A is for Aristotle:

Aristotle was the greatest philosopher of ancient times.  Aristotle was born in 384 B.C. at Stagyra in Greece.  His father was the physician of the king of Macedonia.  Aristotle was sent to Athens to study in Plato’s school (called the Academy).  When Plato died he became the personal teacher (tutor) of the son of the king of Macedonia, Alexander (the Great).  

While Alexander was taking over the rule of Macedonia and going on to conquer the known world,  Aristotle was in Athens setting up his own school and generating the works associated with his name (Metaphysics, Ethics, Logic, Politics, etc.).

A particular thing in the system of Aristotle, is a “substance.”  The group to which it belongs is a “universal.”  Aristotle makes a distinction between matter and the form the matter takes. The soul is the form of the body according to Aristotle, it is what gives the body unity of purpose.  The matter has potentiality.  The form it takes is the actuality of form.

Aristotle believed that there are three kinds of substances: sensible and perishable, sensible and not perishable, and not sensible and not perishable (the soul and God are examples of the latter).

God is the First Cause.  God exists as pure thought, pure happiness.  God has no unrealized purposes.

B is for Berkeley:

George Berkeley was born at Kilkenny Ireland in 1685.  He became a student and then a fellow at Trinity College in Dublin.  Berkeley traveled to London, promoted a project for a college in Bermuda and settled for a short time in Newport, Rhode Island.  He returned to London.  In 1734, he was appointed bishop of Cloyne, Ireland.

Berkeley is considered one of the main exponents of “idealism.”  Berkeley called it “the immaterialist hypothesis.”  By this he meant that he denied the existence of any mindless inert substance.  Berkeley was radically opposed to the materialist notion that everything is matter.

Berkeley believed that things needed to be perceived, or be a perceiving being, to exist.  He protested against the excesses of rationalism.  He found science to be about correlations rather than causes.  It was God who ordered the world and God speaks to us through the objects of sense.

Berkeley’s philosophy is a denial of both rationalism and materialism in favor of a scientific positivism and an idealism in which all sensible things are a language that revels the purposes of God.  Just as humans speak through language, so the sensible order represents the signs through which we may comprehend the will of God.

Berkeley described a universe in which there are active spirits and passive ideas.  Spirits make ideas possible.

C is for Chinese:

Chinese philosophy has four phases: the very ancient period of the Hundred Schools (until 221 B.C.), the dominance of Confucian philosophy and its rivalry with Neo-Taoism and Buddhism (until 960 A.D.), the Neo-Confucian period (until 1912), and the modern period with the rise of Western philosophy (particularly Marxism).

The period of the Hundred Schools was a period of rivalry between various groups including the Confucianists, the Taoists, the Logicians, the Legalists, the Moists, and the Yin Yang School.

Confucius (551-479 B.C.) was concerned about developing a well-ordered society with superior men as its members.  Mencius (372-298 B.C.) filled out Confucian theory by emphasizing humanism (jen), righteousness (i), properness (li), and wisdom.  Confucianism sought the ideal of a society of men of virtue who ruled through personal example rather than through law and punishment.  It sought the harmony of the individual and society through moral character based on jen (conscientious altruism).

This harmony is found through the pursuit of moderation and concord.

Taoism was founded by Lao Tzu.  In the “Book of Tao,” Lao Tzu equates the “Tao” with Nature, Heaven, and the One.  The Tao is eternal, spontaneous, indescribable, the beginning and end of all things.  It is an absolute and mystical unity.  It is the ideal that all should seek.

D is for Descartes:

Descartes was born in La Hayne, France in 1596.  He was educated at the Jesuit college of La Fleche.  Descartes published works on science, mathematics, and philosophy.  Descartes used an approach to philosophy that is called “the method of doubt.”  

The method of doubt involves the refusal to accept anything as true unless it was presented clearly and distinctly in a way that gives no occasion to doubt it.

The first thing that Descartes cannot doubt is his own existence.  He cannot doubt his immediate experience.  He cannot doubt his existence as a thinking being, but he can doubt the existence of his body.  This shows that mind and body is not the same thing.

Descartes finds in his mind the idea of an infinite and perfect being.  He argues that such an idea could not come from a finite being like him and must have its roots in that infinite and perfect being that is God.  Descartes notes that he could not have created himself.

Descartes believes that God has the power to do even, that which is logically impossible.  Descartes believes that God is the cause of himself.  This God has no defects.  He is unable to deceive.  We can avoid error where we use our intellect and senses correctly.

