ON THE ORIGINS OF THE WEST

What we have come to know as “the West” is an intermingling, rather than a synthesis, of the elements of the culture and thought of two radically different traditions: the Hebraic and the Greek. 

The Hebrews shaped the Western tradition with respect to the culture of monotheism and the relation to the divine. This is the tradition of “revelation”.

The Greeks shaped the Western tradition with respect to the turning to “rational accounts” rather than revelation or ancestral authority as the grounding of our knowledge. This is the tradition at of “reason”.

The Middle East and the Earliest Writings:
Long before people learned to write, they made up and told stories; they composed and sang songs. Such an oral tradition requires a retentive and accurate memory – although permitting variations to suit particular generations or situations. But such oral literature can be irretriveably lost if not transferred to a written medium. A catastrophic break in the life of the community, for example, through foreign conquest, migh easily wipe out the memory of what had been a shared cultural tradition.

The first writings were not developed in order to preserve this literary heritage. Rather, they were developed as part of the life of the first large, centralized civilizations in the Middle East; the earliest written documents that we have are administrative, political and legal documents.

Ancient civilization was based on agriculture and it began in regions where the soil was proper for agriculture: the valley of the Nile, where annual floods left large tracts of land moist and fertile and in the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers (“the Fertile Crescent”) in modern Iraq.

The first great cities developed in these regions: Thebes and Mephis in Egypt and Babylon and Nineveh in the Fertile Crescent.

CUNEIFORM:

Writing first developed in the Fertile Crescent, between 3300 to 2990 BCE.

· Characters were “pictographic”: the sign for ‘ox’ looks like an ox head

· Characters were inscribed on tablets of wet clay with a pointed stick, then left in the sun to bake and harden

· This script was too limited to handle anything more than lists etc.

· So, by 2800 BCE scribes began to use the wedge-shaped end of the stick to make marks rather than pictures

· This script is known as “cuneiform” (from the Latin “cuneus” = wedge)

· By 2500 BCE the texts were no longer mere lists, but recorded historical events and literature

The cuneiform script was not designed for a wide reading public:

· The characters denote not letters but syllables (consonants plus a vowel

· So, reader had to be familiar with many signs

· Also, the same sign could represent two or more sounds

· Only a few could write and read it

The Sumerian epic of Gilgamesh is preserved in cuneiform script – in different versions and in the languages of the successive conquerors of the region. The earliest version dates from 2100 – 2000 BCE.

HIEROGLYPHS:

The Egyptians developed a form of writing called “hieroglyphic” – from the Greek words for sacred (hiero) and carving (glyph).

· Pictographic like the Sumerian script, but more elaborate and artistic.

· Unlike the Sumerian pictographs, they were not replaced by a more efficient system – hieroglyphs remained in use for the walls of temples and tombs while more cursive forms of hieroglyphs (hieratic and demotic) were developed for more efficient writing.

THE PHOENICIAN ALPHABET:

The Phoenician alphabet evolved from the more "naturalistic" sytle of Proto-Sinaitic into a more linear form during the 12th century BC or so. Most of the alphabets used today are descended from Phoenician. 

The immediate offspring of Phoenician were the old Hebrew alphabet, and Aramaic, as well as Archaic Greek. 

THE HEBREW OLD TESTAMENT: 

The Phoenicians left us no literary text. But the Hebrews used their system to record their history in a collection of books that Christians called the “Old Testament”:

· Unlike other early civilizations, not the history of an imperial people

· A history of one God – monotheism, unique in the polytheistic ancient world

· Also, the history of their struggles against a series of foreign masters: Egyptian, Babylonian, Greek and Roman

· According to Jewish tradition, the twelve tribes of Israel were descendants of Abraham through Isaac and Jacob

· Exodus: After being enslaved by the Egyptian Pharoah (perhaps Ramses II), the Israeli people are led out of Egypt by the Prophet Moses

· After 40 years of wandering in the desert, they conquer Canaan under the command of Joshua and settle there

· Israeli monarchy: rule of “Judges”, Saul, David and Solomon

· Tribal Faction: After the period of expansion and prosperity under the great kings David and Solomon (1005-925 BCE), the kingdom fell into a long period of internal strife

· 586-539 BCE: destruction of cities and deportation of the population to Babylon (Babylonian Captivity); ended by Cyrus, the Persian conqueror of Babylon (period of Ezekiel)

