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Summary 

 

For Western philosophy, “life support systems” (LSS) may be assumed to mean merely 

emergency medical devices, because there is no category for life’s ecological and social 

infrastructures in its canon. Western philosophy’s second-order realm of concepts, 

principles and arguments are in this way essentially decoupled from the encompassing 

social and environmental systems that lie presupposed beneath its reflective inquiries. 

While every moment of human existence silently depends on and expresses these very 

LSS—the life-ground standpoint adopted in this chapter—philosophy’s  discourses 

make them disappear before our eyes as, to employ an often-used term, the mere 

“furniture of the world.” Accordingly, a “life-value turn” to connect the regulating 

agency of human thought to its systemic effects, or alternatives, of world construction is 

an emergent turn for Western philosophy, which we may derive from its very abdication 

of it, a mind-world dualism underpins most of its 2500-year development after the Pre- 

Socratics. From Plato on, there is a realm of pure concepts and reasoned visions 

dwelling above the world of corporeal interests, prejudices and certain death, which 

seeks to transcend its confused self-desires, illusions and fleeting changes, but does so 

in peerlessly diverse ways that illuminate our earthly lot—as explained ahead. 

 

The standpoint advanced here is that philosophy must take account of  humanity’s 

natural and social LSS to comprehend how they may be understood to enable broader 

and deeper ranges of life in a sustainable manner. Yet, this home truth requires a 

profound meta-shift in philosophy’s received perspective. The task of the following 

account of Western philosophy over 2600 years is, thus, to move beyond the established 

categories of interpretation to new lenses of philosophical accountability and disclosure. 

To provide the foundational category of judgment required for this philosophical 

journey, the onto-axiological conceptions of “the life-ground” and the “life-value turn” 

by contemporary Canadian philosopher John McMurtry (b.1939) are utilized, from 

which Western Philosophy is mapped in the light of the EOLSS mission. 
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1. The Life-Ground in Western Philosophy Via Negativa 

 

One of the earliest recorded thinkers from the Mediterranean area, Thales of Miletus 

(624—547 B.C.E.), stresses the importance of water as the ultimate “brick” with which 

the universe’s edifice is built, as well as the indispensable “paste” that holds the edifice 

together, and the skilful “hand” that varies the shape of the edifice in time. Thales’ 

search for the primary principle represents possibly the first recorded attempt to 

individuate a unifying notion behind the apparent plurality of natural phenomena. All 

following philosophical, theological, and scientific explanations share Thales’ intent, 

though they generally disagree on his conclusion. Thales says water is the primary 

principle [arché], i.e. the fundamental constituent of reality, from which all things 

originate, to which all things return, and through which all change occurs. The 

hydrologic cycle is, for him, the entire cycle of being, which he also characterizes as 

living being. Thus, the primary principle—water—is the principle of life. 

 

As Thales’ philosophy is reported in the Metaphysics of Aristotle (384—322 B.C.E.), 

repeated empirical observations led Thales to reach the conclusion that ‘the nurture of 

all creatures is moist, and that warmth itself is generated from moisture and lives by it; 

and that from which all things come to be is their first principle… Besides this, another 

reason for the supposition would be that the semina of all things have a moist nature.’ 

Thales noticed that all living beings are generated in environments characterized by 

humidity (e.g. gills, eggs and uteri). Throughout their existence, all living beings need 

water in order to survive, so that all activities of theirs are, in relevant measure, 

determined by such a need, the meeting of which draws the ultimate line between their 

being and their being not. 

 

Water has an analogous role to play in that world, which we would regard today as 

“inanimate,” namely the world of geological, physical, and astronomical phenomena. 

Aëtius attributes to Thales the notion that ‘even the very fire of the sun and the stars, 

and indeed the cosmos itself is nourished by evaporation of the waters.’ Thales 

conceived of all natural phenomena as forms of life. The primary principle is said to 

pervade entirely, and manifest itself throughout, the universe, cutting across—and 

perhaps blurring—physical, geological, and biological distinctions, which we now take 

for granted. As Aristotle reports in his De Anima: ‘Some think that the soul pervades the 

whole universe, whence perhaps came Thales’ view that everything is full of gods.’ 

Thales reveres the omnipresent living being that is made possible by water as divine. 

 

1.1. Rarefying the Life-Ground: the Ideal Turn of Ancient Philosophy 

 

1.1.1. The Ionians and Empedocles 

 

Thales’ search for the primary principle, its life-centeredness and its manifestations in a 

revered, soul-permeated, divine universe of living matter (i.e. Thales’ pantheistical 

hylozoism), travels diverging paths with his Ionian disciples. Anaximander (610—546 

B.C.E.) claims the primary principle to be ‘the qualitatively indefinite’, or ‘the spatio- 

temporal boundless’, or ‘the unperceived’, depending on the translation of the Greek 

word apeiron. Anaximenes (d. 528 B.C.E.), one of Anaximander’s pupils, maintains the 

primary  principle  to  be  air  [pneuma],  which  determines  all  natural  phenomena  by 
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rarefaction and condensation. Diogenes of Apollonia (sixth century B.C.E.), probably a 

pupil of Anaximenes’, speaks of an intelligent primary principle, which shapes 

throughout, orders, and vivifies the universe. Anaxagoras (500—428 B.C.E.) argues 

that a rational primary principle—the ‘Mind’ [Nous]—flows throughout the universe 

regulating its existence in an orderly fashion. 

 

One feature uniting all these thinkers and Thales is their privileged position in society. 

Although very little is known about their biographies, it appears that all these pre- 

Socratic thinkers were active in politics, which implies that they belonged to the landed 

or mercantile class ruling the Greek-speaking city-states spread around the Aegean and 

the Ionian seas. Anaximander, for instance, appears to have been the leader of the Greek 

colony of Apollonia. 

 

Another feature typical of these pre-Socratic thinkers is that Thales’ search for the 

primary principle gradually sub-divides in a number of sophisticated investigations of 

physis [nature]. Each of them approaches separately the “brick,” the “paste” and the 

“hand” that contribute to the constitution of the edifice of the universe as well as of its 

many details. In this manner develop the many sub-branches of the Western intellectual 

endeavor and, more importantly, a shift in the intellectual attitude towards the world of 

nature starts to take place. 

 

A third feature worthy of note is that Thales’ more immediate followers  begin to 

wonder increasingly about the “mind” that has conceived and/or conceives of the 

universe’s edifice. Their focus moves away from the more tangible material aspects of 

the existing universe and its ability to reproduce itself in ever-changing forms (i.e. by 

analogy to a living organism). Instead, the focus is redirected onto the ideal features that 

allow for the consistent organization of the universe, our grasp of it in spite of its 

inherent diversity, and the immutable structure granting its continuity through time (i.e. 

by analogy to a geometrical theorem). 

 

With respect to this redirection, however, Empedocles (492 — 432 B.C.E.) represents a 

notable exception. Like most known pre-Socratic thinkers he too was a member of the 

elite, as he led the democratic faction of Agrigentum. Yet, he did not pursue any shift of 

focus from the material to the ideal aspects of the universe. On the contrary, 

Empedocles spoke of four fundamental material elements—fire, earth, air and water— 

that unite and divide by mutual love and hatred. These four elements are said to be the 

‘seeds’ or ‘roots’ of all things, hence by analogy to botanical observations. Absorbed 

amidst the received wisdom of ancient Western philosophy, Empedocles’ theory of the 

four elements is to become later a standard conception of the sub-lunar world, at least 

until the eighteenth century, although it still informs much of today’s New Age theories. 

 

As a general trend, however, the ideal turn—away from the more tangible material 

aspects of reality—will prove too strong a drive to resist. As Gaston Bachelard (1884— 

1962) and Ivan Illich (1929—2002) have observed, generations of successive 

philosophers will eventually redirect Thales’ water from actual streams and seas to the 

Christian metaphor of baptismal redemption and to ‘H2O’ i.e. the abstract formulation 

of modern chemistry. In this sense, Thales’ original philosophical enterprise could not 

but lose its life-centeredness, as his followers’ emphasis shifts from the embodied and 
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dynamic features of natural life (i.e. from poiesis [making, generation]) to its logical and 

static principles of organization (i.e. to mathesis [learning, demonstration]). They all 

may keep seeing the universe as the ordered system of living nature—the Greeks’ 

standard conception of kosmos—but the focus is no longer on the living nature, but on 

the ordered system in abstraction. Thales’ reverence of divinity shifts away from the 

living, embodied realities of the observable world, preferring their intimate, “thinner” 

constituents that reason alone can grasp. 

 

In McMurtry’s conceptualization for this chapter: ‘The diremption of thought from the 

principles regulating the life-ground to the abstracted principles in themselves as 

immutable directives from a higher ideal realm forms the essential dualism of Western 

philosophy ever after. It never fully reaches the idea of a comprehensive embodied 

unity of flesh and idea as an integrated open human possibility that overcomes all 

dualities in a oneness of life becoming the life-ground conscious of itself in human 

understanding’. (See Philosophy and World Problems). 

 

1.1.2. Pythagoras 

 

Pythagoras (569—475 B.C.E.), who was also a pupil of Anaximander’s, illustrates the 

initiation of this mathesis-driven trend most formidably. He understands  the 

fundamental structure of reality to be numerical in nature, hence transforming the 

universe into a mathematically ordered organization of the indefinite. Individual frogs, 

stones and stars are turned into sets of universally valid arithmetical and geometrical 

properties, which only the trained mind of the philosopher can fully grasp. The study of 

arithmetic and geometry can give us access to something that is much more stable, 

certain and imperishable than what may be ascertained by any empirical observation, 

i.e. the compelling truths of deductive reason. 

 

Pythagoras’ celebrated motto ‘a figure and a platform, not a figure and a sixpence’ is 

particularly telling, for it suggests that the study of arithmetic and geometry is a 

platform to reach the divine abstractions of the mind and not a tool to resolve life’s 

problems. The turn away of the more tangible material aspects of reality is also a value 

turn, not just a matter of intellectual focus. Even Pythagoras’ celebrated pacifism and 

vegetarianism can be ascribed to his mathesis-driven attitude, insofar as the murder of 

that which lives is a source of disharmony in the cosmos. In other words, the 

philosopher’s trained mind can realize that the universe, being a perfectly structured 

geometrical figure, ought to be kept in its proper form. Thus, the embodied life-ground 

becomes instrumental to the contemplation [theoria] of a sound universe and loses any 

value in itself. 

 

With the Pythagorean school of Croton, the search for the primary principle grows not 

only more abstract, but also more elitist. The sets of mathematical uniformities, into 

which natural reality is translated, require a very special education to be seen and 

appreciated. Only select groups of leisure-granted individuals, who can afford to devote 

themselves to a life of theoretical contemplation, are capable of this. In addition to the 

intellectual and axiological preferences, an aesthetic preference emerges in conjunction 

with his mathesis-driven attitude, as the removed perfection of ideal beings is opposed 

to the ordinarily perceived imperfection of embodied beings. 
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1.1.3. Heraclitus 

 

Born in Ephesus, Heraclitus (540—480 B.C.E.) exemplifies further the growing theory- 

driven and elitist attitude of ancient Western philosophy. 

 

On the one hand, Heraclitus conceives of the abstract logic of opposites of the ever- 

changing material universe (viz. life and death, hot and cold, day and night) as the 

fundamental, unifying “backbone” of reality. The world may ignite, flicker, die out and 

revamp ceaselessly, as though it were made of fire; yet there is logic behind its 

mutability. The existence and behavior of fire follow precise rules. According to 

Heraclitus, there is an underlying ‘Reason’ or ‘Word’ [logos] that gives unity to the 

plurality of unrepeatable phenomena of which nature seems to consist: ‘Listening not to 

me but to the Word it is wise to agree that all things are one.’ Heraclitus claims this 

abstract logic of opposites to be accessible solely to the enlightened minds of the few: 

‘Of this Word’s being forever do men prove to be uncomprehending, both before they 

hear and once they have heard it... Other men are unaware of what they do when they 

are awake just as they are forgetful of what they do when they are asleep.’ 

 

On the other hand, Heraclitus was nicknamed ‘the obscure’ because of his style. He 

wrote in an oracular, aphorismic style, which was meant to be accessible only  to 

superior minds like his own. Heraclitus’ social division between the unenlightened and 

the enlightened, and the mounting division between the sense-experienced world of 

nature and its underlying reason-grasped world of principles, reflect each other. Elitism 

may not be evil or life-blind as such. However, by focusing on the interests  and 

concerns of a minority, it makes life-blindness more likely, especially as regards the 

ways in which the few may profit from the reduction or elimination of life amongst the 

many (e.g. Greek slave society, Athens’ pirate economy). Besides, by placing more 

emphasis on the abstractions of the mind than on the basic material needs of the living, 

elitism may easily lead to neglect or even justify the ways in which the select few enjoy 

their refined life of contemplation at the expenses of the many who toil for them. 

 

1.1.4. The Eleatics 

 

Emblematic is the case of Parmenides (b. 510 B.C.E.), leading politician and 

philosopher of the city of Elea. Parmenides argues that only the one, unchangeable 

world discovered by reason alone is: ‘For it is the same thing that can be thought and 

that can be.’ The fleeting world of natural phenomena, of which we have sensuous 

experience, is not: it is mere appearance and it is cognitively unreliable. With 

Parmenides, the primacy of rational intellectual abstraction becomes paramount 

axiologically, socially, epistemologically, and ontologically. The world that matters is 

not the world of matter: it is the ideal world; it is the world to which Parmenides has 

privileged access by reason. In truth, according to Parmenides’ Proemium, there is no 

actual world of matter. 

 

With Parmenides, Thales’ hylozoism is vanquished completely, as life cannot pertain to 

the world of matter, for the world of matter is illusory. Life comes to be understood as, 

and reduced to, the mind’s [nous] life of theoretical contemplation. Nothing of any 

relevance  can  be  dug  out  of  the  lower  material  world  of  the  senses,  to  which the 
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ignorant person is enslaved. Revealingly, Thales’ far too many and far too trivial gods 

of the biosphere disappear as well, as Parmenides’ Proemium portrays philosophical 

wisdom as the gift of a goddess from the celestial sphere. 

 

A pupil of Parmenides’, Zeno of Elea (c. 490—435 B.C.E.), is famous for his logical 

paradoxes, which make the seemingly obvious phenomenon of motion utterly 

unintelligible. For instance, Aristotle’s Physics reports one of Zeno’s many puzzles, 

whereby ‘the slower when running will never be overtaken by the quicker; for that 

which is pursuing must first reach the point from which that which is fleeing started, so 

that the slower must necessarily always be some distance ahead.’ Achilles will never be 

able to reach the plodding tortoise, for the space between them can be divided ad 

infinitum. 

 

With Zeno, the deductive principles of mathematical thinking wage war onto the 

inductive principles of empirical observation. As a result, the unity of our understanding 

is fractured and, more profoundly, the unity of the universe is fractured. Zeno makes us 

doubt the life-world and its experience itself by entangling us within the net of human 

abstractions as the ultimate reality, whence the world is devalued and estranged, even at 

the basic level of physical motion. The ideal is set into conflict with the bodily and 

priority is given to the former, hence with all that life-world that is not abstract thought. 

This prioritization is carried to a level not yet seen with any other pre-Socratic thinker 

but, possibly, only Zeno’s mentor, Parmenides. Probably, a neologism should be coined 

for the Eleatics’ understanding of life—nous-zoism—for all that is relevant, knowable 

with certainty, and actually existing, descends from the “higher” divine world of reason, 

to which the philosopher alone may attain entrance. 

 

1.1.5. The Sophists 

 

Zeno’s contemporary, Protagoras of Abdera (c. 490—421 B.C.E.), is known as the 

father of relativism: ‘Of all things the measure is man, of the things that are, that they 

are, and of things that are not, that they are not.’ Relativism annihilates the universal 

validity of human knowledge by making it relative to the particular understanding of 

each particular individual or, in an alternative version, of each particular human 

community. For Protagoras, each ‘man’, or his community, is the yardstick by which all 

phenomena are evaluated. This is, at least, the standard interpretation of Protagoras’ 

well-known statement quoted above, for another would be possible, which does not 

identify ‘man’ with the particular individual, but with humanity as a whole. 

 

Gorgias of Leontini (c. 480—376 B.C.E.) similarly denies the possibility of valid 

universal human knowledge by highlighting how human thought is ontologically 

impalpable, utterly different from the physical reality that it wants to represent, and 

bound to be unreliable because of the volatile interpretations of the particular 

individuals who entertain it. 

 

Protagoras and Gorgias are the two most famous sophists of the golden age of Greek 

philosophy. Often regarded as the expression of the growing power of the urban middle 

class of their day, the sophists were itinerant masters of rhetoric, who were willing to 

train people from all social classes, as long as they could afford to pay for their costly 



PHILOSOPHY AND WORLD PROBLEMS- Vol . III –  Western Philosophy and the Life-Ground - G. Baruchello 

7 
©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

 

 

 

 
 

services. In exchange for money, the sophists would help their clients to become skilled 

orators, in order to achieve success as, say, salespersons, politicians and lawyers. The 

sophists were individuals profiting from helping other individuals to achieve individual 

success: Pythagoras would have been disgusted. The world of human affairs was the 

only context they deemed relevant to explore and study. Anthropocentrism was their 

basic and defining assumption, probably to the point of understanding anthropos 

[human] as the particular individual. 

 

Because of the “prostitution” of aristocratic knowledge to the layperson’s self-interest, 

Socrates (470—399 B.C.E.), Plato (427—347 B.C.E.) and Aristotle will criticize more 

or less ferociously Protagoras, Gorgias and their itinerating colleagues. The sophists’ 

denomination as ‘sophists’ is itself a derogatory “gift” received from these three great 

minds, who wanted the ‘sophists’ to be expelled from the exclusive circle of properly- 

called ‘philosophers.’ Indeed, the bad press received by the sophists has caused their art 

(i.e. rhetoric) to be regarded as a rather dubious activity, deceitful and indifferent to the 

pursuit of the actual truth. Western philosophers, not only in the days  of classical 

Athens, have often desired not to be confused with the likes of Gorgias, who sold 

apparent truths. For centuries, Western philosophers have desired to be seen as the 

heralds of the actual truth, whether this be: metaphysical truth (e.g. classical and 

medieval philosophy), scientific truth [i.e. the role of modern philosophers as judges of 

properly conducted research (e.g. logical neo-positivism)], or critical truth [i.e. 

pertaining to the identification of the conditions for the possibility of knowledge (e.g. 

Kant’s transcendental idealism)]. 

 

1.1.6. The Skeptics 

 

Not all Western philosophers have had faith in “deeper” or “higher” truths.  The 

skeptical school of Pyrrho of Elea (c. 365—275 B.C.E.) and Timon of Phlius (c. 320— 

230 B.C.E.) represents the most adamant case in this direction. The name of the school 

reveals it: ‘skepticism’ derives from the Greek word skepsis, i.e. ‘doubt.’ And epoché or 

‘suspension of judgment’ was the fundamental tenet of skepticism, which combines the 

distrust of the senses with the distrust of reason itself. 

 

To put it simply, our senses are, according to skepticism, unreliable. For instance, 

something is hot for me, which is cold for another. In addition to this, reason itself is 

regarded as unreliable. For instance, the sophists’ ability to help lawyers to win cases in 

court by means of weak but strong-sounding arguments is just one of the many cases 

that display the prevailing irrationality of the human being. In brief, since we cannot 

know with certainty, whether inductively (i.e. by relying primarily upon the senses) or 

deductively (i.e. by relying primarily upon reason), we should be honest about our 

condition and pass no judgment at all. Furthermore, since human action is based on 

belief, and belief cannot be supported by any reliable knowledge, action should be 

dismissed altogether. If you doubt of what you know, you will better do as little as 

possible. 

 

Put in these terms, skepticism sounds extreme and, as a matter of fact, it was extreme. 

Pyrrho and Timon embraced an ethics of  estrangement that goes under the technical 

term ‘apathy’ i.e. non-pathos. ‘Apathy’ is commonly translated as ‘indifference’, but  its 
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etymology reveals something extreme: non-feeling, numbness, absence of relationship 

between oneself and the surrounding environment. Significantly, Pyrrho is said to have 

been most consistent with this ideal of apathy: his friends accompanied him wherever 

he went, in order to prevent him from falling down cliffs or being trampled by carriages. 

As exaggerated as these stories on his account may be, they reveal the extreme 

consequences of ancient skepticism and, in particular, the extreme degree  of 

indifference to life that the ethical ideal of apathy involved. 

 

1.2. The Otherworldly Horizon: the Long-Lasting Legacy of Socrates and Plato 

 

1.2.1. Socrates 

 

Like Parmenides’, also Socrates’ philosophy springs ‘in obedience to  God’s 

commands.’ It is said that the Oracle of Apollo’s appraisal of Socrates as the wisest of 

men led Socrates to search for the true nature of wisdom. Of this search, however, 

Socrates did not leave any written testimony. His contemporaries and, in particular, his 

pupil Plato, recorded how Socrates came to realize that he ought to live not for the sake 

of material gain, but for the sake of pure rational inquiry. Famously, for Socrates, ‘life 

without this sort of examination is not worth living.’ Consistently, his philosophy is 

animated by the search of truth by dialogical reason, i.e. the art of asking and replying 

to questions, also called the ‘Socratic method.’ 

 

Socrates’ philosophy is still hailed nowadays as an example of intellectual freedom and 

anti-dogmatism. Socrates was not afraid of testing the arrogant, self-satisfied wisdom of 

the public authorities of his time: politicians, rhetoricians, priests and lawyers—all 

claiming to possess wisdom unknown to most others. Socrates asked them probing 

questions and, upon the quality of the answers, verified the reliability of these 

authorities’ claims to wisdom. 

 

Yet, when it comes to the life-ground, especially in its basic biological and social 

expressions, Socrates’ philosophy takes it mostly for granted and does not really discuss 

it. Socrates’ philosophy is oblivious even of that fundamental social life-supporting 

system that allows him to have time to engage in rational discussion with the self- 

appointed professional experts of his days, and these very experts to pursue  their 

careers, i.e. Athens’ slave economy. Deep-rooted realities are the most difficult to see 

and to face openly, even for champions of iconoclastic thinking like Socrates. 

 

Socrates was neither timid nor condescending, however. He was willing to face the fatal 

wrath of his compatriots—who had condemned him to death for religious heterodoxy 

and corruption of the Athenian youth—rather than relinquishing his business of ‘talking 

and examining both myself and others.’ Socrates regarded this business as ‘the very best 

thing that a man can do’ and, when presented by his pupil Crito with the opportunity to 

flee from prison and avoid death, he reacted by examining the reasons pro and contra of 

such an opportunity, which implied breaking the laws of Athens. By the end of this 

lucid examination, the contra reasons were such that ‘the sound of their arguments rings 

so loudly in my head that I cannot hear the other side.’ In conclusion, Socrates opted for 

death, ‘since God leads the way.’ 
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Socrates’ martyrdom combines most tellingly libido sciendi [desire for knowledge] and 

cupio dissolvi [desire for annihilation]. With it, Parmenides’ “nous-zoism” strikes 

another victory, for life is understood as, and reduced to, the life of lucid intellectual 

contemplation. That which does not compute within the logical coordinates of 

dispassionate theoria has no truth—and thus no reality. Moreover, thus completing the 

process initiated by Thales’ immediate followers, even religious belief is reformulated 

by Socrates in terms of lucid intellectual contemplation. Death itself is welcomed on the 

grounds of reason, the authority of which is depicted with the colors of utmost divinity. 

As stated, Socrates opted for death, ‘since God leads the way.’ Twenty-two centuries 

after Socrates’ self-immolation, Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900) will describe 

Socrates as nihilistic, i.e. preferring annihilation to life. And if ‘life’ refers to the 

experience of contingent reality from the moment of our birth to that of our corporeal 

death, as it did for Nietzsche, then Socrates was most certainly a nihilist. In Plato’s 

Apology, Socrates is depicted as uncertain about the actual nature of death, as he states 

that ‘death is one of two things. Either it is annihilation… or it is really a change: a 

migration of the soul from this place to another.’ In either case, death is better than life. 

On the one hand, ‘if there is no consciousness but only a dreamless sleep, death must be 

a marvelous gain’, for it liberates us from the endless sorrows of existence. ‘If on the 

other hand death is a removal from here to some other place, and if what we are told is 

true, that all the dead are there, what greater blessing could there be than this?’ Were 

death such a ‘removal’, then Socrates would have reason to celebrate, for he would be 

‘to spend my time there, as here, examining and searching people’s minds, to find out 

who is really wise among them, and who only thinks that he is.’ Although it is not clear 

whether death be ‘annihilation’ or some kind of ‘removal’, it is certain that Socrates 

preferred it to this-worldly life. Also, it is certain that Socrates’ approach made the 

compelling force of logical consistency absolute and, at the same time, belittled all 

material life concerns of the embodied living person, including the instinct for self- 

preservation. Socrates’ identification of the human soul with our rational abilities and 

its glorification as the godlike part of our being provides the ultimate reason to neglect 

material life concerns. Specifically, Socrates institutes an intimate ménage à trois 

comprising the possibility of an immortal soul, the human ability to reason, and the 

notion of divinity. This ménage is bound to characterize the centuries to come, starting 

with Socrates’ most famous pupil, Plato. 

 

1.2.2. Plato 

 

Plato takes very seriously Socrates’ latter hypothesis about death, i.e. death being the 

‘removal from here to some other place.’ He depicts the human being as split in two 

sharply distinct parts: the mortal body and the immortal soul. The soul alone is to be 

regarded as truly human, hence valuable, for it is capable of rational thought; in this 

sense, the soul is divine. The body, instead, and the related requirements of material life 

are dismissed as a disgraceful nuisance. The embodied living person must be 

transcended. Plato’s Phaedo and the Thaetetus are adamant on this point. There Plato 

states that ‘we must get rid of the body and contemplate things in isolation with the soul 

in isolation’, for the goal of human life is ‘assimilation to God.’ 

 

This ‘assimilation to God’ is possible because the universe itself is split in two parts, i.e. 

the  mutable  material  world  of  sense-experience  and  the  immutable  ideal  world  of 
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rational intellection—and only the latter is regarded as truly real, hence valuable. It is 

the realm of objective, universal, necessary truths, which any rational mind can reach 

inevitably and independently of any psychological, social and historical  circumstances, 

if properly trained in the arts of ‘dialectic’ (i.e. the art of correct and enlightened 

reasoning, which one achieves by training first and foremost in mathematics). This 

realm lies beyond the material world known to most of us: ‘It appears that when death 

comes to a man, the mortal part of him dies, but the un-dying part retires at the approach 

of death and escapes unharmed and indestructible… and that our souls will really exist 

in the next world.’ Centuries later, Gottlob Frege (1848—1925), probably the most 

important logician of the modern times, argued in favor of the existence of such an 

otherworldly domain of being, distinct and independent from both the physical realm 

and the psychic realm. 

 

Human society for Plato is split in two parts as well, i.e. those who are dominated by the 

irrational cravings of the body and those who have absolute self-mastery by means of 

reason—and only the latter are regarded as truly human. 

 

By splitting the human being, the world and society in this manner, Plato’s philosophy 

neglects the environmental and the human systems fostering material life in the 

biosphere, whether in a sustainable fashion or not. The mortal life of the body and of 

any “lower” soul (or soul’s part) is instrumental to the achievement of the glorious life 

awaiting the “higher” rational soul in ‘the next world’, to which alone pertains the 

perfect combination of rational order, ethical goodness, and aesthetic beauty. What this 

‘next world’ is actually like, however, Plato cannot tell. About the post-mortem domain 

of being, Plato gives only mythical accounts, drawing inspiration from the great poets of 

the Hellenic world. As confessed in the Gorgias, Plato himself regards these mythical 

accounts as nothing but inadequate ‘fables by old wives.’ The full picture of this ‘next 

world’ will present itself only to the exceptional person that, during its mortal existence, 

became ‘as good and wise as it possibly can.’ 

 

Being itself bound to the material world it demotes, Plato’s philosophy reaches the 

limits of our cognitive faculties and is obliged to engage in the poetical language of 

Hesiod and Homer by lack of better means. Plato concludes his journey there, whence 

Parmenides had started his own: mythical divinity. Nevertheless, Plato is neither a 

visionary nor a poet. His incursions in the territory of oracles, myths, and ancient gods 

lay in the periphery of his system of philosophical thought. Plato resorts to “unreason” 

rarely and unwillingly, if and only if reason can find no route of its own. His paradigm 

for knowledge is mathematical thinking, not poetical or oracular language. He wants 

future philosophers to be selected according to their abilities for abstract thinking and 

deductive reasoning, not according to those for lyrical rhyming and sibylline prophecy. 

To Plato, the use of suggestive myths is secondary and far less satisfactory than the 

‘wisdom’ that can be reached by the rational soul that ‘investigates by itself… into the 

realm of the pure and everlasting and deathless and changeless’ i.e. the realm of ideal 

entities. 

 

To reach any significant ‘wisdom’ means to lead the kind of ‘examined life’ that 

brought Socrates to his death. Plato, like his mentor, is not afraid of death either. On the 

contrary, the mortal body is a burden to be freed from by ‘doing philosophy in the  right 
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way.’ The wellbeing of the rational soul is the centre of gravity of Plato’s view of life, 

and the task of philosophy is said to consist in ‘getting used to facing death calmly’ or 

‘practicing death’, i.e. tackling cold-bloodedly that mysterious and unavoidable reality 

which most humans fear more than anything else. 

 

In designing this ambitious life-plan for the philosopher, Plato’s thought synthesizes 

Socrates’ ménage a trois of soul, reason and divinity, with all the pre-Socratic elements 

that contributed to the rarefaction of the life-ground: the Ionians’ focus on the ideal 

sphere, Pythagoras’ preference for mathematical perspective, Heraclitus’ elitism, the 

Eleatics’ nous-zoism, the sophists’ anthropocentrism (in the sense of focusing on the 

human being alone, rather than on other living creatures as well), and the skeptics’ 

indifference to material life. 

