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Preface

A s we learn in our first course in philosophy, the concerns of this 
ancient discipline are those of people everywhere—who we are, 
how we know, how we should live. Drawing on what Huston Smith 

calls the world’s wisdom traditions offers the teacher of philosophy rich 
resources for addressing the challenges and opportunities of the present 
age. It is in this spirit that I have written Roots of Wisdom: A Tapestry of 
Philosophical Traditions.

As its subtitle implies, this is an introductory text in World Philosophy, 
designed for the beginning student. Recognizing the global village in which 
we now live, it places the worldviews of many cultures in conversation with 
one another, addressing specific philosophical topics. On the ontology of 
human nature, for example, we study Western claims of human unique-
ness juxtaposed with the Taoist celebration of our similarity to other beings 
and the traditional African insistence that we are members of a community 
before we are individuals. Modern virtue ethics brings the voices of women 
philosophers into the discussion, and we consider questions of justice in the 
context of contemporary struggles for equality of citizen rights—for African 
Americans, Latinos/Latinas, and for all women.

In addition to broadening the philosophical conversation to include 
many voices, I was also motivated to write this text because, as a profes-
sor, I spent a lot of time saying, “What the author means is…” My goal is 
to address the basic philosophical questions in a straightforward, conversa-
tional style, offering references to popular culture as anchors and drawing 
students into the discussion. The professor is then free to build on this base, 
adding new material or going more deeply into specific concepts.

To paraphrase Aristotle, all people desire to know. Yet, for nearly all 
students, philosophy is a foreign language, both in its specialized vocabu-
lary and in its approach to knowledge. Students have to master the methods 
and tools of a subject they have not previously studied; this tends to be 
both frightening and exhilarating. Those of us who teach philosophy try to 
convey the power that made us fall in love with wisdom and to show our 
students how to use its methods to address all the questions of human life. 
Firmly grounded in the Western tradition, we are learning to incorporate the 
traditional wisdom of Asia, Africa, and the Americas as well as the voices of 
women into our search for meaning. This enlivens our teaching and provides 
an increasingly diverse student body with mirrors in which to see themselves 
as well as windows on a wider world.

These are the goals that animate Roots of Wisdom: A Tapestry of 
Philosophical Traditions. Its ten chapters are framed with thought-provoking 
issues representing major topics in philosophy, beginning with metaphysics 
(reality, human nature, ultimate reality), moving to epistemology (knowledge 
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sources, truth tests, aesthetic experience), and concluding with axiology 
(political philosophy, social philosophy, ethics). Although they are topically 
organized, the chapters also move forward in time, following the canon 
of Western philosophy and including women, Asian and African thinkers/
thought systems, and “The Peoples of the Americas” (Spanish-language and 
indigenous thinkers of the past and present) as they speak to the questions 
raised by the Western discourse.

The theme for this revision is “personhood.” We are all human by virtue 
of our DNA. However, personhood is legally and socially constructed. And 
not all humans are considered full “persons” under the law or by social/
cultural custom. Under the United States Constitution, for example, many 
groups were excluded from participation, including women and slaves who 
were further denied humanity and designated “property.” In some cases per-
sonhood is intentionally diminished. In war (or ethnic cleansing), we must 
deny the “enemy” full personhood in order to kill or injure him/her. 

The following reflect specific additions to this edition.

• Chapter 3, Human Nature, introduces language to describe the 
philosophical concept of personhood. Later in the chapter, there is a 
new section: “Confucian Socially Molded Self.” The Confucian Project 
involves “Five Constant Relationships” and the so-called “womb to 
tomb” project of lessons and models in transcending selfishness and 
aspiring to become a chun-tzu, a noble or superior-minded person. 
This is notably an aristocracy, not of wealth but of character. This 
section connects with Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in Chapter 1. 
Aristotle and Confucius are the two early proponents of what we now 
call Virtue Ethics. 

• Chapter 8, Political Philosophy, examines the difference between 
“subject” and “citizen,” and the role of “personhood” in this distinc-
tion. Subjects do not enjoy “personhood”; citizens potentially do. The 
transition from monarchy to republic often raises questions about who 
will be considered a person under the new regime and who will not. 
As emerging nations struggle to achieve state formation, questions 
of personhood are very much alive. Citizenship entails rights; it also 
entails duties.

