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THE PERMANENCE OF GREEK PHILOSOPHY IN EGYPT
Was Alfred North Whitehead, a brilliant European mind of the last century, right when declaring that philosophy, as we experience it, is but a series of footnotes to Plato’s writings? Or does such an assertion contain a great deal of exaggeration? Instead of directly answering these questions, it would be wiser to follow the development of Greek philosophical thought through the ages and measure its impact on later generations. To this aim, one has to draw back to the emergence of philosophical thinking in the middle of the sixth century B.C. Until then, mythical cognition prevailed in Greek archaic societies, within the framework of a magic-religious mentality, as it still prevails worldwide in societies of that kind, in which the principles of identity and causality function in a completely different way than in our own.


The transition between mythical and genuine rational thought was marked by the apparition of the Greek seven Sages who biosophized rather than philosophized. They prepared the sudden blooming of philosophical thought in Ionia’s wealthy democratic cities and in their colonies over the Aegean sea and even up to Southern Italy and Sicily. Thales of Miletus, one of the seven Sages, was also the first one to philosophize. The tradition still runs that he got his scientific knowledge from the Egyptians. Indeed, he was able to measure the pyramids by the height of their shadow and to predict solar eclipses. He claimed the water to be the principle of the universe; his fellow citizen, Anaximander, considered the infinite as the link of the multiple universes. Even today, there is no precise answer to what he meant by this principle, but it was certainly not the earth, for very simple grammatical reasons. The third Milesian philosopher, Anaximenes, deemed the air to be the principle of the world. All three of them referred to matter as the foundation which life emerged from. Heraclitus of Ephesus, as for him, envisaged fire as a principle and its liveliness as entailing another principle, motion. It is believed that the notion of fire is a principle originated from Persia and the same hypothesis has been suggested about the Stoic concept of ecpyrosis, or final conflagration of the universe. However, neither of these assumptions has been verified. The latter one merely and curiously reminds of our contemporary cosmological hypothesis of the “big crunch” following an initial “big bang”.

Anaxagoras, a Clazomenian, introduced the concept of “Nous”, an “Intellect” intervening at a certain point of the still unorganized universe and causing there a local turmoil which expanded to the whole, thereafter proceeding to its organization according to the “homoeomeries”, i.e. similar parts of various species. He also introduced the concept of “perichoresis”, i.e. “interpenetration”, to designate the action of the “Nous”; a concept utilized several centuries after by the Church Fathers to designate the relation between the Persons of the Trinity. Meanwhile, at the Thracian, Northern coast of the Aegean, another school flourished in the city of Abdera. Its two illustrious representatives were Leucippus and Democritus whose respective cosmologies, though noticeably differing from each other, have deserved since ancient times, the qualification of atomistic. Both of them are considered in our days as the forerunners of atomic physics. About two and a half centuries later Epicurus shaped his own atomistic cosmology, but on a quite different basis. Democritus extended his physics towards ethics and even to the field of music.

Speaking of music, one cannot omit to mention Pythagoras who originated from the island of Samos, close to the coast of Ionia. He was also supposed to have resided in Egypt where he acquired his scientific skill. According to the tradition, the existence of numeral ratios between musical sounds were suggested to him after he had heard the various sounds emitted by the red-hot iron, as it was being forged by at least two blacksmiths in their workshop. For him, there was no material principle, the unique principle being the Number, of which everything consisted. Besides musical ratios, he defined geometrical ratios (e.g. the Pythagorean theorem). After a tyrant seized power in Samos, Pythagoras fled to Southern Italy, particularly to Tarentum, where he founded a school which became famous for its organization and its scientific research. Nevertheless, the school continued a kind of Orphic mystic tradition which remained secret ever since. Archytas of Tarentum, later on, collaborated with Plato’s Academy.

