
SESSION 1 – TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 22, 2022 

What is Philosophy and what value is there in its study? 

In simple terms to philosophise is to seek understanding of life, its circumstances, its demands. 
The history of philosophy is the story of how, over the ages, great minds have engaged in this 
search. An end-goal of the study of philosophy is to achieve for yourself a better lifestyle. 

These brief statements are an introduction to a complex journey of enquiry and discovery along the 
pathways of observation, experience, theorising, teaching, testing, etc., pathways which touch on 
geometry, mathematics, religion, the supernatural, logic, proofs, astronomy, astrology, science and 
alchemy. 

If this sounds daunting don’t be discouraged. Course content will be served in easily digestible 
pieces, with no need for prior knowledge of philosophical concepts.  

So let us begin.  

Here is a listing of some of the philosophers we will study. There are others who may be 
included as the course proceeds and, unfortunately, others who will be excluded through the 
limitations of time available to us.  

The Ancients:- 

Thales – born about 625 BCE – first to use reasoning rather than reliance on myth and legend. 
 (BCE = before common era, same as BC = years before Christ)  
Pythagoras – rather a mystery man - born about 570 BCE – credited with beginning the science of 
numbers & the discovery of  musical harmony 
Socrates – 469-399 (known chiefly through Plato) – extended philosophy beyond the physical  
world to include morality and justice. 
Plato – 425-327 – his perfect ‘Forms’, of which worldly items are inferior examples, exist only in 
an unworldly realm. 
Aristotle – 384-322 – believed, at varience with Plato, that we learn about the world through 
experience alone. 

From Medieval times:- 

Thomas Aquinas – 1225-74 – incorporated Aristotelian ideas into Christian theology. 
William of Ockham – 1285-1347 – the fewer the assumptions made in an argument the better. 



From Modern times:- 

Descartes – 1596-1650 – God is dead – nothing but self can be proved. 
Spinoza -  1632 – 77 – Reality is a single substance with both mental & physical attributes. 
Kant – 1724-1804 – Our experience of reality is unreliable. 

In the 20th Century:- 

Bertrand Russell – 1872-1970 – Many philosophical problems arise from assuming that 
‘existence’ is a property of things. 
Wittgenstein – 1889-1951 - mutual understanding depends on sharing the same ‘picture’ of the 
world. 
Mackie – 1917-82 – Moral values are not set in concrete but vary with way of life & culture. 
Heidegger – 1889-1976 – What does it mean to exist as a human being in this world? 
Sartre – 1905-1980 – Two different ways of existing - ‘Being in itself’ & ‘Being for itself’ 

Philosophers for this session:  Thales & Spinoza. 

Thales. 

Although Socrates, Plato & Aristotle are ‘the big three’ of ancient Greek philosophers, we will leave 
them for later and commence with Thales who, with others of the Milesian school, brought 
observation and reasoning into the quest for answers to life’s questions. This is the first recorded 
departure from beliefs that gods and other mythical agencies had influence on the fortunes of 
humans, and were responsible for thunder, lightning, earthquakes, storms at sea and for all other 
observable phenomena. 

In Greece, 600 years before Christ, the need to pay homage to the Olympian gods was ingrained in 
the culture. Zeus was the ‘supremo’, with lightning and a thunderbolt ready at hand to ensure he 
remained so. He reigned over many lesser gods and over the affairs of man. Gods were deathless 
but could associate, even mate, with mortals and interfere with their lives for good or ill, as a 
reading of Homer’s ‘Iliad’ or ‘Odyssey’ will amply illustrate. Some gods were directly involved 
with specific human activities – two daughters of the premier goddess Hera presided over birth – no 
child could be born, nor any mother find relief. without them.  Asclepius was the god of health and 
had miraculous cures, even to the extent of restoring life to the dead. However, he himself was 
struck dead by a thunderbolt after managing to offend Zeus by an action which ‘thwarted the order 
of nature’. 

In such an environment Thales’ contribution, and those of his pupils,  is quite remarkable. He was 
an engineer and astronomer; he believed the earth was flat with the land area floating on a 
surrounding expanse of water – thus earthquakes were not caused by gods but, he reasoned, by the 
rocking action of underlying waves. He is credited with discovering that the height of a pyramid 
could be determined by measuring its shadow at that time of the day when his own shadow was 



equal to his own height, a method still with practical value today. He held water to be the origin of 
all things and is said to have predicted the solar eclipse of 585 BCE. 

There is much more to know about Thales of Miletus. For those with access to the internet, 
YouTube has short videos and Wikipedia gives extensive coverage. Books on philosophy and 
encyclopedia are also information sources. 

Here we will leave Thales but with this question for you to consider – why did 
Thales consider water as the source of all things when, at that time, it was 
thought that things were made from different combinations of four elements – 
earth, air, fire and water? 

Spinoza – 1632-1677 

Baruch Spinoza was a Jew who had a greater and more general influence on world history than 
many other philosophers prior and later to him. Among his own community in Amsterdam he was 
considered an atheist and was excommunicated from his synagogue at the age of twenty four; not 
surprising as included among his ideas were the denial of a god with power over human destiny, 
denial of the existence of immortal souls, and denial of the relevance of Judaism’s Law as set out in 
scripture.  