· Return to Palestine marks the rebuilding of the Temple and the creation of the canonical version of the Torah or Pentateuch (first five books of the Bible)

· Ca. 300 BCE: first Greek rule (successors of Alexander the Great who’d conquered the Persian Empire then Roman rule

· 131-34 CE: a second revolt against the emperor Hadrian results in the extermination or removal from Palestine of the Hebrew people (Diaspora – the “scattering”)

· The Hebrew people were stateless until the creation of Israel in the mid-twentieth century

GREEK ALPHABET:

Lack of notation for vowels in the earlier alphabets limited their effectiveness:

· Eg, the four-letter name of God (the “Tetragrammaton”) is often written in our language as YHWH

· Without vowels, we do not know its exact pronuciation: perhaps “Jahweh”, traditionally referred to as “Jehovah”

First real alphabet comes from the Greeks:

· In the 8th or 9th century BCE adopted the Phoenician script for their own language but added vowel symbols

· Alpha (meaningless word in Greek), comes from the original “aleph” (ox); beta comes from the original beta (house)

Ancient Greek History and Literature:

MYCENAEAN CIVILISATION (BRONZE AGE) (1600 – 1200 BCE)

· Centers of wealth in Crete (Minoan Civilization, after the mythical King Minos) and in Mycenae

· Gold masks with signs of these Myceneans discovered in this century – showing their language to be an early form of Greek

· Homer’s epics were perhaps references to this time – of “Mycenae rich in gold”

GREEK DARK AGES (1200 – 800 BCE)

· But Homer did not have access to their writing; at the end of the 2nd millenium BCE, the great palaces were destroyed by fire – taking with them the arts, skills and writing that had created Mycenean wealth

· Greeks were illiterate for the next few hundred years, leaving no written record. For this reason, this period is known to us as the “dark ages” of Greece

CLASSICAL GREECE (800 – 323 BCE)

Epic: Homer’s two epics (the Iliad and the Odyssey) recount the legend of the Trojan War

· Composed in the 8th century BCE – incidentally, the period in which the Greeks learned how to write again

· Became a sort of Bible (moral code) and educational curriculum for the Greeks – one should be courageous, like Achilles; one should be wise, like Odysseus

Tragedy: in the 5th century BCE there is a flourishing of drama in Greece, especially Athens. This dramatic literature builds on the mythical and legendary material immortalized in Homer and Hesiod. Major authors of tragedy include:

· Aeschylus (Oresteia, Prometheus Bound)

· Sophocles (Oedipus Rex, Antigone)

· Euripides (Bacchae)

(For more information, see my notes on Greek Tragedy)

History: Herodotus’ Histories record the events of the Persian War – 

· Where the two leading city-states of Greece led the combined Greek resistance to two separate invasions by the Persian Empire: one led by Darius in 490 BCE (ended by the climactic battle of Marathon); the other led by Xerxes in 480 BCE (ended by the climactic battles of Salamis and Plataea

· This Greek victory ushers in the Golden Age of 5th Century Athens – a democracy with flourishing art, architecture, literature, drama and philosophy during this period

Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War records the history of that war. 

· Thucydides' History begins almost exactly where Herodotus' Histories leaves off. The gods play no role in Thucydides' work, unlike the many appearances they make in the writings of Herodotus (and their near ubiquity in Homer's work). Instead, Thucydides shows history as caused by the choices and actions of the actors
· He tells of the war between Sparta (conservative land power) and Athens (innovative sea power), 431-404 BCE

· Athenian democracy in the maintained a precarious balance between the freedom of the individual and the demands of the state – see Pericles’ “Funeral Oration” in the History of the Peloponnesian War (2.34-46)

· This Athenian democracy came under strain as the war progressed. Citizens lost the “spirit of reverence” that Pericles had praised under the long conflict

· Leaders began to subordinate the interests of the city and of others to their own advancement

· The war years witnessed the decay of freedom as well

Sophists: One of the factors that led to this decay was an intellectual revolution that occurred during the 5th century BCE

· Democratic institutions had created a demand for an education that would prepare men for public life – especially through training in public speaking (rhetoric)

· Professional teachers arose in this period who could meet this demand (Sophists)

· Their teaching, focussed on effective presentation and the ability to “win” in the verbal combats of the courts or the assembly rather than on the truth of the subject, led to a questioning of traditional authority, myths and laws – and ultimately to forms of relativism