To remain in Southern Italy, another philosophical school flourished, in Elea this time. Parmenides was its founder. In fact, it has not been a school in the sense of the one of the Pythagoreans. It consisted of a succession of philosophers, each one displaying his own theory. Xenophanes of Colophon, in Ionia, who blamed Homer for depicting the gods under their human weaknesses, a blame adopted by Plato, and Melissus, of Samian origin, like Pythagoras, are believed to be linked, in some way, with the Eleatic “school”, mainly represented by Parmenides and Zeno, his pupil, with both of whom young Socrates is supposed to discuss in Plato’s dialogue Parmenides. The historic philosopher Parmenides pointed out the importance of being and non being, two principles newly introduced into the philosophical vocabulary and which he opposed to each other as not admitting of any conciliation. This problem subsequently haunted all Presocratic philosophers who tried to solve it, though unsuccessfully. It was Plato’s genius that succeeded in solving it, thus opening the way to the construction of the Neoplatonic system. Parmenides’ successor, Zeno, refuted the Heraclitean thesis that everything is reducible to motion, through a series of arguments which, in turn, were later refuted by Aristotle.

Close to Southern Italy, in the Sicilian city of Acragas, Empedocles tried to synthesize, in a unitary conception, the principles separately distinguished by each and every representative of the Ionian “school”, thus tightly connecting them under the alternatively acting powers of “love” and “hatred” and substituting Anaximander’s principle of infinite by the element: “earth”. These four principles-elements, understood as alternatively combined and separated, have been, ever since, considered as forming the core of matter. In contrast to these more or less “dogmatic” Presocratic philosophers, a new generation of thinkers emerged, who vehemently contested the views of the former, thus deserving the name of “Sophists”, i.e. “Improper sages”. They rushed from every corner of the Greek world to Athens, which had meanwhile become a cultural centre, to teach retributively their knowledge, especially to the young generation, which was eager to get brilliant in public life. Sophists refused, in general, the almightiness of reason by arguing that human thought was subjective and, hence, that no objective criterion of truth was valid. Gorgias of Leontini in Sicily; Protagoras of Abdera in Thrace; Hippias of Elis; Prodicus of Ceos, an island off the east coast of Attica, seem to have been the most prominent. Plato dedicated four of his dialogues to them: one for each of the former two; and two to the third of them (the genuineness of his Hippias Minor being contested); Prodicus is merely mentioned in his Protagoras. According to Plato’s Socrates, who vigorously fought sophistry, Sophists would convert lesser arguments into major ones, thus alluding to the Double arguments (Dissoi Logoi), a work attributed, at that time, to Hippias, but in our days to one of his disciples.

Against the Sophists, Socrates restored trust towards reason. He left no written work, but his teaching has been recorded, in a way, by Plato and Xenophon, and reflected in the teachings of the so-called “minor” Socratic schools, mainly those of Elis, of Eretria and the Cyrenaic one, active on the Northern coast of Africa, among others. Plato’s thought evolved in three stages. His early dialogues, also called “Socratic”, are supposed to reproduce Socrates’ “eristics”, i.e. wrangling, fight against the Sophists. The dialogues of his maturity, especially the Phaedrus, the Symposium and the Republic, have been considered as the most significant of his philosophy, for in them, his genius, expressed through his “theory of ideas”, fully blooms. The dialogues of his old age reflect the crisis he experienced after the criticism of Aristotle, his pupil, turbulent though genial like him, against the master’s theory. In these later dialogues, Plato succeeded to resolve the question of the being and the non being, the opposition of which, as has already been stated, Parmenides claimed to be unconciliated. In his Republic, already, Plato placed the Good beyond essence. He now speaks of it, in his Parmenides, as of the One; and accordingly, in his Sophist, establishes a graduation from the being to the quasi-being and hence to the quasi-non-being until the non being itself, thus building a bridge to unite the extremes. His Theaetetus deals with the epistemological aspect of the question, while the Philebus and the Timaeus introduce the notions of the mixture and the mean. Plato left his last work, the Laws, unfinished, where he corrected the dogmatic views expressed in the Republic by adopting a more pragmatic attitude. It is worthwhile to retrospect the ontological bridge of the Sophist, in order to understand how Greek philosophy was introduced to Egypt. According to the tradition, Plato had already visited Egypt during his fourties, but this has not yet been proved. On the contrary, his thought strongly influenced the so-called Alexandrian School during the Hellenistic era. Sages such as Philo and, above all, Plotinus, made the most of it. Let us return to the ontological graduation of Plato’s Sophist. If we consider the horizontal line as moving around the being as its axis, to a vertical position, we shall get, more or less, exactly the structure of the system of Plotinus, who was born in Lycopolis of Egypt: taking for granted that the One remains absolutely transcendent, the Intellect corresponds to the being; the Soul, supposed to be separated into universal and individual, respectively, to the quasi-being and to the quasi-non-being; and Matter, to the non being. Proclus, who studied mathematics in Alexandria and became one of Plato’s last heirs, managed, around the middle of the sixth century, to complete this structure by further interpolating into it additional entities, so that to endow the system with more unity which allowed to solve problems believed, until then, to be insoluble, thanks to a kind of infinitesimal calculus.

