
theology. Heidegger, Berdyaeff, Sartre, and Marcel are pro­
tagonists: other contributors are Canrns and Buber. In theology 
the nee-Lutherans-Karl Barth, Brunner, and in particular 
Bultmann-are largely thus inspired. It is thus particularly 
difficult to systematize and summarize what Existentialism is, 
since its incoherent and personal character proceeds from a way 
of thinking which is intuitive rather than normally philosophical. 

One can at least attempt to describe the common approach, 
and then refer to idiosyncrasies. Existentialists in general regard 
the intellectual systematization of experience in conceptual 
thinking as bankrupt. They begin from the actual situation of 
the living person and not from any concept like being. What 
does it feel like to be an "I" involved in a. space-time process 
without understanding it, or how we came there, or whither 
we go, if we go anywhere, and yet compelled to make vital 
choices continually? Ordinary thinking is of a subject-object 
character, in which we differentiate ourselves from our sur­
roundings and then deal with them conceptually. But this pro­
cess neglects our own situation as "involved" and is really 
escapist. W c tum, Marcel says, the fact that we will die into 
"the problem of mortality". We escape from our real selves 
into a fimctionalizcd society, and try to identify ourselves with 
what we are in our social functions and forget the real man who 
underlies these. His thinking is not subject-object conceptualism 
but rather intuitive insights, feelings like care, presence, anxiety, 
freedom, absurdity, loneliness, and, Sartre would add, nausea. 
These insights are deeper than emotional states, and meditation 
upon them induces a. living reaction to our situation, be it only 
despair. 

Clearly the existence or non-existence of God is a. prime 
factor in such a. situation: existentialists, therefore, are divided 
into atheist and theist branches. Berdya.eff, Marcel, Buber, and 
the Lutheran wing are theists; Heidegger, Sartre, Jaspers, and 
others a.re a.theists. The theists find our lonely existence to be con­
fronted always by the supreme personal presence, God; in him 
lies our real escape, and support. We must cast ourselves upon 
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his sustaining and saving power in complete self-abandonment, 
hearing his word and trusting his mercy in hope, fidelity, and 
disponibilite or surrender of the will. Our relationship to him is 
always "I-Thou", and so it should be to our fellow man, whom 
functionalized society treats as instruments, "I-it". Herc there is 
clearly religious insight, but it is as old as Christianity itself: 
inwardness has always counterbalanced institutionalism in the 
thought of such men as St Paul and St Augustine. Luther's 
so/a fide and Barth's Theology of the Word of God are existential: 
the inwardness pervades the New Testament, and the existential 
emphasis is particularly valuable to the Church in an age in 
which dogmatic theology has to endure many shocks. In 
Bultmann for example we find extreme criticism coupled with 
confident inward faith which sees historical Christianity as real 
only in personal experience. 

Heidegger and Sartre, however, are more consistently existen­
tial in exploring the human situation without the intellectual 
pre~upposition or the personal expe~ence o~ God's existence. 
Heidegger asks in effect what does it feel like to be a mere 
nucleus of conscious experience in the space-time stream. We 
must accept the fact that our essence is our existence. Sum 
cogita11s, I am a thought-centre, is all that we can know about 
ours~~ves. He cannot accept the inner c~;1viction that_ says_ wit~1 
J::,b,_ I ½now that my Redeemer liveth . C?ur t?tal situat10n is 

Bemg-m-the-world". W c are finite in an nifinite process, and 
we become real by accepting this fact inste~d ~f deluding our­
selves _by the false stability of conceptual thinking. The know­
ledge is anguish. Death will bring us to nothingness, or perhaps 
to absorption_ in the process-flo~. w_ e become _true ~o our­
s~lves_ and to life by accepting our mevita_ble despair. Het~egger 
disclaims the label of Existentialist, assertmg rather that his pre­
o~cupation with human existence-Dasein, "being there"-is 
his avenue of approach to being in general; yet his terms of 
arproa_ch such as care, dread, guilt, and resolution arc so cssen­
nally linked with the human situation that it is difficult to see 
how they can elucidate a wider field. 

