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        The Athenian Trio 
 
 

I t 
w a s in ancient Athens that 
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, each in suc-
cession from one another, founded the 
first formal academies for the teaching of 
many intellectual pursuits subsumed un-
der the name of Philosophy. The story of 
Western Philosophy in its formal sense 
began in Greece. Why? Why not Egypt or 
Persia? Because the Greek mind was by 
nature  so imaginative, open, and unre-
stricted by the censorship of a priestly 
class as in the case of the Hebrews. Their 
poets were sensitive to the transitory na-
ture of human life, and this sensitivity 
raised questions. 

These founding-fathers, each in their own 
way, served the common cause - to in-
spire and inform and thus increase the 
scope of youthful minds beyond the cop-
out superstitions of their time. Socrates 
had no campus, and taught in the market-
place of the city. What he thought Plato 
taught,   sustaining Socrates' tradition in 
his Academy two miles north of the mar-
ket-place, while Aristotle established his 
Lyceum just a mile or two south of it. 
Each man was the master of his game. 
Taking advantage of the convivial atmos-
phere of Athens, Socrates chatted-up the 
people in the market-place - the master 
interrogator. Plato in his writings set the 
agenda for  metaphysical thinking in the 
West for centuries to come - the master 
influence, while Aristotle, the more 
down-to-earth thinker of the two, mapped 
out the sciences - the master instructor.  
Three ancients shaped the modern world.  

 
S.1.5. 

 

Athens, the capital city of 
Greece, was in the 5th cen-
tury BC the artistic, intellec-
tual and political centre of 
the country, and  birthplace 
of academic philosophy. 
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Reality 
 

In the quest for truthful-
ness which leads us to 
truth, a concept of real-
ity is essential. Reality - 
what is it? Can we give 
it a definition? Is it  the 

R - realisation that what 
    E - exists is really only an 
       A - assumption on our part, 
           L - limited to a mere 
               I - image of the existing  
                 T - thing-in-itself as  
                    Y - you perceive it to be? 
If so, then reality is not what you can get 
your hands on; that's only the symbol of 
the real thing, the primary quality of the 
thing-in-itself. The secondary quality of 
the thing-in-itself is our personal percep-
tion of it, and that's the reality you can get 
your hands on.. Is it a yacht, or freedom?  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Such discernment is a very important step    
in coming to grips with reality, but it also 
has a lesson in the truthfulness that leads 
to truth. For if we realise that what we 
"know" of reality is only by assumption, 
we will better appreciate the assumptive 
nature of any interpretation we place upon 
anything. It will kick the dog out of dog-
matism, and help us to make what contri-
bution to thought we wish to make more 
acceptable to the nervous system of our 
hearers. This is realistic thinking, the kind 
Cicero, that master of urbanity described. 

"We who seek after hypotheses, 
refute without prejudice, 

and are refuted with resentment"  
S.2.5. 

 

Is it a  
yacht  
or is it freedom?  
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Synoptic Philosophy: 
Risk and Reward 

 
It has been thought (and 
stated) by some that the 

synoptic method in Philosophy or any 
other field of study carries certain risks. It 
is considered a specialisation, and there-
fore carries the risk of narrow-
mindedness. Perhaps the opposite is true. 
Synoptical thinking takes in a wide range 
of correlated thought from many areas of 
research, and surely would produce a 
broad-minded thinker. Again, it is thought 
that specialisation in the method could cut 
off communication with others, but surely 
the synoptist has ground for the widest 
communication. Being dubbed a dilettante 
is yet another alleged danger. Achieved 
with intelligence and integrity, the synop-
tic thinker really becomes -  

Jack of all trades, and master of one .  

The rewards are far 
greater than the risk. 
A synoptic thinker 
achieves a wide per-
spective, and avoids a 
warped outlook; val-
ues worth having.  
 

A gifted but uncelebrated artist climbed the many 
steps to the interior of the dome at St. Peter's Cathe-
dral in  the Vatican, in order to inspect at close range 
the renowned artistry of Michelangelo. What he saw 
disappointed him. The colours seemed to clash and 
the whole scene lacked symmetry. On retracing his 
steps to the floor of the building and glancing up at 
the scene from there, he was enthralled at its beauty. 
The wider perspective rewarded his artistic sense.  

* 
Glancing out of her window, one elderly lady no-
ticed another in the street below being pushed to the 
ground by a boy on a bike. Horrified, she as about to 
rebuke the little monster, when an out-of-control bus 
hurtled past the spot on the road where the lady was 
walking. Suddenly, the hooligan became a hero. A 
wider view of things can avoid limited knowledge. 

 
S.3.5. 
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Death and 
Immortality 

 
"... for we must all die, 
and be as water spilled 

upon the ground"  
 

But not so feloni-
ously and tragically 
as the picture shows. 
Death is an expiry of 
life which cannot be 

experienced; it is the cessation of experi-
ence as we know it. Death is the - 
D - day a living human being 
    E - expires into  
        A - annihilation, or some 
            T - transcendent form of another 
               H - humanity. 
These are not options, they are outlooks; 
different ways of responding to the inevi-
table and irrecoverable fact of death. Our 
best option is to live life, and live it now. 

Death is not a firm date we can write into 
our diary, and since it is not an experience 
of life it warrants little time in our 
thoughts. The fact. however, cannot be 
avoided, and is best treated by some idea 
of the consequence. We do have options. 
O - oblivion, or a  
    P - post-mortem consciousness 
       T - transcending this life, or an 
          I - incarnation in some  
            O - other body for a  
                N - new approach to the  
                    S - same old scene.  
You've heard of the 3 R's of life: readin', 
ritin' and 'rithemtic? Here are the 3 R's of 
death. Do we rot in oblivion? Do we res-
urrect on Judgment Day, or do we simply 
reincarnate like naughty children sent 
back to do a shoddy task all over again? 
 

Here we go again. Happy as can be. 
A brand new start in another family tree.  

  
S.4.5. 

 

Funeral of J.F.K. 
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Niccolo Machiavelli 
(1469 A.D. - 1527 A.D.) 

This Italian statesman 
and political philoso-
pher was born in Flor-
ence on May 3 1469. 
The facts surrounding 
his early life and edu-
cation, reflect strong 

humanist influences. His lawyer father 
Bernardo provided Niccolo with a sound 
education in the humanities, a prerequisite 
for a post in the Florentine government of 
the day. On 19 June 1498 at the age of 29, 
Machiavelli was appointed as Second 
Chancellor of the Florentine Republic. In 
this office he conducted many diplomatic 
missions, in the course of which he had 
opportunity to study a wide range of po-
litical tactics for the securing and holding 
of power. These he described in The 
Prince, the most celebrated of his works. 

A contemporary of the new scientists of 
this Renaissance period, Machiavelli did 
in politics what they did in science - brush 
aside the established ways of thinking to 
tell it like it is. From his observations, he 
openly declared that political leaders must 
at times do evil that good may come of it, 
and for this reason his name has become a 
byword for  duplicity and manipulative 
mismanagement of the truth.  
 
Excellent expositions on political philoso-
phy existed at his time, describing in no-
ble terms what politics should be about. 
Machiavelli exposed what it's really 
about, hence The Prince has been de-
scribed as the bible of the Realpolitik, the 
hard-nosed business of gaining and keep-
ing power. Does this quote say it all? 
 

"It is much safer for a prince 
to be feared than loved? 

 
S.5.5 

 