• Chapter 9, Social Philosophy, looks at the possibilities for enhanc-
ing personhood in a planned city. Following “Justice in Buganda,” 
which recalls a model of justice in an ancient kingdom, the new 
section details the history of Columbia, Maryland, the visionary cre-
ation of James W. Rouse in Central Maryland between Baltimore and 
Washington, DC. In contrast with long-established legal and social tra-
ditions, a planned city offers fresh opportunities to correct or temper 
injustices in the larger society. Columbia, Maryland, which declared 
its community open and welcoming to all races in 1967, celebrated its 
50th anniversary on June 21, 2017.

• Chapter 10, Ethics, recounts the story of “The Bodhisattva and the 
Hungry Tigress” from Buddhist Scripture, as a way of highlighting 
the concept of personhood in nonhuman beings. When a wealthy 
and privileged young man enjoying a day of leisure in a park comes 
upon a tigress, exhausted by hunger and thirst and unable to hunt for 
herself and her five young cubs, he makes what will seem to most 
readers an irrational choice. Moved by compassion, he lays his body 
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down to feed the hungry animals. From the Buddhist worldview of 
interconnectedness, however, the tigers have personhood—for this 
enlightened being, they deserve life as much as he does. And, we 
learn at the end of the story that this man, Mahasattva, was to become 
the Buddha in his next life.

Some texts are written at such a difficult level that the instructor’s task 
becomes explaining the text to the students. Roots of Wisdom: A Tapestry of 
Philosophical Traditions takes a different approach. I have spared none of 
the rigor and retained all the essential vocabulary, yet the style is conver-
sational, the examples plentiful, and the illustrations lavish. This is a book 
students can read on their own, freeing instructors to offer their own empha-
sis and include additional material if they so choose. Students will have the 
basic foundation provided for them. This book makes difficult concepts sim-
ple without making them simplistic.

Special Content Features

Because formal philosophy is indeed a foreign language for beginning stu-
dents, I have given special attention to offering many options for organizing 
and learning difficult new material. I have also taken care to provide the 
historical, cultural, and biographical context students need to appreciate the 
roots of philosophical wisdom. The following special content features sup-
port these goals.

Philosophy in Context: Historical Interludes

There are five Historical Interludes that begin and end the text as well as 
link the major sections and topics. The first provides a worldwide context for 
the beginning of Western philosophy; the second describes the blending of 
Greek rationalist thought and Hebrew religious thought in the exportation of 
Christianity to the gentile world; the third and fourth provide transitions from 
the medieval to the modern world and from the modern to the postmodern 
world, respectively; the last considers the implications of discoveries in brain 
neuroscience for philosophy. Together these Historical Interludes provide 
transitions between the three major divisions of the text—metaphysics, epis-
temology, axiology—and include information on key historical and cultural 
events without interrupting the flow of a chapter.

Logic: “How Philosophy Works”

A minicourse in logic appears throughout the text with arguments drawn 
from the chapter content. Each chapter contains a “How Philosophy Works” 
box that instructors can use to teach reasoning while covering content. 
Because the methods of reasoning are connected with the arguments of phi-
losophers within the chapter, logic appears as the natural and indispensable 
tool of the philosopher, rather than something to be learned in isolation 
from content. Forms of argument range from Aristotle’s formulation of the 
categorical syllogism to the new science of fuzzy logic that makes our air 
conditioners run efficiently by affirming the range of points at which some-
thing is neither fully A nor fully non-A.
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Biography: “The Making of a Philosopher” Boxes

“The Making of a Philosopher” boxes provide biographical material and 
present thinkers as real people with human motivations and problems as 
well as great ideas. Because women as well as men inhabit these boxes and 
because some of the philosophers are Asian and African American, the mul-
ticultural focus of the text is maintained.

Applications: “Doing Philosophy”

From the early “sophistry” of one of O. J. Simpson’s defense attorneys to 
the fuzzy social contract, each chapter brings the method and questions of 
philosophy into the everyday lives of ordinary people. An African woman’s 
story about “knowing” how to cure malaria, Simone Weil’s decision to starve 
herself to death in solidarity with her compatriots in France, and the limits 
we might want to place on both cultural relativism and deconstruction stand 
beside questions of individual liberty versus respect for tradition, and the 
possibility of life after death; we explore how making music affects the mind 
and consider how granting limited personhood to great apes would affect 
the law. “Doing Philosophy” boxes explore the “real-life” dilemmas of being 
alive and make clear that philosophy is not a spectator sport.

Primary Material: “Philosophers Speak for Themselves”

In 250–400 word excerpts, philosophers across cultures and centuries speak in 
their own words about questions of vital importance to them. Plato, Aristotle, 
Augustine, Hobbes, Descartes, Locke, and Kant from the Western tradition are 
joined by the author of the Taoist classic Tao Te Ching, the medieval mystic 
Hadewijch of Antwerp, and Mary Wollstonecraft from the Western Enlightenment.

