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Foreword

 

The concept of “spirit” appears in the history of philosophy in various forms, sometimes explicitly, sometimes implicitly. It is a broad concept and therefore it features under different names and aspects. The precise meaning of spirit is a complex question and it will become clearer as we proceed with the analysis of the philosophical tradition on the topic. It relates primarily to questions of metaphysics and theory of knowledge, although it can be seen to be present in all the philosophical disciplines.

The present text, in the form of a dialogue between a student and a teacher (following a literary tradition in philosophy which goes back to Plato and has such distinguished champions as Cicero, Augustine, Anselm, and Berkeley, to name a few), proposes to look into the question of spirit and its varied meanings from a historical and a conceptual perspective within philosophy. We will not limit ourselves to explicit references to spirit, which would confine us to specific philosophers—such as Hegel, in whose work the term “spirit” is most explicit, Aquinas, and other medieval philosophers, who take spirit primarily in its theological sense, differently from what Hegel was to do later. In other words, if we were to speak of spirit in philosophy in a literal way, we would have to limit ourselves to Hegel and perhaps a few other philosophers, mostly from the medieval period.

In the medieval tradition spirit has primarily a theological meaning. More specifically, this meaning is tied to Christian dogma, and in particular the dogma of the Trinity and the Holy Spirit as the third person of the Trinity. The theological and the scriptural or biblical sense of spirit makes an important contribution to the discussion, not least because philosophers in the European tradition from the Middle Ages onwards were heavily influenced by the scriptural meaning of spirit. Therefore, it is appropriate to include the theological aspect in addition to the philosophical aspects of spirit, which are the focus of our analysis of the concept.

Therefore, while focusing on the philosophical meaning of “spirit,” the theological aspect should not be overlooked, since it informs the philosophical meaning.

Moreover, if we search for this concept in the history of philosophy, we find that spirit is a central topic for a modern philosopher such as Berkeley, who contrasts it to matter, rendering it not only actual but the only reality. However, it is in the philosophy of Hegel that spirit becomes explicitly and repeatedly the central theme. It is such an important aspect of Hegel’s philosophy that it appears as a central concept in all the main philosophical disciplines treated by him, and is more explicitly and extensively treated in his works than in previous philosophers. In Hegel, this term has primarily a philosophical or general meaning but the theological meaning is not far to seek, and sometimes Hegel refers explicitly to the theological meaning, as grounding the philosophical meaning and justifying it.

In Hegel’s works, spirit has various complex meanings and various associations with other concepts. Based on these associated concepts, related to knowledge, being, and existence, to mention but a few, we can trace it back to the Presocratic philosophers and find other exponents in the history of philosophy, who may have written on interrelated issues without calling them explicitly “spirit.” Hence spirit is here taken in a general and far-reaching sense. Spirit would thus comprise the notions of “idea,” “mind,” “soul,” “intellect,” “form”—as they appear in ancient, medieval, and modern philosophy—to mention some of the most central concepts associated with spirit.

Consequently, this work draws inspiration primarily from Hegel, but also from other philosophers, such as Saint Thomas Aquinas and Berkeley. In the medieval period, particularly in medieval Christian philosophy, as we have seen, the term was studied primarily within a theological context, but for Hegel the philosophical connotations are as, if not more, important. While the concept “spirit” plays an important role in other fields of human experience, particularly in religion, Hegel treats it as a philosophical concept, without, however, disregarding the religious aspects, especially within Christian theology. One could say that in Hegel, the philosophical aspect of spirit is more general than the theological aspect and would include the latter, although Hegel himself claimed that they are at bottom the same. For the content of philosophy is for him the same as the content of religion or even theology, although the two disciplines, philosophy and religion, express themselves in different ways. From a medieval perspective, however, the theological element should dominate, and it could be argued that in the medieval sense of the term, all spirit comes ultimately from the ultimate or infinite spirit, God himself.

Hegel wrote profusely on “spirit,” and his Phenomenology of Spirit is especially devoted to this topic, including and starting from finite subjective human spirit, to infinite divine spirit. Hegel traces the development of spirit and the process through which subjective and finite spirit attains to absolute knowing in a gradual development towards infinite or absolute spirit. However, even the Phenomenology of Spirit does not exhaust all meanings of spirit for Hegel, who wrote on the subject in other works, including his lectures given in Berlin. The present work proposes to take Hegel’s works into account, but also the great medieval works on spirit and intellect, and to look at the meaning of spirit in a more general way.

Spirit may seem too general a topic since it straddles several disciplines, but in actual fact it has various but interrelated meanings which can be articulated in a coherent and focused way.