 

This rarefying synthesis is most evident in Plato’s Republic, where he discusses the 

ideal State or, as many scholars have argued, what the polis of Athens would look like if 

it were reformed according to the principles of Plato’s philosophical wisdom. For Plato, 

justice will never reign in any State ‘unless political power and philosophy meet 

together.’ Therefore, in his Republic, philosophers are kings and kings are philosophers, 

and they alone are allowed to know the actual ways in which the State operates, for they 

alone can conceive of the Good abstractedly enough, hence selflessly enough, to lead 

the whole State towards it. All remaining citizens, instead, should be kept unaware of 

such ways and manipulated thoroughly, for they cannot conceive of the Good 

abstractedly enough and, if allowed to follow their unenlightened minds, they would 

bring the State to its ruin. Top-down censorship and deception, as a result, pervade 

Plato’s ideal State/Athens. 

 

For instance, the Rulers of the Republic are said to have to fabricate a ‘noble lie’ or 

mythical ‘fiction’ about the origins of the State, in order to justify and maintain the 

hierarchical tripartition of the polis into Rulers (philosopher-kings), Auxiliaries 

(guardians or soldiers) and Craftsmen (producers of material goods). Amid them, the 

Rulers are said to have to implement a system of eugenics by running fixed mating 

lotteries amongst the Auxiliaries, namely those better members of society who may, one 

day, aspire to the position of Rulers and care for the wellbeing of the State. 

 

As concerns what this wellbeing may actually consist in, it can be stated that it is seems 

to be the production and preservation of an elite of philosophers, who can devote 

themselves to a life of contemplation and, unwillingly but necessarily, of kingship. 

Philosophers must become kings out of necessity, for just rule is possible only to those 

who would not rule in order to attain the selfish satisfactions typical of tyrants and 

corrupt governments: riches, admiration, nepotism, etc. In Plato’s ideal State, the 

unenlightened mass of ‘cowherds and shepherds… farmers and craftsmen… 

merchants… ship-owners… hired laborers’ who are relegated to the bottom layer of 

society, see to the basic material necessities of everybody else. The  lowest  tier of 

Plato’s just society are going to attend to everyone else’s ‘simple needs’ so that the rest 

of society may develop, flourish, attain the heights of philosophical bliss, and rule over 

the lowest tier by philosophically justified deceptions. 

 

If  Plato  concedes  any  room  to  the  consideration  of  basic  environmental  or  social 
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systems promoting broader and deeper ranges of life, it is because they allow for the 

possibility of enlightenment. And with enlightenment comes the possibility for the 

enlightened ones to approach the truer life that awaits them beyond the present one, of 

which this-worldly reason cannot give a definite picture. In brief, kingship should 

pertain only to those citizens, whose paramount interest is the pursuit of philosophical 

enlightenment. It is in fact only by the absolute rule of such superior members of 

society—i.e. those who have attained philosophical wisdom—over the remaining 

inferior members of society—i.e. those who have not attained philosophical wisdom— 

that the former group can keep the latter out of the way in the pursuit of intellectual 

perfection—i.e. the paramount goal to be achieved. 

 

1.2.3. Heathen Neo-Platonism 

 

Challenged by the cognitive limitations of the human being, Plato explores in the 

Phaedrus and in the Symposium the paths of mysticism and eros [love] for the sake of 

enlightenment. These paths appear to Plato to be less reliable and less communicable 

than dialogical and deductive reason. For this motive, Plato does not pursue them 

further, leaving both alternative paths to the margins of his philosophy. In the centuries 

following Plato’s death, in a climate of mounting religiousness (especially of Persian 

and Semitic inspiration), the heathen school of Alexandria is to rediscover these paths 

and, in particular, to initiate a long tradition of philosophical mysticism. For the sake of 

brevity, this whole tradition is addressed hereafter as Alexandrine and Neo-Platonic, 

although it embraces several different phases and geographical centers of development. 

 

The Neo-Platonic tradition turns Socrates’ and Plato’s quest for wisdom into the pursuit 

of the most complete union with God or the Supreme One. God is understood by Neo- 

Platonism as the intelligent and benevolent principle of unity, from which the whole 

universe derives. Their pursuit thus combines together the sophisticated language of 

Greek philosophy and the growing enthusiasm for transcendence typical of late 

antiquity. For example, Neo-Platonism argues that God created the whole world, from 

the luminous Ideas to shadow-like matter, by means of mystical ‘acts of intellection’, 

variously explained as ‘theophanies, ‘emanations’, ‘illuminations’, etc. Ammonius 

Saccas (175—242), Plotinus (205—270), Porphyry of Tyre (233—309), Iamblichus of 

Apamea (d. 330 C.E.) and Proclus of Constantinople (410—485) are the best-known 

members of this tradition, all of whom emphasized the otherworldly drive contained 

already in Plato’s dialogues and in the teachings of Socrates. 

 

The Neo-Platonic approach to divine agency is somehow sensitive to the immense 

variety of living beings present in the universe, of which the One is, after all, prime and 

fundamental fountainhead. However, though recognizing this variety of living being, 

their approach makes “true” life as disembodied, abstract and otherworldly as possible, 

for it establishes a clear hierarchy of value, being and knowledge, which moves from 

the pure ideal reality of God to the murky imperfection of material reality. Since the 

human being is regularly depicted as split in two—with a body and a soul pulling into 

opposite directions—it follows also that the Neo-Platonists endeavor to pursue an 

existence of disembodied intellectual perfection, of which mystical fusion with God can 

provide an exhilarating experience before one’s bodily death. 
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The heathen Neo-Platonists’ pervasive addition of religious elements to Plato’s a priori 

deductions allows for a qualitatively “other” dimension of being. This dimension is 

presented in a much more articulate fashion than in Plato’s myths, since it is assumed 

that this “other” dimension can be revealed to us either directly (e.g. by mystical vision, 

by divine inspiration) or indirectly (e.g. by holy scriptures, by inspired teaching). Their 

thematic emphasis is then on this “other” dimension, whilst material life concerns, if 

discussed at all, are relevant if and only if, and insofar as, they may affect the soul’s 

ideal life concerns. 

 

Most telling is the case of Porphyry’s text On Abstinence from Killing Animals, which is 

generally regarded as a founding moment of Western vegetarianism. Porphyry claims 

that we ought not to feed on carcasses of dead animals because certain animals may 

possess a rational soul. The source of ultimate value is, for Porphyry, rationality. Also, 

‘someone who is eager to live, as far as possible, in accordance with intellect and to be 

undistracted by the passions which affect the body’ should eat that which is 

‘intrinsically pleasure-free and lighter on the digestion, and more quickly assimilated by 

the body… [And] less provocative of desires and less conducive to obesity and 

robustness.’ A vegetarian diet, in other words, is less tasty, more digestible  and 

healthier than a meat-based one. Consequently, it allows for less distraction, more time 

and better fitness to pursue the training required by mystical philosophy. Besides, 

indulging in the murderous activities of hunting and of meat eating may even corrupt 

the rational soul, thus making enlightenment impossible to attain. Porphyry’s 

vegetarianism may be seen superficially as an act of love towards the life-ground.  Yet, 

to a deeper look, it reveals, like Pythagoras’, a purely instrumental character: it is 

another, “higher” life that possesses inherent value. 

 

1.2.4. Early Christian Neo-Platonism 

 

Most Fathers of the Church were influenced by Plato and the Neo-Platonic tradition. As 

such, their thought often combined heathen philosophy and mysticism with the 

interpretation of the Holy Scriptures and religious devotion. Life was understood as the 

“truer” life of the soul or spirit (soul and spirit being sometimes distinguished: the soul, 

or its highest intellectual part, referred to the rational component; the spirit to the 

animate component). Of these two, the latter was often regarded as either mortal or 

inferior [e.g. Justin (100—167), Tatian (second century C.E.), Augustine (354—430)], 

since it was shared with other and inferior living creatures. The former, instead, was 

seen as characterizing the human being alone on Earth in the likeness of God. 

Henceforth, the former alone could allow the believer to rejoin God in ‘the next world.’ 

 

To the early Christian thinkers, ‘the next world’ consisted in the blissful life to follow 

the Final Judgment and the Resurrection of the Bodies. As such, the initial Christian 

understanding of ‘the next world’ differed from Plato’s and relied upon a historical 

revelation that was not available to him. Christianity contained, like all Semitic creeds, 

elements that were not fully consistent with, or explainable by, the philosophical 

language of Greece (and, by direct influence, of Rome). Indeed, some of these elements 

were far more materially oriented and this-worldly than Plato’s own ones (e.g. there is 

no notion of an otherworldly afterlife in the most ancient Jewish religious texts). The 

marriage of Christian beliefs and Greek philosophy was neither easy nor obvious.   Still, 
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it occurred, and it let Socrates’ ménage à trois find within Christianity a novel and 

powerful way to survive. 

 

For example, in spite of its later condemnation as heretical, the prolonged success of 

Gnosticism amid Christians during the second century C.E. signifies the depth reached 

by the syncretism of Christian, Platonic and Neo-Platonic elements in the late antiquity. 

Gnosticism endorsed the starkest dualism of mind and body, which reflects itself into 

the division between an immaterial world and a world of matter, and into the separation 

between the inferior human beings led by bodily cravings and the  superior human 

beings led by intellectual aspirations, which translate further into mystical 

transcendence. Indeed, many forms of Gnosticism reflected this division of reality by 

establishing puzzling divine diarchies. Sometimes, they posited one good God 

responsible for the ideal being and one evil God responsible for the material being. 

Some other times, they posited one purely transcendent God immune from contact with 

the contingent world of living bodies and an inferior demiurge operating as His 

intermediary. 

 

Though immune from the puzzling bi-theism of the Gnostics, the eminent Jewish 

philosopher Philo of Alexandria (20 B.C.E.—50 C.E.) had already moved in the 

direction later followed by Christian apologists, who will make the philosophical 

neglect of material life concerns into a firm cultural given of the West. Christians may 

‘busy themselves on Earth’, an anonymous early apologist says in the Letter to 

Diogenetus, ‘but their citizenship is in heaven.’ 

 

For instance, a Christian disciple of Ammonius Saccas, Origen of Alexandria (185— 

253), claimed that matter exists for the sake of the soul’s subsistence alone. Had it not 

been for the Original Sin, there would be no material receptacle sustaining any soul. 

Having there been the Original Sin, a hierarchy of matter is now in place and it is thus 

presented in Origen’s De principiis: ‘When intended for the more imperfect spirits, 

[matter] becomes solidified, thickens, and forms the bodies of this visible world. If it is 

serving higher intelligences, it shines with the brightness of the celestial bodies and 

serves as a garb for the angels of God and the children of the Resurrection.’ True life, 

then, lies in the world to come after the extinction of the mortal body, the cravings of 

which ought to be countered firmly by the believer. Zealously, if not overzealously, 

Origen is said to have preached and practiced self-castration, in order to reject the sinful 

desires of the flesh. After all, if ‘true life’, as the Pseudo-Areopagite (sixth century C.E.) 

states, is ‘assimilation to God’, whose goodness ‘draws the holy minds upward to its 

permitted contemplation, to participation and to the state of becoming like it’, who 

needs testicles to produce sperm and continue the contingent world of embodied living 

persons? The believer’s gaze should not be directed towards the realm of corporeal 

things, but towards the realm of ideal things. 

 

Though less extreme than Origen, Augustine himself proceeded with the synthesis of 

Semitic, Platonic and Neo-Platonic elements, typical of late antiquity. On the one hand, 

Augustine’s De utilitate credendi describes ‘purity of understanding’ as crucial to the 

pursuit of wisdom and of salvation itself. On the other hand, his epistles highlight both 

the importance of poetical insight (or ‘understanding according to allegory’) and the 

importance of religious fervor, for ‘we move to God not by walking but by loving   [non 
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ambulando, sed amando].’ In his Enarrationes in Psalmos, one’s itinerary to God  is 

thus characterized: ‘Let not what was made by [God] take hold of you, so that you lose 

Him, Who also made you.’ The contempt of Plato’s ideal rulers for the petty, selfish, 

material appetites is seen by Augustine as the trademark of the Christian believer: 

‘Christians are well aware that the death of the godly pauper whose sores the dogs 

licked was far better than the wicked rich man who lay in purple and fine linen.’ 

Steeped in otherworldliness, Augustine taught not to consider ‘of what consequence is it 

what kind of death puts an end to life… [since] death becomes evil only by the 

retribution which follows it.’ 

 

So starkly Platonic was Augustine’s conception of the universe that he stated: ‘if, when 

we say, Thou shalt not kill, we do not understand this of the plants, since they have no 

sensation, nor of the irrational animals that fly, swim, walk, or creep.’ The spiritual 

level of being, to which rationality and soul properly pertain is so superior, that the 

material level of being can be disposed of—even killed at will. Started by Thales’ 

immediate followers, the loss of reverence for the embodied living realities of the 

observable world, in lieu of their intimate “thinner” and reason-grasped  features, 

reaches its deepest level. Animals, ‘since they are dissociated by their want of reason… 

are therefore by the just appointment of the Creator subjected to us to kill or keep alive 

for our own uses.’ Non-human beings are so inferior to human beings, that they have no 

intrinsic value, but instrumental value solely. 

 

Augustine admits that animals may be appreciated as intriguing expressions of God’s 

creativity, but he does not show the apparent concern for animal welfare of Porphyry. 

On the contrary, he furthers Porphyry’s anthropocentric conception of animal  life, 

which will attain its peak in modern Western philosophy—most notably with Descartes 

(1596—1650) and Nicolas Malebranche (1638—1715)—whereby all living bodies will 

be claimed to be nothing but mechanisms, by analogy to the technological paradigm of 

the Modern Age i.e. the clockwork. 

 

1.2.5. Tertullian and His Heirs 

 

Antipathy to the philosophical “contamination” of religion did occur and has lasted 

throughout the history of Western philosophy. In the early days of the Christianization 

of the Roman Empire, the apologist Tertullian (155—220) stated famously: ‘What 

indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What has the Academy to do with the Church? 

What have heretics to do with Christians? Our instruction comes from the porch of 

Solomon, who had himself taught that the Lord should be sought in simplicity of heart. 

Away with all attempts to produce a Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic Christianity! We want 

no curious disputation after possessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition after receiving the 

gospel! When we believe, we desire no further belief.’ Tertullian saw philosophy as 

intellectualist and dangerously close to the heathen world. It contained elements that 

could be disruptive of religion, especially its requirements of intelligibility and 

consistency, which could not be applied to many mysterious and irrational aspects of 

religion. For Tertullian, religion’s otherworldliness did not need philosophy’s 

otherworldliness to complicate and problematicize it. 

 

Religion and philosophy were different; hence, they could collide—and they did collide. 
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Before the alleged destruction of the famous library of Alexandria by  the Muslim 

Caliph Umar al-Khattab or Omar (581—644), a mob of Christians had already  lynched 

a respected Neo-Platonic philosopher who taught in those illustrious premises, Hypatia 

(350—415). This lynching took place under the patriarch Theophilus, who had had all 

pagan temples destroyed, as ordered by the Christian emperor Theodosius (346—395). 

On its part, the heathen world was not entirely sympathetic to the success of the creed of 

Yeshua, as the symbol of his followers, the cross, states poignantly. Yeshua was 

executed by the public authorities of heathen Rome by crucifixion, i.e. the punishment 

reserved to rebellious slaves and political criminals. 

 

Throughout Western history, a few strong voices are to reissue Tertullian’s refusal of 

the heathen intellectualism “contaminating” the irrational beauty of faith. Thinkers as 

diverse as Pierre Damien (1007—1072), Al-Ghazali (1058—1111), Martin Luther 

(1483—1546), Fyodor M. Dostoyevsky (1821—1881) and Miguel de Unamuno 

(1864—1936) have all engaged in a sophisticated battle against the supremacy of reason 

over faith. Their voices have symbolized the attempt to liberate religious faith from 

excessive faith in human reason—‘Socraticism’, as the Danish theologian Søren 

Kierkegaard (1813—1855) aptly named it. Who needs priests, saviors, prophets, 

mystical intuitions and existential leaps, if a good philosophy book can do their job? 

 

Ingenuous efforts notwithstanding, the achievements of resistance against philosophical 

“contamination” have been rather poor, at least in the Christian traditions. On the one 

hand, this resistance has led to the re-conceptualization of all those philosophical 

elements that are not consistent with the central doctrines of the faith. Often, such re- 

conceptualization has caused ferocious struggles amidst disagreeing factions, 

excommunicating and persecuting one another. On the other hand, the same resistance 

has led to the conceptualization of religion itself in philosophical terms, to demonstrate 

and reinforce the internal consistency of the revelation. Often, such conceptualization 

has made religion even more otherworldly, philosophy elaborating in more abstract and 

technically sophisticated terms human-like divinity and related embodied metaphors 

(e.g. “spirit”, “garden of Eden” and “grace”). Perhaps, no stronger evidence of the 

success of Plato’s creation can be retrieved than the fact that Tertullian and his 

intellectual heirs have all made use of philosophy’s own armory against philosophy. 

Ignoring philosophy was not an option. 

 

1.2.6. The Otherworldly Horizon as the Medieval Mindset 

 

Ignoring religion was not an option either. The truly epochal cultural revolution begun 

four centuries after Plato’s death—i.e. the advent of Christianity and, later, of Islam— 

cannot be underplayed. With the widespread assertion of these two Semitic creeds, 

religion returned onto the forefront of all aspects of Western life, including the 

intellectual creations of the intelligentsia, with a pervasiveness seen only in the days 

preceding Thales’ first investigation of nature. Religion “enriched” or “corrupted” 

philosophy at least as much as philosophy did the same to religion, and continued to do 

so at least until the age of libertinage (i.e. the seventeenth century). This mutual 

“enrichment” or “corruption” of religion and philosophy happened most visibly during 

the Middle Ages, when Christianity embodied, and entrenched itself within, 

sophisticated and fiercely hierarchical administrative and cultural bodies, both    vertical 
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(e.g. papal government, feudal patriarchy) and horizontal (e.g. confraternities, monastic 

orders), whose influence is still far from dissolved today. 

 

In the Middle Ages, there were agnostics and even atheists, like the emperor-scholar 

Frederick II (1194—1250), author of a remarkable Art of Falconry, and the poet Guido 

Cavalcanti (1255—1300). Possibly, the position of revealed religion may have even 

started to recede as early as the fifteenth century, with the Florentine and Roman revival 

of paganism. Yet, it is only in the nineteenth century that the Western intelligentsia 

became mostly and thoroughly secular, with a significant section of the masses 

following one century later. Atheism, as the second chapter of the Proslogion by 

Anselm of Aosta (1033—1109) exemplifies, was mostly a hypothesis. It may have been 

philosophically interesting, but existentially ridiculous, for it is ‘the fool [that] has said 

in his heart: God is not.’ 

 

The motto philosohia ancilla theologiae [philosophy is theology’s handmaid] expresses 

very well the compromise found in the medieval world. This compromise was not 

typical of medieval Christianity alone: Islamic and Jewish philosophies of the same age 

complied largely with the same motto too. Throughout the Middle Ages, the Zeitgeist 

[spirit of the times] remained typically transcendent, even when “infidel” or “heretical” 

(from whichever confessional perspective). Faith could not be eluded easily and it was 

often the starting point of any intellectual investigation. Augustine’s phrase ‘credo ut 

intelligam’ [‘I believe in order to understand’] colored the activity of most philosophers 

and philosophies of the Middle Ages. Iamblichus’ ‘theurgy’, or training of the soul into 

presuming always the presence of divinity in the universe, was a given of nearly every 

serious intellectual pursuit. The Socratic-Platonic drive for ‘the next world’ thrived. 

 

Overviewing nearly one thousand years of Western philosophy, we can discern two 

fundamental assumptions in the medieval understanding of life. Firstly, God is the 

source of all being and, a fortiori, of all life, both material and immaterial. As John 

Duns Scotus (1266—1308) categorically synthesizes in De Primo Principio: ‘Thou art 

true Being, Thou art total Being.’ Secondly, God is ultimately transcendent. Although 

God is the Creator of material reality and continues to be the fundamental reason for its 

being, God is also altogether above and untouched by it and the imperfections of 

material reality. 

 

The nature of the Christian God is pregnant with implications for human life, for it is 

only by positing an ultimately “other” form of existence that the life of the eternal soul 

can be regarded as the true life. Medieval thinkers posited this “other” form of existence 

as the basis of human existence, alienating it from the embodied world as inherently 

corrupt regularly. Hence, like Plato and the Neo-Platonists, medieval  philosophy 

focused upon something “higher” or “deeper” than the terrestrial world of life to which 

the Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) is devoted. Along Socrates’ and 

Plato’s lines, reason, ensoulment and divinity went hand-in-hand with  one another 

realm of existence precisely not life in this sense. Bonaventure of Bagnorea (1217— 

1274) wrote the most influential and highly representative Itinerarium mentis in Deum 

[The Itinerary of the Mind (or Soul) to God], not corporis [of the body] or hominis [of 

the human being] or personae [of the individual]. And he wrote it despite the Christian 

dogma of the resurrection of the bodies. 
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Bishop Boethius (480—525), who describes himself as ‘nourished on the philosophies 

of Plato’, designed the typical training of the medieval scholar. Revealingly,  it 

comprises the trivium (logic, grammar, and rhetoric) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, 

astronomy, geometry, and music), with the life-ground as an instrumental way station 

towards reconciliation with the transcendent God. 

 

At the same time, it was widely recognized that God had made the realm of material life 

and used it to reveal Himself. The language of religion is thus pregnant with earthly- 

life-ground-related imagery (e.g. ‘water of life’, ‘bread of life’, ‘shepherd’ and ‘sheep’) 

meant to help the embodied and ensouled human being to be rejoined with God in 

Heaven. Experiences of the life-ground, ironically, are drawn upon to invoke the 

meaning of a redemption from the body. 

 

This withdrawal from the world of change and bodily corruption explains the standard 

medieval notion of the material universe as an ordered, substantially static and 

harmonious reality, which mirrors imperfectly the better reality to come post mortem. In 

spite of its apparent conflicts and contradictions, God’s benevolence ensures that the 

universe persists as a fundamentally consistent totality, which may not contradict or 

forestall His good plans, His Providence operating throughout it. Even the catastrophes 

and the miseries of natural life can be redeemed by this assumption: the earthly life- 

ground rests upon an otherworldly guarantor. This, at least, was the standard 

supposition of the medieval mind, from Christian Augustine’s theodicy to Jewish Ibn 

Gebirol’s (1021—1058) Fons vitae [source of life]. Since God is ultimately 

transcendent, then a better or truer life must be disembodied and intellectual. Natural 

catastrophes and corporeal miseries, including mortality, are thus defended against by 

dismissing them in the light of this “better”, “higher”, “deeper”, “truer” life. 

 

1.3. The Modern Separation from the Life-Ground: Kant’s Copernican Revolution 

 

1.3.1. Modern Science 

 

The grip of religion over society has loosened remarkably in the past few centuries. 

Similarly has loosened the grip of those hierarchal bodies typical of the Middle Ages, 

which supervised the process of selection of the few privileged minds onto whom the 

gift of education could be bestowed. Then, like in the early days of Western philosophy, 

intellectual speculation was a luxury of the elite. Glancing over the centuries fifteenth to 

twenty-first, one may observe the progressive disintegration of medieval Christianitas 

into a plethora of confessions and into a growing disaffection towards religion. 

Nowadays, most scholars and scientists do not presume that a benevolent God operates 

behind the universe and many people do not lead their lives trying to emulate Yeshua or 

avoid eternal damnation, even whilst they may claim to belong to some Christian 

confession. It took about six centuries to demolish that which was erected in about ten. 

Nowadays, possibly like never before in human history, theoretical and practical 

atheism have become a mass phenomenon, especially accentuated amongst the 

intellectual elites. 

 

The advent of modern science played a crucial role in the process of demise (or 

demotion) of religion. Religion, though not annihilated, is no longer the fundamental 
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source of insight, especially amid intellectuals. Science, by large, has replaced it in this 

role. This change is far from complete and may never be complete. God might be dead, 

as Nietzsche stated, but religion is not (e.g. today’s politically assertive Islamic and 

Christian fundamentalism). Its implications for human existence are still unfolding and 

difficult to evaluate. Indeed, from a strictly theoretical point of view, it is unclear 

whether science could have anything to say to religion, insofar as science and religion 

deal with qualitatively distinct questions. Putting it like Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889— 

1951), the former deals with ‘how the world is’, whereas the latter with why or ‘that the 

world is.’ 

 

Still, from a practical point of view, science and religion have been intertwined as well 

as opposed throughout Western history. There are endless examples of this long and 

complex history of mutual interrelation. It may suffice to consider the following: the 

trial of Socrates for impiety; the interpretation of Moses as a Jewish Plato by Philo of 

Alexandria; the autodafé [burning alive] of Giordano Bruno (1548—1600) for heretical 

views in astronomy; the commentary of Biblical prophecies by Isaac Newton (1643— 

1727); the science-worshipping ‘New Christianity’ of Claude Henri de Rouvroy Comte 

de Saint-Simon (1760—1825) and Auguste Comte (1798—1857); the defense of 

positive atheism by Richard Dawkins (b.1941). 

 

The success of science in the Modern Age over religion is rather peculiar: it means the 

success of a culture of critical doubt over a culture of dogma. The advancement of 

science relies upon the advancement of doubt, as new theories attack old ones and new 

beliefs are formed in lieu of old beliefs. Naturally, certain “attacks” may be more or less 

dramatic. Some, in rare occasions, may even question the possibility itself of actual 

knowledge, as they imply a reassessment of the scientific method employed, or of the 

fundamental concepts of one or more particular disciplines. For example, the 

indeterminacy, or uncertainty, principle of Werner Heisenberg (1901—1976) and the 

theorem of incompleteness of Kurt Gödel (1906—1978) can be seen as two major 

instances of skeptical re-examination of crucial scientific assumptions. Both Heisenberg 

and Gödel did not only challenge pre-existing knowledge in physics and mathematics, 

but also made knowledge in physics and mathematics less firm than ever before. 

 

Most scientists still share with most non-philosophers the widespread, almost 

commonsensical realism that claims science to be able to describe the world as it is. 

Their faith in the ability of modern science to penetrate into the depths of reality and 

depict it accurately can even become a comprehensive worldview comparable and 

alternative to a religious one, as famously discussed by Sigmund Freud (1856—1939) in 

his Interpretation of Dreams. Indeed, this scientific worldview can become extremely 

confident in its exclusive abilities to attain knowledge, especially when it comes to 

campaigning against rival worldviews or to attempting to obtain funds from public 

institutions. Theoretical physicists and mathematicians interested in foundational issues 

are not so optimistic, yet. They are aware of the contingent fortunes of scientific 

theories, their dependence on contexts and aims for technological application, and the 

role played by the inquirer in determining the nature of nature itself (i.e. the features of 

the very reality investigated). Serious self-critical scientific endeavor is a constant 

reminder of the limitations of human understanding, the fruits of which we assume often 

and uncritically as granted and justified. 
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One may wonder why this be the case, i.e. why we may assume often and uncritically 

the status quo as granted and justified. In Western politics, for instance, empires have 

fallen, slavery has waned and governments have rarely hidden their oppressive 

character, as torture, war of aggression, colonial exploitation and undue imprisonment 

are still ordinary policies. In Western science, centuries-old comprehensive systems of 

explanation have fallen (e.g. Aristotle’s cosmology), successful theories have waned 

(e.g. the chemical theory of phlogiston), and powerful explanatory hypotheses have 

known unsteady fortunes (e.g. atomism). Still, the longing for knowledge and the quest 

for an unshakable epistemic ground have neither waned nor disappeared. Immanuel 

Kant (1724—1804) would probably argue that abandoning the quest for an unshakable 

epistemic ground is impossible and, at the same time, that this quest is bound to fail. 

This happens because the determination of general—or, allegedly,  universal—systems 

of knowledge belongs to the human condition as much as feathers belong to the body of 

the adult raven. For Kant, we are naturally inclined towards general, conclusive 

explanations, whether these explanations be valid or not. Indeed, Kant suggests that it 

may be even immoral not to act upon this natural inclination, which leads us to 

investigate the universe: ‘man may postpone enlightenment in what he ought to know, 

but to renounce it for posterity is to injure and trample on the rights of mankind.’ 

 

1.3.2. Rationalism and Empiricism 

 

Our drive for the explication of all mysteries can lead us to make claims that experience 

does not, or cannot, substantiate. For human knowledge to be actual knowledge and not 

mere speculation, Kant thought that we need the input of both abstract, all-embracing 

categories of understanding (viz. ‘cause’, ‘species’, ‘class’) and perceived, concrete, 

particular instances that realize them (viz. the billiard ball dislodged from its location by 

another, the thousands cats in your hometown, the fellow-citizens of yours who sell 

their labor for wages in order to survive). That which does not benefit from both inputs 

is either sheer speculation or baffling sensation, not knowledge: ‘Thoughts without 

content are empty; intuitions without concepts are blind.’ 

 

By requesting the inputs of both categories and perception, Kant’s critical philosophy 

tried to combine the well-established philosophical currents of rationalism and 

empiricism, which emerged during the centuries sixteenth and seventeenth, in 

connection with the advent of modern science. The former, echoing Plato, took 

mathematics (especially geometry) as the paradigm of knowledge. It had faith 

preeminently in the ability to attain knowledge deductively, i.e. via consistent logical 

derivations from self-evident truths or ideal principles of reason [e.g. the ‘geometrical 

method’ of Baruch de Spinoza (1632—1677) and the ‘clear and distinct ideas’ of René 

Descartes]. The latter, echoing Aristotle, took physics (i.e. the study of material nature) 

as the paradigm of knowledge. It had faith preeminently in the ability to attain 

knowledge inductively, i.e. via repeated perceptual experience and the intelligent 

combination of the resulting mental impressions or ideas [e.g. the experimental method 

of Francis Bacon (1561—1626) and the rational associationism of John Locke (1632— 

1704)]. 