Visual Features

Many students will be strongly visual learners. Words alone may be inad-
equate to convey concepts. Even for those who respond best to words, illus-
trations provide valuable reinforcement.

Time Lines

The time lines on the inside cover embrace the entire scope of the book, 
highlighting the flow of ideas throughout human history and revealing the 
multicultural nature of the search for wisdom. They offer “the course at 
a glance” and give instructors and students a ready reference for placing 
people and events in a historical context.

Maps

The roots of wisdom are deep in many cultures around the world, so 
some indication of where these cultures are geographically seems wise. 
Instructors can use the maps that accompany each of the Historical 
Interludes to combat our national cultural illiteracy. By freezing a moment 
in history, each of these maps highlights a time period and illuminates 
it with significant dates, events, and historical figures. The last interlude 
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contains a “map” of the brain to conclude our exploration of interesting 
(and somewhat uncharted) territory.

Cartoons, Photographs, and Illustrations

Cartoons are used strategically, captioned in each case with a statement or 
question, tying it to the text and raising a specific philosophical issue or 
query. Since they come from a wide variety of sources (Doonesbury, Mother 
Goose and Grimm, Bizarro, and the work of several talented, independent 
individuals) and represent a wide range of subjects, these cartoons offer 
some students memory devices for anchoring course content.

Photographs, like cartoons, appear in every chapter and are simi-
larly captioned. Specific philosophical concepts are examined through the 
medium of world art. In each case the culture that produced the art is iden-
tified and the caption ties the photograph to the content of the chapter. 
Although some of the art may be quite familiar to you, some of it may 
appear exotic. One of the best ways to know a culture is by studying its art 
forms, and this book looks to art for important information about how phi-
losophy is done around the world. Striking color images have been added, 
demonstrating the power of art to express philosophical concepts visually. 
This edition also features electronically rendered “stills” from “For the Love 
of Wisdom,” a multicultural telecourse based on Roots of Wisdom: A Tapestry 
of Philosophical Traditions that was produced by Howard Community 
College and is being distributed nationally by Dallas TeleLearning. As the 
creator and host of this series, I thank Howard Community College for 
allowing me to use these images.

Illustrations use graphic art or line drawings to visually represent 
difficult or challenging text material. As with the cartoons, each is cap-
tioned to tie the visual and verbal components together. Some of the 
African wisdom concepts are particularly well communicated through 
visual images.

In-Text Learning Aids

In addition to the special sections described earlier, each chapter includes 
the following elements to guide and reinforce students’ learning.

“The Issue Defined”

“The Issue Defined” is an attention-getting opening, designed to draw the 
student in and answer the unspoken “so what?” question. Artificial intelli-
gence, national information databases, test-tube babies, virtual reality—these 
are a few of the topics in the opening sections of chapters in this text.

Key Terms and Glossary

Key terms are bolded in the text, described etymologically, and defined in 
the running margin glossary as well as in the master glossary in the back of 
the book. The more difficult terms are followed by a phonetic pronunciation 
guide. By listing and learning these key terms, students can create a philo-
sophical skeleton on which to hang more complex ideas.
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Follow-Up

Each chapter ends with “For Further Thought” and “For Further Exploration.” 
The former leads students to apply and integrate chapter material with 
other text matter and with their own experiences; the latter lists books 
(fiction and nonfiction) and films related to the chapter topic. “For Further 
Thought” offers thought-provoking questions designed to deepen stu-
dent understanding, pull specifics together into concepts, and link phi-
losophy with life. “For Further Exploration” suggests ways instructors and 
students can go more deeply into the material covered in the chapter. 
Debates, informal writing and formal papers, group work, and individual  
presentations can all have their genesis in these books, short stories,  
and films.

Supplementary Materials

In addition to Readings from the Roots of Wisdom, the reader that accom-
panies this text, two supplementary aids are available to complement the 
specific goals of the text outlined earlier. I have written them from the per-
spective of my own classroom experience over the last twenty-five years, the 
experiences of my colleagues, and the honesty of my students.