The first part of the present work deals with spirit in the history of philosophy: in the form of intellect, and the various kinds of intellect, and also as the object of the intellect, which are ideas, forms, or knowledge itself. Different periods in the history of philosophy have focused either on the objective aspect or on the subjective aspect. The former, or objective, aspect dominated the history of philosophy up to the modern period, more specifically the early 17th century, and the latter, or subjective, aspect has predominated since the modern period.

Intellect broadly construed can be understood as subjective spirit, and the object of subjective intellect or spirit can be termed objective. This work also looks at the combination of or meeting point between these two kinds of spirit, subjective and objective. The distinction between the different kinds of spirit features in Hegel (who develops a specific conception of subjective and objective spirit) but also, more recently, in Edith Stein.

Moreover, in this work the emphasis of the research on spirit is primarily the history of philosophy up to and including Hegel, given that the presence and meaning of spirit is a topic that belongs primarily in metaphysics, interest in which declined after Hegel, in spite of a recent revival of interest in metaphysics and especially ontology.

The second part of the work looks at the various philosophical disciplines, such as metaphysics, theory of knowledge, and ethics, and the meaning and role of spirit in them, in an attempt to bring together the various historical accounts of the term as presented in the philosophical tradition. The entire work is a dialogue with the philosophical tradition since the question of spirit is prominent in it in an explicit or implicit way. However, and while continuing the dialogue with the history of philosophy, the second part looks at the question of spirit in a more systematic way as it features in the various philosophical disciplines. This second part does not aim primarily to interpret the meaning of spirit in specific philosophers but looks at its meaning within the various philosophical disciplines in order to find a unitary position.

The main inspiration for this work is Hegel, given his explicit mention of spirit in his works, without disregarding the medieval Christian tradition, including the theological aspects. These two aspects, philosophical and theological, as we have seen, are related, and Hegel considered that we cannot neglect the theological or religious aspect of the problem; but our emphasis lies on a philosophical approach, since the theological treatment of spirit deserves and has been the subject of an entire specialized literature.

One might ask: why tackle the question of spirit and seek a unitary approach to this topic within the history of philosophy and the philosophical disciplines? Why would the question of spirit warrant this attention? One might argue that even in Hegel this term is too vague to be pinpointed and too broad to deserve a detailed study. However, we believe that in Hegel and in philosophy in general (its history and its disciplines) there is clearly a unitary approach that can be taken, and the point of this study is precisely to look at the tradition from a Hegelian perspective and from a unitary perspective. This does not mean to follow exclusively Hegel’s categories and understanding of spirit, or to use his methods, and in particular his dialectical logic, but it does imply an approach that is close to Hegel (although it does not follow him in every respect), given that he arguably devoted more time and effort to this question than any other philosopher.

At the same time, Hegel’s philosophy does not exhaust the meaning of spirit, and any study of spirit, including the present one, is a work in progress since the topic is inexhaustible. The theological tradition of Christianity, in which spirit plays such an important role, does contribute to the enrichment of the philosophical concept, as we have seen.

In seeking to understand the meaning of spirit, the question of its relation to matter cannot be ignored, since this dichotomy appears clearly in the history of philosophy. Already in ancient philosophy this opposition features in Plato, in association with the distinction between soul and body, with its philosophical and religious connotations. In the Christian tradition, ancient and medieval, the difference between spirit and matter is also apparent. We find it again clearly spelled out in the modern period, for instance in Berkeley, who denies altogether the existence of matter. In Hegel the same opposition is mentioned, more frequently in the form of the dichotomy between spirit and nature. The two poles of reality, spirit and matter, must be part of the discussion. In other words, matter must be included in the discussion of spirit.

The mention of spirit raises many questions within the various philosophical disciplines. Speaking of spirit evokes the metaphysical question concerning the nature of reality, and whether it is spiritual or material, or both. It also raises the associated question of whether, for instance, knowledge is spiritual and mental, or real and material. Therefore, one of the major questions involved is an epistemological one, pertaining to the debate between realism and idealism, and whether knowledge originates outside the mind or issues from it. The problem can be formulated in various ways, depending on one’s definition of realism or idealism. Philosophers in whose works spirit plays a prominent role, such as Hegel and Berkeley, have traditionally been considered idealists of some sort. Even if they, alongside Plato, hold that reality, and the corresponding knowledge and ideas, exist in God or some absolute spirit as in an independent reality—and so independently of the human subjective mind or spirit—the question of idealism is always present. There are various kinds of idealism (for instance, subjective or objective), and these philosophers could be considered objective idealists, but the meaning of idealism would nevertheless have to be taken into account.