· They were the first to raise the distinction between nature and culture (phusis / nomos) – more on this later – and to insist that the latter is an artifice to be avoided if possible in favour of self-aggrandizement and advancement

· The rhetorical appeal to the self-interest of the audience and to expediency became the method of the political leaders during the war

· Led to the earliest theories of “power politics” and these theories led to the justification of the severity of the measures Athens took to terrorize her rebellious subjects (see the “Melian Dialogue” in History of the Peloponnesian War 5.84-114)

Socrates: Not a Sophist (according to Plato and Xenophon), but may have been lumped in with their kind by certain Athenians who saw his “questioning” and teaching of young Athenians to question as part of the decline of Athens:

· In 399 BCE, after the Athenians’ defeat at the hands of Sparta, Socrates is tried and sentenced to death for impiety – his defence speech, or a version thereof, is preserved by Plato in his Apology of Socrates
· Note: more on Socrates below

Ancient Greek Philosophy:

MYTHOS AND LOGOS

Western thinking began with the Greeks, and that thinking began by asking what is nature (phusis). Aristotle calls the first philosophers “those who discourse on nature.” He distinguishes them from those “who discourse on the gods” (Metaphysics 983b). 

· These “first philosophers” are sometimes referred to as the Pre-Socratics – i.e., they practiced philosophy before the “Socratic Revolution” in thinking

· These thinkers turned from accounts of gods etc – as in Homer and Hesiod – to accounts of the first principle (arche) of things

· Thales, Anaximander, Heraclitus, Parmendides and others are in this group – and flourished in the 6th and 5th centuries BCE

· Thales, for instance, felt the first principle of all of nature was water

The “gods”, or theous, appear differently through the accounts of different communities. Discourses on the gods have their authority in a particular community’s interpretation of the revelation of the divine, which is given form in myth, or muthologoi (mythological accounts). These muthologoi are the ancestral foundations of a community’s beliefs and modes of living. 

Those who discourse on nature, on the other hand, turn to nature (phusis) as their authority; they turn from the ancestral, to the most ancestral, in a sense: to the first principles. 

Originally, myth was understood as a type of account (a mutho-logos), and thus as within the domain of the logos; however, with the advent of philosophy, myth came to be associated with the fabulous (“to muthodes”), and came to be opposed to truthful discourse (“alethinos logos”) (Republic 522a). Philosophy distances itself from myth, yet it also assumes some of the functions of mythical discourse – that is, accounting for that which is beyond normal, human apprehension. This philosophical attempt to account for things that were previously reserved as the realm of the divine came to be the subject of suspicion. Socrates, for instance, needed to defend himself against the charge that he inquired into “things below the earth and in the sky” (Apology of Socrates 19b; see also 18b).

From the preceding, we could say that, in the first instance, philosophy arises as a type of account which “turns” from received opinion and from the fabulous or mythical account, to what shows itself as the first principles of things, and as most lasting or essential in that showing. We can also say that this turning away from the received opinions of the community will elicit the suspicion and ire of that community. We must not quickly assume, however, that the nature of this turning is from a mythical shortsightedness to a supposed scientific clarity of vision. We must remind ourselves, rather, of the words of Heraclitus; this account of what shows itself in nature (as opposed to what appears through tradition or custom) is of that which loves to hide itself in its showing (B 123). Philosophy is, in this sense, the recognition of the limited nature of each account. It is a recognition that existence does not offer itself up transparently for human manipulation and control. For this reason, there will never be an ultimate, “unified” theory or account; there will always be competing accounts. This state of affairs is not to be bemoaned, for it is in and through this conflict of accounts that the process of truth as unconcealment happens.

To say that each account is a partial account is not the same as saying “everything is subjective” or a “perspective”. These positions are products of a particular, modern philosophical disposition, but not positions that are essential to philosophy as such. In the original, Greek experience, an account (logos) is a gathering of what shows itself and is, thus, inherent in the things themselves. Subjectivism, on the other hand, gives to the human subject the role of master of phenomena, and finds each individual account limited because there are other human subjects with other ways of viewing. This is to be distinguished from the Greek view we are describing, wherein the partial nature of accounts is due to the fact that being as a whole consists of many parts, many things with many different natures.