Instructor’s Manual

I have tried to make the Instructor’s Manual for this book the aid I wished 
for (but couldn’t find) the first time I taught Introduction to Philosophy with 
less than two weeks’ notice. Even if an instructor is not facing this rigorous 
a challenge, the new material in this text may benefit from some teaching 
suggestions. In the Instructor’s Manual available only online at each  chapter 
helps the instructor guide students through the language of  philosophy. 
Vocabulary words are grouped into families, their etymologies and other 
interesting features explained, and ways to present them explored. The 
 section on Method helps instructors relate the chapter’s mini-lesson on logic 
to the overall chapter content. Next is a Discussion Starter for use during 
the class session when the instructor begins each chapter; this is followed 
by Background to help the instructor design a lecture or answer questions 
the text may raise for students. Each chapter in the guide concludes with 
Questions—25 multiple choice, 15 true/false, and 5 essay. The final section 
offers instructors one or two Resources unique to the chapter to get students 
thinking or reinforce learning that has already occurred.

Study Guide

The study guide for students (available only online at www.cengagebrain 
.com) takes a similar approach to Vocabulary and Method. Treating philoso-
phy as a foreign language, the guide lists new words (as foreign language 
texts typically do) at the beginning of each chapter and relates them to the 
overall “culture” of philosophy as well as to the specific instructional con-
tent of a given chapter. The Method section helps students think of logic 
as a useful tool for life as well as philosophy class and uses real-life illus-
trations as examples. Study Suggestions are intended to deepen students’ 
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understanding by nudging them beyond rote learning to a real application of 
the course content. Objective practice questions include 25 multiple choice, 
15 matching (statements/works to philosophers), and 10 true/false; there are 
also 5 essay practice questions. The questions are all unique. In some cases, 
student questions are reworkings of those in the Instructor’s Manual, asking 
the same information in a different form.

Philosophy CourseMate

Roots of Wisdom: A Tapestry of Philosophical Traditions includes Philosophy 
CourseMate, which helps students make the grade.

Philosophy CourseMate includes:

• An interactive eBook, with highlighting, note-taking, and search 
capabilities

• Interactive learning tools including:

 • Quizzes

 • Flashcards

 • Videos

 • And more!

Go to cengagebrain.com to access these resources, and look for this 
icon  to find resources related to your text in Philosophy 
CourseMate.

Telecourse

Roots of Wisdom: A Tapestry of Philosophical Traditions and the accompa-
nying reader, Readings from the Roots of Wisdom, inspired a telecourse, 
“For the Love of Wisdom,” produced by Howard Community College and 
distributed nationally by Dallas TeleLearning. For information on leasing or 
purchasing the telecourse, call (toll free) 866-347-8576.
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phers. I am deeply indebted to Dorothy Haecker for suggesting the Chávez/
Gonzales pairing; to Kevin who recommended the Sufi concept of nafs; to 
Jose Fonseco Altamirano Henaro for the perspective of a Mexican physician 
who has read this book in Spanish and English and for suggesting I include 
Ernest Renan and Secular Humanism; to James Maffie who generously made 
his synthesis of Nahua thought available to me; to Paul Mehl who invited me 
to join the Whitehead seminar and made the expanded section on “Process 
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helped me borrow hard-to-locate books and find citations and references. 
Lt. Jay Zumbrun obtained a police warrant for Chapter 6. John Hernandez 
and Jose Lopez-Gonzalez made many valuable suggestions, pointing me 
toward Spanish-language philosophers, through whom some of students 
might find a more familiar path to the world’s wisdom. Phil Ruge-Jones and 
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Whatever one does, one always 
rebuilds the monument in his 
own way. But it is already some-
thing gained to have used only 
the original stones.

marguerite yourcenar

Memoirs of Hadrian

xxx  Preface
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When I took my first philosophy course at Hood College, it was love at 
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and what a thrilling ride it offers. Tom Scheye and Frank Cunningham from 
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To my readers …

Please send your responses to Roots of Wisdom: A Tapestry of Philosophical 
Traditions to me electronically: hmitchell@howardcc.edu. I am especially 
interested in what works for you and what doesn’t, as well as your sugges-
tions for augmenting and improving the text.

Preface  xxxi
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2

HISTORICAL INTERLUDE A Worldwide 
Context for Western 
Philosophy

A

Philosophy—literally “the love of wisdom”—is a very ancient enterprise. 
People have probably been asking the “big questions”—Why am I here? 
How can I decide what’s true and what isn’t? What is everything made 

of? What’s the right thing to do?—since the beginning of spoken language. 
We come into the world filled with questions. Children can’t seem to stop 
asking them as they begin to wonder why things are the way they are. Why 
is the sky blue? Why does fire go up? Where is my dead goldfish now? How 
do you know it’s time for me to go to bed? Why do I have to share my toys?