Descartes interprets matter as extension.  We do not learn this characteristic of matter from our senses.

E is for English:

English philosophy has been strongly influenced by nominalism (only particular things exist) and empiricism (knowledge comes from perception) since William of Ockham. Their influence can be found in the works of Hobbes and Bacon.  They are brought together in John Locke.  There is also a Platonic tradition that includes: Erigena, Duns Scotus, the Cambridge Platonists, Scottish philosophers, and the absolute idealists.

Francis Bacon (1561- 1626) obtained a seat in Parliament at the age of 23.  He rose to the position of Lord Chancellor at the age of 57 only to fall from his position at the age of 60.  Bacon did not care for Plato or Aristotle, however he was impressed by materialistic Greek philosophers like Democritus.  Bacon saw little merit in speculative philosophy.  He was impressed by the work of Copernicus and Galileo.

Bacon saw the speculative philosophers as spinners of webs.  He believed that scientific philosophers should model themselves on bees.  They should work together to collect and interpret knowledge and conduct experiments to probe the secrets of nature.

Thomas Hobbes (1588 – 1679) is famous for the “Leviathan.”  The Leviathan sets out a position that advocates absolute monarchy using the social contract hypothesis.  Hobbes rejected the notion of universal essences.   Some call him the father of analytic philosophy.

F is for French:

French philosophy is compounded of such diverse elements as skepticism, rationalism, sensationalism, vitalism, positivism, and existentialism.   Auguste Comte (1798-1857) was the most well known exponent of positivism.  Comte attempted to reconcile the ideals of the French Revolution with the counter-revolutionary doctrines of his time.  He is one of the sources of the science of sociology.

Comte believed that the human mind went through three stages from the theological, to the metaphysical, and positive.  The theological has three stages also: animistic, polytheistic, and monotheistic.  The theological stage is militaritistic, the metaphysical stage is legalistic.  The positive stage is industrial and technical.

Henri Bergson (1859-1941) was the most well known exponent of vitalism.  Bergson believed there were two kinds of time, the time of physics and the time of personal experience.  Personal experience unites body and mind.  There is a vital impetus that is the source of evolution according to Bergson.

Jean-Paul Sartre took the emphasis on personal experience a step further, influenced by Husserl and Heidegger.  Time is simply an internal structure of consciousness.  The individual human constitutes his own moral universe.  We choose ourselves.  The individual consciousness chooses its own metaphysics.  Being is defined by choice.  For the later Sartre, this existentialism is a corrective to rigid Marxism.

G is for Greek:

Greek philosophy went through three stages: pre-Socratic, Athenian, and Hellenic.  The pre-Socratic began with the philosophers of ancient Miletus, an Ionian Greek city of the coast of Anatolia. 

Thales (active around 585) explained that water was the basic substance.  Anaximander believed in a primary substance that was everlasting and infinite.  The world has differentiated from this primary infinity by the separating out of opposites such as wet and dry.  Anaximenes concluded that the primary substance was air.  The world emerged through a process of condensation with cold and rarefaction with heat.

Pythagoras (c.570-490) migrated to Croton in southern Italy.  He believed that the universe was a harmonic mathematical-musical complex.  Heraclitus put emphasis on conflict rather than harmony.  Existence was a conflict of opposites in constant flux ruled by the Logos.  The logos was identified with the soul, with life, and with a material manifestation as fire.

Parmenides of Elea maintained that reality must be one and unchanging.  Zeno of Elea attempted to defend this point of view by demonstrating the absurdities in its contrary.  Empedocles (c.490-430) proposed four elements as the source of the natural world: fire, air, earth, and water.  Anaxagoras (c.500-428) resided in Athens.  He was a pluralist who postulated Mind as the first cause.

H is for Hume:

David Hume (1711-1776) was born in Edinburgh and studied law at Edinburgh University.  In 1739 he published “A Treatise of Human Nature.”  The first book of the Treatise attempts to put empiricism on a solid basis.  Hume states that our ideas are derived from sensations and feelings.  He states that matters of fact cannot be discovered from reason, but only by experience.  All ideas are formed from impressions.  Space and time are simply the ways that our ideas occur.

There is no way to bypass experience in analysis of cause and effect relationships, according to Hume.  Hume rejected the notion of some supernatural or natural power or efficacy in cause and effect relationships. 

