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Absolute, term used to denote whatever, is in no way, dependent on or limited by, 

anything else.  Thus, in ethics, an absolute value is one that is good in itself, rather than 

useful for obtaining something else, and an absolute principle is one that permits of no 

exceptions.  In political theory, an absolute right, is a right that society cannot take away 

from an individual. 

In theology and metaphysics, the term Absolute, usually refers, to God.  According to 

the Dutch philosopher, Baruch Spinoza, God is absolute; that is, unlimited, because by 

his very concept, nothing can limit God.  All other existing things, exist through this ab- 

solute substance.  The German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, defined the Absolute, as 

an all-encompassing totality and argued that scientific knowledge, of such a being, is 

impossible.  This position, was adopted also, by the British philosophers, Herbert 

Spencer and Sir William Hamilton.  The Absolute, figures also, as the central concept in 

the philosophies of the 19th-cen-tury, German idealists.  In particular, the German 

philosopher, G.W.F. Hegel, regarded the Absolute as a spiritual process, that realizes 

itself, through rationality alone, because only through the use of logic, can reality be 

recognized.  He maintained, as did the British idealist philosophers, Bernard Bosanquet, 

Francis Herbert Bradley, and Thomas Hill Green, that all knowledge is, indirectly and 

incompletely, knowledge of the Absolute.  The American idealist philosopher, Josiah 

Royce, identified the Absolute, with a so-called cosmic community; his system of 

philosophy, came to be known as, absolute idealism. 

 

Aesthetics, branch of philosophy concerned with the essence and perception of beauty 

and ugliness.  Aesthetics, also deals, with the question of whether, such qualities, are 

objectively present, in the things they appear to qualify, or whether such qualities are, 

objectively present, in the things they appear to qualify, or whether they exist, only in the 

mind, of the individual; hence, whether objects are perceived by a particular mode, the 

aesthetic mode, or whether instead the objects have, in themselves, special qualities -- 

aesthetic qualities.  Philosophy, also asks, if there is a difference, between the beautiful 

and the sublime. 

 

Criticism and the psychology of art, although independent disciplines, are related to 

aesthetics.  The psychology of art is concerned, with such elements of the arts, as 

human responses to color, sound, line, form, and words, and with the ways, in which, 

the emotions, condition such responses.  Criticism, confines itself, to particular works of 

art, analyzing their structures, meanings, and problems, comparing them with other 

works, and evaluating them. 
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The term, aesthetics was introduced in 1753, by the German philosopher, Alexander 

Gottlieb Baumgarten, but the study of the nature of beauty had been pursued for 

centuries.  In the past, it was chiefly, a subject for philosophers. Since the 19th century, 

artists, also have, contributed their views. 

 

Classical Theories 

The first aesthetic theory of any scope, is that of Plato, who believed that reality consists 

of archetypes or forms, beyond human sensation, which are the mo- 

dels for all things that exist in human experience.  The objects of such experience are 

examples, or imitations, of those forms.  The philosopher tries to reason from the object 

experienced, to the reality it imitates; the artist copies the experienced object, or uses it 

as a model for the work.  Thus, the artist’s work is an imitation of an imitation. 

 

Plato’s thinking had a marked ascetic strain.  In his Republic, Plato went so far as to 

banish some types of artists from his ideal society, because he thought their work 

encouraged immorality or portrayed base characters, and that certain musical 

compositions caused laziness or incited people to immoderate actions. 

 

Aristotle, also spoke of art as imitation, but not in the Platonic sense.  One could imitate 

“things as they ought to be,” he wrote, and “art, partly completes, what nature cannot 

bring to a finish.”  The artist separates the form from the matter of some objects of ex-

perience, such as the human body or a tree, and imposes, that form on another matter, 

such as canvas or marble.  Thus, imitation is not just copying an original model, nor is it 

devising a symbol for the original; rather, it is a particular representation of an aspect of 

things, and each work is an imitation of the universal whole. 

 

Aesthetics was inseparable from morality and politics, for both, Aristotle and Plato.  The 

former, wrote about music in his Politics, maintaining that art, affects human character, 

and hence, the social order.  Because Aristotle held that happiness is the aim of life, he 

believed that the major function of art, is to provide human satisfaction.  In the Poetics, 

his great work on the principles of drama, Aristotle argued that tragedy, so stimulates 

the emotions of pity and fear, which he considered morbid and unhealthful, that by the 

end of the play, the spectator is purged of them.  This catharsis makes the audience, 

psychologically healthier, and thus, more capable of happiness.  Neoclassical drama, 

since the 17th century, has been greatly influenced by Aristotle’s, Poetics.  The works of 
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the French dramatists, Jean Baptiste Racine, Pierre Corneille, and Moliere, in particular, 

advocate its doctrine of the three unities:  time, place, and action.  This concept 

dominated literary theories up to the 19th century. 

 

Other Early Approaches 

The 3rd-century philosopher, Plotinus, born in Egypt and trained in philosophy at 

Alexandria, although a Neoplatonist, gave far more importance to art, than did Plato.  In 

Plotinus’s view, art reveals the form of an object, more clearly, than ordinary experience 

does, and it raises the soul to contemplation of the universal.  According to Plotinus, the 

highest moments of life are mystical, which is to say, that the soul is united, in the world 

of forms, with the divine, which Plotinus spoke of as, “the One.”  Aesthetic experience 

comes closest to mystical experience, for one loses oneself, while contemplating the 

aesthetic object. 

 

Art, in the Middle Ages, was primarily, an expression of religion, with an aesthetic 

principle, based largely, on Neoplatonism.  During the Renaissance in the 15th and 16th 

centuries, art became more secular, and its aesthetics were classical, rather than 

religious.  The great impetus to aesthetic thought, in the modern world, occurred in 

Germany during the 18th century.  The German critic, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, in his, 

Laokoon (1766), argued that art is self-limiting and reaches its height, only when, these 

limitations are recognized.  The German critic and classical archaeo- 

logist, Johann Joachim Winckelmann, maintained that, in accordance with the ancient 

Greeks, the best art is impersonal, expressing ideal proportion and balance, rather than 

its creator’s individuality.  The German philosopher, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, considered 

beauty, a moral virtue.  The artist creates a world, in which, beauty, as much as truth, is 

an end, foreshadowing that absolute freedom, which is the goal of the human will.  For 

Fichte, art is individual, not social, but it fulfills a great human purpose. 

 

Modern Aesthetics 

The 18th-century German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, was concerned with judgments 

of taste.  Objects are judged beautiful, he proposed, when they satisfy a disinterested 

desire:  one that does not involve personal interests or needs.  It follows from this, that 

beautiful objects have no specific purpose and that judgments of beauty, are not 

expressions of mere personal preference, but are universal.  Although one cannot be 

certain that others will be satisfied by objects, he or she, judges to be beautiful, one can, 

at least, say that others ought to be satisfied.  The basis for one’s response to beauty, 
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exists in the structure of one’s mind. 

 

Art should give the same disinterested satisfaction as natural beauty.  Paradoxically, art 

can accomplish one thing nature cannot.  It, can offer, ugliness and beauty, in one 

object.  A fine painting of an ugly face, is still beautiful. 

 

According to the 19th-century German philosopher, G.W.F. Hegel, art, religion, and 

philosophy are the bases of the highest spiritual development.  Beauty, in nature, is 

everything that the human spirit finds pleasing and congenial to the exercise of spiritual 

and intellectual freedom.  Certain things, in nature, can be made more congenial and 

pleasing, and it is these natural objects, that are reorganized by art to satisfy aes-thetic 

demands.   

 

The German philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer, believed that the forms of the universe, 

like the eternal Platonic forms, exist beyond the worlds of experience, and that aesthetic 

satisfaction is achieved by contemplating them for their own sakes, as a means of 

escaping the painful world of daily experience. 

 

Fichte, Kant, and Hegel are in a direct line of development.  Schopenhauer attacked 

Hegel, but was influenced by Kant’s view of disinterested contemplation.  The German 

philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, followed Schopenhauer at first, then disagreed with 

him.  Nietzsche concurred that life is tragic, but thought that this should not preclude 

acceptance of the tragic with joyous affirmation, the full realization, of which, is art.  Art 

confronts the terrors of the universe and is therefore, only for the strong.  Art can 

transform any experience into beauty, and by so doing, transforms its horrors, in such a 

way, that they may be contemplated with enjoyment.   

 

Although much modern aesthetics is rooted in German thought, German thinking was 

subject to other Western influences.  Lessing, a founder of German romanticism, was 

affected by the aesthetic writings of the British statesman, Edmund Burke. 

 

Aesthetics and Art 

Traditional aesthetics in the 18th and 19th centuries was dominated by the concept of 

art as imitation of nature.  Novelists such as, Jane Austen and Charles Dickens in 
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England and dramatists, such as Carlo Goldoni in Italy and Alexandre Dumas, fils (the 

son of Alexandre Dumas, pere), in France presented realistic accounts of middle-class 

life.  Painters, whether neoclassical, such as Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, romantic, 

such as, Eugene Delacroix, or realist, such as, Gustave Courbet, rendered their 

subjects with careful attention to life-like detail. 

 

In traditional aesthetics it was, also frequently, assumed that art objects are useful, as 

well as, beautiful.  Paintings might commemorate historical events or encourage 

morality.  Music might inspire piety or pat-riotism.  Drama, especially in the hands of 

Dumas and the Norwegian, Henrik Ibsen, might serve to criticize society, and, so lead, 

to reform. 

 

In the 19th century, however, avant-garde concepts of aesthetics began to challenge 

traditional views.  The change, was particularly evident, in painting.  French 

impressionists, such as. Claude Monet, denounced academic painters for depicting 

what they thought they should see, rather than what they actually saw -- that is, 

surfaces of many colors and wavering forms, caused by the distorting play of light and 

shadow as the sun moves. 

 

In the late 19th century, post-impressionists such as, Paul Cezanne, Paul Gauguin, and 

Vincent van Gogh, were more concerned with the structure of a painting and with 

expressing their own psyche, than with representing objects in the world of nature.  In 

the early 20th century, this structural interest, was deve-loped further, by cubist painters 

such as, Pablo Picasso, and the expressionist concern, was reflected in the work of 

Henri Matisse and other Fauves and by the German expressionists, such as Ernst 

Ludwig Kirchner. The literary aspects of expressionism, can be seen, in the plays of 

August Strindberg, a Swede, and Frank Wedekind, a German. 

 

Closely connected with these relatively non-representational approaches to art, was the 

principle of “art for art’s sake,” which was derived from Kant’s view, that art has its own 

reason for being.  The phrase, was first used, by the French philosopher, Victor Cousin, 

in 1818.  This doctrine, sometimes called, aestheticism, was espoused in England by 

the critic, Walter Horatio Pater, by the Pre-Raphaelite painters, and by the expatriate 

American painter, James Abbott McNeill Whistler.  In France, it was the credo, of such 
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symbolist poets as, Charles Baudelaire.  The “art for art’s sake” principle, underlies most 

of avant-garde Western art of the 20th century. 

 

Major Contemporary Influences 

Four philosophers of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, have been the primary 

influences on present-day aesthetics.  In France, Henri Bergson, defined science, as 

the use of intelligence, to create a system of symbols, that supposedly, describes reality, 

but actually, falsifies it.  Art, however, is based on intuition, which is a direct 

apprehension of reality unmediated, by thought.  Thus, art cuts through conventional 

symbols and beliefs about people, life, and society, and confronts one, with reality itself. 

 

In Italy, the philosopher and historian, Benedetto Croce, also exalted intuition, but he 

considered it the immediate awareness of an object, that somehow, gives that object 

form.  It is the apprehension of things before one reflects about them.  Works of art are 

the expression, in material form, of such intuitions; but beauty and ugliness are not 

qualities of the works of art, but qualities of the spirit, expressed intuitively, in these 

works of art. 

 

The American philosopher and poet, George Santayana, argued that when one takes 

pleasure in a thing, the pleasure may be regarded as a quality of the thing itself, rather 

than as a subjective response to it.  Just as one may characterize some human act, as 

good in itself, instead of calling it good, merely because, one approves it, so one may 

say, that some object is beautiful, not merely, that one’s aesthetic delight in its co- 

lor and form, leads one to call it beautiful. 

 

John Dewey, the American educator and philosopher, viewed human experience as 

disconnected, fragmentary, full of beginnings without conclusions, or as ex- 

periences deliberately manipulated, as means to ends.  Those exceptional experiences, 

that flow from their beginnings to consummations, are aesthetic.  Aesthetic experience 

is enjoyment for its own sake, is complete and self-contained, and is terminal, not 

merely, instrumental to other purposes. 

 

Marxism and Freudianism 
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Two powerful movements, Marxism in the field of economics and politics and 

Freudianism in psychology, have rejected the art-for-art principle and reas-serted art’s 

practical uses.  Marxism treats art, as an expression of the underlying economic 

relations, in society.  Marxist proponents, maintain that art is great, only when, it is 

“progressive,” that is, when it supports the cause of the society, under which, it is 

created. 

 

Sigmund Freud, believed the value of art, to lie in its therapeutic use:  It is by this 

means, that both the artist and the public, can reveal hidden conflicts and discharge 

tensions.  Fantasies and daydreams, as they enter into art, are thus, transformed from 

an escape from life into ways of meeting it.  In the surrealist movement in painting and 

poetry, the unconscious is used, as a source of material.  The stream-of-consciousness 

technique of fiction, notable in the novels of the Irish writer, James Joyce, was derived, 

not only from Freud’s work, but partly from, The Principles of Psychology (1890), by the 

American philosopher and psychologist, William James, and partly, from the French 

novel, We’ll to the Woods No More (1887; translated, 1957), by Edouard Dujardin. 

 

Existentialism 

More recently, the French philosopher and writer, Jean Paul Sartre, advocated a form of 

existentialism, in which, art is seen as an expression of the freedom of the individual, to 

choose, and as such, demonstrates the individual’s responsibility for, his or her, choices.  

Despair, as reflected in art, is not an end, but a beginning, because it eradicates the 

guilts and excuses, from which, people ordinarily suffer, thus opening the way, for 

genuine freedom. 

 

Academic Controversies 

Academic controversies of the 20th century, have revolved, about meaning in art.  The 

British critic and semanticist, I. A. Richards, claimed, that art, is a language.  He 

asserted that two types of language exist:  the symbolic, which conveys ideas and 

information; and the emotive, which expresses, evokes, and excites, feelings and 

attitudes.  He regarded art, as emotive language, giving order and coherence to 

experience and attitudes, but containing no symbolic meaning. 

 

Richard’s work, was important also, for its use of psychological techniques in studying 

aesthetic reactions.  In Practical Criticism (1929), he described experiments revealing 
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that, even highly educated people, are conditioned by their education, by handed-down 

opinion, and by other social and circumstantial elements in their aesthetic responses.  

Other writers have commented on the conditioning effects of tradition, fashion, and 

other social pressures, noting, for example, that in the early 18th century, the plays of 

William Shakespeare, were viewed as barbarous, and Gothic art, as vulgar. 

 

Growing interest in aesthetics, is revealed, by the es-tablishment of the periodicals, 

Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, founded in the United States in 1941; Revue 

d’Esthetique, founded in France in 1948; and the British Journal of Aesthetics, founded 

in 1960. 

 

Analogy, a relationship of similarity or likeness between two or more entities.  For 

example, an analogy, or similarity, between the human heart and a mechani- 

cal pump has been argued. 

 

In logic, analogy is the name of an inductive form of argument, which asserts, that if two 

or more entities are similar in one or more respects, then a probability exists that they 

will be similar, in other respects.  For example, if one student was an excellent college 

debater, scored high on the admissions test to law school, and then, did unusually well 

in law school, a second student, who is a champion debater and scored high on the 

test, will probably excel in law school too. 

 

In theology, theorists have held that knowledge of God’s nature, can be partially gained 

from knowledge of his creation, through the analogical use of language.  From the 

knowledge that human beings are good, goodness, is also, predicated of God.  When 

God and human beings, are both, referred to as good, however, the term, goodness is 

not being used univocally -- that is, the term is not being used, in exactly, the same 

sense.  Neither is the term, good, being used univocally, when predicated of God and 

human beings.  That is, the term in not being used in altogether different senses.  Thus, 

it is argued, the term is being used analogically.  Although the creature is not precisely 

like the creator, the creature is, in some sense, like (analogous to) the creator.  Thus, 

ascribing goodness to God, on the basis of an understanding of what it means to 

ascribe goodness to human beings, does result in knowledge, however limited, of the 

nature of God. 
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Historically, analogies have been used for a variety of purposes.  Literary analogies 

have been used to paint vivid word pictures.  Scientific analogies have been used for 

explanatory purposes.  In philosophy, Plato illustrated his ideas by the use of well-

developed ana-logies. 

 

Analytic and Linguistic Philosophy, 20th-century philosophical movement, dominant 

in Great Britain and the United States, since World War II, that aims to clarify language 

and analyze the concepts expressed in it.  The movement has been given a variety of 

designations, including “linguistic analysis,” “logical empiricism,” “logical positivism,” 

“Cambridge analysis,” and “Oxford philosophy.”  The last two labels are derived from the 

universities in England, where this philosophical method has been particularly 

influential.  Although no specific doctrines or tenets are accepted by the movement as a 

whole, analytic and linguistic philosophers agree that the proper activity of philosophy, is 

clarifying language, or, as some prefer, clarifying concepts.  The aim of this activity is to 

settle philosophical disputes and resolve philosophical problems, which, it is argued, 

originate in linguistic confusion. 

 

Approaches 

A considerable diversity of views exists among analytic and linguistic philosophers 

regarding the nature of conceptual or linguistic analysis.  Some have been primarily 

concerned with clarifying the meaning of specific words or phrases as an essential step 

in making philosophical assertions clear and unambiguous.  Others have been more 

concerned with determining the general conditions that must be met for any linguistic 

utterance to be meaningful; their intent is to establish a criterion that will distinguish 

between meaningful and nonsensical sentences.  Still other analysts have been 

interested in creating formal, symbolic languages that are mathematical in nature.  Their 

claim is that philosophical problems can be more effectively dealt with once they are 

formulated in a rigorous logical language. 

 

By contrast, many philosophers associated with the movement have focused on the 

analysis of ordinary, or natural, language.  Difficulties arise when concepts, such as, 

time and freedom, for example, are considered apart from the linguistic context, in 

which, they normally appear.  Attention to language, as it is ordinarily used, is the key, it 

is argued, to resolving many philosophical puzzles. 
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Early History 

Linguistic analysis, as a method of philosophy, is as old as the Greeks.  Several of the 

dialogues of Plato, for example, are specifically concerned with clarifying terms and 

concepts.  Nevertheless, this style of philosophizing, has received dramatically renewed 

emphasis, in the 20th century.  Influenced by the earlier British empirical tradition of 

John Locke, George Berkeley, David Hume, and John Stuart Mill and by the writings of 

the German mathematician and philosopher, Gottlob Frege, the 20th-century English 

philosophers, G.E. Moore and Bertrand Russell, became the founders of this 

contemporary analytic and linguistic trend.  As students together, at the University of 

Cambridge, Moore and Russell, rejected Hegelian idealism, particularly, as it was 

reflected in the work of the English metaphysician, F.H. Bradley, who held that, nothing 

is completely real, except the Absolute.  In their opposition to idealism and in their 

commitment to the view, that careful attention to language is crucial in philosophical 

inquiry, they set the mood and style of philosophizing for much of the 20th century 

English-speaking world. 

 

For Moore, philosophy was first and foremost analysis.  The philosophical task involves 

clarifying puzzling propositions or concepts by indicating less puzzling propositions or 

concepts, to which, the originals are held to be logically equivalent.  Once this task has 

been completed, the truth or falsity of problematic philosophical assertions can be 

determined, more adequately.  Moore was noted for his careful analyses of such 

puzzling philosophical claims as, “time is unreal,” analyses, that then aided in 

determining, the truth of such assertions. 

 

Russell, strongly influenced by the precision of mathematics, was concerned with 

developing an ideal logical language that would accurately reflect the nature of the 

world.  Complex propositions, Russell maintained, can be resolved into their simplest 

components, which he called atomic propositions.  These propositions refer to atomic 

facts, the ultimate constituents of the universe.  The metaphysical view, based on this 

logical analysis of language and the insistence, that meaningful propositions must 

correspond to facts, constitute what Russell called, logical atomism.  His interest in the 

structure of language, also led him, to distinguish between the grammatical form of a 

proposition and its logical form.  The statements “John is good” and “John is tall” have 

the same grammatical form, but different logical forms.  Failure to recognize this, would 

lead one to treat the property, “goodness” as if it were a characteristic of John, in the 

same way that the property “tallness,” is a characteristic of John.  Such failure results in 

philosophical confusion. 
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Wittgenstein and the Logical Positivists 

Russell’s work in mathematics, attracted to Cambridge, the Austrian philosopher, 

Ludwig Wittgen-stein, who became a central figure in the analytic and linguistic 

movement.  In his first major work, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1921; trans., 1992), 

in which, he first presented his theory of language, Wittgenstein argued that “all 

philosophy is a “critique of language” and that “philosophy aims at the logical  

clarification of thoughts.”  The results of Wittgenstein’s analysis resembled Russell’s 

logical atomism.  The world, he argued, is ultimately composed of simple facts, which it 

is the purpose of language to picture.  To be meaningful, statements, about the world, 

must be reducible to linguistic utterances that have a structure, similar to the simple 

facts pictured.  In this early Wittgensteinian analysis, only propositions that picture facts 

-- the propositions of science -- are considered, factually meaningful.  Metaphysical, 

theological, and ethical sentences, were judged to be, factually meaningless. 

 

Influenced by Russell, Wittgenstein, Ernst Mach, and others, a group of philosophers 

and mathematicians in Vienna in the 1920’s, initiated the movement known as logical 

positivism.  Led by Moritz Schlick and Rudolf Carnap, the Vienna Circle, initiated one of 

the most important chapters in the history of analytic and linguistic philosophy.  

According to the positivists, the task of philosophy, is the clarification of meaning, not 

the discovery of new facts (the job of the scientists) or the construction of 

comprehensive accounts of reality (the misguided pursuit of traditional metaphysics). 

 

The positivists divided all meaningful assertions into two classes:  analytic propositions 

and empirically verifiable ones.  Analytic propositions, which include the propositions of 

logic and mathematics, are statements the truth or falsity, of which, depend altogether 

on the meanings of the terms constituting the statement.  An example would be the 

proposition “two plus two equals four.”  The second class of meaningful propositions, 

includes all statements about the world, that can be verified, at least in principle, by 

sense experience.  Indeed, the meaning of such propositions is identified with the 

empirical method of their verification.  This verifiability theory of meaning, the positivists 

concluded, would demonstrate that scientific statements are legitimate factual claims 

and that metaphysical, religious, and ethical sentences, are factually empty.  The ideas 

of logical positivism were made popular in England by the publication of A.J. Ayer’s, 

Language, Truth and Logic in 1936. 

 

The positivists,’ verifiability theory of meaning, came under intense criticism by 

philosophers, such as, the Austrian-born British philosopher, Karl Popper.  Eventually, 
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this narrow theory of meaning, yielded to a broader understanding of the nature of 

language.  Again, an influential figure was Wittgenstein.  Repudiating many of his earlier 

conclusions in the Tractatus, he initiated a new line of thought, culminating in his 

posthumously published, Philosophical Investigations (1953; trans., 1953).  In this work, 

Wittgenstein argued, that once, attention is directed to the way language, is actually 

used in ordinary discourse, the variety and flexibility of language become clear.  

Propositions, do much more than, simply picture facts. 

 

This recognition led to Wittgenstein’s influential concept of language games.  The 

scientist, the poet, and the theologian, for example, are involved in different language 

games.  Moreover, the meeting of a proposition, must be understood in its context, that 

is, in terms of the rules of the language game, of which, that proposition is a part.  

Philosophy, concluded Wittgen-stein, is an attempt to resolve problems, that arise, as 

the result of linguistic confusion, and the key to the resolution of such problems, is 

ordinary language analysis and the proper use of language. 

 

Recent Developments 

Additional contributions within the analytic and lin-guistic movement include, the work of 

the British philosophers, Gilbert Ryle, John Austin, and P.F. Strawson and the American 

philosopher, W.V. Quine.  According to Ryle, the task of philosophy, is to restate  

“systematically misleading expressions,” in forms that are, logically more, accurate. He 

was, particularly concerned, with statements the grammatical form, of which, suggests 

the existence of nonexistent objects.  For example, Ryle is best known for his analysis 

of mentalistic language, language that misleadingly suggests that the mind, is an entity, 

in the same way as the body. 

 

Austin maintained that one of the most fruitful starting points, for philosophical inquiry, is 

attention to the extremely fine distinctions, drawn in ordinary language.  His analysis of 

language, eventually led, to a general theory of speech acts, that is, to a description of 

the variety of activities, that an individual may be performing, when something is 

uttered. 

 

Strawson is known for his analysis of the relationship between formal logic and ordinary 

language. The complexity of the latter, he argued, is inadequately represented, by 
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formal logic.  A variety of analytic tools, therefore, is needed, in addition to logic, in an-

alyzing ordinary language. 

 

Quine discussed the relationship between language and ontology.  He argued, that 

language systems tend to commit their users, to the existence of certain things.  For 

Quine, the justification for speaking one way, rather than another, is a thoroughly 

pragmatic one. 

 

The commitment to language analysis, as a way of pursuing philosophy, has continued 

as a significant contemporary dimension in philosophy.  A division, also continues to 

exist, between those who prefer to work with the precision and rigor of symbolic logical 

systems and those who prefer, to analyze ordinary language.  Although few 

contemporary philosophers maintain that all philosophical problems are linguistic, the 

view, continues to be widely held, that attention to the logical structure of language, and 

to how language is used in everyday discourse, can often, aid in resolving philosophical 

problems.   

 

Causality, in philosophy, relationship of a cause to its effect.  The Greek philosopher, 

Aristotle, enumerated four different kinds of causes:  the material, the formal, the 

efficient, and the final.  The material cause, is what anything is made of -- for example, 

brass or marble, is the material cause of a given statue.  The formal cause is the form, 

type, or pattern,  according to which, anything is made; thus, the style of architecture, 

would be the formal cause of a house.  The efficient cause, is the immediate power, 

acting to produce, the work, such as, the manual energy of the laborers.  The final 

cause, is the end or motive, for the sake of which, the work is produced -- that is, the 

pleasure of the owner.  The principles that Aristotle outlined, formed the basis of the 

modern scientific concept, that specific stimuli, will produce standard results under 

controlled conditions.  Other Greek philosophers, particularly, the 2nd century skeptic, 

Sextus Empiricus, attacked the principles of causality. 

 

Rival Notions 

In early modern philosophy, Aristotle’s laws of causality, were again, challenged.  The 

French philosopher and mathematician, Rene Descartes, and his school, believed that, 

a cause must contain the qualities of the effect or the power to produce the effect.  The 

physical scientists of the 17th and 18th centuries, often had, a mechanical view of 

causality, reducing cause to a motion or change, followed by other motion or change 



 

18 
 

Page | 18 

with a mathematical equality, between measures of motion.  The British philosopher, 

David Hume, carried to a logical conclusion, the contention of Sextus Empiricus, that 

causality is not a real relation, but a fiction of the mind.  To account for the origin of this 

fiction, Hume, used the doctrine of association.   

 

Hume’s explanation of cause, led the German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, to posit 

cause, as a fundamental category of understanding.  Kant held that the only knowable 

objective world, is the product of a synthetic activity of the mind.  He accepted Hume’s 

skeptical result, as far as it concerned, the world of things.  Dissatisfied, however, with 

the concept, that experience, is only a succession of perceptions, without any 

discoverable relationship or coherence, Kant decided, that causality, is one of the 

principles of coherence obtaining in the world of phenomena, and that it is universally 

present there because, thought, as part of its contribution to the nature of that world, 

always puts it there. 

 

The British philosopher, John Stuart Mill, took up the problem, at this point.  He denied 

the fundamental postulate of Kant’s transcendentalism, namely, that thought is 

responsible for the order of this world.  Mill, sought to justify, belief in universal 

causation on empiricist principles; for him, a proposition is meaningful, only if it 

describes, what can be experienced. 

 

Modern Directions 

Along with the method of empiricism, as the source of all knowledge, goes a definition 

of cause, that is widely accepted, today.  The cause, of any event, is a preceding event, 

without which the event in question, would not have occurred.  This is a mechanistic 

view of causality, popular in scientific circles.  All the previous events, would constitute, 

the complete cause. 

 

Many philosophers deny the ultimate reality, or at least the fundamental validity, of the 

causal relation.  Thus, the American philosopher, Josiah Royce, maintained that, the 

category of serial order, of which, the category of cause is a particular case, is itself, 

subordinate to the ultimate category of purpose.  The French philosopher, Henri 

Bergson, maintained that, ultimate reality or life, is not bound, by exact causal 

sequences.  It is a process of growth, in which, the unpredictable, and therefore, the 

uncaused, constantly occurs.  No exact repetition happens in real time; and where there 

is no repetition, there is no cause, for cause means, that the antecedent, is repeatedly, 

folowed by the same consequence. 
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Chinese Philosophy, collective designation for the various schools of thought 

originated by Chinese scholars and sages.  Chinese philosophy has passed through 

three distinct historical stages:  the classical age, a creative period from the 6th to the 

2nd century B.C.; the medieval age, from the 2nd century B.C., to the 11th century A.D., 

a period of synthesis and absorption of foreign thought; and the modern age, from the 

11th century to the present, a period of maturation of earlier philosophical trends and 

introduction of new philosophies from the West.  Throughout all these periods, Chinese 

thought, has tended toward humanism, rather than spiritualism, rationalism, rather than 

mysticism, and syncretism, rather than sectarianism. 

 

Classical Age 

The classical age of Chinese philosophy occurred in the late years of the Chou dynasty, 

which lasted from about 1027 B.C., to 256 B.C.  During this era of political and social 

turmoil, feudal states, long subordinate to the house of Chou, gained economic and 

military strength and moved toward independence.  When their power eclipsed, that of 

Chou, feudal bonds were broken, and widespread interstate warfare broke out in the 5th 

century B.C., developing into political anarchy in the 4th and 3rd centuries.  Meanwhile, 

the social and economic changes, resulting from new currents of trade and commerce, 

were disrupting the simple, agricultural society.  In this climate of political anarchy and 

social upheaval, a new class of scholar-officials emerged, consisting of men, who 

aspired through their learning and wisdom, to reunify, the empire and restore order to 

society. 

 

Confucius and Later Disciples 

The most important of these scholars was Confucius, a minor aristocrat and official of 

the state of Lu, in the present Shandong Province, who spent most of his life in the late 

500’s and early 400’s B.C., as an itinerant scholar-teacher and adviser to the rulers of 

various states.  To re-establish order and prosperity, he advocated a restoration of the 

imperial government, social and family organizations, and the rules of propriety, 

prescribed in the classical literature of the early Chou dynasty.  The most important 

element in his system, however, was the individual.  Confucius taught, that each human 

being, must cultivate such personal virtues as honesty, love, and filial piety, through 

study of the models, provided in the ancient literature.  This would bring harmony to the 

graded hierarchy of family, society, and state.  The most important individuals, were the 

ruler and his advisers, because their standards of virtuous conduct, would set an 

example for the realm. 
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Confucius did not speak directly, on such basic issues of his day, as the nature of 

human beings, the rights of the people against tyrannical rulers, and the influence of the 

supernatural, in human affairs.  Two of his 4th and 3rd century B.C., disciples, Mencius 

and Hsun-tzu, did much, to clarify these issues.  Mencius asserted, that human nature, 

was basically good, and that it could be developed, not only by study, as Confucius had 

taught, but also, by a process of inner self-cultivation.  Like Confucius, Mencius 

accepted the hierarchically ordered feudal society, in which he lived, but he placed, far 

greater stress, on the responsibilities of the ruler, for the welfare of the people.  The 

Chou rulers held their position under a doctrine known as the Mandate of Heaven; 

Heaven was thought, to be the impersonal authority, governing all the operations of the 

universe.  Mencius held that the Mandate of Heaven was expressed by the acceptance 

of a ruler, by the people.  If the people rose up and overthrew a tyrant, it was proof that 

Heaven had withdrawn its mandate.  In the name of Heaven, Mencius claimed, for the 

Chinese people, the right of rebellion.  Hzun-tzu took an exactly opposite view of human 

nature; he asserted that rebellion was fundamentally evil.  Hsun-tzu, however, was 

sufficiently optimistic to believe in people’s unlimited capacity for improvement.  He 

taught that through education, the study of the classics, and the rules of propriety, virtue 

could be acquired and order could be reestablished in society.  Hsun-tzu, thus endowed 

Confucianism, with a philosophy of formal education and a tendency toward rigid rules 

for the regulation of human conduct. 

 

Taoism and Other Important Schools 

The second great philosophy of the classical age was Taoism. The philosopher Lao-tzu, 

who probably lived during the 6th century B.C., is usually regarded, as the founder of 

this school.  Whereas, Confucianism sought the full development of human beings 

through moral education and the establishment of an orderly hierarchical society.  

Taoism sought to preserve human life by following the Way of Nature (Tao) and by 

reverting to primitive agrarian communities and a government that did not control or 

interfere with life.  Taoism attempted to bring the individual into perfect harmony with 

nature through a mystical union with the Tao.  This mysticism was carried, still further, 

by Chuang-tzu, a Taoist philosopher of the late 4th century B.C., who taught, that 

through mystical union with the Tao, the individual could transcend nature, and even, life 

and death. 

 

Among the other important schools of this period were Mohism, Naturalism, and the 

Dialecticians.  Mohism, founded by Mo-tzu, during the 5th century B.C., taught strict 
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utilitarianism and mutual love among all people, regardless of family or social 

relationships.  During the 4th century B.C., naturalism offered an analysis of the 

workings of the universe, based upon, certain cosmic principles.  The best known of 

these were yin and yang, which represented the interacting dualities of nature, such as 

female and male, shadow and light, and winter and summer.  Also in the 4th century 

B.C., dialecticians moved toward a system of logic, by analyzing the true meaning of 

words, so as, to avoid the logical pitfalls inherent in language. 

 

Legalism 

Legalism emerged as the dominant philosophy in the state of Ch`in, during the chaotic 

years of the 4th and 3rd centuries B.C.  Two disciples of Hsun-tzu, Han-feitzu and Li 

Ssu, were respectively, the leading philosopher and the leading practitioner of legalism.   

Basing their ideas on Hsuntzu’s teachings, that human nature, was incorrigibly evil, and 

that strict controls were needed to regulate human conduct, the legalists developed a 

political philosophy, that emphasized strict laws and harsh punishments, in the control of 

every aspect of human society.  All personal freedom was subordinated to their 

objective of creating a strong state, under a ruler, of unlimited authority. 

 

Legalism proved, an effective instrument, in creating a powerful and totalitarian military 

and economic machine, in the state of Ch`in.  By 221 B.C., Ch`in, had succeeded, in 

conquering, the feudal states and establishing the first imperial dynasty of China, a 

unified centrally-administrated empire, characterized by strict laws, harsh punishment, 

rigid thought control, (for example, the burning of all non-legalist books in 213 B.C.), 

government control of the economy, and enormous public works projects, such as the 

Great Wall, accomplished with forced labor and at great cost in human life.   

 

It was not long before the oppressive rule of the Ch`in dynasty drove the Chinese 

people to rebellion.  In 206 B.C., a rebel leader of plebeian origin, proclaimed the Han 

dynasty.  The legalist-inspired centralized administration, was retained (it endured, in 

principle, until 1912), but government controls, over the economy and ideology, were 

relaxed.  Numerous beliefs, that had flourished during the late Chou dynasty, were 

resurrected and reexamined, with a view toward establishing a system of thought of 

adequate compass and sophistication, to serve as a philosophical basis for the new and 

vastly expansive, Han empire. 
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Hans Confucianism 

Basing their ideas, largely on Hsun-tzu’s concept of the universe as a triad of heaven, 

earth, and humanity, the Confucian philosophers of the Han, welded a system of 

thought, that incorporated the yin-yang cosmology of the naturalists; a Taoist concern, 

for perceiving and harmonizing with the order of nature; Confucian teachings, on 

benevolent government, rule by virtuous leaders, and respect for learning; and legalist 

principles of administration and economic development.  They hoped that this all-

encompassing philosophy would give the ruler and the government, the knowledge to 

understand the heavenly and earthly sectors of the triad and the means necessary, to 

regulate the human sector, so as, to coordinate it with heaven and earth and establish 

perfect harmony in the universe.  The rationalistic systematization that prompted this 

information, eventually, led to farfetched notions and superstitions, to explain the 

mysterious workings of heaven and earth.  Although Han Confucianism was supported 

by the government from 136 B.C., and subsequently became, the required learning for 

government service, its excessive superstitious ness produced a camp of opposition 

during the first several centuries A.D., and the school divided over questions of the 

authenticity of classical texts. 

 

Medieval Age 

During the 2nd and 3rd centuries A.D., a variety of social and economic causes brought 

the downfall of the Han dynasty, leading to political disunity and foreign invasion.  The 

philosophical void, created by the collapse of Han Confucianism, was filled by Taoism, 

and also by, Buddhism, a philosophy, then new, to China.  One group of Taoist 

philosophers, attempted to reconcile the Confucian teachings of social responsibility 

with the naturalness and mysticism of Taoism; a second group, sought escape from the 

troubled environment, through the belief, in pleasure, as the only good. 