Philosophy assumes we never stop caring about the answers to those 
questions. What happens, for most of us, is that we get vague, unsatisfac-
tory answers from grown-ups. At first we think they know better answers 
and are too busy to share the secrets with us. Later, we learn that they may 
not know either. Some people try to shut off the questions at this point, 
to concentrate on other things like making friends and money, seeking 
pleasure, popularity, and love. And, it works—for a while. But, the big 
questions have a way of coming back, especially during those moments 
when life gets our attention by stopping the ordinary flow of events with 
something startling and unexpected. A parent or friend dies young; a loved 
one betrays us; a cherished dream goes unfulfilled. At times like these, the 
questions come surging back. What is the purpose of life anyway? Does 
anything really matter? Are we on a short, unpleasant march toward death?

This book introduces some classical and some modern ways of thinking 
about those eternal questions. We begin with issues we all face at the begin-
ning of a new millennium and link them with the roots of wisdom found in 
civilizations from ancient times to the present. There is wisdom in every cul-
ture, and no one culture has a monopoly on it. Although the principal thread 
running through this book is the story of Western philosophy, which began 
with the Greeks in the sixth century b.c.e. (before the common era), we will 
also be tracing lines of thought from other parts of the world, particularly 
China and Africa, but also India, Japan, and the Americas. Along the way we 
will be looking at often-neglected women philosophers as their arguments 
support or counter the classic conversation of Western philosophy and as 
they break new ground in engaging the big questions of life.
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Before we begin looking at the Greeks, it is important to survey briefly 
what was going on in other parts of the world. The Greeks had an enormous 
influence on the Western philosophical tradition, but they were neither the 
first nor the only culture to “do” philosophy. Actually, the centuries during 
which Greek culture flowered were a time of extraordinary spiritual and 
philosophical awakening in many parts of the world. To put Greek thought 
in context, we will look first at several near contemporaries of Thales, the 
first Greek philosopher, whom we meet in Chapter 1. They include Siddhārtha 
Gautama, known as the Buddha, who lived in India; K’ung Fu-tzu, or Mas-
ter K’ung, known to the West as Confucius; and Lao-tzu, the Old Master, 
who began the tradition of Taoism. Both Master K’ung and Master Lao were 
Chinese, and all three of these men (Buddha, Confucius, and Lao-tzu) lived 
around the sixth century b.c.e. We then expand our initial exploration of the 
quest for wisdom by touching on Zen Buddhism, Native American and African 
thought, and finally the Hebrews, whose story will appear in more detail in 
the next Historical Interlude.

As you may have done, people living in other times and places looked 
into the vastness of the night sky and wondered about the importance of 
 human life. Like you, they asked themselves, “How should we live our lives?” 
“Why is happiness so difficult to find and keep?” “What can I be sure of?” 
“Where did everything come from?” When they posed these questions, they 
were doing philosophy. We could just as accurately say they were doing 
 science or religion. The love of wisdom and the search for answers to the 
eternal questions led our distant ancestors to wonder, and wondering is the 
root of science and religion as well as of philosophy. Today, these are three 
separate disciplines with separate focuses and methods, but at the time when 
the Buddha (the Enlightened One) began asking himself about the meaning 
of life, there were only those persistent questions and the human need to 
find answers.

Buddhism

Siddhārtha of the Gautama clan was born around 560 b.c.e. in what is today 
Nepal, just below the foothills of the Himalayan Mountains. According to leg-
end, the young Siddhārtha grew up in a palace, surrounded by pleasures and 
protected from the harsh realities of everyday life. He was married to a lovely 
woman and, in his late twenties, fathered a son, but he had grown restless 
and discontented. Escaping from the secure but artificial world created by 
his loving father, Siddhārtha saw for the first time people who were old and 
diseased—even dead. How, he wondered, could anyone live in peace and 
happiness if this was what life had in store.

Renouncing his wife, child, father, and life of pleasure, he became a wan-
dering beggar in search of answers. He spent some time with monks who 
lived in extreme asceticism, fasting and disciplining their bodies while they 
practiced yogic meditation. Although he fasted to the point that the texts claim 
he could feel his backbone when he sucked in his stomach and touched his 
navel, Siddhārtha did not find what he was looking for. According to tradi-
tion, enlightenment came when he sat beneath a bodhi (wisdom) tree on the 
night of the full Moon, resolving not to get up until he found the answer to 
life’s riddles.

asceticism the view that the 
body requires the discipline of 
mind or spirit, resulting in self-
denial and even self-torture as 
a way of renouncing worldly 
longings in preparation for a 
happier existence after death
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4  PART ONE What Is Everything Really Like?