_Sartre is, on the whole, the most stimulating figure of this 
widely scattered and diverse school. His general attitude is to 
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accept complete atheism. and complete free will and draw the 
consequences. Man must make his vital choices without any 
sure premises from which to reason. We are thrown into the 
world we know not how, and left free to make ourselves by 
our choices. Our situation is absurd because our project of our­
selves, our essence, is always in front of what we are at present, 
our existence. Other people tend to bind us to what we are and 
to prevent us from being our project, what we would be. We 
are what others th.ink we are: our existence precedes our 
essence, and the essence cannot be realized. We are always, as it 
:;7ere, in pursuit of our .~o~s. The present "I" is responsible, and 

condemned to be free : m so far as we arc, we have made our­
selves. If we have lied we a7e liars. Our character is as it appears 
to others. In our free choices we are legislating that all men 
should so choose~ but_ be<:ause of other wills our legislation is 
ineffective: The situation is ~nc of anxiety and despair: yet at 
the same omc absurd. Sometimes our choices are effective, and 
in so far as they are, we ~ave m~de ourselves. But we will not 
admit that our pre~ent existence is the real "I", though we can­
not a~tain tfie. proJec~ ?f ourselves which is our essence. And 
there U 110 • Prnsenrn 111 whom WC can find our true selves. 

Existential thin~ing has brouBht much il_lu~nination;. but it 
is so diffuse and without cogency because It JS not logicaj ,(!).T 
universal. Its appeal is to similar in_tuitive thinhl.n$. H~\C\'. ~t \S ( 
not philosophy, and sometimes sinks to neurotic distoroon. 
Th~ attempt to get to a deeper perso1:al leve~ th~ the no~al 
socral and institutional level of ordinary life 1s salutary 111 

religion, and to a certain extent true: but without belief in God 
/ it de~enerates to despair and naus_ea. A_t its b~st it can o~y 

describe the human situation, and m domg so It forgets_ Aris­
totle's dictum that man is· social in his nature. Understanding of 
the world and of our place in it should surely be gained by 
reason rather than by analysing our inner feeling towards it. 
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23 
Logical Positivism and Analysis 

APART from the existentialist movement twentieth-century 
philosophers have occupied themselves mainly on two lines of 
thought, the one originating from mathematical logic, and the 
other from a growing conviction that many of the problems of 
metaphysics and theology were due to a lack of clarity in 
thought and the use of terms which on analysis were found to 
be either improper or meaningless. Thus metaphysics has fallen 
into discredit, and system-making, apart from attempts by 
Bertrand Russell and A. N. Whitehead has been abandoned. 

Logical Positivism derived mainly from Ernst Mach (1838-
1916), an extreme positivist who aimed at freeing science from 
any metaphysical entanglements and basing it solely on sense­
experience. Notions like absolute space, absolute time, laws of 
nature, infinity, and so on are metaphysical concepts which 
have no counterpart in sense-experience. This of course in­
volved an attack on Newtonian physics; experience only pro­
vides a medley of changing and unrelated sensations. Concepts 
enable us to control nature and predict events but not to fornrn­
late systems except for this practical purpose. 

~ach's P?s!t~vism l:d to the formation in 1922 ~fa group of 
logical empmcists which became famous as the Vienna Circle. 
They shared a common interest in mathematics and science, and 
in Frege' s c?ntention that the _true start~ng point of philosophy 
was not epistemology but lus new science of mathematical­
logic. Frege's work was also fertile in England where Russell 
and Whitehead developed his beginnings elaborately into a foll 
system of symbolic logic in their Pri11cipia Mathematica. 