 

Despite their ancient echoes, both rationalism and empiricism regarded the study of 

knowledge as the defining mission of philosophy, hence abandoning the traditional self- 
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understanding of Western philosophy. Until then, Western philosophy had portrayed 

itself as concerned primarily with metaphysics i.e. the study of the fundamental 

properties and regulating principles of reality. Rationalism and  empiricism, instead, 

were concerned primarily with epistemology i.e. the study of knowledge. By this alone, 

empiricism and rationalism took Western philosophy one step away from reality, 

leaving its direct study to the modern scientist, especially in the field of physics (more 

on this point will be discussed in Section 2.1). Immanuel Kant, with his critical 

philosophy, is to entrench this retreat from reality even more firmly. 

 

1.3.3. Kant 

 

Kant did not share with the empiricists and the rationalists the same optimism vis-à-vis 

the cognitive abilities of the human being. By attempting the synthesis of rationalism 

and empiricism, he aimed at showing how human knowledge is not much about reality 

as such, but about reality as we humans can know of it. Kant’s work was a watershed in 

Philosophy because it repositioned what we know for certain as grounded in a priori 

categories of human sense and understanding which organized the world to be 

intelligible to us. He shattered our hopes to be in immediate contact with some kind of 

virginal, pure reality to be discovered “out there” as it is, has been, and will be. 

According to Kant, we are not tabulae rasae [blank tablets] receiving and recording 

faithfully information through the senses or through the self-evident demonstrations of 

reason. Rather, Kant posits the phenomenon (i.e. the thing-for-us) at the centre of the 

intellectual inquiry as distinguished from the noumenon or thing-in-itself. Whereas of 

the former we can have science i.e. true knowledge, of the latter only have conjecture. 

This is due to the fact that only phenomena can be objects, since the subject constitutes 

them through the cognitive filters at her disposal, roughly her senses and concepts. All 

else has too little empirical content to be an actual object—hence no objective, true 

knowledge of it is possible. The world we can know of is the world we participate in 

determining as an ordered collection of objects. 

 

Modern scrutinizers of the scientific method like Giambattista Vico (1668—1774) and 

Paul Heinrich Dietrich Baron d’Holbach (1723—1789) had already observed that, when 

studying nature, we can discern how things operate as they do, but not why. According 

to Vico this distinction between ‘how’ and ‘why’ explains why the human sciences, 

which deal with realities made by the human being, can satisfy our thirst for knowledge 

much more fully than the natural ones. At least hypothetically, we can trace the original 

intentions that brought about certain laws, constitutions and mourning rituals. The same 

cannot be achieved with respect to atoms, chemical elements and  biological 

metabolism. 

 

Kant transforms Vico’s and d’Holbach’s distinction between ‘how’ and ‘why’ into the 

constitutive feature of human knowledge as such. For Kant, phenomena alone can be 

known by us, not noumena. Kant’s revolutionary intuition has changed the history of 

Western philosophy and, on a larger scale, our understanding of cognition in general. 

Kant personally resisted the explanation of the constitution of experience in mere 

psychological terms. Still, today’s science is indebted to Kant whenever it studies the 

individual and collective cognitive structures that are characteristics of our species (viz. 

cognitive stages, Gestalt psychology, sociology of knowledge) and/or acknowledges the 
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unavoidable contribution of the observer in the determination of the object of inquiry 

(viz. subatomic physics, cultural anthropology). 

 

In this perspective, the case of Georg Simmel (1858—1918) is most representative. 

Although engaged in the establishment of the relatively novel discipline of sociology, 

Simmel resisted the temptation of promising utter objectivity and the ability to unveil 

reality as it is. On the contrary, Simmel claimed that society should be understood in a 

fashion analogous to Kant’s understanding of nature. ‘Society’ he affirmed, is made of 

‘individual elements... given which in a certain sense always remain  in their 

discreteness, as is the case with the sense-perceptions, and they undergo their synthesis 

into the unity of a society only through a process of consciousness which puts the 

individual existence of the several elements into relationship with that of the others in 

definite forms and in accordance with definite laws.’ In this way alone, as Simmel 

concluded, one can find an answer to the question: ‘how is society possible?’ 

 

1.3.4. Idealism 

 

Before Kant, the unity in plurality of the world’s systems was the world’s own unity. 

After Kant, the unity in plurality of the world’s systems was the unity of the human 

mind. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770—1831), who resented Kant’s ‘Copernican 

Revolution’ as an expression of philosophical timidity. It reduced the relations of the 

world to the ordering mechanism of the human mind, the infinite reality developing 

around us to the logically programmed  workings of internal categories of perception 

and understanding. Hegel believed human reason capable of grasping the fundamental 

unity of being in all of its expressions, namely God’s dynamic self-revelation through 

the material universe and Hegel’s own conceptual representation of it as the highest 

moment in the history of Western philosophy in the most perfect State ever witnessed 

i.e. early nineteenth-century Prussia (at least in one plausible interpretation). Reason, 

according to Hegel, could mirror reality in the most accomplished fashion and his own 

philosophy was the mirror needed for such a glorious accomplishment. 

 

Despite his monumental ingenuity and enormous influence throughout the nineteenth 

century, Hegel did not succeed. Kant’s disruption of the correspondence between reality 

and thought has become a standard element of the modern mindset. Kant did never 

claim, like the founder of idealism George Berkeley (1685—1753), that esse est percipi 

[being is being perceived]. Knowledge, for Kant, was via ideas or representations 

[Vorstellungen], not of ideas or representations alone. Still, like Berkeley, Kant was an 

idealist, though of the transcendental type, i.e. concerned with the identification of the 

conditions of possibility for knowledge. Kant formalized the organizing role that the 

perceiver plays in constituting reality, but did not want to do away with the 

independence of reality from the knowing subject. One thing is to entrap the human 

being within the cognitive cage proper to our species; another is to entrap the whole 

universe within it. 

 

In either case, however, the focus of philosophy was not on LSS, but on the cognitive 

abilities that permit notions such as ‘life’, ‘support’ and ‘system’ to be formed. After 

Kant, we can still talk of natural systems and human-made systems in a  sensible 

fashion. Yet, we must acknowledge that we are “talking of” such systems, i.e. that we 
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are creatures that make use of concepts and words in order to “see,” appreciate, and 

know the surrounding universe. Representation makes the object possible for us, not 

vice versa. 

 

Kant deemed himself to be an empirical realist, in the sense that he thought that we, as 

cognitive agents, are somehow in touch with the noumena. What this “touch” should be 

like, given the overall outlook of Kant’s understanding of human cognition, is unclear 

and has been debated since Kant’s days. Most nineteenth-century Western philosophy, 

especially in the German-speaking world, participated in this debate, thus concentrating 

almost exclusively on the study of those faculties of the thinking mind—whether 

individual, collective or divine—that allow for the constitution of reality by  the 

knowing subject. Reason, understanding, imagination, judgment, intuition, reflection, 

and other mental abilities have been scrutinized carefully and insightfully by thinkers 

such as Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762—1814), Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 

Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling (1775—1884), Antonio Rosmini (1797— 

1855), Francis Herbert Bradley (1846—1924), and Edmund Husserl (1859—1938), 

founder of phenomenology. 

 

Although different from the transcendent otherworldliness of the ancient and medieval 

times, the modern currents of rationalism, empiricism, idealism and phenomenology 

cooperated in positing another kind of otherworldliness, i.e. that of the  invisible 

knowing mind. This mind, whether individual, collective or divine, is taken to be 

somehow separate and sovereign over the known world which is presupposed by the 

mind as passively inert and external. Since philosophers are meant to deal primarily 

with the ordering mind, the embodied objective world—and its LSS in particular— 

recede into mute insignificance. The philosophical mind as it were worships itself. 

Epistemology, not how to live or relate to the larger life-host and world, is their main 

preoccupation. 

 

1.3.5. Schelling 

 

The convolutions consequent to Kant’s critical appraisal of human knowledge and his 

undiminished trust in its possibility became most evident in those philosophers that tried 

to regain the life-ground and yet remained “trapped” within the Kantian “cage”, which 

keeps us apart from the natural world as an immediate, independent, unconditional 

reality. 

 

Schelling, for example, may be said to be the only nineteenth-century German idealist 

who had a genuine concern for embodied living being. He is often saluted as ‘the 

philosopher of nature’, for he had an acute interest in it both as a scientific and as an 

aesthetic reality. His works are full of observations and examples that only a man 

enamored with wildlife would utter. In this sense, Schelling’s debt to Friedrich Schiller 

(1759—1805) and German Romanticism cannot be underestimated. Schelling lived in 

the age during which the tamed nature of German feudal agriculture was being lost to 

capitalist industrialization. More or less aware of the causes of this loss, Western poets 

turned en masse towards the uncorrupted beauty of nature and its majestic power— 

flowers smell sweeter the closer you are to the grave, and Romanticism flourished in 

graveyards. 
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Schelling was, in many respects, a Romantic poet himself. Like, and more than, the 

other champion of German Romanticism, Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744—1803), 

he unashamedly turned the gaze to the living world of nature and, therein, he envisioned 

philosophical ideas embodied and revealed in the phenomena of biological, chemical 

and physical realities. Yet, his actual philosophical enterprise shows little sign of the 

life-ground, that which is ‘all the conditions of our existence required to take the next 

breath becoming conscious of itself through our evolving understanding of it as who we 

ultimately are’ (McMurtry). For Schelling’s work is essentially devoted to the 

knowledge and intelligibility of rational man as such. Along Kantian lines, his 

philosophy attempts to understand ‘whether Nature and experience be possible.’ 

Philosophy again returns to preoccupation with its own conceptions. It is only the 

‘common understanding’ that believes uncritically ‘that there are things outside us.’ 

However, ‘in matters of philosophy the common understanding has no claims 

whatever.’ Philosophy is an abstract endeavor, which leads us away from the world of 

our daily existence: ‘From ordinary reality there are only two ways out—poetry, which 

transports us into an ideal world, and philosophy, which makes the real world vanish 

before our eyes.’ Philosophy, in essence, is a hermeneutical enterprise: ‘[C]hemistry 

teaches us to read the letters, physics the syllables, mathematics Nature; but it ought not 

to be forgotten that it remains for philosophy to interpret what is read.’ 

 

Most revealing is Søren Kierkegaard’s sore disappointment with Schelling’s teaching, 

for hearing which he had ‘been pining and thinking mournful thoughts long enough.’ 

Kierkegaard had hoped to hear something relevant for the sake of his personal life from 

a man known for his love of nature. Yet, what Schelling and his idealist colleagues 

could ‘say about actuality is often just as disappointing as it is when one reads on a sign 

in a secondhand shop: Pressing Done Here. If a person were to bring his clothes to be 

pressed, he would be duped, for the sign is merely for sale.’ Lost as they were in 

figuring out how the universe is constituted by the mind, idealism had lost touch with 

nature and dealt only with ‘nature’ i.e. ideas, representations, conceptions of nature, the 

conditions of possibility for the constitution of which had to be explained. 

 

1.3.6. Schopenhauer 

 

Arthur Schopenhauer (1788—1860) followed Kant’s ideas of the subject’s constituting 

role in what is perceived and experienced, but, like Schelling, was also  deeply 

fascinated by Nature. Known as the champion of philosophical pessimism, 

Schopenhauer agreed with Kant that we constitute the world by our sensorial and 

conceptual apparatus, and his defining work, The World as Will and Representation, 

begins with the statement: ‘The World is a representation of mine.’ Yet for 

Schopenhauer, the phenomena we see and apprehend are like the Vedanta’s ‘veil of 

Maya’ over a deeper, primitive reality of ‘the Will’ (die Wille) that is the ultimate 

“thing-in-itself” that we directly experience as our real being from within. Rather than 

accepting our veiled condition of representations, Schopenhauer sought to rip the veil 

and lay bare the hidden noumenal reality, the Will of which Nature is a multitudinous 

expression. 

 

In order to accomplish his goal, Schopenhauer focused his attention on the world of 

living  nature  much  more  forcefully  and  committed  than  Schelling.       Specifically, 
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Schopenhauer looked at that living nature that is closest to the investigator: the body. 

‘The body’ was, for Schopenhauer, the ‘immediate object’ needed not to rely on mental 

representations—the body being understood not as the concept of the body, but as the 

experience of the body via our will: ‘the will is the a priori knowledge of the body, the 

body is the a posteriori knowledge of the will.’ 

 

Since all the objects of common sense, philosophy and science are phenomena 

(including the body as representation or conceptual instance), then that which is not 

phenomenal must be an instance of the will: Beyond will and representation there is 

nothing that we know or can know.’ The will is the noumenal world: ‘One’s own body 

is for each of us the most real of things. But if we analyze the reality of this body and of 

its actions, then we find in it... nothing but will.’ Philosophy and science, by operating 

upon phenomena, remove reality and place it behind Maya’s veil. Thus, no other option 

is available but to regain the world through “unreason,” which,  for Schopenhauer, 

meant will or the immediate intuition of the will: ‘the will is known directly, within 

oneself, in one’s own self-consciousness.’ 

 

Since the will pertains to a domain that is other from the phenomenal, then it does not 

possess the features of known phenomena. The will cannot be conceptualized according 

to our cognitive structures, such as ‘being an object for a subject... being possible only 

in time and space... [And] causality.’ The will pre-exists and eludes these structures. 

Moreover, it defines our being in ways that do not fit with the notions that we use to 

explain natural phenomena. For instance, it gives us the impression of being free from 

causal necessity, as causal necessity is something that we constitute and observe in the 

phenomenal world. Still, being free from the causal necessity imposed by our cognitive 

structures upon the world does not mean being free from the will and from its power. As 

“chunks” of noumenal reality, we are expressions of this will. Our physiological 

functions, instincts, inclinations, emotions and desires—including our propensity to 

constitute the world as representation— are expressions of this will, which operates 

through us and, through us, perpetuates itself. The will is through us, like in all other 

living creatures, as Wille zum Leben [will to live]. 

 

Pessimism regarding the condition of the individual follows from this realization. We, 

as individuals, may be under the impression of being free but, in fact, we are not free: 

we serve the will. In particular, since we are members of an animal species, we serve 

our species, in spite of, and in blatant contradiction with, our individual interests. This is 

evident in the realm of sexual life. Despite innumerable risks, humiliations, delusions of 

eternal happiness and constant reminders of actual unhappiness, the lover seeks to 

conquer the beloved one, in order to reproduce and serve the species. More in general, 

however, ‘the will is already in itself and for itself an immediate and inexhaustible 

source of pain. Firstly, because every willing as such is born out of a need; hence, of 

suffering... Secondly, because... most desires are doomed to remain unsatisfied.’ 

 

The life-ground is an unpleasant ground. Natural reality, for Schopenhauer, is not a nice 

spectacle at all. The will to live pervades it eternally, without either cause or end, and 

tricks all individual creatures to pursue that which is good for the species, even if that 

means to lead a life of individual misery. By an ironic twist of tragic insight, 

Schopenhauer concluded his philosophical journey by echoing much of the abstract 
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philosophy that he had tried to counter, which too despised and rejected life in the 

biosphere as a valley of tears. 

 

Seen through the categories of individual happiness and self-realization, the world does 

not appear able to meet the aspirations set by Schopenhauer for the human being. A 

Socratic and even more desperate cupio dissolvi colors his philosophy. Material life is 

for him treacherous and unbearable. Probably this is why all civilizations have 

manufactured veils of Maya to wear before the eyes. Schopenhauer believed that the 

human being ought to find ways to escape from life and, for this reason, he will be 

accused by Nietzsche of nihilism, just like Socrates. Specifically, Schopenhauer devised 

three ways of escape: aesthetic bliss, piety and asceticism. In increasing order of 

perfection, these three activities can teach ‘total resignation, imperturbable peace and 

deep joy, even in the face of death.’ Rather than willing life, we should negate the will 

to it. Suicide, however, is not a valid option. Schopenhauer argued that ‘he  who 

commits suicide would like life; only he is not satisfied with the conditions in which it 

is offered to him.’ In other terms, people kill themselves in the name of the life they 

would have liked to have but were not able to have—Socrates docet [teaches]. 

Schopenhauer’s resolution to the problem of the blind Will that never be satisfied in its 

endless movements from desire and dissatisfaction to satisfaction and boredom and 

back again is to renounce the “penal servitude” of the primeval longing of life for 

itself—a resolution which has evident affinities to the choice of pure detachment from 

this-worldly existence pointed towards by the illusionist schools of the Vedanta and 

Buddhism. (See Articles Spiritual Philosophies: World Visions of Universal Identity, 

The Hindu Enlightenment: From the Upanisads and Bhagavad-gita to Integral Yoga 

and What Did You Look Like Before You Were Born? Buddhism Across Schools). 

 

1.4. Rarefying Western Philosophy: the Linguistic Turn of the Twentieth Century 

 

Schelling and Schopenhauer’s difficulties in recovering the life-ground to philosophy 

exemplify the depth and the extent of Kant’s influence on modern thought. As 

knowledge shifted from the known object to the knowing subject, Kant forced 

philosophers to engage first and foremost in the detailed study of the conditions for the 

possibility of human knowledge as such. Before Kant, prima philosophia [first or 

primary philosophy] was metaphysics; i.e. the science of the immutable properties of 

reality. After Kant, who concluded what rationalism and empiricism had begun, prima 

philosophia becomes epistemology; i.e. the science of human knowledge in itself. 

Secunda philosophia [second or secondary philosophy] used to be physics; i.e. the study 

of the mutable properties of reality. 

 

After Kant, modern Western philosophy also finds itself one step more distant from 

material life concerns than it used to be. The post-Kantian division of labor in the realm 

of intellectual inquiry leads the philosopher to operate as a sort of pre- or super- 

scientist, who leaves to others the pursuit of particular and allegedly “concrete” 

investigations, which are bound to fall anyway within the comprehensive spectrum of 

the categories of understanding studied by the philosopher. In other words, philosophers 

operate at a “higher” level of abstraction and of methodological awareness than the 

scientists do, to whom is left the study of material reality by means of general concepts, 

which are aimed to organize the world into cogent systems. 
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Twentieth-century Western philosophy dealt with Kant’s revolution in an analogous 

fashion. Rather than of a thinking subject, yet, Western philosophers started to write 

more and more often of a speaking subject, either individual or collective. Rather than 

born-to-be-a-thinker, the human being came to be seen primarily and distinctively as a 

speaking creature. Language, it was argued, represents the inter-subjective and 

observable manifestation of human thought. Moreover, according to the influential 

studies of psychologists like Jean Piaget (1896—1980) and Lev S. Vygodsky (1896— 

1934), it constitutes the development of thought itself. 

 

Historians of philosophy speak often of the ‘linguistic turn’ as the Leitmotif of 

twentieth-century Western philosophy. Surely, the linguistic turn has characterized the 

two main philosophical schools of the century, i.e. the Anglo-American analytical 

tradition (heavily indebted to Austro-German and Polish Logical Positivism) and the 

Continental tradition (which embraces some of the leading philosophical schools in, 

mainly, France and Germany). ‘People say life’s the thing; but I prefer conversation’, 

wrote once Michael Oakeshott (1901—1990). Oakeshott typically supposes that the 

conversation can occur without the conversant’s life as its bearer and determiner. 

 

Whether gleefully or critically, twentieth-century Western philosophers have given 

ample testimony of the special emphasis posited on language by themselves and by their 

colleagues. ‘Philosophical problems’ rest, for Ludwig Wittgenstein, ‘on the 

misunderstanding of the logic of our language.’ ‘The discovery of the linguistic 

character of the happening of being’ characterizes, for Gianni Vattimo (b.1936), ‘the 

philosophical orientations of the twentieth century.’ Julia Kristeva (b.1941) describes 

philosophy as the ‘inquiry on the dynamics of the speaking Subject and of Meaning.’ 

Gilles Deleuze (1925—1995) and Félix Guattari (1930—1992) admit that the issue of 

‘signifiance [sic]’ may not be ‘the most interesting or modern or contemporary one, but 

is… more pernicious, cancerous and despotic than the others.’ 

 

The focus on the linguistic level of human existence led many analytical and 

Continental philosophers to pay rather little attention to the domain of the body, or to do 

so in the same abstract terms as the idealists’ ‘actuality’ of which Kierkegaard 

complained. They tackled abstract issues such as the formation of conceptual schemes, 

the many layers of meaning, semantic translatability, inter- and intra-textual analysis, 

incorporeal transformation, qualitability and quantitability, propositions as truth 

functions, the merits of symbolization, etc. In this context, that people had to eat enough 

food or breathe enough oxygen could not appear but as an obvious assumption, hence 

unworthy of scrutiny. The world presupposed by our words must be put on hold, while 

we try to understand how it may be possible for us to speak of it. Even when trying to 

regain the embodied level of existence, the categories adopted by mainstream 

philosophers made it difficult, analogously to the way in which Schelling had  wrestled 

to regain ‘actuality’ to his scrutiny [e.g. the realist phenomenology of Hedwig Conrad- 

Martius (1888—1966)]. The method of and the presumptions behind the inquiry make it 

difficult. The world presupposed by our words must be put on hold, while we try to 

understand how it may be possible for us to speak of it or, as Edmund Husserl’s 

phenomenology recommended, between brackets. 
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2. The Life-ground in Western Philosophy Via Positiva 

 

Not all Western philosophers have followed Husserl’s advice and put the world between 

brackets. Immaterial, otherworldly horizons may have abounded, but the horizon of 

other, more immediate, embodied realities has also been present. In particular, three 

areas of inquiry have been compelling in leading Western thinkers towards the 

endorsement of positions relevant to the earthly life-ground generally presupposed, 

neglected, underplayed, or even rejected by many illustrious colleagues. They are: 

 

1. The scientific study of material nature 

2. The ethical and political study of individual and collective human conduct 

3. The existential given of embodied aliveness, especially one’s own 

 

In these three areas, the life-ground, though partially, anthropocentrically and 

confusedly, has been taken seriously as a valid and valuable object of philosophical 

scrutiny. Yet what is most important to humanity—the universal life necessities of each 

and all’s existence and thought whose absence deforms or ends both—is more or less 

completely avoided. (See Philosophy and World Problems and Economic Reason and 

Crisis of the World System for developed explanation of this void at the heart of 

philosophy and its understanding.) What follows here is a succinct, broadly stroked 

account of examples pertaining to just the three above areas of inquiry, their relevance, 

and their shortcomings in the light of systems that support life on our planet. 

 

2.1. Western Philosophy as the Mother of All Sciences 

 

In its persisting quest for the principles and modes of unity of reality, Western 

philosophy has been the mother of all sciences. Most forms of human investigation, if 

not even all of them, have been born from its womb, and no form of human 

investigation has matured further without some philosophical nourishment. Thales of 

Miletus, who started the investigation of the arché of physis [nature] is often regarded 

as the father of physics. Theophrastus (371—287 B.C.E.) is revered as the father of 

botany. The Muslim philosophers Jabir Ibn Haiyan (d. 803 C.E.), known in Europe as 

Geber, and his colleague Abu Bakr Mohammad Ibn Zakariya al-Razi (864—930) are 

deemed to be the fathers of chemistry. Revealingly, not until long ago, all sciences that 

we call nowadays ‘natural’ and ‘particular’ were commonly referred to as ‘natural 

philosophy.’ Similar considerations apply to the development of the human sciences. 

Hardly any of them is without philosophical paternity. Plato and his pupil Aristotle 

compete for the establishment of psychology. The Muslim commentator of Aristotle Ibn 

Khaldun (1332—1406) and the Scottish moralist Adam Smith (1723—1790) compete 

instead for that of economics. The Florentine thinker Niccolò  Machiavelli (1469— 

1527) is generally hailed as the founder of political science. As regards sociology, the 

positivist philosopher Auguste Comte is credited for its name and Karl Marx (1818— 

1883) for its actual initiation. Amongst all Western philosophers of all times, Aristotle 

is the only one claimed to be the father of several disciplines, from anthropology to 

zoology, via logic and meteorology. 
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2.1.1. Aristotle 

 

Aristotle was the most accomplished encyclopedic mind of the ancient world, who 

contributed decisively to the study of all known scientific fields of his time and whose 

writings influenced the formation of Western culture to a level comparable to that of 

Plato and Homer. In his Summa theologica, Thomas Aquinas (1224—1274) refers to 

Aristotle as ‘the philosopher’ plainly and simply. The great medieval poet Dante 

Alighieri (1265—1321) celebrates Aristotle in his Divina Commedia without naming 

him, as it is sufficient to call him ‘il maestro di color che sanno’ [the master of those 

who know]. At the centre of The School of Athens, one of the most famous frescoes by 

Raffaello Sanzio (1483—1520), stand Plato and Aristotle, not Plato and Democritus of 

Abdera (460—370 B.C.E.). They were, and still are, the two competing champions in 

the history of Western thought—Plato, champion of the ideal world of reason, his right 

hand pointing towards the sky; Aristotle, champion of the embodied world of 

experience, his right hand pointing towards the earth. 

 

Aristotle knew that philosophers like Socrates and Plato, whom he  admired, could 

sound most paradoxical and unconvincing. Their uncompromising reliance upon 

deductive reason led them to use ‘arguments’ that ‘are not persuasive because they are 

derived from propositions on which people disagree and that are not common opinion.’ 

Already in Aristotle’s times, a stereotype about philosophers was widespread amongst 

the general public, which is still widely held today: philosophers are lost in the clouds. 

The Greek comedian Aristophanes (448—380 B.C.E.) had taken advantage of this 

stereotype for one of his most brilliant plays, The Clouds, where he ridiculed Socrates 

as perennially engaged in pointless intellectual endeavors. Socrates was said to desire 

above all ‘to converse with the clouds’ and whenever his activities had some relevance 

for mundane affairs, they were described as immoral. Socrates was equated by 

Aristophanes to the sophists of his age, whom he saw as unscrupulous money-makers 

helping young scoundrels ‘to become a thorough rattle-pate, a hardened old stager, the 

fine flour of the talkers.’ 

 

Mindful of Aristophanes’ satire, Aristotle wanted philosophy not to be excessively at 

odds with non-philosophical commonsense, according to which material life concerns 

are at least as relevant as any ideal aspiration to knowledge, to consistency, and to 

moral and intellectual perfection. Rejecting Socrates’ exclusive and “suicidal” appeal to 

deductive reason, Aristotle stated: ‘People who claim that the person being tortured, or 

the person who has fallen on very bad times, is happy if he is good are, whether 

voluntarily or involuntarily, talking nonsense.’ Bodies may be ensouled, but souls are 

also embodied: Aristotle did not desire to underplay the latter factor in  his 

understanding of reality. 

 

Aristotle agreed with Plato on the notion that all existing creatures are informed matter, 

namely a mixture of matter and non-matter (i.e. their form, soul or principle of 

organization). Yet, he stressed how we can abstract these two concepts from the 

individual creature that we observe by means of our senses, so as to contemplate them 

ideally by means of reason. In other words, Aristotle stressed the idea that empirical 

evidence, rather than an obstacle, is the reliable starting point of human knowledge. 

Experience contributes to the discovery of truth. As the medieval Aristotelians are to 
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synthesize this point: nihil est in intellectu quod prius non fuerit in sensu [nothing is in 

the intellect that was not previously in the sense]. 

 

Aristotle did not consider empirical evidence just in his epistemology; he also 

considered it in his axiology. Aristotle brought back the value of the material world. 

The needs for material life were acknowledged and granted major importance. Bodily 

cravings pertaining to the simplest life forms were regarded as valuable: ‘Presumably, 

even in the lower animals there is some element… that aims at their proper good.’ To 

the scientific character of his recovery of the life-ground, Aristotle added the  ethical 

one. As concerns the human being, he was deeply aware of the fact that ‘the happy 

person… also needs bodily goods, external goods and good fortune.’ 

 

Aristotle was even ironic about the abstract ‘wisdom’ of the illustrious worshippers of 

mathesis, as their ‘scientific knowledge, combined with intellect… is extraordinary, 

wonderful, abstruse, godlike, but useless, because it is not human goods they  are 

looking for.’ Their wisdom is important, but must be associated with ‘practical wisdom’ 

i.e. ‘understanding of particulars… [since] action is concerned with particulars.’ For 

example, ‘if someone knew that light meats are digestible and wholesome, but did not 

know which kinds are light, he would not produce health; rather, the person who knows 

that chicken is wholesome will be better at producing health.’ Indeed, by marrying the 

younger heiress Pythias and by accepting the highly remunerated post of preceptor of 

the young Alexander of Macedonia (356—323 B.C.E.), who became later Alexander 

‘the Great’, Aristotle made of his own life a clear example of practical wisdom. 

 

2.1.2. Ancient Atomism 

 

Democritus’ name was not mentioned casually in Section 2.1.1. Rather than Aristotle’s 

philosophy, Plato’s real ancient alternative, in metaphysical terms, was the materialist 

and monist atomism of Leucippus (fifth century B.C.E.) and Democritus. Their 

philosophy depicts a world generated by the motion of qualitatively identical but 

quantitatively and geometrically different atoms in the void. Atoms were, for them, the 

invisible and indivisible units of all that exists. The motion of the atoms follows strict 

mechanical laws and produces fleeting aggregates, namely the objects that we observe 

in nature, including the human being, the soul and its functions. ‘Everything is produced 

necessarily, because the cause of the formation of all things is the whirling motion… 

called necessity.’ The living, to Leucippus and Democritus, was nothing but clusters of 

atoms aggregating and disaggregating according to necessary laws of physical motion. 