The discussion of spirit raises questions in metaphysics and theory of knowledge, and therefore the very term “idealism” in this sense could refer to knowledge or to reality. Within the theory of knowledge idealism could be defined as the view according to which knowledge is in the mind or some mind instead of originating in an external reality. Within metaphysics, idealism would mean that reality itself is purely ideal or spiritual and not material. These two understandings of idealism usually go hand in hand.

Generally speaking, philosophers who emphasize the role of spirit over matter or spirit over nature, and defend the primacy of ideas or ideals versus material things, tend to be considered idealist philosophers, independently of whether they favor a metaphysical or an epistemological version of idealism, or both. They emphasize spiritual aspects (ideas or intellects) in opposition to matter, or they even deny matter, as we have seen in the case of Berkeley. In a nutshell, idealism can be seen as the view that what matters are ideas or the knowing subject as it sees the world. These are all issues related to the question of spirit, perennial issues that have to be addressed as part of this discussion.

Obviously, it is not possible to exhaust the treatment of spirit in one work or solve all the associated issues, but this study aims at contributing to the debate on a theme which is so central in the history of philosophy, and therefore deserves our current attention, regardless of one’s position on these issues and regardless of the contemporary philosophical school one identifies oneself with. 

 




Part I: Spirit and the History of Philosophy

 

Student: Spirit is a topic which is mentioned by various philosophers, for instance Berkeley and Hegel. How can we understand “spirit” from a philosophical perspective?

Teacher: Spirit is said in many ways. It is a multifaceted concept with various but interrelated meanings, to be found in different disciplines of knowledge. We can find it in philosophy, most explicitly in Hegel, but also in theology, especially Christian theology, and in the various religious traditions. We have to remain focused on the philosophical level and treat the religious and theological aspects only in so far as they are related to philosophy. Although spirit may be an obvious concept, its exact meaning may not be immediately apparent. We can say, generally speaking, that spirit may be negatively defined as the opposite of matter, and also as something infinite, unextended, invisible, or incorruptible—all of which may be considered as negative ways of defining spirit. 

Student: In order to define spirit, would it help to relate spirit to mind or soul?

Teacher: Traditionally, mind and soul are more specific than spirit. Mind usually refers to the human mind with its intellectual or mental abilities, or faculties, and the soul is usually related to the body, which is the natural counterpart of the soul. Soul is perhaps primarily a theological concept, although it can be considered from a philosophical perspective (that is, independently of a particular religious tradition), and many philosophers have discussed the theme of the soul. In relation to mind or intellect, it can be said that, in the history of philosophy, the mind or intellect was considered a part of the soul, so it is a more specific concept than soul. Therefore spirit is more general than soul, and soul is more general than mind. 

We will take these concepts into account as part of our investigation. Spirit is a rather broad concept, and thus not easy to define in one sentence. Our discussion will be about the different aspects of spirit within philosophy. Spirit is not necessarily something human or subjective, as we shall see. It thus transcends the purely human domain, although it is also associated with the human mind. There are various kinds of spirit, which are the subject of the various philosophical disciplines. 

Student: You defend the idea that spirit is an obvious concept, but would not some philosophers deny that there is spirit or rationality outside or beyond the human mind?

Teacher: Even if we were inclined to take that position, some sciences show signs that contradict it. Looking at mathematics and the structure of languages, it is clear that reality and language display a structure and rationality, and even spirituality, which is independent of the human mind. That spiritual or rational reality is discovered by the human mind, rather than invented by it. 

Student: I understand that spirituality is not confined to the human mind. If we invoke a different kind of mind or spirit, such as an infinite mind, does it involve including religion and theology as a central subject of our discussion?

Teacher: Different religions talk about spirit, so it is not possible to do justice to all the different traditions. For instance, in eastern religions such as Hinduism or Buddhism spirit and spirituality are a very important element, to mention just a couple of them, but spirituality as a general concept or even as a religious concept is not really within the remit of our discussion. 

In addition, spirit features in the scriptures of three main Western religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, but we will not deal in detail with the meaning of spirit in scripture. We can mention in passing the question of spirit in the Bible, in which spirit is associated with God’s activity, word, wisdom, and generally with life (especially in Hebrew). There it often means breath, and also air, wind, and the breath of life. Spirit is linked to wisdom, revelation (and thus divine inspiration), God’s creative activity and knowledge, as it appears clearly in the Old Testament. In the New Testament it is contrasted with matter and with the body. In the Old Testament it features prominently, and in the New Testament it is identified with God and with the third person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, Trinitarian theology having developed in the course of the first few centuries of Christianity. 

