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In memory of my friendship with the philosopher
Ernesto Grassi (1902-1991) and our times in
conversation at the Grassi’s villa in several late
summers on the island of Ischia, near Naples.






And thus it was from the Greeks
that philosophy took its rise.
Diogenes Laertius
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Preface

The philosophic spirit is part of the human spirit. Philosophy
exists because we are mortal and because it is possible to pursue
the rational imagination as a means to comprehend the meaning
of our mortality. This pursuit has its beginnings in the ancient
quest for self-knowledge, which includes the quest to know how
to act as human. We are today in the fortunate position to look
back over more than twenty-five centuries of this quest for self-
knowledge. It is a way for us to face our own need to acquire self-
knowledge and to fill our own need to grasp how to be human.
There is nothing in the present as present that will provide self-
knowledge. Self-knowledge presupposes memory that places the
present in connection to the past. The future is always what
emerges from the past.

The history of philosophy is part of the great theater of
human memory. The figures of the philosophic spirit appear on its
stage and put their ideas into words. And then, like the sequence
of speeches in a theater, the moving finger of philosophy writes
and, having writ, moves on. Memory holds all that there is. The
reader of this small book is invited to enter into the ideas it
records. My selection of the figures that hold these ideas is
subjective. I do not intend them to be a master list. I intend them
to be a philosophical miscellany, an album, taken from the history
of philosophy, as the repository of the philosophic spirit.

My approach is that of ars topica, not ars critica—to appreciate
what various philosophers have said as starting-points for
thought, allowing the ideas they express to speak for themselves.
In so doing, my aim is to follow Horace’s advice, in his letter to
the Pisos, known as Ars poetica, “either to instruct, or to delight, or
to utter words both pleasing and helpful to life” (333-34).
Philosophy shares with poetry these three possibilities.

I agree with Cicero, who said, in the Tusculan Disputations:
“O philosophy, thou guide of life, o thou explorer of virtue and
expeller of vice! Without thee what could have become not only of
me but of the life of man altogether? Thou hast given birth to
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12 PREFACE

cities, thou hast called scattered human beings into the bond of
social life, thou hast united them first of all in joint habitations,
next in wedlock, then in the ties of common literature and speech,
thou has discovered law, thou hast been the teacher of morality
and order: to thee I fly for refuge, from thee I look for aid, to thee I
entrust myself, as once in ample measure, so now wholly and
entirely. Moreover one day well spent and in accordance with thy
lessons is to be preferred to an eternity of error. Whose help then
are we to use rather than thine? thou that hast freely granted us
peacefulness of life and destroyed the dread of death” (5.2.5).

Philosophia is the transliteration of the Greek ¢u\ocogua,
which is formed by joining ¢u\ia (philia, friendly love, affection,
friendship, Lat. amicitia) with ocogwa (sophia, wisdom, Lat.
sapientia). Cicero says: “Wisdom [sapientia] is the knowledge
[scientia] of things divine and human and acquaintance [cognitio]
with the cause of each of them, with the result that wisdom copies
what is divine” (Tusc. 4.26.57). Regarding friendship, Cicero says:
“For friendship is nothing else than an accord in all things, human
and divine, conjoined with mutual goodwill and affection, and I
am inclined to think that, with the exception of wisdom, no better
thing has been given to man by the immortal gods” (Laelius on
Friendship 6.20).

The philosophic spirit arises from wonder (thauma). Wonder
is produced when in our thought we arrive at an apparent
equivalence between contrary meanings (aporia) such that we can
see no way out. In Plato’s Theaetetus, Theaetetus tells Socrates that
he faces such aporiai when he attempts to think about fundamental
questions of existence: “By the gods, Socrates, I am lost in wonder
[thauma] when I think of all these things, and sometimes when 1
regard them it really makes my head swim.” Socrates replies: “For
this feeling of wonder shows that you are a philosopher, since
wonder is the only beginning of philosophy, and he who said that
Iris was the child of Thaumas made a good genealogy” (155c-d).
Iris acts as the messenger of heaven and her father’s name is a
play on wonder.

