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CHAPTER 5: PHILOSOPHERS OF THE HELLENISTIC AND CHRISTIAN ERAS
Main Points
Metaphysics in the Roman Empire
1. The contributions of Romans to philosophy were minimal.
2. During the Hellenistic and Roman periods there were four main traditions or “schools” of philosophy: Stoicism and Epicureanism (covered in Chapter 10) and Skepticism and Neo- platonism (covered in this chapter).
3. Plotinus. The great philosopher of Neoplatonism found reality in unity and permanence: the One. Reality emanates from the One as light emanates from the sun; matter is the final emanation and stands on the edge of non-being. The One can be apprehended only by a coming together of the soul and the One in a mystical experience. Unlike the Christian God, Plotinus’s god was not personal.
4. The Rise of Christianity. The predominance of Christianity in Europe came to define the framework within which most Western philosophizing took place.
5. St. Augustine. Through Augustine’s thought, the Christian belief in an eternal and unchanging nonmaterial actuality that is the ground of all being and truth received a philosophical justification, essentially Platonic and Neoplatonic in substance. However, Augustine identified this ultimate ground not with the Forms of Plato or the nonpersonal One of Plotinus but with the Christian God.
6. Augustine accepted the Old Testament idea that God created the world ex nihilo (creation ex nihilo means creation “out of nothing”) and the New Testament Gospel accounts of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Augustine believed that God took on human form in the person of Jesus, a position unthinkable for Neoplatonists, who thought that the immaterial realm could not be tainted with the imperfection of mere gross matter.
7. Augustine and skepticism. Total skeptics maintain that nothing can be known (or profess to suspend judgment in all matters); modified skeptics do not doubt that at least some things are known but deny or suspend judgment on the possibility of knowledge about particular things, such as God, or within some subject matter, such as history or ethics.
8. In the Hellenistic and Roman periods after Plato there were two schools of (total) skepticism, the Pyrrhonists, disciples of Pyrrho, who suspended judgment on all issues, and the Academics, who maintained that “all things are inapprehensible.”
9. Sextus Empiricus, a Pyrrhonist, the greatest skeptic of ancient times, set forth in Ten Tropes arguments by the ancient skeptics against the possibility of knowledge. For example, one   cannot know how any object really is in itself, because what one perceives or thinks it to be is always in relationship to, never independent of, that perceiver.
10. St. Augustine: Skepticism is refuted by the principle of noncontradiction; by the very act of doubting—from the fact of my very doubting it follows that I am; and because sense perception itself gives a rudimentary kind of knowledge (we make no mistake if we assent to the bent appearance of a stick as it enters the water).
11. Hypatia. Hypatia of Alexandria, a pagan, was the last major commentator on the geocentric astronomical system of Ptolemy Claudius, whose work was eventually overthrown by Nicholas Copernicus in the sixteenth century. She tried to improve the mathematics of the Ptolemaic system and tried to demonstrate the completeness of Ptolemy’s astronomy. Ptolemy’s work fit with the prevailing Christian theology in teaching the centrality of humankind and of the earth in God’s creation.
12. Hypatia was sympathetic to Plotinus’s metaphysics and to stoic philosophy. Plotinus’s interpretation of Plato’s metaphysics, she believed, implied a way of life, and for her and her students, mathematics and astronomy were essential preparation for the study of metaphysics.
The Middle Ages and Aquinas
13. Original philosophy was virtually nonexistent in Europe during the early Middle Ages, with the exception of Neoplatonists Boethius (sixth century) and John Scotus (ninth century).
14. The problem of universals (important to thinkers of the time, to Aristotle, and to contemporary analytic philosophers): Does a term that applies to more than one thing denote something (a “universal”) that actually exists outside the mind?
15. Three main positions regarding universals: Realism (universal terms, like “man,” denote something that exists outside the mind); conceptualism (universal terms correspond only to concepts in the mind); and nominalism (universal terms can be accounted for without resort to concepts in the mind or reference to real things out in the world).
16. Contact with the Arabian world during the high Middle Ages rekindled interest among churchmen in Aristotle.
17. The most important of those who saw accord between Christian principles and Aristotle was St. Thomas Aquinas, who clarified the boundary between philosophy and theology. Though a person can have true knowledge of the natural world (the kind of knowledge science produces), such knowledge is insufficient. The realm of supernatural truth, dealing with the most   profound aspects of Christian belief, goes beyond human reason but is not contrary to that reason. Human reason, for example, could know that God existed and that there was but one God; but knowledge of the Trinity could come only by divine revelation. For Aquinas, philosophy is a handmaiden for theology.
18. Following Aristotle, Aquinas said that all physical things are composed of matter and form, and that the form of a thing does not exist apart from matter.
19. But Aquinas went beyond Aristotle in pointing out that what something is is not the same as that it is (its existence). Existence is the most important actuality in anything, without which even what something is (its form) cannot be actual.

20. Aquinas also emphasized that nothing could cause its own existence and must be caused to exist by something already existing, and, ultimately, by the Uncaused Cause of Existence (God). Aquinas went beyond Aristotle’s conception of God as Pure Act (because God is changeless) to an understanding of God as Pure Act of Existence.
21. For Aquinas, the “essential form” of the human body is the soul. The soul is pure form without matter and as such is immortal. Each soul is a direct creation of God and does not come from human parents. It stands in a relationship of mutual interdependency relative to the body. A human being is a unity of body and soul. Without the soul the body would be formless; without a body the soul would have no access to knowledge derived from sensation.
22. Aquinas’s epistemology was built on Aristotle’s notion of three powers of the soul: the vege- tative (e.g., reproduction), animal (e.g., sensation), and human (e.g., the understanding). Knowledge is reached when the picture in the understanding agrees with what is present in reality. This knowledge is empirical in that it comes from the senses, but human imagination and intelligence are required to discover the essence of things that represents their definition.
23. Aquinas’s proofs for God’s existence rely on the idea that things must have an ultimate cause, creator, designer, source of being, or source of goodness (i.e., God). But our knowledge of God’s nature is in terms of what God is not—unmoved and unchangeable (eternal), not material and without parts (utterly simple), not a composite (God’s essence is his existence).
24. Aquinas believed that the task of the wise person is to find both order and reason in the natural world. Interest in Aquinas experienced a strong revival in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Boxes
Profile: Plotinus
(He would not acknowledge his birthday)
Profile: St. Augustine
(He was baptized into Christianity at the age of 33)
Augustine on God and Time
(Augustine’s analysis of time)
Profile: Pyrrho
(Mentions also epoche, ataraxia, and agoge)
Sextus’s Asterisk
(Sextus maneuvers around some possible criticism by not counting “involuntary judgments” as knowledge- claims)
Profile: Hypatia of Alexandria
(A pagan, she had many Christian students)
Why Do Humans Stand Upright?
(Aquinas gave a teleological explanation)
Readings
5.1 St. Augustine, from Confessions
Augustine on time and eternity.
5.2 St. Thomas Aquinas, from Summa Theologica
Aquinas on knowing God by natural reason and the deeper knowledge of God through grace.
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