 

Buddhism 

Buddhism filtered into China from India and central Asia from the 1st to the 6th century.  

Language difficulties, at first, hampered the Chinese, in their attempts to grasp the 

philosophical subtleties of the Indian system.  Between the 3rd and 8th centuries, 

however, Buddhist doctrine, was translated and disseminated, through all levels of 

Chinese society, by Chinese pilgrims, returning from India and by the great Central 

Asian translator, Kumarajiva.  The teachings of Buddhism, were basically religious, 

offering escape from the sufferings of life and the endless reincarnation, caused by 

human desires, into an indescribable state of no desire, known as, Nirvana.  Buddhism, 
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was also, of great philosophical importance, because the formulas for achieving 

Nirvana, that it brought to China, included sophisticated metaphysical explanations of 

the nature of existence. 

 

The development of Buddhism, in China, was shaped by the Chinese predilection for 

syncretism, the reconciliation of opposing religious creeds.  Indian Buddhism, was 

divided into sects, some holding that the basic elements of existence, were real 

(realism) and others, that they were unreal or empty (idealism).  Neither of these 

extreme positions could satisfy Chinese Buddhist philosophers of the T`ien T`ai sect, 

who formulated the “Perfectly Harmonious Threefold Truth,” to explain the nature of 

existence.  This doctrine, held that, although things are fundamentally empty, they have 

a temporary existence, and this is the true nature of all things in the universe.  The 

syncretic metaphysics of the T`ien T`ai sect, made the greatest doctrinal contribution to 

Buddhism; but the Meditation sect, that taught the direct intuitive method of penetrating 

the true nature of the universe, had far broader appeal and permanence, in China.  This 

sect is better known in the Western world, under its Japanese name of, Zen Buddhism. 

 

Syncretistic Period 

The reunification of China, under the Sui dynasty from 589 to 618 and the Tang dynasty, 

from 618 to 906, ushered in several hundred years of religious and philosophical 

syncretism, involving Taoism, Buddhism, and resurgent, Confucianism.  Although 

Buddhism was dominant initially, Confucianism alone, among these three schools, 

offered a political and social philosophy, suited to the needs of a centralized empire.  

Consequently, it was reestablished as the basis for the education of prospective 

officials, and the educated official class became increasingly Confucian.  This fact, as 

well as fear, on the part of the government, regarding growing church power, resulted in 

persecutions of Buddhists and Taoists and their ultimate decline.  Taoism, however, 

lived on, as a philosophy, espoused by many educated Chinese, in their personal lives 

and in their relationships, with nature. 

 

It was not until the Sung dynasty, after China had undergone another period of political 

disunion, from 907 to 960, known as the Five Dynasties, that Confucianism, was 

reinstated.  Neo-Confucianism, grew out of the renewed study of the classics, required 

for the imperial civil service examinations, and attempted to reinforce Confucian ethics 

with a metaphysical foundation.  In so doing, it unconsciously, took over some of the 

forms of Buddhism and Taoism, although in substance, it was quite different.  Neo-
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Confucianism taught, that a principle existed for all things in the universe; it sought to 

discover the principle and held the knowledge of principle, would unite the individual 

with the universe and guide, him or her, in personal, social, and political relations.  

Buddhism, on the contrary, had taught, that all things in the universe, were ultimately, 

empty; it sought to enlighten its followers to this, and held that, enlightenment would 

lead the individual to reject mundane affairs. Taoism, did not regard the universe, as 

empty, but it sought to lead the individual away from human society, and even, to  

transcend life and death. 

 

Modern Age 

Neo-Confucianism found expression in three schools.  These schools were the School 

of Principle (rationalism), the School of Mind (idealism), and the School of Practical 

Learning (empiricism). 

 

School of Principle 

The metaphysical speculation of the 11th century, was synthesized in the 12th century, 

by the great Neo-Confucian, Chu Hsi, who developed the doctrines of the School of 

Principle.  In the 14th century, these doctrines were adopted for the imperial civil service 

examinations, remaining the same, until 1905. This school asserted that, all things were 

composed of two elements:  principle (li), which was a reflection of the Great Ultimate 

(Tai-chi), and matter (ch`i).  Through the “investigation of things,” which came to mean, 

the study of human affairs as recorded in the classics, and through self-cultivation, one 

could penetrate matter and perceive principle.  This study would result in an 

understanding of all things, and at the same time, accentuate the principle (the 

fundamentally good human nature), and minimize ch`i, (the physical propensities) in 

one’s mind.  Thus enlightened, the individual could comprehend the affairs of the 

universe and regulate them, through the power of personal virtue. 

 

School of Mind 

The Neo-Confucian School of Mind, originated in the 11th and 12th centuries, but it was 

not until the late 15th century, that it found a formidable spokesperson, in the scholar-

statesman, Wang Yangming.  Following the early teachings of the school, Wang held 

that the mind, was not a combination of li and ch`i, but pure li, or principle.  Because the 

mind was pure principle, unencumbered by ch`i, it had the essential goodness of human 

nature.  All people, therefore, possessed innate good knowledge, and need only look  
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within their minds, to find it.  Wang held, moreover, that truly good knowledge, must 

have a practical consequence.  This led him to conclude that, knowledge and action, 

formed an inseparable unity.  He advocated a philosophy, that started with discovery of 

principle, or knowledge of the good, in one’s mind, and carried the promptings of the 

mind, into virtuous actions beneficial to society.  After Wang’s death, the School of Mind, 

veered toward the practice of Zen-like meditation to achieve enlightenment.  Eventually, 

this led one group of his followers into subjectivism, a kind of spontaneous response to 

all natural urges.  This trend was associated with the weakening of Chinese 

government, during the latter years, of the Ming dynasty, which ended in 1644. 

 

School of Practical Learning 

During the early Ch`ing, or Manchu dynasty, beginning in 1644, Confucian philosophers 

reexamined the Ming civilization, in an attempt, to discover the weaknesses that had led 

to the downfall of that dynasty.  The School of Practical Learning rejected, both the 

metaphysical speculation of the orthodox School of Principle and the subjective idealism 

of Wang Yang-ming’s followers.  They called the renewed study of the classical texts of 

the Han dynasty, to rediscover the true ethical and sociopolitical doctrines of 

Confucianism.  This study produced a highly critical spirit and precise scientific methods 

of textual verification.  The greatest philosopher of this school was Tai Chen, who during 

the 18th century, objected to the Neo-Confucian teaching, that the truth or principles of 

things, existed in the human mind and that they were attainable by mental discipline.  

He believed that this teaching had resulted in excessive introspection and mysticism.  In 

addition, he rejected, that other Neo-Confucianists had determined to be truth or 

principle, as no more than, their subjective judgment.  He went on to assert, that 

principle could be found, only in things and, that it could only be studied objectively, 

through the collection and analysis of factual data.  Such scientific methods, however, 

were never used, by the empirical school for a study of the natural world; this school 

concentrated, instead, on the study of human affairs, as they were dealt with, in the 

classics.  The result, was distinguished scholarship in the fields of philology, phonology, 

and historical geography, but very little new knowledge and no development of the 

natural sciences. 

 

19th-and 20th-Century Speculation 

 

The shortcomings of Neo-Confucianism, became abundantly clear, in the 19th century, 

Metaphysical speculation, provided no explanation for the changes that the impact of 
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the West necessitated in China, and traditional ethics, seemed only, to impede.  If not 

entirely frustrate, Chinese attempts, to modernize. In the 1890’s, however, the brilliant 

young philosopher, K`ang Yu-wei, made a radical attempt to adapt Confucianism, to the 

modern world.  In his revolutionary treatise, Confucius as a Reformer, K`ang claimed to 

have discovered, Confucian authority, for a sweeping reform of Chinese political and 

social institutions; such reform, would be necessary, if China, was to resist the force of 

Western imperialism.  K`ang’s Confucian reform program, implemented briefly, in 1898, 

was frustrated by the entrenched power of orthodox Confucianists in the imperial 

government, and K`ang himself, was exiled.  An attempt to revive Confucian ethics in 

China, was sponsored by the Nationalist leader, Chiang Kai-shek, in the New Life 

Movement of the 1930’s. 

 

By about 1897, Western philosophy, had appeared in China through translations, and in 

the next several decades, many Western philosophical ideas, were brought to China by 

students returning from North America and Europe.  Chinese philosophy, in the 20th 

century, has adapted a number of systems derived from Western thought, while 

attempting to use ideas from the traditional Eastern schools. 

 

The Western philosophies, most influential, in the 20th century China, have been 

pragmatism and materialism.  The former, illustrated in the writings of Hu Shih, a 

student of the American philosopher, John Dewey, conceived of ideas as instruments to 

cope with  actual situations and emphasized results. It was, therefore, well suited for a 

philosophy of reform, and it played an important role in the New Culture Move- 

ment (begun in 1917), which sought to modernize Chinese social and intellectual life.  

By 1924, however, pragmatism began to decline in popularity, probably because, it 

lacked an integrated political philosophy.  Materialism in China, has consisted primarily, 

of dialectical materialism, as described by Karl Marx, whose works became widely 

known in China about 1919. Materialism has been the moving power in Chinese 

economic reconstruction, and since the late 1920’s, historical materialism (the economic 

interpretation of history) has gained wide acceptance, even among some non-

Communist philosophers.  Most of the materialists, eventually accepted, Marxism-Lenin- 

ism, the orthodox philosophy of the Chinese Communist party, enunciated by Mao 

Zedong.  Although the Chinese Communists have claimed that Mao’s beliefs were a 

further development of Marxism-Leninism, a careful analysis shows that Mao’s 

originality, was not so much, theoretical, as practical. 
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The best known of the 20th-century, Confucian philosophers is Fung Yu-lan, who 

developed and reconstructed the Neo-Confucian School of Principle.  Al- 

though his conclusions were similar to those of the Sung Neo-Confucianists, Fung 

supplied new and logical arguments and clarified the original system.  In the 1960’s, 

Fung moved toward historical materialism and revised his work, The History of Chinese 

Philosophy (1931, 1934; supplement, 1936; translated 1948), according to the ideas of 

Marxism-Leninism. 

 

Confucianism, major system of thought in China, developed from the teachings of 

Confucius and his disciples, and concerned with the principles of good conduct, 

practical wisdom, and proper social relationships.  Confucianism has influenced the 

Chinese attitude toward life, set the patterns of living and standards of social value, and 

provided the background for Chinese political theories and institutions. It has spread 

from China to Korea, Japan, and Vietnam and has aroused interest among Western 

scholars. 

 

Although Confucianism became the official ideology of the Chinese state, it has never 

existed as an established religion with a Church and priesthood.  Chinese scholars 

honored Confucius, as a great teacher and sage, but did not worship him as a personal 

god.  Nor did Confucius, himself, ever claim divinity.  Unlike Christian Churches, the 

temples built to Confucius were not places, in which, organized community groups 

gathered to worship, but public edifices designed for annual ceremonies, especially on 

the philosopher’s birthday.  Several attempts to deify Confucius and to proselyte 

Confucianism failed because of the essentially secular nature of the philosophy. 

 

The principles of Confucianism are contained in the nine ancient Chinese works handed 

down by Confucius and his followers, who lived in an age of great philosophic activity. 

These writings can be divided into two groups: the Five Classics and the Four Books. 

 

The Wu Ching (Five Classics), which originated before the time of Confucius, consist of 

the I Ching (Book of Changes), Shu Ching (Book of History), Shih Ching (Book of 

Poetry), Li Chi (Book of Rites), and Ch`un Ch`lu (Spring and Autumn Annals).  The I 

Ching, is a manual of divination, probably compiled, before the 11th century B.C., its 

supplementary philosophical portion, contained in a series of appendixes, may have 

been written later by Confucius and his disciples.  The Shu Ching, is a collection of an-

cient historical documents, and the Shih Ching, an anthology of ancient poems.  The Li 
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Chi, deals with the principles of conduct, including those for public and private 

ceremonies; it was destroyed in the 3rd century B.C., but presumably much of its 

material was preserved in a later compilation, the Record of Rites.  The Ch`un Ch`iu, 

the only work, reputedly compiled by Confucius himself, is a chronicle of major historical 

events in feudal China, from the 8th century B.C., to Confucius’s death, early in the 5th 

century B.C. 

 

The Shih Shu (Four Books), compilations of the sayings of Confucius and Mencius and 

of commentaries by followers on their teachings, are the Lun Yu (Analects), a collection 

of maxims by Confucius, that form the basis of his moral and political philosophy; Ta 

Hsueh (The Great Learning), and Chung Yung (The Doctrine of the Mean), containing 

some of expositions by his disciples; and the Mencius (Book of Mencius), containing the 

teachings of one of Confucius’s great followers. 

 

The keynote of Confucian ethics is jen, variously translated as “love,” “goodness,” 

“humanity,” and “human-heartedness.”  Jen is a supreme virtue, repre- 

senting human qualities at their best.  In human relations, construed as those between 

one person and another, jen is manifested in chung, or faithfulness to oneself and 

others, and shu, or altruism, best expressed in the Confucian golden rule, “Do not do to 

others what you do not want done to yourself.”  Other important Confucian virtues 

include righteousness, propriety, integrity, and filial piety.  One who possesses all these 

virtues becomes a chun-tzu, (perfect gentleman).  Politically, Confucius advocated a 

paternalistic government, in which, the sovereign is benevolent and honorable and the 

subjects are respectful and obedient.  The ruler should cultivate moral perfection in 

order to set a good example to the people.  In education, Confucius upheld the theory, 

remarkable for the feudal period, in which, he lived, that “in education, there is no class 

distinction.” 

 

Confucian Schools of Thought 

After the death of Confucius, two major schools of Confucian thought emerged:  one 

was represented by Mencius, the other by, Hsun-tzu (Hsun K`uang, 300?-235? B.C.).  

Mencius continued the ethical teachings of Confucius, by stressing the innate good- 

ness of human nature.  He believed, however, that original human goodness, can 

become depraved, through one’s own destructive effort or through contact with an evil 

environment.  The problem of moral cultivation is, therefore, to preserve or, at least, to 

restore the goodness that is one’s birthright.  In political thought, Mencius, is 
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sometimes, considered one of the early advocates of democracy, for he advanced the 

idea of the people’s supremacy in the state. 

 

In opposition to Mencius, Hsun-tzu, contended that a person is born with an evil nature, 

but that it can be regenerated through moral education.  He believed that desires should 

be guided and restrained by the rules of propriety and that character should be molded 

by an orderly observance of rites and by the practice of music.  This code serves as a 

powerful influence on character by properly directing emotions and by providing inner 

harmony.  Hsun-tzu was the main exponent of ritualism in Confucianism. 

 

After a brief period of eclipse in the 3rd century B.C., Confucianism was revived during 

the Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220).  The Confucian works, copies, of which, had been 

destroyed in the preceding period, were restored to favor, canonized, and taught by  

learned scholars in national academies.  The works, also formed, the basis of later civil 

service examinations; candidates for responsible government positions received their 

appointments on the strength of their knowledge of classical literature.  As a result, 

Confucianism secured a firm hold on Chinese intellectual and political life. 

 

The success of Han Confucianism was attributable to Tung Chung-shu, who first 

recommended a system of education, built upon the teachings of Confucius.   

Tung Chung-shu, believed in a close correspondence between human beings and 

nature; thus, a person’s deeds, especially those of the sovereign, are often, responsible 

for unusual phenomena in nature.  Because of the sovereign’s authority, he or she, is to 

blame, for such phenomena, as fire, flood, earthquake, and eclipse.  Because these ill 

omens can descend on earth as a warning to humanity, that all is not well in this world, 

the fear of heavenly punishment, proves useful, as a curb to the monarch’s absolute 

power. 

 

In the political chaos that followed the fall of the Han dynasty, Confucianism was 

overshadowed by the rival philosophies of Taoism and Buddhism, and the philo- 

sophy suffered a temporary setback.  Nevertheless, the Confucian Classics, continued 

to be the chief source of learning for scholars, and with the restoration of peace and 

prosperity in the Tang dynasty (618-906), the spread of Confucianism was encouraged.  

The monopoly of learning, by Confucian scholars, once again, ensured them the highest 

bureaucratic positions.  Confucianism returned as an orthodox state teaching. 
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Neo-Confucianism 

The intellectual activities of Sung dynasty (960-1279), gave rise to a new system of 

Confucian thought, based on a mixture of Buddhist and Taoist elements; the new school 

of Confucianism, was known as, Neo-Confucianism.  The scholars, who evolved this 

intellectual system, were themselves, well versed in the other two philosophies.  

Although, primarily, teachers of ethics, they were also interested, in the theories of the 

universe and the origin of human nature. 

 

Neo-Confucianism branched out into two schools of philosophy.  The foremost exponent 

of one school was Chu Hsi, an eminent thinker, second only, to Confucius and Mencius 

in prestige, who established a new philosophical foundation for the teachings of 

Confucianism, by organizing scholarly opinion into a cohesive system.  According to the 

Neo-Confucianist system, Chu Hsi represented, all objects in nature are composed of 

two inherent forces:  li, and immaterial universal principle or law; and ch`i, the 

substance, of which, all material things are made.  Whereas, ch`i, may change and 

dissolve, li, the underlying law of the myriad things, remains constant and indestructible.  

Chu Hsi, further identifies, the li, in human-kind with human nature, which is essentially, 

the same, for all people.  The phenomenon of particular differences, can be attributed, 

to the varying proportions and densities of the ch`i, found among individuals.  Thus, 

those who receive a ch`i, that is turbid, will find their original nature obscured and 

should cleanse their nature to restore it purity.  Purity, can be achieved, by extending 

one’s knowledge of the li, in each individual object.  When, after much sustained effort, 

one has investigated and comprehended the universal li, or natural law inherent in all 

animate and inanimate objects, one becomes a sage. 

 

Opposed to the li (law) school is the, hsin (mind) school of Neo-Confucianism.  The 

chief exponent of the hsin school, as Wang Yang-ming, who taught the unity of 

knowledge and practice.  His major proposition was that “apart from the mind, neither 

law nor object” exists.  In the mind, he asserted, are embodied all the laws of nature, 

and nothing exists, without the mind.  One’s supreme effort should be to develop “the 

intuitive knowledge” of the mind, not through the study or investigation of natural law, 

but through in-tense thought and calm meditation. 

 

During the Ch`ing dynasty (1644-1912), there was a strong reaction, to both, the li and 

hsin schools of Neo-Confucian thought.  Ch`ing scholars advocated, a return to the 

earlier, and supposedly, more authentic, Confucianism of the Han period, when it was 
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still unadulterated by Buddhist and Taoist ideas.  They developed textual criticism of the 

Confucian Classics, based on scientific methodology, using philology, history, and 

archaeology, to reinforce their scholarship.  In addition, scholars, such as Tai Chen, 

introduced an empiricist point of view into Confucian philosophy. 

 

Toward the end of the 19th century, the reaction against Neo-Confucian metaphysics, 

took a different turn.  Instead of confining themselves to textual studies, Confucian 

scholars took an active interest in politics and formulated reform programs, based on 

Confucian doctrine.  K`ang Yu-wei, a leader of the Confucian reform movement, made 

an attempt to exalt the philosophy, as a national religion.  Because of foreign threats to 

China and the urgent demand for drastic political measures, the reform movements 

failed; in the intellectual confusion that followed, the Chinese revolution of 1911, 

Confucianism was branded as decadent and reactionary. With the collapse of the  

monarchy and the traditional family structure, from which, much of its strength and 

support was derived, Confucianism lost its hold on the nation.  In the past, it often, had 

managed to weather adversities and to emerge with renewed vigor, but during this 

period of unprecedented social upheavals, it lost its previous ability, to adapt to 

changing circumstances. 

 

In the view of some scholars, Confucius will be revered in the future as China’s greatest 

teacher; Confucian classics will be studied, and Confucian virtues, embodied for 

countless generations in the familiar sayings and common-sense wisdom of the 

Chinese people, will remain the cornerstone of ethics.  It is doubtful, however, that 

Confucianism, ever again, will play the dominant role in Chinese political life and 

institutions that it did in the past centuries. 

 

The Chinese Communist victory of 1949, underlined the uncertain future of 

Confucianism.  Many Confucian-based traditions were put aside.  The family sys- 

tem, for example, much revered in the past, as a central Confucian institution, was de-

emphasized.  Few Confucian classics were published, and official campaigns against 

Confucianism were organized in the later 1960’s and early `70’s. 

 

Cynics, members of a school of Greek philosophers founded during the second half of 

the 4th century B.C.  Diogenes of Sinope, is generally, regarded as the founder, but 

Antisthenes, a pupil of Socrates, has also been proposed.  According to Aristotle, 

Diogenes was a well-known figure, nicknamed Kyon, the Greek word for “dog.”  The 
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word, Cynic may have been derived from Kyon and applied to the members of this 

school because of their unconventional mode of life, or from Cynosarges, a gymnasium 

where Antisthenes taught.   

 

The Cynics contended that civilization, with its attendant ills, was an artificial, unnatural 

condition and that it should be held in contempt.  Hence, they advocated, returning to a 

natural life, which they equated with a simple life, maintaining that complete happiness 

can be attained, only through, self-sufficiency.  Independence is the true good, not 

riches or luxuries.  It follows, that the Cynics were exceedingly ascetic, regarding 

abstemiousness, as the means to human liberation.  They did not propose the 

gratification of natural appetites, so much as, the no gratification, of artificial ones. 

 

Diogenes’ pupil, Crates of Thebes (flourished late 4th century B.C.), had some influence 

on Zeno of Citium, the Cyprian philosopher and founder of Stoicism.  The basic 

difference in attitude, between the two schools, is that the Cynics viewed the external, 

material world with contempt, while the Stoics advocated indifference. 

 

Although not an important philosophical school, the Cynics attracted attention by their 

eccentricities and by their insolence, and their name is given, to those, distrustful of 

human nature and motives. 

 

Cyrenaics, minor school of Greek philosophy, so named from Cyrene, birthplace of the 

founder of the school, the Greek philosopher, Aristippus.  Aristippus, a disciple of 

Socrates, contended in his principal doctrine, that knowledge is unreliable and useless; 

that the human race ought to try to control its circumstances, rather than be controlled 

by them; that the pursuit of immediate pleasure, is the chief purpose of life; and that 

sensual enjoyments are preferable to the more complicated and subtle joys of intellect, 

although pleasure, must not be sought, beyond the limits imposed by law and custom. 

 

Cyrenaicism flourished during the 4th century B.C., but faded away early in the next 

century.  Among later, Cyrenaics were Theodorus, who argued that last-ing cheerfulness 

and tranquility, are better than more intense, but transient delights; Anniceris, who held 

that the highest gratifications derive from human sympathy and self-sacrifice; and 

Hegesias, called the Death-Persuader, who taught that pleasures are rare at best, that 
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avoidance of pain should be the main concern of the wise, and that suicide is, by far, the 

most efficacious way of avoiding pain. 

 

Cyrenaicism is important in the history of philosophy as the most extreme expression of 

hedonism and as the forerunner of the more sophisticated and influential hedonism of 

Epicureanism. 

 

Demiurge, (Greek demiurges, “artisan,” “craftsman,” “manual laborer”), term used in 

history and in philosophy.  In ancient Attica, the demiourgoi formed one of three classes 

of the population, along with the nobility (eupatridai) and the farmers (georgoi).  

Demiurge, was also, the name that was given to the ten or twelve officers of the 

assembly of the Achaean League, a democratic confederation of Greek cities. 

 

In Plato’s dialogue, Timaeus, the Demiurge was the creator of the world, the builder of 

the material universe.  In later Neoplatonic and Gnostic philosophies, the Demiurge, 

was still considered, the architect of the world, but an entity, distinct from and inferior to, 

the supreme God. 

 

Determinism, philosophical doctrine holding that every event, mental, as well as 

physical, has a cause, and that, the cause being given, the event follows, invariably.  

This theory denies the element of chance or contingency.  It is opposed to 

indifferentism, or indeterminism, which maintains that, in phenomena of the human will, 

preceding events do not, definitely determine subsequent ones.  Because determinism, 

is generally, assumed to be true of all events, except volition, the doctrine is of greatest 

importance, when applied to ethics. 

 

Dialectic, in philosophy, method of investigating the nature of truth, by critical analysis 

of concepts and hypotheses.  One of the earliest examples of the dialectical method 

was the Dialogues of Greek philosopher, Plato, in which, the author sought to study 

truth through discussion, in the form of questions and answers.  Another noted Greek 

philosopher, Aristotle, thought of dialectic, as the search for the philosophic basis of 

science, and, he frequently, used the term, as a synonym, for the science of logic. 
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The German philosopher, G.W.F. Hegel, applied the term, dialectic to his philosophic 

system.  Hegel believed, that the evolution of ideas, occurs through a dialectical 

process -- that is, a concept gives rise to its opposite, and as a result of this conflict, a 

third view, the synthesis, arises.  The synthesis is at a higher level of truth than the first 

two views.  Hegel’s work is based on the idealistic concept of a universal mind, that 

through evolution, seeks to arrive at the highest level of self-awareness and freedom. 

 

German political philosopher, Karl Marx, applied the concept of dialectic to social and 

economic processes.  Marx’s so-called dialectical materialism, frequently 

considered, to be a revision of the Hegelian system, asserts that ideas can arise, only 

as a result of a material condition. 

 

Dualism, in philosophy, the theory that the universe is explicable, only as a whole, 

composed of two, distinct and mutually irreducible, elements.  In Platonic philosophy, 

the ultimate dualism is between “being” and “non-being” -- that is, between ideas and 

matter.  In the 17th century, dualism took the form of belief in two fundamental 

substances:  mind and matter.  French philosopher, Rene Descartes, whose 

interpretation of the universe, exemplifies this belief, was the first to emphasize the 

irreconcilable difference between thinking substance (mind) and extended sub- 

stance (matter).  The difficulty, created by this view, was to explain how mind and matter 

interact, as they apparently do, in human experience.  This perplexity caused some 

Cartesians to, deny entirely, any interaction between the two.  They asserted, that mind 

and matter, are inherently incapable, of affecting each other, and that, any reciprocal 

action between the two, is caused by God, who, on the occasions of a change in one, 

produces a corresponding change, in the other.  Other followers of Descartes, 

abandoned dualism in favor of monism. 

 

In the 20th century, reaction against the monistic aspects of the philosophy of idealism 

has, to some degree, revived dualism.  One of the most interesting defenses of dualism, 

is that of, Anglo-American psychologist, William McDougall, who divided the universe 

into spirit and matter, and maintained, that good evidence, both psychological and 

biological, indicates the spiritual basis of physiological processes.  French philosopher, 

Henri Bergson, in his great philosophic work, Matter and Memory, likewise, took a 

dualistic position, defining matter, as what we perceive with our senses and possessing, 

in itself, the qualities that we perceive in it, such as color and resistance.  Mind, on the 

other hand, reveals itself, as memory, the faculty of storing up the past and utilizing it for 

modifying our present actions, which otherwise, would be merely, mechanical.  In his 



 

35 
 

Page | 35 

later writings, however, Bergson abandoned dualism and came to regard matter, as an 

arrested manifestation of the same vital impulse, that composes life and mind. 

 

Dualism, in ethics, describes the recognition of the independent and opposing principles 

of good and evil.  This dualism is exemplified in Zoroastrianism and in the Manichaean 

religion. 

 

Eclecticism, (Greek eklegein, “to pick out”), in philosophy and art, the formulation of 

systems of thought, by choosing from the doctrines of other, already developed 

systems.  Eclectic thinkers combine, what they regard as, the most valid doctrines, 

although, often these doctrines, do not make an integral unity. 

 

Eclecticism manifested itself to a great extent among the Greeks, beginning about the 

2nd century B.C.  This period was marked by a decline in the spirit of intellectual inquiry, 

that had motivated the great Greek philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, to develop 

unified cosmologies in their search for truth.  Later, Greek philosophers, such as, 

(Antiochus of Ascalon), who combined Stoicism and skepticism, and Panaetius (circa 

185-109 B.C.), who based his thought on Platonism and Stoicism, adopted the 

doctrines that pleased them most.  Roman thinkers, who never developed an 

independent philosophic system, were notably, eclectic; Cicero, for example, 

incorporated elements of Stoicism, skepticism, and Peripatetic philosophy in his 

philosophical works, without regard for their essential disunity. 

 

Among the early Christian philosophers, Clement of Alexandria and Origen developed 

their systems by selecting elements of Greek metaphysics and combining them with 

Judeo-Christian thought, expressed in the Old and New Testaments.  Later, Meister 

Eckhart, a German theologian, and mystic, formulated a system of Christian philosophy, 

based on Aristotle and his medieval Arabic commentators, on Neoplatonism, and on 

Jewish doctrine. 

 

The modern school of eclectic philosophy arose in France, during the 19th century; its 

most distinguished figure was, Victor Cousin, who tried to unite the idealism of the 

German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, the philosophy of common sense, and the 

inductive 
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doctrines of the French philosopher, Rene Descartes. 

 

Ego, in psychoanalysis, the term denoting the central part of the personality structure 

that deals with reality and is influenced by social forces.  According to the 

psychoanalytic theories developed by Sigmund Freud, the ego constitutes one of the 

three basic provinces of the mind, the other two being, the id and the superego.  

Formation of the ego begins, at birth, in the first encounters with the external world of 

people and things.  The ego learns to modify behavior, by controlling those impulses, 

that are socially unacceptable.  Its role is, that of, the mediator between unconscious 

impulses and acquired social and personal standards. 

 

In philosophy, ego means the conscious self or “l.”  It was viewed by some 

philosophers, notably the 17th-century Frenchman, Rene Descartes and the 18th- 

century German, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, as the sole basis of reality; they saw the 

universe, as existing only, in the individual’s knowledge and experience of it.  Other 

philosophers, such as the 18th-century German, Immanuel Kant, proposed two forms of 

ego, one perceiving and the other thinking. 

 

Eleatic School, Greek school of philosophy, which flourished in the 6th and 5th 

centuries B.C.  Eleatic thought is opposed, to both, the materialist philosophy of the 

Ionian school and the theory of universal flux, propounded by the Greek philosopher,  

Heraclitus.  According to the Eleatics, the universe, is an essentially changeless unity, 

that, being infinite in time and space, is beyond the cognition of the human sense.  Only 

through philosophical reflection, they asserted, can ultimate truth, be known.  Sensory 

observations, yield merely, a limited and distorted view, of reality.  The name, Eleatic is 

derived from the Greek city of Elea, in southern Italy, the home of Parmenides and 

Zeno, the leading exponents of the school.  Scholars differ, as to whether, the school 

was founded by Xenophanes or Parmenides.  Many of the Eleatic doctrines, were 

based upon, the teachings of Xenophanes, while Parmenides, developed the Eleatic 

doctrines, into a system, of metaphysics.  Eleatic philosophy, served as a basis, for the 

metaphysical system of Plato. 

 

Emanation, (Latin emanare, “to flow out”), in philosophy and theology, an out-flowing 

of the transcendentally divine that accounts for the origin of the universe.   
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The word, emanation, was first used, to describe divine procreation in Hellenistic Jewish 

works of the 2nd and 1st centuries B.C., especially, the Wisdom of Solomon in the 

Apocrypha.  The Alexandrian Jewish philosopher, Philo Judaeus, unsystematically 

employed, emanation language in his cosmological speculation, a version of Platonism, 

that was influenced, by Pythagorean interpretation. 

 

The systematic application of the concept of emanation, in explaining universal origins, 

was the product of Gnostic and Neoplatonic speculation.  The originative process is 

understood in Gnostic works, as the overflowing of the highest deity’s superabundant  

greatness.  In the succession of emanations such as Mind, Word, and Wisdom, a 

diminution of the divine essence occurs.  In most Gnostic cosmologies, the last 

emanation, Wisdom, attempts to accomplish a creation on her own.  This results in an 

inferior emanation,  

 

a demiurge, who is ultimately responsible, for the creation of the material world, which 

entraps the divine essence of humanity.  This entrapped spirit (pneuma) must then, be 

recalled and redeemed to the higher divine order. 

 

Under the influence of Neoplatonic works, emanationist theories were elaborated, by 

later, Christian, Muslim, and medieval Jewish philosophers.  Orthodox Christian and 

Jewish theologies, however, emphasize the clear distinction, between the divine and the 

mundane, in the creative, as opposed to the emanationist, process. 

 

Empiricism, in philosophy, a doctrine that affirms that all knowledge, is based on 

experience, and denies the possibility of spontaneous ideas or, a priori, thought. Until 

the 20th century, the term, empiri-cism was applied to the view, held chiefly, by the 

English philosophers of the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. Of these, the English 

philosopher, John Locke, was the first to give it systematic expression, although his 

compatriot, the philosopher, Francis Bacon, had anticipated some of its characteristic 

conclusions.  The philosophy, opposed to empiricism, is rationalism, represented by 

such thinkers as the French philosopher, Rene Descartes; the Dutch philosopher, 

Baruch Spinoza; and the 17th- and 18th-century German philosophers, Gottfried 

Wilhelm Leibniz and Christian von Wolff.  Rationalists assert that the mind is capable of 

recognizing reality, by means of the reason, a faculty, that exists, independent of 

experience.  Immanuel Kant, the German philosopher, attempted a compromise 
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between empiricism and rationalism, restricting knowledge to the domain of experience, 

and thus, agreeing with the empiricists, but attributing to the mind, a function in, 

incorporating sensations into the structure of experience.  This structure could be 

known, a prori, without resorting to empirical methods, and in this respect, Kant agreed 

with the rationalists. 

 

In recent years, the term, empiricism has taken on a more flexible meaning, and now, is 

used in connection with any philosophical system, that finds all of its materials, in 

experience.  In the United States, William James, called his own philosophy, radical 

empiricism, and John Dewey, coined the term, immediate empiricism, for his view of 

experience.  The term, empirical laws, is applied to those laws, that express 

relationships, observed to exist among phenomena, without implying the explanation or 

cause of the phenomena. 

 

Enlightenment, Age of, a term used to describe the trends, in thought and letters in 

Europe, and the American colonies, during the 18th century, prior to the French 

Revolution.  The phrase, was frequently, employed by writers of the period itself, 

convinced that they were emerging from centuries of darkness and ignorance, into a 

new age enlightened by reason, science, and a respect for humanity. 

 

The precursors of the Enlightenment can be traced to the 17th century and earlier.  

They include the philosophical rationalists, Rene Descartes and Baruch Spinoza, the 

political philosophers, Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, and various skeptical thinkers 

in France, such as, Pierre Bayle.  Equally important, however, were the self-confidence, 

engendered by new discoveries in science and the spirit of cultural relativism, 

enouraged by the exploration of the non-European world. 

 

Of the basic assumptions and beliefs, common to philosophers and intellectuals of this 

period, perhaps the most important, was an abiding faith in the power of human reason.  

The age was, enormously impressed, by Isaac Newton’s discovery of universal 

gravitation.  If humanity, could so unlock, the laws of the universe, God’s own laws, why 

could it not also, discover the laws underlying all of nature and society?  People came to 

assume, that through a judicious use of reason, an unending progress would be 

possible -- progress in knowledge, in technical achievement, and even, in moral values.  

Following the philosophy of Locke, the 18th-century writers, believed that know- 

ledge is not innate, but comes only from experience and observation guided by reason.  
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Through proper education, humanity itself, could be altered, its nature changed for the 

better.  A great premium was placed on the discovery of truth, through the observation 

of nature, rather than through the study of authoritative sources, such as Aristotle and 

the Bible.  Although, they saw the Church -- especially, the Roman Catholic Church -- as 

the principal force that had enslaved the human mind in the past, most Enlightenment 

thinkers did not renounce religion altogether.  They opted, rather for a form of Deism, 

accepting the existence of God and of a hereafter, but rejecting the intricacies of 

Christian theology.  Human aspirations, they believed, should not be centered on the 

next life, but rather, on the means of improving this life.  Worldly happiness was placed 

before religious salvation.  Nothing was attacked with more intensity and ferocity than 

the Church, with all its wealth, political power, and suppression of the free exercise of 

reason. 

 

More than a set of fixed ideas, the Enlightenment implied an attitude, a method of 

thought.  According to the German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, the motto of the age 

should be:  Dare to know.”  A desire arose to re-examine and question all received ideas 

and values, to explore new ideas in many different directions -- hence, the 

inconsistencies and contradictions, that often, appear in the writings of 18th-century 

thinkers.  Many proponents of the Enlightenment were not philosophers in the 

commonly accepted sense of the word; they were populizers engaged in a self-

conscious effort to win converts.  They liked to refer to themselves as the “party of 

humanity,” and in an attempt to mold public opinion in their favor, they made full use of 

pamphlets, anonymous tracts, and the large numbers of new journals and newspapers 

being created.  Because they were journalists and propagandists as much as true 

philosophers, historian, often refer to them, by the French word, philosophes. 