According to Hume, the mind is nothing but a bundle of perceptions.  It is the constancy and coherence of perceptions that suggest the existence of continuous objects.  Hume came to a position of skepticism in which everything was subject to question except for the elements of common everyday life.

Moral feelings arise from feelings of pleasure or displeasure. Judgments of fact can be true or false according to Hume, but not judgments of morals or taste.  Judgments of value cannot be decided by reason alone according to Hume.  

Hume believed that justice is an idea based on utility.

I is for India:

The philosophy of India is associated with the “darsanas.”  The darsanas bring together elements of philosophy, metaphysics, theology, and magic.  Skeptical traditions in the philosophy of India tended to give way before the idea that “moksa” (spiritual release) was the final goal of philosophy.

Indian philosophy may be classified as materialistic (Carvaka) or immaterialistic.  Immaterialistic philosophy can be classified as Vedic (supporting the authority of the Vedas) or Non-Vedic.  The principle Non-Vedic systems are Buddhism and Jainism.  The most important philosophic Vedic texts are the Upanishads (dating from around 800 B.C.).

The orthodox darsanas are collected into six systems that are linked in three pairs: Yoga and Samkhya, Mimamsa and Vedanta, Nyaya and Vaisesika.  The first of the pair is practical and the second is theoretical.  Yoga is about self-control and Samkhya is about the structure of existence.  Mimamsa is the study of the Vedic texts and Vedanta is the study of their theology.  Nyaya is the study of logic and Vaisesika is the expounding of logical differences.

Samkhya and Mimamsa are atheistic, but emphasize a single reality in which there are a plurality of souls, Yoga adds theism to this mix.  Nyaya and Vaisesika recognize a plurality of substances along with a plurality of souls. Vedanta has many forms dualist to nondualist, etc.

J is for John Locke:

John Locke (1632-1704) is the father of British Empiricism and the major political philosopher of the liberal tradition.  Locke met the earl of Shaftesbury at Oxford and became Shaftesbury’s physician.  Shaftesbury became leader of Parliamentary opposition to the Stuarts.  His association with Shaftebury forced Locke to flee to Holland.  He returned to England with the princess of Orange, who was to become Queen Mary.

Locke affirmed the real existence of things.  However, he denied the human ability to know their essences.  Locke denied the existence of innate ideas.  The source of our ideas is the senses.  Particulars are known before universals.  The source of these particulars is the senses.

There is no innate moral or practical principles either.

All our ideas ultimately come from experience.  The mind can join simple ideas together to form complex ideas.

Locke’s treatises on government were written to justify the revolution of 1688 that placed William and Mary in power.

Locke proposed that all men were originally in a state of nature.  There is a law of nature that is the product of God’s will.  In the state of nature, all men are bound to preserve the peace and respect each other.  The execution of the law of nature is the responsibility of the individual.

Humans by common consent form a social contract and create political bodies.  This contract is not between ruler and ruled.  It is between free men.

K is for Kant:

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was born at Konigsberg in East Prussia.  Kant studied and taught at the University of Konigsberg.  His “Critique of Pure Reason” attempts to determine what reason is able to do.  He concludes that reason consists of processes used to work with sense data.  The attempt to apply these processes to proving the existence of God or creating speculative metaphysical systems is a misuse of reason according to Kant.

Kant concludes that experience can only generate contingent truths.  Kant suggests that our ideas of space and time do not come from experience.  Kant’s argument is that knowledge requires connections determined by rules.  It requires non-empirical rules of a higher order.  The imagination connects these and the understanding makes the connections explicit. Cause and effect are connected by succession. 

Kant’s writings on morality place emphasis on intentions rather than results.  Morality requires the assumption of the existence of a free will.  It requires that humans be ends rather than means.

Kant believed in subjective principles of reason and judgment.  His political theory combined elements of conservatism and liberalism.  His metaphysics rejects both the extreme empiricism of Hume and the rationalism of Descartes and Leibniz.   He rejected the traditional proofs of God, but believed in God as the source of morality. 

L is for Leibniz:

Gottried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) was a German scientist, mathematician, diplomat, and historian.  He studied at the University of Leipzig.  He served the elector of Mainz and later the king of Hanover.

Leibniz began with the notion of force.  He believes this makes a sounder basis for a theory of physics than the notions of extension and of matter in motion.  Each unit of force it its own substance.  Each of these substances differs in its internal psychic life.  Each is a unique monad, a kind of soul or spirit that cannot be formed or decomposed.

