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Every human effort aiming at improving, deepening or clarifying our concep-
tions of the world – at best to provide us with knowledge – involves some kind
of starting point. One has to start from somewhere, end somewhere, and in the
course of the inquiry, take something for granted. This means that an inquiry
involves a distinction between two classes of statements: those for which the
truth is questioned and those which are taken as accepted without further
proof. The latter class includes the general principles of valid inference as well
as the specific principles concerning the subject matter. In addition to these,
we need some criteria which indicate that the inquiry is sufficient. All of these
can be called starting points for knowledge in a broad sense.

To talk about starting points or principles of any kind entails one thinking
about a structure in which some components are prior to others. In the charac-
terisation of starting points for knowledge just presented, the relevant priority is
determined by whether or not a statement is accepted immediately in the con-
text in which it occurs. The existence of starting points for knowledge is often
established through a regress argument. Many philosophers, who discuss
knowledge in different frameworks and whose general views on human knowl-
edge differ a great deal, share the common conviction that knowledge claims
cannot form an infinite structure. Basically this means that if we give reasons
for the statement we claim to know, the chain of reasons must not be infinite.

It is important to note that the mere fact that we consider the theme of
starting points for knowledge does not necessarily commit us to any particu-
lar epistemology. It might easily come to mind that when we talk about the
starting points for knowledge, we assume at the same time an epistemologi-
cally foundationalist framework. When the starting points are interpreted in
a broad sense, as characterised above, this does not follow. The theme of
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2 INTRODUCTION

starting points for knowledge is thus to be taken as being independent of any
particular epistemological theory.

THE TOPIC, SCOPE, AND AIM OF THIS BOOK

The topic of this book is how ancient Greek and Roman philosophers1 treated
the question of starting points for knowledge. In the Greek context, a term
that was often used for such a starting point is archê (8.u3), which can be
translated as ‘starting point’ or ‘principle’. 8.u3 is one of the central philo-
sophical terms of Greek philosophy. It is also one of those terms that have
several philosophically relevant meanings. Its most literal meaning is begin-
ning or origin and it has political connotations of leading and ruling. The
basic metaphor in connection with knowledge would be a leading or guiding
principle from which other things follow. As such, the connotations of the
word in the Greek context differ from contemporary metaphors in epistemol-
ogy. In the contemporary context starting points for knowledge are often
compared to the foundations of buildings. Such an idea of an underlying
structure is not central in the connotations of the Greek 8.u3.

I have often used the more flexible and more literal translation ‘starting
point’ for 8.u3, because ‘principle’ typically refers to general truths or logi-
cal rules and these are propositional. In antiquity, however, we do find exam-
ples of starting points for knowledge which are not propositional in a
straightforward sense. These include basic notions corresponding to natural
kinds or to metaphysical structuring factors of reality. In the Neo-Platonic
tradition we also find a form of immediate intellectual apprehension, which
involves understanding a complex whole instantaneously. Such apprehension
is not propositional either.

There are also methodological reasons for formulating the topic loosely.
As is well known to any scholar and student working on the history of phi-
losophy, philosophical questions have not necessarily been formulated in
quite the same terms and within the same conceptual framework in different
periods. However, some crucial themes, such as basic questions concerning
existence, the nature of good, and the nature and structure of human knowl-
edge reappear in different periods even though the framework in which they
are studied changes.

It is inevitable that any reading of historical texts is influenced by the
general intellectual climate and the more precise philosophical theories of

1 From this point onwards by the phrase ‘ancient philosophers’ I shall refer to Greek
and Roman philosophers. The Asian philosophical tradition is outside of the scope of
this study.