Since logic is concerned with the form rather than the subject­
matter of reasoning, and since the validity of conclusions does 
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not depend upon the variable terms, symbols were used even 
from the first as a kind of shorthand for the formal structure of 
arguments. The similarity of this practice with the letters used 
in algebra to stand for variables is obvious. Frege extended the 
use of symbols to general formulae covering various types of 
propositions; but there are many types of argument which are 
not propositional even in deductive logic, and the vast field of 
induction lies outside this. Further the correlation of mathe­
matics and logic had to be attempted once their cognate charac­
ter was realized. Symbolic logic as developed by Russell, and 
Whitehead, and the mathematical scientists of the Vienna 
Circle, is so intricate and complex that no simple treatment ofit 
for the general reader is possible. The group received its chief 
inspiration from the early researches of Wittgenstein (1889-
1951) whose Tractatus Logico-philosophic11s remains a master­
work. It takes a position similar to Russell's logical atomism. 
Experience, on which we alone can rely for knowledge is pre­
sented to us in a sequence of simple facts. Language states these 
facts by picturing them. It can also be correctly used in stating 
tautologies, especially those obtained by analysis of a term. 
Logic and mathematics arc formally true, but devoid of con­
tent. Philosophers will therefore confine themselves to testing 
the formal correctness of scientific statements. If this is accepted 
the only proof of the truth of their material content is by experi­
ment. Truth itself can only be predicated of tautologies and of 
facts verified by experiment or at least verifiable. 

The so-called verification principle was the basis of the 
Logical Positivism developed by A. J. Ayer (1910- ) to the 
rejection of metaphysics and the reduction ?f ethics to emoti~e 
sta_ten~ents. Philosophy proper must confine itself to :11131ys1~. 
Sc1e1;1tific statements depend on verification or, in Ayers m~di­
fication, on verifiability, for their truth. These stringent claims 
have_ been modified later by their author with a disposi~on to 
ad1rut common-sense claims to knowledge of the world if they 
are logically acceptable. The drastic effect of Logical Positivism 
on theology and metaphysics has been hotly contested, chiefly 
by theologians, but these have moved in their apologetic away 
from dogmatic statements towards symbolism and mysticism. 
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Before considering the analytical movement the work of 
Russell and of Whitehead should receive mention. Bertrand 
Russell {1872- ) has been the most influential English philos­
opher of this century, and h.is results also contributed largely to 
the attitude of the Vienna Circle. Logic, he says, has become the 
great liberator. His claim to have succeeded in showing that the 
whole of arithmetic could be deduced from the principles of 
logic, and his consequent development of mathematical logic 
led him to hope that by making only statements which are 
logical and verifiable we shall eliminate all the intuitionism, 
guessing, and picture-thinking which have led to the chaos of 
metaphysics, intensified as it is by the individual inventions of 
their own terminology or word-symbol.isms by philosophers. 
Russell's thought has shown considerable change and develop­
ment which makes it difficult to provide a summary. We have 
first a destructive criticism of the illogical assumptions of 
ordinary thinking. Then follows an attempt to construct, on 
completely empirical lines, an area of secure scientific know­
ledge. Knowledge, he says, is only of sense-data in collections: 
what we call objects are really logical constructions from 
them: a thing is a systein of perceived perspectives, which, if 
they are close enough, merge into a continuous series in space­
time. Then in The Analysis of mind (1921) he attempts to trans­
cend the distinction between sense-presentations and our 
perceiving of them. Psychology and physics have a common 
object, and the dualism of mind and matter is superseded by a 
fundamental "stuff" which Russell terms "neutral particulars". 
In one context and arranged in one way they are the content of 
physics, in another context and arranged in another way they 
are the content of psychology. Really they exist in space-time 
appearing simultaneously in two series, mental and physical. 
Sensation and sense-data are really identical entities: the differ­
ence between a mental image and the object perceived is not 
one of substance, but of arrangement. Events are neutral, 
appearing in two series: there is no sphere left for philosophy, 
only for physics and psychology. There may perhaps be a more 
fundamental science of the arrangement of neutral particulars. 
Russell in his later work on human knowledge formulated 
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postulates which may fairly be assumed for this. But the area of 
certainty or reasonable assumption is meagre. In spite of this, 
man need not despair. He can direct, though not create, energy 
for his progressive conquest of nature. He alone is capable of 
kimwledge, and although limited in the sphere of causality by 
ki10wing so little, his past achievements give self-respect and 
confidence; and in value judgements he is free. 

Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) was for most of his 
life a distinguished mathematician, who, as we have seen, 
collaborated with Russell at Cambridge, and until 1924 lecturcd 
in London. He became specially interested in the principle of 
relativity and this led him to write The Concept of Nature in 
1920. This was the beginning of an interest in philosophy which 
he pursued eagerly as a professor at Harvard after his retirement 
from his London chair in 1924. Scie11ce and the Modem World 
(1926), Process and Reality (1929), and Adventures of Ideas (1933) 
arc the product of his American period. Whitehead was so 
accustomed to thinking in mathematical and scientific struc­
tures which none but specialists could follow, that his philo­
sophical system may have seemed far simpler to himself than it 
has to other people. His terminology is intricate and his expla­
nations mystifying, but the effort to overcome these obstacles 
is worth while. Whitehead, as an empiricist, accepts the un­
stable change of the space-time process as viewed by mathe­
nutical physics as basic, and seeks to understand it by the con­
cept of organism. Things and persons alike disappear into a 
stream of events which he calls occasions. But occasions cannot 
be isolated: each occasion is the centre of an area of prehension 
to which it gives an organic m1ity. On the subjective side the 
order in which I group my present prehensions depends on what 
I am: on the objective side the occasion takes into itself a wider 
objective area without which it could not exist in isolation. The 
objective prehensions enter into the subjective aspect of the 
occasion in an organic form. As Whitehead says, "By the spon­
taneity of its own essence the immediate occasion supplies the 
synthesis of the subjective form". In general the life-event, 
woven_ out of reception and anticipation, proceeds into the 
future m terms of purposive urge, whether conscious or uncon-
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scious, and by its action enters into other prehensions of other 
occasions. Thus the world process proceeds creatively weaving 
patterns of continual novelty: its scheme may be pictured in 
terms of organic reaction to environment, the centre, private 
individuality, enriching itself by prehension from its environ­
ment and giving back what it has received in new action. But 
the patterns tend to recur, though in ever fresh particulars: and 
these recurrent patterns in the space-time stream seem to be 
what Whitehead calls "eternal objects". 

So Whitehead's system is a relational monism in which the 
constituent events develop a relational pattern in their private 
world which is also a prehension of the cosmic pattern. The 
subjective is really the private aspect of an event as distinct from 
its public aspect. Each drop of experience is creative, because 
actual occasions are living occasions; though they may not be 
fully sentient they all modify their environment organically. 

The recent analytical and linguistic trend in twentieth-century 
philosophy is of course closely connected with the earlier logical 
positivist movement in so far as it tries to eliminate the illogical 
and the meaningless. But it is not concerned with scientific 
truth, and still less with such comprehensive systems as those of 
Russell and Whitehead. Its true origin is from the work of 
G. E. Moore (1873-1958) a Cambridge professor whose in­
fluence on philosophical method seems likely to mark an epoch. 