During this experience he realized that life is characterized by change 
and that change is the clue to our suffering. We suffer because we desire 
and are attached to things that we want to fix in place and hold onto. We 
want to remain young and healthy; we want those we love never to die; 
we want to keep things just the way they are. All existence is character-
ized by constant change, so this is impossible. By accepting the reality 
of impermanence and detaching ourselves from the desire to capture life 
and hold it fast, we, too, can become enlightened—we can see things as 
they are.

The only way to avoid the terror of aging, sickness, and death is by 
withdrawing our anxieties about them, and this is accomplished by seeing 
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that sensual pleasures, money, and power do not bring lasting joy. If we give 
up searching and yearning for youth, health, and wealth, we break the hold 
of the world and “blow out” the desire that binds us to it. This blowing out 
is nirvana, the state of enlightenment that, once attained, frees us from the 
cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. Once we become enlightened, there is no 
need to live additional lives—we will have learned all we need to know, all 
this world can teach us.

Buddhism spread through India but had its real success in China, where 
it became established by the second century c.e. (common era) and incorpo-
rated many elements of Chinese culture. In China, Buddhism also blended 
with Taoism to form Ch’an, or, as it is known in Japan, Zen Buddhism.

nirvana a state in which 
individuality is  extinguished 
or the state of enlightenment in 
which all pain, suffering, mental 
anguish, and the need for 
successive rebirths disappear

Patterns of
     Native American
           migration until
               ca. 8000 B.C.E.
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6  PART ONE What Is Everything Really Like?

Taoism

The dynasties of China stretch back before 2000 b.c.e. when the Sage Kings 
of the Hsia dynasty, including the semilegendary Yellow Emperor (Huang Ti), 
ruled China. Silk and ceramics, writing, painting and music, the use of a cal-
endar, and the art of healing all date from this period. By 1000 b.c.e.,  leaders 
of the Chou dynasty were praised as model rulers, but the time of  Lao-tzu is 
known as the Warring States period. The classic Taoist (pronounced “ dowist”) 
text, the Tao Te Ching, was supposedly written at the request of the gate-
keeper as Lao-tzu left the strife-ridden city during the sixth century b.c.e. for 
the quiet life of a hermit.

Tao Te Ching means, roughly, the “book of the power, or virtue, of the 
Way.” Reading from right to left, we arrive at the chief word in the title, Tao 
(pronounced “dow”). Lao-tzu and his disciple Chuang-tzu saw nature and 
the natural system as the heart of what is. To understand the Tao, which directs 
the natural system, is to understand everything. The Tao is the Way of nature 
that moves by perfect, effortless efficiency to fulfill its purposes.  Summer turns 
to fall, which gives way to winter and then to spring. Night turns to day and 
day to night. We are born, grow up, grow old, and die. Only the foolish would 
attempt to oppose this system—to stand in the ocean and command a wave not 
to break. The wise person recognizes that—with a simple, egoless recognition 
of the way things are—all things can be accomplished.

Wisdom lies in letting things happen rather than in trying to make things 
happen. Just as nature is sometimes yang, full of the light, rising energy, and 
activity of the day, it is also yin, full of the dark, falling energy, and recep tivity 
of the evening. If one can let the Tao direct, things will always turn out right. 
As Lao-tzu puts it: “The Tao never does anything, yet through it all things are 
done.”1 Nature doesn’t have to huff and puff to turn night into day; it just hap-
pens. Water, the softest and most yielding of elements, finds the lowliest places 
but can crack concrete with its power when it freezes. “ Governing a large 
country,” Lao-tzu says, “is like frying a small fish. You can ruin it with too much 
poking.”2 As the martial arts of T’ai Chi Ch’uan and Aikido recognize, the best 
way to oppose force is to yield to it: “When pushed, pull; when pulled, push.”