The fate of Aristotle’s philosophy has been quite different. It is rather widely accepted that the so-called “major” Socratic school ranges from Socrates himself, through Plato, up to Aristotle. Just like Plato’s Academy did not always exactly follow the Platonic doctrines, the Stagirite’s heirs at the Lyceum, called Peripatetics, frequently diverged from his teaching. For only one aspect of Aristotle’s philosophy there can be no doubt: his logic, founded on a logico-grammatical basis, is so strongly structured, that it resisted until the middle of the eighteenth century, when Leibniz felt the need of a “universal characteristic”. The additions of the Stoics and the timid efforts of Diophantus in Hellenistic Alexandria did not have any repercussion on the validity of the Aristotelian Organon, which became, for centuries, a real “tool” for general, not only philosophical, argumentation. Even in our days, when arguing, we think in Aristotelian terms. The same occurs with Aristotle’s insights and observations in the fields of physics and biology in one way or another, be it directly or indirectly, there is a tendency to approve them, and to consider the Stagirite as the precursor of quite a lot of our contemporary scientists. In conformity with the structure of his logic, the Stagirite proceeds to a strict hierarchy of the genders and species. Besides, he admits that we cannot think without having recourse to our imagination. Whereas Plato stressed the importance of eros, Aristotle stressed the importance of philia, “friendship”, which, for him, is founded on equality, a notion which reflects his democratic beliefs. On the other hand, he first distinguished three state powers: the administrative, or executive; the legislative; and the judiciary one. This distinction has been respected by democratic regimes up to the present. Isonomy, “equal rights before the law”, isegory, “equal right in speech” and parrhesia, “the right to speak the truth freely without facing the risk of any penalty”, were suggested to him by the democratic “constitution” of Athens. Moreover, he suggested that a city-state be neither too big not too small, is the means assuring its autarcy, i.e. its “self-sufficiency”. The concept of a medium and, generally speaking, of moderation, which is cardinal in Aristotle’s work, has been suggested to him through Plato, as a value contained in Socrates’ teaching. The school of Alexandria spread over the civilized world encompassing both Christian, before 481 A.D., i.e. the Synod of Chalcedon, and Islamic creeds after the Egira. Platonism, Aristotelianism and Neoplatonism flourished throughout the Middle East and along the Magreb and even beyond the straight of Gibraltar. All of them condemned both exaggeration and omission. Last but not least, Aristotle’s philosophy of art, together with Plato’s, has also strongly influenced through the ages modern aesthetic theories.

Platonism and Aristotelianism have been widely, but not uniquely, respected. Stoicism and Epicureanism have had a real impact on a long series of generations, while the interest for the Presocratics has been renewed during the last two centuries. The permanence of Greek philosophy proves to be an undeniable fact.
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