Basing himself on a belief in the general truth and meaning of 
the propositions of common sense as more acceptable than 
philosophical theories which contradict them, he proceeds to 
analyse the meaning of terms in ordinary use such as "good", 
"know", "real": in doing so he thinks of each term as having a 
co~ceptual connotation in the minds of all "".h~ use it rightly 
which will expose, when known, whether 1t 1s properly or 
improperly used. In analysing concepts he proceeds mainly on 
Plato's lines of "division" into its constituent concepts and re­
lating them to one another or distinguishing them from other 
concepts by similarity or differ~nce. His analy~is was principally 
concerned with ethical quest10ns and particularly with the 
central proble_m, "\Yhat is g;ood ?" His Principia Ethica is chiefly 
concerned with this quest10n, and concludes that in every 
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definition of good we come upon an unanalysable residuum 
which inclines him to believe that "good" is simple, and what 
he calls "non-natural" as distinct from the natural and analys­
able. Moore was a realist who held that we are directly aware of 
material things in space: in his Rej11tatioll of Idealism he insisted 
that "to be" meant precisely to be and that if an idealist gives it 
any further meaning, he is adding something which the verb 
could not mean. However "to be" did not mean to Moore "to 
exist": propositions are non-existential, and are independent of 
any knowing mind: each states a relation between two or more 
of an infinite number of independent events which constitute a 
pluralistic world. Each is true in the ordinary sense and consti­
tutes knowledge. But the correct analysis of known propositions 
raises problems of a "second order" which cannot confirm or 
refute primary certainties. Why then analyse at all? The answer 
seems to be that although practical results of analysis may be 
slight, its theoretical fascination as a mental discipline make it 
as well worth while doing as, for example, certain branches of 
higher mathematics. Besides, the clarification of meaning and 
expression is in itself a discipline at least as valuable as the under­
standing oflogical structure, though equally unable to provide 
factual content. 

Moore has had a host of imitators and disciples, whose 
"logomachies" have interest mainly for their professional col­
leagues. Prominent among these has been Gilbert Ryle (1900- ) 
who suggests that the main task of philosophy is the detection 
of the origin of recurrent misconceptions and absurd theories in 
linguistic idioms. His Concept of mind (1948) produced something 
of a sensation, and met with a very mixed reception. His main 
theme is, briefly, that a para-mechanical concept of mind, such 
as Descartes', is a logical error, or what he calls a category mis­
take. A visitor to Oxford, he says, might be shown the Colleges, 
libraries, schools, fields, and gardens, and then, if he were 
ignorant, ask to be shown the university as if it were in the same 
logical series instead of being a conceptual description. Thus 
Descartes was mistaken in regarding mind as a "ghost in the 
machine" of our physical bodies where mysterious para­
mechanical operations go on. We all know that the mind is not 
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a place, yet psychologists continue to map it out in localizing 
terms like "subliminal consciousness" and "apperception 
masses". He is not a complete behaviourist because he believes 
that in the human make-up there is a faculty of intelligent 
action; but he holds that we have no "privileged knowledge of 
ourselves gained by introspection". Mind is not an extra organ 
but signifies our ability and proneness to do certain sorts of 
things. Imagining is only fancying we see a picture: remember­
ing is the power of describing things previously experienced 
verbally or silently, a linguistic knack, like the knack of making 
a reef-knot after being taught how to make one. 

The linguistic trend in philosophy continues to produce acute 
verbal analyses and to clarify metaphysical and ethical state­
ments in spite of some vigorous opposition such as E. Gellner' s 
attack on it in Words a11d Tlzi11gs. It may be thought to place 
undue reliance on the value and truth of common-sense propo­
sitions, and to be turning aside from problems which have 
always concerned the human mind and are not always due to 
confused thinking. The reduction of philosophy to linguistic 
discipline of an academic kind may appear as a retreat from the 
complexity of the new problems raised by the startling advances 
of ~entieth-century science: to question the validity of former 
philosophical concepts and generalizations is no adequate 
answer to these. They are the urgent concern of civilized men 
and women; something more positive, even though it be less 
logical, is needed. 
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24 
Reactions of Christian Philosophy 
WHEN the Sceptics, under Arcesilaus and Cameades, took over 
the Athenian Academy and completely changed its complexion, 
they had to meet a reaction of the so-called Dogmatists of 
Stoicism, and the conflict between the two schools of thought 
was long and acute. So, as one would naturally expect, a reac­
tion against both empiricism and analysis has arisen from 
Christian philosophers who base their dogmas on revelation, 
and from metaphysicia.ns who still hold to a belief in the power 
of reason to find abstract non-empirical truth. The reaction has 
become a necessity for two reasons. The first is that modem 

' science has ma.de the cosmic setting of the Bible untenable and 
has produced social advantages so attractive {in spite of the 
menace of nuclear discoveries) that a satisfied and a.gnostic 
humanism feels little need for spiritual supports. The second is 
that analysis has raised serious doubts of the meaningfulness, 
not only of metaphysical problems, but also of theological and 
ethical statements. - -