Confucianism

Taoism urged withdrawal from the stress and conflict of city life in favor  
of quiet contemplation of nature. Confucianism, by contrast, was more 
worldly; it advocated embracing a common cultural heritage, with emphasis 
on observing the proper rituals. In the Analects, Confucius gave advice of a 
practical nature about how to live as a large-minded rather than as a small-
minded person. The goal was living nobly and compassionately in the world, 
observing the appropriate dynamics of relationships. Subjects, for example, 
should obey their rulers who bear the Mandate of Heaven. Children should 
obey and respect their parents. Friends, however, have a more mutual rela-
tionship in which considerable give and take appropriately exists. As one of 
Confucius’s students observed, “The Master is good at leading one on step 
by step. He broadens me with culture and brings me back to essentials by 
means of the rites.”3

Tao the Way, the  fundamental 
principle of the world, the cosmic 
order, nature in Taoism

yang the active, male principle 
associated with action and doing

yin the receptive, female 
principle associated with quiet 
and being
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All three of these great teachers recognized that life is not always in 
harmony with the ideal; yet, each of them had a different response to the 
situation, according to Benjamin Hoff’s analysis in his best-selling book The 
Tao of Pooh. These variations are captured in an ancient Chinese scroll paint-
ing called “The Vinegar Tasters.” The three masters, who represent the three 
great teachings of China—Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism—have each 
dipped a finger in the vat of vinegar and tasted it. Confucius’s expression is 
sour, Buddha’s is bitter, but Lao-tzu’s is sweet.4

For Confucius, the present was out of step with the past and govern-
ment on Earth was out of harmony with the Way of Heaven; life for him 
was sour and in need of sweetening. The Buddha saw life as a generator 
of illusions and a setter of traps. Because life was filled with attachments 
and desires that lead to suffering, his reaction to it was bitter. Only Lao-tzu 
viewed the world as a teacher of valuable lessons and a reflection of the 
harmony between Heaven and Earth. He taught that everything has its own 
nature and, if the laws of nature are followed, life, even with its vinegary 
moments, can be sweet. Winnie the Pooh who is neither smart nor obvi-
ously wise is the one for whom things always work out. He can always 
find his way home because he knows who he is, and that kind of wisdom 
is what makes a Taoist Master. When you finish reading this text, decide 
whether or not you agree with Hoff’s analysis of “The Vinegar Tasters.”

Native Americans

In the West, philosophers have tended to follow the Greeks in see-
ing themselves as objective observers of nature, but Native Americans, 
the people called “Indians” because Columbus thought he had landed in  
India, share with the Taoists of the Far East a profound respect for nature. 
In Native American thought, however, nature is more than a perfect teacher; 
nature is holy. Everything in nature possesses a life or spirit of its own—the 
earth, the sky, the trees, animals, and people. Before killing a deer or a rab-
bit, it was customary to ask the animal’s spirit for permission to kill in order 
to eat. There is no sense of people as masters of creation, entitled to subdue 
the natural world, including other animals, as we find, for example, in the 
Western Judaic and Christian traditions.

According to a Cherokee creation story, in the beginning the white man 
was given a stone and the Cherokee a piece of silver; each threw away  
the gift, considering it worthless. Later the white man found and pocketed 
the silver as a source of material power, whereas the Cherokee found and 
revered the stone as a source of sacred power. Reflecting a similar attitude, 
Sioux author Luther Standing Bear has written, “The old people came liter-
ally to love the soil. They sat on the ground with the feeling of being close 
to a mothering power.”5 The worship of stones reflects this deep sense of the 
sacredness that pervades all nature.

Many legends recall a kind of Golden Age when humans and animals 
lived and talked together, each learning the other’s wisdom. Native peoples 
revered the earth, the heavens, and the directions of North, South, East, and 
West as supernatural forces. The idea that all being is alive or animate is called 
animism—from the Latin word for “spirit” anima. We will find a similar 
belief that everything is alive when we look at the first Greek philosophers.

animism the philosophical 
theory that all being is animate, 
living, contains spirit

anima Latin word  meaning 
“spirit”
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8  PART ONE What Is Everything Really Like?

If the holy was everywhere around you, the first Americans assumed that 
was the place to look for divine power. In the Guardian Spirit Quest, common 
to several native traditions, a young brave would go off alone, then fast and 
wait. After many days and nights, he might be rewarded by meeting a strong 
animal spirit in human form, perhaps in a dream, who would teach him his 
family and tribal duties, as well as give him his own sacred song and a special 
gift to become a leader or even a healer.6

Many archaeologists believe the people we call Native Americans  
migrated to North America from Asia by walking over a land bridge from 
Siberia to Alaska, crossing what is now called the Bering Strait. During 
the last Ice Age, the water levels in the oceans were much lower, and the 
theory is that the land bridge is now submerged. This migration may have  
occurred from 10,000 to 50,000 years ago. There are some similarities between 
the physical appearance, myths, and rituals of Siberian tribes and those of  
Native Americans. Some myths from the Americas, however, speak of an  
island “where the star of day is born” from which all humans came. The “star 
of day,” or the Sun, rises in the east, and Sioux tradition speaks of an island 
toward the sunrise “where all the tribes were formerly one.” These stories 
tell of people coming to their new home in canoes. Apparently, there are no 
myths about walking over a land bridge.7