Student: Spirit is an obvious religious topic, but I wonder if its philosophical meaning is as obvious as the religious one.

Teacher: It is important to stress the intersection between religion and philosophy from its beginnings in ancient Greece, when the religious question was never far from the concerns of the philosophers, and also in the medieval period when religion takes center stage. Often the same questions are addressed by religion and philosophy. Philosophy has close relations with the sciences also, but in comparison with religion, it is actually the younger sister, as we know (although some philosophers, for instance the medieval Islamic philosopher Alfarabi, claim that philosophy is older than religion).

We will see that the interrelation between philosophical and religious meanings becomes especially significant during the Middle Ages, and later in Hegel (without disregarding modern philosophers such as Leibniz and Berkeley). In religion itself, spirit has a theoretical and a practical dimension which relates to the practice of religion and its influence on one’s lifestyle as a result. Our discussion is more concerned with the theoretical dimension, since this is more closely related to the philosophical meaning of spirit. We will consider other aspects in so far as they are related to the theoretical aspect.

Student: It is clear that spirit straddles both religion and philosophy. Should we not first define spirit precisely, in order to ascertain how it features in the history of philosophy?

Teacher: We can start with a general understanding of spirit and then ascertain the meaning of spirit from the history of philosophy, especially from Hegel, who was explicit in writing about spirit, which is at the center of his philosophical system. The meaning of spirit will become clear from the history of philosophy itself. 

We can subsequently speculate on the implications of the historical-philosophical meaning of spirit.

Student: What does the history of philosophy have to say about spirit? If spirit is mainly dealt with by Christian philosophers and by Hegel, can we find this concept in Greek philosophy?

Teacher: We should first look at the philosophical tradition, comprised in the history of philosophy, including Greek philosophy, before analyzing further the concept in itself. Looking at the history of philosophy will ensure a solid basis for further investigations. While it is not possible to take into account every philosopher, it is important to take the history of philosophy into account because of the meaningfulness of the debates which will serve as an inspiration for our discussion. Hegel, who writes profusely on spirit, also believes that the history of philosophy is not a mere description, following a chronological order, of the various systems and ideas proposed by philosophers in the course of time. Each philosophy contains a grain of truth—often more than that—such that the history of philosophy cannot be ignored. 

Spirit has many dimensions, and has strong religious and theological connotations, but we will focus on philosophy. 

Student: Before we start on the history of philosophy, what are the most important philosophical disciplines that treat of spirit?

Teacher: All disciplines within philosophy are involved in and influenced by one or more philosophical meanings of spirit, as we shall see, but spirit is particularly important within metaphysics or ontology. The latter, according to Aristotle, is one of the two branches of metaphysics, alongside theology, and it is also important for theory of knowledge or epistemology. The concept of spirit is associated primarily with being and existence, and also with knowledge and the concept of soul, mind and intellect, as we shall see. In this sense, we must inquire into the nature of reality and whether it is spiritual or material, or both, and into the nature of knowledge and whether it also is material or spiritual or both. Within theory of knowledge it is important to take into account the distinction between subject and object.

Spirit also has implications for ethics, aesthetics and philosophy of nature.

We will see that, within philosophy, we must take a metaphysical approach.

Student: I understand the need to focus on metaphysics and theory of knowledge, but are we going to privilege one over the other? And is this a metaphysical inquiry? In what sense?

Teacher: Metaphysics has been the central discipline within philosophy since its birth in Ancient Greece, because it deals with the nature of reality itself and so constitutes the most fundamental part of philosophy. Metaphysics is the title of one of Aristotle’s main works, although this title was probably not Aristotle’s own designation, but a later addition by Andronicus, who edited Aristotle’s works and arranged them according to a specific order. He also grouped various works composed by Aristotle pertaining to logic under the title Organon, thus forming a collection of logical works.

For Aristotle, metaphysics was “first philosophy,” and the Aristotelian tradition, in Antiquity and in the Middle Ages, continued to employ the expression “first philosophy” to designate metaphysics. This philosophical discipline, according to Aristotle, treats of being as being, and of the supreme being, that is, God. In other words, it comprises ontology and theology. In addition, metaphysics may be considered the science of first principles, and, as the Greek term indicates, that which comes after physics, which is the science of nature. This indicates that metaphysics does not deal with physical reality itself, but with another kind of reality, which is spiritual, rather than natural or material. 