Reality is a collection of these centers of psychic life.  Each is an individual that can be distinguished from others by its unique consciousness of experience.  Reality is a hierarchy of these monads.  The universe is a great harmony of these separate monads.  God chooses this harmony out of all possible harmonies.  God being infinite good chooses the best possible world out of all alternatives.

God created each monad in such a way that what happens to it arises from its own nature without any influence from the outside except for God.  Yet, this takes place in complete harmony with every other substance.  God and the individual monads create existence.  All spaciotemporal reality appears to arise within the internal states of the monads.  Every monad is an entelechy combined with primary matter.  Secondary matter results.  It is an aggregation of monads that are spatially related.

M is for Marx:

Kant rejected both the rationalism of Liebniz and the total skepticism of Hume.  But, he agreed with Hume that speculative metaphysics was a misuse of reason.  He set up a series of contradictory metaphysical positions to show that there was an equally plausible antithesis to each thesis.  

Hegel postulated that this thesis and antithesis relation represented a deeper rational process.  Reality, according to Hegel, is a continuum.  Hegel believed he had discovered a new logic in which a thesis is extended into its antithesis and from there to a greater synthesis.  This new logic was called “dialectic.” 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) was born in the Rhineland.  His role in the abortive German Revolution of 1848 resulted in exile to London.  Marx developed an approach to economics called “Dialectical Materialism.”  It rejects the speculative metaphysics of Hegel, but applies his dialectic to the historical development of human economic structures.  Feudalism was a thesis that developed Capitalism as its antithesis.  Communism is the inevitable synthesis that must emerge from this dialectical process.

The bourgeois class and its institutions are doomed by the very dialectical process that caused them to emerge from feudalism.  The bourgeois economy has inevitable periods of overproduction.  It has created the proletariat, the very group that will overthrow it and bring about a new utopian age, the age of communism, according to Marx.

N is for North American:

Transcendentalism and Pragmatism are philosophical developments unique to North America.  Transcendentalism was a North American reaction to European Romanticism and Pragmatism to European Naturalism and Realism.

The Transcendentalists included Emerson and Thoreau.  Their writings emphasized the importance of the individual as a moral force in society and the importance of nature as a manifestation of a transcendent order of harmony and beauty.

William James promoted “Pragmatism” as a new philosophy in 1898.  James believed that philosophy should have practical values in people’s daily lives.  The truth of ideas can be evaluated in their usefulness and workability.  Thought exists to help us develop good relations with our surroundings.

John Dewey reformulated Pragmatism into “Instrumentalism.”  Dewey wished to bridge the gap between science and values, between knowledge and morals.  Dewey sought to find the common functional patterns involved in knowledge and moral problem solving.  The conclusion of effective problem solving is “warranted assertion.”  Warranted assertion is Dewey’s version of truth.  Dewey believed that all living is learning.  The good life is the result of mutual problem solving in which effective habits of thinking and acting are developed.

O is for Ordinary:

The “Ordinary Language” approach is rooted in the attempt of the British Empiricists and the American Pragmatists to find common sense solutions to philosophical problems.  According to this school, good philosophy is nothing more than solving problems that have resulted from using words and language in confusing ways.

Wittgenstein believed that there were families of word meanings.  Ryle believed that philosophy was about solving boundary disputes between the different ways that words are used by economists, scientists, and various other academic disciplines.

Julius Kovesi pointed out that language is created by a language community and has built into it the idea of values, of objects as human need fulfillment sources.  Moral notions simply reflect back on the special status of humans as the beings for whom language was created, whose needs are described in the terms and phrases of language.

Strawson claims that language presumes the idea of persons as unions of body and mind.  Ryle maintains that mind is nothing more than the ability of a person to speak, to carry on internal speech, to have dispositions to behave.  These are simply that characteristics possessed normally by members of the language community.

Ordinary language philosophy is rooted in Wittgenstein’s notion that philosophers have misused words like “know.”

P is for Plato:

Plato was a student of the Athenian philosopher Socrates.  Plato started his own school in Athens called the “Academy.”  Aristotle was one of the students at the Academy when Plato died in 347 B.C. at the age of about 81.  He was a member of a wealthy family who belonged to the antidemocratic faction.  He developed a utopian philosophy of politics to defend the pro-Sparta notions of the conservative group.  This philosophy is developed in dialogue form in “The Republic.”