 

In many respects, the homeland of the philosophies, was France.  It was there, that the 

political philosopher and jurist, Charles de Montesquieu, one of the earliest 

representatives of the movement, had begun publishing various satirical works against 

existing institutions, as well as, his monumental study of political institutions, The Spirit 

of Laws (1748; trans., 1750).  It was in Paris, that Denis Diderot, the author of numerous 

philosophical tracts, began the publication of the Encyclopedie, (1751-72).  This work, 

on which, numerous philosophes collaborated, was intended, both as a compendium of 

all knowledge, and as a, polemical weapon, presenting the positions of the 

Enlightenment and attacking its opponents.  The single most influential and 

representative of the French writers, was undoubtedly, Voltaire.  Beginning his career as 

a playwright and poet, he is best known today, for his prolific pamphlets, essays, satires, 

and short novels, in which, he popularized the science and philosophy of his age, and 
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for his immense correspondence with writers and monarchs throughout Europe.  Far 

more original, were the works of Jean Jacques Rousseau, whose, Social Contract 

(1762; trans., 1797), Emile (1762; trans., 1763), and Confessions (1782; trans., 1783) 

were to have a profound influence on later political and educational theory and were to 

serve as an impulse to 19th-century romanticism.  The Enlightenment, was also, a 

profoundly, cosmopolitan and anti-nationalistic movement, with representatives in 

numerous other countries. Kant, in Germany, David Hume in England, Cesare Beccaria 

in Italy, and Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, in the American colonies, all 

maintained close contacts, with the French philosophes, but were important contributors 

to the movement, in their own right. 

 

During the first half of the 18th century, the leaders of the Enlightenment, waged an 

uphill struggle against considerable odds.  Several were imprisoned for their writings, 

and most, were hampered by government censorship and attacks by the Church.  In 

many respects, however, the later decades of the century, marked a triumph of the 

movement in Europe and America. By the 1770’s, second-generation philosophes were 

receiving government pensions and taking control of established intellectual academies. 

The enormous increase in the publication of newspapers and books ensured a wide 

diffusion of their ideas.  Scientific experiments and philosophical writing, became 

fashionable, among wide groups in society, including members of the nobility and the 

clergy.  A number of European monarchs, also adopted, certain of the ideas or, at least, 

the vocabulary of the Enlightenment.  Voltaire and other philosophies, who relished the 

concept of a philosopher-king, enlightening the people from above, eagerly welcomed 

the emergence of the so-called enlightened despots, of whom, Frederick II of Prussia, 

Catherine II of Russia, and Joseph II of Austria, were the most celebrated examples.  In 

retrospect, however, it appears, that most of these monarchs, used the movement, in 

large part, for propaganda purposes and, were, far more, despotic than enlightened. 

 

During the later 18th century, certain changes in emphasis emerged in Enlightenment 

thought.  Under the influence of Rousseau, sentiment and emotion became as 

respectable as reason. In the 1770’s, writers broadened their field of criticism, to include 

political and economic issues.  Of seminal importance, in this regard, was the 

experience of the American Revolution.  In the eyes of Europeans, the Declaration of In- 

dependence and the revolutionary war signaled, that, for the first time, some individuals 

were going beyond the mere discussion of enlightened ideas and, were actually, putting 

them into practice.  The American Revolution, probably encouraged attacks and 

criticisms, against existing European regimes. 
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The Age of Enlightenment, is usually, said to have ended with the French Revolution of 

1789.  Indeed, some see the social and political ferment, of this period, as being 

responsible for the Revolution.  While embodying many of the ideals of the philosophes, 

the Revolution, in its more violent stages (1792-94), served to discredit these ideals, 

temporarily, in the eyes of many European contemporaries.  Yet, the Enlightenment, left 

a lasting heritage, for the 19th and 20th centuries.  It marked a key stage in the decline 

of the Church and the growth of modern secularism.  It served as the model for political 

and economic liberalism and for humanitarian reform throughout the 19th-century 

Western world.  It was the watershed for the pervasive belief in the possibility and the 

necessity of progress that survived, if only, in attenuated form, into the 20th century. 

 

Epicureanism, system of philosophy, based chiefly, on the teachings of the Greek 

philosopher, Epicurus. The essential doctrine of Epicureanism, is that, pleasure, is the 

supreme good and main goal of life.  Intellectual pleasures, are preferred, to sensual 

ones, which tend, to disturb peace of mind.  True happiness, Epicurus taught, is the 

serenity, resulting from the conquest, of fear of the gods, of death, and of the afterlife.  

The ultimate aim, of all Epicurean speculation about nature, is to rid people, of such 

fears. 

 

Epicurean physics is atomistic, in the tradition of the Greek philosophers, Leucippus and 

Democritus.  Epicurus, regarded the universe, as infinite and eternal and, as consisting 

only, of bodies and space.  Of the bodies, some are compound and some are atoms, or 

indivisible, stable elements, of which, the compounds are formed.  The world, as seen 

through the human eye, is produced by the whirlings, collisions, and aggregations of 

these atoms, which individually possess, only shape, size, and weight. 

 

In biology, Epicurus anticipated the modern doctrine of natural selection.  He postulated, 

that natural forces, give rise to organisms of different types, and that only, the types, 

able to support and propagate themselves, have survived. 

 

Epicurean psychology, is thoroughly, materialistic.  It holds that, sensations are caused 

by a continuous stream of films or “idols,” cast off, by bodies and impinging on the 

senses.  All sensations, are believed to be, absolutely reliable; error arises, only when, 

sensation is, improperly interpreted.  The soul, is regarded, as being composed, of fine 



 

42 
 

Page | 42 

particles, distributed throughout the body.  The dissolution of the body, in death, 

Epicurus taught, leads to the dissolution of the soul, which cannot exist, apart from the 

body; and thus, no afterlife, is possible.  Since death means, total extinction, it has no 

meaning, either to the living or to the dead, for “when we are, death is not; and when 

death is, we are not.” 

The cardinal virtues in the Epicurean system of ethics, are justice, honesty, and 

prudence, or the balancing of pleasure and pain.  Epicurus preferred friendship to love, 

as being less disquieting.  His personal hedonism, taught that, only through self-

restraint, moderation, and detachment, can one achieve, the kind of tranquility, that is 

true happiness.  Despite his materialism, Epicurus believed, in the freedom of the will.  

He suggested, that even the atoms are free, and move, on occasion, quite 

spontaneously; his view, resembles the uncertainty principle, of quantum mechanics. 

 

Epicurus did not deny the existence of gods, but he, emphatically maintained, that as 

“happy and imperishable beings” of supernatural power, they could have nothing to do 

with human affairs, although they might take pleasure in contemplating the lives of good 

mortals.  True religion, lies in a similar contemplation, by humans of the ideal lives of the 

high, invisible gods. 

 

So firmly fixed and venerated, were Epicurus’s teachings, that the doctrines of 

Epicureanism, unlike those of its great philosophical rival, Stoicism, remained 

remarkably intact, throughout its history, as a living tradition.  Epicureanism was brought 

into discredit, largely because, of a confusion, which still persists, between its tenets 

and the crudely sensual hedonism, advanced by the Cyrenaics.  Nevertheless, the 

Epicurean philosophy found many distinguished disciples, including, among the Greeks, 

the grammarian, Apollodorus and, among the Romans, the poet, Horace, the 

statesman, Pliny the Younger, and most notably, the poet, Lucretius.  The poem, De 

Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things) by Lucretius, is the main source of knowledge 

of Epicureanism. As an organized school, Epicureanism went out of existence, early in 

the 4th century A.D.  It was revived in the 17th century, by the French philosopher, 

Pierre Gassendi.  Since then, Epicureanism, has attracted eminent persons, in all ages 

and is regarded as one of the leading schools of moral philosophy, of all time. 

  

Epistemology (Greek episteme, “knowledge;” logos “theory”), branch of philosophy, 

that addresses the philosophical problems, surrounding the theory of knowledge.  

Epistemology, is concerned with the definition of knowledge and related concepts, the 

sources and criteria of knowledge, the kinds of knowledge possible, and the degree, to 
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which, each is certain, and the exact relation between the, one who knows, and the 

object known. 

 

Greek and Medieval Philosophical Problems 

In the 5th century B.C., the Greek Sophists, questioned the possibility of reliable and 

objective knowledge.  Thus, a leading Sophis, Gorgias, argued that, nothing really 

exists, that if anything did exist, it could not be known, and that if, knowledge were 

possible, it could not be communicated. Another prominent Sophist, Protagoras, 

maintained, that no person’s opinions, can be said to be more correct, than others, 

because each is the sole judge of, his or her, own experience.  Plato, following his 

illustrious teacher, Socrates, tried to answer the Sophists, by postulating the existence 

of a world of unchanging and invisible forms, or ideas, about which, it is possible to 

have exact and certain knowledge. The things one sees and touches, they  

maintained, are imperfect copies of the pure forms, studied in mathematics and 

philosophy.  Accordingly, only the abstract reasoning, of these disciplines, yields 

genuine knowledge, whereas, reliance on sense perception, produces vague and 

inconsistent opinions.  They concluded, that philosophical contemplation of the unseen 

world of forms, is the highest goal of human life. 

 

Aristotle followed Plato, in regarding abstract knowledge, as superior to any other, but 

disagreed with him, as to the proper method of achieving it.  Aristotle maintained, that 

almost all knowledge, is derived from experience.  Knowledge is gained, either directly, 

by abstracting the defining traits of a species, or indirectly, by deducing new facts, from 

those already known, in accordance, with the rules of logic.  Careful observation and 

strict adherence to the rules of logic, which were first set down, in systematic form by 

Aristotle, would help guard against the pitfalls, the Sophists had exposed.  The Stoic 

and Epicurean schools agreed with Aristotle, that knowledge originates in sense 

perception, but against, both Aristotle and Plato; they maintained, that philosophy is to 

be valued, as a practical guide to life, rather than, as an end in itself. 

 

After many centuries, of declining interest in rational and scientific knowledge, the 

Scholastic philosopher, Saint Thomas Aquinas and other philosophers of the Middle 

Ages, helped to restore confidence, in reason and experience, blending rational 

methods with faith, into a unified system of beliefs. Aquinas followed Aristotle, in 

regarding perception, as the starting point and logic, as the intellectual procedure for 

arriving at reliable knowledge of nature, but he considered, faith in scriptural authority, 

as the main source of religious belief. 
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Reason Versus Sense Perception 

From the 17th to the late 19th century, the main issue in epistemology, was reasoning, 

versus sense perception, in acquiring knowledge.  For the rationalists, of whom, the 

French philosopher, Rene Descartes, the Dutch philosopher, Baruch Spinoza, and the 

German philosopher, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, were the leaders, the main source and 

final test of knowledge, was deductive reasoning, based on self-evident principles, or 

axioms.  For the empiricists, beginning with the English philosophers, Francis Bacon 

and John Locke, the main source and final test of knowledge, was sense perception. 

 

Bacon inaugurated the new era of modern science, by criticizing the medieval reliance, 

on tradition and authority, and also, by setting down new rules of scientific methods, 

including the first set of rules of inductive logic, ever formulated.  Locke attacked the 

rationalist belief, that the principles of knowledge, are intuitively, self-evident, arguing 

that all knowledge, is derived from experience, either from experience of the external 

world, which stamps sensations on the mind, or from internal experience, in which, the 

mind reflects on its own activities.  Human knowledge of external physical objects, he 

claimed, is always, subject to the errors of the senses, and he concluded, that one 

cannot have, absolutely certain knowledge, of the physical world. 

 

The Irish philosopher, George Berkeley, agreed with Locke, that knowledge comes 

through ideas, but he denied Locke’s belief, that a distinction can be made between 

ideas and objects.  The British philosopher, David Hume, continued the empiricist 

tradition, but he did not accept Berkeley’s conclusion, that knowledge was of ideas, only.  

He divided all knowledge into two kinds:  knowledge of relations of ideas -- that is, the 

knowledge found in mathematics and logic, which is exact and certain, but provides no 

information about the world, and knowledge of matter of fact -- that is, the knowledge 

derived from sense perception.  Hume argued, that most knowledge of matters of fact, 

depends upon cause and effect, and since no logical connection exists between any 

given cause and its effect, one cannot hope to know any future matter of fact, with 

certainty.  Thus, the most reliable laws of science, might not remain true -- a conclusion 

that had a revolutionary impact on philosophy. 

 

The German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, tried to solve the crisis precipitated by Locke 

and brought to a climax by Hume; his proposed solution, combined elements of 
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rationalism, with elements of empiricism.  He agreed with the rationalists, that one, can 

have exact and certain knowledge, but he followed the empiricists, in holding that such 

knowledge, is more informative about the structure of thought, than about, the world 

outside of thought.  He distinguished three kinds of knowledge:  analytical a priori, which 

is exact and certain, but uninformative, because it makes clear, only what is contained 

in definitions; synthetic a posteriori, which conveys information about the world learned 

from experience, but is subject to the errors of the senses; and synthetic a priori, which 

is discovered by pure intuition, and is both, exact and certain, for it expresses the 

necessary conditions that the mind imposes, on all objects of experience.  Mathematics 

and philosophy, according to Kant, provide this, last.  Since the time of Kant, one of the 

most frequently argued questions in philosophy, has been, whether or not, such a thing 

as, synthetic a priori knowledge, really exists. 

 

During the 19th century, the German philosopher, G.W.F. Hegel, revived the rationalist 

claim, that absolutely, certain knowledge of reality, can be obtained, by equating the 

processes of thought, of nature, and of history.  Hegel inspired an interest in history and 

a historical approach to knowledge that, was further, emphasized by Herbert Spencer, in 

Great Britain and by the German school of historicism.  Spencer and the French 

philosopher, Auguste Comte, brought attention, to the importance of sociology, as a 

branch of knowledge, and both, extended the principles of empiricism to the study of 

society. 

 

The American school of pragmatism, founded by the philosophers, Charles Sanders 

Pierce, William James, and John Dewey, at the turn of this century, carried empiricism 

further, by maintaining, that knowledge, is an instrument of action and that all beliefs 

should be judged by their usefulness, as rules for predicting experiences. 

 

Epistemology in the 20th Century 

In the early 20th century, epistemological problems were discussed thoroughly, and 

subtle shades of difference grew into rival schools of thought.  Special attention was 

given to the relations between the act of perceiving something, the object directly 

perceived, and the thing that can be said to be known, as a result of the perception.  

The phenomenalists contended, that the objects of knowledge, are the same, as the ob- 

jects perceived.  The neorealists argued, that one has direct perceptions of physical 

objects or parts of physical objects, rather than, of one’s own mental states.  The critical 

realists took a middle position, holding that although one perceives, only sensory data, 
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such as colors and sounds, these stand for physical objects and provide knowledge, 

thereof. 

 

A method for dealing with the problem of clarifying the relation between the act of 

knowing and the object known, was developed by the German philosopher, Edmund 

Husserl.  He outlined an elaborate procedure that he called, phenomenology, by which, 

one is said to be able to distinguish the way things appear to be, from the way one 

thinks they really are, thus, gaining a more precise understanding of the conceptual 

foundations of knowledge. 

 

During the second quarter of the 20th century, two schools of thought emerged, each 

indebted to the Austrian philosopher, Ludwig Wittgenstein.  The first of these schools, 

logical empiricism, or logical positivism, had its origins in Vienna, Austria, but it soon 

spread to England and the United States.  The logical empiricists insisted, that there is 

only one kind of knowledge: scientific knowledge; that any valid knowledge claim, must 

be verifiable in experience; and hence, that much that had passed for philosophy, was 

neither true nor false, but literally meaningless.  Finally, following Hume and Kant, a 

clear distinction must be maintained between analytic and synthetic statements. The so-

called verifiability criterion of  meaning, has undergone changes, as a result of 

discussions among the logical empiricists themselves, as well as their critics, but has 

not been discarded.   

 

More recently, the sharp distinction between the analytic and the synthetic, has been 

attacked by a number of philosophers, chiefly by American philosopher, W.V.O. Quine, 

whose overall approach, is in the pragmatic tradition. 

 

The latter of these recent schools of thought, generally referred to as, linguistic analysis, 

or ordinary language philosophy, seems to break with traditional epistemology.  The 

linguistic analysts, undertake to examine the actual way, key epistemological terms, are 

used -- terms such as, knowledge, perception, and probability -- and to formulate, 

definitive rules for their use, in order to avoid verbal confusion.  British philosopher, John 

Langshaw Austin, argued, for example, that to say a statement was true, added nothing 

to the statement, except a promise by the speaker or writer.  Austin does not consider 

truth, a quality or property, attaching to statements or utterances. 
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Ethics, (Greek ethika, from ethos, “character,” “custom”), principles or standards of 

human conduct, sometimes called, morals (Latin mores, “customs”), and, by extension, 

the study of such principles, sometimes called, moral philosophy.  This article is con- 

concerned with ethics, chiefly, in the latter sense, and i is confined to that of Western 

civilization, although every culture has developed an ethic of its own. 

 

Ethics, as a branch of philosophy, is considered a normative science, because it is 

concerned with norms of human conduct, as distinguished from the formal sciences, 

such as mathematics and logic, and the empirical sciences, such as chemistry and 

physics.  The empirical social sciences, however, including psychology, impinge, to 

some extent, on the concerns of ethics, in that, they study social behavior.  For 

example, the social sciences, frequently attempt, to determine the relation of particular 

ethical principles to social behavior and to investigate the cultural conditions that 

contribute to the formation of such principles. 

 

Ethical Principles 

Philosophers have attempted to determine goodness, in conduct, according to two chief 

principles, and have considered certain types of conduct, either good in themselves, or 

good because they conform to a particular moral standard.  The former implies, a final 

value, or summum bonum, which is desirable in itself and, not merely, as a means to an 

end.  In the history of ethics, there are three principal standards of conduct, each of 

which, has been proposed as the highest good:  happiness or pleasure; duty, virtue, or 

obligation; and perfection, the fullest harmonious development of human potential. 

 

Depending on the social setting, the authority invoked for good conduct, is the will of a 

deity, the pattern of nature, or the rule of reason.  When the will of a deity is the 

authority, obedience to the divine commandments, in scriptural texts, is the accepted 

standard of conduct.  If the pattern of nature is the authority, conformity to the qualities 

attributed to human nature, is the standard.  When reason rules, behavior is expected to 

result from rational thought. 

 

Prudence, Pleasure, or Power 

Sometimes principles, are chosen, whose ultimate value is not determined, in the belief, 

that such a determination, is impossible.  Such ethical philosophy, usually equates, 
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satisfaction in life with prudence, pleasure, or power, but it is basically derived from, 

belief in the ethical doctrine of natural human fulfillment, as the ultimate good. 

 

A person lacking motivation, to exercise preference, may be resigned to accepting all 

customs, and therefore, may develop a philosophy of prudence.  He or she, then lives in 

conformity, with the moral conduct of the period and society. 

 

Hedonism, is that philosophy, in which, the highest good is pleasure.  The hedonist 

decides between the most enduring pleasures or the most intense pleasures, whether 

present pleasures should be denied, for the sake of overall comfort, and whether, 

mental pleasures are preferable, to physical pleasures. 

 

A philosophy, in which, the highest attainment is power, may result, from competition.  

Because each victory tends to raise the level of the competition, the logical end of such 

a philosophy, is unlimited or absolute power.  Power seekers, may not accept customary 

ethical rules, but may conform to other rules, that can help them become successful.  

They will seek to persuade others, that they are moral in the accepted sense of the 

term, in order to mask their power motives and to gain the ordinary rewards of morality. 

 

History 

For as long as people have been living together in  

 

groups, the moral regulation of behavior, has been necessary, to the group’s well-being.  

Although the morals were formalized and made into arbitrary standards of conduct, they 

developed, sometimes irrationally, after religious taboos were violated, or out of change 

behavior, that became habit and then, custom, or from laws imposed by chiefs, to 

prevent disharmony in their tribes.  Even the great ancient Egyptian and Sumerian 

civilizations, developed no systematized ethics; maxims and precepts, set down by 

secular leaders, such as, Ptahhotep, mingled with a strict religion, that affected the 

behavior of every Egyptian.  In ancient China, the maxims of Confucius were accepted 

as a moral code.  The Greek philosophers, beginning about the 6th century B.C., 

theorized intensively, about moral behavior, which led to the further development of 

philosophical ethics. 
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Early Greek Ethics 

In the 6th century B.C., the Greek philosopher, Pythagoras, developed one of the 

earliest moral philosophies from the Greek mystery religion Orphism.  Believing that the 

intellectual nature is superior to the sensual nature and that the best life, is one devoted 

to mental discipline, he founded a semi-religious order, with rules emphasizing simplicity 

in speech, dress, and food.  The members observed rituals that were designed to 

demonstrate the decreed ethical beliefs. 

 

In the 5th century B.C., the Greek philosophers, known as Sophists, who taught 

rhetoric, logic, and civil affairs, were skeptical of moral absolutes.  The Sophist, 

Protagoras taught that, human judgment is subjective, and that one’s perception, is 

valid, only for oneself.  The Sophist, Gorgias, went to the extreme, of arguing that 

nothing exists; that if anything does exist, human beings could not know it; and that if 

they did know it, they could not communicate that knowledge.  Other Sophists, such as, 

Thrasymachus, believed that might, makes right.  Socrates opposed the Sophists.  His 

philosophical position, as represented in the dialogues of his pupil, Plato, may be 

summarized as follows:  virtue is knowledge; people will be virtuous, if they know what 

virtue is; and vice, or evil, is the result of ignorance.  Thus, according to Socrates, 

education can make people moral. 

 

Greek Schools of Ethics 

Most later, Greek schools of moral philosophy were derived from the teachings of 

Socrates. Four such schools originated among his immediate disciples:  the Cynics, the 

Cyrenaics, the Megarians (a school founded by Euclid of Megara), and the Platonists. 

 

The Cynics, notably the philosopher, Antisthenes, maintained that the essence of virtue, 

the only good, is self-control and that it is capable of being taught.  The Cynics 

disdained pleasure as an evil, if accepted as a guide to conduct.  They considered, all 

pride, a vice, including pride in appearance or cleanliness.  Socrates is reputed to have 

said to Antisthene, “I can see your pride through the holes in your cloak.” 
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The Cyrenaics, notably Aristippus of Cyrene, were hedonists, postulating pleasure, as 

the chief good (as long as it does not dominate one’s life), that no one kind of pleasure, 

is superior to another, and that it is measurable, only in degree and duration. 

 

The Megarians, Euclid’s followers, posited that, although good, may be called wisdom, 

God, or reason, it is “one,” and that good, is the final secret of the universe, which can 

be revealed, only through, logical inquiry. 

 

According to Plato, good is an essential element of reality.  Evil does not exist in itself, 

but is rather, an imperfect reflection of the real, which is good.  In his, Dialogues (first 

half of the 4th century B.C.), he maintains, that human virtue lies in the fitness of a 

person to perform that person’s proper function in the world.  The human soul has three 

elements -- intellect, will, and emotion -- each of which, possesses a specific virtue in 

the good person and performs a specific role.  The virtue of intellect is wisdom, or 

knowledge of the ends of life; that of the will is courage, the capacity to act; and that of 

the emotions is temperance, or self-control.  The ultimate virtue, justice, is the har- 

monious relation of all the others, each part of the soul doing its appropriate task and 

keeping its proper place.  Plato maintained, that the intellect should be sovereign, the 

will second, and the emotions subject to intellect and will.  The just person, whose life is 

ordered in this way, is therefore, the good person. 

 

Aristotle, Plato’s pupil, regarded happiness, as the aim of life.  In his principal work on 

ethics, the Nicomachean Ethics (late 4th century B.C.), he defined happiness, as activity 

that accords with the specific nature of humanity; pleasure accompanies, such activity, 

but is not its chief aim.  Happiness results from the unique human attribute of reason, 

functioning harmoniously, with human faculties.  Aristotle held, that  

 

virtues, are essentially, good habits, and that to attain happiness, a person must 

develop two kinds of habits:  those of mental activity, such as, knowledge, which lead to 

the highest human activity, contemplation; and those of practical action and emotion, 

such as, courage.  Moral virtues are habits of action, that conform to the golden mean, 

the principle of moderation, and they must be flexible, because of differences among 

people and conditioning factors. For example, the amount one should eat, depends on 

one’s size, age, and occupation.  In general, Aristotle defines the mean, as being 

between the two extremes of excess and insufficiency; thus, generosity is the mean be- 
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tween prodigality and stinginess.  For Aristotle, the intellectual and the moral virtues, are 

merely, means toward the attainment of happiness, which results, from the full 

realization of human potential. 

 

Stoicism 

The philosophy of Stoicism developed about 300 B.C., during the Hellenistic and 

Roman periods.  In Greece, the principal Stoic philosophers were Zeno of Citium, 

Cleanthes, and Chrysippus of Soli.  In Rome, Stoicism proved to be the most popular of 

the Greek philosophies, and Cicero was among the famous Romans who came under 

its influence.  Its principal figures, during the Roman period, were the Greek 

philosopher, Epictetus, and the Roman emperor and philosopher, Marcus Aurelius.  

According to the Stoics nature is orderly and rational, and only a life led in harmony with 

nature, can be good.  The Stoic philosophers, however, agreed also, that because life is 

influenced by material circumstances, one should try to be as independent, of such 

circumstances, as possible.  The practice of certain cardinal virtues, such as, practical 

wisdom, courage, discretion, and justice, enables one to achieve independence in the 

spirit of the Stoic motto “Endure and renounce.”  Hence, the word, stoic, has come to 

mean, fortitude in the face of hardship. 

  

Epicureanism 

In the 4th and 3rd centuries B.C., the Greek philosopher, Epicurus, developed a system 

of thought, later called, Epicureanism, which identified the highest good with pleasure, 

particularly intellectual pleasure, and like Stoicism, advocated a temperate and even an 

ascetic life, devoted to contemplative pursuits.  The principal Roman exponent of 

Epicureanism, was the poet and philosopher, Lucretius, whose poem, De Rerum 

Natura, (On the Nature of Things), written in the middle of the 1st century B.C., 

combined certain ideas, derived from the cosmological doctrines of the Greek 

philosopher, Democritus, with others derived from the ethics of Epicurus.  The 

Epicureans, sought to achieve pleasure by maintaining a state of serenity -- that is, by 

eliminating all emotional disturbances.  They considered religious beliefs and practices 

harmful, because they pre-occupy one with disturbing thoughts of death and the 

uncertainty of life after death.  The Epicureans, also held, that it is better to postpone 

immediate pleasure, in order to attain more secure and lasting satisfaction in the future; 

they therefore, insisted that the good life must be regulated by self-discipline. 
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Christian Ethics 

The ethical systems of the classical age, were applied to the aristocracy, particularly in 

Greece.  The same standards were not extended to non-Greeks, and the term for them, 

barbaroi (“barbarians”), acquired derogatory connotations.  As for slaves, the attitude to- 

ward them, can be summed up, in Aristotle’s characterization of a slave, as a “living 

tool.”  Partly, for three reasons, as the pagan religions decayed, the contemporary 

philosophies did not gain any popular following, and much of the appeal of Christianity, 

was its extension of moral citizenship to all, even to slaves. 

 

The coming of Christianity marked a revolution in ethics, for it introduced a religious 

conception of good into Western thought.  In the Christian view, a person is totally 

dependent, upon God and cannot achieve goodness, by means of will or intelligence, 

but only with the help of God’s grace.  The primary Christian ethical belief, is stated in 

the golden rule, “So whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them” 

(Matthew 7:12); in the injunctions to love one’s neighbor as oneself (Leviticus 19:18), 

and to love one’s enemies (Matthew 5:44); and in Jesus’ saying, “Render therefore to 

Caesar, the things that are Caesar’s, and to God, the things that are God’s” (Matthew 

22:21).  Jesus believed that the essential meaning of Jewish law, is in the 

commandment, “you shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, and with all your 

soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself” 

(Luke 10:27). 

 

Early Christianity, emphasized as virtues, asceticism, martyrdom, faith, mercy, 

forgiveness, and non-erotic love, a few of which, had been considered important by the 

philosophers of classical Greece and Rome. 

 

Ethics of the Church Fathers  

One of the major shaping forces in Christian ethics, was the competition with 

Manichaeism, a rival religion of Persian origin, which held that good and evil (light and 

darkness) were opposite forces, struggling for mastery.  Manichaeism had an enormous 

following in the 3rd and 4th centuries A.D.  Saint Augustine, regarded as the founder of 

Christian theology, was originally, a Manichaean, but abandoned Manichaeism, after 

being influenced by Platonic thought.  After his conversion to Christianity in 387, he 

sought to integrate the Platonic view, with the Christian concept of goodness, as an 

attribute of God and sin as Adam’s fall, from the guilt, of which, a person is redeemed by 

God’s mercy.  The Manichaean belief in evil persisted, however, as may be seen in 

Augustine’s conviction of the sinfulness of human nature.  This attitude may have 
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reflected his own strong guilt over his youthful indiscretions and may account, in part, 

for the emphasis in early Christian moral doctrine, on chastity and celibacy. 

 

During the late Middle Ages, Aristotle’s works, made available through texts and 

commentaries, prepared by Arab scholars, exerted a strong influence on European 

thinking. Because it emphasized empirical knowledge, as opposed to revelation, 

Aristotelianism threatened the intellectual authority of the Church.  The Christian 

theologian, Saint Thomas Aquinas, succeeded in reconciling Aristotelianism, with the 

authority of the Church, by acknowledging the truth of sense experience, but holding it, 

to be complementary to the truth of faith.  The great intellectual authority of Aristotle, 

was thus, made to serve the authority of the Church, and the Aristotelian logic, was 

used to sup-port the Augustinian concepts of original sin and redemption, through divine 

grace.  This synthesis is the substance of Aquinas’s major work, Summa Theological 

(1265-1273). 

 

Ethics and Penance 

As the medieval Church grew more powerful, a juridical system of ethics evolved, 

apportioning punishment for sin and reward for virtue in life after death.  The most 

important virtues were humility, continence, benevolence, and obedience; inwardness, 

or goodness of spirit, was indispensable to morality.  All actions, both good and bad, 

were graded by the Church, and a system of temporal penance, was instituted, as 

atonement for sins. 

 

The ethical beliefs of the medieval Church received literary expression in The Divine 

Comedy, by Dante, who was influenced by the philosophies of Plato, Aristotle, and 

Aquinas.  In the section of The Divine Comedy, called “Inferno,” Dante classifies sins 

under three main headings, each with a number of subdivisions.  In increasing order of 

evil, he places sins of incontinence (sensual or emotional sins); of violence or 

brutishness (sins of will); and of fraud or malice (sins of intellect).  Plato’s three faculties 

of the soul are repeated in their original order of importance, and the sins are regarded 

as corruptions, in one or another of the three faculties. 

 

Ethics After the Reformation 

The influence of Christian ethical beliefs and practices diminished during the 

Renaissance.  The Protestant Reformation effected a widespread return to basic 
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principles, within the Christian tradition, changing the emphasis on certain ideas and 

introducing new ones.  According to Martin Luther, goodness of spirit, is the essence of 

Christian piety.  Moral conduct, or good works, is required of the Christian, but 

justification, or salvation, comes by faith alone.  Luther, himself, married, and celibacy 

ceased to be required of the Protestant clergy.   

 

The French Protestant theologian and religious reformer, John Calvin, accepted the 

theological doctrine, that justification is, by faith alone, and also upheld, the 

Augustianian doctrine of original sin.  The Puritans were Calvinists, and regarded 

contemplation, as mere, laziness, and poverty, either as punishment for sin or evidence, 

that one did not have God’s grace.  The Puritans believed, that only the elect, could 

expect salvation.  They considered themselves elect, but could not be sure, unless they 

were given a sign.  They believed their way of life, was ethically, correct and that it led to 

worldly prosperity.  Prosperity was accepted as the sign.  Goodness came to be 

associated with wealth, and poverty with evil; not to succeed in one’s calling, seemed to 

be clear indication, that the approval of God, was being withheld.  The behavior, that 

once was believed to lead to sanctity, led the descendants of the Puritans, to worldly 

wealth. 

 

In general, during the Reformation, individual responsibility, was considered more 

important than obedience to authority or tradition.  This change of emphasis, which 

indirectly, led to the development of modern secular ethics, is to be seen in the De Jure 

Belli et Pacis (The Law of War and Peace, 1625) by the Dutch jurist theologian, and 

statesman, Hugo Grotius.  Although the work adheres to some of the doctrines of Saint 

Thomas Aquinas, it deals with people’s political and civil duties in the spirit of ancient 

Roman law.  Grotius argued that natural law, is a part of divine law and is based on 

human nature, which exhibit’s, a desire for peaceful association with others and a 

tendency to follow general principles in conduct. Therefore, society itself, is properly 

based on natural law.  

 

Secular Ethical Philosophies 

In his Leviathan (1651), the English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, assigned greatest 

importance to organized society and political power.  He argued, that human life, in the 

“state of nature,” (apart from or before the institution of the civil state), is “solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish, and short,” and that it is “a war of all, against all.”  Consequently, people 

seek security, by entering into a social contract, in which, each person’s original power 

is yielded to a sovereign, who regulates conduct. 
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This conservative position in politics, assumes that human beings are evil and need a 

strong state to repress them.  Nonetheless, Hobbs argued that if a sovereign does not 

provide security and order and is overthrown by the people, they revert to the state of 

nature, and then, may make a new contract.  Hobbes’s doctrine, concerning the state 

and the social contract, influenced the thought of the English philosopher, John Locke.  

In his Two Treatises on Civil Government (1690), Locke maintained, however, that the 

purpose of the social contract is to reduce the absolute power of authority and to 

promote individual liberty. 

 

Human reason is the criterion of right conduct in the system developed by the Dutch 

philosopher, Baruch Spinoza.  In his major work, Ethica Ordine Geometrico 

Demonstrata (Ethics Demonstrated with Geometrical Order, 1674), Spinoza deduced 

ethics from psychology, and psychology from metaphysics.  He asserted, that all things, 

are morally neutral, from the point of view of eternity; only human needs and interests, 

determine what is considered, good and evil, or right from wrong. Whatever aids 

humanity’s knowledge of nature, or is consonant with human reason, is acknowledged, 

as good.  Since it is reasonable to suppose that whatever all people have in common, is 

best for everyone, the good that people should seed for others, is the good they desire 

for themselves.  In addition, reason is needed, in order to keep the passions in check 

and to achieve pleasure and happiness, by avoiding pain.  The highest human state, 

according to Spinoza, is the “intellectual love of God,” derived from intuitive 

understanding, a faculty higher than ordinary reason.  By the proper use of this faculty, 

a person, may contemplate the entire mental and physical universe and view it, as 

comprising an infinite substance, which Spinoza terms, God. 

 

Newton’s Laws 

Most major scientific discoveries have affected ethics.  The discoveries of Isaac 

Newton, the 17th-century English natural philosopher, provided one of the earli- 

est and clearest examples, of such, an effect.  Newton’s laws were taken, generally, as 

evidence of a divine order, that is, rational.  Contemporary thinking, in this regard, was 

expressed succinctly, by the English poet, Alexander Pope, in the line, “God said, Let 

Newton be! and all was light.”  Newton’s discoveries caused philosophers to gain 

confidence in an ethical system, as rational and orderly, as nature was assumed to be.   
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Ethical Philosophies Before Darwinism 

During the 18th century, the British philosophers, David Hume, in Essays Moral and 

Political (1741-1742), and Adam Smith, the proponent, also of the laisse-faire theory of 

economics, in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), formulated similarly subjective, 

ethical systems.  They identified the good with what evoked, feelings of satisfaction, and 

the bad with what evoked, painful feelings.  According to Hume and Smith, ideas of 

morality and public interest originate in the feelings of sympathy people bear to- 

ward one another, even when, not bound by kinship or other direct ties. 

 

In Europe, the French philosopher and novelist, Jean Jacques Rousseau, in his Social 

Contract (1762), accepted Hobbes’s theory of a social contract.  His novel, Emile (1762) 

and other works, however, attributed evil to social maladjustments and held that 

humans were, by nature, good.  The British anarchist, philosopher, novelist, and political 

economist, William Godwin, developed this idea, to its logical extreme, in his Enquiry 

Concerning Political Justice (1793), which rejected all social institutions, including that 

of the state, on the grounds that their, mere existence, is the source of evil. 

 

A major contribution to ethics, was made later in the century, by the German 

philosopher, Immanuel Kant, in Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten (Principles of 

the Metaphysics of Ethics, 1785).  According to Kant, no matter how intelligently one 

acts, the results of human actions are subject to accident and circumstance; therefore, 

the morality of an act, must not be judged by its consequence, but only by its motivation.  

Intention alone is good, for it leads a person to act, not from inclination, but from duty, 

which is based on a general principle, that is right in itself.  As the ultimate moral 

principle, Kant restates the golden rule in logical form, “Act as if the principle, on which, 

your action is based, were to become, by your will, a universal law of nature.”  This rule 

is called the categorical imperative, because it is unqualified and a command.  Kant, 

further insists, that one must treat all others as, “in every case an end, never as a 

means only.” 

 

Utilitarianism 

The ethical and political doctrine, known as utilitarianism, was formulated by the British 

philosopher, Jeremy Bentham, toward the end of the 18th century, and later, expounded 

by the British philosopher, James Mill and his son, John Stuart Mill.  In his Introduction 

to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789), Bentham explained, the principle of 
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utility, as a means of augmenting the happiness of the community.  He believed that all 

human actions are motivated, by a desire, to obtain pleasure and avoid pain.  Because 

utilitarianism is a universal hedonism, not an egoistic hedonism, like Epicureanism, its 

highest good, is the greatest happiness of the greatest number of people. 

 

Hegelian Ethics 

The German philosopher, G.W.F. Hegel, in his Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts 

(Foundations of the Philosophy of Right, 1821), accepted Kants categorical imperative, 

but included it in a universal evolutionary theory, in which, all history is regarded as a 

series of stages, leading toward the manifestation of a fundamental reality, that is both, 

spiritual and rational.  Morality, according to Hegel, is not the result of a social contract, 

but a natural growth, arising in the family and culminating, historically, in the Prussian 

state of his time. “The history of the world,” he wrote, “is the discipline of the 

uncontrolled natural will, bringing it into obedience, to a universal principle and 

conferring subjective freedom.” 