Student: Does this mean that one has to accept the existence of a spiritual reality if one accepts the existence of metaphysics and engages in its study?

Teacher: I am afraid so; in accepting metaphysics one must accept also the existence of some kind of spiritual or theoretical reality. In addition, because metaphysics is such a broad and abstract branch of philosophy—while it considers and takes into account knowledge obtained from experience (following as it does in the wake of physics and natural philosophy)—it is in charge of examining the presuppositions established or discovered prior to empirical knowledge, and so presupposes a knowledge which is independent of sensible experience. Metaphysics therefore precedes and goes beyond empirical knowledge and experience. In connection with this question, it is important to bear in mind that, according to Aristotle, these first principles that are known in first philosophy cannot be proved. For some philosophers, including some medieval Islamic philosophers (for instance, Alfarabi) these first principles can be obtained from experience, but it is not clear that this is the case for Aristotle. As a general and fundamental discipline of philosophy, metaphysics treats of general principles, the first causes of being. It deals with the origin or the causes of things. In this sense, it is sometimes identified with philosophy itself, that is, a branch of knowledge which is general and theoretical. It is associated with a general outlook on life, on reality and the world. Aquinas holds that the metaphysicians, and not the natural philosophers, are the ones who consider the origin of things, universal being, and things that are devoid of movement. He further claims that all the speculative sciences depend on metaphysics.

Student: So should we assume that there is a close connection between metaphysics and theory of knowledge?

Teacher: That is right. In the same way that we can say that reality is material or spiritual or both, knowledge can be said to have the same characteristics; and since knowledge is supposed to mirror reality, what is assumed in metaphysics will influence one’s theory of knowledge. There are different ways of distinguishing knowledge and reality, for reality concerns the things themselves while knowledge describes our conception or understanding of things or objects. Aquinas, for instance, considers that “truth” goes hand in hand with knowledge (or language, since “truth” applies to propositions), while being goes hand in hand with reality and is studied by metaphysics.

Naturally, there should be a correspondence between the things and the knowledge we have of them, which is something we will discuss later.

Returning to the meaning of metaphysics, according to Hegel, philosophy is the study and knowledge of the causes of things, which overlaps with the meaning of metaphysics. 

Student: Has there not been a rejection of metaphysics in the recent history of philosophy?

Teacher: In recent times, this philosophical discipline has been discredited, in connection with a growing lack of confidence in the power of human reason to grasp reality. A lack of confidence in reason, or a belief in the limits of reason, need not necessarily lead to the downfall of metaphysics or to a skeptical or a relativist position. In the Middle Ages, for instance, there was another guide to truth other than reason, namely scripture. In modern and in contemporary philosophy, following an attack on authority, an attack on human reason ensued. 

However, the major metaphysical questions are still with us. As a fundamental part of metaphysics, ontology as the reflection on being (and more generally reality) never really went away, and there is currently a great deal of research within this field, for instance in analytic ontology, which is part of analytic philosophy. 

Student: Since metaphysics or at least ontology never completely disappeared as a philosophical discipline, was there a particular part or aspect of metaphysics which was discredited?

Teacher: One main aspect of mainstream metaphysics which was discredited in the modern period was a certain metaphysics of the substance (or of individual things), based on particular aspects and interpretations of Aristotle’s philosophy. Substance for Aristotle and Aristotelian philosophers was the building block of reality, at a physical and a metaphysical level—in fact, the concept of substance (or “thing”) straddles these two disciplines of philosophy. 

In natural science, this emphasis on individual substances or things went hand in hand with the notion of substantial forms—namely, essential qualities in substances which were used in ancient and medieval philosophical discourse to explain natural phenomena. They were later set aside in favor of a quantitative approach to scientific phenomena. There was also criticism of certain aspects of substance which did not fit with the empiricist model of modern scientific practice, in particular spiritual aspects like the soul, which was considered to be a spiritual substance.

In connection with Aristotelian metaphysics, it is important to note that this traditional metaphysics is still alive in Christian theology today, especially in Catholic theology, which draws its principles primarily from the theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas. 

Student: Metaphysics has a long history within philosophy and it has several branches. Which sense of metaphysics should we take as the basis of our discussion?

Teacher: Metaphysics has a strong theoretical side, and also a strong rationalist side. In this sense our discussion is a metaphysical inquiry. Spirit is here analyzed in its metaphysical dimensions since its various meanings are not primarily or directly related to sense experience, and so spirit is squarely placed in the metaphysical domain, which is essentially speculative and theoretical.

