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 Western Philosophy began in the Sixth Century B.C. in Greece.  The pre-Socratics (early Greek philosophers) were physicists who directed their focus to speculation about the source of the universe i.e. determining what the universe was made of.  The importance of this speculation will become clear as we proceed.

The first of the pre-Socratic physicists was Thales.  He claimed that the universe was made of water.  He meant that water is the basic substance out of which all other elements are constituted.  Others who came after Thales argued that the universe was made of earth, or fire, or air, or some combination of all these basic elements.  In the fifth century B.C., a thinker named Democritus solved the riddle by claiming all things are made of atoms.

 As time went on it became apparent to many thinkers that the most important questions were not being explored.  If the earth was made of water, or fire, or air, or whatever, how does the water, fire, or air change to something else?  How does anything change from one thing to another?  What is the nature of the universe?  Does everything change, or is their a basic reality which is permanent and unchangeable?

Thinkers have varied widely in their answers to these questions.  Heraclitus argued that the basic nature of reality itself is change.  Others, such as Parmenides, insisted that change is a deception of the senses, that reality is ultimately unchangeable.  Still others took positions between the extremes of Haraclitus (change) and Parmenides (permanence).  Pythagoras, for example, claimed that beneath or beyond the surface of the changeable universe that we see and experience is a substructure of mathematical principles.  If you wish to understand the cosmos, says Pythagoras, you must understand it mathematically.

As varied s these different doctrines are, we can identify two general and opposing tendencies which characterize the debate about the nature of reality.  Those who continued the sort of questions which interested Thales (what is the universe made of?) tended to argue that the universe must be understood strictly in terms of materialist principles.  They took the view that reality is nothing more than material; nothing more than what we can see or sense.  As such, they argued, we must assume that change is real, and that there is no spiritual principle behind it.  Democritus, for example, argued that everything was made of material atoms that move and combine in different ways purely by accident (big bang theory?).  What exists is the result of an unplanned combination of atoms, nothing more.

Thinkers such as Parmenides and Pythagoras, on the other hand, insisted that beneath reality (appearance) is a more basic reality (permanence).  Without this more basic reality, the universe would make no sense they argue.  While the world we see changes and is impermanent, there must be an unchanging pattern and purpose to things.  What exists is thus the embodiment or reflection of some under laying structure or reality.  i.e.  There is more to reality than simple existence.

The Greeks called these two tendencies in pre-Socratic thought being and becoming.  The materialists, who were philosophers of “becoming,” believed that things change without any inherent purpose or direction.  The only reality is material.  The philosophers of being believed that things must be before they can exist, that there must be a permanence which is the source of change.  Being is perfect and unchangeable, also beyond the physical.  Becoming for them is an embodiment of the unchangeable which is being.

What is important about this debate over reality?  For our purposes, it is its implications for human social and political life.  Pythagoras was the first to articulate this.  He argued that by intellectually comprehending mathematical principles we will instill within the human soul that same mathematical harmony found around us.  This harmony within us will produce better communities and better societies.  In this way, Pythagoras showed a relationship between metaphysics and ethics; between our basic presuppositions about reality and our conception of how we should live as individuals and as members of society.  Those who found themselves in the materialist camp, however, drew radically different conclusions (many of which you, as Americans, accept).  As we shall see throughout this semester, Western political philosophy can be seen as a debate between the materialists (philosophers of becoming) and the philosophers of being who find reality beyond existence.  Throughout the debate the battle between change and permanence (and the ways in which they are related or separated) determine answers to the more basic questions of human life.  How should we live?  What is really important in life?  What is the good life? 