 

The Danish philosopher and theologian, Soren Kierkegaard, reacted strongly against 

Hegel’s system.  In Either-Or (1843), Kierkegaard expressed his major ethical concern, 

the problem of choice.  He believed, that philosophical systems, such as Hegel’s, 

obscure this crucial problem, by making it seem, an objective matter, capable of a 

universal solution, rather than a subjective one, that each person, must confront, 

individually.  Kierkegaard’s own choice was to live within the framework of Christian 

ethics.  His emphasis, on the necessity of choice, influenced several philosophers, 

associated with the movement, known as, existentialism, as well as, a number of 

Christian and Jewish philosophers. 

 

Ethics Since Darwin 

The scientific development, that most affected ethics after the time of Newton, was the 

theory of evolution, advanced by Charles Darwin.  Darwin’s findings provided 

documentary support for the system, sometimes termed, evolutionary ethics, 

propounded by the British philosopher, Hebert Spencer, according to whom, morality, is 

merely, the result of certain habits, acquired by humanity, in the course of evolution.  A 

startling, but logical elaboration, of the Darwinian thesis, that survival of the fittest, is a 

basic law of nature, was advanced by the German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, 

who held that so-called moral conduct, is necessary, only for the weak.  Moral conduct -- 
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especially, such as was advocated, in Jewish and Christian ethics, which in his view, is 

a slave ethic -- tends to allow the weak, to inhibit the self-realization of the strong.  

According to Nietzche, every action should be directed toward the development of the 

superior individual, or Ubermensch (“superman”), who will be able to realize the most 

noble possibilities of life.  Nietzsche found this ideal individual, best exemplified, in the 

persons of ancient Greek philosophers, before Plato and of military dictators, such as, 

Julius Caesar and Napoleon. 

 

In opposition to the concept of ruthless and unremitting struggle, as the basic law of 

nature, the Russian social reformer and philosopher, Prince Pyotr Kropotkin, among 

others, presented studies of animal behavior in nature, demonstrating mutual aid.  

Kropotkin asserted, that the survival of species, is furthered, by mutual aid and that 

humans have attained primacy among animals, in the course of evolution, through their 

capacity, for cooperation.  Kropotkin expounded his ideas in a number of works, among 

them, Mutual Aid, A factor in Evolution (1890-1902), and Ethics, Origin and 

Development (posthumously published, 1924).  In the belief that governments are 

based on force, and that, if they are eliminated, the cooperative instincts of people, 

would spontaneously, lead to a cooperative order, Kropotkin advocated anarchism. 

 

Anthropologists applied evolutionary principles, to the study of human societies and 

cultures.  These studies, re-emphasized the different concepts of right and wrong, held 

by different societies; therefore, it was believed, most such concepts, had a relative, 

rather than universal, validity.  Outstanding among ethical concepts, based on 

anthropological approach, are those of the Finnish anthropologist, Edvard A. 

Westemarck in Ethical Relativity (1932). 

 

Psychoanalysis and Behaviorism 

Modern ethics is profoundly affected, by the psychoanalysis of Sigmund Freud and his 

followers and the behaviorist doctrines, based on the conditioned-reflex discoveries of 

the Russian physiologist, Ivan Pavlov.  Freud attributed the problem of good and evil, in 

each individual, to the struggle between the drive of the instinctual self, to satisfy all its 

desires and the necessity of the social self, to control or repress most of these impulses, 

in order, for the individual to function, in society.  Although Freud’s influence, has not 

been assimilated, completely, into ethical thinking, Freudian depth psychology, has 

shown that guilt, often sexual, underlies much thinking, about good and evil. 
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Behaviorism, through observation of animal behavior, strengthened beliefs in the power 

to change human nature, by arranging conditions, favorable to the desired changes. In 

the 1920’s, behaviorism, was broadly, accepted in the United States, principally, in 

theories of pediatrics and infant training and education, in general. The greatest 

influence, however, was on thinking, in the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.  

There, the so-called new Soviet citizen was developed, according to behaviorist 

principles, through the conditioning power of the rigidly controlled Soviet society.  Soviet 

ethics defined good, as whatever is favorable to the state, and bad, as everything 

opposed to it. 

 

In his late 19th-century and early 20th-century writings, the American philosopher and 

psychologist, William James, anticipated Freud and Pavlov, to some extent.  James, is 

best known, as the founder of pragmatism, which maintains, that the value of ideas, is 

determined by their consequences.  His greatest contribution to ethical theory, however, 

lies in his insistence on the importance of inter-relationships, in ideas, as in other, 

phenomena. 

 

Recent Trends 

The British philosopher, Bertrand Russell, has influenced ethical thinking, in recent 

decades.  A vigorous critic of conventional morality, he held the view, that moral 

judgments express individual desires or accepted habits.  In his thinking, both the 

ascetic saint and the detached sage, are poor human models, because they are 

incomplete human beings.  Complete human beings, participate, fully, in the life of 

society and express all of their nature. Some impulses, must be checked, in the 

interests of society, and others, in the interest of individual development, but it is a 

person’s relatively unimpeded natural growth and self-realization, that makes for the 

good life and harmonious society. 

 

A number of 20th-century philosophers, some of whom, have espoused the theories of 

existentialism, have been concerned, with the problems of individual ethical choice, 

raised by Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.  The orientation of some of these thinkers is 

religious, as was that of the Russian philosopher, Nikolay Aleksandrovich Berdyayev, 

who emphasized freedom of the individual spirit; of the Austrian-Jewish philosopher, 

Martin Buber, who was concerned with the morality of relations between individuals; of 

the German-American Protestant theologian, Paul Tillich, who stressed the courage to 

be oneself; and of the French Catholic philosopher and dramatist, Gabriel Marcel and 
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the German Protestant philosopher and psychiatrist, Karl Jaspers, both of whom, were 

concerned with the uniqueness of the individual and the importance of communication 

between individuals.  A different tendency, in modern ethical thought, characterizes the 

writings of the French philosophers, Jacques Maritain and Etienne Gilson, who followed 

the tradition of Thomas Aquinas.  According to Maritain, “true existentialism” belongs 

only, to this tradition. 

 

Certain other modern philosophers, do not accept any, of the traditional religions.  The 

German philosopher, Martin Heidegger, maintains that no God exists, although one may 

come into being, in the future.  Human beings are, therefore, alone in the universe and 

must make their ethical decisions, with the constant awareness of death.  The French 

philosopher and novelist, Jean Paul Sartre, was an atheist, who also, emphasized the 

awareness of death.  Sartre, also maintained, that people have an ethical responsibility, 

to involve themselves in the social and political activities, of their time. 

 

Several other modern philosophers, such as the American, John Dewey, have been 

concerned with ethical thought from the viewpoint of instrumentalism.  According to 

Dewey, the good, is that which is chosen, after reflecting upon, both the means and the 

probable consequences, of realizing the good.  Contemporary philosophical discussion 

of ethics in England and the United States, is largely based, on the writings of George 

Edward Moore, especially, his Principia Ethica.  Moore argued that ethical terms are 

defin-able in terms of the word, good, whereas “good” is indefinable.  This is so, 

because goodness is a simple, unanalyzable quality.  Philosophers, who disagree with 

Moore, in this regard, and who believe good to be definable, are termed, naturalists.  

Moore is called an intuitionist.  Naturalists and intuitionists, regard ethical sentences, as 

descriptive of the world, and hence, true or false.  Philosophers, who disagree with this, 

belong to a third major school, noncognitivism, in which, ethics is not a form of 

knowledge, and ethical language, is not descriptive.  An important branch of the 

noncognitive school is, logical empiricism, which questions the validity of ethical 

statements, as compared with statements of fact or of logic.  Some logical empiricists 

argue, that ethical statements, have only, emotional or persuasive significance.  Other 

contemporary American philosophers, writing to indicate a concern with ethical 

considerations, are Sidney Hook in his Human Values and Economic Policy (1967) and 

Mortimer Adler in The Conditions of Philosophy (1965). 

 

Evil, that which is morally bad or wrong, or that which causes harm, pain, or misery.  In 

theology, the problem of evil arises, if it is accepted, that evil exists in a universe, 

governed by a supreme being who is, both good and omnipotent.  In a formulation of 



 

61 
 

Page | 61 

the problem, attributed to the Greek philosopher, Epicurus, either God can prevent evil 

and chooses not to (and therefore, is not good), or chooses to prevent it and cannot 

(and therefore, is not all-powerful). 

 

Traditional Religious Solutions 

The problem of evil has been a central concern of philosophers, and of all, the major 

religions.  Some of the solutions proposed, have rested on a denial, either of the 

existence of evil, or of the omnipotence of God.  In Hindu teaching, for instance, evil has 

no real existence, being part of the illusory world of phenomena.  In the ancient Persian 

religion, Zoroastrianism and the related ancient Middle Eastern sect, known as Mani- 

chaeism, evil is attributed to the existence of an evil deity, against whom, the good deity 

must struggle.  In the Book of Job, on the other hand, after Job’s comforters offer 

dubious explanations of Job’s undeserved suffering, the demand for an explanation is, 

ultimately, made to seem presumptuous, and the scriptural writer suggests, that God’s 

ways are mysterious and beyond human understanding. 

 

Saint Augustine 

As Christian theology began to emerge in the 3rd and 4th centuries, the problem of evil 

became, particularly challenging, because Christianity was committed to the existence 

of an all-powerful, benevolent God, but at the same time, acknowledged the real 

existence of evil.  At the end of the 4th century, St. Augustine, formulated the solution 

that has had the greatest influence, on subsequent, Christian thinkers.  As a young 

man, Augustine, had accepted the dualistic theology of Manichaeism. The later 

influence of Neoplatonism prepared him for his conversion to Christianity and his 

theological reconciliation of the Christian belief, in a benevolent God, the creator of 

everything that exists, with the pervasive presence of evil, in the world.  According to 

Augustine, evil has not been created by God, whose creation, is entirely good.  Evil is 

the privation, or absence, of good, as darkness is the absence of light.  It is possible, 

however, for something created good, to diminish in goodness, to become corrupted, 

and evil has crept in, when creatures endowed with free will -- angels, such lesser 

spirits, as demons, and human beings -- turn away from higher, or more complete, 

goods and choose lesser, partial ones.  Furthermore, according to Augustine, what at 

first appears to be evil, may be understood, as good, in the context of eternity.  From 

God’s eternal perspective, everything is good. 
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Later Arguments 

Augustine’s ideas, strongly influenced, later Roman Catholic theologians, such as 

Thomas Aquinas, and Reformation Protestant theologians, particularly, John Calvin.  In 

the 17th century, the German philosopher, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, argued, that God’s 

power of creation, was limited, to logically, possible, worlds and evil is a, logically 

necessary part, of the “best of all possible worlds.”  During the Enlightenment, these 

arguments came under attack by skeptics.  Both the French philosopher, Voltaire, and 

the English philosopher, David Hume, rejected the idea, that the immense amount of 

pain and suffering, in human life, can be justified, because it forms part of a benevolent 

divine plan. 

 

The 20th Century 

The unprecedented scale of the wars and persecutions of the 20th century, undermined 

the secular belief, in inevitable progress and confronted philosophers and theologians, 

once again, with the problem of evil.  In particular, the question, of whether extreme 

suffering, can ever be, theologically justified, has been raised, with regard, to the 

Holocaust.  Some have speculated, about the absence of God; others have recalled, 

the idea in the Book of Job, of the mysteriousness of God’s ways.  The problem of evil, 

has thus, returned as a major concern of contemporary theology. 

 

Existentialism, philosophical movement or tendency, emphasizing individual existence, 

freedom, and choice, that influenced many diverse writers, in the 19th and 20th 

centuries. 

 

Major Themes 

Because of the diversity of positions, associated with existentialism, the term, is 

impossible, to define precisely.  Certain themes, common to virtually all existentialist 

writers, can however, be identified.  The term, itself, suggests one major theme:  the 

stress on concrete individual existence and, consequently, on subjectivity, individual 

freedom, and choice. 
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Moral Individualism 

Most philosophers, since Plato, have held that the highest ethical good, is the same for 

everyone; insofar, as one approaches moral perfection, one resembles, other morally, 

perfect individuals.  The 19th-century Danish philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard, who was 

the first writer to call himself existential, reacted against this tradition, by insisting that 

the highest good for the individual, is to find, his or her own, unique vocation. 

 

As he wrote in his journal, “I must find a truth that is true for me . . . the idea for which I 

can live or die.”  Other existentialist writers have echoed Kierkegaard’s belief, that one 

must choose one’s own way, without the aid of universal, objective, standards.  Against 

the traditional view, that moral choice involves an objective judgment of right and wrong, 

existentialists have argued, that no objective, rational bas-is, can be found for moral 

decisions.  The 19th-century German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, further 

contended, that the individual must decide, which situations are to count, as moral 

situations. 

  

Subjectivity 

All existentialists have followed Kierkegaard, in stressing the importance, of passionate 

individual action, in deciding questions, of both, morality and truth. They have insisted, 

accordingly, that personal experience and acting on one’s own convictions, are 

essential, in arriving at the truth.  Thus, the understanding of a situation, by someone 

involved in that situation, is superior to that of a detached, objective observer. This 

emphasis on the perspective of the individual agent, has also made, existentialists 

suspicious of systematic reasoning.  Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and other existentialist 

writers have been, deliberately, unsystematic in the exposition of their philosophies, 

preferring to express themselves in aphorisms, dialogues, parables, and other literary 

forms.  Despite their anti-rationalist position, however, most existentialists, cannot be 

said to be irrationalists, in the sense, of denying all validity, to rational thought.  They 

have held, that rational clarity, is desirable wherever possible, but that, the most 

important questions in life, are not accessible, to reason or science.  Furthermore, they 

have argued, that even science, is not as rational, as is commonly supposed.  

Nietzsche, for instance, asserted that, the scientific assumption, of an orderly universe, 

is for the most part, a useful fiction. 

Choice and Commitment 

Perhaps the most prominent theme in existentialist writing, is that, of choice. Humanity’s 

primary distinction, in the view of most existentialists, is the freedom to choose.  

Existentialists have held, that human beings do not have a fixed nature, or essence, as 
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other animals and plants do; each human being, makes choices that create, his or her, 

own nature.  In the formulation of the 20th-century, French philosopher, Jean Paul 

Sartre, existence precedes essence.  Choice, is therefore, central to human existence, 

and it is inescapable; even the refusal to choose, is a choice.  Freedom of choice entails 

commitment and responsibility.  Because individuals, are free to choose their own path, 

existentialists have argued, they must accept the risk and responsibility of following their 

commitment, wherever, it leads. 

 

Dread and Anxiety 

Kierkegaard held that, it is spiritually crucial, to recognize that one experiences, not only 

a fear of specific objects, but also, a feeling of general apprehension, which he called, 

dread.  He interpreted it, as God’s way of calling each individual to make a commitment 

to a personally valid way of life.  The word, anxiety (German Angst) has a similarly 

crucial role in the work of the 20th-century German philosopher, Martin Heidegger; 

anxiety leads to the individual’s confrontation with nothingness and with the impossibility 

of finding ultimate justification for the choices, he or she, must make.  In the philosophy 

of Sartre, the word, nausea is used for the individual’s recognition of the pure 

contingency of the universe, and the word, anguish is used for the recognition of the 

total freedom of choice, that confronts the individual, at every moment. 

 

History 

Existentialism, as a distinct philosophical and literary movement, belongs to the 19th 

and 20th centuries, but elements of existentialism, can be found in the thought (and life) 

of Socrates, in the Bible, and in the work of many pre-modern philosophers and writers. 

 

Pascal 

The first to anticipate the major concerns of modern existentialism, was the 17th-century 

French philosopher, Blaise Pascal.  Pascal rejected the rigorous rationalism of his 

contemporary, Rene Descartes, asserting, in his Pensees (1670), that a systematic 

philosophy, that presumes to explain God and humanity, is a form of pride. Like later 

existentialist writers, he saw human life, in terms of paradoxes:  The human self, which 

combines mind and body, is itself, a paradox and contradiction. 
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Kierkegaard 

Kierkegaard, generally regarded, as the founder of modern existentialism, reacted 

against the systematic absolute idealism of the 19th-century German philosopher, 

G.W.F. Hegel, who claimed to have worked out a total rational understanding of 

humanity and history.  Kierkegaard, on the contrary, stressed the ambiguity and 

absurdity of the human situation.  The individual’s response, to this situation, must be, to 

live a total committed life, and this commitment, can only be understood, by the 

individual who has made it.  The individual, therefore, must always be prepared, to defy 

the norms of society, for the sake of the higher authority of a personally valid way of life.  

Kierkegaard, ultimately, advocated a “leap of faith” into a Christian way of life, which, 

although incomprehensible and full of risk, was the only commitment, he believed, could 

save the individual from despair. 

 

Nietzsche 

Nietzsche, who was not acquainted, with the work of Kierkegaard, influenced 

subsequent, existentialist thought through his criticism of traditional metaphysical and 

moral assumptions and through his espousal, of tragic pessimism and the life-affirming 

individual will, that opposes itself, to the moral conformity of the majority.  In contrast to 

Kierkegaard, whose attack on conventional morality, led him to advocate, a radically, 

individualistic Christianity, Nietzsche proclaimed, the “death of God” and went on, to 

reject the entire, Judeo-Christian moral tradition, in favor, of a heroic pagan ideal. 

 

Heidegger 

Heidegger, like Pascal and Kierkegaard, reacted against an attempt to put philosophy 

on a conclusive rationalistic basis -- in this case, the phenomenology of the 20th-century 

German philosopher, Edmund Husserl.  Heidegger argued that humanity finds itself in 

an incomprehensible, indifferent world.  Human beings can never hope to understand 

why they are here; instead, each individual must choose, a goal and follow it, with 

passionate conviction, aware of the certainty of death and the ultimate meaninglessness 

of one’s life.  Heidegger contributed to existentialist thought, an original emphasis, on 

being and ontology, as well as, on language. 

Sartre 

Sartre first gave the term, existentialism, general currency, by using it for his own 

philosophy and by becoming the leading figure of a distinct movement in France, that 

became internationally influential, after World War II.  Sartre’s philosophy, is explicitly 
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atheistic and pessimistic; he declared that human beings require a rational basis for 

their lives, but are unable to achieve one, and thus, human life if a “futile passion.”  

Sartre, nevertheless, insisted that his existentialism, is a form of humanism, and he 

strongly emphasized, human freedom, choice, and responsibility.  He, eventually, tried 

to reconcile these existentialist concepts with a Marxist analysis of society and history. 

 

Existentialism and Theology 

Although existentialist thought encompasses the uncompromising atheism of Nietzsche 

and Sartre and the agnosticism of Heidegger, its origin, in the intensely religious 

philosophies of Pascal and Kierkegaard, foreshadowed its profound influence on 20th-

century theology. The 20th-century German philosopher, Karl Jaspers, although he 

rejected explicit religious doctrines, influenced contemporary theology, through his 

preoccupation with transcendence and the limits of human experience.  The German 

Protestant theologians, Paul Tillich and Rudolf Bultmann, the French Roman Catholic 

theologian, Gabriel Marcel, the Russian Orthodox philosopher, Nikolay Berdyayev, and 

the German Jewish philosopher, Martin Buber, inherited many of Kierkegaard’s 

concerns, especially, that a personal sense of authenticity and commitment, is essential 

to religious faith. 

 

Existentialism and Literature 

A number of existentialist philosophers used literary forms to convey their thought, and 

existentialism, has been as vital and as extensive a movement in literature, as in 

philosophy.  The 19th-century Russian novelist, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, is probably, the 

greatest existentialist literary figure.  In Notes from the Underground (1864), the 

alienated anti-hero, rages against the optimistic assumptions of rationalist humanism.  

The view of human nature, that emerges in this and other novels of Dostoyevsky, is that 

it is, un-predictable and perversely, self-destructive; only Christian love can save 

humanity from itself, but such love cannot be understood philosophically. As the 

character, Alyosha says in The Brothers Karamazov (1879-80), “We must love life more 

than the meaning of it.” 

 

In the 20th century, the novels of the Austrian Jewish writer, Franz Kafka, such as, The 

Trial (1925; trans., 1937) and The Castle (1926; trans.,1930), present isolated men, 

confronting vast, elu-sive, menacing bureaucracies; Kafka’s themes of anxiety, guilt, and 

solitude, reflect the influence of Kierkegaard, Dostoyevsky, and Nietzsche.  The 

influence of Nietzsche, is also, discernible in the novels of the French writers, Andre 
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Malraux, and in the plays of Sartre.  The work of the French writer, Albert Camus, is 

usually associated, with existentialism, because of the prominence in it, of such themes, 

as the apparent absurdity and futility of life, the indifference of the universe, and the 

necessity of engagement in a just cause.  Existentialist themes are also reflected, in the 

theater of the absurd, notably in the plays of Samuel Beckett and Eugene Ionesco.  In 

the United States, the influence of existentialism on literature has been more indirect 

and diffuse, but traces of Kierkegaard’s thought can be found, in the novels of Walker 

Percy and John Updike, and various existentialist themes, are apparent, in the work of 

such diverse writers, as Norman Mailer, John Barth, and Arthur Miller. 

 

Free Will, power or ability of the human mind to choose a course of action or make a 

decision without being subject to restraints, imposed by antecedent causes, by 

necessity, or by divine predetermination.  A completely freewill act is itself, a cause and 

not an effect; it is beyond causal sequence or the law of causality.  The question of 

human beings’ ability to determine their actions, is important in philosophy, particularly, 

in metaphysics and ethics, and in theology.   

 

Generally, the extreme doctrine, in which, freedom of the will is affirmed is termed, 

libertarianism; its opposite, determinism, is the doctrine that human action is not willed 

freely, but, is rather, the result of such influences as passions, desires, physical 

conditions, and external circumstances beyond the control of the individual. 

 

Philosophical Views 

Freedom of the will, has necessarily, been a concern of metaphysicians, who attempt to 

formulate theories explaining the nature of ultimate, universal reality and the relationship 

of human beings to the universe.  Some metaphysicians hold, that if the universe is ra- 

tional, it must be based on a sequence of cause and effect:  Every action, or effect, 

must be preceded by a cause and must form a part of the unbroken chain of causation, 

extending back to the First Cause, that is, God, or the Divine.  An act of absolute free 

will on the part of a person or an animal is, however, an uncaused act, outside the 

causal chain; to accept the possibility of an uncaused act, negates such divine, rational 

order and makes the universe seem irrational. Viewed, in this manner, this question has 

never been satisfactorily resolved.  During the Middle Ages, the inexplicability of free 

will, led to intense argument among religious philosophers and to the famous dilemma 

known as “Buridan’s Ass.” 
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The validity of free will, has also, been a subject of considerable debate among ethical 

philosophers. It would appear, that a system of ethics, must imply free will, for the denial 

of the ability to choose a course of action, would seem, to negate the possibility of moral 

judgment.  A person without moral judgment, is not responsible for, his or her, actions.  

In an attempt to resolve this problem, ethical philosophers, have taken a great variety of 

positions, ranging from absolute determinism to absolute libertarianism.  Socrates and 

Plato maintained that people could will their own actions, but that those actions, alone, 

were truly free, that accorded with the good or harmony of the whole.  Thus, only a wise 

action is free.  Baruch Spinoza, the Dutch philosopher, re-interpreted free will, as self-

determination, that is, insofar as a person fits into God’s nature and the world’s own 

nature.  Immanuel Kant, the German philosopher, believed that, a person must be free, 

because freedom is a necessary postulate of the moral consciousness; the Kantian 

categorical imperative, is beyond any theoretical analysis.  The prevailing philosophical 

opinion has been, that partial self-determination exists, and that, although many  

considerations, other than will, are involved in the formation of moral judgments, in 

certain circumstances, a core remains, however, small, of creative decision. 

 

Theological Views 

Free will is important in theology.  One of the basic tenets of traditional Christian 

theology, is that, God is omniscient and omnipotent, and that every human action is 

foreordained by God.  The doctrine of predestination, the theological counterpart of 

determinism, seemingly precludes the existence of free will.  Because morality, duty, 

and the avoidance of sin, are basic elements in Christian teaching, how, it is asked, can 

people be morally responsible, once predestination is accepted?  Many attempts have 

been made by theologians, to explain this paradox.  St. Augustine, the great, Father and 

Doctor of the Church, firmly believed in predestination, holding that, only those elected 

by God, would attain salvation; no one, however, knows who is among the elect, and 

therefore, all should lead God-fearing, religious lives.  Freedom, for him, was the gift of 

divine grace.  This doctrine was opposed by the British monk, Pelagius, and particularly, 

by his followers, who maintained that Adam’s sin, concerned only Adam and not the 

whole human race, and that everyone, although helped, by divine grace to attain 

salvation, has complete freedom of will, to choose or reject the way to God.  Eventually, 

Roman Catholic theologians, stated the doctrine of prevenient grace, to explain free will; 

according to this doctrine, God bestows, on individuals, the grace to will themselves into 

a state of grace. 
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During the Reformation, the question of free will, became a religious battleground.  

Many Protestant sects, notably the Calvinists, emphasized the Augustinian doctrine of 

predestination and the complete exclusion of free will.  Calvinistic predestination was 

considered a paramount heresy by the Roman Catholic Church; and the Council of 

Trent, in the 16th century, condemned all, who denied free will.  Still, the problem was 

not resolved. The French Roman Catholic prelate, Jacques Bossuet, offered yet, 

another approach, which became widely held; he stated that free will and divine 

foreknowledge, are certain truths, that must be accepted, even though, they are not 

logically connected. 

 

Current Attitudes 

Psychologists have found it difficult to explain free will; their method of scientific 

causality predicates determinism. The rational philosophers of the 17th and 18th 

centuries, who were, in a sense, psychologists, attempted to state mechanistic laws, 

that would include mental phenomena, as they did physical phenomena, such as 

gravity; free will, being anarchistic by definition, could not be patterned into law.  In the 

20th century, certain psychologists -- including the Americans, Rollo May, Gordon 

Allport, and Abraham Maslow, and especially, the advocates of existentialism -- have 

recognized the element of spontaneity, in the human mind, that is admitted to lie outside 

any possible scientific law.  This spontaneity can be interpreted to be free will, or at 

least, a measure of self-determination, that people, feel themselves, to possess and, by 

which, they make moral judgments. 

 

Greek Philosophy, body of philosophical concepts developed by the Greeks, 

particularly during the flowering of Greek civilization between 600 and 200 B.C. Greek 

philosophy formed the basis of all later philosophical speculation in the Western world.  

The intuitive hypotheses of the ancient Greeks foreshadowed many theories of modern 

science, and many of the moral ideas of pagan Greek philosophers have been 

incorporated into Christian moral doctrine.  The political ideas set forth by Greek 

thinkers influenced political leaders as different as the framers of the U.S. Constitution 

and the founders of various 20th-century totalitarian states. 

 

The Ionian School 

Greek philosophy may be divided between those philosophers, who sought an 

explanation of the world in physical terms and those who stressed the importance of 
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non-material forms or ideas. The first important school of Greek philosophy, the Ionian 

or Milesian, was largely, materialistic. Founded by Thales of Miletus, in the 6th century 

B.C., it began with Thales’ belief, that water is the basic substance, out of which, all 

matter is created.  A more elaborate view was offered by Anaximander, who held that, 

the raw material of all matter, is an eternal substance, that changes into the, commonly 

experienced, forms of matter.  These forms, in turn, change and merge into one 

another, according to the rule of justice, that is, balance and proportion.  Heraclitus 

taught, that fire is the primordial source of matter, but he believed that the entire world is 

in a constant state of change or flux, and that, most objects and substances, are 

produced by a union of opposite principles.  He regarded the soul, for example, as a 

mixture of fire and water.  The concept of nous (“mind”), an infinite and unchanging 

substance, that enters into and controls every living object, was developed by 

Anaxagoras, who also believed, that matter consisted of infinitesimally small particles, 

or atoms.  He epitomized the philosophy of the Ionian school, by suggesting a non-

physical governing principle and a materialistic basis of existence. 

 

Pythagoras, the Eleatic School, and the Sophists 

The division between idealism and materialism became more distinct.  Pythagoras 

stressed the importance of form, rather than matter, in explaining mate- 

rial structure.  The Pythagorean school, also, laid great stress, on the importance of the 

soul, regarding the body, only as the soul’s “tomb.”  According to Parmenides, the leader 

of the Eleatic school, the appearance of movement and the existence of separate 

objects, in the world, are mere illusions; they only seem to exist.  The beliefs of 

Pythagoras and Parmenides, formed the basis of the idealism, that was to characterize, 

later Greek philosophy. 

 

A more materialistic interpretation was made by Empedocles, who accepted the belief, 

that reality is eternal, but declared that it is composed of chance combinations of the 

four primal substances:  fire, air, earth, and water. Such materialistic explanations 

reached their climax, in the doctrines of Democritus, who believed that the various 

forms of matter are caused by differences in the shape, size, position, and arrange- 

ment of component atoms.  Materialism, applied to daily life, inspired the philosophy of 

a group, known as the Sophists, who were active in the 5th century, B.C.  With their 

stress on the importance of human perception, such Sophists as, Protagoras, doubted 

that humanity would ever be able to reach objective truth, through reason, and taught 

that material success, rather than truth, should be the purpose of life. 
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Socrates 

In contrast, were the ideas of Socrates, with whom, Greek philosophy attained its 

highest level.  His avowed purpose, was “to fulfill the philosopher’s mission of searching 

into myself and other men.”  After a proposition had been stated, the philosopher asked 

a series of questions, designed to test and refine the pro-position, by examining its 

consequences and discovering whether it was consistent with the known facts.  

Socrates described the soul, not in terms of mysticism, but as “that in virtue, of which, 

we are called wise or foolish, good or bad.”  In other words, Socrates considered, the 

soul, a combination of an individual’s intelligence and character. 

 

Plato and Aristotle 

The idealism of Socrates was organized by Plato into a systematic philosophy.  In his 

theory of Ideas, Plato regarded the objects of the real world as being, mere- 

ly, shadows of eternal, Forms or Ideas.  Only these changeless, eternal Forms, can be 

the object of true knowledge; the perception of their shadows, that is, the real world as 

heard, seen, and felt, is merely, opinion.  The goal of the philosopher, he said, is to 

know the eternal Forms and to instruct others in that knowledge. 

 

Plato’s theory of knowledge is implicit, in this theory of Ideas.  He argued, that both, the 

material objects perceived and the individual perceiving them, are constantly changing; 

but, since knowledge must be concerned, only with, unchangeable and universal 

objects, knowledge and perception are fundamentally different. 

 

In place of Plato’s doctrine of Ideas, with a separate and eternal existence of their own, 

Aristotle proposed a group of universals that represent the common pro- 

perties of any group of real objects.  The universals, unlike Plato’s Ideas, have no 

existence outside of the objects they represent.  Closer to Plato’s thought, was 

Aristotle’s definition of form, as a distinguishing property of objects, but with, an 

independent existence apart from the objects, in which, it is found.  Describing the 

material universe, Aristotle stated, it consists of the four elements, fire, air, earth, and 

water, plus a fifth element that exists everywhere and is the sole constituent of the 

heavenly bodies “above” the moon. 
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In the writings of Plato and Aristotle, the dominant strains of idealism and materialism, in 

Greek philosophy, reached, respectively, their highest expression, producing a body of 

thought, that continues to influence philosophical inquiry.  Subsequent Greek 

philosophy, reflecting a historical period of civil unrest and individual insecurity, was less 

concerned, with the nature of the world, than with, the problems in the individual.  

During this period, four major schools of largely materialistic, individualistic, philosophy 

arose:  that of the Cynics, and those espousing Epicureanism, Skepticism, and 

Stoicism.  

 

Hedonism, (Greek hedone, “pleasure”), in philosophy, the doctrine that pleasure, is the 

sole or chief good in life and that the pursuit of it, is the ideal aim of conduct.  Two 

important hedonistic theories were expounded, in ancient Greece.  The Cyrenaics or 

egoistic hedonists, espoused a doctrine, in which, gratification of one’s immediate 

personal desires, without regard for other persons, is considered, the supreme end of 

existence.  Knowledge, according to the Cyrenaics, is rooted in the fleeting sensations 

of the moments, and it is therefore, futile to attempt the formulation of a system of moral 

values, in which, the desirability of present pleasures is weighed against the pain they 

may cause in the future.  Unlike the egoistic hedonists, the Epicureans, or rational 

hedonists, contended that, the true pleasure, is attainable, only by reason.  They 

stressed the virtues of self-control and prudence.   

 

Both doctrines survived, practically, without change, until modern times.  In the 18th and 

19th centuries, such British philosophers as Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, and John 

Stuart Mill, propounded the doctrine of universalistic hedonism, better known as, 

utilitarianism.  According to this theory, the ultimate criterion of human behavior, is the 

good of society, and the guiding principle of individual moral conduct, is allegiance to, 

that which, procures and promotes, the welfare of the greatest number of people. 

 

Humanism, in philosophy, attitude that emphasizes, the dignity and worth of the 

individual.  A basic premise of humanism is, that people are rational beings, who 

possess, within themselves, the capacity for truth and goodness.  The term, humanism, 

is most often used, to describe a literary and cultural movement, that spread through 

western Europe in the 14th and 15th centuries.  This Renaissance revival of Greek and 

Roman studies emphasized the value of the classics for their own sake, rather than for 

their relevance to Christianity. 
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The humanist movement started in Italy, where the late medieval Italian writers, Dante, 

Giovanni Boccaccio, and Francesco Petrarch, contributed greatly, to the discovery and 

preservation of classical works.  Humanist ideals, were forcefully expressed, by another 

Italian scholar, Pico della Mirandola in his Oration, on the dignity of man.  The 

movement was further stimulated, by the influx of Byzantine scholars, who came to Italy, 

after the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453, and also, by the establishment of 

the Platonic Academy in Florence. The academy, whose leading thinker was Marsilio 

Ficino, was founded by the 15th-century Florentine statesman and patron of the arts, 

Cosimo de Medici.  The institution sought to revive Platonism and, had particular 

influence, on the literature, painting, and architecture of the times. 

 

The collection and translation of classical manuscripts became widespread, especially 

among, the higher clergy and nobility.  The invention of printing with movable type, 

around the mid-15th century, gave a further impetus to humanism, through the 

dissemination of editions of the classics.  Although in Italy, humanism developed, 

principally, in the fields of literature and art, in central Europe, where it was introduced, 

chiefly, by the German scholars, Johann Reuchlin, and Melanchthon, the movement 

extended into the fields of theology and education, and was a major, underlying, cause 

of the Reformation. 

 

One of the most influential scholars in the development of humanism, in France, was 

the Dutch cleric, Desiderius Erasmus, who also played an important part in introducing 

the movement into England.  There, humanism, was definitely, established, at the 

University of Oxford, by the English classical scholars, William Grocyn and Thomas 

Linacre, and at the University of Cambridge, by Erasmus and the English prelate, John 

Fisher.  From the universities, it spread throughout English society and paved the way 

for the great flourishing of Elizabethan literature and culture. 

 

Idealism, in philosophy, a theory of reality and of knowledge that attributes to 

consciousness, or the immaterial mind, a primary role in the constitution of the world.  

More narrowly, within metaphysics, idealism is the view that all physical objects are 

mind-dependent and can have no existence apart form a mind that is conscious of 

them. This view is contrasted with materialism, which maintains, that consciousness it- 

self is reducible to purely physical elements and processes -- thus, according to the 

materialistic view, the world is entirely mind-independent, composed only of physical 

objects and physical interactions.  In epistemology, idealism is opposed to realism, the 

view that mind-independent physical objects exist that can be known through the 
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senses.  Metaphysical realism, has traditionally, led to epistemological skepticism, the 

doctrine, that knowledge of reality is impossible, and has thereby, provided an important 

motivation for theories of idealism, which contend that reality, is mind-dependent, and 

that, true knowledge of reality, is gained by relying upon, a spiritual or conscious source. 

 

Plato 

In the 5th and 4th centuries B.C., Plato postulated the existence of a realm of Ideas, 

that the varied objects of common experience, imperfectly, reflect.  He maintained that 

these ideal Forms, are not only, more clearly intelligible, but also more real, than the 

transient and, essentially, illusory, objects themselves. 

     

Berkeley and Kant 

Eighteenth-century Irish philosopher, George Berkeley, speculated, that all aspects of 

everything, of which, one is conscious, are actually, reducible to the ideas, present in 

the mind.  The observer does not conjure external objects into existence, however; the 

true ideas, of them, are caused in the human mind, directly by God.  Eighteenth-century 

German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, greatly refined, idealism through his critical 

inquiry, into what he believed to be, the limits of possible knowledge.  Kant, held, that all 

that can be known of things, is the way, in which, they appear in experience; there is no 

way of knowing what they are, substantially, in themselves.  He also held, however, that 

the fundamental principles, of all science, are essentially grounded, in the constitution of 

the mind, rather than being derived from the external world.   

