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PHIL 1115   Introduction to Philosophy

Lec 21:    The Nature of Reality
Objectives for Lec 2:
· To appreciate the role of mythology in answering questions about reality.

· To understand the significance of Thales and the other Milesians as proto-scientists.

· To appreciate the importance of the questions asked by the early Greek philosophers.

· To identify and explain the theories which are associated with the early Greek philosophers.

PART 1: The Real World 
Our question today is:   What is real?  Seems simple enough, but, oddly, the question gets more complicated the more time you spend with it.  There are only two places for things to exist:  either in our minds or outside our minds.  Everything there is is either inside minds or outside minds.

When we were six, this was an easy division.  What kinds of things are inside minds?  Thoughts, ideas, beliefs, images, fears, hopes and dreams…
What kinds of things are outside minds?  Castles, fire engines, doctors, the school, mom and dad, our bodies, the sky…
Why is the problem more difficult now?

Because we’re older. Because we’re smarter. Because we’ve been fooled by our senses more often. Because we’ve watched a lot of television. Because we’ve had to give up the idea of Santa Claus. Because our ability to reason is greater.
Another way we might look at this is to divide things by what has existence only when we attend to its existence, and what continues in existence when we don’t attend.  Most of us would have no trouble deciding in which category to put things like memories of Christmas trees from my childhood versus the trees outside my window.  It seems obvious that those things are quantifiably different.  But not everything is that easy.  

Part 2:   Mythology

It is difficult to know when early man began to glimpse that things are not always what they seem.  What is clear is that the earliest response to this problem (perhaps fear of the answer) was mythology.  Mythology provides answers (satisfactory in some times and places – many times and places – unsatisfactory in others) to some of the same questions philosophy and science would answer later.
Mythology posited an unseen world behind the visible one.  In a sense….philosophy, religion and science all do the same things – attempt to answer the same questions.   And, they all posit an unseen world behind the visible one.  They just go about determining what that unseen reality is like in a different way.  

Mythological answers

The earliest theories of where the world came from are related in ancient myth.  Mythology helped explain the unknown – helped attenuate the fear of the unknown.  It was found to have some useful side effects:  

· It enforced custom and tradition

· It upheld the social order

The ancients used analogy – something we still do.  Analogy plays a fundamental role in the attempt to make the world intelligible.

------------------------------------------------

Definition:

Analogy:  using the familiar or understood to explain the unfamiliar or the inexplicable

------------------------------------------

Analogy is a common thread from the earliest and crudest efforts of myth to the latest and most sophisticated explanations of science (string theory, for example…).  We understand the world through analogy.  We explain the creation of the world through analogy.  The types of analogies vary widely, but certain motifs reappear frequently:
1.  art or craft

2.  biological creation

3.  submission to the word  (strong man – hero)
Three myths of creation

-------------------------------------------

Art or Craft:  A Blackfoot Myth

---------------------------------------------

One day Old Man determined that he would make a woman and a child.  He formed them both of clay and said to them, "You must be people."  He covered the shapes and left.  He came every day to check.  The first morning, they had changed little.  He covered them again.  He came again and again.  On the fourth morning he removed the coverings and, seeing progress, he told the shapes to get up and walk.  They did.  They walked to the river with Old Man and he told them his name.  Woman asked if her kind were to be immortal.  Old Man did not know;  he hadn’t thought about it.  He decided to leave it to chance.  Woman would throw a buffalo chip into the river.  If it floated, her kind would be immortal.   Woman knew better than to want immortality.  Out of Old Man’s sight, she chose a stone to throw.   The life of mankind has been finite ever since.
----------------------------------------------------------------

Biological Creation:  Greek myth of the Cosmic Egg

----------------------------------------------------------------

Chaos was the original confusion in which earth, sea, and air were mixed up together, personified by the Greeks as the most ancient of the gods.  

In the beginning there was Eurynome, goddess of all things.  She rose from Chaos and divided the sea from the sky with air in between.  She was cold and lonely.  She danced on the waves to keep warm.  Dancing faster and faster, she generated a wind behind her – turning, she played with the wind – rubbed it between her hands and formed the serpent, Ophion.   Ophion fell in love (or lust) with the beautiful dancer and coiled himself up along her legs and impregnated her.  She turned herself into a dove and laid the Universal Egg.  Ophion coiled around the egg until it hatched.  Out of the Egg came all the things in the earth:  sun and moon, planets and stars, plants and animals and people, hills, rivers, mountains and caves.
Eurynome and Ophion lived together for a while, but he got on her nerves always claiming that he was the creator of the universe.  One day she stepped on his head, knocked out his teeth and exiled him to a dark cave….