 PHUSIS

By nature, the Greeks originally meant the character or way of being of a thing. The first recorded use of the word phusis is in Homer’s Odyssey, Book X: 303-6, where Hermes is said to have shown to Odysseus the “nature” of an herb. As Strauss and Cropsey note: “‘Nature’ means here the character of a thing, or of a kind of thing, the way in which a thing or a kind of thing looks and acts, and the thing, or the kind of thing, is taken not to have been made by gods or men. If we were entitled to take a poetic utterance literally, we could say that the first man we know who spoke of nature was the Wily Odysseus who had seen the towns of many men and had thus come to know how much the thoughts of men differ from town to town or from tribe to tribe” (2-3).  

The discovery of “nature” and that which exists by nature led to two fundamental distinctions:

Phusis / Techne: 

The Greeks came to distinguish between that which has its arche (or “source” of movement) in its own nature (such as a tree) or in the techne (art or craft) of another (such as a bed made by the tree) – this is roughly parallel to our distinction between nature and art. (For a good description of the classical understanding of this distinction, see Aristotle Physics B1).

Phusis / Nomos:  

Given that phusis means way or character, we can speak of the character or way of fire, of trees or of clouds. We can also speak, however, of the character or way of different tribes of humans. The Greeks recognized these two different manners by which a thing can have a character. In so doing, they made a further distinction within their understanding of “way” or “character”: distinguishing nature (phusis), on the one hand, from convention or law (nomos) on the other.
 For instance, while humans are able to speak in accordance with their nature, humans speak different languages in accordance with their conventions (Strauss and Cropsey 2-3).

Classical political philosophy was founded on certain questions that were raised by this distinction. The Greeks came to wonder, for example, whether every determination of the just and good life is merely a product of convention, or is there a notion of justice and the good that is in accordance with nature, or the nature of humanity? (Strauss and Cropsey 4). We know that the defence of the natural notion of right is formulated most powerfully in the dialogues of Plato, with Socrates providing the defence. We can also find the conventionalist position defended in Plato’s dialogues, with Thrasymachus (in the Republic 336-54) and Callicles (in Gorgias 481-527) providing the most famous defences.

On the Conventionalist View:

A fragment of a satyr play that has been left to us may shed some light on how this was viewed. It was supposedly written by Critias, Plato’s uncle, although some contend it was written by Euripides. The speaker is Sisyphus and he describes what appears to be the origin of laws (nomoi) and belief in the gods:

There was a time when human life had no order

but like that of animals was ruled by force;

when there was no reward for the good,

nor any punishment for the wicked.

and then, I think, men enacted laws

for punishment, so that justice [dikē] would be the ruler [tyrannos] …

and hubris would be its slave …

Next, since the laws 

prevented people only from using violence openly,

but they continued to do so secretly, then I think

for the first time some shrewd, intelligent [sophos] man

invented fear of the gods for mortals …

With such stories as these 

he introduced the most pleasant of lessons,

concealing the truth with a false account [logos]. …

With fears like these he surrounded humans,

and using them in his account he settled 

the divinity nobly in an appropriate place 

and extinguished lawlessness [anomia] with laws [nomoi].

SOCRATES (470-399 BCE):

· Known through the writings of Aristophanes, Plato and Xenophon – left no writing of his own

· Changed the nature of philosophical inquiry: brought philosophy down from the inquiry of nature and the heavenly things, to an inquiry of human things: “what is virtue?”, “what is justice?” etc.

· Socrates was told by the Delphic Oracle that he was the wisest man, but felt he had sure knowledge of nothing. So posed these “human” questions to Athenian citizens who thought they knew the answer. He found that he was the wisest because only he knew that he knew nothing

· Socrates method of dialectical questioning: finding the limitations of a given answer so that we can move on to another definition

For Socrates, philosophy begins with knowledge of ignorance. The distinctive trait of the philosopher is that he knows he knows nothing. In being essentially tied to ignorance, or the concealment and forgetting essential to truth, the philosophic journey is a ceaseless quest. It is zētētic: an ongoing inquiry (zētēsis). What is to be examined first and foremost, we may ask ourselves, through this process of ongoing inquiry? 

Socrates tells us that the unexamined life is not worth living, that we must examine our own life; we must examine the examiner. Socrates’ maxim, like that of the Delphic Oracle, is to “know thyself.” Seeing that there can be no account of the whole, Socrates turned to question a part of the whole; he turned from being as a whole to human things as the subject of his discourse (Xenophon, Memoirs of Socrates 1.1.11-16, 4.7.6-7; Symposium 6.6-7; Plato, Phaedo 96a-99d; Apology of Socrates 19b, 26b-d; Aristotle, Metaphysics 987b). 