 

Hegel 

Nineteenth-century German philosopher, G.W. Hegel, disagreed with Kant’s theory, 

concerning the inescapable human ignorance, of what things are in themselves, instead 

arguing, for the ultimate intelligibility of all existence.  Hegel, also maintained, that the 

high-est achievements of the human spirit (culture, science, religion, and the state), are 

not the result of naturally determined processes in the mind, but are conceived and 

sustained by the dialectical activity of free, reflective intellect.  Further strains of 

idealistic thought can be found in the works of 19th-century Germans, Johann Gottlieb 

Fichte and F.W.J. Schelling, 19th-century Englishman, F.H. Bradley, 19th-century 

Americans, Charles Sanders Peirce, and Josiah Royce, and 20th-century, Italian 

Benedetto Croce. 
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Ideology  

A comprehensive system of concepts and  beliefs, often political in nature, held by a 

group or an individual.  The term was coined by the French philosopher, Antoine Destutt 

de Tracy, one of the so-called Ideologues, who attempted to reform post-revolution- 

ary, French society, according to a pragmatic “science of ideas.” 

 

Modern Origins 

The modern concept of ideology, originated in the writings of Karl Marx, who believed 

that ideologies were false systems of political, social, and moral concepts invented and 

preserved by ruling classes out of self-interest. According to Marx, religious hierarchies, 

for example, perpetuate systems of faith, that at bottom, protect the economic well-

being of those in power.  As refined by later social thinkers, this pejorative definition of 

ideology, came to dominate modern usage of the term.  Following Marx, proponents of a 

particular sociopolitical system, felt free to dismiss arguments, offered by opponents, as 

ideologically based, that is, false, because they reflect, only the ideological biases of the 

opponent and not the true state of affairs.  Because this tactic could be used to argue 

against every ideology, the clash of modern ideologies, became a strident and 

passionate affair, dominated more, by propaganda, than by rational argument. 

 

Ideology in the 20th Century 

Perhaps, the chief distinguishing characteristic of 20th-century ideologies, has been the, 

almost religious devotion of their adherents, to systems of political ideas, that are 

viewed, as absolutely incompatible with other systems. This trait has been, most 

pronounced, in the two major modern ideologies, communism and fascism.  Other 

political concepts, such as socialism, democracy, and conservatism, while often strongly 

upheld, have tended to be more diffuse and less exclusive; their proponents differ, on 

some issues, while agreeing on others. 

 

The concept of ideology has had a profound effect on world civilization, in the 20th 

century.  Almost all modern conflicts, from the “crusade against fascism” in World War II, 

to the various “police actions” of the postwar period, have had ideological overtones.  

The prime example of an ideological conflict, was the cold war, in which, the principal 

antagonists (the U.S., and the USSR), waged a political, economic, and psycho-logical 

struggle, for influence in every part of the world. 
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Immanence, conception in philosophy and theology, that the intelligent and creative 

force or being, that governs the universe, pervades the natural world.  Immanence is a 

fundamental doctrine of pantheism and can be contrasted with transcendence, which 

conceives, of the intelligent and creative force, as existing outside the natural world.  In 

pantheistic systems of thought, for example, all material objects, in the uni- 

verse, are pervaded with the infinite divine presence.  In Judeo-Christian religions, 

however, God, both participates in the universe, that is, is present and active in the 

natural world; and at the same time, transcends, that is, figuratively, rises above, the 

universe he created. 

 

Intuition, in philosophy, a form of knowledge or of cognition, independent of experience 

or reason. The intuitive faculty and intuitive knowledge, are generally, regarded as 

inherent qualities of the mind. The term has been used in different, sometimes 

opposing, senses by various writers and cannot be defined, except with reference to its 

meaning, in the writings of an individual philosopher. The concept of intuition,  

apparently arose, from two sources:  the mathematical idea of an axiom (a self-evident 

proposition, that requires no proof) and the mystical idea of revelation (truth that 

surpasses the power of the intellect). 

 

Intuition was important in Greek philosophy, particularly, in the thinking of such 

philosophers, as Pythagoras and his followers, who were trained in mathematics. The 

concept, also had, great significance, in much, of Christian philosophy as one of the 

basic ways, in which, a person could know God.  The philosophers, who relied most, on 

the idea of intuition, were Baruch Spinoza, Immanuel Kant, and Henri Bergson. 

 

In Spinoza’s philosophy, intuition is the highest form of knowledge, surpassing both 

empirical knowledge, derived from the senses and “scientific” knowledge,  

derived from reasoning on the basis of experience.  Intuitive knowledge gives an 

individual the comprehension of an orderly and united universe and permit’s the mind to 

be a part of the Infinite Being. 

 

Kant regarded intuition, as the portion of a perception, that is supplied by the mind, 

itself. He divided perceptions, or “phenomena,” into two parts:  the sensation, caused by 

the external object perceived, and the “form,” or the understanding of the perception in 
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the mind, which results from intuition. Such apprehension, as space and time, are types 

of pure intuition, or Anschauung. 

 

Bergson contrasted instinct with intelligence and regarded intuition as the purest form of 

instinct.  Intelligence, he believed, was adequate for the consideration of material things, 

but could not deal with the fundamental nature of life or thought.  He defined intuition as 

“instinct, that has become disinterested, self-conscious, capable of reflecting upon its 

object and of enlarging it indefinitely.” Intelligence, on the other hand, can only analyze, 

and the function of analysis, is to produce what is relative in an object, rather than what 

is absolute, or individual.  Only, by intuition, Bergson declared, can the absolute be 

comprehended. 

 

Some ethical philosophers, among them Spinoza, have been called intuitionists or 

intuitionalists, because of their belief, that a sense of moral values, is intuitive and 

immediate.  This view, contrasts with that, of the empiricists, who hold that, moral values 

result from human experience, and that, of the rationalists, who believe, that moral 

values are determined, by reason. 

 

Logic, (Greek logos, “word,” “speech,” “reason”), science, dealing with the principles of 

valid reasoning and argument.  The study of logic is the effort to de-termine the 

conditions, under which, one is justified in passing from given statements, called 

premises, to a conclusion, that is claimed to follow from them.  Logical validity is a 

relationship between the premises and the conclusion, such that, if the premises are 

true, then the conclusion, is true. 

 

The validity of an argument should be distinguished from the truth of the conclusion.  If 

one or more of the premises is false, the conclusion of a valid argument, may be false.  

For example, “All mammals are four-footed animals; all people are mammals; therefore, 

all people are four-footed animals,” is a valid argument, with a false conclusion.  On the 

other hand, an invalid argument, may, by chance, have a true conclusion.  “Some 

animals are two-footed; all people are animals; therefore, all people are two-footed,” 

happens to have a true conclusion, but the argument, is not valid.  Logical validity, 

depends on the form of the argument, not on its content.  If the argument were valid, 

some other term, could be substituted for all occurrences of any one of those used and 

validity would not be affected.  By substituting “four-footed” for “two-footed,” it can be 
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seen, that the premises could, both, be true and the conclusion, false.  Thus, the 

argument is invalid, even though, it has a true conclusion. 

 

Aristotelian Logic 

What is now known, as classical or traditional logic, was first formulated by Aristotle, 

who developed rules for correct syllogistic reasoning.  A syllogism, is an argument, 

made up of statements in one of four forms: “All A’s are B’s” (universal affirmative), “No 

A’s are B’s” (universal negative.  “Some A’s are B’s” (particular affirmative), or “Some A’s 

are not B’s” (particular negative).  The letters stand for common nouns, such as “dog,” 

“four-footed animal,” “living thing,” which are called, the terms of the syllogism.  A well-

formed syllogism consists of two premises and a conclusion, each premise, having one 

term, in common with the conclusion, and one in common with the other premise. In 

classical logic, rules are formulated, by which, all well-formed syllogisms are identified 

as valid or invalid forms of argument.   

 

Modern Logic 

In the middle of the 19th century, the British mathematicians, George Boole and 

Augustus De Morgan, opened a new field of logic, now known as, symbolic or modern 

logic, which was further developed, by the German mathematician, Gottlob Frege and 

especially, by the British mathematicians, Bertrand Russell, and Alfred North Whitehead, 

in Principia Mathematica (3 vol., 1910-13). The logical system of Russell and Whitehead 

covers a far greater range of possible arguments, than those that can be cast into 

syllogistic form.  It introduces symbols for complete sentences and for the conjunctions, 

that connect them, such as “or,” “and,” and “If . . . then...”  It has different symbols for the 

logical subject and the logical predicate of a sentence; and it has symbols for classes, 

for members of classes, and for the relationships of class membership and class 

inclusion.  It also, differs from classical logic, in its assumptions, as to the existence of 

the things referred to, in its universal statements.  The statement “All A’s are B’s,” is 

rendered in modern logic to mean, “If anything is an A, then it is a B,” which, unlike 

classical logic, does not assume that any A’s exist. 

 

Both classical logic and modern logic are systems of deductive logic.  In a sense, the 

premises of a valid argument contain the conclusion, and the truth of the conclusion 

follows from the truth of the premises, with certainty.  Efforts have also been made to 

develop systems of inductive logic, such that, the premises are evidence for the 
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conclusion, but the truth of the conclusion follows from the truth of the evidence, only 

with, a certain probability.  The most notable contribution to inductive logic, is that of, the 

British philosopher, John Stuart Mill, who in his System of Logic (1843) formulated the 

methods of proof, that he believed, to characterize empirical science.  This inquiry has 

developed in the 20th century into the field, known as, philosophy of science.  Closely 

related, is the branch of mathematics, known as, probability theory. 

 

Both classical and modern logic, in their usual forms, assume that, any well-formed 

sentence, is either true or false.  In recent years, efforts have been made to  

develop systems of so-called many-valued logic, such that, an assertion may have 

some value, other than, true or false.  In some, this is merely, a third neutral 

value; in others, it is a probability value, expressed as a fraction, ranging between 0 and 

1, or between -1 and +1.  Another development, in recent years, has been the effort to 

develop systems of modal logic, to represent the logical relations between assertions of 

possibility and impossibility, necessity and contingency.  Still another development, is 

deontic logic, the investigation of the logical relations between commands or between 

statements of obligation. 

 

Related Aspects 

Closely related to logic, is semantics, or the philosophy of language, which concerns, 

the meaning of words and sentences; epistemology, or the theory of knowledge, which 

concerns, the conditions, under which, assertions are true; and the psychology or rea- 

soning, which concerns, the mental processes, involved in reasoning.  Some treatises 

on logic, include these subjects, but usually attention, is restricted to the logical relations 

between statements. 

 

Logos (Greek, “word,” “reason,” “ratio”), in ancient and especially, in medieval 

philosophy and theology, the divine reason, that acts as the ordering principle of the 

universe. 

The 6th-century B.C., Greek philosopher, Heraclitus, was the first to use the term, 

Logos in a metaphysical sense.  He asserted, that the world, is governed by a firelike 

Logos, a divine force, that produces the order and pattern discernible, in the flux of 

nature.  He be- 

lieved, that this force, is similar, to human reason, and that, his own thought, partook of 
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the divine Logos. 

 

In Stoicism, as it developed, after the 4th century B.C., the Logos, is conceived, as a 

rational divine power that orders and directs the universe; it is identified with God, 

nature, and fate.  The Logos is “present everywhere” and seems to be understood, as 

both, a divine mind and, at least, a semi-physical force, acting through space and time.  

Within the cosmic order, determined by the Logos, are individual centers of potentiality, 

vitality, and growth.  These are “seeds” of the Logos (logoi spermatikoi).  Through the 

faculty of reason, all human beings, (but not any other animals) share in the divine 

reason.  Stoic ethics stress the rule, “Follow where Reason [Logos] leads;” one, must 

therefore, resist the influence of the passions -- love, hate, fear, pain, and pleasure. 

 

The 1st-century A.D., Jewish-Hellenistic philosopher, Philo Judaeus employed the term, 

Logos, in his effort, to synthesize Jewish tradition and Platonism.  According to Philo, 

the Logos is a mediating principle between God and the world and can be understood, 

as God’s Word or the Divine Wisdom, which is immanent, in the world. 

 

At the beginning of the Gospel of John, Jesus Christ, is identified with the Logos, made 

incarnate, the Greek word, logos being translated as “word,” in the English Bible:  “In 

the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. . . 

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us . . .” (John 1:1-3, 14).  John’s 

conception of Christ, was probably influenced, by Old Testament passages, as well as, 

by Greek philosophy, but early Christian theologians, developed the conception of 

Christ, as the Logos, in explicitly Platonic and Neoplatonic terms.  The Logos, for 

instance, was identified with the will of God, or with the Ideas (or Platonic Forms) that 

are, in the mind of God.  Christ’s incarnation was accordingly understood, as the 

incarnation of these divine attributes. 

 

Materialism, in philosophy, doctrine, that all existence, is resolvable into matter or into 

an attribute or effect of matter.  According to this doctrine, matter is the ultimate reality, 

and the phenomenon of conscious-ness, is explained by physiochemical changes, in 

the nervous system.  Materialism, is thus, the anti-thesis of idealism, in which, the 

supremacy of mind, is affirmed and matter is characterized, as an aspect or 

objectification of mind.  Extreme or absolute materialism is known as, materialistic 

monism.  According to the mind-stuff theory of monism, as expounded by the British 

metaphysician, W.K. Clifford, in his Elements of Dynamic (1879-87), matter and mind 
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are consubstantial, each being, merely, an aspect of the other. Philosophical 

materialism is ancient and has had numerous formulations.  The early Greek 

philosophers subscribed to a variant of materialism, known as hylozoism, according to 

which, matter and life are identical.  Related to hylozoism, is the doctrine of hylotheism, 

in which, matter is held to be divine, or the existence of God, is disavowed, apart from 

matter.  Cosmological materialism, is a term used, to characterize a materialistic 

interpretation of the universe. 

 

Anti-religious materialism is motivated by a spirit of hostility, toward the theological 

dogmas of organized religion, particularly those of Christianity.  Notable among the 

exponents of anti-religious materialism, were the 18th-century French philosophers, 

Denis Diderot, Paul Henri d’Holbach, and Julien Offroy de La Mettrie.  According to 

historical materialism, as set forth, in the writings of Karl Marx, Friedrich Engles, and 

Vladimir Ilich Lenin, in every historical epoch, the prevailing economic system, by which, 

the necessities of life are produced, determines the form of societal organization and 

the political, religious, ethical, intellectual, and artistic history of the epoch. 

In modern times, philosophical materialism, has been largely, influenced by the doctrine 

of evolution and, may indeed, be said to have been, assimilated in the wider theory of 

evolution.  Supporters, of the theory of evolution, go beyond the mere anti-theism or 

atheism of materialism, and seek positively, to show how, the diversities and differences 

in creation, are the result of natural, as opposed to supernatural processes. 

 

Mechanism, (Greek mechane, “machine”), in philosophy, term designating any concept 

according, to which, the universe is completely explicable, in terms, of mechanical 

processes.  Inasmuch, as these mechanical processes, are best understood, in their 

movements, mechanism frequently involves, the attempt to demonstrate, that the 

universe, is nothing more than, a vast system of motions.  In this general sense, 

mechanism, is practically equivalent, to materialism.  The term is often used, however, 

as a synonym for naturalism, the doctrine that the phenomena of nature, are not 

regulated by divine or supernatural intelligence, but are, adequately explained, by the 

mechanical laws of chemistry and physics.  In the latter sense, the customary antonym 

of mechanism is teleology, sometimes called, finalism, the doctrine that nature and 

creation are ordered by a divine plan and, fulfill divinely, appointed ends. 

 

Metaphysics, branch of philosophy, concerned with the nature, of ultimate reality.  

Metaphysics, is customarily, divided into ontology, which deals with the question, of how 
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many fundamentally, distinct sorts of entities, compose the universe, and metaphysics 

proper, which is concerned with, describing the most general, traits of reality.  These 

general traits, together, define reality and, would presumably, characterize, any 

universe, whatever.  Because these traits, are not peculiar, to this universe, but, are 

common, to all possible universes, metaphysics may be conducted, at the highest level, 

of abstraction.  Ontology, by contrast, because it investigates, the ultimate divisions 

within this universe, is more closely related, to the physical world of human experience. 

 

The term, metaphysics is believed to have originated in Rome about 70 B.C., with the 

Greek Peripatetic philosopher, Andronicus of Rhodes (flourished 1st century B.C.) in his 

edition of the works of Aristotle.  In the arrangement of Aristotle’s works by Andronicus, 

the treatise originally called, First Philosophy, or Theology, followed the treatise, 

Physics.  Hence, the First Philosophy, came to be known as meta (ta) physica, or 

“following (the) Physics,” later shortened, to Metaphysics.  The word took on the 

connotation, in popular usage, of matters transcending material reality.  In the 

philosophic sense, however, particularly, as opposed to the use of the word by oc- 

cultists, metaphysics applies to all reality and is distinguished from other forms of 

inquiry, by its generality. 

 

The subjects treated in Aristotle’s Metaphysics (substance, causality, the nature of 

being, and the existence of God) fixed the content of metaphysical speculation for 

centuries.  Among the medieval Scholastic philosophers, metaphysics was known, as 

the “trans- physical science,” on the assumption that, by means of it, the scholar, 

philosophically, could make the transition from the physical world to a world beyond 

sense perception.  The 13th-century Scholastic philosopher and theologian, St. Thomas 

Aquinas, declared that the cognition of God, through a causal study of finite sensible 

beings, was the aim of metaphysics.  With the rise of scientific study in the 16th century, 

the reconciliation of science and faith in God, became an increasingly, important 

problem. 

 

 

Metaphysics Before Kant 

Before the time of the German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, metaphysics was 

characterized by a tendency to construct theories, on the basis of a priori knowledge, 

that is, knowledge derived from reason alone, in contra-distinction to a posteriori 

knowledge, which is gained, by reference, to the facts of experience.  From a priori 
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knowledge, were deduced, general propositions, that were held to be true, of all things.  

The method of inquiry, based on a priori principles, is known as, rationalistic.  This 

method, may be subdivided into monism, which holds, that the universe is made up of a 

single fundamental substance; dualism, the belief in two such substances; and 

pluralism, which proposes, the existence of many fundamental substances. 

 

The monists, agreeing that only one basic substance exists, differ in their descriptions of 

its principal characteristics.  Thus, in idealistic monism, the substance is believed to be 

purely mental; in materialistic monism, it is held to be purely physical, and in neutral 

monism, it is considered, neither exclusively, mental, nor solely, physical.  The idealistic 

position was held by the Irish philosopher, George Berkeley, the materialistic, by the 

English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, and the neutral, by the Dutch philosopher, 

Baruch Spinoza.  The latter expounded a pantheistic view of reality, in which, the 

universe is identical with God and everything contains God’s substance. 

 

The most famous exponent of dualism was the French philosopher, Rene Descartes, 

who maintained, that body and mind are, radically different entities and that, they are 

the only fundamental substances, in the universe.  Dualism, however, does not show 

how these basic entities are connected. 

 

In the work of the German philosopher, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, the universe, is held 

to consist, of an infinite number of distinct substances, or monads.  This view is 

pluralistic, in the sense, that it proposes, the existence of many separate entities, and it 

is monistic, in its assertion, that each monad, reflects within itself, the entire universe. 

 

Other philosophers have held, that knowledge of reality, is not derived from a priori 

principles, but is obtained, only from, experience.  This type of metaphysics is called 

empiricism.  Still, another school of philosophy, has maintained that, although an 

ultimate reality does exist, it is altogether, inaccessible to human knowledge, which is 

necessarily subjective, because it is confined to states of mind.  Knowledge, is 

therefore, not a representation of external reality, but merely, a reflection of human 

perceptions.  This view is known as, skepticism or agnosticism, in respect, to the soul 

and the reality of God. 
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The Metaphysics of Kant 

Several major viewpoints were combined in the work of Kant, who developed a 

distinctive critical philosophy, called transcendentalism.  His philosophy is  

agnostic, in that, it denies the possibility of a strict knowledge of ultimate reality; it is 

empirical, in that, it affirms that all knowledge, arises from experience and is true of 

objects of actual and possible experience; and it is rationalistic, in that, it maintains the a 

priori character, of the structural principles of this empirical knowledge.   

 

These principles are held to be necessary and universal in their application to 

experience, for in Kant’s view, the mind furnishes the archetypal forms and categories 

(space, time, causality, substance, and relation) to its sensations, and these categories, 

are logically, anterior to experience, although manifested, only in, experience.  Their 

logical anteriority, to experience, makes these categories or structural principles 

transcendental; they transcend all experience, both actual and possible.  Although these 

principles determine all experience, they do not in any way, affect the nature of things, in 

themselves.  This knowledge concerns things, only insofar, as they appear to human 

perception or as they can be apprehended by the senses.  The argument, by which, 

Kant sought to fix the limits of human knowledge, within the framework of experience 

and to demonstrate the inability of the human mind to penetrate beyond experience, 

strictly by knowledge, to the realm of ultimate reality, constitutes the critical feature of his 

philosophy, giving the key word to the titles of his three leading treatises, Critique of 

Pure Reason, Critique of Practical Reason, and Critique of Judgment.  In the system 

propounded in these works, Kant, sought also, to reconcile science and religion, in a 

world of two levels, comprising noumena, objects conceived by reason, although not 

perceived by the senses, and phenomena, things as they appear to the senses and are 

accessible to material study.  He maintained that, because God, freedom, and human 

immortality are noumenal realities, these concepts are understood through moral faith, 

rather than through scientific knowledge.  With the continuous development of science, 

the expansion of metaphysics, to include scientific knowledge and methods, became 

one of the major objectives of metaphysicians. 

 

Metaphysics Since Kant 

Some of Kant’s most distinguished followers, notably, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Friedrich 

Schelling, G.W.F. Hegel, and Friedrich Schleiermacher, negated Kant’s criticism, in their 

elaborations of his transcendental metaphysics, by denying the Kantian conception of 

the thing-in-itself. They, thus developed, an absolute idealism, in opposition, to Kant’s 

critical transcendentalism. 
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Since the formation of the hypothesis of absolute idealism, the development of 

metaphysics, has resulted in as many types of metaphysical theory, as existed in pre-

Kantian philosophy, despite Kant’s contention, that he had fixed, definitely, the limits of 

philosophical speculation.  Notable among these later metaphysical theories, are radical 

empiricism, or pragmatism, a native American form of metaphysics expounded, by 

Charles Sanders Peirce, developed by William James, and adapted as instrumentalism, 

by John Dewey; voluntarism, the foremost exponents, of which, are the German 

philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer and the American philosopher, Josiah Royce; 

phenomenalism, as it is exemplified, in the writings of the French philosopher, Auguste 

Comte, and the British philosopher, Herbert Spencer; emergent evolution, or creative 

evolution, originated by the French philosopher, Henri Bergson; and the philosophy of 

the organism, elaborated by the British mathematician and philosopher, Alfred North 

Whitehead. The salient doctrines of pragmatism, are that the chief function of thought, is 

to guide action, that the meaning of concepts is to be sought in their practical 

applications, and that truth, should be tested, by the practical effects of belief; according 

to instrumentalism, ideas are instruments of action, and their truth, is determined by 

their role, in human experience.  In the theory of voluntarism, the will is postulated, as 

the supreme manifestation of reality. The exponents of phenomenalism, who are 

sometimes called, positivists, contend, that everything can be analyzed, in terms of 

actual or possible occurrences, or phenomena, and that anything, that cannot be 

analyzed in this manner, cannot be understood.  In emergent or creative evolution, the 

evolutionary process, is characterized as spontaneous and unpredictable, rather than 

mechanistically determined. The philosophy of the organism, combines an evolutionary 

stress, on constant process, with a metaphysical theory of God, the eternal objects, and 

creativity. 

 

Contem0porary Developments 

In the 20th century, the validity of metaphysical thinking, has been disputed by the 

logical positivists and by the so-called dialectical materialism, of the Marxists.  The basic 

principle, maintained by the logical positivists, is the verifiability theory of meaning.  

According to this theory, a sentence has factual meaning, only if it meets the test, of 

observation.  Logical positivists argue that metaphysical expressions such as, “Nothing 

exists, except material particles” and “Everything, is part of one all-encompassing spirit,” 

cannot be tested, empirically.  Therefore, according to the verifiability theory of meaning, 

these expressions, have no factual cognitive meaning, although, they can have an 

emotive meaning, relevant to, human hopes and feelings. 
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The dialectical materialists assert that, the mind is conditioned by and reflects, material 

reality.  Therefore, speculations, that conceive of constructs of the mind, as having any 

other, than material reality, are themselves, unreal and can result only, in delusion.  To 

these assertions, metaphysicians reply, by denying the adequacy of the verifiability 

theory of meaning and of material perception, as the standard of reality.  Both logical 

positivism and dialectical materialism, they argue, conceal metaphysical assumptions, 

for example, that everything is observable, or at least, connected with something 

observable, and that, the mind has no distinctive life of its own.  In the philosophical 

movement, known as existentialism, thinkers have contended, that the questions of the 

nature of being, and of the individual’s relationship to it, are extremely important and 

meaningful, in terms of human life.  The investigation of these questions, is therefore, 

considered valid, whether or not its results can be verified objectively. 

 

Since the 1950’s, the problems of systematic analytical metaphysics, have been studied 

in Great Britain by Stuart Newton Hampshire and Peter Frederick Strawson, the former 

concerned, in the matter of Spinoza, with the relationship between thought and action, 

and the latter, in the manner of Kant, with describing the major categories of experience, 

as they are embedded, in language.  In the U.S., metaphysics has been pursued, much 

in the spirit of positivism, by Wilfred Stalker Sellars and Willard Van Orman Quine.  

Sellars has sought to express metaphysical questions in linguistic terms, and Quine has 

attempted to determine, whether the structure of language commit’s the philosopher, to 

asserting the existence of any entities whatever and, if so, what kind.  In these new 

formulations, the issues of metaphysics and ontology remain vital. 

 

Microcosm and Macrocosm, two philosophical terms, opposite in meaning, used to 

explain the relationship between man and the universe.  The term, microcosm denotes 

the conception of man, as a complete world, universe, or cosmos, in miniature, within 

himself.  Macrocosm refers to the idea of the whole gigantic universe, outside man’s 

nature.  The microcosm concept was utilized, by a number of great thinkers, ranging 

from the 5th-century B.C., Greek philosopher, Democritus, to the 17th-century German 

philosopher, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz. 

 

Modernism, in theology and philosophy; attempts by a group of scholars and Church 

officials, to re-interpret Christian doctrine, in terms of the scientific thought of the 19th 
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century.  The collected attempts, although not a single system, were treated, as such, 

and called, Modernism by Pope Pius X in 1907. 

 

Modernism and Roman Catholicism 

The Modernists of the Roman Catholic Church tended to deny the objective value of 

traditional beliefs and to regard some dogmas of the Church, as symbolic, rather than, 

literally true. The leaders, among this group, included the Irish theologian, George 

Tyrrell, the British theologian (of Austrian parentage), Baron Friedrich von Hugel, and 

the French theologian and Orientalist, Alfred Loisy. Such works as, Life of Jesus (1863; 

trans., 1863), by the French philolo-gist and historian, Ernest Renan, helped to lessen 

the authority of the teachings of the Church on early Christianity. 

 

Modernism in Europe was also a matter of political controversy. Those who supported 

the traditional views on Church and State, opposed the Modernists and their drive 

toward social reforms.  Within the Roman Catholic Church, the centralization of Church 

government, in Rome, and the influence of the Curia, were attacked.  Church discipline, 

over the clergy, was strongly questioned.  Perhaps, most notable, was the movement 

among scholars, to work and publish without supervision from the Church. 

 

Censure of the movement reached a climax in 1907.  On July 3, 1907, a decree, 

Lamentabili Sane (With truly lamentable results), was issued by the holy office with the 

approval of Pius X.  It listed and condemned as heretical, false, rash, bold, and 

offensive, 65 propositions, 38 of them, related to biblical criticism, and the remainder, to 

Modernism.  On September 8, of the same year, the Pope issued an encyclical, 

Pascendi Dominici Gregis (Of the primary obligations).  Modernism, it said, is a 

synthesis of all heresies, “an alliance between faith and false philosophy,” arising from 

curiosity and “pride, which rouses the spirit of disobedience and demands a 

compromise between authority and liberty.”  Pius concluded his attack on the movement 

on Sept. 1, 1910, in a motu proprio (a message prepared on papal initiative alone), 

Sacrorum Antistatic (Oath Against Modernism).  He gave assent to all articles of Roman 

Catholic belief and dissented from all the tenets, in all times, condemned by the Church 

of Rome.  In the same document, he required an anti-Modernist oath from all clerics in 

the Roman Catholic Church. 
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Modernism and Protestantism 

A corresponding movement among Protestants had also been developing.  If one 

accepted the historical findings of biblical scholars and the so-called higher criticism, 

questions arose that could not be answered in terms of traditional beliefs.  The 

philosophical emphases of the Enlightenment of the late 18th century and the 

contemporaneous re-examination of the sources of personal religious expression, 

added force to such questions.  Prominent among Protestant Modernists, were the 

German theologians, Friedrich Schleiermacher and Albrecht Ritschl. 

 

These Protestants attempted to find new interpretations, of religious experience, and an 

understanding of history, that could accommodate the implications of the theory of 

evolution and discoveries in psychology, archaeology, and ancient history.  To a large 

extent, they denied literal inspiration of the Bible and the historicity of the Jesus Christ of 

the Gospels.  They stressed ethical and moral behavior, rather than adherence to formal 

creeds, as essential to Christian life.  They turned the activity of Church officials, to 

social areas and away from academic issues. 

 

Modernism in the U.S. 

In the 1920’s in the U.S., the term, Modernism took on a more restricted meaning.  It 

began to be applied to any rejection of traditional doctrine.  At the same time, a 

movement called, Fundamentalism developed, among conservative members, of 

various Protestant denominations, in opposition to Modernist tendencies. 

 

Monism, (Greek monos, “single”), in philosophy, doctrine that ultimate reality, is entirely, 

of one substance.  Monism, is thus, opposed, to both, dualism and pluralism.  Three 

basic types of monism are recognized:  materialistic monism, idealistic monism, and the 

mind-stuff theory.  According to the first doctrine, everything in the universe, including 

mental phenomena, is reduced to the one category of matter.  In the second doctrine, 

matter is regarded, as a form of manifestation of mind; and in the third doctrine, matter 

and mind are considered, merely, aspects of each other.  Although monistic 

philosophies date from ancient Greece, the term, monism, is comparatively, recent.  It 

was first used by the 18th-century German philosopher, Christian von Wolff, to 

designate types of philosophical thought, in which, the attempt was made, to eliminate 

the dichotomy of body and mind. 
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Although he was not known by the term, the 17th-century Dutch philosopher, Baruch 

Spinoza, was one of the, most influential monists. He taught, that both, material and 

spiritual phenomena, are attributes of one underlying substance.  His doctrine, strongly 

anticipated, the mind-stuff theory. 

 

Natural Law, in ethical philosophy, theology, law, and social theory, a set of principles, 

based on what are assumed to be, the permanent characteristics of  human nature, that 

can serve as a standard, for evaluating conduct and civil laws.  It is considered, funda- 

mentally unchanging, and universally, applicable.  Because of the ambiguity of the word, 

nature, the meaning of natural, varies.  Thus, natural law may be considered, an ideal, 

to which, humanity aspires or a general fact, the way human beings usually act.  Natural 

law is contrasted with positive law, the enactments of civil society. 

 

Classical Theories 

The ancient Greek philosophers were the first, to elaborate a natural law doctrine.  

Heraclitus spoke in the 6th century B.C., of a common wisdom, that pervades the whole 

universe, “for all human laws are nourished by one, the divine.”  Aristotle distinguished 

between two kinds of justice:  “A rule of justice, is natural, that has the same validity 

everywhere, and does not depend on our accepting it or not; a rule, is legal, 

[conventional] that, in the first instance, may be settled, in one way or the other, 

indifferently.”  The Stoics especially the philosopher, Chrysippus of Soli, constructed a 

systematic natural law theory.  According to Stoicism, the whole cosmos, is rationally 

ordered, by an active principle, variously named, God, mind, or fate.  Every individual 

nature is part of the cosmos.  To live virtuously, means to live in accord with one’s 

nature, to live according to right reason.  Because passion and emotion are considered 

irrational movements of the soul, the wise individual, seeks to eradicate the passions, 

and consciously, embrace the rational life.  This doctrine was popularized among the 

Romans by the 1st-century B.C. orator, Cicero, who gave a famous definition of natural 

law in his De Republica:  “True law, is right reason, in agreement with Nature; it is of 

universal application, unchanging, and everlasting; it summons, to duty by its 

commands, and averts from wrongdoing by its prohibitions. . . .There will not be 

different laws at Rome and at Athens, or different laws now, and in the future, but one 

eternal and unchangeable law, will be valid, for all nations and for all times.”  In the 

Corpus Iuris Civilis, a compilation and codification of Roman legal material, prepared 

(534 A.D.), under Emperor, Justinian, a ius naturale is acknowledged, but there is no 

assertion, that natural law, is superior to positive law, and no vindication of human rights 

(slavery, for example, was legal). 
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Christian Conceptions 

Christians found the natural law doctrine of the Stoics, quite compatible, with their 

beliefs.  St. Paul spoke of Gentiles, who do not have the Mosaic law, doing “by nature, 

what the law requires” (Romans 2:14).  The 6th-century Spanish theologian St.Isidore of 

Seville, affirmed, that natural law is observed everywhere, by natural instinct; he cited 

as illustrations, the laws ordaining marriage and the procreation of children.  Texts from 

Isidore cited, at the beginning, of the Italian scholar, Gratian’s, Decretum (circa 1140), 

the canon law textbook of the Middle Ages, stimulated extensive discussion among the 

Scholastics.  The teaching of St. Thomas Aquinas, on the natural law, is the, most 

widely, known.  In his Summa Theologiae (Summary Treatise of Theology, 1265-73), 

Aquinas called the ration guidance of creation, by God, the “Eternal Law.”  The Eternal 

Law, gives all beings, the inclination, to those actions and aims, that are proper to them.  

Rational creatures, by directing their own actions and guiding the actions of others, 

share in divine reason itself.  “This participation, in the Eternal Law, by rational creatures 

is called, the Natural Law.”  It dictates, correspond to the basic inclinations, of human 

nature.  Thus, according to Aquinas, it is possible, to distinguish, good from evil, by the 

natural light of reason. 

 

Modern Theories 

The Dutch jurist, Hugo Grotius, is considered the founder of the modern theory of 

natural law.  His break with Scholasticism, is in methodology, rather than content.  His 

definition of natural law, as that body of rules, which can be discovered by the use of 

reason, is traditional, but in raising the hypothetical argument, that his law would have 

validity, even if there were no God or if the affairs of human beings, were of no concern 

to God; he effected a divorce from theological presuppositions and prepared the way for 

the purely rationalistic theories of the 17th and 18th centuries. A second innovation of 

Grotius, was to view this law, as deductive and independent of experience:  “Just as the 

mathematicians treat their figures, as abstracted from bodies, so in treating law, I have 

withdrawn my mind from every particular fact” (De lure Belli ac Pacis; On the Law of 

War and Peace, 1625). 

 

The German jurist, Samuel von Pufendorf, the first to hold a chair of natural law in a 

German university, more fully, developed the concept of a law of nature.  The 17th-

century English philosophers, Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, proposed an original 

state of nature, from which, a social contract arose and combined this theory, with that, 
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of natural law.  Locke’s doctrine, that nature had endowed human beings, with certain 

inalienable rights that could not be violated by any governing authority, was 

incorporated in the American Declaration of Independence. 

 

In the 19th century, a critical spirit, dominated discussions of natural law. The existence 

of a natural law, was generally, regarded as unprovable, and it was, largely replaced in 

legal theory, by utilitarianism, formulated by the English philosopher, Jeremy Bentham, 

as “the greatest happiness of the greatest number,” and by legal positivism, according 

to which, law is based simply on, “the command of the ruler,” in the phrase of the 

English jurist, John Austin. 

 

The atrocities committed by Nazi Germany, during World War II, revived interest in a 

higher standard, than positive law.  The United Nations Charter, declared the “faith” of 

that organization in human rights, and on December 10, 1948, the UN General 

Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which, however, is more 

a moral pronouncement, than a legally, enforceable treaty. 

 

Neoplatonism, collective designation for the philosophical and religious doctrines of a 

heterogeneous school of speculative thinkers, who sought to develop and synthesize, 

the metaphysical ideas of Plato.  Such synthesis occurred, especially, in Alexandria and 

included Hellenistic Judaism, as exemplified by the Jewish-Hellenistic philosopher, Philo 

Judaeus of Alexandria, as well as, other outlooks.  The doctrine kept its essentially 

Greek character, however.  By extension, the term is applied to similar metaphysical 

theories, expounded in medieval, Renaissance, and modern times. 

 

The Neoplatonic Doctrine 

Neoplatonism is a type of idealistic monism, in which, the ultimate reality of the 

universe, is held to be an infinite, unknowable, perfect One. From this One,  

emanates nous (pure intelligence), whence, in turn, is derived the world soul, the 

creative activity, of which, engenders the lesser souls of human beings. The world soul, 

is conceived, as an image of the nous, even as the nous, is an image of the One; both 

the nous and the world soul, despite their differentiation, are thus, consubstantial with 

the One. 
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The world soul, however, because it is intermediate between the nous and the material 

world, has the option, either of preserving its integrity and imaged perfection, or of 

becoming altogether, sensual and corrupt.  The same choice is open, to each of the 

lesser souls.  When, through ignorance, of its true nature and identity, the human soul 

experiences a false sense of separateness and independence, it becomes arrogantly 

self-assertive and falls into sensual and depraved habits.  Salvation, for such, a soul, is 

still possible, the Neoplatonist maintains, by virtue of the very freedom of will, that 

enabled it to choose its sinful course.  The soul must reverse that course tracing in the 

opposite direction, the successive steps of its degeneration, until it is again, united with 

the fountainhead of its being.  The actual reunion is accomplished, through a mystical 

experience, in which, the soul knows an all-pervading ecstasy. 