Ancient atomism thus reduced the universe to a cauldron of erratic particles and left life 

under-explained, if not unexplained, especially in its most immaterial aspects (e.g. 

feeling, will, thought, meaning). 

 

It should be stressed how, already at the basic level of biological movement, living 

beings have features that are not present in inanimate matter, and the attempt to explain 

their behaviors without considering them is bound to reduce biology to physics—the 

living to the lifeless. Life implies, amongst other aspects: growth, which is not mere 

aggregation; reproduction, which is not mere repetition; goal-directed processes and 

behaviors with mutually supporting functions, which are not mere chains of causes and 

effects;  self-definition  via  membrane,  skin,  shell,  etc.  distinguishing  the  individual 
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organism from the surrounding environment, which are not mere events selected for 

study by the scientist. Because of their goal-directedness, living beings either succeed or 

fail in achieving their goals. As a consequence, axiological categories must be used to 

recognize organisms and organs as successful or unsuccessful in their attempts to adapt 

to the environment flexibly. Living creatures, in their dealings with the habitat and other 

living creatures, always attempt to bring forth the conditions for their survival and/or 

that of their species. Life is committed to nurturing further life, even at the cost of 

death—a striking affirmation of the “poietic” character of embodied life. In addition, 

even more strikingly “poietic” appear to be the levels of life to which pertain felt being 

and self-consciousness. There, variety, if not uniqueness, and creativity reign supreme. 

 

Indeed, in order to tackle the peculiarly impalpable phenomena of intellection and life, 

Epicureanism, i.e. the only other ancient school endorsing atomism, felt compelled to 

introduce contradictory categories of explanation that Leucippus and Democritus had 

not contemplated (i.e. the theory of clinamen or inclination of the atoms). Perhaps, the 

limitations of ancient atomism relegated Leucippus and Democritus to the sideline of 

Western philosophy, where they remained until the late eighteenth century, when 

atomism will become the mainstream explanatory theory about the composition of 

matter and contribute to a mechanistic picture of the universe. In effect, the history of 

this discipline has handed down to us the name of Aristotle as the actual alternative to 

Plato. 

 

Aristotle did distrust Plato’s transcendent impetus and did return the material world to 

philosophical attention. Immanence and not transcendence characterizes Aristotle’s 

approach, who wanted to overcome the most puzzling interrogative that follows any 

excessive emphasis on transcendence, i.e. the relationship between matter and form (or 

between body and soul). These entities were said to be opposite in nature with no 

property in common, yet, at the same time, they were always capable of interacting with 

and influencing each other. How was this possible? Far from resolving this issue once 

and for all, Aristotle’s philosophy had the merit of producing a much more attentive 

scrutiny of the embodied living being, also in the attempt to restore the plausibility of 

philosophy to the eyes of the Greek layman—this, despite Aristotle’s being and 

remaining a disciple of Plato’s. 

 

2.1.3. Aristotelian Platonism and Mechanism 

 

Aristotle may not have purported uncritically the divine and otherworldly cause of 

mathesis and he may have enjoyed deeply the exploration of the sensible world; 

nevertheless, he was as enamored with human reason as his mentor was. Amongst the 

disciplines of which Aristotle is claimed to be the father, some are not concerned with 

either embodied or even material being in general. For instance, it is Aristotle who is 

saluted as the father of logic, not Plato. Also, it is Aristotle who defined once and for all 

the human being as ‘rational animal’, not Plato. Humans may be animals, and, as such, 

they may be compelled to consider that which is good for themselves as animals. Yet, 

their defining feature is the ability to reason and it is mainly from reason that guidance 

in life must be derived. This ability is the most valuable in the whole cosmos and places 

the human being above all other creatures: ‘Nature makes nothing incomplete and 

nothing in vain… she has made all animals for the sake of man.’ 
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Aristotle did not teach that ‘the good life’ [eudemonia] is that life which would be good 

for the animal. The life of the human being ought not to be like the life of a mouse or of 

a pig, as claimed respectively by the most representative member of the Cynic school, 

Diogenes of Sinope (412—323 B.C.E.), and by the father of ancient skepticism, Pyrrho 

of Elea. Nor did Aristotle identify the good life with the sophisticated cultivation of 

bodily pleasures. That was taught by the leader of the short-lived Cyrenaic school, 

Aristippus (435—356 B.C.E.), master of ancient hedonism, never by Aristotle himself. 

When Aristotle was talking of ‘the good life’, he is considering directed, spiritualized 

life [bios], not instinctual, animal life [zoe]. The former depends on the latter—hence it 

must take it into account—but cannot, and ought not to, be reduced to it. Devoid of 

cupio dissolvi, Aristotle believed that we need ‘bodily goods, external goods and good 

fortune.’ Full of libido sciendi, Aristotle believed that the rational animal ought to strive 

for theoretical contemplation as the highest form of self-realization. Our ‘rational part… 

appears to constitute each of us’ and it is our distinguishing feature: ‘As much as 

possible, we ought to make ourselves immortal and do our best to live in accordance 

with the highest part amongst those that are within us.’ 

 

Plato’s elitism also colors Aristotle’s philosophy exactly in relation  to  his 

considerations about human reason. Greek, civilized men were regarded as more likely 

to attain the higher life praised in the Nicomachean Ethics than women and non-Greek 

peoples, i.e. barbarians. According to Aristotle, it is part of the world’s order that wives 

and slaves be to toil, so that few splendid men may achieve the heights of philosophical 

bliss and make themselves immortal. Not all can be free and educated, as reason is not 

possessed by all equally: ‘For he is by nature a slave who is capable of belonging to 

another (and that is why he does so belong), and who participates in reason so far as to 

apprehend it but not to possess it.’ All this—it must be noted—is clear and evident to 

reason itself and, as such, part of that ‘natural law’ to which, according to Aristotle, we 

are supposed to adhere. 

 

As regards how thoroughly immortal we may make ourselves, Aristotle’s philosophy 

did not provide any clear answer. On the contrary, many commentators found enough 

ambiguity in his works to be able to fight for centuries over those passages, especially 

in his Metaphysics, where Aristotle seemed to suggest that the soul may survive 

disembodied. Especially during the late antiquity and the Middle Ages, the focus of his 

commentators was placed on the most Platonic problem of all, i.e. our  chances to 

achieve assimilation to God as pure, immaterial beings. 

 

Amid his closest followers, instead, the interest in natural phenomena was paramount. 

They pursued the accumulation of data on all known areas of scientific investigation 

and the compilation of the most extensive encyclopedia of the ancient world. True to 

Aristotle’s example, they did not look at the starry heavens solely, but also at the many 

forms of life populating Earth. In this research, sensitivity to the life-ground was 

present. For instance, Theophrastus, first Scholarc of the Lyceum, argued that ‘all living 

creatures’ have ‘affinity and belong to the same genus’, since they owe the possibility of 

their subsistence to ‘the seasons of the year, during which takes place the generation of 

animals, plants, fruits, while the sun operates as the generating principle.’ Botany, in 

particular, became Theophrastus’ privileged field of investigation. 
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To a deeper level of analysis, however, another, more rarefied principle is individuated 

by Theophrastus, which connects with the ideal turn of ancient Western philosophy. All 

beings are said to respond to the same principle of organization of the universe, i.e. ‘the 

circular motion of the heavens’, which Theophrastus, like Anaxagoras, dubs often 

‘Mind’ [Nous]. Upon this basis, Theophrastus’ picture of the universe, though attentive 

to the realm of embodied creatures, verges then on the mechanistic explanation of 

events: ‘To be in motion is, in general, a character proper to nature… the circular 

motion of the heavens is… the life of the universe itself.’ 

 

This picture, which is to return repeatedly amongst successive natural scientists and 

Western philosophers interested in natural science, becomes openly mechanistic in the 

picture of the universe given by the second Scholarc of the Lyceum, Strato of 

Lampsacus (d. 270 B.C.E.). Cicero (106—43 B.C.E.) reports that Strato ‘teaches that all 

that is and is generated either is  or  has been produced by weights and motions.’ Not 

only are Thales’ gods no longer present in this picture of the universe, but life itself is 

reduced to simpler physical phenomena. 

 

2.1.4. The Medieval Life-Ground of God 

 

Despite the mechanistic color of the thought of Aristotle’s immediate followers, it is 

significant that for several centuries, hardly anyone is to challenge the assumption that 

Aristotle himself believed in the immortality of the soul. This was the case at least from 

the sixth century C.E., when Johannes Philoponus (490—566) discarded the 

immanentist and materialist interpretations of the last great heathen commentator of 

Aristotle, Alexander of Aphrodisia (second century C.E.). Analogously, hardly anyone 

is to challenge the assumption that philosophy can oppose the revealed truths enshrined 

in the official dogma of revealed religion. Thomas Aquinas, possibly the most creative 

and renowned medieval philosopher, argued that, logically, faith and reason cannot 

disagree, for they share their prime source: God. 

 

At the same time, medieval clerics, thinkers and theologians could not avoid being 

embodied creatures. Medieval men and women needed corn for their meals, wood for 

their fireplaces and wax for their candles. They drained marshes to cultivate new land, 

cleared forests to acquire building material and planted trees to prevent floods. 

Henceforth, their examples, their metaphors, and much of their information about the 

universe could not but refer to embodied, material life. Though not driven necessarily 

by scientific curiosity, many acknowledged the needs for life of all creatures as the 

presence of the living God in His material creation. Francis of Assisi (1181—1226), for 

instance, did not refrain from dedicating a canticle to God’s creatures: ‘Praised be You 

my Lord through our Sister, / Mother Earth / who sustains and governs us, / producing 

varied fruits with colored flowers and herbs.’ Certainly, Francis’ appraisal of the natural 

world was motivated by eschatological purposes, but it allowed for the consideration of 

aspects of embodied reality as well. 

 

Also, the empirical study of material reality did never disappear completely. The 

influence of Aristotle, sheer intellectual curiosity, and the spiritual sensitivity of several 

Christian scholars proved sufficient to keep it alive, even if within the scope allowed by 

revealed religion. 
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The early Fathers of the Church Basil the Great (330—379) and John Chrysostom 

(345—407), for example, pursued the study of botany and zoology. They practiced 

vegetarianism and preached in favor of an empathic sense of fellowship with all living 

creatures. True to the Neo-Platonic inspiration of their meditations, an ultimate 

transcendent focus persisted as paramount, whilst their studies of the earthly life-ground 

were preparatory to mystical enlightenment. As John Chrysostom stated in his 

Hexaemera: ‘I want the creation to penetrate you with so much admiration that 

everywhere, wherever you may be, the least plant may bring to you the clear 

remembrance of the Creator.’ 

 

In the thirteenth century, Roger Bacon (1214—1294), who is often hailed as the father 

of British empiricism, believed too that ‘there is one and only perfect science, given by 

the one God to the one human race, which is aimed at one end, eternal life.’ 

Significantly, optics became the most advanced field in the empirical science of the 

Middle Ages. Light had been for Plato and the Neo-Platonists a crucial expression of 

divinity, which especially the Augustinians articulated further in the attempt to explain 

how God’s immaterial presence in all aspects of reality was possible. 

 

More Aristotelian in inspiration were, instead, the empirical studies of Albert the Great 

(1200—1280). He devoted himself to botany, with an emphasis on herbal remedies, and 

zoology, with an emphasis on the analogies and differences between the human being 

and the other animals. He even wrote a treatise on gardening. As for his De natura 

locorum, it is probably the most articulate medieval analysis of the influence of 

geographical location and climate on human character. 

 

The topic of geographic-climatic influences on character had already been discussed by 

Aristotle and by the Roman architect Marcus Vitruvius (70—25 B.C.). Jean Bodin 

(1530—1596) and Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu (1689—1755) are 

to recover it in the Modern Age. This type of analysis has more to do with the ways of 

life that the human being acquires by exposure to certain natural conditions (e.g. 

becoming cruel, freedom-loving, servile), than with the natural conditions that make life 

possible as such. Still, inasmuch as it leads to the study of material life needs, it sheds 

some light onto the earthly life-ground or, at least, it makes it clear that the human being 

cannot be understood independently of the surrounding LSS. 

 

Albert’s most famous pupil, Thomas Aquinas, wrote very much along his master’s lines 

of thought and sensitivity. On the one hand, he did have a genuine interest  in 

geography, botany and zoology. LSS are not absent from view in his encyclopedic 

production, especially vis-à-vis the material life needs of the human being. For instance, 

in his political treatise On Kingship, Aquinas observes how: ‘[T]he founder of a city and 

kingdom must first choose a suitable place which will preserve the inhabitants by its 

healthfulness, provide the necessities of life by its fruitfulness, please them with its 

beauty, and render them safe from their enemies by its natural protection.’ On the other 

hand, Thomas Aquinas stressed that each and every conclusion of his investigations was 

consistent with the official Christian dogma and, as a result, with its eschatological 

hierarchy of value, which prioritizes the otherworldly. 

 

In short, Aquinas’ thought was medieval to the marrow. No sphere of existence was left 
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out in his studies, nor was any seen from a perspective that did not presume the 

otherworldly givens of the Christian faith. Thus, he dealt carefully and in fine detail 

with taboo topics such as, say, human sexuality; yet in order to subsume them under 

proper religious interpretation. Thus, bestiality is scrutinized and condemned as the 

worst kind of sinful sexual activity, the others being, in growing degree of sinfulness, 

masturbation, homosexuality and ‘unnatural manner of copulation’ (e.g. anal sex). 

Bestiality, far from rare in rural Christianity, was so outrageous an act because it 

endangered the separation between humans and animals, and polluted the highest carrier 

of divine resemblance in the Creation—the human being—whom Thomas understood 

like Aristotle, i.e. as ‘rational animal.’ The dividing line between this world and the next 

was clear to him and had to be clear throughout his work, which implied, amid other 

things, stressing the qualitative otherness of the human being in comparison to all other 

animate creatures. 

 

Not all medieval thinkers inspired by Aristotle were so close to the official dogma of 

their confession as Thomas Aquinas (who, anyhow, faced himself some trouble with 

ecclesiastical authorities). In spite of the official condemnation from both Islamic and 

Christian authorities, heretical reconsiderations of Aristotle’s philosophy and, more in 

general, of the official dogma, took place repeatedly during the Middle Ages. In this 

perspective, one of the most controversial and influential Aristotelian commentators, 

Abu al-Walid ibn Rushd of Cordoba (1126—1198), known to Christianity as Averrois, 

is worthy of mention. Intellectual rigor, the advancement of the empirical method in the 

Islamic world (especially in the life-ground-related field of medicine), and the study of 

works by Aristotle then unavailable to the Christian scholars led ibn Rushd to criticize 

the mainstream understanding of Aristotle, rediscovering the immanentist and 

materialist interpretation of Alexander of Aphrodisia. Ibn Rushd’s novelty and courage 

were such as to ignite an Aristotelian renaissance around the Mediterranean and on the 

British Isles, where the work of Averrois came with a load of ancient writings still 

unheard of or thought lost forever. This renaissance, though punctuated with 

condemnations by the religious authorities of both Islam and Christianity, was to make 

of Aristotle the philosopher par excellence for at least four centuries. Without this 

renaissance, the orthodox Aquinas might have never devoted himself to his monumental 

intellectual pursuits. 

 

Averrois’ own reliance upon the human abilities to explore and understand reality by 

the combined means of empirical observation and deductive reasoning, without resort to 

revealed authority, myth or faith, was so powerful as to pave the way for the long-lived 

‘doctrine of the double truth.’ This doctrine states that reason and faith have their own 

specific truths, which do not necessarily coincide. In different forms, this doctrine was 

upheld by Sigier of Brabant (d. 1283), Boethius of Dacia (d. 1290), John of Jandun (d. 

1328) and Pietro Pomponazzi (1462—1564). The threat that this doctrine posed against 

religious authority was enormous, for it suggested that the human being could pursue a 

truthful and satisfactory investigation of reality without the aid of faith, tradition, and 

revelation. Interestingly, in spite of its heretical character, the doctrine of the double 

truth thrived and became predominant in the Modern Age, particularly with the birth of 

modern science and its emancipation from theological restraints. Members of the clergy 

itself upheld it on several occasions. Indeed, the influence of unorthodox doctrines amid 

the clergy will continue throughout the history of modern Catholicism, to the point of 
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leading a pope, Pius X (1835—1914), to issue an encyclical against the application of 

non-scholastic scientific methods to religious matters, which he revealingly dubbed 

‘Modernism.’ 

 

2.1.5. The Birth of Modern Science 

 

As concerns the statement ‘The intention of the Holy Spirit , when inspiring the Bible, 

was to teach us how to go to Heaven, and not how Heaven goes’, it was Cardinal 

Baronio (1538—1607) and not Galileo Galilei (1564—1642) who uttered it. Yet, in 

today’s social consciousness, it is Galileo who gets the credit for this statement, not 

Cardinal Baronio. This “Baronio-Galilei statement” expresses vigorously the caesura 

separating the Middle Ages and Modernity. It implies a claim to the pursuit of 

independent scientific investigation—independent even from the Holy Scriptures. Since 

Galileo advanced this type of investigation with admirable results, it is to Galileo, and 

not to the Roman Church of his day, that we ascribe today the ability and the courage to 

separate the heavens observed by the human eye from those revealed by the Holy 

Scriptures. In this light, it becomes easier to understand the common ascription of the 

statement above to Galileo, for the idea behind the statement itself is incarnate in 

Galileo’s research and life. It should not be forgotten that, for his views and for the 

success of his views, Galileo was tortured, tried and humiliated by the Pope’s 

Inquisition. It is then to Galileo that we ascribe the insight of dividing between that 

which we can know with our own resources and that which we can know only with the 

assistance of a superior, divine source. Although these notions may have been discussed 

throughout the Middle Ages, it is Galileo who stands out in today’s social 

consciousness, not only for his contributes to the development of modern science, but 

also and above all as an icon for the autonomy of science and the free pursuit of 

knowledge—free from the cumbersome presence of divinity itself. 

 

Whether Galileo should be regarded as an adversary of Aristotle and Aristotelianism, or 

as a truer disciple of the great Greek thinker, it is an issue that historians of science have 

not settled. Surely, many sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Aristotelians were not 

eager to accept Galileo’s novel methodologies, centered as they were upon observation, 

formulation of hypotheses and experimental testing. In truth, they often involved the use 

of then scarcely tested and sense-deforming instruments such as the telescope. Rather 

than attempting the pursuit of knowledge by new means, they preferred to rely, 

sometimes cautiously, others blindly, on the words of their ancient mentor. 

 

Yet, Aristotle had himself practiced the art of empirical investigation and of critical re- 

examination of hypotheses based on experience. Besides, during the Middle Ages, some 

research in optics and mechanics had been conducted exactly along these lines by Roger 

Bacon and his pupils. Analogously, several Aristotelians that lived in Galileo’s days had 

not forgotten this aspect of Aristotle’s vast and complex legacy. For instance, the so- 

called Aristoteles redivivus [reborn Aristotle] Cesare Cremonino (1550—1631)— 

colleague, admirer and friend of Galileo at the University of Padua—claimed: ‘If 

Aristotle came back, he would have me amidst his followers… and much more so than 

many others who, in order to defend every statement of his as true, extrapolate from his 

texts concepts that he would have never entertained himself. And were Aristotle to see 

the great discoveries that have been made about the heavens, which he claimed to be 
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inalterable and immutable as no alteration had been observed in his times, he would 

certainly state the contrary, changing his own opinion.’ 

 

As said, the use of experimental tests for hypotheses based on repeated observation was 

no novel insight of Galileo. His contemporary Francis Bacon (1561—1612) was at least 

as ingenious as Galileo in promoting the cause of experimental science and in devising 

actual experiments, which he regarded as instrumental to the creation of technologies 

capable of granting humankind absolute mastership over nature. Certainly, with Galileo, 

experimentation reached new technical heights, thanks especially to the invention of the 

telescope. With it, he recorded observations never available before, thus allowing him to 

challenge many tenets of received, centuries-old wisdom, especially the cosmology of 

Aristotle and Aristotelian Ptolemy (100—178). The patient collection and 

groundbreaking interpretation of novel experimental data was not the  truly 

revolutionary aspect of Galileo’s new science. Rather, Galileo added to  the 

experimental method the careful and consistent use of mathematics. So radical was the 

integration of observation and mathematics that, in his view, anything that could not be 

treated mathematically had to be discarded from any serious scientific investigation. In 

this respect, the development of modern science represents also a curious revenge of 

Plato over Aristotle, for it was Plato, and not Aristotle, who regarded mathematics as 

the paradigm of science. 

 

Modern science is often perceived as more factual and less abstract than the 

formulations of the Aristotelians who opposed Galileo. Possibly, Galileo’s new science 

is actually less factual and requires a higher degree of abstraction than the science of the 

Aristotelians (e.g. the idea of absence of friction required to understand Galileo’s 

constant acceleration). This point may be difficult to realize today, for Galileo’s 

approach has become the new commonsense of the Western world. 

 

Let us consider, however, that experience counts for Galileo only insofar as it is 

quantifiable i.e. reducible to mathematics. Personal, qualitative experience, to which 

Aristotle’s science granted much room, does not count. Smells, colors, and tactile 

perceptions are not to be considered: ‘once the animal has been removed, all these 

qualities are removed and annihilated.’ 

 

For Galileo, there is no need of the living animal even if it is constantly presupposed by 

the existence of the scientist’s body itself and his continuous external body of a 

biodiverse life-host that enables his existence through every moment. Here we observe a 

new transformation of consciousness—modern science as cupio dissolvi not of oneself, 

but of the life-ground outside rational calculation leaving only mechanical masses in 

motion. Western scientific philosophy moves out of the realm of life and the soul to the 

world as machine and science as its logos. Existence is not merely stripped of romance 

and the sacred, the mourning of whose loss masks a much deeper deracination—the 

erasure of life itself from the calculi of reason (McMurtry, 2002).What is known to exist 

by force of occupying space by velocities and volumes can be extended forever with 

life-systems never taken into account—except to subdue and destroy to extend the 

disembodied power in its new form. Only predictive power over the resistances and 

mysteries of natural and human being counts, and reason builds a mechanical world of 

invariant sequences and scientific command. 



PHILOSOPHY AND WORLD PROBLEMS- Vol . III –  Western Philosophy and the Life-Ground - G. Baruchello 

38 
©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

 

 

 

 
 

God’s omniscience is thus removed from heaven and the transcendence of the infinite 

above to dwell in the world immanently as scientific abstraction. As we have observed, 

Francis Bacon in England is soon after equating science to power and the mechanical 

arts which are though properly to rule with no limit. Yoked to money capital  in 

equations of number that regulate the new global mechanism that is emerging with no 

inside or outside of itself, another world order inexorably locksteps into world rule in a 

logic of conquest that is so blind to life needs and life-support systems that it inexorably 

destroys the conditions of life itself with no awareness of its fatal abyss. (See Economic 

Reason and Crisis of the World System). 

 

In the brilliant new science, number with no objective correlative in the world holds 

sway over the flux by arithmetical means. Galileo’s new science is built ‘ex 

suppositione [by supposition]… and… my demonstration… lose nothing of its [i.e. the 

supposition’s] strength and conclusiveness; just like the fact that in nature one cannot 

find any object moving in the spiral fashion does not jeopardize at all the conclusions 

about the spiral motion reached demonstratively by Archimedes.’ Experiments can give 

us a succession of results, none of which is equivalent to their arithmetical mean. Yet, 

the mean is more real than any result. 

 

Galileo’s science is after necessary laws and universal constants, which imply life’s 

erasure in principle by this model of constants only. This is why the  scientific 

worldview requires much mental gymnastic in order to be acquired, understood and 

applied, which compares to the mental gymnastics through which children go when 

acquiring, understanding and applying the commonsensical worldview. Approximation 

in measurements (e.g. the average curve upon which no actually observed instance is 

located) and generation of models (e.g. the ideal condition of equilibrium) all display 

abstraction from personally experienced reality. 

 

In the twentieth century, the German existentialist Martin Heidegger (1889—1976) 

argued that modern science could not be separated any longer from its technological 

application. Hence, he described the mental attitude of the modern person of science as 

Gestell [‘system’ or ‘frame’]: she does not “see” a river or a cornfield, but a potential 

source of hydroelectric power and a collection of specimens to be selected. Indeed, the 

reality of human affairs seems to go beyond Heidegger’s analysis. The case of factory- 

farmed animals is most revealing, as technology itself appears to have instrumental 

value, for it serves the more basic end of monetary profit. 

 

In Time and Free Will, the French mathematician and philosopher Henri Bergson 

(1859—1941) had already noticed how scientific disciplines operate on the fictitious 

assumption that all that has happened, happens and will happen—i.e. diachronic 

reality—can be treated as synchronic, hence expressible in mathematical equations or 

equivalent diagrams (i.e. ‘spatialized time’). A curve may portray the raven’s flight, but 

only by transferring all the different moments, which took the raven to fly, into a 

homogenous and reusable time-space framework. Such generality, which is the 

language of science, must in principle exclude all of life’s experience and intrinsic 

properties in the reduction to its schemas of uniform units and quantities beyond which 

nothing else is real. 
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2.1.6. Descartes and Modern Mechanism 

 

The scientific revolution of the Modern Age was not only to create new encyclopedias, 

the empirical tone of which was to sound very different from the allegorical tone of the 

medieval ones, but also a new mindset, in which life and life experience are 

theoretically purged to fit the rack of mechanistic understanding. The otherworldly 

horizon of after-life are left to the discourse of faith, while the new discourse of science 

chose words that could hardly capture life. René Descartes expressed most influentially 

this new mindset as the dualism of qualitatively different substances: the res cogitans 

[literally ‘thinking thing’ or ‘stuff’] on the one hand and the res extensa [‘extended 

thing’ or ‘stuff’] on the other. Though this dualism was not new to Western thought, its 

application to the domain of intellectual inquiry resulted most novel, for the  new 

science of Galileo and, successively, of Newton, was to be regarded as the best 

investigative tool with respect to the domain of the extended. 

 

Rather than overcoming the Platonic dismissal of the corporeal, Descartes’ dualism 

deepened its negative implications. First of all, by addressing the corporeal or bodily as 

‘extended’, it attempted to talk of it in terms that could be managed by, and limited to, 

those of geometry. This attempt is still commonly retrievable in two scientific 

disciplines that are apparently very different from each other: sub-atomic physics and 

formal economics. In both disciplines, the use of mathematical models defines and 

delimits the objects that can be considered, in the constant attempt to transcribe material 

reality and, in the case of formal economics, the living itself, into mathematical terms, 

hence in terms that are as deductive, demonstrative and regular as possible. Secondly, 

the more the corporeal came to be seen as qualitatively separate from the spiritual, the 

less value it came to possess. Bodies could then be used and abused in the name of 

spiritual ends, at least as much as it had been done during the Middle Ages. Modernity, 

until the eighteenth century and for other reasons than science per se, did not campaign 

against slavery, capital punishment or cruelty to animals. On the contrary, it produced 

technologies capable of involving in such activities larger number of victims in more 

profitable fashions. As Francis Bacon hoped, the human being was now in the position 

to ‘ravage’ and ‘subdue’ nature to her commands. Descartes’ age, interestingly, was the 

age that saw medical anatomy starting to be performed without fear of legal and 

religious prosecution, for nothing sacred was left attached to inanimate bodies—the res 

extensa having been abandoned by the res cogitans. In truth, the peculiar cupio dissolvi 

we have identified behind the birth of Galileo’s new science itself is structured to erase 

life in fact as well as theory. Galileo received financial support for his research from 

several Italian princes, who were interested in the military applications of his 

knowledge, especially with respect to ballistics and long-distance reconnaissance. 

 

In one of history’s many ironic twists, as Western intellectuals started to look  at 

material reality more and more closely, liberated from the cumbersome fetters  of 

official religious dogma, their intellectual tools made it more and more difficult to 

observe life therein. Modern science walked towards the life-ground and then past it. Its 

mathesis-driven abstractedness and constant strive for regular uniformities, combined 

with the desire for human mastership over nature, ended up abstracting modern science 

from life. Thus, the Modern Age succeeded in surpassing the Middle Ages by reducing 

the world not only to horizons without divinity or interiority, but a world structured to 
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become without life. Bertrand Russell (1892—1970) saw the symptom of the  madness 

in the atomic arsenals developed in the twentieth century whose terrifying scenarios 

apocalyptically completed the “new science” with no conscious life-ground. 

 

From the renaissance of mathematics in Descartes’ time, via Copernicus’ and Galileo’s 

revolution of astronomy, to the complete affirmation of Newton’s physics, a new 

standard of proper knowledge was set, which did not emerge from either biology or 

medicine, but from the branches of physics maturing in the seventeenth century: optics, 

mechanics and astronomy. Biology has a nominal commitment to the individuation of 

life and life-supporting conditions (‘biology’ meaning ‘the study of life’). Medicine has 

a practical one to the same (medicine has been preeminently a praxis to cure the sick). 

Nothing of this kind applied or applies to physics. Upon the birth of modern science, the 

living is reduced to the lifeless de iure, all innovative disciplines being designed to talk 

of reality in terms that do not contemplate, amongst other aspects, the living individual, 

its metabolism qua its own, and the ecological factors that allow it to be. 