Aristotle endorses this view of wonder when he says: “For it
is owing to their wonder [thauma] that human beings both now
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begin and at first began to philosophize; they wondered originally
at the obvious difficulties, then advanced little by little and stated
difficulties about the greater matters” (Metaphysics 982b). Thauma
is the middle term that joins philia with sophia and thus makes
doing philosophy (philosophein) possible. The aporiai that are
encountered by attempting to think about the nature of things
induce wonder and cause those who encounter them to persist in
the love of wisdom.

In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates relates a speech made to him
by Diotima, a woman from Mantinea, a village in the
Peloponnesus, regarding the connection between Eros (Love) and
wisdom. Diotima informs Socrates that Eros is by nature neither
immortal or mortal, but is a figure midway between wisdom and
ignorance. Diotima says: “In fact, you see, none of the gods loves
wisdom or wants to become wise —for they are wise —and no one
else who is wise already loves wisdom; on the other hand, no one
who is ignorant will love wisdom either or want to become wise.
For what's especially defective about being ignorant is that you
are content with yourself, even though you're neither beautiful
and good nor intelligent. If you don’t think you need anything, of
course you won’'t want what you don’t think you need.”

Socrates realizes that Diotima is describing the nature of the
philosopher, who loves wisdom but does not claim to possess
wisdom. Socrates asks: “In that case, Diotima, who are the people
who love wisdom, if they are neither wise nor ignorant?” Diotima
replies: “That’s obvious. A child could tell you. Those who love
wisdom fall in between those two extremes” (204a-b). Eros, as
Diotima is speaking of him, is an ancient cosmogonic power.
Hesiod, in the Theogony, says: “Eros, who is the most beautiful
among the immortal gods, the limb-melter —he overpowers the
mind and the thoughtful counsel of all the gods and of all the
human beings in their breasts” (120-22). Diotima’s
characterization of Eros differs from Hesiod’s. Diotima regards
Eros as “neither immortal or mortal,” but as occupying a position
between gods and humans.

We can connect the sense of philosophy as philia (friendly
love or affection), in relation to sophia (wisdom), with Diotima’s
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comparison of the philosopher with Eros. That philosophy is a
kind of philia is an epistemic claim. The philosopher does not
claim to possess a particular kind of wisdom but to seek wisdom
in the sense of an all-inclusive knowledge of things human and
divine. In so doing, the philosopher stands between the human
and the divine, as does Eros in Diotima’s account. Diotima’s claim
is metaphysical. It speaks to the status of the philosopher’s being.
The philosopher’s love of wisdom falls short of possessing
wisdom, which is the province of the immortal gods. Yet the
philosopher, in pursuing wisdom, is not following the life
pursued by those human beings who have no need to seek
wisdom itself and are content with knowing whatever they know.
They do not realize that this is, in fact, a kind of ignorance. Once
the philosopher realizes this sense of ignorance, the philosopher is
in the position of Diotima’s Eros—midway between the divine
and the purely human.

Two tropes are necessary for the expression of philosophical
thought— metaphor and irony. The trope that the philosopher
shares with the poets is metaphor. Aristotle says: “The greatest
thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is the one thing that
cannot be learnt from others; and it is also a sign of genius”
(Poetics 1459a). Metapherein is the ability to find similarity in
dissimilars through the ingenious power of the imagination
(phantasia). This ability is required to put forth archai, beginning
points, for thought. The philosopher goes beyond the poet by
adding irony to the narrative that the metaphor generates. Irony
rests on the distinction between what seems and what is. To be a
master of irony is to employ the question to induce dialectical
thought—to consider what seemed to be settled on a subject in
terms of the possibility of its opposite. Dialectic provides the
means to confront aporiai and to continue philosophical thought.

The chapters that follow offer twenty concisely stated
examples of the philosophic spirit from the ancient Greeks to
Ernst Cassirer's philosophy of symbolic forms and A. N.
Whitehead’s speculative cosmology. Philosophy as the love of
wisdom can be sought only through contemplation and a sense of
what is held in cultural memory. It is one of the pleasures of the