Plato developed the notion of ideal “forms.”  Material objects have the relationship to these “forms” that shadows have to the objects that cast them.  These forms can be known through mathematics.  The “Form of the Good” is the ultimate form that illuminates all the other forms.  Virtue is associated with the love of the Good.  This theme is developed by Plato in important dialogues such as the “Symposium.”

Plato’s ideas were very influential in the ancient world.  He and his student Aristotle were the source of most ancient philosophy.  His approach passed into Christian theology through Neoplatonic philosophy.  This was a school of philosophy associated with Plotinus (205-270 A.D.) who described all things as coming from The One, Intelligence, and the Soul.  Intelligence (Nous) is the real of Plato’s forms.  Some souls remain with bodies and some souls descend into bodies.  These bodies are either celestial or they are terrestrial.  Terrestrial bodies become alienated.

Q is for Quarters:

The philosophy developed within this small book is based on the ideas of Whitehead, Berkeley, Dewey, Aristotle, Liebniz, Hegel, and Plato.  It is basically the idea that existence is an enormous mathematical embryo in which ideal form serves as the set point for systems that connect the finite to the infinite.  These connections occur along gradients of polarity.  

The first gradient is that of the infinite One of Plotinus to the atoms, the parts that form the finite worlds.  The second gradient is from the souls, the monads that divide the infinite into an infinity of infinitesimal creative elementals and the public worlds aggregated from these infinitesimal beginnings.  The third gradient is from fixed mathematical structure to the flux and energy that allows all things to endlessly change.

These polarities are the six sides of a cube, the six edges of a tetrahedron, the six vertices of an octahedron.  The result is two matching sets of four, often represented as a four-parted figure, a figure divided into four quarters: Earth, Air, Fire, Water.  Earth is the result, Air is the ideal, Fire is the openings that move the whole, the antithesis that explodes the thesis.  Water is the final synthesis that integrates all.

In this system, Idealism and Platonism are Air, Empiricism and Materialism are Earth.  Pragmatism, Vitalism, and Existentialism are Fire.  Hegelianism, Marxism, and Process Philosophy are Water (final synthesis).

R is for Rousseau:

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was born in Geneva.  He left Geneva in 1728.  He became involved with Diderot and the Encyclopedists, contributing articles to the Encyclopedie.  In various literary works he developed the idea that humans have become alienated from nature and their natural state.  Rousseau found human society to be the source of hypocrisy and deceit in contrast to simple virtue.  One of the problems of modern society is its unnatural inequality that is root in the pursuit of power and wealth.

In Rousseau we find the beginnings of the Romantic frame of mind.  Hume and Kant both pointed out the excesses of rationalism.  However, Kant’s distinction between the noumenal and the phenomenal and his resolution of the dualism in intuition began a trend toward the acceptance of the intuitive and the irrational.  

Fichte and Shleiermacher emphasized this intuitional faculty.  Hegel incorporated the dualism between spirit and matter into his dialectic.  Romanticism came to be associated with contempt for the rational and exaltation of the intuitive.  It was associated with the works of Carlyle, Emerson, and Ruskin. 

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) was a German philosopher who attempted to develop the ideas of Kant.  Schopenhauer started with Kant’s distinction between phenomena and noumena.  For Schopenhauer this meant idea and will.  Aesthetic denial of the will was his ideal.

S is for Spinoza:

Benedict Spinoza (1632-1677) was a rationalist metaphysician who was born in the Jewish community of Amsterdam.  He received a rabbinical education, but earned his living grinding lenses.

Spinoza was a rationalist.  He wished to develop a system of deductive propositions in which the truth of one depends on its connections with the others.  He wrote in academic Latin.  Spinoza assumes a connection between essence and cause.  Spinoza took his deductive ideal from Descartes.  He took the notion of substance and essential property from Aristotle.

Spinoza believes that there is one substance, which can be called God or Nature.  It is infinite; there is nothing outside of it to limit it.  God is the immanent and continuing cause of the world.  God does not have purposes or designs for the world.  Spinoza affirmed the unity of mind and body in the one substance.  Reality is a series of physical bodies in a causal series and a series of ideas in a causal series.  These are two different ways of looking at the one substance.

For Spinoza, all thinking is action; all movement has its accompanying ideas.  Where there is will there is also idea.  When our ideas are adequate, we are no longer bound to external influences and we become free.  The virtuous life is the life of knowledge, according to Spinoza.  Knowledge provides us freedom from bondage to external causes.