-----------------------------------------------------------------

(for the curious and creative…)

Compare:  "And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel". (Genesis 3:15)
-----------------------------------------------------------------

China:

The story of Pangu, the giant…
The universe began as a dark, egglike mass.  Pangu split the egg, creating the sky and the earth.  He kept them apart with his strength.  When he died, his body changed:
his breath turned into wind, 

his eyes into the sun and moon

his body turned into mountain ranges

his blood became rivers

his hair turned into trees and grass and plants

his sweat turned into dew

the parasites on his body turned into living creatures

----------------------------------------------------------

Creation by Fiat:  Biblical Story of Creation
-------------------------------------------------------------------------

Genesis 1:3
And God said: Let there be light and there was light.
(Notice, however, that the Biblical myth introduces (or rather holds on to) the idea of the potter making humanity out of clay (Genesis 2:7):  Adamah was the Hebrew word for earth)
Note that these stories about the origin of the world make an effort to account for the way the world seems to us.   People really don’t live forever.  The sea and the sky are divided by the air.  Breath is like the wind.  Blood does flow like rivers.   In this way, mythology does include some philosophical thinking.  The function mythology served is today divided:  
· How the world came into being and what it is physically made of belongs to the scientists.
· What the world means – why it exists and how it exists – how it can be apprehended is the province of philosophers.
-----------------------------------------------------------------

The Early Materialists

The very earliest philosophers, you’ll remember, are called the pre-Socratics.  
The primary task they set for themselves was to discover what the world was made of – what is the unseen reality behind the world we seem to see and feel and hear?

Their primary questions were:

· What is the world made of?

· What does it mean for something to exist?

· What happens to things when they change?

And they refused to accept these mythological explanations.   Religious explanations were merely pretty stories for children, they said.

----------------------------------

Part 3:  
Thales
Water as the first principle

Why did he choose water as the first principle? We don’t actually know -- we have no original writing by Thales.

Ancient Near Eastern mythology (particularly the Babylonian Enuma Elish) taught that the world began in a watery chaos – the abyss – that everything was formed out of that watery world.  (That watery abyss story makes its way into our Bible after the Hebrews spent two generations captive in Babylon before writing their Bible.)
Aristotle wrote that Thales "probably derived his opinion from observing that the nutriment of all things is moist, and that even actual heat is generated therefrom, and that animal life is sustained by water... and from the fact that the seeds of all things possess a moist nature, and that water is a first principle of all things that are humid." 

Note that Aristotle uses the word "probably," so gives his statement merely as a conjecture. It is even more uncertain by what process Thales thought that water changes into other things. 

Nevertheless, the question of whether everything can be regarded as a single reality appearing in different forms is the central one of Greek science for a long time after that.

----------------------------------------
Vocabulary:   

Arche: Greek term for beginning or ultimate principle. The Milesian philosophers looked for a single material stuff of which the entire universe is composed.

------------------------------------------------

The pre-Socratics who followed Thales did not agree with his theory of water as the basic element.   Despite this, he was an inspiration to them.  
Early Nonphysical Views of Reality
Not all the pre-Socratic thinkers were convinced that the basic principle of the world was physical (or even knowable).  They moved philosophy away from a consideration of what the world was physically made of, to a consideration of what the world might really be.  Their answers were varied, but uniformly surprising.  

Parmenides, for instance, theorized that this world cannot be real at all.   Like the Milesian philosophers, Parmenides sought what was real and unchanging in the universe.   But instead of finding some physical basis underlying the world we see, he theorized that nothing in this world that we inhabit could be real.   There might be reality (the well-rounded heart of truth, he called it) somewhere but it could not be known by us.   Everything in our world changes, grows, ages, rots, festers, and dies.   Therefore, none of it can be real.   Reality cannot be changeable.
What really IS cannot have come into being because Being is eternal, well-rounded and complete – there is no need (nor opportunity) for anything to be added to it.  Nothing in our world, however, is eternal and unchanging.  Compared to Being, our sensible world is an illusion (sensible here means perceivable by the senses).  We’re just equipped (by our senses) to live in this world – so that is what we see – that is all we see.  And, according to Parmenides, it is all illusion.

Parmenides wants us to believe, not only that the physical world is not what it seems.  Thales already said that.  He wants us to believe that this physical world is not real at all.  He grants that there may be a real world – but that we can’t know anything about it.  All we can experience is this growing, changing, aging, rotting world because we are part of the growing, changing, aging and rotting.  But it is all an illusion – we just don’t have the right kind of sensors to experience the real world – our sensors have equipped us only for the illusion.  
(Richard Dawkins makes a similar point in a recent speech --  that we can experience only a small part of reality – because, through evolution, our senses fitted us for what was necessary for our survival – therefore, we can’t hear what some animals can hear – we can’t see what some animals can see  etc.  Listen to Richard Dawkins here).
--------------------------------

(sidelight)

Parmenides on Being and Becoming:   
“What is, is.  What is not, is not.”

Being is what exists (perfect, whole and unchanging).

