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The Emergence Of  
Western Philosophy 

 
Who is this chap we call 
Western Man? He is that 
human population that set up and occu-
pied the successor states to the west of 
Rome after the fall of the Roman Empire. 
His brother, Eastern Man, inhabited the 
successor states to the east of Rome, viz., 
the Byzantine and Muslim Empires. It is 
from these historical developments that 
distinct types of Philosophy have emerged 
characterised by their cultures, viz., East-
ern Philosophy and Western Philosophy. 
While both are of equal value, each is 

entirely different in their ap-
proach to Philosophy. At the risk 
of over-simplification, the West  
discern meaning informatively, 
while the East in a disdain for 
words, respond illustratively. 

In response to the question: "What is the 
meaning of life?", a Westerner will ration-
alise with propositions, logical inferences 
and the like. The Eastern thinker will an-
swer a precisely worded statement with a 
proverb or a story. (Remember the par-
ables of Jesus?) However, the focus in 
this Course is on Western Philosophy. 
While Western Man did not appear until 
much later in history, after the fall of 
Rome, the roots of his thinking go back to 
the ancient Hebrew, Greek and Roman 
traditions. He drew upon a huge databank 
of oriental thought and culture; the natural 
sciences of Egypt and Babylonia; a pleth-
ora of religions, the lifestyles, literature 
and art of the ancients including their use 
of the alphabet in the skill of writing. 
From these Western Man has developed 
Western Philosophy, a mammoth task 
which has lasted for the past 2500 years. 
We stand at the modern end of it all. 

 
S.1.2. 
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In the philosophical quest, at least three 
factors will help us temper our thoughts 
and speech, each emerging from our - 

BTF Patterns 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thinking about thinking, we place it into 
the context of our general human experi-
ence. Philosophy describes our experience 
with an abbreviation: three letters, BTF 
meaning Behaviour Thought and Feeling, 
the basic elements in our self expression.  
They are unpunctuated to signify their 
inseparable relationship, but I have placed 
thought as primary in the diagram above. 

"We are what we think, 
having become what we thought". 

 By reason of its source, within ourselves, 
our thinking tends to be culture-bound., 
for BTF's constitute not only the make-up 
of an individual, but of a society also. 
Having been born into a certain culture or 
specific ways of living, and being 
moulded in mind and manners in that 
caste from infancy, the individual embod-
ies and expresses the corporate BTF's of 
that culture. We become what they think. 
The lifestyle of an American Indian 
would differ enormously from that of a 
New Yorker, but, whatever it entailed, 
those three elements (BTF's)  would com-
prise it.  Now, it is these observations of 
our human condition that explain why, in 
our philosophical quest, we should remain 
temperate in our thought and speech. We 
humans are one and we are many, and the 
recognition of this reality will keep us 
restrained in forming concepts and fram-
ing sentences. We think - philosophically.  

 
S.2.2. 
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The famous Philosopher's 
Drinking Song says:- 

Aristotle, Aristotle, 
was a bugger for the bottle. 

He was, in fact, the greatest 
exponent of - 

Synoptic Philosophy. 
From the Greek sun-optikos 

meaning "seeing the whole together", the 
word describes a particular way of doing 
Philosophy. A synoptist attempts to make 
an all-inclusive overview of a subject, 
putting all its parts together as in a picture 
puzzle. No one, it appears, did this better 
than Aristotle of Athens (384-322 BC). 
He founded his own school for the pur-
pose, the Lyceum, on an acreage outside 
the city. To be a synoptic philosopher, 
one must be nothing else. Or so it appears 
from accounts of Aristotle's life. In the 
morning he lectured his students on a 
variety of technical subjects - natural sci-
ences, life sciences, or social sciences. 

 In the afternoon he lectured on more 
popular topics to groups outside his 
school. Over dinner-discussions teacher 
and students digested more than food, 
while his later evening hours were re-
served for research and writing. His intel-
lect assimilated the whole body of existing 
knowledge about everything to be known 
at that time, and brought it into a synoptic 
package of systematic knowledge. 

* 
Synoptic Philosophy weaves vast areas of 
data into a coherent philosophical system,  
requiring resources and research , running 
risks and reaping rewards, as we shall see. 

* 
The achievement of Synoptic Philosophy 
demonstrates that all knowledge is related 
as one universal whole. Rigid specialisa-
tion as is required today - Chemistry, 
Physics, Psychology - is an artificial ne-
cessity of its progress, and limiting. 

 
S.3.2. 

 

Aristotle 
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Autonomy 
 

Self-autonomy signifies 
the human right to self-
government. Given the 
legitimate self-shaping 
influences of early child-
hood, for an individual, 
getting to be ME may 
well be the Holy Grail of 
human life. It's not as 
easy as ABC, but we may 
consider the process of 
self-becoming by those 
letters.  
 

A - Antecedents. The process begins by 
understanding the culture which com-
prised one's infancy and childhood, when, 
with the best intentions, some were bul-
lied, babied, brainwashed, or badgered  
into what they wanted them to be. 

 All the positives in a self-shaping ethos 
notwithstanding, separating the real per-
son from its rubber-stamp version re-
quires an Independence Day of a truly 
personal kind. 
 
B - Birthright. Evolved or created, we 
are not merely creatures; we are self-
creators made in our own image. We have 
our own "on-board guidance system".  
How many birthrights have been stolen 
because "Father knows best?"  
 
C - Change.  Having begun, the process 
toward real selfhood can easily be aban-
doned. The romance of self-change may 
appeal, but the reality is less so, not be-
cause of what may be done but what must 
be undone. It is said the infant mind is a 
tabula rasa, or blank page so open to im-
pression. Within the first five years of its 
life, it becomes a printed circuit. 

 
S.4.2. 

 

How much of me 
is me? 
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"Plato, they say, 
could stick it away 

Half a crate of whisky every 
day". 

Half his luck! Plato's 
spirituality was better 
than that. His real 
name was Aristocles. 
Having been born into 
an illustrious heritage 

and multi-talented, he lived his life among 
statesmen, playwrights, artists and phi-
losophers. He so excelled in sports and on 
the battlefields, his coach called him 
"Platon", which means "broad shoul-
dered". History knows him as Plato. He 
established his famous Academy, located 
on several acres of parkland on the out-
skirts of Athens. It is said that the Euro-
pean tradition in Philosophy is "a series of 
footnotes to Plato", and "Plato is philoso-
phy, and philosophy Plato". His thought 
has influenced the West for 2000 years. 

Plato's career as a philosopher is marked 
by two outstanding achievements. First, 
was the establishment of the Academy, a 
school devoted to the preparation of 
young people for private well-being and  
serious commitment to public service - 
 
"Until philosophers are kings, or the kings and 
princes of this world have the spirit and power of 
philosophy ... cities will never rest from their evils - 
no, nor the human race". (Plato). 
 
 A devoted student of Socrates, Plato's 
second achievement was the immortalis-
ing of Socrates' teachings in his (Plato's) 
writings, for wisely, Socrates never wrote 
a thing! Plato saw in his master's work a 
great contribution to the development of 
universal ideas (See S.4.20.), the purpose 
of the Academy inscribed over its entrance 
 

" Let no one without geometry enter here"  
 

Plato's metaphor for a universal truth.  
S.5.2. 

 

Plato (428-348 BC) 