The task of both theologians and meta.physicians has been 
ma.de formidable by modem psychological research, and by 
nuclear and astro-physics, both of which can claim a large area 
of experimental verification for their theories. When to this is 
added the critical historical probing of Christian origins by 
Bultmann, Goguel and others, and the anti-intellectual bias 
in the theology of Barth and in the "ethics" of Bonhoeffer, it is 
not surprising that some recent apologists have been swept off 
their feet by the new ideas and that, apart from the Nco­
Thomist thinkers, meta.physicians in the old sense are rare. In 
fact the situation has changed so quickly since the second ·world 
war that a survey becomes hopelessly out of date within a 



dozen years of its publication, and the task of disentangling the 
main tendencies is not easy. . . 

There have been, on the Christian side, unph1losoplucal 
reactions towards Fundamentalism, or towards Biblical Theo­
logy, which is virtually a withdrawal of the C~urch _into its 
own environment. Of greater importance for tlus review_ are 
(1) a revival of mysticism, (2) a renewed emphasis on sym?olis1;11, 
(3) an existential theology of the inner emotional life, wluch vird 
tually discards institutionalism and dogmatic theology, an 
(4) a development of Thomism. . 

The mystic has usually maintained that his spiritual experience 
defies conceptual expression. Yet Plotinus himself admitted th:tt 
"afterwards we can reason about it", as in fact he did. A mystic 
can certainly use concepts descriptively. But concepts a~ usei 
by him do not appear to obey the ordinary rules of logic an 
appear paradoxical. The Christian mystic would reply that.they 
are paradoxical: they are conveyed from an experience wluch is 
real but incapable oflogical treatment, as indeed arc the central 
dogmas of Christianity, the doctrine of the Holy Trinity and 
the union of God and man in Jesus Christ. It seems possible that 
the mystical consciousness, though dormant, is potentially in all 
men; and that mystical experience is not a flight from normal 
rational life but a transcendence of it. If so its interpretation for 
the normal person in terms of revelation is not unbelievable. 
And for t~e t~er who dares to face the mysteries whi~h 
surround his life, th~ pr?ccss of analysis cif his thoughts ~ill 
lead to paradoxes which m their turn will lead to a truth wluch 
int:llectually transcends logic but mystically is apprehensi~le. 
This al?proach, ho~ever, h~s _the disadvantage for Christian 
apolog1~ts of bh~mng the d1stmctions between religions, and 
by-passmg the citadel of dogmatic belie£ It has on the other 
hand th_e advantag~ of blending many traditions of thought, and 
suggestmg. an ultrmate convergence of religions. When the 
Greek Plotmus, the Christians Eckhart, Boehme, St Theresa, and 
St John of ~he Cross, the Hin_du mystics from the Upanishads 
to R:tmaknshna,_ the Buddhist Mahayana writings, and the 
Islamic Abu Y az1d are brought together in a common trans­
cendence of the empirical ego the cumulative impression is 
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powerful, though intellectually unsatisfying. Analytical philos­
ophy which is inclined to regard mysteries as puzzles to be 
solved, and scientific empiricism which regards them as prob­
lems to be dealt with by discovery, will reject the philosophical 
value of the mystical approach; Christian orthodo:i.."Y will decry 
it as undermining truths of revelation; existential Christianity 
will reject it as an attempt to build a spiritual tower of Babel: so 
~he mystical approach will find few friends philosophically, as 
mdeed have the mystics in the loneliness of their personal 
pilgrimage. 