 

Modern science meant a step back from the otherworldly horizon, but not back to, say, 

Thales. Rather, it was more a step back into Platonic and Pythagorean mathesis. Lifeless 

mathematical abstractedness pervades the whole genetic process of modern scientific 

inquiry, in a late and generally unseen reiteration of Plato’s detachment from the 

mundane. The interest in the realm of matter did not turn primarily to embodied 

creatures and material life concerns, but to life-severed, quantifiable regularities, which 

could be formalized into abstract mathematical equations stating the necessary universal 

laws of nature, whereby to predict and control future phenomena. Any serious, scientific 

account of the world came to be expected to possess these virtues, which are not virtues 

of the living. The living is not abstract and uniformly regular. It manifests itself 

throughout analogous but not equivalent phenomena (i.e. individual and  collective 

forms of life). It is capable of change and adaptation to change. It allows for exception 

and unpredictability. It requires context- and value-laden categories of understanding 

vis-à-vis its ability or inability to adapt and survive. To put it simply, organisms and 

societies are not machines, as modeled by frameworks of understanding from the new 

sciences to neoclassical economics, however euphoric the reduction of life to clocks in 

the seventeenth century or to computers in the twentieth may be to “rationality” 

deformed into a chopping mechanism. 

 

Mechanism, with its necessary predictability and quantifiable regularity, has been the 

standard forma mentis [form of consciousness] of modern science and, to a large extent, 

of modern Western approaches to nature. In the nineteenth century, it had crystallized 

into so widespread and well-established attitudes, that major novelists felt obliged to 

tackle it in their writings. Some, as heirs of Aristophanes, ridiculed it [e.g. the character 

of Mr. Thomas Gradgrind in Hard Times by Charles Dickens (1812—1870)]. Others, 

instead, eulogized it [e.g. the character of Sherlock Holmes in the crime fiction by Sir 

Arthur Ignatius Conan Doyle (1859—1930)]. Positivism, or the belief that true 

knowledge could be derived only via scientific study of empirical data, and materialist 

reductionism, i.e. the attempt to do without res cogitans by treating it  as 

epiphenomenon of the res extensa, were successful successive undercurrents of 

mechanism, to which they added an even more dramatic life-blindness. As the Zeitgeist 

became more and more this-worldly and interested in material reality, the categories 
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utilized to investigate it became purged of all connection to the living. Phenomena 

appearing to require concepts of vitality, ensoulment and spiritedness that pertained to 

pre-modern science, both Platonic and Aristotelian, were treated as though they were 

mechanical sequences with no life properties of experience or choice. In this manner, 

modern science moved towards a Democritean necessity-regulated picture of the 

universe, which could be managed by grand generalizations and, ultimately, 

mathematical formulations. Witnessing the leading trends in the scientific studies of his 

age, Friedrich Nietzsche’s alter-ego Zarathustra accused the revered ‘researchers and 

experimenters’ of modern science to be nothing but ‘undertakers’ i.e. blind to actual 

life. 

 

2.2. Western Philosophy Reclaiming the Life-Ground in Human Conduct 

 

The birth and diffusion of the modern mindset explains why ‘being alive’ has been ruled 

out as fundamental category from most modern sciences, even those that deal openly 

with living beings. For instance, biology has contributed to the production of weapons 

of mass destruction, whereas medicine has relied upon lethal experiments on the 

mentally handicapped and the imprisoned. This has been possible, supposedly, on the 

basis of a distinction between science and ethics, or between pure research and 

technological application. It is debatable whether these distinctions are, in the end, 

conceptually consistent, but the fact that they have been drawn repeatedly, in the face of 

repeated life-destructive events, displays how something other than the life-ground has 

constituted the ultimate conceptual and axiological frame within which these disciplines 

have often operated. 

 

The Copernicus of modern thought, Immanuel Kant, was himself aware of the 

dangerous outcomes of mechanism for both our understanding of the universe and our 

active role in it. Thus, in the late eighteenth century, he tried to resist its full-fledged 

advent, to the point of recovering the Platonic and medieval notions of immortal soul, 

providentially ordered totality and divine retribution. In particular, Kant devoted his 

Critique of Practical Reason to the recovery of human freedom in the face of scientific 

explanation, which acknowledges necessary causal relations alone. Without freedom, 

for Kant, there can be no duty; and without duty, there can be no morals; and without 

morals, there can be no humanity. Though limiting his axiological scope to the human 

ability of rational deliberation according to duty, Kant retrieved therein enough 

humanity, which scientific knowledge could not address. It was a pale but significant 

concession to the claims of human life as human life, but left only formal rational 

deliberation in ethical matters as rationally conceivable. 

 

Like Kant, several other Western thinkers have grappled with the awareness of the life- 

ground in human conduct, whether individual or collective, and with the concepts 

addressing it, yet not always successfully. What follows is a selection of representative 

examples of this awareness and of the uneven results based thereupon. 

 

2.2.1. Ancient Agrarianism 

 

In the ancient days, several intellectuals—regularly from the landed gentry—found it 

convenient to combine their interest in agriculture and animal husbandry with the art  of 
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intelligent speculation. Hesiod (eighth century B.C.E.), Xenophon (444—357 B.C.E.), 

Marcus Porcius Cato the Elder (234—149 B.C.E.), Marcus Terentius Varro (116—29 

B.C.E.) and Lucius Iunius Moderatus Columella (first century C.E.) wrote about 

agriculture and animal husbandry as the fundamental economic activities allowing our 

physical as well as spiritual flourishing. It was the birth of agrarianism in Western 

intellectual history. 

 

There exist many forms of agrarianism, but they all orbit around the positive appraisal 

of rural life. It is not only an economic issue, as with the eighteenth-century Physiocrats, 

who argued that agriculture and animal husbandry are the fundamental economic 

activity, upon which all others are erected. Varro and Columella argued that rural life is 

also and prominently a spiritual activity, which keeps us closer to the original ground 

from which we all have sprung, thus teaching us humility and true sense of relevance. 

Life in the countryside requires of us the exercise of many moral virtues, such as 

sobriety, perseverance and prudence, whilst reminding us constantly of the fundamental 

needs of all living creatures. Rural life is the training ground for the best moral fiber and 

the deepest wisdom. 

 

Their apology of life in the countryside is to resonate most forcefully in the rule of 

Benedict of Norcia (b. 480 C.E.), father of Western monasticism, and in the writings of 

two later agronomists-philosophers, Michel Guilliame Jean de Crèvecoeur (1735— 

1813) and William Cobbett (1763—1835), contrasting agrarian life with the 

bourgeoning urbanization of the industrialized world. Their Greek and Roman inspirers 

sided similarly with the squared, hard-working and candid inhabitant of the countryside, 

against what they perceive as the volatile, effeminate and sophisticated inhabitant of the 

city. Interestingly, Cato the Elder even spoke openly against the nefarious influence of 

Greek philosophy upon the people of Rome and opposed the official visit of  a 

delegation of Greek philosophers to Rome in the year 155 B.C.E. Philosophy may not 

need to be blind to rural life and, more in general, indifferent to the life-ground. Still, 

Cato’s resentment manifests how easily philosophy, whether by  excessive 

abstractedness or by otherworldly aspirations, can be exactly like this. 

 

Most proponents of agrarianism spoke as laudatores temporis acti  [admirers  of 

foregone times]. They spoke of ageing and decay. Hesiod’s Golden Age belonged to the 

past, whereas Hesiod himself lived in a harsher time of toil and violence: the Iron Age. 

Still, the West can be said to have been predominantly rural until the twentieth century. 

What led agrarian thinkers to endorse such nostalgic tone was that their world had 

already undergone enough urbanization to make a difference—one that they did not 

like. These authors lived in a self-proclaimed civilized world, i.e. a world whose self- 

perception was already shaped by the city, not by the countryside. The English word 

‘civilization’ bears witness to this point, as it comes from the Latin civitas (‘city’ or 

‘citizenry’). The cities had taken over the fields, neither demographically nor 

economically, but culturally. The cities had taken over the production and the 

understanding of culture. 

 

Not all countries (e.g. Finland, Iceland) and not all epochs (e.g. the seventh century 

C.E.) display this phenomenon to the same large extent, but the general trend  of 

Western  culture  as  urban  culture  is  undeniable.  The  derogatory  use  of  terms   like 
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‘rustic’, ‘nasty’, ‘vulgar’, ‘churlish’ and ‘villain’, all of which refer to the peasantry, 

reveal the ingrained aversion to the rural world of our civilization’s principal instrument 

for self-perception, i.e. language. And even when loved, as with classical pastoral 

elegies, Arcadian hymns, and Romantic poems, rural life is pined for as something lost 

or on the verge of disappearing. 

 

Philosophy itself, as an expression of Western civilization, has come from the cities 

rather than from the fields. By birth and/or by training, philosophers have been city 

men, at least in the sense of being urbane [Lat. urbs i.e. city], civil [Lat. civitas again] 

and prone to engage in conversation. 

 

Socrates, the unemployed and dialogue-enamored inhabitant of Athens’ city square, is 

rightly taken as the prototype of Western philosopher, whereas none of the agrarian 

authors listed above is usually recalled as a philosopher. Cato would be glad to know it; 

but Xenophon, for instance, would probably be perplexed, for he had been a pupil of 

Socrates’. On his part, Varro had even traveled to Athens in order to study philosophy. 

 

2.2.2. The Kennel, the Garden and the Porch 

 

Corrosive in its criticism of philosophy’s life-emptying abstraction and oriented towards 

the vital life capacities and needs of the human being as sovereign was a misunderstood 

school of the ancient days: cynicism. The automatic association we have of “cynicism” 

with nihilism is an indication of the abhorrence of any return to the life-ground that is 

encoded into modern consciousness. Today, this school’s spiritual leaders are recalled 

more as the subjects of amusing anecdotes than as thinkers who swayed the paupers of 

the Mediterranean basin from the fourth century B.C.E. to the fourth century C.E. In 

fact, in American English, the term ‘cynicism’ itself has been turned into an epithet of 

opposite or contemptible meaning, as with other later terms referring to anti-elitists 

ideologies (e.g. ‘anarchy’, ‘communism’, ‘feminism’) or to the uneducated masses (e.g. 

‘plebeian’, ‘vulgar’, ‘villain’). Still, the dispossessed of the Hellenistic kingdoms and of 

the Roman Empire looked up for inspiration to Socrates’ pupil Antisthenes (440—371 

B.C.E.), Antisthenes’ famous pupil Diogenes of Sinope, and Cratetes ‘the door-opener’ 

(b. 327 B.C.E.). Their philosophy was in fact an ethics—kynikós bios [the cynic life]— 

which anyone could follow. 

 

The fragments of their writings and the reports by ancient historians and biographers 

(esp. Diogenes Laertius) allow us to draw a detailed picture of this kind of life. Firstly, 

all disciplines not supported by direct sense experience should be abandoned as futile. 

Secondly, most habits and desires of the human being are deemed to be artificial and 

cannot but lead to endless dissatisfaction. Rather than pursuing wealth, fame  and 

honors, we should take after the animals and realize that we need very little   (Diogenes’ 

́life of the mouse’). Freed from artificial habits and desires, which include marriage and 

citizenship, one can be truly oneself and enjoy actual freedom, both of speech [parresia] 

and of action [anaideia]. 

 

Freedom is not reached by playing the sophists’ game of self-sale for the sake of 

individual enrichment and social success, but by opting out of it. The market individual 

is not the natural individual: it is a means to the end of profit, whether someone else’s 
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profit or the same individual’s profit. Today’s consumerism would look to the cynics 

like an obsessive acquisition of illusory goods that should please and satisfy the owner, 

but never do, since the owner keeps acquiring new ones all the time. Freeing oneself is 

not an easy task, however; hence the insistence of cynicism on exercise [askesis] and 

fatigue [ponos]. Hedonism was not a possibility they entertained, for they believed that 

many of life’s pains are unavoidable (e.g. hunger, ageing, sickness). Instead, by 

persistent and tiresome cultivation of one’s virtue, the cynic person can learn to be self- 

sufficient [autarky] and impartial to one’s own as well as to the worlds’ troubles. That 

one would desire to be without money, concubines, slaves, offices, or glory was a 

provocation to conventional consciousness that doomed the philosophy of cynicism to a 

priori invalidation by its very name—as “communist” in our own era. Neither may open 

adequately to the life-ground vocation that identifies with life’s capacities rather than 

exclusive privileges to possession of its means at others’ expense, but both move 

underneath the great forgetting in liberative glimpses of the lost communion. 

 

Philosophy does not have to follow entirely and necessarily Plato’s otherworldly path to 

restore wholeness to the fallen condition. During the Hellenistic period, two great 

schools emerged, Epicureanism and Stoicism, which were superior in popularity to both 

Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Lyceum. Both schools, although to a different degree, 

shared with Aristotle a candid concern for embodied life, particularly within the sphere 

of human action or ethics. Also, they hinted at human responsibility vis-à-vis the 

continuity of life in the world of nature, thus anticipating concerns proper to 

sustainability of life on this planet. As with cynicism and in proportion to their exposure 

of freedom from the dead-weight of custom and privilege as the necessary structure of 

the world, these philosophical schools have been inverted in their meaning to appear 

irresponsible to received understanding. “Epicureanism” is nearly opposite in 

conventional sense to the founder’s explanation of it, as we now see. 

 

Epicurus (341—270 B.C.E.) taught that ‘it is not possible to live pleasantly by not 

living wisely, well, and justly, and, in turn, it is not possible to live wisely, well, and 

justly by not living pleasantly too.’ In order to achieve this ‘perfect life’ one needs to be 

able to distinguish amongst ‘desires’ that are ‘natural and necessary… natural and 

unnecessary… unnatural and unnecessary’ so as to comply with the first only. ‘Natural 

and necessary’ desires comprise very few items, which are all relevant to the survival of 

the individual: ‘The satisfaction of the stomach is the beginning and end of all goods, 

and the stomach determines that which is superfluous and every human artifice.’ To this 

‘satisfaction’, Epicurus added the cultivation of wisdom and of friendship, which 

Aristotle had already praised as most important for the good life of the rational animal. 

 

The possible existence of the gods and death was deemed as irrelevant to the Epicurean 

‘perfect life.’ Gods and death are philosophical problems that have nothing to do with 

our stomachs and that human reason cannot resolve. Henceforth, Epicurus believed that 

it is much wiser not to worry about them at all, rather than spending one’s precious time 

tortured by irresolvable dilemmas. Besides, did the gods truly exist, they would not 

bother to interfere with our existence: ‘that which is happy and imperishable, neither 

has trouble itself, nor does it cause trouble for anyone else.’ 

 

Epicurus recovered atomism as the most plausible explanation for physical  phenomena. 
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Life, then, might pertain to embodied reality alone. Yet he added to Democritus’ ancient 

theory the notion of clinamen [declination]. The notion of declination was introduced 

mainly to explain a phenomenon typical of life, to which Epicurus attributed much 

importance: freedom. The declination of the atoms was needed in order to allow for a 

breach in the strictly necessary picture of Democritus’ universe, even if it may be 

difficult to determine which cause or reason this declination itself may have ever had. 

Epicurus’ overriding concern for ethics led him to purport a shaky physics. 

 

With a shaky physics, the sphere of divinity eclipsed and a paramount concern for 

ethics, Epicurus proceeded to reject the cupio dissolvi of Socrates and Plato: ‘Miserable 

is he who finds many reasons to take away his own life.’ Epicurus’ driving force was 

the goal of the ‘perfect life’, not the cognitive imperative of a rational knowledge as 

certain and as compelling as that of mathematics. 

 

Interestingly, Epicurus’ ideal life was austere, although not enough for many of his 

contemporaries. Epicurus’ being so antithetical to the abstract and life-renouncing trend 

of much Western philosophy made it possible for the appearance of the equation 

“Epicureanism = Hedonism” as early as in the days of Horace (65 B.C.E.—8 C.E.), who 

describes himself as ‘Epicuri de grege porcum’ [a hog from Epicurus’ herd]. Moreover, 

his practical atheism and the fact that his school was open to the common “rabble” of 

his time—women, courtesans and slaves—did not contribute to the good reputation of 

the Garden, limited its success and, like with ‘cynicism’, made it possible for prejudice 

to become the received perception of the term ‘Epicurean.’ 

 

It is not difficult to understand how exaggeration and laden interpretation could 

accomplish the deformation of Epicureanism into hedonism. The centrality of material 

life concerns was most explicit in the teachings of Epicurus. He derived reality, truth 

and value from empirical evidence and sense experience (which he called  ‘messengers 

of truth’), rather than from deductive thinking and abstract ideas. After all, “this life” is 

probably the only one there is—something that Aristotle might have believed himself. 

Certainly, that was the belief of Lucretius, the most famous follower of Epicurus.’ 

 

Lucretius stated adamantly in his philosophical poem On the Nature of Things that ‘the 

soul / is a mortal thing.’ Epicureanism was not a friend of transcendence. Against 

religion, Platonism and many centuries before Friedrich Nietzsche, it declared the death 

of God. Most importantly, Lucretius’ poem presented a deep awareness of the LSS 

allowing for the subsistence of all living creatures. In the limited and shaky conceptual 

space permitted by Epicurus’ atomism, Lucretius investigated carefully the  generation 

of vegetal and animal forms of life, of which human life is one, and the environmental 

conditions that make it possible. In this, Lucretius shares the awareness of the great 

poets of Augustan Rome, Virgil and Ovid (43 B.C.E.—17 C.E.), who brought it even 

further, i.e. into the field of politics. 

 

Virgil and Ovid condemned the institution of private ownership of land, for it made 

basic means of sustenance uncertain to most of humankind and dependant upon the will 

of masters and employers. In his Georgics, Virgil praised the Golden Age, when ‘No 

tenants mastered holdings, / Even to mark the land with private bounds / Was wrong: 

men worked for the common store, and earth / Herself, unbidden, yielded all more 
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fully.’ Ovid censored Man’s Iron Age, when: ‘The earth itself, which before had been, 

like air and sunshine / a treasure for all to share, was now crisscrossed with lines / men 

measured and marked with boundaries posts and fences.’ Centuries later, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau (1712—1778) is to recover their critical spirit vis-à-vis the same institution. 

 

Lucretius’ emphasis had a different target. He was not enamored with agrarianism and 

committed to political critique. He lived a ‘hidden life’, as taught by Epicurus, and 

anticipated modern existentialism in his creative self-centeredness. Lucretius’ 

philosophy is very much an extension of his emotional and aesthetic sensitivity. It 

highlights most of all the fragility of life on Earth, which can be annihilated by any 

imbalance amid the forces of nature, to the point of suggesting an evolutionary model of 

planetary life: ‘And many races of living things must then have died out and been 

unable to beget and continue their breed. For in the case of all things that you see 

breathing the breath of life, either craft or courage or speed has from the beginning of its 

existence protected and preserved each particular race.’ 

 

Lucretius believed the interests of the human being to be one of the forces of nature: 

‘And there are many things which, recommended to us by their useful services, continue 

to exist consigned to our protection.’ Under some respects, human beings are 

responsible for the continuation of life on Earth. Yet, also because of our species’ 

notorious volatility, this does not mean that the world is our golden refuge. On the 

contrary, in spite of Epicurus’ teachings about indifference to death, it is impossible not 

to perceive a bleak vein of sorrow in Lucretius’ philosophical poem. Lucretius did not 

admit any escape into any ‘next world’, to which the enlightened alone have privileged 

access. Otherworldliness is not an option: the embodied life is the only option available. 

But embodied life, for Lucretius, contains no escape whatsoever. The observation of 

nature brings neither consolation nor hope to Lucretius. Wilderness means struggle for 

survival, hence death to many, if not most creatures. The tamed nature praised by 

Roman agrarianism entails too persistent contingency and annihilation. Conceding 

something to typical philosophical elitism, Lucretius sounds positive only with  respect 

to the resilience of the enlightened few, who alone have and can bear the full awareness 

of life’s tragic character and the heavy burden of unredeemable mortality. They are the 

select group of courageous and honest individuals who do not trust in ‘shrines and 

images of gods grown weary and worn… [Which] cannot prolong the boundaries of fate 

nor struggle against the laws of nature.’ They can only trust in themselves, which is not 

much, but also all that there can actually be. 

 

With regard to the mortal nature of the soul, the stance of Stoicism sounds often 

analogous to Lucretius’ stance. Still, the language of several members of this long-lived 

school is much more lenient to otherworldliness than Lucretiuś, especially in the days of 

Roman Stoicism. This explains, probably, why subsequent Christianity is to find the 

wisdom of the Stoics somewhat easier to absorb than the wisdom of the Epicureans. 

 

At any rate, by shifting sufficiently their focus onto the material world, the Stoics 

recovered its value, as they saw this world filled with sensuous life, not just with an 

ordered variety of beings. In particular, the Stoics emphasized the notion of the universe 

as a unified living process. Zeno the Stoic (335—264 B.C.E.) is said to have defined 

‘nature as creative fire presiding to the generation of beings.’ This creative fire [pyr 



PHILOSOPHY AND WORLD PROBLEMS- Vol . III –  Western Philosophy and the Life-Ground - G. Baruchello 

47 
©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

 

 

 

 
 

technikon] was also referred to as ‘generative Logos’ [logos spermatikos], in the attempt 

to combine the creative, experiential aspect of life (poiesis) with the structural, rational 

one (mathesis). The term ‘logos’ was understood as the divine vivifying force of the 

material universe as well as the principle of ordered development of reality at all levels 

(e.g. ontological, epistemological, axiological). The whole universe was seen as 

permeated and structured by it, in a pantheistic form of hylozoism that recalls that of 

Thales. Indeed, divinity is retrieved within the living universe. Immanence, and not 

transcendence, colors the worldview of Stoicism most distinctively, at least in its earlier 

expressions. On this regards, Cicero states: ‘They [the Stoics] call God the whole 

cosmos and its parts.’ 

 

The Stoics saw both material and ideal lives as the expression of one and the same 

divine order of being, sometimes called ‘Providence’, which ‘operates at its best to 

provide the world with the best conditions for its preservation.’ It is the task of the wise 

person to understand the logic of this order and attune with it, for the human being 

belongs to this order and can only benefit from its preservation. As Cicero stated in his 

account of Stoic philosophy, it is then of paramount importance to develop the ‘dutiful 

habit of choosing in every moment by following nature, constantly and to the end.’ 

 

Stoicism had a long life. It grew in the Hellenistic world and then invaded that of Rome, 

thanks to the efforts of influential Stoics such as Panetius (185—100 B.C.E.), 

Posidonius (140—51 B.C.E.) and Musonius Rufus (c. 100—30 B.C.E.). Stoicism 

attracted so many followers as to enlist in its ranks both a slave, Epictetus (60—138), 

and an emperor, Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (121—180). Like only Cynicism before it 

and Marxism after it, Stoicism proved to be a philosophy capable of cutting across the 

social strata and become a mass phenomenon. The fact that it addressed openly and 

critically the issue of slavery, especially with Posidonius, contributed greatly to its 

popularity amongst the lowest ranks of society. Its language of inner freedom, whatever 

the social status, cosmopolitanism, whatever the origins, and stern cultivation of virtue, 

whatever the circumstances, spoke to the hearts and minds of many individuals and 

communities. 

 

The price for this popularity was a progressive abstraction from material life conditions 

in order to identify the common denominator of all human beings in all social classes. In 

this perspective, Stoicism “democratized” Platonist rationalism. Within the realm of 

one’s own rational consciousness, each and every human being was deemed to be the 

absolute sovereign. Each and every human being was regarded as possessing the ability 

to choose rationally whether to comply with the right dictates of reason or not to. As 

Seneca (4 B.C.E.—65 C.E.) affirmed: ‘I am under no compulsion, I suffer nothing 

against my will, and I am not God’s slave but his follower.’ 

 

Seneca’s reference to God reveals how the school’s success in the Roman Empire was 

obtained at the expense of its original strong sense of immanence. Due to the combined 

influence of Platonic philosophy and Christian religion, Roman Stoicism absorbed 

progressively more and more of the mystical sentiment that pervaded the Roman 

Empire. In it, the hope for salvation of the individual soul in ‘the next world’ flourished 

ceaselessly. This absorption is most evident in Seneca, possibly the most famous Roman 

Stoic,  who  states:  ‘a  worthy  and  moderate  soul…  moved  certainly  by  a   superior 
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celestial power. Such greatness cannot be without the support of a divine force.’ 

 

The immanent divine Providence that pervaded earlier Stoic texts turned later into 

transcendent escape from the world of nature. For Seneca, the body was ‘a mass of 

earthly matter… the prison and tie of the soul.’ The soul of the righteous person ought 

to ‘flee from the prison in which it is kept and return to heaven.’ This goal can be 

achieved by pursuing a truly moral existence, the judge of which is the person’s own 

conscience: ‘I shall do nothing because of another’s opinion, everything because of my 

conscience; and all that I shall do with private awareness, I shall do it as though I were 

before the eyes of the whole public.’ Philosophy’s otherworldly and soul-centered 

characters returned vigorously, Plato and Yeshua meeting in Roman Stoicism. 

 

2.2.3. Humanism and Renaissance 

 

As already discussed, the otherworldly and soul-centered legacy of Plato and 

Christianity permeated thoroughly the climate of the Middle Ages. Then, heretical 

positions and philosophical eccentricities sensitive to the life-ground appeared often 

amongst laymen, especially in those Italian and Flemish cities where the parvenu could 

break the clergy’s monopoly over higher culture. The growing affluence of this early 

bourgeoisie, its proficiency in business-induced writing, calculating and the study of 

embodied reality, combined with its desire to distinguish itself from, or even place itself 

in opposition to, the clerical class, led to the revival of classical philosophy in its 

heathen character, i.e. as pre- and possibly anti-Christian knowledge and understanding. 

For example, classical polytheism and the ancient spirit of religious, sexual and 

intellectual toleration could not but strike orthodoxy as, if strangely peaceful, 

disquietingly unchristian. 

 

The same early bourgeoisie was involved in the worldwide expansion of trade, which 

led to the discovery of new lands and new peoples, whose unchristian practices and 

beliefs challenged the mindset handed down by the Middle Ages. In a variety of forms, 

this change in the composition of the cultured elite caused a reduction in the 

otherworldly disposition that had characterized the medieval world. The term itself 

chosen to refer to themselves by this new breed of intellectuals, comprising mostly 

secular individuals, is most revealing: humanists. Although still far from any ecological 

awareness embracing LSS in any broad sense, to bring humanity to the forefront of 

philosophical speculation was already a significant step away from divinity, which had 

characterized, if not monopolized, medieval thought. Theo-centrism was being 

abandoned. 

 

Moreover, it is to these humanists of the Quattrocento [1400s] that we owe the partisan 

notion of ‘Middle Ages’ as a period of barbarous mores and obscurantist fanaticism set 

between two ages of enlightened reason: classical antiquity and modernity. Inasmuch as 

life was understood as the free pursuit of intellectual inquiry and personal self- 

realization in the material realm, the Middle Ages were seen as a period of death. The 

hierarchical Church structures controlling the access to, the production, and the 

dissemination of culture, were perceived as fetters, rather than sites of research. In the 

sixteenth century, the term Rinascimento [Renaissance, rebirth, coming back to life] 

will come into use thanks to the publication and the widespread success of The Lives  of 
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the Artists by the painter and first art historian Giorgio Vasari (1511—1574), who 

recalled and glorified the artistic and cultural detachment from the Middle Ages of 

fifteenth-century Italy. 

 

The intellectual atmosphere of the early-modern, bustling Italian and Flemish cities was 

novel and unorthodox in many respects. For instance, by rediscovering ancient texts and 

re-editing them critically, trying to separate the original material from successive 

interpolations by monastic amanuenses, humanists like Lorenzo Valla (1407—1457) 

revealed forgeries used by the Church of Rome to justify its temporal power (e.g. the 

Donatio Constantini) and erroneous and/or dubious translations of the Greek gospels 

into Latin. Doing philology meant doing politics, defying religious authority, and 

expressing growing socio-economic divisions within Western communities. 

 

Due to their secular condition, most humanists could opt for a life of intellectual labor if 

and only if they could find employment and protection by wealthy patrons. Clerical life 

and the cultural institutions of the Church was not their path. On the contrary, they 

fostered the justification and affirmation of a secular mundane culture emerging from 

the towns. They placed emphasis on this-worldly values such as individuality, embodied 

self-realization and personal utility, all of which collided with the traditional Christian 

values of the Middle Ages. Modernity was thus initiating its long itinerary towards the 

creation of the individualistic, self-maximizing, utilitarian culture that classical and 

neoclassical economics have taken as the anthropological make-up of the  rational 

human being. However, before reaching its later peaks, this itinerary traversed the lands 

of mediation with the past. In this way, it produced a balanced, moderate and life- 

sensitive worldview, of which the Tuscan Leonardo Bruni (1369—1444) expresses as: 

‘All in all, we need many material goods in order to accomplish deeds, and the greater 

and more excellent our acts of virtue, the more we depend on those means.’ Similarly, 

the Genoese polymath Leon Battista Alberti (1404—1472) argued: ‘It is perhaps, a kind 

of slavery to be forced to plead and beg from other men in order to satisfy our necessity. 

That is why we do not scorn riches, but learn to govern ourselves and to subdue our 

desires while we live free and happy in the midst of affluence and abundance.’ 

 

Paradoxically, along Modernity’s long path towards individualism, self-maximization 

and utilitarianism, the Italian Quattrocento contributed also the first account of politics 

that, according to many experts, separated politics from ethics. This revolutionary 

account of politics is the infamous Prince by Niccolò Machiavelli. 

 

Contrary to popular belief, however, Machiavelli’s account of proper political  conduct 

is not utterly unethical. His advices to the prince may sound unpalatable, but are 

supported by a fundamental moral justification: the good of the princedom. This 

justification is visible in Machiavelli’s discussion of life-destructive cruelty, as he 

believes ‘those [cruelties] may be called properly used… that are applied at one blow 

and are necessary to one’s security, and that are not persisted in afterwards unless they 

can be turned to the advantage of the subjects.’ 

 

Contemporary commonsense deems cruelty to be always, only and thoroughly bad. 

Machiavelli would disagree. The prince ‘needs not make himself uneasy at incurring a 

reproach for those vices without which the State can only be saved with difficulty, for if 
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everything is considered carefully, it will be found that something which looks like 

virtue, if followed, would be his ruin; whilst something else, which looks like vice, yet 

followed brings him security and prosperity.’ 