Becoming is what we can experience with our senses.

“Only being exists, and becoming is not at all.”

-------------------------------------------------------

The fallout from this argument underlies much of Western metaphysics.
· Philosophers should be interested only in what is.

· They should not be concerned with anything that changes (because not real).

· If the conclusions do not match common sense and apparent reality…too bad for common sense and apparent reality.

This is a long way from “everything is water.”  But the conversation didn’t end there.  Other philosophers disagreed with Parmenides, insisting that plurality does exist – that change does exist.  Along with Parmenides, and to differentiate them from the ancient materialists, they are referred to as the ancient immaterialists.  
Heraclitus was a Greek philosopher of Ephesus   (virtual tour here).  Born into a noble family, he had a sovereign contempt for the mass of mankind.   Fed up with society (and democratic government), he moved into the country.    In his later years he wrote a philosophical treatise, which he deposited in the Temple of Artemis (one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world), making it a condition that it should not be published until after his death. He was buried in the marketplace of Ephesus, and for several centuries after, the Ephesians continued to engrave his image on their coins. 
His great work "On Nature" (peri phuseos), was published in three volumes, but we have only fragments today.  They are difficult to read and understand as we have mostly bits and pieces quoted by other later writers, often quoting him out of context and for their own purposes.  Many insist that he was intentionally difficult to understand.  Even in his own day, he was considered so difficult a writer that he was known as "the Obscure" (skoteinos),  and  the "riddler."   He also had the name "the Weeping Philosopher."     (painting by Johannes Moreelse)
Heraclitus had little respect for the intelligence, never mind wisdom, of men generally.  Even other philosophers felt his sting.  In one fragment he mentions Xenophanes along with Hesiod and Pythagoras as instances of the truth that “much learning does not teach men to think.”  (fr. 16)

Heraclitus differentiates between knowledge and wisdom.  His ARCHE is the Logos.  Logos is the form or rhythm behind the flux.  Unlike Parmenides and Zeno, Heraclitus says that change is the very nature of the universe  --  the only thing which exists.  The universe is in constant change – constant, ordered change.  Logos is this underlying order.  And he uses the word Logos for this underlying order or reason behind the change.  Logos equals WORD/FIRE.   

Compare:  "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. The same was in the beginning with God. All things were made by him" (John 1:1-3).

Heraclitus uses Fire as a symbol for that order or reason.  “The Logos is common to all -- but some act as though they had a private understanding”  (keep in mind that this is translation and not everyone would translate exactly in this way). 
So fire is a symbol for the process of the universe.  And Heraclitus says there is only process.  But he also seems to regard fire as having real standing as the reality of the world (note that he is often listed among the materialists and the immaterialists).  
For Heraclitus, the primary form of reality (the Arche) is the processes and attributes of fire – combustion, change, light, heat – the keys to all life – human life – the world’s life.  Physical life.  Spiritual life.  So, in direct contradiction of Parmenides, Heraclitus insisted that the world is ever changing.  It is a process that never rests.  Fire must be constantly fed at the bottom.  And it constantly gives off smoke and vapor at the top.  “Measures kindling and measures going out.”  The continuation of the fire and the steadiness of the flame depends on this “coming into existence and going out of existence.”  Heraclitus calls the world  'an everliving fire' (fr. 20) and an unceasing process of eternal flux (panta rei). 

---------------------------------------------------------
For the curious:
Heraclitus:  On the process of eternal flux (panta rei):

"This world, the world of all things, neither any god nor man made, but it always was, it is, and it will be an everlasting fire, measures kindling and measures going out." 

------------------------------------------------------------------

The world is eternal.  And it is ever-changing.  Everything came from something else and everything becomes something else.  Nothing can escape the processes of change.  Not the gods, not the universe itself.  (See frag 43)  (Think of a blender which slowly but surely pulls everything down into the vortex and spews it out again at the edges, changed.)  This is the thinking behind one of Heraclitus’ most famous fragments:   ‘You cannot step twice into the same river.’   (fr. 41). 

The pre-Socratics are important for their groundwork – the trail they forged – the questions they outlined.  They show us how radical a thing organized philosophy was.  And they charted the course for the future of philosophy.  Unlike the earlier mythological answers, their answers had nothing to do with God.  

Modern metaphysics inherited the problems left by the Pre-Socratics:

· What is the ultimate substance?

· How does it relate to what we see and hear and touch?

They also inherited the method used by the Pre-Socratics:
· Reason over common sense

· The observant mind rather than the observant eye

-----------------------

You might want to read the quick review of the pre-Socratics found here before moving on to Plato’s and Aristotle’s views of reality.   
Plato’s Forms
Plato is a mountain in the landscape of Philosophy.  His influence is still with us today.  I’ll just remind you of what Alfred North Whitehead said:  The safest general characterization of the European philosophical tradition is that it consists of a series of footnotes to Plato.
Plato insisted that no one could do an adequate job of presenting a true picture of reality.  Anyone who tried would obviously and necessarily be misunderstood.  Reality is just not something a reader could understand from mere reading.  Rather, it required long association and hard thinking. (No easy way – no Dummies Guide to the Meaning of the World.)