T is for Thomas:

Saint Thomas Aquinus (c. 1224-1274) was a Catholic theologian born at Roccasecca, Italy who became a member of the theology faculty at the University of Paris in 1257.  Aquinus was a theologian at the University of Paris, at Dominican monasteries around Rome, and at the University of Naples.  Aquinus developed scholastic theology in an Aristotelian direction.

Aquinus attempted to find a moderate position between extreme points of view.  He held that universals did not exist as universals, but there were real similarities and thus there is a reason to think of them as universally representing a common nature.

Humans have souls that can exist apart from the human body according to Aquinus.  They are brought into existence by God’s action as creator.  The soul is immortal and is the source of the life of the body.  There is a will that is subsequent to cognition and that will is free.

According to Aquinus, the divine existence cannot be directly intuited by humans nor demonstrated.  The divine essence is completely identical with divine being.  All things are created by God as the first cause. 

The theology of Aquinus is the product of a long series of theological developments within Christianity.  Saint Augustine (354-430) blended Neoplatonism and Christian theology.  Aquinus brought Aristotlianism to this blend.

U is for Utilitarianism:

Utilitarianism began with the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748 –1832) developed the “hedonistic calculus.”  It was to be a standard of judging between alternative courses of action.  The best action was the one that brought the greatest amount of pleasure to the greatest number of people.

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) was a philosopher and economists who promoted the liberal point of view.  Mill attempted to restate the empirical and utilitarian points of view.  Mill’s work on logic attempts to develop both the deductive and the inductive methods of inference.  Mill attempted to broaden utilitarianism by considering different kinds of pleasure.

Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) was a Danish philosopher who rejected the philosophy of Hegel and similar attempts to develop a science of reality that could be used as a basis for making decisions.  Kierkegaard was concerned with how to confront despair, how to confront the emptiness created by a life of pleasure or rule based ethics.  Metaphysical systems and rational approaches cannot transcend the finite human condition.  Science and metaphysics provide inadequate tools for dealing with the human condition.

Kierkegaard is seen as the source of school of philosophy called “Existentialism” which claims that existence precedes essence, that individual choice is core issue.

V is for Voltaire:

Francois-Marie Arouet de Voltaire (1694-1778) was the great exponent of the ideals of the Enlightenment.  He promoted the empiricism of John Locke and the scientific methods of Newton.  Votaire criticized the oppressive religious unity of France and the despotism of the French political system.  His Candide makes fun of the philosophical optimism of Liebniz.

Voltaire’s pessimism and his suspicion of metaphysical systems are hints of ways of thinking that became increasingly developed in the Romantic period.  Philosophy in the Romantic period became increasingly concerned with the individual and the irrational.  This trend flowered in the philosophy of a thinker that was very different from Voltaire in his interest and in his ideals.

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) emphasized the irrational rather than the rational factors in human nature.  Nietzsche was pessimistic about society and metaphysics as it was currently developed.  He called contemporary morality “slave morality.”  Nietzsche believed in eternal recurrence.  His virtuous man is a superman who has thrown off the slave morality of society in favor of creative individualism.

Nietzsche’s thought influenced existentialist philosophy. Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger are examples of existentialists who show his influence.  Existentialism focuses on the choices made by an individual in situations where reason supplies noting but anguish and despair.

W is for Wittgenstein:

Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951) was born in Vienna.  He studied with Bertrand Russell at Cambridge University in England where he lectured in philosophy.  Wittgenstein began as an empiricist in the tradition of Russell.  His “Tractatus” influenced the Vienna circle group of logical positivists.  His later philosophy was to inspire those who were sources of the “Ordinary Language” movement.

Wittgenstein believed that there were families of word meanings.  He believed that languages followed rules and customary ways of doing things.  According to Wittgenstein, many philosophical problems were the result of the miss use of these rules and the use of words in strange ways that created confusion.

Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947) was also a contemporary of Bertrand Russell.  He was associated with Russell in the writing of the Principia Mathematica, which attempted to bring together the basic principles of symbolic logic and mathematics.  If Russell was developing the empirical tradition of philosophy, if Wittgenstein was taking philosophy in the direction of concerns with word usage, Whitehead attempted to revive the ancient tradition of speculative philosophy.

Inspired in part by Plato, Whitehead introduces “Eternal Objects” as the core ideas around which things develop.  His “Prehensions” unite both the objective and the subjective, just as the substance of Spinoza does.