The favourite reaction of Anglican thinkers has been by way 
of a philosophy of symbolism supplemented by biblical typo­
logy. Symbolism takes its stand, with St Thomas Aquinas, on a 

, 'doctrine of truth as in part transcending rational apprehension, 
and in part intellectually discoverable. There are not two kinds 
of truth; truth is one: but in degrees, varying in accordance 
with intellectual capacity, and increasing from age to age, 
philosophers can advance towards comprehension of ever­
widening areas of truth; though truth, being infinite and trans­
cendent, can never be more than partially grasped by the 
human mind. For the Christian, revelation has given all that 
we need to know of the nndiscoverable mystery. But supra­
rational truth cannot be expressed in any comprehensible 
language-a fortiori, because language is the expression of 
rational thought. Hence, it is argued, that theology which is 
said to deal primarily with the supra-rational, must express. its 
insights into the divine economy by symbols. A cree1, w11!ch 
by a happy accident, was named in Greek a sy~11bol~11, 1s a kind • 
of hieroglyph conveying inexpressible meanmg 111 compre­
hensible images. Thus God is called our Father because the 
familiar Father-image conveys something of what God sh?ul~ 
be thought to be towards his creature man, :i:id Jesus Chr1~t 1s 
called the Lamb of God, because an image derived from ancient 
sacrifices expresses what he does for man by Atonement, 
reconciliation, and self-offering. 

A defect of this line of apologetic is that a modern psycholo­
gist might well claim that our images are not symbo~s of the 
transcendent but projections of human needs and wishes. A 
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symbolist might reply that the fact that we wish for certain 
satisfactions like protection or forgiveness docs not mean that 
they are unreal: the desires may be in us because they are meant 
to be satisfied. Other critics like anthropologists might point 
out that many symbols in religions denote very carnal and by 
no means supra-sensible entities. The Christian would of course 
reply that his symbols do convey spiritual realities. But how are 
symbols to be discriminated, especially in view of the wild 
analogical speculations of the early interpreters of the Bible ? 
And are not symbols anthropomorphic rather than revelatory? 
Again there is the difficulty that the historical basis for their 
faith which Christians claim, may well be symbolized away, on 
the lines of the now prevalent demythologization. The present 
tendency does indeed appear to be towards a depreciation of 
historicity in Christian apologetic, yet the Church was certainly 
built up upon a definitely historical foundation, and the Bible is 
primarily an account of the acts of God in history. 

On the continent of Europe, and more recently in England by 
such theologians as Dr John McQuarric, an existential approach 
to Christian philosophy has been developed. It stems from 
Kierkegaard, and has taken somewhat different attitudes in 
Berdyacff, Karl Barth, Brunner, Marcel, Bultmann, and Bon­
hoeffer. Since the existentialist starts thinking from his own 
existence outwards, variations arc inevitable. His insights can 
only commend themselves by an appeal to the inner conscious­
ness of his readers, and not by the common necessities of rational 
thought. Reasoning, indeed, or subject-object thinking, is 
decried as merely problematic, because it evades the existential 
situation of each man, which can only be personally experienced. 
Philosophy proper is an evasion, to be coupled with "vain 
?eceit", as in St Paul's words. Religion is of the inner man, and 
its essence in general may be described as commitment to God, 
and obedience to his voice as heard by our consciousness or 
conveyed in his proclamation by written or spoken word. The 
existential line of apologetic is indeed powerful because 
Christianity is a life rather than a philosophy, and its insights 
meet an instinctive response from personal religious experience. 
But a philosopher will have weighty objections, an evasion of 
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which will incur the dangerous charge of contempt of truth. 
Reason is our instrument for the establishment of truth, and our 
means of testing the paths which we will follow. Unreason has 
produced so many aberrations that any irrational doctrine must 
come under suspicion. When Barth for example denigrates 
human thought as corrupt and presumptuous and confines man's 
duty to hearing and obeying the voice of God, he not only con­
demns the whole corpus of theology but also leaves us without 
a means of testing whether the Word, as we hear it, is authentic 
or not. Barth would find its authenticity in an intuitive recog­
nition, but many preachers have induced repentance in their 
hearers by personal magnetism coupled with hell-fire threats, 
now largely discowited. Undoubtedly the teachings of Christ 
and the theology of St Paul have a strongly existential strain: 
their appeal is pre-eminently personal, to the inner conscious­
ness. Conviction of sin on which the appeal for conversion is 
based is an existential insight: it was the mainspring of Kierke­
gaard's powerful appeal. But psychological discoveries and the 
development of a kinder and more therapeutic social attitude 
to wrong-doing have raised doubts whether the confrontation 
of all men as miserable sinners with the wrath of the living God, 
even though salved by the atonement of Christ, is not too 
introvert a remedy. It is difficult to justify this schema from 
Christ's teaching and practice, and theologically Augustinianism 
is becoming out of date. 