Student: Given that metaphysics has come under sharp criticism in recent times, how can we justify a metaphysical study, and a study of spirit?

Teacher: We saw that ontology was never truly discarded, even if some philosophers rejected the theological branch of metaphysics, which some consider separately from ontology. Therefore, a part of metaphysics has always remained the subject of study by philosophers.

In addition, we must stress, in our defense of metaphysics, that philosophy, in its theoretical and even metaphysical aspect, treats not only of essential aspects of reality and reality itself as a whole, but it also studies, analyzes, and even judges the other disciplines and branches of knowledge. One could say that it studies or judges their principles and most abstract aspects. This is still the case today and is a legacy from Aristotle’s conception of metaphysics, which towered over all the other branches of knowledge. Therefore one might say that a philosophy of the other sciences or branches of knowledge, such as philosophy of physics, contains metaphysical aspects because it considers the abstract principles of the other sciences. Therefore, one aspect of philosophy as it relates to other disciplines (which were once part of philosophy but attained their independence in the post-Aristotelian period of modern science) may rightfully be considered a domain of metaphysics in its theoretical aspects. 

Student: Hence for Aristotle all the disciplines were united under metaphysics or philosophy?

Teacher: Yes; the Aristotelian tradition takes the unity of the sciences very seriously. The higher sciences judge and guide the lower sciences, and these in turn serve the higher sciences. One science proves the subject matter of another—and a science cannot prove the existence of its own subject matter, to avoid circularity—in a hierarchy which is clearly established. This close articulation among the different sciences has been lost and sometimes the links within the same science are lost, given the growing specialization which affects the various disciplines. For our purposes we should stress the need for metaphysics to continue paying attention to other philosophical and scientific disciplines and all aspects of human experience.

Moreover, the question of spirit is central to the history of philosophy, as will become clearer later. Naturally, one could deny the existence of spirit, but that itself is a metaphysical position, and therefore arguably a self-defeating theory.

Furthermore, since religion and religious studies, for instance, address essential issues from a spiritual and a metaphysical perspective, we must not ignore them. As in religious studies, we are justified in studying spirit from a metaphysical—that is to say, not naturalistic or empiricist—perspective. Spirit is an essential aspect of religion and religious studies, and therefore it should not be ignored by philosophy or metaphysics. 

 

 




Chapter 1
Ancient Philosophy

 

The Presocratics

 

Student: Is it possible to find the term or the concept of spirit in ancient philosophy?

Teacher: The first philosophers in ancient Greece were primarily interested in giving a naturalistic account of reality. According to Aristotle, they provided a different kind of explanation of reality from the one which had recourse to myth, and in this way they were considered to have founded a new discipline, namely philosophy. They studied nature from a material and physical perspective. In particular, they wanted to explain natural phenomena, such as eclipses and rainfall. Some of them looked for one material principle that would explain all reality, as its grounding principle, in the sense that everything would require it in order to come into being. Thales asserted that this was water, Anaximenes held that it was air. Heraclitus highlighted fire as the eternal element, and he also held that there is one divine law that grounds the laws of the cosmos and human laws. This means that for Heraclitus the cosmos is in itself intelligible, a claim that other Presocratic philosophers would also endorse. Heraclitus clearly holds that we must use the testimony of the senses as well as reason in order to understand the nature of reality. 

Student: Is the Presocratic account of nature purely natural and materialistic?

Teacher: In spite of the fact that these philosophies clearly rest on an observation of nature, the spiritual element is not altogether absent. Cicero, for instance, gives an account of how the philosophers who preceded Socrates mention the work of the gods. For instance, he mentions Thales as claiming that God was the mind shaping everything out of water. In addition, Heraclitus defends the idea that everything is in motion, which is a general philosophical or metaphysical position regarding reality, and Parmenides also makes general claims about reality. However, Cicero himself states that it is only with Anaxagoras, a pupil of Anaximander, that the world is seen to be conceived and ruled by the power of an infinite mind.

The theory that all natural bodies are made up of four elements, earth, water, air and fire, is attributed to Empedocles. The Presocratics had various explanations for how the combination of different elements made up the natural bodies which we see, Empedocles stating that they are generated through love and dissolved through strife. However, some Presocratic philosophers also gave an intellectual or spiritual account of the world and reality, as we see already with Heraclitus. Xenophanes, for instance, thought of a deity greater than all, an all-knowing divinity whose thinking controls the universe. 

Student: So not all the Presocratics were bent on a naturalistic explanation of reality?