 

If the ruler is really concerned with the good of his princedom, then he/she cannot but 

resort to cruelty whenever the consequences of virtuous action may be more detrimental 

than those of vicious action: ‘Every prince ought to desire to be considered clement and 

not cruel. Nevertheless, he ought to take care not to misuse this clemency. Cesare 

Borgia was considered cruel; however, his cruelty reconciled the Romagna, unified it, 

and restored it to peace and loyalty. And if this be rightly considered, he will be seen to 

have been much more merciful than the Florentine people, who, to avoid a reputation 

for cruelty, permitted Pistoia to be destroyed [by the rioting between the Cancellieri and 

Panciatichi factions in 1502 and 1503].’ 

 

In politics, the pragmatic and effective promotion of public utility justly overrides many 

concerns for private moral righteousness, ‘for men are much more worried about the 

present than the past, and when they find the good in the present, they are content and 

seek no further; indeed, they will defend [the prince] staunchly… as he has… 

corroborated the princedom with good laws and good armies, good friends and good 

examples.’ Sometimes, sparing and assisting the lives of many may require crushing the 

lives of some. 

 

Rather than regarding Machiavelli’s account as utterly unethical, it would be better to 

say that it dissolves the ethical continuity between the private sphere and the public 

sphere. That which is ethically desirable in the private life of the individual may not be 

so in the public life of the ruler. The State is not an extension or an analogue of the 

family, as the ancients had argued. In this dissolution, Machiavelli echoes the spirit of 

the Italian Renaissance, which witnessed the production of the first extensive codes of 

good manners. These codes taught people what they were supposed not to do in public 

that they would do regularly at home and vice-versa [e.g. The Courtesan by Baldassarre 

Castiglione (1478—1529) and The Galateo by Giovanni della Casa (1503—1556)]. 

 

Sensitive to the theme of life-destructive cruelty is another towering scholar of the early 

Renaissance, Geer Geertsz or Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466—1536). His life 

and work symbolize the contradictions and the aspirations of the new age initiated by 

humanists like Bruni and Valla. He was a disavowed friar who wrote a satire of Pope 

Julius II, a fierce defender of united Christianity against Luther’s schism, a critical 

philologist who dared to publish his own translation of the New Testament, and a 

devoted theologian who promoted amongst his colleagues the cultivation of religious 

faith. He became all types of man in the attempt to be himself: clergyman, student, 

courtier, philologist, satirist, lecturer and polemist. 

 

Erasmus belongs to that category of acute and heart-led skeptical souls that derive from 

the awareness of the limitations of human intelligence and of human knowledge the 

utmost importance of moderation, tolerance, humility and solidarity. Rather  than 

making it possible for individual life to be sacrificed to higher goods, one should be 

cautious and restrain from actions that may prove excessive. Erasmus belongs to the 

likes of Sextus Empiricus (175—240 C.E.), Arnobius of Sicca (260—327 C.E.), the 
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medieval grammarians of Chartres, Michel de Montaigne (1533—1592), Blaise Pascal 

(1623—1662), Voltaire (1694—1778), George Santayana (1863—1952) and Richard 

Rorty (b. 1931). These all are thinkers who, in different times and guises, challenged the 

dogmas of received wisdom, yet avoided life-indifferent skepticism. They all attempted 

to develop pragmatic and life-sensitive responses to the many sorrows of the human 

being, whilst resisting the temptation of turning philosophy either into elitist escapism 

or into abstract justification of the status quo, of its injustices, and of the ruling elite. 

The sufferings of humans and, sometimes, of other living creatures, were their starting 

point and their paramount concern, not the quest for truth, certainty, rigorous 

demonstration, or victory in argument. Unsurprisingly, several amongst them are 

commonly recalled as humanists, for they posited the earthly condition of the human 

being at the core of their thought. In this light, even the morale par provision [provisory 

ethics] by the rationalist René Descartes can be said to have drawn inspiration from the 

humanist tradition. The great French thinker thought indeed that reason might one day 

be able to produce a set of ethical rules as certain as the theorems of geometry and as 

evident as the principles of logic. 

 

Erasmus, on his part, was deeply aware of the strabismus of philosophy, which could 

see and discuss the thinnest dimensions of human reality—soul, mind, categories and 

universals—but not the thickest—bodies, excrements, families and farms—which seem 

to play a most important role in the fortunes of most of his fellow humans. For this 

reason, Erasmus baptized ironically his views ‘Folly’ and spoke openly against 

mainstream philosophy i.e. the supposed wisdom of his day. 

 

Folly argues that: she is ‘the germ and source of life’; she alone is capable of 

‘prolonging life’ by means of all those trivial facts that occupy most of our ‘common 

life’ and to which philosophers pay little or no attention: ‘wine, grain… that part of the 

body that propagates the human species… every pleasant and stable... [social] tie in 

life.’ Through her loyal servants, ‘the passions… folly makes human life tolerable’ and 

cements ‘friendships, marriages and the arts.’ As for ‘that category of men, who devote 

themselves to philosophical studies, it tends to result incompetent in all other matters.’ 

 

Erasmus’ longing for moderation and religious simplicity did not reap much success. 

On the one hand, Luther’s Reformation brought about another major split in the 

Christian world, to which ensued persecutions, deportations, wars and cruelties of the 

worst kind—and not for the self-evident good of any princedom involved in these 

massacres. Besides, as suggested by Max Weber (1864—1920), the Reformation itself 

turned progressively upside down, to the point of becoming the main engine for the 

emergence of modern, profit-driven capitalism. For Weber, early-modern Protestantism, 

not medieval Catholicism, became the propeller of the widespread secularization of the 

West, in which ethical-religious values and notions (e.g. deserving God’s reward and 

loyalty to the faithful) were slowly turned into ethical-economic ones (e.g. deserving the 

market’s reward and loyalty to one’s firm). 

 

Close to Erasmus’ ends and sensitivity is another great figure of the early Renaissance: 

Thomas More (1478—1535). Like his friend Erasmus, who dedicated to More the 

Praise of Folly, he was a pious but not supine Christian, contrary to further schisms 

within Christianity. Although not unsympathetic to many of the reformers’ hopes, he 
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believed the most serious problems of his day to be the utter poverty and greedy 

exploitation of the deprived masses by the rich elites. To his perception, these far too 

human tragedies were due mostly to the deficient administration of the commonwealth, 

rather than to theological heresies. Resolving these tragedies was the best way to avoid 

the disintegration of Christianity into warring fanatical factions, which fed on the 

ignorance and desperation of the deprived masses as much as they did on the selfish 

aims of shrewd and opulent rulers. The life-ground had to be addressed first, in order to 

save the bodies of those men and women, whose souls would have not been saved 

either, had they been involved in religious warfare. In this struggle against the cruelty of 

destitution Thomas More, Like his friend Erasmus, played many a role: lawyer, judge, 

playwright, translator—he introduced Pico della Mirandola (1463—1494)  to  the 

English public—monk, diplomat, theologian, royal knight and Lord Chancellor. As a 

philosopher, Thomas More’s Utopia represents a new beginning for Western political 

and social thought. 

 

Firstly, in opening this work, Thomas More did not address any prince to introduce 

changes to the princedom. By this move alone, he went against a well-established 

tradition, typical of all the most significant political essays by medieval thinkers (e.g. 

Aquinas and Dante) and early modern thinkers [e.g. Niccolò Machiavelli and Francesco 

Patrizi (1529—1597)]. In his Utopia, instead, Thomas More spoke to a universal 

audience of a State delivered from the bondage of private greed and privilege he saw all 

around. 

 

Thomas More’s Utopia has no prince in charge. The people—the Utopians—rule over 

it. Plato’s philosophical, military and aristocracy of the Republic with its “noble lies” 

cannot be found in More’s blessed island of Utopia. In its place, More posits an 

egalitarian and pacifist democracy, run by councils led by the elders. Republican ideals 

had not disappeared during the Middle Ages, nor had republican institutions, as the still 

thriving Swiss confederation exemplifies most remarkably. Yet, not even the 

groundbreaking Machiavelli—a republican at heart—had dared to theorize 

republicanism so openly. Thomas More did so in the face of rampant monarchic 

absolutism (to reach its peak in the seventeenth century) and despite loss of much 

needed patronage and protection. Perhaps, that explains why Machiavelli, after troubles 

of all sorts, died of old age; whereas More, after troubles of all sorts, ended his life with 

the head severed from his body upon order of King Henry VIII. More is a martyr of 

philosophy far surpassing Socrates in his selfless sacrifice for the common life interest, 

but is little remembered by philosophical attention. 

 

Thomas More went beyond the usual critical assessment of political institutions. He 

addressed the economy and the organization of civil society. In More’s  times, 

monarchic absolutism was not only the dominant institution, but Capitalism was 

increasingly its partner in invading the the American continent, advancing colonization 

of the American populations and territories, and profiting luxuriantly in the booming 

trades of sugar, wool and slaves—what gives ‘imperialism’ a bad name. Feudal Europe 

had started to change dramatically: the  affluent bourgeoisie of fifteenth-century Italy 

and southern Flanders were a modest step in comparison to what would develop in 

Britain and the Netherlands during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The first and 

most evident sign of occurring change was the phenomenon of the enclosures. Larger 
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and larger portions of land that, since time immemorial, had been held and managed in 

common by the English peasants, were now being seized by their lords and turned into 

trade-oriented pastures. The peasants’ LSS were being turned into business 

opportunities. Agriculture started to lose its subsistence character and to acquire that of 

for-profit business. To Thomas More, these changes displayed a blatant lack  of 

Christian charity, the peasantry being treated like a means to an end—and not a very 

valuable one, since they counted less than the sheep replacing them. Centuries-old 

commons, which included customary regulation and management of such crucial LSS, 

were being lost to profit-oriented private property and to new legislation authorized by 

the sovereign. The English enclosures meant that thousands were displaced, left without 

means of subsistence, forced into unemployment, emigration, crime and vagary—for 

the last two of which they were punished by the authorities with cruel regularity. The 

owners of the land ‘leave no ground to be tilled; they enclose every bit of land for 

pasture; they pull down houses and destroy towns, leaving only the church to pen the 

sheep’, while the previous tenants are ‘circumvented by fraud or overwhelmed by 

violence... wearied by unjust acts... forced to sell.’ All this, to add scorn to injury, being 

due by lords who ‘not only live idle themselves like drones on the labor of others, as for 

instance the tenants of their estates whom they fleece to the utmost by increasing their 

returns.’ 

 

The clearances of the Scottish highlands in the nineteenth century were a late example 

of the same phenomenon. The Highlanders driven away of their ancestral lands became, 

when fortunate enough, the driving force behind the colonization of many inhospitable 

regions, including the coasts of Northern Scotland itself, which only then started large- 

scale fishing activities. These displaced Highlanders augmented as well the competition 

amidst factory workers in the booming Glaswegian region, thus guaranteeing higher 

returns to the factory owners. They also settled in regions of Canada, Australia and Asia 

yet to be developed—according to then leading Western standards of development. 

Additionally, they provided cannon fodder for the British army, thus securing order and 

resources in the Empire and enlarging the great pattern of dispossession, displacement 

and—when fortunate—novel employment and conveniences in the four corners of the 

world. Thomas More had witnessed in England the initiation of this pattern. Utopia is a 

condemnation of it. For More, when monetary revenues are more important to the State 

than the sustenance of human life, the State has failed its defining mission. 

 

2.2.4. The Iron Century 

 

More’s awareness of LSS going hand in hand with proper governance is echoed in the 

writings of another influential modern political thinker: Giovanni Botero (1543—1617). 

In Reason of State, the second volume of a trilogy devoted to the study of politics, 

Botero states that ‘nothing can more awaken the intellect, enlighten the judgment and 

lead the mind to great things than a knowledge of the disposition of the world, of the 

order of nature… the properties of herbs, plants, stones and minerals, of the behaviors 

and sensations of animals… the origin of springs, rivers, lakes, earthquakes and the 

tides and currents of the sea.’ Knowing nature’s order is the first step towards the 

realization of a successful human order, as Botero realizes the dependence of human- 

made LSS upon natural ones: ‘nature is to the craftsman that which raw material is to 

the natural agent.’ That is how, as he elaborates in his Greatness of Cities, he can 
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explain the demographic stagnation and progressive decline of the Italian cities, which 

‘proceeds of the lack of food and sustenance.’ 

 

With Botero, however, the emphasis shifts progressively from the suffering of the 

population to the fascinating character of knowledge of nature as such and of the 

technologies that can be derived thereby. Similarly, successive Utopia-like accounts of 

ideal communities, such as The New Atlantis by Francis Bacon and Oceana by James 

Harrington (1611—1677), are to focus more and more on technological, legal and even 

bureaucratic aspects, hence abandoning More’s emphasis on the urgent life needs of the 

poorly-governed multitudes. Increased technical sophistication, with its load of broad 

categories, cold facts and unavoidable abstractedness, allows one to talk of material life 

needs and, sometimes, to serve them successfully. Yet, this is done without feeling 

material life needs empathically, like Thomas More did, and may lead to their neglect in 

lieu of alternative regulating principles. As a general trend, a growing sense of 

cautiousness colors most mainstream works in the political and social philosophy of the 

late sixteenth and of the seventeenth century. At times, even a gloomy, gruesome 

element is added to the received view of human nature. The optimistic, unorthodox and 

rebellious spirit of the early Renaissance seems to be fading away, as the old clerical 

and imperial structures of the Middle Ages are replaced by new ones that can prove as 

coercive and intransigent as their predecessors could. Powerful national monarchies and 

bourgeois oligarchies are emerging in their stead, the latter of which  replacing the 

former almost completely during the nineteenth century. 

 

Some historians refer to the period 1550—1660 as ‘the Iron Century.’ It is a label used 

by other historians to refer to the tenth century C.E i.e. the very heart of the so-called 

‘Dark Ages.’ In the cloudy atmosphere of the Iron Century towers another and 

celebrated Utopia-like political work, The Leviathan by Thomas Hobbes (1588—1679). 

There human life is described in the ‘state of nature’, where it is ‘solitary, brutish, poor, 

nasty and short.’ According to many scholars, Hobbes’ description of the state of nature 

is a thought experiment, a conjecture, like More’s blessed island of Utopia. It is not 

meant to represent any precise historical situation, but the cruel implications of the 

absence of civil government. In this perspective, Hobbes’ Leviathan appears to be the 

first negative utopia or dystopia. Hobbes justifies this description by understanding 

natural existence as a living hell, and rationalizing absolute monarchic rule as that 

which can alone prevent universal bestial cruelty from becoming the standard condition 

of the human being. 

 

To Hobbes’ Leviathan we owe also the conceptualization and the use in political 

philosophy of the metaphor of the ‘body politic’ i.e. reasoning upon society by analogy 

with a living organism. This was done by Hobbes in combination with the picture of the 

‘state of nature’ as a life of cruel struggle for survival, hence why the ‘state of civil 

society’ is a much preferable life. If the use of dystopia was new, the metaphor of the 

political body was not. In the early days of Roman history, the consul  Menenius 

Agrippa (sixth century B.C.E.) had already employed it in order to negotiate a truce 

between the plebeians and the patricians. In the late nineteenth century, another Roman 

leader, this time Pope Leo XIII (1810—1903), is to make extensive use of the same 

metaphor in his 1891 encyclical Rerum Novarum, in order to reject class warfare as 

pernicious and promote class cooperation in view of the common good. 
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Rather, Hobbes’ own combination of the ‘body politic’ metaphor with a grim and 

warfare-inspired conception of nature was new and capable of leaving a deep mark in 

Western philosophy—with a twist. The ‘dismal science’ of eighteenth- and nineteenth- 

century classical economists allowed it to survive, but in a novel form. Instead of using 

Hobbes’ grim conception of the state of nature as a scarecrow pro civility, classical and 

neoclassical economics used it to justify the tragedies ensuing from competition 

amongst profit-seeking agents. The state of nature is, in their view, the actual way of the 

world, upon which the economy thrives. Furthermore, with the absorption of the 

classical economists’ competitive model into Darwin’s theories of biological evolution, 

and with the success of Darwin’s own theories, a long sequel of adversarial and power- 

struggle-emphasizing conceptions ensued as well. Whether devoted to supporting right- 

wing agenda [e.g. Friedrich Ratzel (1844—1904)] or left-wing ones [e.g. Michel 

Foucault (1926—1984)], the modern Western mindset is to shift from the medieval 

notion of an ordered, static and harmonious ideal universe to that of a variable, dynamic 

and conflict-ridden one. Whether it is the process of natural selection envisaged by 

Charles Darwin (1809—1882), the reading of history as ‘class struggle’ by Karl Marx, 

the doctrine of the all-pervading Wille zur Macht [will to power] by  Friedrich 

Nietzsche, or that of a valuable but fragile social solidarity by Emile Durkheim (1858— 

1917), Modernity develops and expresses a culture of conflict. 

 

In one of history’s many ironic twists, Hobbes’ own idea of ‘body politic’ contra bellum 

[against war] turned into a bellicose creature. The theory of the organic State by 

Rudolph Kjellen (1864—1922), for instance, operating on the basis of Hobbes’ ‘body 

politic’ and of Ratzel’s Darwinist idea of Lebensraum [living space], concludes that 

States seek to grow in size in order to maximize their survival chances. It is in this 

context that Kjellen coined the term ‘biopolitics’, as he regarded States to be biological 

creatures behaving like creatures competing for scarce resources. Kjellen’s theories 

became very popular during the first half of the twentieth century. Notoriously, they 

inspired several fascist leaders and theorists, who led the world into the most destructive 

armed conflict of its history: World War II. Coupling politics with biology does not 

imply a positive sensitivity for the life-ground, particularly if the emphasis is placed on 

competition and the blind predation and bullying of other creatures and fellow species 

members as “laws of nature” in place of the cooperative forms of life that distinguish 

humankind. After the disastrous experience of World War II in which this atavistic 

social Darwinism reached its apogee in the Nazi movement, new understandings of 

‘biopolitics’ emerged—from Georges Canguilhem (1904—1995) who initiated the 

concept, to contemporary thinkers like Roberto Esposito (b.1950) and John McMurtry 

whose concept of ‘the civil commons’ draws a polar opposite conclusion from the 

evolution of the human species. Beginning with language, the “amnesiac” pattern that is 

recovered by McMurtry is one of human communities building on systems of universal 

access to life goods which provide the shared life-support systems that distinguish the 

human species and enable survival and development not otherwise conceivable. 

 

2.2.5. The Enlightenment 

 

Before the excesses of the twentieth century, other thinkers tried to work out ways to 

avoid destruction of life within and amongst human communities. John Locke, often 

saluted as the founding father of British Enlightenment and liberalism, was a  champion 
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of religious tolerance (though not extended to the atheist), natural (or, in today’s 

parlance, ‘human’) rights, and of the free movement of men and goods. Locke believed 

the solution to lie in the sensible organization and distribution of resources amid 

individuals. In particular, Locke discussed at length the issue of private ownership of 

land: ‘God, who hath given the world to men in common, hath also given them reason 

to make use of it to the best advantage of life, and convenience. The earth, and all that is 

therein, is given to men for the support and comfort of their being. And tho’ all the 

fruits it naturally produces, and beasts it feeds, belong to mankind in common, as they 

are produced by the spontaneous hand of nature; and no body has originally a private 

dominion, exclusive of the rest of mankind, in any of them, as they are thus in their 

natural state: yet being given for the use of men, there must of necessity be a means to 

appropriate them some way or other, before they can be of any use, or at all beneficial 

to any particular man. The fruit, or venison, which nourishes the wild Indian, who 

knows no enclosure, and is still a tenant in common, must be his, and so his, i.e. a part 

of him, that another can no longer have any right to it, before it can do him any good for 

the support of his life.’ 

 

Not everything is held in common, for ‘Though the earth, and all inferior creatures, be 

common to all men, yet every man has a property in his own person: this no body has 

any right to but himself.’ 

 

The person’s body is, for Locke, the starting point of individual autonomy and of the 

natural rights of the individual, which the State must respect, including the right to own 

things privately. In particular, Locke claims that the private acquisition of public 

resources is justified insofar as one’s labor has been mixed with the resources being 

acquired: ‘labor put a distinction between them and the common. That added something 

to them more than Nature, the common Mother of all, had done; and so they become his 

private right.’ 

 

Locke adds also that private acquisition is justified also and inasmuch as it: increases 

the welfare of the whole community (hunting and fishing, for instance, do not generate 

any right to private property); leaves ‘enough’ for the other members of the community 

(i.e. nobody should starve); and does not spoil what is left (‘as good’). In other words, 

there are restrictions that apply to the transformation of public goods into private ones 

and they are due to considerations concerning the material life needs of all the members 

of the community. The life-ground ought to be the limit for the pursuit of private 

wealth, in the spirit of equal opportunity for survival. 

 

Yet, as Locke wrote of property in a monetary system, the life-supporting provisions 

disappear and are not mentioned again. As the economy apparently moves away from 

perishable life necessities and towards enduring monetary equivalents, Thomas More’s 

much-feared ‘right of rich people to buy up everything’ is taken for granted: ‘since gold 

and silver, being little useful to the life of man in proportion to food, raiment, and 

carriage, has its value only from the consent of men, whereof labour yet makes, in great 

part, the measure, it is plain, that men have agreed to a disproportionate and unequal 

possession of the earth, they having, by a tacit and voluntary consent, found out, a way 

how a man may fairly possess more land than he himself can use the product of, by 

receiving  in  exchange  for  the  overplus  gold  and  silver,  which  may  be  hoarded up 
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without injury to any one; these metals not spoiling or decaying in the hands of the 

possessor.’ In the mainstream interpretation of this passage, LSS appear to be lost to 

considerations of monetary revenue and the life of the human being to the higher 

principle of indefinite market growth. Concerning the justification of this shift from the 

restraints previously adopted, Locke relies upon the people’s ‘tacitly agreeing in the use 

of money’, despite it being empirically false (e.g. foreign economic models forced upon 

colonized populations). 

 

Analogous to Locke’s was the position of David Hume (1711—1776). Known as the 

champion of Scottish Enlightenment, an unredeemed atheist and an iconoclastic skeptic, 

Hume spoke of divinity and certainty when tackling material life needs in his works: ‘in 

displaying the praises of any humane, beneficent man, there is one circumstance which 

never fails to be amply insisted on—namely, the happiness and satisfaction derived to 

society from his intercourse… From him the hungry receive food, the naked clothing, 

the ignorant and slothful skill and industry. Like the sun, an inferior minister of 

Providence, he cheers, invigorates, and sustains the surrounding world.’ 

 

Divinity and certainty resurface also in Hume’s condemnation of those promoters of 

social justice of his time, who favored ‘an equal distribution of property.’ According to 

Hume, they were ‘Fanatics [who] may suppose that dominion is founded on grace and 

the saints alone inherit the earth; but the civil magistrate very justly puts these sublime 

theorists on the same footing with common robbers... [deserving] the severest 

punishment.’ Hume’s thought can afford to be skeptical in theological and 

epistemological matters, but not when the revenues of proprietors are at stake. If we 

follow Hume on this point, perhaps Thomas More deserved to be beheaded. 

 

Locke and Hume’s approach reverberates in the momentous work of the Scottish moral 

philosopher Adam Smith, seen by many as the founding father of economics. Indebted 

also to the French physiocratic school, and to François Quesnay (1694—1774) in 

particular, Smith measured the wealth of nations not only in terms of ‘gold and silver’ 

and of ‘the revenues of the inhabitants.’ There is also the animal and human 

‘populousness of every country’ sustained therein that must be computed in. It was not 

Smith’s intention to reduce the relevance of the acquisition of gold and silver or of 

increased revenues. The maximization of one’s capital is endorsed by him as the 

anthropological dogma and the main engine of human ingenuity: ‘Every individual is 

continually exerting himself to find out the most advantageous employment for 

whatever capital he can command.’ Still, when appraising the wealth of a nation, 

individual wealth is only one factor in the equation. 

 

Moreover, the selfish inclination of the individual human soul is praised by Smith as the 

source of collective wellbeing: ‘[T]he study of his own advantage naturally, or rather 

necessarily, leads him [the individual] to prefer that employment which is most 

advantageous to the society.’ This fortunate combination of individual and collective 

wellbeing is, for Smith, the result of the Providential order of the universe, as the 

individual ‘intends only his own gain’ but ‘is in this, as in many other cases, led by an 

invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention.’ 

 

Echoing the medieval belief in the divine supervision of the universe, Smith’s ‘invisible 
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hand’ allows for the satisfactory justification of evil in God’s  benevolent creation, 

which results from individual greed. Thus, Smith is willing to accept: the sufferings of 

the ‘race of laborers’, amid whom ‘the scantiness of subsistence can set limits to the 

further multiplication of the human species... by destroying a great part of the children 

which their fruitful marriages produce.’ Similarly, he is positive about ‘the cruel 

destruction of the natives which followed the conquest’ of the Americas by the 

Spaniards. He is also open to the asymmetrical nature of ‘civil government’, which ‘so 

far as it is instituted for the security of property, is in reality instituted for the defense of 

the rich against the poor, or of those who have some property against those who have 

none at all.’ In the end, the ‘invisible hand’ transforms all these sorrowful realities into 

sources of collective wellbeing—or at least, of the wellbeing enjoyed by those who 

survive and reproduce successfully. A non-falsifiable theodicy backs Smith’s 

worldview. Since evil is nothing but an instrument for the higher good, no evidence can 

be produced that may defy Smith’s faith in the operations of the invisible hand. This 

theodicy survives in today’s widespread belief in the capitalist market as a wealth- 

creating, self-adjusting order requiring no direct human regulation. (See Economic 

Reason and Crisis of the World System for depth investigation of this dominant 

paradigm of how humanity ought to and must live according to received economic 

doctrine.) 

 

From Smith’s theodicy derives also the utter defeat of More’s aspirations for direct and 

directed social justice. Adam Smith and the influential British economists who followed 

him [especially Rev. Thomas Robert Malthus (1766—1834) and David Ricardo 

(1772—1823)] did not condemn More’s unchristian lords, who valued sheep more than 

peasants. On the contrary, these lords were seen as adhering to the actual paradigm of 

human rationality and fountainhead of collective prosperity, thanks to the down- 

trickling gifts of the invisible hand. Social justice cannot and ought not to be directed, 

for it can only be indirect: thus operates the munificence of the invisible hand. Indeed, 

in an often unseen process of deification, thanks to the struggles of the modern Western 

bourgeoisie, ‘the right of rich people to buy up everything’ is to be institutionalized as 

the ‘sanctity of property’ of most Western liberal constitutions of the nineteenth and 

twentieth century. And in these constitutions, no inalienable right to subsistence is 

contemplated as well. 

 

Still, poverty, starvation and death do not characterize the Modern Age more than any 

previous one. On the contrary, with the progress of medical science and the adoption of 

measures of sanitation in sprawling urban centers, the world’s population started to 

grow rapidly and has not stopped since. Also, in spite of the ordered, static and 

harmonious ideal picture of the universe typical of the Middle Ages, the actual social 

universe of the Middle Ages had been all but eventless. Peasants had  revolted 

repeatedly against their feudal lords and many intellectual, technological and social 

innovations had been produced. For instance, as the peasants attacked lords belonging 

to the clergy, they found often the support of anti-papist religious leaders, who proposed 

alternative interpretations of the Christian dogma [e.g. John Wycliffe (d. 1384), Jan Hus 

(1370—1415), Thomas Muenzer (1489—1525)]. Naturally, ‘often’ does not mean 

‘always.’ Martin Luther, for example, wrote that ‘peasants are no better than  straw. 

They will not hear the Word and they are without sense; therefore they must be 

compelled to hear the crack of the whip and the whiz of the bullets, and it is only what 
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they deserve... we must let the cannon balls whistle among them.’ As the time of 

agrarian capitalism came upon them, peasants started to revolt against their  new 

masters, although without much success. Indeed, their philosophical backers did  not 

reap much success either. Diggers, Levelers, Thomas Paine (1737—1809), Thomas 

Spence (1750—1814) and the anarchist William Godwin (1756—1836) are all side- 

stream voices defeated by the likes of Locke, Hume and Smith. They saw ‘the Earth a 

common treasury to preserve beasts, birds, fishes [sic] and man’, not as the property for 

revenue-seeking individuals. They did not regard the poor as bound to be poor and die. 

They did not think of the economic system in place at their time as the expression of the 

laws of nature (e.g. Ricrado’s statement: ‘There is no way of keeping profits up but by 

keeping wages down’) or, even less so, of any divine law. As they opposed the status 

quo, their works were, with few exceptions, rarely published, poorly distributed and 

regularly censored. As a result, none of them made it into the canon of Western 

philosophy, although they too participated in the advent of the Enlightenment. Possibly, 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, pivotal figure of the French Enlightenment, stands alone as a 

spokesperson for Smith’s ‘race of laborers’, i.e. the majority of the population, and, at 

the same time, as a mainstream and important philosopher of the Modern Age. 

 

Rousseau’s exceptional case is due, first of all, to his contribution to the emergence of 

Romantic literature, pregnant with life-sensitive poems and meditations, including the 

late additions by Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803—1882) and Henry David Thoreau 

(1817—1862). Secondly, his works contributed also to inspiring the protagonists of one 

of the most momentous events in European history, i.e. the French Revolution. How not 

to hear the anger of Jacobins and sanculottes, when Rousseau states: ́The first man who, 

having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought himself of saying This is mine, and found 

people simple enough to believe him, was the real founder of civil society... Beware of 

listening to this impostor... the fruits of the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to 

nobody’? Rousseau embodies and expresses to the utmost degree the many modern 

currents of socially subversive thought that, until the French Revolution erupted, had 

either been lost or largely ignored. 