-----------------------------------------------------

For the Curious:  
Read the introduction to this article about Plato.    Why do you think Plato might have withheld some of his philosophical views from the general public?

-------------------------------------------------------
Like the pre-Socratic materialists who preceded him, Plato believed that the real world and the world we seem to experience are not the same.

Plato differed from the pre-Socratics, however, in his conception of the reality behind the appearance.  The single most important feature of Plato’s philosophy is his theory of Forms.  (Sometimes referred to as IDEAS, but FORMS is a preferable word as Plato does not mean ideas in the mind – but rather ideal forms.)

Plato developed a variety of arguments for the existence of Forms:

· A better demands a best

· The multiplicity of similar objects demands a perfect model or Form

· Our understanding of these Forms demands their existence (e.g. whence do we know equality or justice or love?)

For Plato, Forms are the ultimate reality.  Everything on the earth changes.  Children grow old and die.  Trees grow stunted or well.  Fires go out.  Milk sours.

Plato agreed with Heraclitus  (things are constantly changing – “You cannot step into the same river twice”).  But he also agreed with Parmenides about the real world being unchanging and eternal.  To accommodate both these views, Plato posited a two-tiered world:

1. The world in which we live – constantly changing – a world of Becoming

2. The world of Forms -- unchanging  -- a world of Being

Beauty is the Form which shines most clearly through the veil between the world of Being and the world of Becoming.  According to Plato, it is why we have such an attraction to beauty – it most clearly reminds us of the time our immortal souls spent behind the veil.  Beauty here is not merely physical beauty – although that is certainly included – but all moral beauty:  perfect justice, perfect honesty, perfect wisdom and goodness.   If our souls are not crippled, we are attracted by the beauty of truth and goodness just as much as by physical beauty.   As the Allegory of the Cave demonstrated, this world is a shadow of that ideal world -–so we have a leg up already in understanding it.  We see bits of perfection in the truth, justice and beauty in this world of becoming – because it participates in the ideal truth, justice and beauty in the world of Being.  

Two things to remember about the allegory of the cave
1.      it tells us that the world of our direct experience is a shadow or imitation of the real world.
equally importantly:

2.      it tells us that the world of our direct experience provides us with some knowledge of the divine and ultimate reality – glimpses of perfection.
Philosophy’s job is to open the eyes of those prisoners in the cave (who are all of us) to those two truths.
Before we move on to Plato’s best-known student, Aristotle, take a look at some images of Plato’s cave…

Aristotle’s Metaphysics
Aristotle was a student of Plato’s, spending twenty years at his school.   But he didn’t entirely accept Plato’s doctrine of Ideas, claiming not to understand the concept of “participation” in the Forms.   He called it “a mere empty phrase” and a “poetic metaphor.”  But he also didn’t find it a satisfying explanation because he was interested in how things change and Plato’s Forms were useless in understanding that.  

Aristotle was a philosopher, but also a man of science and as such was unwilling to give this sensible world such short shrift.  “Of course this world is real!!”  he would say.  He agreed that what things have in common was essential to any knowledge about things – but he refused to separate these universals, these Forms, from the things themselves.  In opposition to Plato’s theory of Forms, Aristotle posited the notion of ‘essence’.  It serves the same functions – allows him to talk about the “specialness” of things – but it’s more satisfactory because it doesn’t require an otherworldly explanation.   He also rejected Plato’s notion of the immortal soul.  (I’m calling it Plato’s notion, but of course Plato got it from Pythagoras who got it from the Egyptians who had believed it for centuries before the Greeks.)   Aristotle was more interested in man as a creature of nature – earthy and earthly. 
 He built a hierarchy of reality opposite to Plato’s.  Whereas Plato had accorded more reality to more abstract aspects of things (the Form ‘dog’ being more real than my particular pet), Aristotle turned it around, according more reality to my particular pet than to the form ‘dog.’  The farther you get from the specific, the farther you get from reality.  For Aristotle, my dog is more real than the idea of Labrador retrievers, which is more real than the concept dog.  

· “We can now say quite clearly what we are trying to do.  Philosophy – and metaphysics in particular – is an interpretation of the world.   It is our attempt to make sense of it…”
Behind all we have studied today, lie the same two very important assumptions that the early Materialists first posited:

1. The world is intelligible

2. Man can figure it out with his mind

The Observant Mind rather than the Observant Eye

-----------------------------------------------

For the Curious:
Watch this award-winning video about Plato’s Cave.  
-------------------------------------------------
