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Recap – In the Beginning…





Philosopher

■ Thales

■ Anaximander

■ Anaximenes

■ Heraclitus

■ Parmenides

■ Pythagoras

■ Empedocles

■ Democritus

■ Anaxagoras
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In the beginning

■ What is the world made up of?

■ Thales, Anixamander and other ancient Greeks were some of the 
first to teach and write down their work

■ But it is likely that these questions long predated them, and 
were indeed being asked elsewhere…



Laozi (6thc BCE)

‘Knowing others is intelligence; 
knowing yourself is true wisdom’





Laozi (Lao Tzu)

■ So little is known about him, even whether he existed

■ The ‘Old Master’ (Laozi) wrote the Daode jing (Tao te Ching), and 
is associated with The Chuang Tzu

■ Daoism emerged in China during an era of conflict

■ Among these Hundred Schools of Thought, Laozi taught a 
philosophy of living in harmony with nature

■ Amid an ever-changing, cyclical world, Laozi encourages us to 
follow dao/tao, the Way

■ An art of living, without a religious dogma or code

■ What characterises Laozi’s view of the world?





Dao

■ Dao is the source of all existence, and the root of all things, seen 
and unseen

■ But this knowledge also involves a way of life

■ Following Dao involves wu wei, non-action…

■ Acting thoughtfully and not impulsively

■ Living in peace, simplicity and tranquillity

■ A solitary life of meditation and reflection

■ Acting in harmony with nature

■ It’s become popular again today – why do you think?





Buddha (563-483 BCE)

‘Believe nothing, no matter 
where you read it, or who 
said it, unless it agrees with 
your own reason.’







Siddhartha Gautama (563-483 BCE)

■ While revered as a semi-divine figure, Gautama’s teachings were 
based not on divine revelation but reflection and reasoning

■ Like Laozi and Confucius, and unlike the ancient Greeks, 
Gautama wasn’t concerned with ‘unanswerable’ questions about 
metaphysics

■ Instead, what can philosophy tell us about how we should live?
Take a look at the handout, read through, then discuss with your 
partner



Four Noble Truths

■ Suffering is an inherent part of existence from birth, through 
sickness and old age, to death (Dukkha)

■ The cause of suffering is desire: craving for sensual pleasures and 
material possessions (Samudaya)

■ This suffering can be ended by detaching oneself from craving 
and attachment (Nirodha)

■ The eightfold path is the means to eliminate desire and 
overcome the ego (Magga)





■ ‘What you know, you know; what 
you don’t know, you don’t know. 
This is true wisdom’

■ ‘The superior man does what is 
proper to the station in which he 
is; he does not desire to go 
beyond this’

■ - Confucius



Confucius (Kong Fuzi) 551-479 BCE

■ After the good years of the Hundred Schools of Thought, China was 
plunging into the Warring States Period…

■ In a world of conflict, change and a sense of ‘decline’ – Confucius turned 
to universal moral values that would hold true, and looked to the past

■ Confucianism is conservative, and believed that social harmony is 
founded on respect for ancestors, the family, and observing rituals and 
ceremonies

■ His surviving work is the Analects, a series of fragments that set out rules 
for moral government – and etiquette for the virtuous individual



Faithfulness and 
sincerity

Are shown in 
traditional rituals 
and ceremonies

These qualities in 
these settings 
allow virtue to 
become visible

Virtue is then 
made manifest in 

the world

Virtue can then 
be seen by others

Others are 
transformed by 

virtue

Faithfulness and 
sincerity hold the 

power of 
transformation



Principles of Confucianism

■ Tian – heaven, the moral order – we humans are the agents that heaven has 
chosen to embody as its will and to unite the world with the moral order

■ De, virtue, is not heaven-sent. It is cultivated

■ Zhong: virtue of loyalty is his guiding principle, faithfulness, regard for others

■ Xiao – knowing one’s station (related to ancestor worship)

■ Li – ritual propriety, respecting social norms, from politeness, bowing, forms 
of address, to the correct observation of rituals and ceremonies (funerals, 
marriages)

■ Shu – reciprocity, or self-reflection. This is the golden rule – do as you would 
be done by, or as he puts, ‘what you do not desire for yourself, do not do to 
others’