 

In his critical endeavor, Rousseau went back to the pre-modern ages and ways of life, 

when the human being had not yet experienced the enslavement to servile and/or wage 

labor. Before Rousseau, only Michel de Montaigne had spent as much reflection upon 

“savages” i.e. the human communities that had not been brought into the state of civility 

praised by Thomas Hobbes. Yet, for Rousseau, the notion of ‘civilization’ was a  fraud. 

It involved a betrayal of the more charitable and frugal inclinations of human nature. 

This betrayal had been perpetrated in the name of greed and greed’s instruments for 

self-affirmation: deception and fear. In this perspective, Rousseau regarded even 

agriculture with suspicion, insofar as agriculture drives the human being one step away 

from nature, increases the riches available and, via these new riches, the human 

propensity for accumulation disconnected from actual material life needs. Rousseau 

longs for the initial stages of human history, which saw ‘united husbands and wives, 

fathers and children, under one roof’ led by ‘conjugal love and paternal affection’ and 

characterized by ‘simplicity... paucity of wants... [And] a great deal of  leisure.’ 

Although not devoid of ‘a thousand quarrels and conflicts’, these communities were 

‘placed by nature at an equal distance from the stupidity of brutes and the  fatal 

ingenuity of civilized man’ and ‘lived free, healthy, honest and happy lives.’ They 
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‘remained content with their rustic huts... clothes made of the skins of animals and sewn 

together with thorns and fish-bones, adorned themselves only with feathers and shells... 

undertook only what a single person could accomplish, and confined themselves to such 

arts as did not require the joint labor of several hands.’ 

 

Unfortunately, as Rousseau believed, Eurasian tribes discovered ‘the two arts which 

produced [the] great revolution’ whereby ‘it appeared advantageous to any one man to 

have enough provisions for two’, namely ‘metallurgy and agriculture.’ As a result of 

this revolution, ‘equality disappeared, property was introduced, work became 

indispensable, and vast forests became smiling fields, which man had to water with the 

sweat of his brow, and where slavery and misery were soon seen to germinate and grow 

up with the crops.’ The successive stages in European history were, for Rousseau, a 

period of decadence: ‘the decrepitude of the species.’ 

 

2.2.6. Marxism and Liberalism 

 

Rousseau’s anger at the life-destructive injustices of civilized humanity inspired many 

successive thinkers who, in spite of the very same injustices, looked ahead with hope. 

Continental reformers such as Cesare Beccaria (1738—1794), Claude Henri de Rouvroy 

Comte de Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier (1772—1837) and Auguste Comte, all trusted 

in the mutual nourishment of the ideals of the Enlightenment, the technologies of 

modern science and the riches of the then-booming Industrial Revolution. They thought 

that through their intelligent combination, life-destructive injustices could be overcome 

in the future. Prophets of better things to come, they identified their philosophical 

mission with the promotion of the wellbeing of society as a whole. And for this reason, 

despite their starkly heterogeneous views, they came to be called ‘socialists’ by their 

commentators. 

 

Within this heterogeneous socialist tradition shone the nineteenth-century star of Karl 

Marx, probably the second philosopher who, after Rousseau, spoke radically against the 

social and economic status quo and, nevertheless, succeeded in becoming a mainstream 

member of the Western philosophical canon. Marx regarded the injustices of his day as 

the painful, though necessary steps towards the creative recovery of primitive classless 

societies idealized by Rousseau. A true recovery was, for him, impossible and 

undesirable. Marx believed that, by allowing free rein to the ‘bourgeois mode of 

production’ praised by Adam Smith, the conditions for the collapse of the exploitation 

of the ‘race of laborers’ could be achieved. ‘Civilization’, as he wrote, must extend to 

all corners of the planet, ‘on pain of extinction’, in order to draw into it ‘all, even the 

most barbarian, nations’ and rescue ‘a considerable part of the population from the 

idiocy of rural life.’ Once large enough masses of laborers have been produced 

worldwide by capitalism, the socialist revolution is bound to burst open, which alone is 

able to generate new societies capable of guaranteeing the wellbeing ‘of the immense 

majority.’ Echoing Thomas More’s preoccupations, Marx identified the success of an 

economic system with its ability to guarantee sufficient means for a purposeful and 

dignified existence to the vast majority of its members. 

 

Marx regarded ‘capital’ as ‘a collective product’, the production of which was possible 

‘only  by  the  united  action  of  all  members  of  society.’  Smith’s  understanding     of 
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capitalism took it for granted that, once this capital had been produced  collectively, 

most of it would then fall ‘in a few hands’, leaving everybody else with just enough to 

survive, yet not even all the time. Marx considered this outcome unfair and life- 

destructive. Smith’s criterion of ‘populousness’ had to be integrated with the dignity of 

human living. Capitalism could lead to increased numbers of inhabitants, as Smith had 

already pointed out, but the standard of living of the majority of these inhabitants was 

bound to be undignified. Adam Smith, Malthus and Ricardo believed mass poverty and 

unemployment to be necessary in order to keep wages low and, as a result, profits high. 

They were willing to accept this state of affairs, which implied undignified existence for 

the vast majority. Marx was not. Thus, he set himself to reform it. Socialism and, in 

particular, the communist version of it that he defended, ‘intends to abolish this personal 

appropriation of the products of labor’, inasmuch as it is not ‘made for the maintenance 

and reproduction of human life.’ 

 

If Rousseau embodied subversion in the eighteenth century and survived this risky 

embodiment, Marx did the same in the nineteenth and twentieth century, especially 

during the 1920s and 1960s—1970s, i.e. three decades of widespread criticism of the 

existing social institutions. All three decades ended with the defeat of the critical voices 

on the political scene and, by means of different degrees of brutality, with the 

reaffirmation of the existing capitalist structures of social and economic power over the 

‘race of laborers’ (e.g. Fascist Italy and Reaganite America). Yet, these reaffirmations 

accepted compromises with the ‘race of laborers’ which, in a complex dialogical 

development of Western communities, meant often progressive reformation of 

capitalism and overall improvement of the standard of living for the vast majority. 

 

As a scientific thinker, impressed by the technological advances of the modern West, 

Marx displayed less identification with the natural world than Rousseau. Marx used 

many categories of thought borrowed from classical economics as the lenses through 

which one ought to look at the world. Hence, the kind of life that Marx analyzed with 

care was human life in modern industrial nations, e.g. nineteenth-century Britain and 

Germany (not rural Russia and China, where two supposedly Marxist revolutions took 

place during the twentieth century). Largely, non-wage labor and non-industrial 

societies were excluded from view. These limitations notwithstanding, Marxist thought 

became the hotbed of several successive cases of life-sensitive philosophy. Philosophy 

of sex [e.g. Wilhelm Reich (1897—1957) and Herbert Marcuse (1898—1979)], the 

study of women’s and children’s condition in social history [e.g. Friedrich Engels 

(1820—1895) and Clara Zetkin (1857—1933)], attention to what Jawaharlal Nehru 

(1889—1964) baptized ‘the third world’ [e.g. Lenin (1870—1924) and Raya 

Dunayevskaya (1910—1987)] have been very much the fruit of Marx’s original concern 

for ‘the maintenance and reproduction of human life’ on a planetary scale. 

 

Also, defying traditional elitism, Marxism not only turned several emarginated groups 

into material for philosophical consideration, but also allowed them to enter the arena of 

actual philosophical debate, for it was mainly through socialist and communist parties, 

trade unions, and workers’ associations, that women and third-world countries were 

given voice in the public sphere. 

 

Another important child of the Enlightenment was nineteenth-century liberalism. The 
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rights of women, children and even animals were championed by several members of 

this political tradition, amongst whom stand Jeremy Bentham (1748—1832), founder of 

utilitarianism, Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767—1835), James Mill (1773—1836), John 

Stuart Mill (1806—1873) and Thomas Hill Green (1836—1882). Their starting point 

was individual liberty, not the improvement of society as a whole. Yet, they did not 

intend to affirm the former to the detriment of the latter. Individual liberty was, to them 

all, the fundamental precondition for the wellbeing of society as a whole. 

 

Although historically and socially associated with the bourgeois class that led the 

capitalist revolution, nineteenth-century liberals were outspoken critics of several life- 

destructive results of capitalist institutions. That Smith’s economics could not  be 

enough to increase the population in a dignified way had become more and more 

apparent during the affirmation of Western industrialization. Some spokespersons of the 

bourgeois class accepted the sad destruction of life observable in the slums of Liverpool 

and in the colonies’ plantations. Indeed, launching officially the most representative and 

long-lived school of social Darwinism, Herbert Spencer (1820—1903) coined the motto 

‘survival of the fittest.’ With it, he intended to describe that which both Smith and 

Malthus had already asserted repeatedly, i.e. that the laws of economics imply the 

destruction of life, especially, as Malthus had stressed, if the ‘race of laborers’ does not 

restrain sufficiently from sexual intercourse. Others, like Bentham and John Stuart Mill, 

spoke instead of the abuses of the right to private property, which had to be 

counterweighted by other rights, including that to life. 

 

Still, liberals did not place the same strategic emphasis on equality as the socialists. This 

was due, as exemplified by Bentham’s case, to the assumption of life as the fundamental 

axiological criterion: ‘When security and equality are in conflict, it will not  do to 

hesitate a moment. Equality must yield. The first is the foundation of life; substinence 

[sic], abundance, happiness, everything depends on it. Equality produces only a certain 

portion of the good.’ The typical liberal notions of ‘happiness’ and ‘utility’, born within 

Bentham’s utilitarian ethics, were also understood in life’s light. Bentham, for instance, 

described as ‘happy…an existence exempt as free as possible from pain, and as rich as 

possible in enjoyments… to the greatest extent possible, secured to all mankind, and not 

to them only, but so far as the nature of things admits, to the whole of sentient creation.’ 

 

An analogous attention to life led John Stuart Mill to criticize: ‘the present state of 

society with all its sufferings and injustices.’ In it, ‘the produce of labor’ is 

‘apportioned... almost in an inverse ratio to the labor—the largest portions to those who 

have never worked at all, the next largest to those whose work is almost nominal, and so 

in a descending scale.’ The right to private property, as Mill argued, does not imply this 

scheme of things, resulting from the concentration of wealth in the hands of parasitic 

elites of people enjoying ‘the fruits of the labor and abstinence of others, transmitted to 

them without any merit or exertion of their own.’ 

 

Mill believed that social injustices could be mended by proper legislation—reformism 

being another trait that distinguishes nineteenth-century liberalism from socialism, more 

prone to revolutionary solutions. Thus, vis-à-vis the thorny issue of ‘private property’, 

John Stuart Mill proposed the reformation of the existing laws on bequest and 

inheritance. In this manner, ‘private property’ can become ‘what is supposed to mean, 
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the guarantee to individuals of the fruits of their own labor and abstinence.’ This 

reformation, together with an adequate system of taxation, should serve ‘the general 

purposes of the community’ and be sufficient to secure ‘the permanent interests of the 

human race.’ After all, ‘property is only a means to an end, not itself the end.’ ‘Wealth’ 

rather than ‘employed in over-enriching a few’ would be better ‘devoted to objects of 

public usefulness.’ In this context, Mill’s sensitivity to LSS is most  apparent with 

respect to landed wealth, which should not be the privilege of the few, for ‘No man 

made the land. It is the original inheritance of the whole species.’ 

 

2.3. Western Philosophy and the Life-Revealing Given of Existence 

 

Western philosophers have debated for centuries whether true and/or certain knowledge 

may be possible. Yet, that which makes this type of debate possible is the fact that 

something—someone—exists. Regularly, this existential datum has been as 

intellectually neglected and tacitly presupposed as the relevance of LSS to their own 

investigations. It is too obvious a datum to deserve scrutiny. However, when tackling it, 

Western philosophy has been capable of producing some remarkably life-sensitive 

contributions, including a partial recovery of the awareness concerning LSS themselves. 

A few significant examples are presented and discussed below. 

 

2.3.1. Academic Skepticism and Its Legacy 

 

A moderate form of skepticism became the mainstream philosophical position amongst 

several leaders of Plato’s celebrated Academy (established by the great Greek thinker in 

387 B.C.E. and closed by the Emperor Justinian in 529 A.D). Archesilas of Pitane 

(315—241 B.C.E.), Carneades of Cyrene (214—129 B.C.E.) and Aenesidemus of 

Cnossus (100—40 B.C.E.) did try to determine some principle (e.g. ‘the probable, ‘the 

reasonable’) capable of justifying at least some claims of knowledge. Typically, they 

attempted to find rational foundations for those claims that may help us to avoid 

amorality, social havoc, and existential distress. Uncertainty can be acceptable in the 

abstract, with respect to theoretical knowledge, but it is far less appealing at  the 

practical level, where, as Cicero suggested, our beatitudo [happiness] is at stake. And 

Cicero, who prided himself of being an heir of Academic skepticism, sounded most 

confident—hence least skeptical—when looking at the life-ground. He wrote: ‘we enjoy 

the fruits of the plains and of the mountains, the streams and the lakes are our, we sow 

corn, we plant trees, we fertilize the soil by irrigation, we confine the streams or divert 

their course.’ While acknowledging the distinction between human-made and natural 

LSS, Cicero found no reason to doubt of the reasonability of the human  endeavor, 

which is, ‘by means of our hands... to create a sort of second world, within the world of 

nature.’ When shifting from knowledge to ethics and from contemplation to survival, 

doubting becomes less attractive. 

 

Analogous considerations can be made about the last master of ancient skepticism, 

Sextus Empiricus. He challenged the creations of speculative philosophy, especially 

those of Platonic origin, because they either do not correspond to the world of which 

they talk (e.g. no perfect circle exists in nature) or talk of a world that may not exist in 

reality (e.g. the consistent theorems of geometry are merely fantasies of the human 

mind).  Paradoxes  such  as  Zeno’s  and  the  contradictory  positions  of  the  many 
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philosophical schools of ancient Greece had caused Sextus Empiricus to lose confidence 

in the guidance of human reason. As for the givens of our senses, our intuitions, and our 

traditions, Sextus Empiricus did not think that they were immune from error either. 

Rather, he believed that there could be degrees of doubtfulness as well as of certitude 

and that human life, not just knowledge, was somehow in the space between the god- 

like certainty sought after by Plato and Pyrrho’s apathy. Thus, for Sextus Empiricus, 

one should follow ‘a line of reasoning which, in accordance with appearances, points us 

to a life conformable to the customs of our country and its laws and institutions, and to 

our own instinctive feelings.’ Instead of relying on the dictates of reason or of any other 

particular faculty, Sextus Empiricus preferred to adhere ‘undogmatically’ to four 

guidelines. Invariably, these four guidelines display a genuine concern for the life- 

ground: ‘Nature’s guidance is that by which we are naturally capable of sensation and 

thought; constraint of the passions is that whereby hunger drives us to food and thirst to 

drink; tradition of customs and laws, that whereby we regard piety in the conduct of life 

as good, but impiety as evil; instruction of the arts, that whereby we are not inactive in 

such arts as we adopt.’ 

 

Having lost faith in the systems created anew by philosophers, Sextus Empiricus relied 

unassumingly on the systems inherited from the individual as well as collective past, 

even if they might be, at times, contradictory. These systems were for him good enough 

as long and insofar as they did not contradict the paramount goal of the good life. 

 

Sextus Empiricus’ most famous follower in modern times, Michel de Montaigne, shares 

with his ancient mentor the same genuine concern for the life-ground. Analogously to 

Sextus Empiricus’ sensitivity, resulting perhaps from his medical training, Montaigne 

understood the skeptical challenge to the Western philosophical tradition as a form of 

therapy against Platonic otherworldliness, i.e. ‘this inhumane wisdom that wants us to 

despise and reject the care of the body.’ In particular, Montaigne initiated a campaign 

against all forms of cruelty, which he regarded as the most dangerous threat  to 

embodied life. 

 

Interestingly, and consistently with his this-worldly approach, it was not pure reason 

that led him to uphold this cruelty-rejecting stance. It was also and especially the 

emotion of affinity with the living world that he could experience in  his ordinary 

errands as a rural French nobleman: ‘I sympathize very tenderly with the afflictions of 

others… [hence] I cruelly hate cruelty, both by nature and by judgment, as the extreme 

of all vices’, and ‘what we hate we take seriously…I do not see a chicken’s neck wrung 

without distress, and I cannot bear to hear the scream of a hare in the teeth of my 

dogs… The executions of the law… however reasonable that may be, I cannot witness 

with a steady gaze.’ A fourth phenomenon was added a well: war. According  to 

Montaigne, this artificially created context for human agency allows for the cruelest 

actions. Commenting on his experiences as a military officer, Montaigne states: ‘I could 

hardly be convinced, until I saw it, that there were souls so monstrous that they would 

commit murder for the mere pleasure of it… for that is the uttermost point that cruelty 

can attain.’ 

 

Montaigne was not a radical: the dogs are his and he must have used them for hunting. 

He must have eaten meat too—else how would the dogs continue to be his  companions 
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and the hares come to be in their teeth? The executions may sicken him, but does he 

speak against capital punishment. Yet, he awakens from the indifference of the common 

person of his time and recognizes cruelty wherever he sees it, even if it may  make 

reveal his own hypocrisy. 

 

Another interesting feature of Montaigne’s thought is that he posited at its centre 

Montaigne himself, i.e. the existing, experiencing individual. Almost all other 

philosophers, before and after Montaigne, have not proceeded in this way. Rather, they 

have abstracted themselves from the level of the existing, experiencing individual, in 

order to reach as high a level of generality as possible. Aristotle had famously stated 

that science could be only of the general, never of the particular. After all, what kind of 

universal lesson can be learnt and taught, if we confine ourselves in the humble space of 

individual idiosyncrasy? Montaigne, in contrast, found this humble space attractive. To 

move within it was for him an advantage (e.g. deep knowledge of the subject and 

immediacy) and not just a limitation (i.e. Montaigne never steps beyond his own 

feelings and experiences). Like Sextus Empiricus, he felt the immediacy of first-person 

experience more reliable and trustworthy than super-personal theoria, although by no 

means reliable always and anyway. In a rare example of philosophical humility, 

Montaigne opened his Essays with the candid confession that they serve ‘a domestic 

and private goal… the personal benefit of my friends and relatives: so that, when I will 

be gone… they can find in them some aspects of my qualities and inclinations… I 

myself am the subject of my book.’ 

 

2.3.2. Existentialism 

 

After Montaigne, an analogously self-centered approach to philosophy  will be 

recovered by thinkers interested in religion—whether to promote or to loathe it. Blaise 

Pascal, Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche and twentieth-century existentialism are 

all indebted to Montaigne. Also, they resemble him in their use of poetic, novelist and 

dramatic forms of expression for a satisfactory communication of first-person 

experiences, which are placed at the core of their investigations. To them all, the 

meaning of true life can be grasped neither by, nor within, the wide abstractions of the 

mind, but by and within the immediate presence of oneself to oneself. ‘Life’, in other 

words, means primarily being alive in fact, whether joyfully or painfully, not ‘being 

alive.’ On this point, the Polish existentialist Witold Gombrowicz (1904—1969) once 

wrote: ‘Philosophers look like people sitting comfortably in their armchairs and treat 

pain with utmost Olympian contempt, which is to disappear on the day they will go to 

the dentist’s and cry.’ Against this abstract and irresponsible approach, he states: ‘I 

belong to Montaigne’s school’, which teaches ‘not to succumb to theories, knowing that 

systems have the shortest lifespan.’ 

 

For Gombrowicz, like for his earlier inspirers, life resided in the experience of life’s 

intensity, whether this is possible only, or mainly in, one or more of the pre-rational 

and/or irrational domains of pain, tranquility, passion, anxiety, religious faith or pure 

animal instinct—all of which present themselves to the individual as powerful first- 

person experience. The dichotomies that Gombrowicz and his inspirers posited may be 

extreme and logically incorrect (philosophical abstractions do not exclude de iure life 

awareness), but they reveal the widespread philosophical neglect of the life-ground as 
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embodied individual existence (on most occasions, philosophical abstractions have de 

facto excluded life awareness). Also, their stress on the individual as somehow isolated 

and isolatable from the wider circles of communal, social and natural existence confines 

life to a solipsistic vacuum. Yet, steps in this direction have been taken,  as some 

Western voices have denounced [e.g. the ‘age of calculators’ denounced by Edmund 

Burke (1729—1797) and the recurring observation of the modern human being’s 

‘alienation’ (Marx), ‘anomie’ (Durkheim) and ‘blasé attitude’(Simmel)]. 

 

Each existentialist has had his/her own preference vis-à-vis the most authentic form of 

being-aliveness. For Pascal, for instance, it lies in religious faith and ‘it is the heart that 

feels God, not reason. That is faith: God perceived by the heart, not by reason.’ 

Nevertheless, they all have agreed on the famous pronouncement by Jean-Paul Sartre 

(1905—1980), according to whom: ‘existence precedes essence.’ Life is subjective (i.e. 

my direct experience of my life) and then objective (i.e. life as I can talk of it by the 

medium of language). Life is concrete (i.e. my time within my body and my 

consciousness) and then abstract (i.e. what we mean by ‘life’, ‘body’ and all the other 

concepts used in our language-games). 

 

It may seem paradoxical that religious thinkers like Pascal and Kierkegaard should be 

listed as “companions” of the “Antichrist” Nietzsche and the atheist Jean-Paul Sartre. 

Yet, this is the case, insofar as they did not conceive of philosophizing as coining 

definitions capable of capturing the essence of reality, or as building clever conceptual 

systems capable of withstanding all sorts of intellectual scrutiny. Life, to all of them, 

was primarily to live. Philosophy, if needed at all, ought to be a way to live well. As 

Pascal observed: ‘When [Plato and Aristotle] wrote their Law and Politics, they did it 

for fun: it was the least philosophical and least serious part of their life: the most 

philosophical one was to live in simplicity and tranquility.’ 

 

Naturally—and more critically—Pascal’s faith implied another domain of life, i.e. the 

afterlife. Thus, LSS and their non-exclusive but primary biological character may fall 

off the scene at some point. This is probably true with respect to Pascal and 

Kierkegaard: it is not the life of the body that they prioritized. However, neither Pascal 

nor Kierkegaard assumed that any afterlife was certain and rationally demonstrable. As 

Pascal admitted: ‘It is said that one should believe for this and that reason: but all 

arguments are frail, for reason can be bent in all sorts of ways.’ The belief in any such 

reality is an issue of faith i.e. an existential option. One has to bet one’s own existence 

on a possible state of affairs that cannot be certified by reason, with all the anxiety, fear 

and tremor that such a leap into the unknown involves. Reason may and can help us, but 

not conclusively: ‘Faith’ itself, after all, ‘is a gift from God.’ Pascal may have recovered 

the notion of a wager from another skeptical apologist of Christianity, Arnobius of 

Sicca. With it, he may have attempted to convince the philosophically minded person 

that it is wiser to abandon hedonism in lieu of the Christian way of life. By probabilistic 

reasoning, he may have argued that it is better to live like a Christian and have a 

minimal chance to win an infinite reward in the next world, than to live like a libertine 

and win a finite reward in this world. He may have employed this technique to convince 

the most cynical and hardened minds of his day, whose stone-cold heart could not be 

fine enough to perceive the presence of God in the universe. He may have created a 

spurious  dichotomy  of  Catholic  God  and  libertinism.  However,  Pascal’s      fideism 
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remained thoroughly this-world-oriented, like Arnobius’ and Kierkegaard’s, for it was a 

matter of individual salvation. It moved from the acknowledgment of the limitations of 

the human animal and addressed the emotional pre-conditions and the personal 

significance of spending one’s own mortal life as a believer: ‘Between us and hell, or 

heaven, there is life alone, which the frailest thing.’ 

 

2.3.3. Nietzsche 

 

Friedrich Nietzsche, who deeply resented all forms of otherworldly escape and believed 

in the utterly contingent nature of human existence, was yet able to capture the 

existential significance of faith—and of its absence. In the paragraph of The  Gay 

Science entitled “The Madman,” we read: ‘Have you ever heard of the madman who on 

a bright morning lighted a lantern and ran to the market-place calling out unceasingly: 

“I seek God! I seek God!” As there were many people standing about who did not 

believe in God, he caused a great deal of amusement. Why? is he lost? said one. Has he 

strayed away like a child? said another. Or does he keep himself hidden? […] The 

insane man jumped into their midst and transfixed them with his glances. “Where is 

God gone?” he called out. “I mean to tell you! We have killed him, you and I! We are 

all his murderers! […] Do we not dash on unceasingly? Backwards, sideways, forwards, 

in all directions? Is there still an above and below? Do we not stray, as through infinite 

nothingness? Does not empty space breathe upon us? Has it not become colder? […] 

God is dead! God remains dead!’ 

 

This powerful passage expresses full-fledged and existentially-conscious atheism. For 

Nietzsche, abandoning the supernatural was not an easy step, as it involved the 

disappearance of the allegedly universal and absolute certitudes that had guided human 

life throughout most of its history. Scientists and savants of his day may all have 

pretended graciously that life without afterlife was something about which one could 

not worry. They may have dismissed officially the thorny issue of faith and the religious 

wisdom of their ancestors as anachronisms. Yet, could they really confront the resulting 

amorality, anomie, utter contingency and post-mortem annihilation? 

 

According to Nietzsche, to step into a godless world means to step: from a monolithic 

moral code to relativism [‘No morals have value in themselves’]; from a fixed meaning 

of existence to a plurality of baffling options [‘the overall result... being... chaos, a 

nihilistic sighing’]; from an authoritative interpretation of the word of God to a 

confusing cacophony of competing claims of knowledge [‘the culture of sophists, I 

mean realists’]; from a lexicon of obedience, hope and salvation to one of liberty, 

harshness and competition [‘Freedom means that virile instincts, cheerful with war and 

victory, prevail on other instincts, such as those of “happiness”.’]. As long as one does 

not realize the momentous and demanding existential implications of godlessness, 

godlessness is not accomplished. Nietzsche suspected that the alleged atheists of 

enlightened Europe were no true atheists. They had either turned to science as to a new 

God—in the vain attempt to re-conquer an absolute ground that they had lost forever— 

or reformulated God in more scientific terms, by admitting that the harmonious 

complexity of the universe implied the existence of an intelligent principle. Nietzsche, 

on the contrary, was willing to face the challenge of a life without such a ground or any 

substitute comfort. He regarded himself as: ‘Being new, nameless, hard to understand… 
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premature births of an as yet unproven future need for a new goal also a new means— 

namely a new health, stronger, more seasoned, tougher, more audacious, and gayer than 

any previous health.’ 

 

What remained in Nietzsche’s godless world, where contingency colors all aspects of 

existence, was, for him, nothing but life itself, understood as the individual experience 

of its biological character, which he read along fin-de-siècle Darwinist lines or, to 

connect him with an ancient relativist, Protagoras’ self-interested individualism. The 

life-ground thus played an important role in Nietzsche’s understanding of  reality, 

though confined within a strongly individualistic and competitive frame of 

interpretation. Nietzsche was oblivious to those aspects of natural life that do not fit 

with the received wisdom around Darwin’s theories, which focuses  on competition 

alone and neglects Darwin’s own remarks on cooperation in the natural world. And 

LSS, whether natural or human-engineered, require an enormous amount of cooperative 

functions in order to operate. 

 

Even if diminished and distorted, it must be underlined how a “plot” of the life-ground 

inspires Nietzsche’s thought. ‘My privilege’, he wrote, ‘consists in possessing the 

highest refinement in all the signs of healthy instincts.’ Like only the cynics before him, 

Nietzsche claimed most openly that everything belonging to our animal sphere must be 

regained and re-evaluated, including sexuality: ‘To preach chastity incites blatantly to 

acting against nature. To despise sexual life, to pollute it with the concept of “impurity” 

is a crime against life itself—it is the true sin against the holy ghost of life.’ 

 

2.3.4. Wittgenstein 

 

In the twentieth century, Ludwig Wittgenstein displayed the skeptical sensitivity for the 

life-ground observable in Montaigne. For one, he was willing to cast doubts on the most 

certain and most cherished systems of knowledge of the Modern Age i.e. mathematics 

and physics. He acknowledged that ‘The question “But mightn’t you be in the grip of a 

delusion now and perhaps later find this out?”—might also be raised as an objection to 

any proposition of the multiplication tables.’ Similarly, he wondered: ‘What kind of 

grounds have I for trusting text-books of experimental physics? I have no grounds for 

trusting them. And I trust them. I know how such books are produced—or rather, I 

believe I know. I have some evidence, but it does not go very far and is of a very 

scattered kind. I have heard, seen and read various things.’ 

 

Wittgenstein saw reason as irredeemably malleable and capable of  paradoxical 

impasses, which reveal the irrational ground, out of which springs reason itself: ‘Where 

two principles really do meet which cannot be reconciled with one another, then each 

man declares the other a fool and heretic.’ Order originates from disorder, noise from 

silence, life from non-life, freedom from necessity—reason from unreason: ‘I said I 

would “combat” the other man—but wouldn’t I give him reasons? Certainly; but how 

far do they go? At the end of reason comes persuasion (Think what happens when 

missionaries convert natives).’ Reason has limits; beyond such limits are empathy, fear, 

force, awe and faith, i.e. the tools of the missionary trade. 

 

Throughout his career, Wittgenstein was deeply aware of the boundaries within which 
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reason can operate successfully. This awareness is definable as a form of skepticism 

(i.e. of doubting), even if Wittgenstein, at least in the earlier part of his career, claimed 

skepticism to be nonsensical: ‘Skepticism is not irrefutable, but obviously nonsensical, 

when it tries to raise doubts where no questions can be asked.’ 