 

Doctrinally, Neoplatonism is characterized by a categorical opposition between the 

spiritual and the carnal, elaborated from Plato’s dualism of Idea and Matter; by the 

metaphysical hypothesis of mediating agencies, the nous and the world soul, which 

transmit the divine power from the One to the many; by an aversion to the world of 

sense; and by the necessity of liberation from a life of sense, through a rigorous ascetic 

discipline. 

 

History 

Neoplatonism began in Alexandria, Egypt, in the 3rd century A.D.  Its founder and 

foremost exponent, was the Roman philosopher, Plotinus, who was born in Egypt, 

studied at Alexandria, with the philosopher, Ammonius Saccus (flourished 1st half of 3rd 

century), and about 244, carried the Neoplatonic doctrine to Rome, where he 

established, a school. His major works comprise the Enneads, which contain a 

comprehensive exposition of Napoleonic metaphysics. Other important Neoplatonic 

thinkers were the Syrian-Greek scholar and philosopher, Porphyry, the Syrian-Greek 

philosopher, Iamblichus, and the Greek philosopher and mathematician, Proclus. 

 

The elements of asceticism and unworldliness in Neoplatonism, appealed strongly, to 

the Fathers and Doctors of the Christian Church.  The early Christian prelate, St. 

Augustine, in his Confessions, acknowledged, the contribution of Neoplatonism to 

Christianity and indicated the profound influence exerted by its doctrines on his own 

religious thinking. 
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Although a number of medieval theologians and philosophers, notably the German 

mystic, Meister Eckhart, were deeply influenced by Neoplatonism, Roman Catholic 

dogmatists condemned its unorthodox tenets.  In the 15th century, however, 

Neoplatonism became, more generally, accepted.  The German Roman Catholic 

speculative philosopher, Nicholas of Cusa and other mystics, sought to overcome, the 

doubt, arising from the limitation of human knowledge, by espousing the theory of direct 

human intuition of God, a theory, closely akin, to the Neoplatonic doctrine, that the soul, 

in a state of ecstasy, has the power to transient all finite limitations. 

 

The humanists of the Italian Renaissance, in their reaction against the previously 

dominant rationalistic philosophy of Aristotle, turned to the idealistic metaphysics of 

Plato, and thence, to Neoplatonism.  Notable in this connection, was the Italian scholar, 

Marsilio Ficino, who under the patronage of the wealthy nobleman, Cosimo de`Medici, 

translated and annotated the works of Plotinus, Porphyry, and Iamblichus.  In England, 

the 17th-century Cambridge Platonists, exhibited marked affinities, with Neoplatonic 

philosophers.  A number of 19th-and 20th-century thinkers and writers, have been 

influenced, by Neoplatonism; among them, were several of the most important British 

romantic poets, including William Wordsworth, John Keats, and Percy Bysshe Shelley. 

 

New Age Movement, broad-based amalgam of diverse spiritual, social, and political 

elements with the common aim of transforming individuals and society through spiritual 

awareness.  The New Age is a utopian vision, an era of harmony and progress.  

Comprising individuals, activist groups, businesses, professional groups, spiritual 

leaders, and followers; the movement brought feminist, ecological, spiritual, and human-

potential concerns into the mainstream in the 1980’s, creating a large market in the 

United States and other countries for books, magazines, audio, and videotapes, 

workshops, retreats, and expositions on the subject, as well as, for natural foods, 

crystals, meditation, and healing aids. 

 

Often seen, as resurgent paganism or Gnosticism, the modern movement has more 

recent roots in 19th-century spiritualism and in the 1960’s counterculture, which rejected 

materialism, in favor of Eastern mysticism and preferred direct spiritual experience to 

organized religion. Techniques for self-improvement and the idea that the individual is 

responsible for and capable of everything from self-healing to creating the world, have 

found applications in health care and  
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counseling, as well as, in sports, the armed forces, corporations, and have provoked 

debate in religious and other circles. 

 

Holistic thinking has influenced attitudes about medicine, the environment, the family, 

work, regional planning, and world peace, among others.  Ideas, frequently associated 

with the New Age movement, include anthroposophical teachings, inner  

 

transformation, reincarnation, extraterrestrial life, biofeedback, chanting, alchemy, yoga, 

transpersonal psychology, shamanism, martial arts, the occult, astrology, psychic 

healing, extrasensory perception, divination, astral travel, acupuncture, massage, tarot, 

Zen, mythology, and visualization. 

 

New Thought, idealistic movement in religious and philosophical thinking, that 

developed in the United States, particularly, in New England, early in the second half of 

the 19th century.  This movement, from which, evolved various theosophical and 

psychotherapeutic systems, such as the so-called Higher Thought, Mental Science, 

Metaphysical Healing, and Practical Christianity, has numerous affinities with the 

transcendental philosophy of the American philosophers, Amos Bronson Alcott, Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, and Henry David Thoreau, and with the mystical doc-trines of 

Platonism. 

 

The chief tenets of New Thought, are that, God is omnipotent and omnipresent, spirit is 

the ultimate reality, true human selfhood is divine, divinely attuned thought is a positive 

force for good, disease is mental in origin, and right thinking, has a healing effect.  The 

therapeutic theories of New Thought, received particular emphasis in the Divine 

Science Church, which taught, that God is the sole reality, sickness is the result of the 

failure to realize this truth, and healing is accomplished by the affirmation of the 

oneness of the human race with God.  The first exponent of metaphysical healing in the 

U.S., was Phineas Parkhurst Quimby.  Another practitioner was John Bovee Dods 

(1795-1862), who also wrote, several books expounding the thesis, that disease 

originates in the electrical impulses of the nervous system and is curable by a change of 

belief.  The mental science of the Swedenborgian minister, Warren Felt Evans, a 

follower of Quimby’s, also contributed to the development of this movement.  New 

Thought, is customarily, differentiated from Christian Science and medical psycho-

therapy. 
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Nihilism, (from Latin nihil, “nothing”), designation applied to various radical 

philosophies, usually, by their opponents, the implication being, that adherents of these 

philosophies, reject all positive values and believe in nothing. 

 

The term was first used, to describe Christian heretics, during the Middle Ages.  In 

Russia, it was applied in the 1850’s and 1860’s, to young intellectuals who, influenced 

by Western ideas, repudiated Christianity, considered Russian society backward and 

oppressive, and advocated revolutionary change.  The best-known fictional nihilist was, 

Bazarov in Ivan Turgenev’s novel, Fathers and Sons (1862).  Conservatives claimed, 

that nihilism would destroy all possibility of orderly and purposeful existence and was 

directly contrary to real human needs and desires, but the novelist, N.G. 

Chernyshevsky, and other radicals, called it a necessary phase, in the transformation of 

Russia.  The Narodniks (Populists), who worked for a peasant up-rising in the 1870’s, 

and the Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will) movement, members of which, assassinated, 

Czar Alexander II in 1881, were also, considered manifestations of nihilism. 

 

Nominalism, (Latin nominalis, “of, or pertaining to names”), in medieval Scholastic 

philosophy, doctrine stating that abstractions, known as universals, are without essential 

or substantive reality, and that only, individual objects, have real existence. These 

universals, such as animal, nation, beauty, circle, were held to be mere names, hence, 

the term, nominalism.  For example, the name, circle is applied to things that are round 

and, is thus, a general designation; but, no concrete identity with a separate essence of 

roundness exists, corresponding to the name.  The nominalistic doctrine, is opposed to 

the philosophical theory, called extreme realism, according, to which, universals have a 

real and independent existence, prior to and apart from, particular objects. 

 

Nominalism evolved from the thesis of Aristotle, that all reality, consists of individual 

things; the extreme theory of realism, was first enunciated, by Plato, in his doctrine of 

universal archetypal ideas.  The nominalist-realist controversy, became prominent in the 

late 11th and 12th centuries, the nominalist position being expounded by the Scholastic, 

Roscelin, and the realist, by the Scholastics, Bernard of Chartres, and William of 

Champeaux. 
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The issue between nominalism and realism, was not only philosophical, but also, 

theological, for Roscelin maintained, that the Trinity (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit), 

conceived, in the traditional theology of the Church, as constituting a unity of one divine 

nature, cannot be understood, according to the individualizing method of nominalism, 

except as three distinct and separate gods, a doctrine known as, tritheism.  The Church, 

was therefore, irreconcilably opposed, to nominalism.  The implications for ethics, were 

also, far-reaching.  If there is no common nature for all individuals, then there is no 

“natural law,” that governs all people; actions, are morally, right or wrong, only be- 

cause they are commanded or forbidden, by God. 

 

A theory, intermediate between nominalism and realism, is that of, conceptualism, in 

which, universals, although they have no real or substantive existence in the external 

world, do exist, as ideas or concepts in the mind, and are thus, something more than, 

mere names.  Another alternative theory is moderate realism, which locates universals 

in the mind, but also, admits, a real basis, in particular objects.  The defense of 

nominalism, undertaken by the 14th-century English Scholastic philosopher, William of 

Ockham, prepared the way for various modern nominalistic theories, such as, those of 

instrumentalism, pragmatism, semantics, and logical positivism. 

 

Occasionalism, term employed to designate the philosophical system, devised by the 

followers of the 17th-century French philosopher, Rene Descartes, who, in attempting to 

explain the interrelationship between mind and body, concluded that, God, is the only 

cause.  The occasionalists began with the assumption, that certain actions or 

modifications of the body, are preceded, accompanied, or followed, by changes, in the 

mind.  This assumed relationship, presents no difficulty, to the popular conception of 

mind and body, according to which, each entity is supposed to act directly on the other; 

these philosophers, however, asserting that cause and effect must be similar, could not 

conceive the possibility of any direct mutual interaction between substances, as 

dissimilar, as mind and body. 

 

According to the occasion lists, the action of the mind is not, and cannot be, the cause 

of the corresponding action of the body.  Whenever any action of the mind takes place, 

God directly produces, in connection with that action, and by reason of it, a 

corresponding action of the body; the converse process, is likewise, true.  This theory, 

did not solve the problem, for if the mind cannot act of the body (matter), then God, 

conceived as mind, cannot act on matter.  Conversely, if God is conceived, as other 

than mind, then he cannot act on mind.  A proposed solution, to this problem, was 
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furnished by exponents of radical empiricism, such as, the American philosopher and 

psychologist, William James.  This theory disposed of the dualism of the occasionalists, 

by denying, the fundamental difference between mind and matter. 

 

Pessimism, doctrine that reality, life, and the world, are evil, rather than good.  

Pessimism, generally, takes one of two forms:  that, of an entrenched negative state of 

mind, or a permanent expectation of the worst, under all circumstances, and that, of a 

philosophical system.  The former instance may arise, depending on the temperament 

of the individual, from the reaction of a person, to the difference between the world, as it 

is, and the world, as it could be.  The existence of evil, and the link between suffering 

and sin, have been dwelt upon, since ancient times; one example, is the ancient 

Hebrew Book of Job. 

 

In the 19th century, pessimism was elaborated, into a system of philosophy by the 

German philosophers, Arthur Schopenhauer and his successor, Eduard von Hartmann.  

Each, saw life in this world, as rooted in misery, pain, and endless struggle. An 

unqualified pessimism encompasses the idea, that all the ends and aims of life, are 

illusory.  The doctrine opposite pessimism, is optimism, which approves the world, as it 

is, and embraces the feeling of hope. 

 

Philosophy, Western (Greek philosophia, “love of wisdom”), the rational and critical 

inquiry into basic principles.  Philosophy, is often, divided into four main branches:  

metaphysics, the investigation of ultimate reality; epistemology, the study of the origins, 

validity, and limits of knowledge; ethics, the study of the nature of morality and 

judgment; and aesthetics, the study of the nature of beauty in the fine arts.  The two, 

distinctively philosophical types of inquiry are, analytic philosophy, which is the logical 

study of concepts, and synthetic philosophy, which is the arrangement of concepts into 

a unified system. 

 

As used, originally, by the ancient Greeks, the term, philosophy meant, the pursuit of 

knowledge for its own sake.  Philosophy comprised all areas of speculative thought and 

included the arts, sciences, and religion.  As special methods and principles were 

developed in the various areas of knowledge, each area acquired its own philosophical 

aspect, giving rise to the philosophy of art, of science, and of religion. The term, 

philosophy, is often used, popularly to mean, a set of basic values and attitudes toward 
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life, nature, and society -- thus, the phrase, “philosophy of life.”  Because the lines of 

distinction between the various areas of knowledge are flexible and subject to change, 

the definition of the term, philosophy remains a subject of controversy. 

 

Western philosophy from Greek antiquity to modern times, is surveyed in the remainder 

of this article.   

 

Greek Philosophy 

Western philosophy is considered, generally, to have begun in ancient Greece, as 

speculation about the underlying nature of the physical world.  In its earliest form, it was 

indistinguishable from natural science.  The writings of the earliest philosophers no 

longer exist, except for a few fragments cited by Aristotle and by other writers of later 

times. 

 

The Ionian School 

The first philosopher of historical record, was Thales of the city of Miletus, on the Ionian 

coast of Asia Minor, who practiced about 580 B.C.  Thales, who was revered, by later 

generations, as one of the Seven Wise Men of Greece, was interested in astronomical, 

physical, and meteorological phenomena, and his scientific investigations, led him to 

speculate, that all natural phenomena, are different forms of one fundamental 

substance, which he believed, to be water, because he thought, evaporation and 

condensation to be universal processes. Anaximander, a disciple of Thales, maintained, 

that the first principle, from which, all things evolve, is an intangible, invisible, infinite 

substance, that he called, apeiron, “the boundless.”  He realized, however, that no 

observable substance could be found in all things; thus, his notion of the boundless, 

anticipated the modern notion, of an unbounded universe.  This substance, he 

maintained, is eternal and indestructible.  Out of its ceaseless motion, the more familiar 

substances, such as warmth, cold, earth, air, and fire, continuously evolve, genera- 

ting, in turn, the various objects and organisms, that make up the recognizable world. 

 

The third great Ionian philosopher, Anaximenes, returned to Thales’ assumption, that 

the primary substance, is something familiar and material, but he claimed it to be, air, 

rather than water.  He believed that the changes things undergo, could be explained in 

terms of rarefaction and condensation of air.  Thus, Anaximenes, was the first 
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philosopher, to explain qualitative differences, in terms of quantitative differences, a 

method fundamental to physical science. 

 

In general, the Ionian school, made the initial radical step, from mythological to scientific 

explanation of natural phenomena; it discovered the important scientific principles of the 

permanence of substance, the natural evolution of the world, and the reduction of 

quality to quantity. 

 

The Pythagorean School 

About 530 B.C., the philosopher, Pythagoras, founded at Croton, in southern Italy, a 

school of philosophy, that was more religious and mystical, than the Ionian school.  It 

fused the ancient mythological view of the world, with the developing interest, in 

scientific explanation.  The system of philosophy, that became known as, 

Pythagoreanism, combined ethical, supernatural, and mathematical beliefs, into a 

spiritualistic view of life.  The Pythagoreans, taught and practiced a way of life, based on 

the belief, that the soul is a prisoner of the body, is released from the body at death, and 

reincarnated in a higher or lower form of life, depending on the degree of virtue 

achieved.  The highest purpose of humans, should be to, purify their souls, by 

cultivating intellectual virtues, refraining from sensual pleasures, and practicing various 

religious rituals. The Pythagoreans, having discovered the mathematical laws of musical 

pitch, inferred that, planetary motions produce a “music of the spheres,” and developed 

a “therapy through music,” to bring humanity, in harmony with, the celestial spheres. 

They identified science, with mathematics, maintaining, that all things, are made up of 

numbers and geometrical figures.  They made important contributions to mathematics, 

musical theory, and astronomy. 

 

The Heraclitean School 

Heraclitus of Ephesus, continuing the search of the Ionians, for a primary substance, 

claimed it to be, fire.  He noticed that heat produces changes in matter, and thus, 

anticipated the modern theory of energy.  Heraclitus maintained, that all things are in a 

state of continuous flux, that stability is an illusion, and that only change and the law of 

change, or Logos, are real.  The Logos doctrine of Heraclitus, which identified the laws 

of nature, with a divine mind, developed into the pantheistic theology of Stoicism. 
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The Eleatic School 

 In the 5th century B.C., Parmenides, founded a school of philosophy at Elea, a Greek 

colony on the Italian peninsula.  Parmenides, took a position, opposite from that, of 

Heraclitus, on the relation between stability and change, maintaining that the universe, 

or the state of being, is an indivisible, unchanging, spherical entity and that, all 

reference to change or diversity, is self-contradictory.  Nothing, he claimed, can be truly 

asserted, except that “being is.”  Zeno of Elea, a disciple of Parmenides, tried to prove, 

the unity of being, by arguing that the belief in the reality of change, diversity, and 

motion, leads to logical paradoxes.  The paradoxes of Zeno, became famous, 

intellectual puzzles, that philosophers and logicians, of all subsequent ages, have tried 

to solve.  The concern of the Eleatics, with the problem of logical consistency, laid the 

basis for the development of the science of logic. 

 

The Pluralists 

The speculation about the physical world, begun by the Ionians, was continued in the 

5th century B.C., by Empedocles and Anaxagoras, who developed a philosophy, 

replacing the Ionian assumption of a single, primary substance with an assumption of a 

plurality of such substances.  Empedocles maintained that all things are composed of 

four irreducible elements:  air, water, earth, and fire, which are alternately, combined 

and separated by two opposite forces, love and strife.  By that process, the world 

evolves from chaos, to form, and back to chaos, again, in an eternal cycle.  Empedocles 

regarded the eternal cycle as the proper object of religious worship and criticized the 

popular belief in personal deities, but he failed to explain the way, in which, the familiar 

objects of experience could develop out of elements that, are totally, different from them.  

Anaxagoras, therefore, suggested, that all things are composed of very small particles, 

or “seeds,” which exist in infinite variety.  To explain the way, in which, these particles 

combine to form the objects that constitute the familiar world, Anaxagoras, developed a 

theory of cosmic evolution.  He maintained that the active principle, of this evolutionary 

process, is a world mind, that separates and combines the particles. His concept of 

elemental particles led to the development of an atomic theory of matter. 

 

The Atomists 

It was a natural step from pluralism to atomism, the theory, that all matter is composed 

of tiny, indivisible particles, differing only, in simple physical properties such as size, 

shape, and weight.  This step was taken in the 4th century B.C., by Leucippus and his 

more famous associate, Democritus, who is generally, credited with the first systematic 
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formulation of an atomic theory of matter.  His conception of nature, was thoroughly, 

materialistic, explaining all-natural phenomena, in terms of the number, shape, and size 

of atoms. He thus, reduced the sensory qualities of things, such as warmth, cold, taste, 

and odor, to quantitative differences among atoms.  The higher forms of existence, such 

as plant and animal life, and even, human thought, were explained by Democritus, in 

these purely, physical terms.  He applied his theory to psychology, physiology, theory of 

knowledge, ethics, and politics, thus, presenting the first comprehensive statement of 

deterministic materialism, in which, all aspects of existence, are claimed to be rigidly 

determined, by physical laws. 

 

The Sophists 

Toward the end of the 5th century B.C., a group of traveling teachers, called Sophists, 

became famous throughout Greece.  The Sophists played an important role in 

developing the Greek city-states from agrarian monarchies into commercial 

democracies.  As Greek industry and commerce expanded, a class of newly rich, 

economically powerful merchants began to wield political power.  Lacking the education 

of the aristocrats, they sought to prepare themselves for politics and commerce, by 

paying the Sophists, for instruction in public speaking, legal argument, and general 

culture.  Although the best of the Sophists made valuable contributions to Greek 

thought, the group, as a whole, acquired a reputation for deceit, insincerity, and 

demagoguery.  Thus, the word, sophistry, has come to signify these moral faults.  The 

famous maxim of Protagoras, one of the leading Sophists, that “man is the measure of 

all things,” is typical of the philosophical attitude of the Sophist school.  Sophists held, 

that individuals have the right to judge all matters, for themselves. They denied the 

existence of an objective knowledge, that everyone can be expected to believe, 

asserted that natural science and theology, are of little or no value, because they have 

no impact on daily life, and declared that ethical rules, need to be followed, only when it 

is to one’s practical advantage to do so. 

 

Socratic Philosophy 

Perhaps the greatest philosophical personality, in his-tory, was Socrates. Born in 469 

B.C., Socrates maintained a philosophical dialogue with his students, until he was 

condemned to death and took his own life in, 399 B.C.  Unlike the Sophists, Socrates 

refused to accept payment for his teachings, maintaining that he had no positive 

knowledge to offer, except the awareness of the need for more knowledge.  Socrates 

left no writings, as records of his thought, but his teachings were preserved, for later 

generations, in the dialogues of his famous pupil, Plato.  Socrates taught, that every 
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person has full knowledge of ultimate truth, contained within the soul, and needs only, to 

be spurred to conscious reflection in order to become aware of it. In Plato’s dialogue, 

Meno, for example, Socrates guides an untutored slave to the formulation of the 

Pythagorean theorem, thus demonstrating, that such knowledge is innate in the soul, 

rather than learned from experience. The philosopher’s task, Socrates believed, was to 

provoke people into thinking for themselves, rather than to teach them anything they did 

not already know.  His contribution, to the history of thought, was not a systematic 

doctrine, but a method of thinking and a way of life.  He stressed, the need for analytical 

examination of the grounds of one’s beliefs, for clear definitions of basic concepts, and 

a rational and critical approach to ethical problems. 

 

Platonic Philosophy 

Plato was a more systematic and positive thinker than Socrates, but his writings, 

particularly the earlier dialogues, can be regarded as a continuation and elaboration of 

Socratic insights.  Like Socrates, Plato regarded ethics as the highest branch of 

knowledge; he stressed the intellectual basis of virtue, identifying virtue with wisdom.  

This view led to the so-called Socratic paradox that, as Socrates asserts in the 

Protaoras, “no man does evil voluntarily.”  Aristotle, later noticed, that such a conclusion, 

allows no place for moral responsibility.  Plato, also explored, the fundamental problems 

of natural science, political theory, metaphysics, theology, and theory of knowledge, and 

developed ideas, that became permanent elements, in Western thought. 

 

The basis of Plato’s philosophy is his theory of Ideas, or doctrine of Forms.  The theory 

of Ideas, which is expressed in many of his dialogues, particularly, the Republic and the 

Parmenides, divides existence into two realms, an “intelligible realm” of perfect, eternal, 

and invisible Ideas, or Forms, and a “sensible realm” of concrete, familiar, objects.  

Trees, stones, human bodies, and other objects, that can be known through the senses, 

are for Plato, unreal, shadowy, and imperfect copies of the Ideas.  He was led, to this 

apparently bizarre conclusion, by his high standard of knowledge, which required, that 

all genuine objects of knowledge, be described without contradiction.  Because all 

objects perceived by the senses, undergo change, an assertion made about such 

objects, at one time, will not be true at a later time.  According to Plato, these objects, 

are not completely, real.  Beliefs derived from experience of such objects, are  

therefore, vague and unreliable, whereas the principles of mathematics and philosophy, 

discovered by inner meditation on the Ideas, constitute the only knowledge, worthy of 

the name.  In the Republic, Plato described humanity as imprisoned in a cave and 

mistaking shadows on the wall for reality; he regarded the philosopher, as the person, 
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who penetrates the world, outside the cave, of ignorance and achieves a vision of the 

true reality, the realm of Ideas.  Plato’s concept of the Absolute Idea of the Good, which 

is the highest Form and includes all others, has been a main source of pantheistic and 

mystical religious doctrines in Western culture. 

 

Plato’s theory of Ideas and his rationalistic view of knowledge formed the foundation for 

his ethical and social idealism.  The realm of eternal Ideas provides the standards or 

ideals, according to which, all objects and actions should be judged.  The philosophical 

person, who refrains from sensual pleasures and searches instead, for knowledge of 

abstract principles, finds, in these ideals, the modes for personal behavior and so- 

cial institutions.  Personal virtue consists in a harmonious relation, among the faculties 

of the soul.  Social justice consists in harmony, among the classes of society. The ideal 

state of a sound mind, in a sound body, requires that the intellect control the desires and 

passions, as the ideal state of society, requires that the wisest individuals rule the 

pleasure-seeking masses.  Truth, beauty, and justice, coincide in the Idea of the Good, 

according to Plato; therefore, art that expresses moral values, is the best art.  In his 

rather conservative social program, Plato supported the censorship of art, regarding art, 

as an instrument for the moral education of youth. 

 

Aristotelian Philosophy 

Aristotle, who began study at Plato’s academy at age 17 in 367 B.C., was the most 

illustrious pupil of Plato, and ranks with his teacher among the most profound and 

influential thinkers of the Western world. After studying for many years at Plato’s 

Academy, Aristotle became the tutor of Alexander the Great. He later, returned to 

Athens, to found the Lyceum, a school that, like Plato’s Academy, remained for 

centuries, one of the great centers of learning, in Greece.  In his lectures at the Lyceum, 

Aristotle defined the basic concepts and principles of many of the theoretical sciences, 

such as logic, biology, physics, and psychology.  In founding the science of logic, he 

developed the theory of deductive inference, represented by the syllogism (a deductive 

argument, having two premises and a conclusion), and a set of rules for scientific 

method. 

 

In his metaphysical theory, Aristotle criticized Plato’s separation of form, from matter, 

and maintained that the Forms, or essences, are contained within the concrete objects 

that exemplify them.  Everything real, for Aristotle, is a combination of potentiality and 

actuality; in other words, everything is a combination of, that which a thing may be, but 
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is not yet, and, that which it already is (also distinguished as matter and form), because 

all things change and become other than they were, except the human and divine active 

intellects, which are pure forms. 

 

Nature, for Aristotle, is an organic system of things, whose common forms make it 

possible, to arrange them into classes, comprising species and genera, each species 

having a form, purpose, and mode of development, in terms of which, it can be defined.  

The aim of theoretical science, is to define the essential forms, purposes, and modes of 

development of all species and to arrange them in their natural order, in accordance 

with their complexities of form, the main levels being, the inanimate, the vegetative, the 

animal, and the rational.  The souls, for Aristotle, is the form, or actuality, of the body, 

and humans, whose rational soul is a higher form than the souls of other terrestrial 

species, are the highest species of perishable things.  The heavenly bodies, composed 

of an imperishable substance, or ether, and moved eternally, in perfect circular motion 

by God, are still higher in the order of nature.  This hierarchical classification of nature 

was adopted by many Christian, Jewish, and Muslim theologians in the Middle Ages, as 

a view of nature consistent, with their religious beliefs. 

 

Aristotle’s political and ethical philosophy, similarly developed, out of a critical 

examination of Platonic principles.  The standards of personal and social behavior, 

according to Aristotle, must be found in the scientific study of the natural tendencies of 

individuals and societies, rather than in a heavenly realm of pure forms.  Less insistent, 

therefore, than Plato, on a rigorous conformity to absolute principles, Aristotle regarded 

ethical rules, as practical guides, to a happy and well-rounded life.  His emphasis on 

happiness, as the active fulfillment of natural capacities, expressed the attitude toward 

life, held by cultivated Greeks of his time.  In political theory, Aristotle took a more 

realistic position, than Plato.  He agreed that a monarchy, ruled by a wise king, would be 

the ideal political structure, but recognized that, societies differ in their needs and 

traditions and believed that a limited democracy, is usually, the best compromise.  In his 

theory of knowledge, Aristotle rejected the Platonic doctrine, that knowledge is innate 

and insisted that it can be acquired, only by, generalization from experience.  He 

interpreted art, as a means of pleasure and intellectual enlightenment, rather than, an 

instrument of moral education.  His analysis of Greek tragedy has served as a model of 

literary criticism. 
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Hellenistic and Roman Philosophy 

From the 4th century B.C., to the rise of Christian philosophy in the 4th century A.D., 

Epicureanism, Stoicism, skepticism, and Neoplatonism were the main philosophical 

schools in the Western world.  Interest in natural science, declined steadily, during this 

period, and these schools were, concerned mainly, with ethics and religion. 

 

Epicureanism 

In 306 B.C., Epicurus founded a philosophical school in Athens.  Because his followers 

met in the garden of his home, they became known as “philosophers of the garden.”  

Epicurus adopted the atomistic physics of Democritus but, made several important 

changes.  In place of the random motion of the atoms in all directions, he assumed, for 

simplicity of explanation, that a uniform motion downward occurred.  He also, allowed 

an element of chance in the physical world, by assuming, that the atoms, sometimes 

swerve, in unpredictable ways, thus providing, a physical basis for a belief in free will.  

He maintained that natural science, is important only, if it can be applied in making 

practical decisions and in allaying fear of the gods or of death.  The aim of human life, 

he claimed, is to achieve the maximum amount of pleasure, which he identified with 

gentle motion and the absence of pain.  The teachings of Epicurus are preserved, 

mainly, in the philosophical poem, On the Nature of Things, by the Roman poet, 

Lucretius, who contributed greatly, to the popularity of Epicure-anism in Rome. 

 

Stoicism 

The Stoic school, founded in Athens about 310 B.C., by Zeno of Citium, developed out 

of the earlier movement of the Cynics, who rejected social institutions and material 

values.  Stoicism became the most influential school of the Greco-Roman world, 

producing such remarkable writers and personalities as the Greek slave, and later, 

Roman philosopher, Epictetus and the Roman emperor, Marcus Aurelius, who was 

noted for his wisdom and his nobility of character.  The Stoics taught, that one can 

achieve freedom and tranquility, only by becoming insensitive to material comforts and 

external fortune and by dedicating oneself to a life of reason and virtue.  Holding a 

somewhat materialistic conception of nature, they followed Heraclitus, in believing the 

primary substance to be fire and in worshiping the Logos, which they identified with the 

energy, law, reason, and providence found throughout nature.  Human reason, was 

also, considered part of the divine Logos, and therefore, immortal.  The Stoic doctrine, 

that each person is part of God, and that, all people form a universal family, helped to 

break down national, social, and racial barriers and to prepare the way for the spread of 
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a universal religion.  The Stoic doctrine of natural law, which makes human nature the 

standard for evaluating laws and social institutions, had an important influence on 

Roman, and later, Western law. 

 

Skepticism 

The school of Skepticism, which continued the Sophist criticisms of objective 

knowledge, dominated the Platonic Academy in the 3rd century B.C.  The skep- 

tics discovered, as had Zeno of Elea, that logic is a powerful critical device, capable of 

destroying any positive philosophical view, and they used it skillfully.  Their fundamental 

assumption was, that humanity cannot attain knowledge or wisdom concerning reality, 

and that, the way to happiness, therefore, lies in a complete suspension of judgment.  

As an extreme example of this attitude, it is said that Pyrrho, one of the most noted 

skeptics, refused to change direction, when approaching a cliff and had to be diverted 

by his students.  Carneades maintained, that beliefs, acquired inductively from 

experience, can be probable, but never certain. 

 

Neoplatonism 

The Jewish-Hellenistic philosopher, Philo Judaeus, combined Greek philosophy, 

particularly Platonic and Pythagorean ideas, with Judaic religion in a comprehensive 

system, that anticipated Neoplatonism and Jewish, Christian, and Muslim mysticism.  

Philo insisted on the transcendent nature of God as surpassing human understanding, 

and therefore, indescribable; he described the natural world, as a series of stages of 

descent from God, terminating, in matter, as the source of evil.  He advocated a 

religious state, or theocracy, and was one of the first to interpret the Old Testament for 

the Gentiles.  Judaeus died around A.D., 50. 

 

Neoplatonism, one of the most influential philosophical and religious schools and an 

important rival of Christianity, was founded in the 3rd century A.D., by Ammonius 

Saccus and his more famous disciple, Plotinus.  Plotinus based his ideas on the 

mystical and poetic writings of Plato, the Pythagoreans, and Philo.  The main function of 

philosophy, for him, is to prepare individuals, for the experience of ecstasy, in which, 

they become one with God.  God, or the One, is beyond rational understanding and is 

the source of all reality.  The universe emanates from the One, by a mysterious process 

of overflowing of divine energy, in successive levels.  The highest levels form a trinity of 

the One; the Logos, which contains the Platonic Forms; and the World Soul, which 
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gives rise to human souls and natural forces.  The farther things emanate from the One, 

according to Plotinus, the more imperfect and evil they are, and the closer they 

approach the limit of pure matter.  The highest goal of life is to purify oneself, of 

dependence on bodily comforts, and through philosophical meditation, to prepare 

oneself, for an ecstatic reunion with the One.  Neoplatonism exerted a strong influence 

on medieval thought. 

 

Medieval Philosophy 

During the decline of Greco-Roman civilization, Wes-tern philosophers turned their 

attention from the scientific investigation of nature and the search for worldly happiness, 

to the problem of salvation in another and better world.  By the 3rd century A.D., 

Christianity had spread to the more educated classes of the Roman Empire.  The 

religious teachings of the Gospels were combined by the Fathers of the Church, with 

many of the philosophical concepts of the Greek and Roman schools.   

 

Augustinian Philosophy 

The process of reconciling the Greek emphasis on reason, with the emphasis on 

religious emotion, in the teachings of Christ and the apostles, found eloquent 

expression in the writings of Saint Augustine.  He developed a system of thought, that 

through subsequent amendments and elaborations, eventually became, the 

authoritative doctrine of Christianity.  Largely, as a result of his influence, Christian 

thought was Platonic in spirit, until the 13th century, when Aristotelian philosophy, 

became dominant.  Augustine argued that religious faith and philosophical 

understanding are complementary, rather than opposed, and that, one must “believe, in 

order to understand and understand in order to believe.”  Like the Neoplatonists, he 

considered the soul, a higher form of existence than the body, and taught that, 

knowledge consists, in the contemplation of Platonic ideas that have been purified of 

both, sensation and imagery. 

 

The Platonic philosophy was combined with the Christian concept of a personal God, 

who created the world and predestined its course, and with the doctrine of the fall of 

humanity, requiring the divine incarnation in Christ.  Augustine attempted to provide 

rational solutions to the problems of free will and predestination, the existence of evil in 

a world, created by a perfect and all-powerful God, and the three persons in one nature, 

attributed to God, in the doctrine of the Trinity.   
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Saint Augustine conceived of history, as a dramatic struggle between the good in 

humanity, as expressed in loyalty to the “city of God,” or community of saints, and the 

evil in humanity, as embodied in the earthly city with its material values.  His view of hu- 

man life, was profoundly pessimistic, asserting that happiness is impossible in the world 

of the living, where even with good fortune, which is rare, awareness of approaching 

death, would mar any tendency toward satisfaction.  He believed further, that without 

the religious virtues of faith, hope, and charity, which require divine grace to be attained, 

a person cannot develop the natural virtues of courage, justice, temperance, and 

wisdom.  His analyses of time, memory, and inner religious experience have been a 

source of inspiration for metaphysical and mystical thought. 

 

The only major contribution to Western philosophy, in three centuries, following the 

death of Augustine, was made by the 6th-century Roman statesman, Boethius, who 

revived interest in Greek and Roman philosophy, particularly, Aristotle’s logic and 

metaphysics.  In the 9th century, the Irish monk, John Erigena, developed a pantheistic 

interpretation of Christianity, identifying the divine Trinity with the One, Logos, and World 

Soul of Neoplatonism and maintaining, that both faith and reason, are necessary, to 

achieve the ecstatic union with God. 

 

Scholasticism 

In the 11th century, a revival of philosophical thought began, as a result of the 

increasing contact between different parts of the Western world and the general 

reawakening of cultural interests, that culminated in the Renaissance.  The works of 

Plato, Aristotle, and other Greek thinkers were translated by Arab scholars and brought 

to the attention of philosophers in Western Europe.  Muslim, Jewish, and Christian 

philosophers interpreted and clarified these writings, in an effort to reconcile philosophy, 

with religious faith and to provide rational grounds, for their religious beliefs.  Their 

labors established the foundations of Scholasticism. 

 

Scholastic thought was less interested in discovering new facts and principles, than in 

demonstrating the truth of existing beliefs. Its methods, was therefore, dialectical, or 

argumentative. Intense concern with the logic of argument, led to important 

developments in logic, as well as, theology.  The 11th-century Arab physician, Avicenna, 

united Neoplatonic and Aristotelian ideas with Muslim religious doctrine, and the Jewish 

poet, Solomon ben Yehuda Ibn Gabirol, made a similar synthesis of Greek thought and 



 

109 
 

Page | 109 

Judaism.  The ecclesiastic and Scholastic philosopher, Anselm of Canterbury, adopted 

Augustine’s view of the relation between faith and reason and combined Platonism with 

Christian theology.  Supporting the Platonic theory of Ideas, Anslem argued, in favor of 

the separate existence of universals, or common properties of things. He thus, 

established the position of logical realism, on one of the most, vigorously disputed, 

issues of medieval philosophy. 