In fact the by-passing of reason by existentialist theology is 
unlikely to appeal to any but an inner circle of the devout, one 
might even say of the elect. As Dr J. S. Bezzant has said in a 
recent lecture: "Alleged revelation which is incomprehensible, 
whatever else it may be, is not revelation ... human under­
standing and assimilation are involved in asserting the trueness 
of any proposition whatever." Here Christian philosophy digs 
in its heels. The long process of rational U11dcrstanding of our 
world, and the development by intellectual debate of ethical 
principles by which so many myriads have achieved the good 
life, is by God's guidance. A less adult world was trained, as 
children are, by ways which are less mature than those of 
reason. And revelation still provides the guiding lights. It may 
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well be that the path to the knowledge of God may lie in the 
depths of the soul. But its insights must be mediated to society 
through rational expression, criticism, and comprehension: 
and the knowledge of God's will for humanity must be 
embodied and inspired in the sanity and beauty of institutional 
and social expression. 

It is on these lines, to some extent, that the Neo-Thomist 
philosophy has offered a fourth reaction. At least it docs not 
throw over the "perennial philosophy" of Aristotle and Aquinas 
and does not abandon the metaphysical approach. In Marit~~• 
Sertillangcs, and others of its Roman Catholic exponents It IS 
hampered unduly by dogmatic necessity, and tied too close!y 
to an Aristotelian schema which overweights causality and nus­
conceived evolution. English exponents such as Austin Farrer, 
E. L. Mascall, and Ian Ramsey defend the traditional Catholic 
approach with more flexibility and profound ingenuity, while 
not neglecting the problems raised by analysis and science. The 
intuition of being on which Thomism is founded, since being 
is also a concept, leads both to empiricism and metaphysics: the 
Aristotelian concepts of potentiality and actuality, of final 
causes, of God, and of finite existence, have an almost essential 
part to play in any philosophy of Christianity. The defence of 
the traditional beliefs of Christians can find no more convincing 
form. And yet, even though, as Maritain says, truth is a mystery 
to be approached rather than a problem to be solved, and even 
if the development of human thought has been historically 
organic rather than dialectical, there is so much that is intel­
lectually new in the twentieth-century situation, that some 
comprehensive restatement of traditional Christian theology 
seems inevitable. It must, however, be more exoteric than 
mysticism, more concrete than symbolism, more rational than 
existentialism, and more fle>..--ible than Nee-Thomism if it is to 
gain wide assent. 
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Great philosophers think ahead of their times ; 
and their ideas invariably mould the popular 
outlook of the next generation. Thus a study of 
the outstanding philosophies of Western civiliza­
tion not only teaches tis more about the ages in 
which they were born and affords us a clearer 
explanation of the development of the social 
history of later times, but also brings us into 
contact with "the mainspring of human pro­
gress". 

The love of wisdom, the search for truth -
philosophy - has attracted the greatest minds down the ages. "To 
face again the problems which they faced, to criticize their solutions, 
and to learn from their insights enlarges our horizons, clears our 
thoughts, and stimulates our own speculations." So saying, Canon 
Armstrong presents this concise, yet comprehensive and lucid account 
of Western philosophy. He traces its development from Plato and 
Aristotle through the early and medieval Christian philosophers to the 
founder of modern philosophy, Descartes, and concludes with the 
current analytical and linguistic trend and the reactions of Christian 
thinkers. 

The author is a canon of Worcester Cathedral and has been Warden 
of the Worcester Ordination College since 1952. 
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