 

It is debatable whether the life-ground is untouchable by philosophical thought or 

Wittgenstein is positing yet another spurious dichotomy. Certainly, Wittgenstein was 

surrounded by examples of philosophical thought that, because of excessive focusing on 

the ideal, had been unable to come to terms with the embodied living:  logical 

positivism, phenomenology, linguistic philosophy. Two great Russian novelists— 

Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy—were his inspirers vis-à-vis the possibility of grasping the 

embodied living with words i.e. with their allusions, silences and exemplary fictions of 

religiously inspired prose. In the earlier part of his career, Wittgenstein echoed their 

mysticism, as well as Pascal’s one, in characterizing that which lies beyond the 

boundaries of reason: ‘There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They 

make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.’ Reason can accomplish  much, 

but not to resolve our existential anxiety: ‘We feel that even all possible scientific 

questions have been answered, the problems of life remain completely untouched.’ 

 

Later in his career, Wittgenstein shifted from the mystical to the life-ground as that 

which lies beyond the boundaries of reason: ‘You must bear in mind that the language- 

game is so to say something unpredictable... It is not reasonable... It is there—like our 

life.’ Citing Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Wittgenstein admitted that ‘Im Anfang war 

die Tat’ [‘In the beginning was action’]. Our knowledge, our confidence in ourselves 

and in our activities, including the rational ones, are instances of the human ‘form of 

life’, situated ‘beyond the justified and the unjustified; hence something animal-like.’ 

Life in the natural environment is the ground from which all creations of the human 

mind emerge. Wittgenstein himself played some of these creations at the highest levels 

of sophistication. His contributions to logic, philosophy of mathematics, and to the 

study of language represent the best-known part of his legacy. 

 

Ironically, the philosophical schools to which Wittgenstein contributed the most, i.e. 

logical neo-positivism and analytic philosophy, toyed with old-fashioned metaphysical 

issues in novel linguistic fashions. Both schools redirected the discipline towards the 

abstract terrains that Wittgenstein wanted to relinquish: ‘The correct method in 

philosophy would really be the following: to say nothing except what can be said, i.e. 

propositions of natural science—i.e. something that has nothing to do with 

philosophy—and then, whenever someone else wanted to say something metaphysical, 

to demonstrate to him that he had failed to give a meaning to certain signs in his 

propositions.’ 

 

2.3.5. Ecological Platonism 

 

Skeptics like Sextus Empiricus and Montaigne studied Plato, his disciples, and the 

puzzling paradoxes of philosophical reason. They faced the impasses that could be 

produced by those sophisticated intellectual tools, which were aimed to  satisfy our 

desire to know with certainty. Having noticed philosophy’s self-defeating force, they 

opted for the recovery of the life-ground as a reliable basis for the project of the good 
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life. Though partial and confined within the limited space of actual individual existence, 

they were capable of gazing in the direction of the life-ground as very few thinkers 

before them had been able to. The most abstract philosophy could then generate 

concerns for the most concrete aspects of reality. Analogously, the depths of 

transcendence and mysticism proved capable of producing retrievals of the life-ground. 

Though abstractedly and even distractedly, Western philosophers could find the path 

going from the clouds and from the top of their tower to the actual life-ground— 

occasionally, to a level much wider and more comprehensive than via the actual 

individual existence of, say, Montaigne and the existentialists. 

 

Plato, for instance, believed the universe to be ‘a truly living thing endowed with soul.’ 

He acknowledged Thales’ notion that ‘everything is full of gods’ by admitting that the 

soul is not only a principle of organization of matter, but also as a vivifying force: a 

spirit of life. The terrain of soul-spirit distinctions is complex, but it is useful to recall 

hereby that Thales’ ‘gods’ can be interpreted as vivifying souls or spirits. Plato rarefied 

these deities into the subtler and impalpable Forms situated ‘below the level of our 

bodily senses… perceptible by reason alone.’ When talking of souls, he did not stress 

the vivifying aspect, at least as the life at issue was that of the body, but on the principle 

of organization. Plato’s Philebus and Timaeus are adamant in this sense, as the presence 

of a soul in the world (later called anima mundi) is regarded primarily as the essential 

condition for the rational structure of the universe. Plato did not look down at the ‘moist 

semina’ of particular plants to find his gods. Instead, he looked up at the celestial 

bodies, which he regarded as ‘divine living things.’ Plato was not eager to focus on the 

ensoulment of matter, but on ensoulment as such. He could not forget this world—yet 

even less could he forget Socrates’ emphasis on the one beyond it. 

 

Plotinus, on his part, condemned the world of matter as the world of shadow and evil. 

Still, he was not unaware of the majestic beauty of the ‘generation of the Many from the 

One’ whereby ‘life is poured copiously throughout a Universe, engendering the 

universal things and weaving variety into their being, never at rest from producing an 

endless sequence of comeliness and shapeliness, a living pastime.’ 

 

Several Christian Platonists, although heavily indebted to Plato and his heathen 

followers, connected forcefully their philosophical and religious observations about the 

otherworldly with the this-worldly. For instance, Ambrose of Milan  (340—397) 

claimed that the natural world could be read like a book revealing God’s marvelous 

plans for the pious believer. Bernard of Clairvaux (1091—1153), great spiritual leader 

of his age, preferred the understanding of God that could be derived from the 

contemplation of living nature to the one that could be obtained from learned readings: 

‘Believe me, I have discovered that you will find far more in the forests than in the 

books; trees and stones will teach you what no teacher permits you to hear.’ Meister 

Eckhardt (1260—1327) and Nicholas of Cusa (1401—1464) were able to combine 

together the longing for the divine and the ability to perceive it in the creative aspects of 

this-worldly life. 

 

The combination of potentially conflicting elements continued during the Renaissance 

and early Modernity, as the interest in material life increased amongst intellectuals of 

Platonic  inspiration.  Marsilio  Ficino  (1433—1499),  Giovanni  Pico  della  Mirandola 
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(1463—1494), Bernardino Telesio (1509—1588), Giordano Bruno, Tommaso 

Campanella (1568—1639) and Ralph Cudworth (1617—1688) are representatives of 

this tradition. Campanella, who devoted theoretical and material efforts to the 

realization of Plato’s ideal State on Earth, was the most pragmatically oriented of them 

and, as a result, spent part of his life in prison. The others, instead, maintained a safe 

distance from the immediate sphere of political life. Plato’s split and hierarchy of soul 

and body remained valid to them all, and so did all other Platonic dichotomies: 

otherworldly and worldly, learned and ignorant, kingly and servile. Indeed, for Ficino, 

even when focusing on material life needs and trying to satisfy them, the human being 

displays its superior essence, as it ‘perfects, corrects and improves the works of lower 

nature’ thus displaying an ability ‘similar to that of the divine nature.’ Pico della 

Mirandola, young ‘new man’ of the Quattrocento, may well have spoken of a less-than- 

theocentric universe and acknowledged the life-ground itself, but he did not deny the 

hierarchical structure inherited from Plato (which, in many respects, is to be found also 

in Aristotle). Thus, he sub-divided the soul and individuated ‘the soul’s feet’ i.e. ‘that 

despicable part by which the soul stands upon matter, like upon the Earth’s surface: 

sustaining and nourishing power, I say, endowed with lust and voluptuous mistress of 

weakness.’ For him too, it is our task ‘to purify... this part of our soul... by moral 

philosophy.’ 

 

Plotinus’ notion of divine activity throughout the universe was also very influential 

amongst modern Platonist thinkers. Pantheism, which exists in many forms (e.g. 

panpsychism, panentheism, hylozoism), was very common amongst modern Platonists. 

This pantheism could often “see” the dynamic character of reality and, as such, produce 

a full appreciation of material life. Broadly understood, pantheism does not necessarily 

entail an interest in material life, but it may foster it, inasmuch as it focuses on the 

creative character of the universe. The presence of God in the universe may be taken to 

mean that the universe can perpetuate itself not only through mechanical causal laws 

expressible in mathematical terms, but also and fundamentally through the God- 

imitating creative acts of its individual members. 

 

For example, Ralph Cudworth spoke of a ‘plastick nature’ capable of bringing forth 

God’s plan as in fieri [in progress], rather than given and accomplished in toto 

[completely]. According to Cudworth, God’s work was not finished, but in a process of 

becoming throughout His creation and, in particular, throughout the living poiesis of the 

natural world. Cudworth’s notion challenged the mainstream medieval assumption of a 

perfect hence immutable divine creation, still entailed later by the systematic thought of 

famous scientists like Carolus Linnaeus (1707—1778), whereby the universe is 

perceived as an accomplished totality organized upon immutable and perfect laws. 

 

2.3.6. Green Thought 

 

Particularly important is the case of the mystical thinker Hildegard of Bingen (1098— 

1179). Known as the ‘Sybil of the Rhine’, she centered her philosophy upon the notion 

of viriditas [greenness]. With this non-anthropocentric notion, she displayed a most 

genuine concern for the life-ground, to which the human being has to tend as a 

responsible steward, not only for the sake of self-interest, but also by duty: ‘God created 

the world out of the four elements, to glorify His name. He strengthened the world  with 
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the wind. He connected the world to the stars. And he filled the world with all kinds of 

creatures. He then put human beings throughout the world, giving them great power as 

stewards of all Creation. Human beings cannot live without the rest of nature, they must 

care for all natural things.’ 

 

Though Hildegard’s views are uttered in the language of a twelfth-century Benedictine 

nun, they remain some of the closest to contemporary Green thought: ‘Those who trust 

in God will also honor the stability of the world: the orbits of the Sun and the Moon, 

winds and air, earth and water... We have no other foothold. If we give up this world we 

shall be destroyed by demons and deprived of the angels’ protection.’ For Hildegard,  to 

sin against nature is to sin against God: ‘The rest of Creation cries out against the evil 

and perversity of the human species. Other creatures fulfill the commandments of God; 

they honor His laws. And other creatures do not grumble and complain at those laws. 

But human beings rebel against those laws, defying them in word and action. And in 

doing so they inflict terrible cruelty on the rest of God’s creation.’ 

 

Hildegard’s case shows that, in spite of the persistent otherworldliness of Western 

philosophical culture, even mysticism can lead back to the life-ground. Besides, she also 

exemplifies a way in which the level of life awareness pertaining to  the  actual 

individual existence can be reconciled with the wider ones pertaining to the whole 

species and planetary existence. Hildegard suggests identification between  the 

individual and the creation, while the dependency of the self upon the creation is 

acknowledged and respected in its creatures, rather than rejected as a burdensome 

limitation to the individual’s narcissistic plans of maximal self-realization. 

 

The Green Movement proceeds along an analogous line, for there too the life needs of 

the individual are identified with the life needs of the wider systems that generate them 

and allow them to be. Turning against the bulk of Western philosophy, the Green 

Movement, like Hildegard and Thomas More, does not proceed by means of selective 

dichotomies (individual vs. collective, rational vs. irrational, etc.), but attempts a 

synthesis of the life-ground and consciousness in an harmonious integrity of all  beings 

of the biosphere, an ecological ethic which demonstrates the deeper human nature. 

 

Hildegard’s views resonate with the material concerns and the religious tones of Aldo 

Leopold (1887—1948) and Arne Næss (b. 1912), who are generally regarded as 

founders of twentieth-century ecological thought. The latter is particularly famous for 

having started ‘Deep Ecology.’ As he affirmed: ‘I could also call it “Green”—the Green 

Movement is a movement where you not only do good for the planet for the sake of 

humans but also for the sake of the planet itself. That’s to say that you start from the 

whole of the globe and talk about the ecosystems, trying to keep them healthy as a value 

in itself. That is to say, for their own sake, like you do things for your own children or 

for your own dog, not only thinking of the dog as an instrument for your pleasure. So, 

deep ecology starts from a philosophical or religious view that all living beings have 

value in themselves and therefore need protection against the destruction from  billions 

of humans.’ 

 

What triggered the recent development of Green thought was the degree of 

environmental disruption reached in the twentieth century. The curtailment of life in the 
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biosphere made Western philosophers pay attention to those LSS that had been 

presupposed and neglected. Western philosophers, like their fellow human beings, 

proved to be more likely to realize the life-ground they bear but take for granted only 

when their wider life-body is under threat. And in the twentieth century, the integrity of 

the Earth’s atmosphere, the availability of potable water, the long-term sustenance of 

cultivable land, and the survival of the oceans’ ecology became pressing global issues. 

Previously, the collapse of LSS had been local issues only. Smog filled the air of 

London but not the air of Rome; droughts vanquished the efforts of Jordanian farmers 

but not those of Danish farmers; the Irish poor starved by the thousand but not the 

Vietnamese; and the herring stocks disappeared almost completely off the Dutch coasts 

long before they did off the Finnish coasts. As a consequence, the possibility that 

humanity could kill itself by conquering Nature appeared too illogical to be even worthy 

of consideration—until it happened. 

 

It remains the fact that most Western philosophers have not emphasized the life-ground 

per se. Other disciplines may appear to be devoted to its study (e.g. biology, sociology 

and economics), but all labor within specialist divisions of labor and formalized metrics 

from which the values of life and means of life for those without have been rigorously 

expunged. Were we even to consider the whole sub-discipline of ethics as an example 

of life-centered philosophy, then we should bear in mind that not only has ethics hardly 

ever been the principal area of philosophical investigation, but its discourses are 

similarly reduced to in-house debates within and between taxonomical categories of 

position and fashionable perplexities of specialties that never touch life-and-death issues 

confronting humanity in common. 

 

For example, in a recent popular volume, entitled Great Thinkers A-Z (edited by Julian 

Baggini and Jeremy Stangroom, London: Continuum, 2004), were published a hundred 

brief entries about the most representative members of the Western philosophical canon. 

In the Thematic Guide provided at the end of the book appear the names of twenty-six 

philosophers from the last thirty years of the last century. Of these twenty-six 

philosophers, nineteen are categorized under labels referring to language- and mind- 

centered areas of research (e.g. ‘philosophy of mind’, ‘philosophy of languagé). Only 

seven are categorized under labels referring to more “concrete” areas of research (e.g. 

́moral philosophy’, ‘political philosophy’). Leopold and Næss are absent. The case of 

the Thematic Guide of Great Thinkers A-Z does not mean that the former group of 

philosophers have nothing to say to the latter; or that the latter may not engage in 

discussions of abstract technicalities that keep the life-ground just as far from view. Not 

even in the second half of the twentieth century has this disciplinary avoidance been 

robustly overcome within mainstream philosophical discourses, even as ecological 

devastation of the Earth has disclosed an ultimately regulating disorder in how we live 

by growing atmospheric disruption, pollution-related pathologies, scarcity of water 

supplies, loss of biodiversity, and deforestation-related floods, droughts,  and 

sandstorms. As Philosophy and World Problems shows, this structure of avoidance of 

the real-life world has long been Philosophy’s great consolation  and  convenient 

evasion, as well as its site of leading breakthrough and martyrdom. 
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3. Conclusion: Seeing the Light 

 

Jacques Derrida (1930—2004), in La mythologie blanche, noticed how sun-related 

metaphors came to constitute the essence of philosophical language itself. The sun is the 

source of that light and heat, without which life would be impossible. Then, the pursuit 

of philosophical knowledge, as part of human life, must depend on the sun as well. 

Thus, Plato’s myth of the cave characterizes the acquisition of true knowledge as the 

getting closer to the sight of the sun. The Stoics and much Christian thought refer to 

reason as lumen rationis [the light of reason], whereby we “spotlight” and “see” the 

objects of the mental realm. We might extend the theme further into other central 

concepts of philosophical unveiling and “en-lightenment”. ‘Appearance’ (Lat. ad and 

parere i.e. ‘coming to light’), ‘evidence’ (Lat. ex and video i.e. ‘fully visible’), 

‘demonstration’ (Lat. de and monstrare i.e. ‘showing entirely, pointing  out’), 

‘discovery’ (Lat. dis and coperire i.e. ‘removing that which impedes visibility’), 

‘revelation’ (Lat. re and velare i.e. ‘to take away the veil preventing view’), ‘ideas’ (Gr. 

eideo i.e. ‘to see’). All are integral elements of the philosophical lexicon and originate 

in the context of embodied sight. More tactile and hands-on are terms like ‘reason’ (Lat. 

reor i.e. ‘to measure’), ‘substance’ (Lat. sub and stare i.e. ‘to stand under’), 

‘hypothesis’ (Gr. hypo and thesis i.e. ‘placing underneath’), ‘mind’ (Indo-European root 

ma for ‘measurement’ and ‘mother’), ‘justice’ (Lat. iustitia i.e. ‘built straight’), and the 

large family of words descending from the Greek logos (viz. logic, dialogue, eulogy; 

from Gr. legein i.e. ‘to gather’) all tell the same story of a silent groundedness in life 

structures and recognitions. The etymologies of other philosophical terms remind us of 

the life-ground more concretely still: ‘matter’ (Lat. materia i.e. ‘hard inner wood of a 

tree’ and, possibly, ‘mother’), ‘soul’ (Ger. Seele i.e. ‘coming from the sea’), ‘animated’ 

(Gr. anemos i.e. ‘wind’) and ‘sage’ (Lat. sapidus i.e. ‘tasteful’). 

 

The language of philosophy rests like the human being upon LSS, even if philosophers 

decouple from their underpinnings in mental fixations in their place. The human being 

emerges from the bosom of Mother Nature and the human language bears testimony to 

this fact. After all, as the Latin maxim says: primum vivere, deinde philosophari [first 

must one live, then philosophize]. 

 

Yet, to encompass environmental and social systems as one process of life evolving in 

broader and deeper ranges of being and enjoying life in a sustainable flourishing of 

unity in diversity means to step outside standard cultural and scientific categories of 

self-other disjunction in myriad separations of otherness. Sometimes such an inclusive 

opening of understanding can be found in areas of contemporary philosophical inquiry 

(e.g. environmental ethics) and in the groundbreaking work of pioneers of 

comprehensive scrutiny from the life-standpoint (e.g. Arne Næss). Still, the 

understanding of ‘LSS’ is rarely comprehended whole. Concepts of the hydrologic 

cycle, population-supporting agriculture, policies for life-sustaining distribution of 

resources, and respect for the non-human world do appear in the lexicon of Western 

philosophy, but typically a logic of alienating the embodied world from the autonomous 

necessities of thought takes hold by various conventions of division and disconnection 

such as: 
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• contrasting material life in the biosphere with “higher” or “deeper” immaterial 

forms of life to be preferred to it, thematically and existentially (e.g. the realm of 

theoretical contemplation, imperturbable self-mastery, linguistic analysis; all three of 

which reveal the kingdom of rational activity as standing on its own above and 

indifferent to the life-ground); 

• neglecting the issue of the sustainability humanity’s LSS altogether in 

presupposition of their inert subordinate order as “the furniture of the world” limiting 

the understanding of life in the biosphere to human life or to privileged portions 

(typically the social group to which the Western philosopher belongs and its social 

order as superior to all alternative); 

• addressing one or few aspects of one or few human-engineered and/or 

environmental systems (e.g. the ontological implications of the hydrologic cycle, the 

most advantageous agriculture for the human communities, the fairest system of 

ownership). 

 

Western philosophy may have started marching twenty-five centuries ago, but it is not 

yet time for her to stop. 

 

Glossary 

 

A posteriori: knowledge,  understanding  or  justification  derived  from sensory 

experience. 

A priori: knowledge,  understanding  or  justification  derived independently 

of sensory experience. 

Aesthetics: philosophy of art and of the aesthetic experience. 

Agnosticism: doctrine   according   to   which   human   reason   is   incapable of 

demonstrating either the existence of divinity or the non-existence 

of divinity. 

Agrarianism: social,   political   and   philosophical   movements recommending 

equitable distribution of land, agrarian reform and/or bucolic life. 

Anarchism: social,  political  and  philosophical  movements  advocating  self- 

government of individuals and community against the coercive 

central authority of the State. 

Argument: set of statements in which one (conclusion) follows logically from 

the others (premises). 

Atheism: doctrine according to which God does not exist. 

Atomism: doctrine  according  to  which  material  objects  are  aggregates of 

simpler elements or atoms. 

Axiology: philosophy of values, of their nature and of value judgments. 

Bioethics: philosophy  of  the  ethical  and  moral  implications  of biological 

discoveries and medical advances. 

Capitalism: economic  model  in  which  the  means  of  production  are owned 

privately and society’s production is guided and distributed by the 

principle of private-profit maximization within borderless markets 

of exchange for priced commodities. 

Categories: classes of ideas, terms, or things that mark divisions of meaning 

and reference  within a conceptual scheme or system. 
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Certainty: condition of freedom from doubt. 

Cognition: internal structures and processes involved in the obtaining and use 

of knowledge, comprising the faculties of sensation, perception, 

memory, language and reasoning. 

Communism: economic  model  in  which  the  means  of  production  are owned 

collectively and the organization of labor is participated in by all 

for the common advantage of all. 

Consciousness: state or quality of being aware. 

Cosmology: study of the physical universe as a unified totality of phenomena. 

Deduction: process of reasoning in which a conclusion follows necessarily 

from the stated premises. 

Ecology: relationships   among,   and   science   of,   organisms   and     their 

environments. 

Economics: a social science allegedly studying the production, distribution and 

consumption of goods and services. 

Empiricism: doctrine  according  to  which  concepts  and/or  knowledge      are 

derived from and verifiable by sensory experience. 

Enlightenment: social, political and philosophical movement of the 17
th 

and 18th 

centuries emphasizing the free use of reason in the scrutiny of 

doctrines for the progress of humanity. 

Ensoulment: coming into being or insertion of a soul into a corporeal entity. 

Epistemology: philosophy of knowledge and cognition. 

Ethics: the critical study of the grounds and directive principles of good 

and bad, right and wrong. 

Existentialism: literary and philosophical movement rooted in the analysis  of 

individual human choice and experience. 

Fallacy: invalid argument, aporetic reasoning. 

Fact/value 

distinction: 

a conventional distinction between that which is and that which 

ought to be which is rendered dubious by the ‘is’ itself typically 

conforming to habituated ought-prescriptions. 

Fascism: political  and  economic  model  based  on  authoritarian  state and 

family order, military power, select traditions of national glory, 

and rigid corporate hierarchy. 

Feminism: social,  political  and  philosophical  movement  promoting gender 

equality and women’s more holistic ways of knowing and valuing. 

Foundationalism: doctrine according to which there are fundamental grounds of fact, 

truth and value on which valid inferences are properly based. 

Free will: ability to choose autonomously i.e. non-heteronomously. 

Hedonism: doctrine according to which what leads to pleasure is the only or 

paramount good. 

Hermeneutics: theory, methodology or philosophy of interpretation of texts. 

Humanism: any movement advocating human reason, values and embodied 

existence as of ultimate truth. 

Hylozoism: doctrine according to which matter is alive. 

Idealism: doctrine  according  to  which  the  objects  of  external perception 

ultimately consist of or express ideas. 

Immanence: metaphysical notion according to which the divine spirit or soul  is 

inherent in corporeal beings. 
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Induction: process of deriving general principles from aggregated   particular 

observations. 

Liberalism: a  set  of ideas  for  limiting  state  authority  in  relationship  to the 

private-sector market or individual expression. 

Life-ground: the conditions of all life and substantive value. 

Logic: (objective)  regulating  principles  of  reality,  meaning  and  truth; 

(subjective) the systematic study of systems of natural language or 

artificial notations. 

Materialism: doctrine according to which matter is the sole ultimate ground    of 

being. 

Mechanism: doctrine  according  to  which  all  phenomena  are  governed   and 

predictable by physical laws in the manner of a machine, whether 

at micro (organic) or macro (cosmic) levels. 

Metaphysics: philosophy of the ultimately regulating principles of reality. 

Mind-body 

problem: 

the problem of the distinction between mind and body and their 

interrelationship. 

Mysticism: experience  and  ideas  of  union  with  the  divine  or  the   cosmic 

whole. 

Ontology: philosophy  of  being,  its  nature  and  logic  of  relations    among 

entities or fields. 

Pantheism: doctrine according to which divinity is inherent in the cosmos  and 

its life forms. 

Paradox: statement   or   context   containing   a   real   or   apparent      self- 

contradiction. 

Pessimism: doctrine according to which pain or evil outweighs pleasure or 

good in the universe. 

Phenomenology:   diverse movement adopting consciousness or lived experience    as 

its object of philosophical study. 

Rationalism: doctrine according to which knowledge is ultimately derived from 

reason independent of and organizing reality/experience. 

Reductionism:    doctrine according to which complex phenomena are merely    the 

sum of simpler constituents, thereby implying an elimination of 

subjective experience or choice. 

Renaissance: the revival of classical ancient culture in 15
th

-century Italy and, 

successively, in Europe, with a new emphasis on   human-centered 

reason and arts. 

Rhetoric: art of persuasion. 

Skepticism: doctrine according to which no knowledge can be obtained that  is 

immune from doubt. 

Socialism: political doctrine emphasizing the active social control of   private 

property and redistribution of income for the sake of the common 

good. 

Soul: the immaterial core of a person or community, often   synonymous 

with “spirit”, which typically refers to that principle of 

organization which unifies its plurality of aspects as one and/or 

animates its life and agency. 

Subject-Object 

problem: 

those philosophical and scientific problems and confusions arising 

from the distinction between the contents of subjective experience 
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Synthetic/analytic 

distinction: 

and of observed objects. 

distinction concerning propositions that add to our knowledge of 

the universe (synthetic) or deduce meaning already contained 

already in concepts, sentences or arguments (analytic). 

Teleology: explanation of phenomena on the grounds of their intrinsic end  or 

purpose. 

Truth, theories 

of: 

conformity to fact (correspondence); consistency with respect to 

other beliefs held to be true (coherence); manifest utility that gives 

no reason to doubt (pragmatism); reasoned agreement without 

prior foundations (constructivism). 

Understanding: ability to relate given elements of knowledge or cognition to other 

elements of knowledge or cognition so that they cohere in a 

meaningful whole from which explanations can be developed. 

Universal: general  category  which  exists  independently  of  its     particular 

instances (realism) or is merely a convenient designation 

(nominalism). 

Utilitarianism:      social, political and philosophical movement claiming the good  to 

be that which brings forth the greater utility or happiness for the 

greater number. 

Utopia: non-existing and/or ideal place. 

Vice: blameworthy trait of character or habit of action or inaction. 

Virtue: praiseworthy trait of character or habit of action or inaction. 

Vitalism: doctrine according to which life processes express a   non-material 

energy or force. 
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perspective: the idea of a designed earth, the idea of environmental influences on culture and the idea of 

humans as geographic agents] 

David Boucher and Paul Kelly (eds.) (2003), Political thinkers: from Socrates to the Present, Oxford 

University Press, New York. [A comprehensive introduction to the great political theorists of the Western 

canon, organized by historical period and carefully referenced]. 

Ernan McMullin (ed.) (1965), The Concept of Matter in Greek and Medieval Philosophy, University of 

Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame [Collection of essays discussing the wide array of metaphysical and 

ontological interpretations of material reality from ancient Greek thought to late medieval philosophy] 

Ernan McMullin (ed.) (1978), The Concept of Matter in Modern Philosophy, University of Notre Dame 

Press, Notre Dame. [Collection of essays discussing the wide array of metaphysical and ontological 

interpretations of material reality in the modern age] 
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Etienne Gilson (1952), La philosophie au moyen-âge, Payot, Paris. [20th-century classic on the history of 

Western philosophy, thus including Jewish and Islamic medieval thought, from 2nd-century Christian 

theology to 15th-century humanism; translated in several languages] 

Giovanni Reale (1991), Storia della filosofia antica, Vita e Pensiero, Milano [20th-century classic in five 

volumes on the history of ancient philosophy, both Greek and Latin, making ample use of original 

sources; translated in several languages] 

Greg Garrard (2004), Ecocriticism, Routledge, London. [Original account of the emergence of self-aware 

green trends in recent literature and literary criticism; identifies topical areas such as “wilderness”, 

“apocalypse” and “dwelling”] 

James Montmarquet (1989), The Idea of Agrarianism: From Hunter-gatherer to Agrarian Radical in 

Western Culture, University of Idaho Press, Moscow, Idaho [Comprehensive account of agrarian social, 

political and intellectual movements in the history of Western civilization] 

John Deely (2001), Four Ages of Understanding: the First postmodern Survey of  Philosophy from 

Ancient Times to the Turn of the Twenty-First Century, University of Toronto Press, Toronto. [Learned 

and comprehensive account of the history of Western philosophy in the light of the study of signs, 

identifies the birth of modern semiotics with the fracture between modernism and postmodernism] 

John McMurtry (1999), The Cancer Stage of Capitalism, Pluto, London. [Carefully referenced analysis 

of contemporary globalization through the lenses of the medical paradigm of carcinogenic pathology; 

defines groundbreaking notions of life-ground, life-value and civil commons] 

Mark Skousen (2001), The Making of Modern Economics: the Lives and Ideas of the Great Thinkers, 

Armonk, New York. [Original account of the most influential figures in modern economic thought] 

Randall Collins (1998), The Sociology of Philosophies. A Global Theory of Intellectual Change, The 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, Cambridge (Mass.) [Learned and comprehensive theory of 

the historical dynamics of European, Chinese and Indian intellectual networks producing philosophical 

wisdom, characterized typically by abstraction and reflexivity] 

B. Electronic resources 

Enciclopedia Treccani, Istituto italiano dell’enciclopedia, Rome, (2006), <http://www.treccani.it> 

[Renown Italian encyclopedia] 

Liber Liber, Biblioteca digitale progetto Manuzio, Rome, (2006),  <http://www.liberliber.it>  [Large 

Italian electronic library] 

The  Internet  Encyclopedia  of  Philosophy,  The  University  of  Tennessee  at  Martin,  Martin,       2006 

<http://www.iep.utm.edu/> [Rich electronic encyclopedia devoted to philosophy] 

The      Stanford      Encyclopedia      of      Philosophy,      Stanford      University,      Stanford,      (2006), 

<http://plato.stanford.edu/> [Rich electronic encyclopedia devoted to philosophy] 
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