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What is philosophy?

‘Philosophy,’ the great Greek philosopher Plato wrote, ‘begins in wonder.’ Since his time, countless thinkers have tried to pin down exactly what philosophy is. Put at its simplest, it is the quest for enlightenment that began when human beings first started to try to comprehend the world through the power of reason. It is a questioning that seeks to probe into the most fundamental aspects of human existence. It also asks questions about the nature of human perception, experience, knowledge and understanding.

Traditionally, philosophy is split into a number of branches. There is metaphysics, which inquires into the nature of reality; ontology, which is concerned specifically with studying the nature of being; logic, which, as its name implies, sets out the principles for valid reasoning; epistemology, which investigates the nature of knowledge; and ethics, which can be defined broadly as the study of morality. In addition, philosophy has spread its wings to concern itself with other vital areas of human activity, including language, politics, art, science, law, religion and, finally, the mind itself.

Schools of thought

Given such broad parameters, it is hardly surprising that there are many different schools of philosophical thought. Indeed, disagreements in philosophy often centre on differences between such schools, which is why knowledge of what they teach is important in developing understanding of the cut and thrust of philosophical debate.

Historically, there were the sceptics, who doubted whether it was possible to know anything at all for certain; the empiricists, who claimed that all knowledge was based on external experience; the idealists, who postulated that nothing can exist independently of human thought; and the utilitarians, who related basic moral principles, such as concepts of right and wrong, to what makes people happy or unhappy.

In more recent times there have been the logical positivists, who sought to clarify the meanings of concepts and ideas, and the existentialists, including Jean-Paul Sartre, the school’s founding father. Finally, there are the analytical philosophers, such as Bertrand Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein, whose analysis of the roots of language had such a profound effect on subsequent philosophical developments in the English-speaking world.

Philosophers differ

There have been many others – there are probably as many different points of view as there are philosophers. Some, like St Augustine and St Thomas Aquinas, put their faith in a higher power. Others, including Leibniz, have been optimists, while the likes of Hobbes have taken a darker and more pessimistic view of the human condition. Many, such as Hegel and, most notably, Nietzsche, have been misunderstood and, in Nietzsche’s case in particular, had what they wrote distorted by others to serve their own purposes. Marx, for one, claimed infallibility, while others have refused to try to provide any concrete answers at all.

In this book you will be able to examine the speculations of the most influential philosophers and assess the significance – and the validity – of their often divergent philosophical views. You will also discover that, despite their differences, the great thinkers of yesterday, today and even tomorrow all had, have or will have the same goal in mind: to push back the boundaries of human knowledge and understanding and to bring to light what has hitherto been hidden from the human mind.
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