Philosophy 206

Discussion Worksheet U3 – The Natural Philosophers


Name:               Date:               Points:
These question and the designated page numbers, come from Sophie’s World. Your space will expand as you type answers but please do not use bold.
Introduction:  In Passions, Tarnus tells his reader that Thales, Anaximander and Anaximenes [the three philosophers from Miletus, credited with the birth of philosophy], “endowed with both leisure and curiosity, initiated an approach to understanding the world that was radically novel and extraordinarily consequential.”  “…these prototypical scientists made the remarkable assumption that an underlying rational unity and order existed within the flux and variety of the world, and established for themselves the task of discovering a simple fundamental principle, or archē [beginning or origin], that both governed nature and composed its basic substance.  In so doing, they began to complement their traditional mythological understanding with more impersonal and conceptual explanations based on their observations of natural phenomena.”  Passions, p. 19
1. Who were the three philosophers from Miletus and what were they credited with?

2. What was the earliest (natural) Greek philosophers’ “philosophical project?”  (p. 32 & 34)
3. Alberto states that “All the earliest philosophers shared the belief that there had to be a certain basic substance at the root of all change.”  What assumptions and observations did they make that led them to this conclusion?  (p. 32-33)

4.  The natural philosophers also posed questions relating to the transformations they could observe in the physical world.  What assumptions and observations did they make that led them to pose these questions?

5.  What was the nature of the disagreement between Parmenides and Heraclitus (The Eleatics)?  (p.35-38)

Empedocles came to the conclusion that the problem of substance and change arose from the mistaken idea that there was only a single basic substance. The source of nature and change cannot possibly be one single “element.”  (P. 37-39)
6. How did Empedocles, Anaxagoras, and Democritus resolve this problem? Include how each of them thought nature worked to make change happen.  (P. 37-48)
Empedocles: 
Anaxagoras: 

Democritus: 
7. Pick one of these philosophers and describe why you think their theory was reasonable, clever, or even remarkable, given the time in which they lived.  How does it fit with what science knows about the world today?  Were you intrigued or impressed?