 

The contrary view, known as nominalism, was formulated by the Scholastic philosopher, 

Roscelin, who maintained, that only individual, concrete objects exist and that the 

universals, forms, and ideas, under which, particular things are classified, constitute 

mere sounds or marks, rather than, intangible substances.  When he argued, that the 

Trinity, must consist of three separate beings, his views were deemed heretical and he 

was forced to recant in 1092. The French Scholastic theologian, Peter Abelard, whose 

tragic love affair with Heloise, in the 12th century, is one of the most memorable 

romantic stories in medieval history, proposed a compromise between realism and 

nominalism, known as conceptualism, according to which, universals exist, in particular 

things, as properties and out-side of things, as concepts in the mind.  Abelard 

maintained, that revealed religion, must be justified, by reason.  He developed an 

ethics, based on personal conscience, that anticipated Protestant thought. 

 

The Spanish-Arab jurist and physician, Averroes, the most noted Muslim philosopher of 

the Middle Ages, made Aristotelian science and philosophy, a powerful influence on 

medieval thought, with his lucid and scholarly commentaries on the works of Aristotle.  

He earned himself the title, “the Commentator” among the many Scholastics, who came 

to regard Aristotle as, “the Philosopher.”  Averroes attempted to overcome the 

contradictions between Aristotelian philosophy and revealed religion, by distinguishing 

between two separate systems of truth, a scientific body of truths, based on reason and 

a religious body of truths, based on revelation.  His view, that reason takes precedence 

over religion, led to his exile in 1195.  Averroes so-called, double-truth doctrine, 

influenced many Muslim, Jewish, and Christian philosophers; it was rejected, however, 

by many others, and became an important issue, in medieval philosophy. 

 

The Jewish rabbi and physician, Moses Maimonides, one of the greatest figures in 

Judaic thought, followed Averroes, in uniting Aristotelian science with religion, but 

rejected the view, that both, of two conflicting systems of ideas, can be true.  In his 

Guide to the Perplexed (1180), Maimonides attempted to provide a rational explanation 

of Judaic doctrine and defended religious beliefs (such as the belief in the creation of 
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the world), that conflicted with Aristotelian science, only when, he was convinced that 

decisive evidence, was lacking on either side. 

 

The English Scholastic theologian, Alexander of Hales and the Italian Scholastic 

philosopher, Saint Bonaventure, both philosophers of the 13th century, combined 

Platonic and Aristotelian principles and introduced the concept of substantial form, or 

non-material substance, to account for the immortality of the soul.  Bonaventure’s view 

tended toward pantheistic mysticism, in making the end of philosophy, the ecstatic union 

with God. 

 

The German Scholastic philosopher, Saint Albertus Magnus, was the first Christian 

philosopher, to endorse and interpret the entire system of Aristotelian thought. He 

studied and admired the writings of the Muslim and Jewish Aristotelians and wrote 

encyclopedic commentaries on Aristotle and the natural science, of his day. Albertus 

Magnus died in 1280. The English monk, Roger Bacon, one of the first Scholastics, to 

take an interest in experimental science, realized, that a great deal remained to be 

learned about nature.  He criticized the deductive method of his contemporaries and 

their reliance on past authority, and called for, a new method of inquiry, based on 

controlled observation. 

 

The greatest intellectual figure of the medieval era was Saint Thomas Aquinas, a 

Dominican monk, who studied under Albertus Magnus, following him to Cologne in 

1248. Aquinas combined Aristotelian science and Augustinian theology, into a 

comprehensive system of thought, that later, became the authoritative philosophy of the 

Roman Catholic Church.  He wrote on every known subject in philosophy and science, 

and his major works, Summa Theologica and Summa Contra Gentiles, in which, he 

presents a persuasive and systematic structure of ideas, still constitute a powerful 

influence on Western thought.  His writings reflect the renewed interest of his time, in 

reason, nature, and worldly happiness, together with its religious faith and concern for 

salvation. 

 

Aquinas argued, against the Averroists, that the truths of faith and the truths of reason, 

cannot conflict, but rather, apply to different realms.  The truths of natural science and 

philosophy, are discovered, by reasoning from facts of experience, whereas the tenets 

of revealed religion, the doctrine of the Trinity, the creation of the world, and other 
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articles of Christian dogma, are beyond rational comprehension, although not 

inconsistent with reason, and must be accepted on faith.  The metaphysics, theory of 

knowledge, ethics, and politics of Aquinas, were derived mainly, from Aristotle, but he 

added the Augustinian virtues of, faith, hope, and charity and the goal of eternal 

salvation, through grace, to Aristotle’s naturalistic ethics with its goal of worldly 

happiness. 

 

Medieval Philosophy After Aquinas 

The most important critics of Thomistic philosophy (adherence to the theories of 

Aquinas), were John Duns Scotus and William of Ockham.  Duns Scotus, developed a 

subtle and highly technical system of logic and metaphysics, but because of the 

fanaticism of his followers, the name, Duns, later ironically, became a symbol of 

stupidity in the English word, dunce.  Scotus rejected the attempt of Aquinas, to 

reconcile rational philosophy, with revealed religion.  He maintained, in a modified 

version, of the so-called double-truth doctrine of Averroes, that all religious beliefs, are 

matters of faith, except for the belief in the existence of God, which he regarded, as 

logically provable.  Against the view of Aquinas, that God acts in accordance with his 

rational nature, Scotus argued, that the divine will, is prior to the divine intellect and 

creates, rather than follows, the laws of nature and morality, thus implying, a stronger 

notion of free will, than that of Aquinas.  On the issue of universals, Duns Scotus, 

developed a new compromise between realism and nominalism, accounting for the 

difference between individual objects and the forms, that these objects exemplify, as a 

logical, rather than, a real distinction.  Duns Scotus died in 1308. 

 

The English Scholastic, William of Ockham, formulated the most radically nominalistic 

criticism of the Scholastic belief in intangible, invisible things such as, forms, essences, 

and universals.  He maintained that such abstract entities, are merely, references of 

words to other words, rather than to actual things.  His famous rule, known as Ockham’s 

razor -- which said, that one should not assume the existence of more things, than are 

logically necessary -- became a fundamental principle of modern science and 

philosophy. 

 

In the 15th and 16th centuries, a revival of scientific interest, in nature, was 

accompanied by a tendency, toward pantheistic mysticism.  The Roman Catholic 

prelate, Nicholas of Cusa, anticipated the work of the Polish astronomer, Nicolaus 

Copernicus, in his suggestion, that the earth moved around the sun, thus dis- 

placing, humanity from the center of the universe; he also, conceived of the universe, as 
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infinite and identical, with God. The Italian philosopher, Giordano Bruno, who similarly, 

identified the universe with God, developed the philosophical implications of the 

Copernican theory.  Bruno’s philosophy, influenced subsequent intellectual forces, that 

led to the rise of modern science and to the Reformation. 

 

Modern Philosophy 

Since the 15th century, modern philosophy, has been marked by a continuing interaction 

between systems of thought, based on a mechanistic, materialistic, interpretation of the 

universe, and those, founded on a belief in human thought, as the only ultimate reality.  

This interaction, has reflected the increasing effect, of scientific discovery and political 

change, on philosophical speculation. 

 

Mechanism and Materialism 

The 15th and 16th centuries constituted, a period of radical social, political, and 

intellectual developments.  The explorations of the world; the Reformation, with its 

emphasis on individual faith; the rise of commercial urban society; and the dramatic 

appearance of new ideas, in all areas of culture, stimulated the development of a new 

philosophical world view.  The medieval view of the world, as a hierarchical order of 

beings, created and governed by God, was supplanted, by the mechanistic picture of 

the world, as a vast machine, the parts of which, move in accordance with strict physical 

laws, without purpose or will.  The aim of human life, was no longer conceived, as 

preparation for salvation in the next world, but rather, as the satisfaction of people’s 

natural desires.  Political institutions and ethical principles, ceased to be regarded, as 

reflections of divine command and came to be seen, as practical devices, created by 

humans.  In this new philosophical view, experience and reason, became the sole 

standards of truth. 

 

The first great spokesman, for the new philosophy, was the English philosopher and 

statesman, Francis Bacon, who denounced reliance on authority and verbal argument 

and criticized Aristotelian logic, as useless, for the discovery of new laws.  Bacon called 

for a new scientific method, based on inductive generalization, from careful observation 

and experiment.  He was the first to formulate rules of inductive inference. 

   

The work of Italian physicist and astronomer, Galileo, was, of even, greater importance, 

in the development of a new world view.  Galileo brought attention to the importance of 
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applying mathematics to the formulation of scientific laws.  This, he accomplished, by 

creating the science of mechanics, which applied the principles of geometry to the 

motions of bodies.  The success of mechanics in discovering reliable and useful laws of 

nature, suggested to Galileo, and to later scientists, that all nature, is designed in 

accordance with mechanical laws. Galileo died near Florence in 1642. 

 

Descartes 

The French mathematician, physicist, and philosopher, Rene Descartes, followed Bacon 

and Galileo, in criticizing existing methods and beliefs, but unlike Bacon, who argued for 

an inductive method, based on observed facts, Descartes, made mathematics, the mo-

del for all science, applying its deductive and analytical methods, to all fields.  Descartes 

published his first major work, Essais philosophiques, in 1637.  He resolved to 

reconstruct all human knowledge on an absolutely certain foundation, by refusing to 

accept any belief, even the belief in his own existence, until he could prove it to be 

necessarily, true.  He found the logical proof of his own existence, in the very act of 

doubting it, and his famous argument, “Cogito, ergo sum,” (“I think, therefore, I am”) 

provided him with the one certain fact or axiom, form which, he could deduce the 

existence of God and the basic laws of nature.  Despite his mechanistic outlook, 

Descartes accepted the traditional religious doctrine of the immortality of the soul and 

maintained, that mind and body are two distinct substances, thus, exempting mind from 

the mechanistic laws of nature and providing for freedom of the will.  His fundamental 

separation of mind and body, known as dualism, raised the problem of explaining the 

way, in which, two such different substances, as mind and body, can affect each other, a 

problem that he was unable to solve and that has been a concern of philosophy ever 

since. 

 

Hobbes 

The English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, constructed a comprehensive system of 

materialistic metaphysics, that provided a solution for the mind-body problem, by 

reducing mind to the internal motions of the body. Applying the principles of mechanics, 

to all areas of knowledge, he defined the concepts, basic to each area, such as life, 

sensation, reason, value, and justice, in terms of matter and motion, thus reducing all 

phenomena, to physical relations and, all science, to mechanics.  In his ethical theory, 

Hobbes, derived the rules of human behavior, from the law of self-preservation and 

justified egoistic action, as the natural human tendency. In his political theory, he main- 

tained, that government and social justice, are artificial creations, based on social 

contract and maintained by force. He supported absolute monarchy, as the most 
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effective means, of preserving peace.  He finished, De Cive, a statement of his theory of 

government, in 1642, and continued working as a scholar and philosopher, until his 

death in 1679. 

 

Spinoza 

The Dutch philosopher, Baruch Spinoza, constructed a remarkably, precise, and 

rigorous system of philosophy, that offered new solutions to the mind-body  

problem, the conflict between religion and science, and the mechanistic elimination of 

ethical values, from the natural world.  Like Descartes, he maintained, that the entire 

structure of nature, can be deduced from a few basic definitions and axioms, on the 

model of Euclidean geometry.  Spinoza saw that Descartes’s theory of two substances, 

created an insoluble problem of the way, in which, mind and body interact; he 

concluded, that the only ultimate subject of knowledge, must be substance itself.  

Attempting to demonstrate, that God, substance, and nature are identical, he arrived at 

the pantheistic conclusion, that all things, are aspects or modes of God.  Born and 

raised a Jew, Spinoza, was excommunicated for his unorthodox views and  

banished from the city, by the Amsterdam rabbis, in 1656. 

 

His solution to the mind-body problem, known as the theory of psychophysical 

parallelism, explained the apparent interaction of mind and body, by regarding them, as 

two forms of the same substance, which exactly parallel each other, thus, seeming to 

affect each other, but not really doing so.  Spinoza’s ethics, like the ethics of Hobbes, 

was based on a materialistic psychology, according to which, individuals are motivated, 

only by self-interest, but, in contrast to Hobbes, Spinoza concluded, that rational self-

interest coincides with the interest of others, and that, the most satisfactory life, is one 

devoted to scientific study and culminating in the intellectual love of God. 

 

Locke 

John Locke, one of the most influential figures in British thought, continued the 

empiricist tradition begun by Bacon. He gave empiricism a systematic frame- 

work, with the publication of his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, in 1690.  

Locke attacked the prevalent rationalistic belief in knowledge, independent of 

experience. Although, he accepted the Cartesian (relating to Descartes) division, 

between mind and body and the mechanistic description of nature, he redirected 

philosophy, from study of the physical world, to study of the mind.  In so doing, he made 
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epistemology (the study of the nature of knowledge), the principal concern of modern 

philosophy.  Locke attempted to reduce, all ideas to simple elements of experience, but 

he distinguished sensation and reflection, as sources of experience, sensation providing 

the material for knowledge of the external world, and reflection, the material for 

knowledge of the mind. 

 

Although not a skeptic, Locke greatly influenced the skepticism, of later, British thought, 

by recognizing the vagueness of the concepts of metaphysics and by pointing out, that 

inferences about the world, outside the mind, cannot be proved with certainty.  His 

ethical and political writings had an equally great influence on subsequent thought; the 

founders of the modern school of utilitarianism, which makes happiness for the largest 

possible number of people, the standard of right and wrong, drew heavily, on the 

writings of Locke.  His defense of constitutional government, religious tolerance, and 

natural human rights influenced the development of liberal thought, in France and the 

United States, as well as, in Great Britain. 

 

Idealism and Skepticism 

The German philosopher, mathematician, and statesman, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, 

was born in Leipzig, in 1646, and during his life, developed a remarkably subtle and 

original system of philosophy.  It combined the mathematical and physical discoveries, 

of his time, with the organic and religious conceptions of nature, found in ancient and 

medieval thought.  Leibniz viewed the world, as an infinite number of infinitely small 

units of force, called monads, each of which, is a closed world, but mirrors all the other 

monads, in its own system of perceptions.  All the monads are spiritual entities, but 

those with the most confused perceptions, form inanimate objects and those with the 

clearest perceptions, including self-consciousness and reason, constitute the souls and 

minds of humanity.  God is conceived of, as the Monad of Monads, who creates all 

other monads and predestines their development, in accordance with a pre-established 

harmony, that results in the appearance of interaction, between the monads.  Leibniz’s 

view, that all things, are organic and spiritual, initiated the philosophical tradition of 

idealism. 

 

Berkeley 

The Irish philosopher and Anglican Churchman, George Berkeley, made idealism, a 

powerful school in Anglo-American thought, by combining it with the skepticism and 
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empiricism, that had become, influential in British philosophy.  Extending Locke’s 

doubts, about knowledge of the world outside the mind, Berkeley argued, that no 

evidence exists for the existence of such a world, because the only things that one can 

observe, are one’s own sensations, and these are in the mind. To exist, he claimed, 

means to be perceived (esse est percipi), and in order to exist, when one is not 

observing them, things must continue to be perceived, by God.  His statements of 

philosophy, Principles of Human Knowledge (1710) and The Three Dialogues Between 

Hylas and Philonous (1713) were dismissed by his contemporaries.  However, by 

claiming that sensory phenomena are the only objects of knowledge, Berkeley, 

established the epistemological view of phenomenalism, (a theory of perception, that 

suggests that matter can be analyzed, in terms of sensations) and prepared the way for 

the positivist movement in modern thought. 

 

Hume 

The Scottish philosopher and historian, David Hume, turned Berkeley’s criticism of 

material substance against Berkeley’s own belief in spiritual substance, arguing, that no 

observable evidence is available, for the existence of a mind substance, spirit, or God.  

His most important philosophical work, A treatise of Human Nature, was published in 

three volumes in 1739 and 1740.  All metaphysical assertions, about things that cannot 

be directly perceived, are equally, meaningless, he claimed, and should be “committed 

to the flames.” In his analyses of causality and induction, Hume revealed, that no logical 

justification exists for believing that any two events, are causally connected, or for 

making any inference from past to future, thus, raising problems that have never been 

solved.  Hume’s work has had a profound effect on modern science, in stimulating the 

use of statistical procedures, in place of deductive systems and in encouraging the 

redefinition of basic concepts. 

 

Kant 

In answer to the skepticism of Hume, the German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, 

constructed a comprehensive system of philosophy, that ranks among the greatest 

intellectual achievements in Western culture.  Kant combined the empiricist principle, 

that all knowledge, has its source in experience, with the rationalist belief in knowledge, 

obtained by deduction.  He suggested, that although the content of experience, must be 

discovered through experience itself, the mind imposes form and order on all its 

experiences, and this form and order, can be discovered a priori, -- that is, by reflection 

alone. His claim that causality, substance, space, and time are forms imposed by the 

mind on its experience, gave support to the idealism of Leibniz and Berkeley, but he 
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made his view, a more critical form of idealism, by granting the empiricist claim, that 

things-in-themselves -- that is, things as they exist outside human experience -- are 

unknowable. Kant, therefore, limited knowledge to the “phenomenal world” of 

experience, maintaining, that metaphysical beliefs about the soul, the cosmos, and God 

(the “noumenal world” transcending human experience), are matters of faith, rather than 

of scientific knowledge.  In his ethical writings, Kant held, that moral principles are 

categorical imperatives, absolute commands of reason, that permit no exceptions and 

are not related, to pleasure or practical benefit.  In his religious views, which had a 

lasting effect on Protestant theology, he emphasized individual conscience and 

represented God, primarily, as a moral ideal.  In political and social thought, Kant, was a 

leading figure of the movement, for reason and liberty against tradition and authority. 

In France, intellectual activity culminated, in the period known as, the Enlightenment, 

which helped stimulate the social changes, that produced the French Revolution (1789-

1799).  Among the leading thinkers of this period, were Voltaire, who, developing the 

tradition of Deism, begun by Locke and other liberal thinkers, reduced religious beliefs 

to those that can be justified, by rational inference from the study of nature; Jean 

Jacques Rousseau, who criticized civilization, as a corruption of humanity’s nature and 

developed Hobbe’s doctrine, that the state is based on a social contract with its citizens 

and represents the popular will; and Denis Diderot, who founded the famous 

Encyclopedie, to which many scientists and philosophers contributed. 

 

Absolute Idealism 

In Germany, through the influence of Kant, idealism and voluntarism (that is, emphasis 

on the will) became the dominant tendencies. Johann Gottlieb Fichte transformed 

Kant’s critical idealism into absolute idealism, by eliminating Kant’s, “things-in-

themselves” and making the will, the ultimate reality.  Fichte maintained, that the world 

is created by an absolute ego, of which, the human will is a partial manifestation, and 

which, tends toward God, as an unrealized ideal.  His views were construed, as 

atheistic and he was forced to give up the chair of philosophy, at the University of Jena, 

in 1797.  Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, went still further, in reducing all 

things, to the self-realizing activity of an absolute spirit, which he identified, with the 

creative impulse in nature.  The emphasis of romanticism on feeling and on the divinity 

of nature, found philosophical expression in the thought of Schelling, who influenced the 

American transcendentalist movement, led by the poet and essayist, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson. 
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Hegel 

The most powerful philosophical mind of the 19th century was the German philosopher, 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, whose system of absolute idealism, although influenced 

greatly by Kant and Schelling, was based on a new conception of logic, in which, 

conflict and contradiction are regarded, as necessary, elements of truth, and truth is 

regarded, as a process, rather than a fixed state of things.  The source of all reality, for 

Hegel, is an absolute spirit, or cosmic reason, which develops from abstract, 

undifferentiated being into more and more concrete reality by a dialectical process 

consisting of, triadic stages, each triad involving (1)  an initial state (or thesis), (2)  its 

opposite state (or anti-thesis), and (3) a higher state, or synthesis, that unites the two 

opposites.  According to this view, history is governed by logical laws, so that, “all that’s 

real is rational, and all that’s rational is real.”  Later historical forms are more concrete 

fulfillments of the absolute spirit, whose highest stage of self-realization, is found, in the 

national state and in philosophy.  Hegel stimulated greater interest, in history, by 

representing it, as a deeper penetration, into reality, than natural science.  His 

conception of the national state, as the highest social embodiment of the absolute spirit, 

was for some time, believed to be a main source of modern totalitarian ideologies, al- 

though Hegel, himself, argued for a large measure of individual freedom.  

 

Other Influential Philosophers 

The German philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer, rejected the optimistic faith of Hegel, in 

reason and progress.  In 1819, he published, The World as Will and Idea, in which, he 

presented his atheistic and pessimistic philosophy. Schopenhauer maintained that both, 

nature and humanity, are products of an irrational will, from which, people can escape, 

only through, art and through, philosophical renunciation, of the desire for happiness.  

The French mathematician and philosopher, Auguste Comte, formulated the philosophy 

of positivism, which rejected metaphysical speculation and located, all genuine 

knowledge, in the so-called positive, or factual, sciences.  Comte placed the science of 

sociology, which he founded, at the top of his classification of the sciences.  The British 

economist, John Stuart Mill, developed and refined, the empiricist and utilitarian 

traditions, publishing, Utilitarianism, in 1836, and applying their principles, to all fields of 

thought.  Mill and other utilitarian’s, influenced liberal, social, and economic reforms in 

Great Britain. The Danish religious philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard, attacked the 

Hegelian emphasis on reason and his eloquent defense of feeling, and of a subjective 

approach, to the problems of life, became one of the main sources of 20th-century 

existential philosophy. 
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Evolutionary Philosophy 

The mechanistic world view of the 17th century and the faith, in reason and common 

sense, of the 18th century, although still influential, were modified in the 19th century, by 

a variety of more complex and dynamic views, based more on biology and history, than 

on mathematics and physics.  Particularly influential, was the theory of evolution 

through natural selection, announced, in 1858, by Charles Darwin, whose work inspired 

conceptions of nature and of humanity, that emphasized conflict and change, as against 

unity and substantial permanence.  The German revolutionists, Karl Marx and Friedrich 

Engels, met in Paris, in 1844. Together, they developed the philosophy of dialectical 

materialism, based on the dialectical logic of Hegel, but they made matter, rather than 

mind, the ultimate reality.  They derived from Hegel, the belief, that history unfolds 

according to dialectical laws and that social institutions, are more concretely real, than 

physical nature or individual mind.  Their application of these principles to social 

problems took the form of historical materialism, the theory, that all forms of culture are 

determined by economic relations, and that, social evolution proceeds through class 

conflict and periodic revolutions.  This theory became the ideological basis for the 

Communist movement.  The British philosopher, Herbert Spencer, developed an 

evolutionary philosophy, based on the principle of “the survival of the fittest,” which 

explains, all elements of nature and society, as adaptations in the cosmic struggle for 

survival.  Like Comte, he based philosophy on sociology and history, which he 

considered, the most advanced sciences. 

 

Nietzsche 

The German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, returned to Schopenhauer’s, conception 

of life, as the expression of a cosmic will, but he made the so-called will, to power the 

source of all value.  One of his treatises, Will to Power was published in 1901, a year 

after Nietzsche’s death.  He called for a return from religious ethics, to the more 

primitive and natural virtues of courage and strength.  Continuing the romantic re- 

volt against reason and social organization, he stress-ed the values of individual self-

assertion, biological instinct, and passion. 

 

Pragmatism 

Toward the end of the 19th century, pragmatism became the most vigorous school of 

thought in American philosophy. It continued the empiricist tradition, of grounding 

knowledge on experience, and stressing the inductive procedures of experimental 

science.  Charles Sanders Peirce, who gave this view its name, formulated a pragmatic 
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theory of knowledge, which defined the meaning of a concept, as the predictions, that 

can be made by use of the concept, and that can be verified, by future experience.  

William James, whose outstanding work in psychology, provided a framework for his 

philosophical ideas, developed the pragmatic theory of truth.  He defined truth, as the 

capacity of a belief, to guide one to successful action, and proposed, that all beliefs, be 

evaluated, in terms of their usefulness, in solving problems.  James justified religion on 

this pragmatic basis, but, insisting on the finiteness of God, he identified God, with the 

unconscious energy of nature. 

 

Idealism became a powerful school of thought, in Great Britain, through the work of 

Francis Bradley, who maintained, like Hegel, that all things, must be understood as 

aspects of an absolute totality.  Bradley denied that relations exist, on the ground, that 

no two things exist, and that, only one, real subject of thought can be postulated, the 

real, itself. He argued, that whenever a thing is said to have a certain characteristic, 

then this thing, as subject, must be the entire world and reality, itself.  Any other 

assumption would be self-contradictory, because anything less than reality, itself, has 

contradictory predicates; a stove, for example, is sometimes hot, but it is also, 

sometimes cold.  The Scottish philosopher, John McTaggart, also drew on Hegelian 

idealism, maintaining that, space and time are unreal, because their conceptions are 

self-contradictory. The only reality, he argued, is mind. The British philosopher, Bernard 

Bosanquet, who, like McTaggart, revived Hegelian idealism, emphasized the aesthetic 

and dramatic character of the world process. 

 

Pragmatic Idealism 

Josiah Royce, in the idealist movement in the United States, combined idealism with 

elements of pragmatism.  Royce interpreted human life, as the effort of the finite self to 

expand into the absolute self, through science, religion, and loyalty, to wider 

communities.  His many works were published, in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

 

The American philosopher, educator, and psychologist, John Dewey, further developed, 

the pragmatic principles of Peirce and James, in a comprehensive system of thought, 

that he called experimental naturalism, or instrumentalism.  Dewey emphasized the bio- 

logical and social basis of knowledge and the instrumental character of ideas, as plans 

of action.  He insisted on an experimental approach to ethics -- that is, on relating 

values to individual and social needs.  Dewey’s theory of education, which stressed the 
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preparation of the individual for creative activity in a democratic society, had a profound 

influence on educational methods in the United States, long after his death, in 1952. 

 

In France, the most influential view, in the early part of the 20th century, was the 

evolutionary vitalism of Henri Bergson, who propounded the elan vital, the spontaneous 

energy of the evolutionary process.  Bergson defended feeling and intuition against the 

abstract, analytical approach to nature of science, and science-minded philosophy. In 

Germany, Edmund Husserl, founder of the school of phenomenology, developed a 

philosophy, that studied the structures of consciousness, that enable the 

consciousness, to refer to objects outside itself. 

 

Whitehead 

The British mathematician and philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, revived interest in 

speculative metaphysics, in the United States, by developing a highly technical system 

of concepts, that combined the Platonic theory of Ideas, with the organicism of Leibniz 

and Bergson.  Whitehead, who was also an outstanding physicist, applied the 

revolutionary developments in 20th century science, to show the failure of mechanistic 

science, as a way of fully interpreting reality.  According to Whitehead, things are not 

unchanging substances, having definite spatial boundaries, but are living processes of 

experience, embodying eternal objects, or universals, fused with them, by God. 

 

Santayana and Others 

The American poet and philosopher, George Santayana, combined pragmatism, 

Platonism, and materialism, in a comprehensive philosophy, that stressed in-tellectual 

and aesthetic values.  Benedetto Croce, established idealism, as a dominant tradition, 

in Italian  philosophy, reviving the Hegelian conception of reality, as a process of 

historical development, through the conflict of opposites, but stressing feeling and 

intuition, rather than, abstract reason, as the source of ultimate truth.  Bertrand Russell 

continued the empiricist and utilitarian traditions, in British thought.  Russell’s application 

of developments in logic, mathematics, and physics, to problems of philosophy, was a 

major influence, on the school of logical empiricism. The British philosopher, G.E. 

Moore, the main figure in the so-called realist revolt against idealism, argued for the 

reality of the objects of common-sense belief.  Moore’s cultivated simplicity of style and 

highly precise use of everyday language influenced the development of the school of 

analytic philosophy. 
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Analytic Philosophy 

The school of logical empiricism, or logical positivism, founded in Vienna, became a 

powerful movement in American thought.  Logical empiricism, which combines the 

positivism of Hume and Comte with the Cartesian and Kantian concern, for logical rigor 

and precision, rejects metaphysics as a meaningless game of words, insists on the 

definition of all concepts in terms of observable facts, and assigns to philosophy, the 

task of clarifying the concepts and the logical syntax of science. 

 

A form of analytic philosophy, also called linguistic analysis, which was inspired by the 

work of Moore and developed explicitly by this pupil, Ludwig Wittgenstein in Tractatus 

Logico-philosophicus (1921; translated 1922), has become the dominant view in 

present-day British philosophy. This school of thought also rejects, speculative 

metaphysics and limits philosophy, to the task of clearing up intellectual puzzles, caused 

by the ambiguity of language, by analyzing the meanings of words, in ordinary 

discourse.  It identifies the meaning of a word, with the way, in which, the word, is 

generally used. 

 

Existential philosophy, which stems from the 19th-century, romantic revolt against 

reason and science, in favor of passionate involvement in life, became influential in 

Germany, through the work of, Martin Heidegger and Karl Jaspers. Heidegger combined 

the phenomenological approach of Husserl, with the Kierkegaardian stress, on intense 

emotional experience and with Hegel’s conception of negation, as a real force. 

Heidegger’s philosophy substitutes, Nothingness for God, as the source of human 

values; Jaspers finds God, which he calls Transcendence, in the intense emotional 

experience of human beings.  Jose Ortega y Gasset, the principle figure of existential 

philosophy in Spain, defended intuition against logic, and criticized the mass culture and 

mechanized society of modern times. The Austrian-born Zionist, author and scholar, 

Martin Buber, combining Jewish mysticism with strains of existential thought, interpreted 

human experience, as a dialogue between the individual and God. 

 

Various syntheses of traditional theology, with the existential view, that knowledge is 

more emotional, than scientific, have been developed in Switzerland by, Karl Barth, and 

in the United States by, Reinhold Niebuhr and Paul Tillich.  In France, Jean Paul Sar- 

tre, fused ideas of Marx, Kierkegaard, Husserl, and Heidegger, into a conception of 

humans, as beings, who project themselves out of nothingness, by asserting their own 

values, and thus, assume moral responsibility for their acts. 



 

123 
 

Page | 123 

 

During the 1960’s, the writings of the American clergyman, Martin Luther King, Jr., 

indicated, that Western philosophy had been too remote, from the great social and 

political upheavals, taking place throughout the world.  Following the principles of the 

Indian nationalist leader, Mohandas Gandhi, King advocated a program of non-violet 

resistance to injustice. 

 

Positivism, system of philosophy, based on experience and empirical knowledge of 

natural phenomena, in which, metaphysics and theology, are regarded as inadequate 

and imperfect systems of knowledge. 

 

Development 

The doctrine, was first called, positivism by the 19th century French mathematician and 

philosopher, Auguste Comte, but some of the positivist concepts, may be traced, to the 

British philosopher, David Hume, the French philosopher, Duc de Saint-Simon, and the 

German philosopher, Immanuel Kant. 

 

Comte chose the word, positivism on the ground that it indicated the “reality” and 

“constructive tendency” that he claimed for the theoretical aspect of the doctrine.  He 

was, in the main, interested in a re-organization of social life for the good of humanity 

through scientific knowledge, and thus, control of natural forces.  The two primary 

components of positivism, the philosophy and the polity (or program of individual and 

social conduct), were later, welded by Comte, into a whole, under the conception of a 

religion, in which, humanity was the object of worship.  A number of Comte’s disciples 

refused, however, to accept this religious development of his philosophy, because it 

seemed to contradict the original positivist philosophy.  Many of Comte’s doctrines, were 

later, adapted and developed by the British social philosophers, John Stuart Mill and 

Herbert Spencer and by the Austrian philosopher and physicist, Ernst Mach. 

 

Logical Positivists 

During the early 20th century, a group of philosophers, who were concerned with 

developments in modern science, rejected the traditional positivist ideas, that had 

personal experience, to be the basis of true knowledge and emphasized the importance 

of scientific verification.  This group came to be known as logical positivists, and it 
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included the Austrian, Ludwig Wittgenstein and the British, Bertrand Russell and G.E. 

Moore.  It was Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-philosophicus (1921; German-English 

parallel text, 1922), that proved to be of decisive influence in the rejection of 

metaphysical doctrines, for their meaninglessness and the acceptance of empiricism, as 

a matter of logical necessity. 

 

The positivists today, who have rejected this so-called Vienna school of philosophy, 

prefer to call themselves, logical empiricists, in order to dissociate themselves from the 

emphasis of the earlier thinkers, on scientific verification.  They maintain that the 

verification principle, itself, is philosophically unverifiable. 

 

Pragmatism, philosophical doctrine, developed by the 19th-century American 

philosophers, Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and others, according, to which, 

the test of the truth of a proposition, is its practical utility; the purpose of thought, is to 

guide action; and the effect of an idea, is more important, than its origin.  Pragmatism 

was the first, independently developed, American philosophy.  It opposes speculation, 

on questions, that have no practical application.  It asserts that truth, is relative to the 

time, place, and purpose of investigation, and that, value is as inherent, in means, as in 

ends.  Pragmatism was the dominant approach to philosophy, in the United States, 

during the first quarter of the 20th century. 

 

The American philosopher and educator, John Dewey developed pragmatism into a new 

philosophy, instrumentalism.  The British philosopher, Ferdinand Canning Scott Schiller 

and the French philosopher, Henri Bergson, contributed to the development of 

pragmatism.  Like the older utilitarianism, pragmatism presents a working philosophy for 

the natural sciences. 

 

Process Philosophy, a speculative world view, which asserts, that basic reality, is 

constantly, in a process of flux and change.  Indeed, reality is identified with pure 

process.  Concepts, such as, creativity, freedom, novelty, emergence, and growth, are 

fundamental explanatory categories, for process philosophy.  This metaphysical 

perspective is to be contrasted, with a philosophy of substance, the view that a fixed 

and permanent reality, underlies the changing or fluctuating world of ordinary 

experience.  Whereas, substance philosophy emphasizes static being, process 

philosophy emphasizes dynamic becoming. 
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Although process philosophy is as old as the 6th century B.C., Greek philosopher, 

Heraclitus, renewed interest in it, was stimulated in the 19th century, by the theory of 

evolution.  Key figures, in the development of modern process philosophy, were the 

British philosophers, Herbert Spencer, Samuel Alexander, and Alfred North Whitehead, 

the American philosophers, Charles S. Peirce and William James, and the French 

philosophers, Henri Bergson and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.  Whitehead’s Process and 

Reality:  An Essay in Cosmology (1929), is generally, considered the most important 

systematic expression of process philosophy. 

 

Contemporary theology has been strongly influenced, by process philosophy.  The 

American theologian, Charles Hartshorne, for instance, rather than interpreting God, as 

an unchanging absolute, emphasizes God’s sensitive and caring relationship with the 

world.  A personal God enters into relationships, in such a way, that he is affected by the 

relationships, and to be affected by relationships, is to change.  So, God too, is in the 

process of growth and development.  Important contributions, to process theology, have 

also been made, by such theologians, as William Temple, Daniel Day Williams, 

Schubert Ogden, and John Cobb, Jr. 

 

Realism (philosophy) in philosophy, a term used for two distinct doctrines of 

epistemology. 

 

In modern philosophy, it is applied to the doctrine, that ordinary objects of sense 

perception, such as, tables and chairs, have an existence, independent, of their being, 

perceived.  In this sense, it is contrary, to the idealism of philosophers, such as, George 

Berkeley or Immanuel Kant. In its extreme form, sometimes called, naïve realism, the 

things perceived by the senses, are believed, to be exactly what they appear to be.  In 

more sophisticated versions, sometimes referred to, as critical realism, some 

explanation, is given of the relationship, between the object and the observer, that 

accounts for the possibility, of illusion, hallucination, and other perceptual errors. 

 

In medieval philosophy, the term, realism referred to a position, that regarded, Platonic 

Forms, or universals, as real.  That position is now usually called, Platonic realism.  In 

Plato’s philosophy, a common noun, such as bed, refers to the ideal nature of the 

object, which is, conveyed by its definition, and this ideal nature, has metaphysical 

existence, independent, of the particular objects of that type.  Thus, circularity exists 
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independent of particular circles; justice, independent of particular, just individuals, or 

just states; and “bedness,” independent of particular beds.  In the Middle Ages, this 

position was defended against nominalism, which, denied the existence of such 

universals.  Nominalists asserted, that the many objects called, by one name, shared 

nothing, but the name.  Compromises, between these two positions, included moderate 

realism, which claimed, that the universal existed in the many objects of the same type, 

but not independent of them, and conceptualism, which held, that the universal might 

exist, independent of the many objects of that particular type, but only as an idea in the 

mind, not as a self-subsisting metaphysical entity. 

 

Rationalism,  (Latin ratio, “reason”), in philosophy, as system of thought, that 

emphasizes the role of reason, in obtaining knowledge, in contrast to empiricism, which 

emphasizes, the role of experience, especially sense perception. 

 

Rationalism has appeared, in some form, in nearly every stage of Western philosophy, 

but it is primarily identified, with the tradition, stemming from the 17th-century French 

philosopher and scientist, Rene Descartes.  Descartes believed that geometry 

represented the ideal for all sciences and philosophy.  He held that, by means of reason 

alone, certain universal self-evident truths were innate, not derived from sense 

experience.  This type of rationalism was developed by other European philosophers, 

such as the Dutch philosopher, Baruch Spinoza and the German philosopher and 

mathematician, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz.  It was opposed, however, by British 

philosophers of the empiricist tradition, such as John Locke, who believed, that all ideas 

are derived from the senses.   

 

Epistemological rationalism has been applied to other fields of philosophical inquiry.  

Rationalism, in ethics, is the claim, that certain primary moral ideas, are innate in 

humankind and, that such, first moral principles are self-evident to the rational faculty.  

Rationalism, in the philosophy of religion, is the claim, that the fundamental principles of 

religion, are innate or self-evident, and that, revelation, is not necessary.  Since the end 

of the 1800’s, however, rationalism has played, chiefly, an anti-religious role in theology. 