Teacher: No. Among the precursors who favored the significance of a spiritual account of reality, or the role of spirit in reality, other than Heraclitus and Xenophanes, before Socrates, is Parmenides, who mentions reason as a sure guide to understanding reality, instead of the senses. He has a focus on logos, reason or intellect. Other philosophers see in Parmenides an important aspect in that he distinguishes being from non-being, a position which has metaphysical and logical consequences. In logic, it would entail a form of the principle of non-contradiction, in that the same thing cannot have two opposite predicates at the same time and in the same sense. What other philosophers, such as Hegel, admire in Parmenides is his identification between thought and being. Being is what is thought. Hegel would later claim that the real is rational and the rational is real, which is another way of explaining the same principle. There is thus an identity between thinking and being. It is clear that for Hegel thinking is spiritual rather than material.

Other philosophers in the Eleatic school, of which Parmenides was the founder and the most important exponent, were preoccupied with physical questions that were related to metaphysics, for instance, the question of the one, and infinity, developed in particular by Melissus.

Student: This means that fundamental metaphysical questions surrounding being and thought were already posed by the Presocratics. And are these not perennial questions?

Teacher: Yes, since the question of being (and also existence) is the fundamental question of philosophy, and more specifically metaphysics.

These questions have continuously been debated through to the modern and contemporary period, and had an impact on scientific questions, although there was not a strict separation between science and metaphysics in Presocratic philosophy. Some philosophers, such as Parmenides, were more interested in metaphysical questions, but there were metaphysical elements also in other Presocratic philosophies.

Pythagoras viewed the universe along mathematical lines, and sought to explain the cosmos through numbers. He considered the nature of soul in itself, defending the idea of the reincarnation of the soul in human beings and even animals, a view that appears to influence Plato later, as it becomes clear in various Platonic dialogues.

Student: Therefore, the Presocratics take an interest in the question of the soul, which is clearly an important aspect of spirit?

Teacher: Yes, the soul is related to spirit and evokes the related issues of thinking and personal identity. Naturally, the questions surrounding the soul in the ancient world go hand in hand with religion—and this could also be said of the modern period. One might even say that the question of the soul, its nature and existence, is primarily a religious and not a philosophical question. However, in the history of philosophy it is treated from a philosophical perspective, as it is very clear at least from Aristotle’s works—which give momentum to a philosophical treatment of soul.

Student: If “soul” has such strong religious connotations, what is distinctive about a philosophical approach?

Teacher: The philosophical approach to soul is apparent with regard to both form and content. With regard to form, philosophical arguments and logic are used to prove the existence, the nature, and/or the immortality of the soul—instead of the arguments from authority which are more commonly found in religion or theology. In addition, the close connection between soul and knowledge is explored by Plato and Aristotle. It becomes clear that not just the intellect but also memory have their seat in the soul, and sense perception is also “processed” in the soul. Knowledge is considered to be the result of the activity of the various faculties of the soul and therefore the question of soul becomes definitely a philosophical issue. 

In Plato, the religious and the philosophical treatment of the soul are still very closely connected, as a result of the religious questions pertaining to the soul which arise in the ancient world. The relation of the soul to the body is one of the central aspects discussed in Plato’s dialogues. Does a soul pre-exist its union with the body? Does it continue to exist after it is separated from the body? (Socrates defines death in the Phaedo as the separation of the soul from the body.) Is the soul immortal or does it disappear and dissolve like the body after death? Does each body have its own individual soul, or does the same soul inhabit various bodies in succession? Having been influenced by Pythagoras and the question of reincarnation, Plato addresses these issues in his dialogues.

Generally speaking, the ancients associated soul with life, which meant that they believed, for instance, that plants also have souls. Therefore, there is such thing as a vegetative soul, which is responsible for growth, and which is common to plants, animals, and human beings. There is also an animal soul which is responsible for movement, and finally the human soul has all these qualities, and thinking or intellect in addition.

Plato’s views on the soul, as we have seen, are influenced by Pythagoras. As a philosopher, Pythagoras also helped to define philosophy as a discipline. He is credited with coining the term “philosophy”—love of wisdom—and explaining that a philosopher discusses every subject and is not specialized in any particular subject, as reported by Cicero. 

Student: Were there discussions among the Presocratics based primarily on a conception of matter, or of nature as matter?