Socratic philosophy, then, takes as its point of departure an assumption that there are many parts to the whole and that the human part and its nature are distinctive – that is, that the question concerning the nature of humanity presents itself more urgently than the question concerning the nature of the stars, for example. But what does it mean to say that philosophy entails a questioning of humanity, an examination of life? Let us return to Aristotle for a preliminary answer to this question. 

For Aristotle, philosophy is the quest for wisdom and “‘wisdom’ is concerned with the first causes and principles” (Metaphysics 981b). There are four types of cause or principle to be examined by the philosopher: material, formal, efficient and final. The chair, for instance, has as its cause the wood that is its material. Another of the chair’s causes or principles is the form or substance of “chairness” – a device for sitting, we might say. The chair maker, as its source of motion, is another cause of the chair. Lastly, the chair’s reason for being, its final cause, is a principle for it: why does one need a chair? In its highest sense, philosophy is that form of making accounts which attempts to articulate this final cause: the “why” of each thing, the “good” of each thing. The supreme way of knowing, the highest philosophy, “is the one which knows that for the sake of which each thing must be done, and this is the good in each case, and, in general, the highest good in the whole of nature” (Metaphysics 982b). 

According to Aristotle, the first philosophers “regarded the material kinds of principles as the principles of all things” (983b). The first philosopher to examine causes beyond merely the physical ones was Socrates. He supposed that nothing could be understood finally unless we know what its reason is, in a deliberative or intentional sense (see Phaedo 96a – 101e). For Socrates, things, by their nature, aim at some good. Thoughtful reflection, then, is the attempt to understand beings in terms of their supreme good, that is, in terms of how things “ought” to be. It is in this sense that our lives must be “examined”: the examined life is the one wherein the question is posed concerning the “that for the sake of which” we do or think certain things. One’s learning, for instance, is “for the sake of” what? One’s daily routines and habits are for the sake of what? Do these routines contribute to one’s ultimate ends? The examined life is the life wherein one poses the question “what is the good life?”

It is difficult for us to truly understand this approach to philosophy. We live in the shadow of the modern philosophical revolution. That revolution took as its point of departure a certain narrowing of the Socratic horizon described above. Modern thought has its foundation in three breaks from the classical definition of philosophy: the positioning of the human subject as the pivotal locus of truth, as first developed in the metaphysics of Descartes (Meditations); the refusal to account for the “final cause” of beings, as first asserted in the natural philosophy of Bacon (New Organon, section 65); and, related to the second, the refusal to account for the goal of society, or how things “ought” to be, as first articulated in the political philosophy of Machiavelli (The Prince, section 15).

Accordingly, our modern philosophical point of departure means that we refuse to define, as a community, what is the good life or what is the final end of our endeavours. Rather, we ensure that each person has the means (money, security) to pursue his or her own ends. The upshot of this way of thinking has meant that the means themselves have become the “ends” of our endeavours – we focus on accumulating money or power, but do not know “that for the sake of which” we accumulate these things.

In the origins of the West, then, we find poetry and philosophy in a quarrel – but both as between the unquestioning acceptance of the authority of ancestral myths and the Sophistic, relativistic questioning that leads to the dissolution of social cohesion. Poetry and Philosophy: between the divine revelation and the rational account.
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� On this distinction, see Strauss: “The things which are by nature stand at the opposite pole from the things which are by nomos (ordinarily rendered as ‘law’ or ‘convention’), i.e. things which are not only not by themselves, nor by human making proper, but only by men holding them to be or positing that they are or agreeing as to their being.” (1964, 14); see also Strauss 1953, 81-93. Winton points out how the distinction between phusis and nomos “served to focus and articulate an array of interrelated antitheses: between nature and culture; between nature and convention; between nature and nurture; between nature and art; between the natural and the artificial; between reason and instinct; between appearance and reality; between the parochial and the universal; between the transient and the eternal; between fact and value; between choice and necessity” (in Rowe and Schofield, 98). Cartledge points out the link between the phusis/nomos distinction and the writing of laws on permanent media: “After positive laws began to be written down in imperishable or lasting media (stone, bronze) in the seventh century BC, a distinction came to be drawn between the unchangeable and universal ‘unwritten’ laws – chiefly religious in import, and all the more binding for not being written down – and the laws that were ‘written’, that is, locally variable and open to alteration” (in Rowe and Schofield, 15).
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