We may never know for certain the origin of the many, varied peoples 
who came to populate the Americas before the arrival of European  explorers. 
What we can be sure of are their enduring beliefs in the sacredness of nature 
and the infusion of supernatural power into the natural world. It may be use-
ful to keep this in mind as you read of the beginnings of Western  philosophy. 
The Greek notion of standing apart from nature to study it and understand its 
mysteries has split people from nature and made humans observers of rather 
than participants in the natural system. Some critics say the Greek emphasis on 
objectivity has meant the loss of wonder and reverence for the natural world; 
they urge Westerners to reenchant the world by recovering a sense of wonder 
and rediscovering the value of imagination.

African Philosophy: Egypt

One of the world’s most long-lived and fascinating civilizations developed in  
the land of Egypt on the continent of Africa. The Egyptian civilization was 
already ancient when the Greeks began their philosophical speculation. As 
we discuss shortly, the roots of Western thought may actually extend to this 
extraordinary culture. Like the Native Americans, early Egyptians believed the 
great powers of nature—including the Sky, the Sun, the Earth, and the Nile 
River—to be gods. There was intense focus in Egyptian culture on the  afterlife. 
The magnificent pyramids that awe tourists today were built as burial places 
for pharaohs, or kings, and bodies were mummified to prevent their decom-
position. Although at first only the Pharaoh and the royal family were believed 
to be immortal, gradually even commoners had prayers recited over their 
bodies by the powerful priests of Egypt. The Pharaoh, however, was thought 
to be divine, a god-king ruling by divine right. Through him, the gods made 
known their wishes for the human family. There was no need for a code of 
laws because the word of the Pharaoh was the word of Heaven.

The wealthy and high born pic-
tured themselves in the afterlife 
surrounded by the pleasures of the 
world.
Egyptian musician, papyrus det ail from tomb 
of Nakht, Sheikh Abd El Qurna/Courtesy of and 
Photo by Quentin Kardos
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The life of Egypt was controlled by the Nile River whose periodic over-
flowing and depositing of silt enriched the soil and made agriculture  possible. 
Seeking to predict the annual flood, the Egyptians found a method in astron-
omy. Noting that the flood occurred after the star Sirius appeared in the 
sky, they developed a calendar based on this event. The Egyptian calendar 
divided the year into twelve thirty-day months and added five days at the 
end. Although this is not quite as accurate as present-day calendars, the 
Egyptian scheme was a major advance over the older calendar developed by 
the  Babylonians of the Near East, which was based on phases of the Moon.

From ancient Egypt comes what may be the oldest surviving book in  
human history. Here are some “Instructions,” or advice, for living in the world, 
written by Ptahhotep of Memphis between 3400 and 2150 b.c.e.:

Don’t be proud of your knowledge
Consult the ignorant and the wise;
The limits of art are not reached,
No artist’s skills are perfect;
Good speech is more hidden than greenstone,
Yet may be found among the maids at the grindstones . . .
Follow your heart as long as you live . . .
Don’t waste time on daily cares
Beyond providing for your household;
When wealth has come, follow your heart,
Wealth does no good if one is glum! . . .
Be generous as long as you live . . .
Kindness is a man’s memorial . . .
If you listen to my sayings
All your affairs will go forward . . .8

This timeless advice, with its oddly modern sound, is as relevant now as  
it was in Old Kingdom Egypt. It also seems closely related to the attitudes 
expressed by Confucius and his disciples.

From a later period, about 600 b.c.e. (roughly the time of Buddha, 
 Confucius, and Lao-tzu), comes this plea from the Book of the Dead:

The Address to the Gods

Behold me, I have come to you,
Without sin, without guilt, without evil,
Without a witness against me,
Without one whom I have wronged . . . 
I have given bread to the hungry,
Water to the thirsty,
Clothes to the naked,
A ferryboat to the boatless.
I have given divine offerings to the gods,
Invocation-offerings to the dead.
Rescue me, protect me,
Do not accuse me before the great god!9

These excerpts give us some insight into cultural ideals for behavior in 
Egypt. Ptahhotep’s lengthy instruction attempts to cover all circumstances in 
which a person might find himself, whereas “The Address to the Gods” lists 
the good works the dead hope will be pleasing to the gods in the afterlife.
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