 

Scholasticism, philosophic and theological movement, that attempted to use natural 

human reason, in particular, the philosophy and science of Aristotle, to understand the 

supernatural content of Christian revelation. It was dominant, in the medieval Christian 
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schools and universities of Europe, from about the middle of the 11th century, to about 

the middle of the 15th century.  The ultimate ideal of the movement, was to integrate 

into an ordered system, both the natural wisdom of Greece and Rome and the religious 

wisdom of Christianity.  The term, Scholasticism, is also used, in a wider sense, to 

signify the spirit and methods, characteristic of this period of thought or any similar spirit 

and attitude toward learning, found in other periods of history.  The term Scholastic, 

which originally, designated the heads of the medieval monastic or cathedral schools, 

from which, the universities developed, finally came to be applied, to anyone teaching 

philosophy or theology, in such schools or universities.  

 

Principal Characteristics 

Scholastic thinkers held a wide variety of doctrines, in both, philosophy and theology.  

What gives unity to the whole Scholastic movement, are the common aims, attitudes, 

and methods, generally accepted, by all its members.  The chief concern of the 

Scholastics was not to discover new facts, but to integrate the knowledge, already 

acquired, separately, by Greek reasoning and Christian revelation.  This concern is one 

of the most characteristic differences between Scholasticism and modern thought, since 

the Renaissance. 

 

The basic aim of the Scholastics determined certain common attitudes, the most 

important, of which, was their conviction of the fundamental harmony, between reason 

and revelation.  The Scholastics maintained, that because the same God was the 

source of both types of knowledge, and truth was one of his chief attributes, he could 

not contradict himself, in these two ways of speaking.  Any apparent opposition, be- 

tween revelation and reason, could be traced, either to an incorrect use of reason or to 

an inaccurate interpretation of the words of revelation.  Because the Scholastics 

believed that revelation was the direct teaching of God, it possessed, for them, a higher 

degree of truth and certitude, than did natural reason.  In apparent conflicts between 

religious faith and philosophic reasoning, faith, was thus, always the supreme arbiter; 

the theologian’s decision, overruled, that of the philosopher. After the early 13th century, 

Scholastic thought, emphasized more, the independence of philosophy, within its own 

domain.  Nonetheless, throughout the Scholastic period, philosophy was called, the 

servant of theology, not only because, the truth of philosophy was subordinated to that 

of theology, but also, because the theologian used philosophy, to understand and 

explain revelation. 
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This attitude of Scholasticism stands, in sharp contrast, to the so-called double-truth 

theory of the Spanish-Arab philosopher and physician, Averroes.  His theory assumed, 

that truth was accessible, to both, philosophy and Islamic theology, but that, only philo- 

sophy could attain it perfectly.  The so-called truths of theology served, hence, as 

imperfect imaginative expression for the common people of the authentic truth, 

accessible only, to philosophy.  Averroes maintained that philosophic truth could even 

contradict, at least verbally, the teachings of Islamic theology.   

 

As a result of their belief, in the harmony between faith and reason, the Scholastics 

attempted to determine the precise scope and competence of each of these faculties.  

Many early Scholastics, such as the Italian ecclesiastic and philosopher, St. Anselm, did 

not clearly distinguish the two, and were over-confident, that reason, could prove certain 

doctrines of revelation.  Later, at the height of the mature period of Scholasticism, the 

Italian theologian and philosopher, St. Thomas Aquinas, worked out a balance between 

reason and revelation. Scholastics, after Aquinas, however, beginning with the Scottish 

theologian and philosopher, John Duns Scotus, restricted more and more, the domain of 

truths, capable of being proved by reason and insisted, that many doctrines, previou- 

sly thought to have been proved by philosophy, had to be accepted, on the basis, of 

faith alone.  One reason for this restriction, was that, Scholastics applied the 

requirements, for scientific demonstration, as first specified in Aristotle’s Organon, much 

more rigorously, than previous philosophers had done.  These requirements were so 

strict, that Aristotle, himself, was rarely able, to apply them fully beyond the realm of 

mathematics.  It was this trend, that led finally, to the loss of confidence in natural 

human reason and philosophy, that is characteristic of the early Renaissance and of the 

first Protestant religious reformers, such as Martin Luther. 

 

Another common attitude among Scholastics, was their great respect for the so-called 

authorities, in both, philosophy and theology.  These authorities were the great 

philosophers of Greece and Rome and the early Fathers of the Church.  The medieval 

Scholastics educated themselves to think and write, only by intensive study of these 

ancient authors, whose culture and learning had been so much richer than their own.  

After they had reached their full maturity of thought and had begun to create original 

works of philosophy, they continued the practice of quoting authorities to lend weight to 

their own opinions, even though the latter were reached, in many cases, quite 

independently.  Later critics concluded, from this practice, that the Scholastics, were 

mere, compilers or repeaters of their authorities.  As a matter of fact, the mature 

Scholastics, including Aquinas and Dun Scotus, were extremely, flexible and 

independent in their use of the texts of the ancients; frequently, in order to bring the 
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texts into harmony, with their own position, they gave interpretations, that were difficult 

to reconcile with the ancients’ intentions.  The appeal to authority, was often, little more 

than a stylistic ornament, for beginning or ending, the exposition of the commentator’s 

own opinions and was intended to show that, the commentator’s views, were in 

continuity with the past and, not mere, novelties.  Novelty and originality of thought were 

not sought deliberately, by any of the Scholastics, but rather, were underplayed, as 

much as possible. 

 

The Scholastics considered Aristotle, the chief authority in philosophy, calling him 

simply, the Philosopher.  The early Christian prelate and theologian, St. Augustine, was 

their principal authority in theology, subordinate only, to the Bible and the official 

councils of the Church.  The Scholastics adhered, most closely and uncritically, to 

authority in accepting Aristotle’s opinions in the empirical; sciences, such as physics, 

astronomy, and biology.  Their uncritical acceptance of Aristotle’s scientific views, 

produced a serious weakness in Scholasticism, and was one of the principal reasons, 

for its scornful rejection, by scientists during the Renaissance and later. 

 

Common Methods 

One of the principal methods of Scholasticism, was the use of the logic and philosophic 

vocabulary of Aristotle in teaching, demonstration, and discussion.  Another important 

method was the practice of teaching a text, by means, of a commentary by some 

accepted authority.  In philosophy, this authority, was usually, Aristotle.  In theology, the 

principal texts were the Bible and the Sententiarum Libri Quatuor (Four Books of 

Sentences) by the 12th-century Italian theologian and prelate, Peter Lombard, a 

collection of the opinions of the early Fathers of the Church, on problems of theology.  

The early Scholastics began, by adhering closely to the text, on which, they were 

commenting. Gradually, as the practice of critical reading developed their own powers of 

thinking, they began to introduce many supplementary commentaries on points, known 

as disputed questions, which either were not covered or were not adequately solved, by 

the text itself.  Beginning in the 13th century, these supplementary commentaries, 

embodying the personal thought of the teachers, became the largest and most 

important part of the commentaries, with the result, that literal explanation of the text, 

was reduced to a, mere fraction, of each commentary. 

 

Closely allied, with the commentaries on disputed questions, was the technique of 

discussion, by means, of public disputation.  Every professor, in a medieval university, 
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was required to appear, several times a year, before the assembled faculty and students 

in a disputation, defending crucial points of his own teaching, against all persons, who 

challenged them.  The forms of Aristotelian logic were employed, in both, defense and 

attack.  In the 13th century, the public disputation, became a flexible educational tool for 

stimulating, testing, and communicating the progress of thought, in philosophy and 

theology.  After the middle of the 14th century, however, the vitality of public  

disputation declined, and it became a rigid formalism.  Disputants became concerned 

less, with real content and more with fine points of logic and minute subtleties of 

thought.  This degraded form of disputation did much to give Scholasticism, a bad 

reputation, during the Renaissance, and later; consequently, many modern thinkers, 

have considered it, mere pedantic logical formalism. 

 

Principal Scholastic Philosophers 

The outstanding Scholastics of the 11th and 12th centuries, included Anselm, the 

French philosopher, theologian, and teacher of logic Peter Abelard, and the philosopher 

and clergyman, Roscelin, who founded the school of philosophy, known as nominalism.  

 

Among Jewish thinkers of the same period, the rabbi, philosopher, and physician, 

Maimonides, attempted to reconcile Aristotelian philosophy with divine revelation, as 

understood in Judaism, in a spirit similar to that of the Christian Scholastics.  The 

Scholastics of the so-called golden age of the 13th century, included Aquinas and the 

German philosopher, St. Albertus Magnus, both of the Dominican order; the English 

monk and philosopher, Roger Bacon, the Italian prelate and theologian, St. 

Bonaventure, and Duns Scotus, all of the Franciscan order; and the Belgian secular 

priest, Henry of Ghent (c. 1217-93).  Nominalism became the dominant school of 

philosophy in the 14th century, when Scholasticism began to decline.  The most 

important nominalist, was the English philosopher, William of Ockham, a great logician 

who attacked all the philosophic systems of the preceding Scholastics, and maintained, 

that natural reason and philosophy had a much more restricted field of operation than 

his predecessors had held to be the case. 

 

A brilliant, but brief, revival of Scholasticism, especially in the field of theology, took 

place in Spain in the 16th century, chiefly among the Dominicans, as exemplified by the 

Spanish theologian, Francisco de Vitoria, and the Jesuits, as exemplified by the 

Spanish theologian and philosopher, Francisco Suarez.  A more widespread revival, 

was launched by Pope Leo XIII, in 1879, with the purpose of reconsidering, in the light 

of modern needs, the great Scholastic systems of the 13th century, especially that of 
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Aquinas, and of incorporating in a modern reformulation of those systems, all the 

genuine contributions of modern thought.  This revival, which has often been called, 

neo-Scholasticism, is one of the established currents of contemporary thought.  The 

principal exponents of neo-Scholasticism include the French philosopher and diplomat, 

Jacques Maritain and the French philosopher and historian of philosophy, Etienne Henri 

Gilson. 

 

Scientific Method, term denoting the principles, that guide scientific research and 

experimentation, and also, the philosophic bases of those principles.  Whereas 

philosophy, in general, is concerned with the why, as well as, the how, of things, science 

occupies itself with the latter question only, but in a scrupulously rigorous manner.  The 

era of modern science, is generally, considered, to have begun with the Renaissance, 

but the rudiments of the scientific approach to knowledge, can be observed, throughout 

human history. 

 

Definitions of scientific method use such concepts, as objectivity of approach to and 

acceptability of the results of scientific study.  Objectivity indicates the attempt to 

observe things as they are, without falsifying observations, to accord, with some pre-

conceived world view.  Acceptability is judged, in terms, of the degree, to which, 

observations and experimentations, can be reproduced.  Scientific method, also 

involves, the interplay of inductive reasoning (reasoning from specific observations and 

experiments, to more general hypotheses and theories) and deductive reasoning 

(reasoning from theories to account for specific experimental results). By such 

reasoning processes, science attempts to develop the broad laws -- such as Isaac 

Newton’s law of gravitation -- that become part of our understanding of the natural 

world. 

 

Science has tremendous scope, however, and its many separate disciplines, can differ 

greatly, in terms of subject matter and the possible ways of studying that subject matter.  

No single path to discovery exists in science, and no, one clear-cut description, can be 

given, that accounts for all the ways, in which, scientific truth is pursued.  One of the 

early writers on scientific method, the English philosopher and statesman, Francis 

Bacon, wrote in the early 17th century, that a tabulation of a sufficiently large number of 

observations of nature, would lead to theories accounting for those operations -- the 

method of inductive reasoning. At about the same time, however, the French 

mathematician and philosopher, Rene Descartes, was attempting to account for 
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observed phenomena, on the basis of what he called, clear and distinct ideas -- the 

method of deductive reasoning. 

 

A closer approach to the method, commonly used by physical scientists today, was that, 

followed by Galileo, in his study of falling bodies. Observing that heavy objects fall with 

increasing speed, he formulated the hypothesis, that the speed attained, is directly 

proportional, to the distance traversed.  Being unable to test this directly, he deduced 

from his hypothesis, the conclusion, that objects falling unequal distances require the 

same amount of elapsed time.  This was a false conclusion, and hence, logically, the 

first hypothesis, was false.  Therefore, Galileo framed a new hypothesis:  that the speed 

attained, is directly, proportional, to the time elapsed, not the distance traversed.  From 

this, he was able to infer, that the distance traversed, by a falling object, is proportional 

to the square of the time elapsed, and this hypothesis, he was able to verify, 

experimentally, by rolling balls down an inclined plane. 

 

Such agreement of a conclusion, with an actual observation, does not itself, prove the 

correctness of the hypothesis, from which, the conclusion is derived. It simply renders, 

the premise, that much more plausible.  The ultimate test of the validity of a scientific 

hypothesis, is its consistency, with the totality of other aspects of the scientific 

framework.  This inner consistency constitutes the basis, for the concept of causality in 

science, according, to which, every effect is assumed to be linked with a cause. 

 

Scientists, like other human beings, may individually be swayed, by some prevailing 

worldview, to look for certain experimental results, rather than others, or to “intuit” some 

broad theory, that they then, seek to prove.  The scientific community as a whole, 

however, judges the work of its members, by the objectivity and rigor, with which, that 

work has been conducted; in this way, the scientific method prevails. 

 

Skepticism, (Greek skeptesthai, “to examine”), in philosophy, doctrine that denies the 

possibility of attaining knowledge of reality, as it is in itself, apart from human 

perception.  By gradual extension, of its meaning, the word, skepticism, has also come, 

to signify doubt about what, is generally, accepted as true.  All philosophical skepticism, 

is ultimately, epistemological; that is, it is based on view about the scope and validity of 

human knowledge. 
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Greek Skepticism 

The Greek Sophists, of the 5th century B.C., were for the most part, skeptics.  Their 

point of view is reflected in their maxims, “Man is the measure of all things” and 

“Nothing is; or if anything is, it cannot be known.”  Thus, the Sophist, Gorgias, declared, 

that all statements, concerning reality, are false and that, even if true, their truth can 

never be proved.  Another Sophist, Protagoras of Abdera, taught, that human beings, 

can know, only their perception of things, not the things, themselves. 

 

The principles of skepticism were first, explicitly formulated, by the Pyrrhonists, a school 

of Greek philosophy, deriving its name, from its founder, Pyrrho of Elis. Pyrrho, whose 

primary concern was ethics, maintained, that human beings can know nothing of the 

real nature of things, and that, consequently, the wise person, will suspend judgment.  

Timon of Philius, (flourished about 280 B.C.), Pyrrho’s pupil, carried skepticism to its 

logical conclusion, by asserting, that equally good reasons can be adduced, both, for 

and against, any philosophical proposition. 

 

The members of the Middle Academy (the school that developed in the 3rd century 

B.C., from Plato’s Academy) and the New Academy (2nd century B.C.), of Carneades, 

were more systematic, but somewhat less radical, in their skepticism, than the 

Pyrrhonists.  Carneades maintained, that no beliefs can be proved, conclusively, but 

that, some can be shown to be more probable, than others.  The most important 

skeptics, of later antiquity, were the Greek philosopher, Aenesidemus, who classified ten 

arguments, in support of the skeptical position, and the Greek physician, Sextus 

Empiricus (flourished early 3rd century A.D.), who emphasized observation and 

common sense, as opposed to theory. 

 

Modern Skepticism 

During the Renaissance, the influence of ancient skepticism, was reflected preminently, 

in the writings of the 16th-century French philosophical essayist, Michel de Montaigne.  

The greatest exponent of modern skepticism, was the 18th-century Scottish  

empiricist philosopher, David Hume.  In his Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40) and An 

Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), Hume questions the possibility of 

demonstrating the truth of beliefs about the external world, causal connections, future 

events, or such metaphysical entities, as the soul and God.  The 18th-century German 

philosopher, Immanuel Kant, while attempting to overcome Hume’s skepticism, denied 
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the possibility of knowing things, in themselves, or of achieving, metaphysical 

knowledge.  In the 19th century, the German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, denied 

the possibility of complete objectivity, and thus, of objective knowledge, in any field.  The 

20th-century American philosopher, George Santayana, claiming to have taken Hume’s 

skepticism a step further, maintained, in his work, Scepticism and Animal Faith (1923), 

that belief, in the existence of anything, including oneself, rests on a natural, but 

irrational impulse. 

 

Sophists, (Greek sophistes, “expert, master craftsman, man of wisdom”), originally, 

name applied by the ancient Greeks to learned men, such as the Seven Wise Men of 

Greece; in the 5th century B.C., a name applied to itinerant teachers, who provided 

instruction, in several higher branches of learning, for a fee. 

 

Individuals sharing a broad philosophic outlook, rather than a school, the Sophists 

popularized the ideas of various early philosophers; but based, on their understanding 

of this prior philosophic thought, most of them concluded, that truth and morality, were 

essentially, matters of opinion.  Thus, in their own teaching, they tended to emphasize 

forms of persuasive expression, such as the art of rhetoric, which provided pupils, with 

skills useful for achieving success in life, particularly public life. 

 

The Sophists were popular for a time, especially in Athens; however, their skeptical view 

on absolute truth and morality, eventually provoked, the sharp criticism.  Socrates, 

Plato, and Aristotle challenged the philosophic basis of the Sophists’ teaching, and Plato 

and Aristotle, further condemned them, for taking money.  Later, they were accused, by 

the state, of lacking morality.  As a result, the word, sophist acquired a derogatory 

meaning, as in the modern term, sophistry, which can be defined, as subtle and 

deceptive or false argumentation or reasoning. 

 

The Sophists, were of minor importance, in the deve- 

lopment of Western philosophic thought.  They were, however, the first to systematize 

education.  Leading 5th-century Sophists included, Protagoras, Gorgias, Hippias of Elis, 

and Prodicus of Ceos. 
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Stoicism, school of philosophy, founded in ancient Greece, opposed to Epicureanism in 

its views of life and duty.  The Stoic philosophy, was developed, from that, of the Cynics, 

whose Greek founder, Antisthenes, had been a disciple of Socrates. 

 

History 

The Stoic school was established at Athens about 300 B.C., by Zeno of Citium in 

Cyprus.  Zeno, who derived much of his philosophy from Crates of Thebes, opened his 

school in a colonade, known as the Stoa Poikile (“painted porch”).  Among his disciples, 

was Cleanthes of Assos in the Troad (area surrounding ancient Troy), who’s extant 

“Hymn to Zeus” sets forth the unity, omnipotence, and moral government of the 

supreme deity.  Cleanthes was followed by Chrysippus of Soli in Cilicia.  These three 

men represent the first period (300-200 B.C.) of Stoic philosophy. 

 

The second period (200-50 B.C.), embraced the general promulgation of the philosophy 

and its introduction to the Romans.  Chrysippus was succeeded by Zeno of Tarsus and 

Diogenes of Babylonia; then followed, Antipater of Tarsus, who taught Panaetius of 

Rhodes. Panaetius introduced Stoicism to Rome; among Panaetius’s pupils, was 

Posidonius of Apamea in Syria, who was the teacher of the orator, Marcus Tullius 

Cicero. 

 

The third period of Stoicism was Roman.  In this period, outstanding Stoics included, 

Cato the Younger, and during the empire, the three Stoic philosophers, whose writings 

are extant, namely, Lucius Annaeus Seneca, Epictetus, and the emperor, Marcus 

Aurelius. 

 

Principles 

Stoicism was the most influential philosophy in the Roman Empire, during the period, 

preceding the rise of Christianity.  The Stoics, like the Epicureans, emphasized ethics, 

as the main field of knowledge, but they also, developed theories of logic and natural 

science, to support their ethical doctrines.  Their most important contribution to logic, 

was the discovery of the hypothetical, syllogism.  They held, that all reality is material, 

but that, matter proper, which is passive, is to be distinguished from the animating or 

active principle.  Logos, which they conceived, as both, thedivine reason and, as simply, 

a finer kind of material entity, an all-pervading breath or fire, such as the Greek 

philosopher, Heraclitus, had supposed the cos- 
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mic principle to be.  According to them, the human soul, is a manifestation of the Logos.  

Living according to nature or reason, they held, is living in conformity, with the divine 

order of the universe.  The importance of this view is seen in the part that Stoicism 

played, in developing a theory of natural law, that powerfully, affected Roman 

jurisprudence. 

 

The foundation of Stoic ethics, is the principle, proclaimed earlier, by the Cynics, that 

good, lies not in external objects, but in the state of the soul itself, in the wisdom and 

restraint, by which, a person is delivered from the passions and desires, that perturb the 

ordinary life. The four cardinal virtues of the Stoic philosophy are wisdom, courage, 

justice, and temperance, a classification derived from the teachings of Plato. 

 

A distinctive feature of Stoicism is its cosmopolitanism.  All people, are manifestations of 

the one universal spirit, and should, according to the Stoics, live in brotherly love, and 

readily, help one another.  They held that external differences, such as rank and wealth, 

are of no importance in social relationships.  Thus, before the rise of Christianity, Stoics 

recognized and advocated, the brotherhood of humanity and the natural equality of all 

human beings. 

 

Teleology, (Greek telos, “end;” logos, “discourse”), in philosophy, the science or 

doctrine, that attempts to explain, the universe, in terms, of ends or final causes.  

Teleology is based on the proposition, that the universe has design and purpose.  In 

Aristotelian philosophy, the explanation of, or justification for, a phenomenon or process, 

is to be found, not only, in the immediate purpose or cause, but also, in the “final cause” 

-- the reason, for which, the phenomenon exists or was created.  In Christian theology, 

teleology represents a basic argument, for the existence of God, in that, the order and 

efficiency of the natural world, seem not, to be accidental.  If the word, design, is 

intelligent, an ultimate Designer must exist. 

 

Teleologists oppose mechanistic interpretations of the universe, that rely solely, on 

organic development or natural causation.  The powerful impact of Charles Darwin’s 

theories of evolution, which hold, that species develop by natural selection, has greatly 

reduced the influence of traditional teleological arguments.  Nonetheless, such 

arguments, were still advanced by many, during the upsurge of creationist sentiment, in 

the early 1980’s. 
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Theosophy, (Greek theos, “god;” sophos, “wise”), designation for any religio-

philosophical system, purporting to furnish knowledge of God, and of the universe, in 

relation to God, by means, of direct mystical intuition, philosophical inquiry, or both. 

 

Precursors of Theosophy 

Early examples of theosophic thought, are found in the Sanskrit metaphysical treatises, 

known as, the Upanishads.  Hindu philosophy, subsequent to the compositon of the 

Upanishads (about the 8th century B. C.), has been predominantly theosophic, in tone.  

Indian thought, probably, had some influence in Persia where theosophic speculation 

became popular, after the Arab conquest in the first half of the 7th century A.D.  In 

China, both the I Ching (Book of Changes), one of the so-called, Five Classics of 

Confucianism, and the Tao-te Ching (Classic of the Way and Its Power), a major treatise 

of Taoism, contain theosophic elements.  In the West, such systems of thought, as 

Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, contain theosophic elements.  Elements, similar to those 

of, Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, reappear in the Cabala, a mystical interpretation of 

Scriptures, current among the Jews of Europe, between the 12th and 16th centuries.  In 

the Middle Ages, theosophic teachings were expounded by the German mystics and 

preachers, Meister Eckhart and Johannes Tauler and by the Swiss physician and 

alchemist, Philippus Aureolus Paracelsus, and in later periods, by the German mystic, 

Jakob Boehme and the Flemish physician and chemist, Jan Baptista van Helmont. 

 

The Theosophical Society 

The term, theosophy has been employed with particular reference to a system of occult 

philosophy, set forth by, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and her followers in the 

Theosophical Society, which she helped organize, in New York City in 1875.  She 

maintained that she had received her doctrines from Oriental religious teachers, who 

had reached a higher plane of existence, than that, of other mortals.  According to her 

teaching, God is infinite, absolute, and unknowable (an attribute, apparently, 

incompatible with the claim, implicit in the term, theosophy).  The deity, is also said, to 

be the source, of both, spirit and matter.  Through the operation of an immutable law, 

spirit, is said to, descend into matter, and matter to ascend into spirit, by cyclical action.  

In its psychological application, Blavatsky’s doctrine, represents all souls, as being the 

same in essence, although differing, in degrees of development.  The more advanced 

souls are said to be, the natural guardians of the less developed.  Human beings are 

presented as complex, with both, a higher and lower nature. The higher (comprising 

mind, soul, and spirit), has been polluted by the lower (physical and other), and must be 
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purified, before it can completely return, to the divine. Purification is thought to take 

place, through a series of incarnations.  

 

Transcendentalism, in philosophy and literature, belief in a higher reality, than that 

found in sense experience or in a higher kind of knowledge, than that, achieved by 

human reason.  Nearly all transcendentalist doctrines, stem from the division of reality, 

into a realm of spirit, and a realm of matter.  Such a division is made by many of the 

great religions of the world. 

 

Philosophic Development and Applications 

The philosophical concept of transcendence, was developed by the Greek philosopher, 

Plato.  He affirmed the existence of absolute goodness, which he characterized, as 

something beyond description and as knowable ultimately only through intuition.  Later 

religious philosophers, influenced by Plato, applied this concept of transcendence to 

divinity, maintaining, that God, can be neither described nor understood, in terms that 

are taken from human experience.  The doctrine, that God is transcendent, in the sense 

of existing outside of nature, is a fundamental principle in the orthodox forms of 

Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. 

 

The terms, transcendent and transcendental were used, in a more narrow and technical 

sense, by Scholastic philosophers, late in the Middle Ages, to signify concepts of 

unrestricted generality, applying to all types of things.  The Scholastics recognized six 

such transcendental concepts: essence, unity, goodness, truth, thing, and something 

(Latin ens, unum, bonum, verum, res, and aliquid).   

 

The German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, was the first to make a technical distinction, 

between the terms, transcendent and transcendental.  Kant reserved the term, 

transcendent for those entities, such as God and the soul, which are thought to exist, 

outside of human experience, and are therefore, unknowable; he used the term, 

transcendental to signify a priori forms of thought, that is, innate principles, with which, 

the mind gives form to its perceptions and makes experience intelligible.  Kant applied 

the name, transcendental philosophy, to the study of pure mind and it’s a priori forms. 

Later, German idealist-‘philosophers, who were influenced by Kant, particularly, Johann 

Gottlieb Fichte, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, and Edmund Husserl, 

described their views as transcendental.  Consequently, the term, transcendentalism, 

came to be applied, almost exclusively, to doctrines of metaphysical idealism. 
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Transcendental Literature 

In its most specific usage, transcendentalism refers to a literary and philosophical 

movement, that developed in the U.S., in the first half of the 19th century.  While the 

movement was, in part, a reaction to certain 18th-century rationalist doctrines, it was 

strongly influenced, by Deism, which, although rationalist, was opposed to Calvinist 

orthodoxy.  Transcendentalism, also involved, a rejection of the strict Puritan religious 

attitudes, that were the heritage of New England, where the movement originated.  In 

addition, it opposed the strict ritualism and dogmatic theology, of all established 

religious institutions.   

 

More important, the transcendentalists were influenced by romanticism, especially such 

aspects, as self-examination, the celebration of individualism, and the extolling of the 

beauties of nature and humankind. Consequently, transcendentalist writers expressed  

semi-religious feelings toward nature, as well as, the creative process, and saw a direct 

connection, or correspondence, between the universe (macrocosm) and the individual 

soul (microcosm).  In this view, divinity permeated all objects, animate or inanimate, and 

the purpose of human life, was union, with the so-called Over-Soul.  Intuition, rather 

than reason, was regarded as the highest human faculty.  Fulfillment of human potential 

could be accomplished through mysticism or through an acute awareness of the beauty 

and truth of the surrounding natural world.  This process was regarded, as inherently 

individual, and all orthodox tradition, was suspect. 

 

American transcendentalism began with the formation (1836), of the Transcendental 

Club in Boston.  Among the leaders of the movement, were the essayist, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, the feminist and social reformer, Margaret Fuller, the preacher, Theodore 

Parker, the educator, Bronson Alcott, the philosopher, William Ellery Channing, and the 

author and naturalist, Henry David Thoreau.  The Transcendental Club published a 

magazine, The Dial, and some of the club’s members, participated in an experiment in 

communal living at Brook Farm, in West Roxbury, Massachusetts, during the 1840’s. 

Major transcendentalist works of the American movement, include Emerson’s essays 

“Nature” (1836) and “Self-Reliance” (1841), as well as, many of his metaphysical 

poems, and also Thoreau’s Walden, or Life in the Woods (1854), which, is an account of 

an individual’s attempt, to live simply and in harmony with nature.  

 

Utilitarianism (Latin utilis, “useful”), in ethics, the doctrine, that what is useful is good, 

and consequently, that the ethical value of conduct, is determined by the utility of its 
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results.  The term, utilitarianism, is more specifically, applied to the proposition, that the 

supreme objective of moral action, is the achievement of the greatest happiness for the 

greatest number.  This objective, is also, considered the aim of all legislation and is the 

ultimate criterion of all social institutions.  The utilitarian theory of ethics, is generally, 

opposed to ethical doctrines, in which, some inner sense or faculty, often called the 

conscience, is made the absolute arbiter of right and wrong.  Utilitarianism, is likewise, 

at variance, with the view that moral distinctions depend on the will of God, and that the 

pleasure given by an act to the individual alone, who performs it, is the decisive test of 

good and evil. 

 

Work of Paley and Bentham 

Utilitarianism was enunciated in its most characteristic form by the British theologian, 

William Paley, in his Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy (1785) and by the 

British jurist and philosopher, Jeremy Betham in his Introduction to the Principles of 

Morals and Legislation (1789). In Paley’s work, utilitarianism is combined, with both 

individual-istic hedonism and theological authoritarianism, as illustrated in his definition 

of virtue as the “doing [of] good to mankind, in obedience to the will of God, and for the 

sake of everlasting happiness.”  Bentham employed the utilitarian theory as a 

foundation, not merely, of an ethical system, but also, of legal and political reforms. He 

maintained the necessity of sacrificing smaller interests to greater, or, at all events, of 

not sacrificing greater interests to smaller, and so posited as the ethical goal of human 

society, the greatest happiness of the greatest number. 

 

Bentham sought to illustrate the doctrine of utilitarianism, by counterposing it, to the 

doctrine of asceticism, on the one hand, and to the theory of sympathy and antipathy, 

on the other.  Asceticism, he defined, as the principle, that pleasure should be forfeited, 

and pain incurred, without expectation of any recompense.  The theory of sympathy and 

antipathy, he held, to be based on the, “principle which approves or disapproves of 

certain actions, not on account of their tending to augment the happiness, nor yet, on 

account of their tending to diminish the happiness of the party. whose interest is in 

question, but merely, because a man finds himself, disposed to approve or disapprove 

of them: holding up, that approbation or disapprobation, as a sufficient reason for itself, 

and disclaiming the necessity of looking out for any extrinsic ground.”  In his exposition 

of the theory of utilitarianism, however, Bentham postulated, “four sanctions or sources 

of pain and pleasure,” namely, the physical, the moral, the religious, and the political.  

The physical sanction, according to Bentham, is the basis of all the others.  He sought  
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further, to devise a scale of pleasures and pains, rating them, in terms of their intensity, 

purity, duration, propinquity or remoteness, certainty, fruitfulness, and the extent, to 

which, pleasure and pain are shared among the greatest number of people. 

 

After Bentham 

Other notable exponents were the British jurist, John Austin and the British 

philosophers, James Mill and John Stuart Mill.  Austin set forth, as strong defense of the 

utilitarian theory in his Province of Jurisprudence Determined (1832).  James Mill 

interpreted and popularized the theory in a number of articles contributed, for the most 

part, to the Westminster Review, a periodical founded by Bentham and others, to 

promote the spread of the utilitarian philosophy.  John Stuart Mill, who made 

utilitarianism, the subject of one of his philosophical treatises (Utilitarianism, 1863), is 

the ablest champion of the doctrine, after Bentham.  His contribution, to the theory, 

consists in his recognition of distinctions of quality, in addition to those of intensity, 

among pleasures. Thus, whereas Bentham maintained, that the “quality of pleasure 

being equal, push-pin [a child’s game], is as good as poetry,” Mill contended that, “it is 

better to be a human being, dissatisfied, than a pig, satisfied,” that is, human discontent, 

is better than animal fulfillment.   By this statement, Mill, seems to have rejected the 

identification of the concept, “happiness” with “pleasure and the absence of pain” and 

the concept “unhappiness” with “pain and the absence of pleasure,” as  found in 

Bentham’s works and in his own earlier formulations.  The British philosopher, Henry 

Sidgwick, a contemporary disciple of Mill, gave a comprehensive presentation of Mill’s 

utilitarianism in his Methods of Ethics (1874).  Somewhat later, the British philosophers, 

Herbert Spencer and Sir Leslie Stephen, the former in his Data of Ethics (1879), the 

latter in his Science of Ethics (1882), sought to synthesize the utilitarian theory, with the 

principles of biological evolution, as expounded, in the works of Charles Darwin.  Both 

the American philosopher and psychologist, William James and the American 

philosopher, psychologist, and educator, John Dewey, were influenced, by utilitarianism. 

Dewey, substituted intelligence for pleasure, or happiness, both, as the supreme value 

and as the most reliable method of achieving other desirable values. 

 

Vitalism, philosophy, that living organisms are distinct from nonliving entities, by 

possessing a “vital force.”  This vital force energizes living organisms in a non-physical, 

non-chemical manner.  Vitalism is an aspect of the philosophy of idealism, which claims, 

that abstract, non-material forms or processes (ideas), precede and give rise to the 

material.  Although vitalists do not deny the value of biochemical investigations of cells 

or organisms, they believe, that such work, can never lead to an understanding of the 
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ultimate nature of life, because, by definition, the vital force cannot be comprehended, 

by studying chemical and physical phenomena. 

 

Vitalism is distinguished, from traditional religious views of the nature of life, because 

vitalists, do not necessarily, attribute the vital force, to a creator or supernatural being.  

Vitalism, is also, distinguished from organicism, or holism -- the view, that living 

organisms, function as an interconnected whole -- which, in contrast to vitalism, neither 

assumes a vital force, nor claims, that the properties of the whole organism, cannot be 

understood by rational investigation. 

 

In the early 20th century, embryologist, Hans Driesch, was a leading exponent of 

vitalism.  Driesch employed the concept of entelechy --that is, the concept, that vital 

force accounts, not only, for the maintenance of life, but also, for its development -- to 

explain, among other things, the process of embryonic  differentiation.  Today, few 

biologists, give credence to vitalism, in any of its forms, although many acknowledge, 

the importance of the organicist approach. 

 

Will (philosophy and psychology), in philosophy and psychology, capacity to choose 

among alternative courses of action and to act on the choice made, particularly when, 

the action is directed toward a specific goal or is governed by definite ideals and 

principles of conduct.  Willed behavior contrasts with behavior, stemming from instinct, 

impulse, reflex, or habit, none of which, involves conscious choice among alternatives.  

Willed behavior, contrasts also, with the vacillations, manifested by alternating choices, 

among conflicting alternatives. 

 

Philosophical Views 

Until the 20th century, most philosophers conceived the will, as a separate faculty, with 

which, every person is born. They differed, however, about the role of this faculty, in the 

personality makeup. For one school of philosophers, most notably represented, by the 

German philosopher, Arthur Schopenhauer, a universal will, is the primary reality, and 

the individual’s will, forms part of it.  In his view, the will dominates every other aspect of 

an individual’s personality, knowledge, feelings, and direction in life.  A contemporary 

form of Schopenhauer’s theory, is implicit, in some forms of existentialism, such as the 

existentialist view, expressed by the French philosopher, Jean Paul Sartre, which 
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regards, personality as the product of actions, and actions, as manifestations of the will, 

to give meaning to the universe. 

 

Most other philosophers have regarded the will, as co-equal or secondary, to other 

aspects of personality.  Plato believed that the psyche, is divided into three parts:  

reason, will, and desire.  For rationalist philosophers, such as Aristotle, Thomas 

Aquinas, and Rene Descartes, the will, is the agent of the rational soul, in governing 

purely, animal appetites and passions.  Some empirical philosophers, such as David 

Hume, discount the importance of rational influences upon the will; they think of the will, 

as ruled mainly, by emotion.  Evolutionary philosophers, such as Herbert Spencer, and 

pragmatist philosophers, such as John Dewey, conceive the will, not as an innate 

faculty, but as a product of experience, evolving gradually, as the mind and personality 

of the individual develop, in social interaction. 

 

Psychological Views 

Modern psychologists tend to accept the pragmatic theory of the will.  They regard the 

will as an aspect or quality of behavior, rather than as a separate faculty.  It is the whole 

person who wills.  This act of willing, is manifested by (1)  the fixing of attention, on 

relatively distant goals, and relatively abstract standards and principles of conduct; (2)  

the weighing of alternative courses of action and the taking of deliberate action, that 

seems best calculated, to serve specific goals and principles; (3)  the inhibition of 

impulses and habits, that might distract attention from, or otherwise, conflict with, a goal 

or principle; and (4)  perseverance against obstacles and frustrations, in pursuit of goals 

or adherence to principles. 

 

Among the common deficiencies, that may lead to infirmity of will, are absence of goals, 

worth striving for, or of ideals and standards of conduct, worth respecting; vacillating 

attention; incapacity to resist impulses or to break habits; and inability to decide among 

alternatives or to stick to a decision, once made. 
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