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I.  Philosophia

The term 'philosophy' is a transliteration of the Greek word 'philosophia', which itself is a compound word composed of the two concepts 'philein' and 'sophia.'

· 'philein' is a verb which means to love or pursue

· 'sophia' is a noun which means wisdom


The word 'philosophia' was first used to describe the activities of a group of people we now call the Presocratics, who were mostly interested in cosmological and cosmogonical questions.

· 'sophia' had a general meaning of wisdom, but most often referred to "theoretical wisdom" (later on, Aristotle fixes the meaning of this term to mean this exclusively)


Philosophy started out as reasoning, reflection and independent study of the cosmos (of "theoretical" questions).

· unlike their predecessors, the Presocratics did not ground their positions on authoritative views or traditions of the past

· rather, they sought to improve upon the opinions of the past by critical examination and (often biting) criticism


Later on, this approach to inquiry is systematically broadened by Socrates, Plato and Aristotle to include moral and political questions.


By the fourth century B.C. philosophy is a fully stretched umbrella of sciences, ranging from mathematics to morals.

II. Themes in Presocratic Philosophy
There are a number of themes that run through this period.  I identify six below as follows:

A. The Search for First Principles: The Presocratics were preoccupied with first principles.  This preoccupation is captured in a single word, archē, which can be translated as ‘origin’, ‘beginning’, (political) ‘rule’, or ‘fundamental principle.’  Competing philosophers and schools had different answers as to what this was (or these were).
· What is the archē?

· The Milesian Philosophers

· Thales: the archē is water or moisture (hydros)
· Anaximander: the archē is unlimited (apeiron)
· Anaximenes: the archē is air (aieros)
· Heraclitus: the archē is fire

· Later on:

· Plato's Forms (eidos, idēa): a plurality of transcendent primary principles serve as first principles (archē)
· Aristotle's essences: primary principles (archē) are in the things themselves

B. Permanence or Flux? They were also preoccupied with the observable fact of change in the midst of permanence.  Some things come and go; others seem to stay the same.  There are regularities interspersed with seemingly random and chaotic events.  Is the world fundamentally fixed and orderly, or chaotic and in flux?
· Heraclitean Flux: nothing ever stays the same

· you can’t step into the same river twice

· Parmenidean permanence: nothing ever changes

· Zeno’s paradoxes of motion (nothing moves!)

· Later on:

· Sophistic Relativism: there is no truth, only human convention

· Socratic (mitigated) Skepticism: there is little to know about nature, but much to know about human conduct

· Platonic synthesis: there is permanence and truth in a transcendent world; and flux and opinion in this earthly realm

· Aristotelian revision: yes, but permanence and truth are found on this earth

C. The Nature of Soul (Psychē) In the midst of these questions arises a theory of permanence and flux with respect to living things, and simultaneously an account of self generated (unmoved) motion 
· soul the mover (animator) of things
· soul as breath (pneuma)

· soul as separate from the body
· soul as immortal, persisting after the body dissipates
D. Many or One? A related puzzle was the question of unity vs. plurality.  Every single thing seemingly can be conceived of as a plurality, and every plurality can be conceived of as a unit (or collection) of things.  Is the world, then, fundamentally a unit (the One) or a plurality (the Many)
· monism: there is fundamentally only one thing

· dualism: there are fundamentally two kinds of things

· pluralism: there are fundamentally many things

E. Theology: There are questions during this time about the nature and function of divinity. The question of plurality and unity reappears here as well.
· nature of divinity (human-like or not?)

· god(s) as first mover(s) of the universal system

· polytheism/monotheism question (are there many or one?)

F. Politics and Morals: And of course the question of what nature and the gods have in store for us as human beings
· nomos (culture)  or physis (nature)? Is there a way to live mandated by the gods/nature? How do we know we have the right practices?
· Herodotus’ story of the Greeks and Callatians and differing funerary practices
· science, religion and morality: what is the connection?

· addressed later in Plato’s Euthyphro
· living according to nature (beginning of Natural Law Theory)

· later, the Stoics’ combination of Socrates and Heraclitus