As has been (and is) common in every age and culture anyone bucking the system can have a hard 
time of it. Spinoza had to leave Amsterdam and his work as a lens grinder in more remote towns led 
to an early death through glass dust affecting his lungs. His great work - ‘Ethics’ - embraces 
metaphysics, epistemology, psychology, science and (of course) ethics. Its aim was to show the best 
life to be one in which reason reveals the true nature of things.  Another work - ‘Theological-
Political Treatise’, written in response to increasing religious intolerance, was published 
anonymously and caused a scandal – one critic calling it ‘a book forged in hell by the devil 
himself’. 

‘Ethics’ has five parts, concerning: God, the Mind, the Origin of Emotions, Human Servitude, the 
Power of the Intellect. 
It is laid out in a logical structure with definitions, axioms, propositions, and proofs.  Whilst the 
contents are too extensive to cover here, some of the philosophical concepts will come up in later 
sessions. For example, one propositions covered in some detail is that  we judge others using our 
own standards of behaviour as the benchmarks of what is right and reasonable. 

Some definitions: 

Axioms – statements and propositions that are considered self-evidently true. 

Epistemology – the philosophical study of the nature, origin, and limits of human 
knowledge. 

Ethics – the branch of knowledge that deals with moral principles. 



Metaphysics – a branch of philosophy dealing with the first principles of things including 
abstracts such as the features of reality that exist beyond both the physical world and what is 
revealed by our senses. 

Morals – standards of behaviour and the principles of right & wrong. 

Proof – evidence or argument establishing a fact, or the truth of a statement. 

Proposition – a statement to be proved, explained or discussed. 

Psychology – study of the human mind and its behaviour – up until the mid-1800’s it was a 
branch of philosophy, since then a separate area of study. 

Science – the widely ranging pursuit of knowledge and understanding using methods based on 
theorising, experiment, and evidence. 

TO WIND UP: 

The following session is scheduled for March 8 – more information about it will be emailed 
beforehand.  

A subject for discussion will be ‘What is the purpose of life?’ The biological answer could be 
a single word - ‘reproduction’ - but there are other aspects to consider – most people seek for a 
purpose feeling that otherwise life would be meaningless. 

Have you a clear answer to this question? 

I look forward to meeting with you later this month and to a lively discussion at this, 
our first session. 

 Keith Ashfold  -  Convener. 



Logic is a pattern of reasoning whereby a valid conclusion can be inferred from a foregoing 
premise. 

Example – given that 1 + 1  = 2 (the premise), it is logically correct to infer (that is, to deduce) that 
2 + 2 = 4.   Proof: 2 (= 1 +1) + 2 (= 1 + 1) = 4 (= 1 + 1 + 1 + 1). 

However the statement 2 + 2 = 4 relies on some assumptions (among them that 2 = 1 + 1)which 
need not be true.  
A clearer example is the statement that 10 + 11 = 21. An assumption here is that we are dealing with 
the decimal (tens) system of counting and not, for example, the binary (twos) system used in 
computers. A computer resolves 10 + 11 as 101 . (in the binary system binary 10 = decimal 2, 
binary 11 = decimal 3. Decimal 2 + 3 = 5, and 1binary 01 = decimal 5.   

We will 

BELIEFS AND ASSUMPTIONS: 

  success will depend greatly on your willingness to give time and thought to ideas that might be 
familiar or foreign, might be within your comfort zone or unsettling, might be persuasive or 
unconvincing. 
It may be that some of your beliefs will change – but that will be something that you do by and for 
yourself. People learn by listening to others and some of what is discussed in sessions might be 
considered by you more appropriate than a viewpoint previously held. It is entirely up to you. 

One thing central to the course is the concept of reality – the ‘what is’ and the ‘what is not’ . 
Philosophers up to the present day have dealt with this in varied ways and generally have built their 
philosophy on their own view of reality – often in conflict with others. Which one, if any, is right? 
The course will offer an answer that is, as far as I am aware, not in any of the existing litereature. 

But, turning now to agenda for the first few sessions, is intended to list a number of philosophers 
who have influenced man’s thinking, to briefly outline the natures of their contributions, and to 
discuss these from the standpoint of their own times and cultures.  

Some things to keep in mind are:- 
 the earliest philosophers were starting from scratch, using reasoning alone  
 following ones had the advantage of learning from, or refuting, the former 
 the causes of natural phenomena were only guessed at until very recent times  

It is tempting to assume that the ancients were less intelligent than are we – believing (for example) 
the earth was flat and was the centre of the universe – but such an assumption could not be further 
from the truth, as session discussions will disclose. 

I look forward to joining with you in exploring philosophy’s growth and its present-day relevance in 
our lives.  



Assumptions: 

As assumptions will play a pivotal role in our discussions we might benefit from an appreciation of 
what they are and why they are important to a study pof pilosopy. 

What are assumptions? They are beliefs we take as being true without the benefit of sufficient 
supporting experience or proof. As we never can have sufficieny experience and as proof of 
anything is impossible it is a logical conclusion that every belief we ave is an assumption. 

Now, assumptions are like fire – a good servant but a bad master. Some assumptions are more 
beneficial and others more dangerous to us so it is pruent to get to know the difference 

.and how such knowledge may help towards developing, for one’s self, a personal philosophy for 
living. 