Teacher: Yes, in addition to the discussion of metaphysical reality, logic, and the soul, there were also theories of matter that prefigured later conceptions and discussions about matter. The atomists, like Leucippus and Democritus, thought of matter as consisting of atoms, indivisible units of matter, which traveled in the void. Epicurus, who founded his own school, accepted atomism, and it was later taken up by Latin-speaking philosophers, such as Lucretius. This position, stating that matter constituted the basic reality, influenced later thought, for instance Marx and his materialism. There were different views on how the atoms came together. Epicurus held that this happened by chance. In addition, he did not believe in divine providence. Consequently, he defends indeterminism in nature, and claims that if the gods exist, they do not become involved in human affairs. Atomism also influenced modern science, although the atoms are not currently considered to be indivisible, but rather are composed of various elements. Ancient atomists defended the existence of the void, later denied by Aristotle. Everything, on their account, is composed of atoms and void. Shapes of atoms explained the qualities of material objects.

Student: Were there Presocratics who defended the dominance of spirit over matter? 

Teacher: We have seen that some Presocratic philosophers do not trust the senses and believe that reality should be investigated by reason. Some even hold that reason or intellect guides everything. Generally speaking, we must take into account the fact that the senses are particularly related to matter because they are in direct contact with material objects. Reason can also study the objects of the senses, but first through the intermediary of the senses, and reason can moreover think independently about abstract realities.

With regard to the Presocratics who defend the preeminence of the spiritual, we have, for instance, Diogenes of Apollonia, who holds that everything is ordered by an intelligence. This is air or God, and in human beings and animals it is intelligence and mind or soul, respectively. Things are ordered according to the good.

The main philosopher defending intellect as the cause of reality and individual things is Anaxagoras, who states that nous, or intellect, rules the world and accounts for the creation and existence of all natural bodies and phenomena. This intellect is eternal, it animates living beings, and it creates movement and the world. Some ancient philosophers, like Socrates, for instance, were not entirely convinced by the account of the agency of the intellect as described by Anaxagoras and held that he ultimately only indicated material causes to account for existing beings, such as the natural elements. Socrates’ approach to Anaxagoras is described in Plato’s dialogue Phaedo, in which Socrates recounts how he was initially impressed by the philosophy of Anaxagoras, because of his description of a nous that guided everything towards the good, including in nature; but he then became disillusioned when he realized that Anaxagoras did not take the concept of intellect far enough. Although Anaxagoras mentioned intellect, he then used material causes to explain natural and celestial phenomena.

Student: If Socrates considers Anaxagoras’ account of intellect ambiguous, what does spirit mean for Anaxagoras?

Teacher: In Anaxagoras, nous or intellect is a spiritual, nonmaterial cause, but Socrates takes it much further. According to Socrates, spirit is related to knowledge and also to ethical questions, since both knowledge and morality come from the rational soul. Spirit here can mean the human spirit which is able to learn and know. It also includes the concept of will, and hence the related ethical questions, which for Socrates ground and explain human morality. These are the theoretical and the practical aspects of the intellect, respectively.

In Socrates, according to the Platonic dialogues, we already see some of the major concepts pertaining to spirit: it is related to the human intellect, knowledge, and ethical questions. And, most importantly, it appears to be opposed to matter, a theme which is developed in Plato’s dialogues. According to Socrates, if the world were directed by intellect (nous), as held by Anaxagoras, it would mean that it had a final cause or purpose and was not constituted at random. Goodness would prevail and render reality and life meaningful. The world would be directed towards the good in a purposive way by a superior intelligence. This approach, in contrast to the naturalistic accounts of many Presocratics, highlights the purpose or final cause of events instead of the efficient cause, which immediately precedes its effect. However, Socrates complains that Anaxagoras, although mentioning a universal intelligence, does not put it to work, and instead falls back on the material causes already invoked by the naturalist philosophers. With Anaxagoras we are still unsure if the world and the events which happen in it are truly directed towards the good by an intellect. 

 

Socrates and Plato

 

Student: Socrates, then, takes spirit more seriously than his predecessors.

Teacher: It is with Socrates, on Plato’s account and in Plato’s works, that we find a major turn to spiritual aspects of philosophy, and so a turn towards metaphysical and ethical questions. In fact, we could say that Plato is the first to establish clearly the philosophical meaning of spirit, with his conception of the human soul and the forms whose nature the soul imitates. 

Student: It is clear that Socrates introduces new themes into his philosophical discussions, and in this way he distinguishes himself from the previous philosophers. It is not for nothing that his predecessors are known as the Presocratics. Does Plato follow in the same vein as Socrates when it comes to spirit? 

Teacher: From the various accounts about Socrates and his philosophical interests, it appears that Plato follows in the footsteps of Socrates and expands on his understanding of spirit. 
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