Context and Questions for Discussion Forum 

Unit 3 – The Natural Philosophers
Context of DF questions

The Birth of Philosophy was a cataclysmic shift in human consciousness that eventually pulled the rug out from under the security of the Greek mythological world view.  In a sense you could say that all hell broke loose!  Tarnus tells us that:

The primitive universe ruled by anthropomorphic deities began to give way to a world whose source and substance was a primary natural element such as water, air, or fire.  In time, these primary substances would cease to be endowed with divinity or intelligence, and would instead be understood as purely material entities mechanically moved by chance or blind necessity.  But already a rudimentary naturalistic empiricism was being born.  And as man’s independent intelligence grew stronger, the sovereign power of the old gods grew weak.  Passions, pg.20

It seems that the old adage about Pandora’s box holds true here.  Once the natural approach was out of the box, it seemed impossible to put it back.  Mythology, or belief in some form of transcendence, is still an intimate part of our human experience, but that experience has never quite held the firm foundation it did before the birth of philosophy: 

With the advent of reason [here meaning as opposed to myth], everything seemed open to doubt and each succeeding philosopher offered solutions differing from his predecessors.  If the world was governed exclusively by mechanical natural forces, then there remained no evident basis upon which firm moral judgments could be founded.  And if the true reality was entirely divorced from common experience, then the very foundations of human knowledge [epistemology] were called into question.  It seemed that the more man became freely and consciously self-determining, the less sure was of his footing.  Passions, pg. 24-25.

The birth of philosophy in the early Greek period was a truly unique phenomenon in human history. But as we shall see, later in our studies this semester, the basic structure [Pandora’s box having been opened] was repeated during the later Renaissance and Enlightenment, after a thousand years of epistemological reliance on myth, i.e, the dominance of the Christian cosmological story (remember, “myth” does not necessarily mean untrue—it is a way of knowing—revelational knowledge is essentially the belief that the rational human mind can access and receive transcendent truth).

Questions(s)

Drawing on what you learned in Sophie’s World, your Discussion Worksheet, the quotations from Passions, the Special Focus, the Context Enrichment as a thought-starter, and using your own experience and ideas, answer the question below:
1. How do you think this period of searching for the causes of natural phenomena in the natural world, and calling into question mythical explanations, relates to our current global culture?
Remember – you don’t have to be comprehensive or even correct, though you have to provide evidence from the unit material to back up your thoughts.  Focus on something that caught your attention or particularly intrigued you.  The forum is designed to be a collaborative learning experience—feel free to agree or challenge group mates in your replies. Together you will raise your understanding to a new level.