Five relationships with zhong

Ruler/subject –
rulers should be 
benevolent, and 

subjects loyal

Father/son – a 
parent should 

be loving, a child 
obedient

Husband/wife –
husbands 

should be good 
and fair, and 

wives 
understanding

Elder 
brother/younger 

brother – an 
elder sibling 
should be 

gentle, and 
younger siblings 

respectful

Friend/friend –
older friends 

should be 
considerate, 

younger friends 
reverential











Heraclitus (535-475 BCE)

■ Nobleman from Ephesus

■ “The weeping philosopher”, aloof and solitary

■ ‘Most men are bad, few good’

■ Expressed contempt for the common citizens, 
Homer and Hesiod

■ “The obscure” – reputation for difficulty of 
thought

■ All things in flux



‘On those who step into the same rivers 
ever different waters are flowing.’

Which other philosopher argued that 
everything is also continually changing?



Logos (Principle)

■ Underlying continual flux, unchanging order

■ Heraclitus argues that the whole world is alive, communicating 
an underlying logos or principle which only the wise can hear

■ This principle is spoken by the universe, and reflects an 
underlying divine law

■ ‘Unlike divine nature, human nature lacks sound judgements.’

■ The physical world is one of ‘sleep’; the divine nature spoken by 
logos is reason, and is true awakeness.



‘But of this principle [logos] which holds 

forever people prove ignorant, not only 

before they hear it, but also once they 

have heard it. For although everything 

happens in accordance with this principle, 

they resemble those with no familiarity 

with it, even after they have become 

familiar with the kinds of accounts and 

events I discuss as I distinguish each 

thing according to its nature and explain 

its constitution. But the general run of 

people are as unaware of their actions 

while awake as they are of what they do 

while asleep.’



All reality is one, beneath flux

■ For Anaximander, the war of opposites is disorderly, as one 
element becomes another. He seeks balance.

■ But for Heraclitus the war of opposites is essential to the being 
of the One, which exists in the tension of opposites

■ Change is the one constant of life. Always changing, always the 
same

■ Out of conflict comes creativity and the new

■ Choose one of the Heraclitus quotations on the handout and 
discuss with your neighbour what characterises his outlook?





Parmenides (515 BCE)

■ The first Pre-Socratic to logically argue for his ideas

■ Met a young Socrates at Athens in around 445/49 BC, and a 
lasting influence on Plato. 

■ Wrote a long metaphysical poem, of which one fifth survives in 
fragments

■ If Heraclitus said everything was in conflict and flux, Parmenides 
argues the total opposite…



‘There is the way that it is and it cannot not be:
This is the path of Trust, for Truth attends it.
Then there is the way that it is not and that it 
must not be:
This, as I show you, is an altogether misguided 
route.’

Q: What’s going on here?



Being is one

• For Parmenides, Being, the One, is all that 
there is. 

• Change, or becoming, is an illusion. Things 
either exist in being or do not exist. 

• Nothing comes from nothing.

• Plurality of elements is an illusion. There is 
just one being.

• There is no point even trying to think 
about what isn’t there. Focus on what is





Way of Truth…

■ Parmenides’ poem has two halves, separating the ‘way of truth’ 
from the ‘way of appearance’

■ This proposes that human sense-experience is only capable of 
perceiving appearances and not the underlying nature or being 
of the universe.

■ It is a mistake to rely on the senses as an underlying guide to the 
truth of reality.

■ Only human reason is capable of perceiving the underlying 
singularity of being.



Laozi, the Buddha, Heraclitus and Parmenides –
how can we begin to group what these early 
philosophers were doing?



Way of the philosophers…

■ Conflict between the senses and reason

■ Mind vs body

■ The world is ever-changing, cyclical and becoming…

■ But there is something underlying – a basic element or conflict 
of elements, a basic being, dao or way

■ Knowledge of this will necessarily guide us in how we live



Next week

■ We turn to Socrates!

■ We will discuss Socrates, his life and death, and his famous 
Socratic method

■ Is the unexamined life not worth living?

■ We will also explore Plato’s Meno too

■ If you’ve any questions, email dan.taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk



Moodle

Learn.marywardcentre.ac.uk

Username: firstnamelastname

Password: FirstNameInitial (capitals)

E.g. Donald Trump

Username: donaldtrump

Password: DONALDT


