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| think therefore | am - Descartes

e Context: From Meditations on First Philosophy (1641). Descartes sought a
foundation for certain knowledge.

e Meaning: Existence is revealed in the act of thinking; even doubt proves the
doubter exists. It is not a syllogism but an immediate intuition.

e Significance: Grounded modern philosophy in subjective certainty;
introduced mind—body dualism; made consciousness central to knowledge.

e Major Critiques:

o Nietzsche: presupposes the “I” and language structures.

o Heidegger: reduces being to thought, ignoring lived experience.

o  Others: proves only a momentary act of thinking, not a substantial self.

Definition: Dualism is the view that reality consists of two fundamentally different
kinds of substances or principles, usually the mind and the body.



God Is dead, and we have killed him - Nietzsche |

Context: From The Gay Science (1882) and Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883). Written in
19th-century Europe during the decline of traditional religion and rise of science,
secularism, and modern philosophy.

Meaning: Not a literal death of a deity, but a cultural claim: the old foundation of morality,
truth, and meaning rooted in God has lost credibility. Humanity, through reason, science,
and critique, has “killed” belief in the divine order.
Significance: Marks a crisis of values; without God, Western culture lacks an absolute
grounding for morality and purpose. This leads to nihilism (loss of meaning), but also
opens the path for new values and human self-creation (the Ubermensch).
Major Critiques:

e Some say Nietzsche overstates the universality of God’s decline; faith persisted.

e Others argue he misjudges secular substitutes (e.g. nationalism, ideology, science)
as adequate replacements.

e Religious philosophers respond that removing God need not mean loss of meaning.



One must imagine Sisyphus happy - Camus

Context: From Albert Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus (1942). Camus uses the Greek
myth of Sisyphus, condemned to roll a boulder up a hill for eternity, as a metaphor for
human life.

Meaning: Life is absurd; contradictory as humans seek meaning, but the universe offers
none. Sisyphus embodies this struggle. Yet by embracing the struggle without appeal to
higher meaning, he transforms his punishment into freedom.

Significance: Camus rejects despair and religious consolation. Instead, he proposes an
attitude of defiance: affirming life by finding joy in the act of living, even in its futility. The
‘revolt” is choosing to live fully despite the absurd.

Major Critiques:

e Some say Camus underestimates religion or philosophy as sources of meaning.

e Others argue his “happiness” is artificial, since absurdity remains unresolved.

e Existentialists like Sartre accept absurdity but emphasize freedom differently.



The ends justify the means - Machiavelli

Context: Commonly associated with Niccold Machiavelli’'s The Prince (1513). While not a direct
quote, it summarizes his advice to rulers: political stability and power may require actions that seem
immoral.
Meaning: The morality of an action depends on its outcome, not the action itself. If the result is
beneficial (e.g., security, unity, survival), then questionable methods (deception, violence,
manipulation) can be acceptable.
Significance:

e  Marks a break from medieval moral philosophy, which tied politics to ethics and religion.

° Laid groundwork for consequentialism: judging actions by results.

° Influenced realpolitik and modern political thought about power and pragmatism.

Major Critiques:
° Deontologists argue some actions are wrong regardless of outcome (e.qg., lying, killing).
° Risks justifying tyranny, oppression, or atrocities if framed as “necessary.”

° Leaves “good ends” undefined; who decides what ends are worth immoral means?




The unexamined life is not worth living - Socrates

Context: Spoken by Socrates in Plato’s Apology (399 BCE) during his trial in Athens. He defends
his life of questioning and philosophical inquiry, even at the cost of his death sentence.

Meaning: A life without self-reflection, questioning, and pursuit of wisdom lacks true value. Moral
and intellectual self-examination are essential to living well.

Significance:
e  Establishes self-knowledge and critical thinking as central to ethics.
e Lays the foundation for Western philosophy’s emphasis on rational inquiry.
e Portrays philosophy not as abstract speculation but as a way of living.
Major Critiques:

e Some argue many live meaningful lives through action, art, or faith without formal self-
examination.

e  Others note that constant self-scrutiny can lead to paralysis or alienation.

e Raises the question: who decides what level of “examination” makes life worthwhile?



Man I1s condemned to be free - Sartre

Context: Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness (1943). Existentialist philosophy written during
WWII, reflecting on freedom, responsibility, and human existence.

Meaning: Humans cannot escape freedom. Once thrown into existence, every choice (even refusing to
choose) is an exercise of freedom. This burden of choice “condemns” us, because there is no higher
authority or essence to guide decisions.
Significance:

e Freedom is absolute, but so is responsibility; individuals create their own values.

e Challenges religious or deterministic views that relieve humans of responsibility.

e Central to existentialism: life has no preset meaning; we must construct it.

Major Critiques:

e  Critics argue Sartre exaggerates freedom, ignoring social, biological, or psychological
constraints.

e Some find his view paralyzing; total responsibility can feel overwhelming.

e  Others claim his rejection of objective values undermines moral accountability.




what doesn't kill me only makes me stronger - Nietzsche Il

e  Context: Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols (1888). Written near the end of his
productive life as a reflection on suffering, strength, and human resilience.

e Meaning: Hardship, struggle, and pain can build strength and character rather than destroy.
Enduring suffering is a process of self-overcoming that leads to greater vitality and power.

e Significance:

o  Expresses Nietzsche’s belief in amor fati, the love of fate and acceptance of all
experience.

o Links growth and creativity to confrontation with suffering.
o  Anticipates modern psychological ideas of resilience and post-traumatic growth.
e  Major Critiques:

o  Some suffering permanently harms rather than strengthens; the claim risks
romanticizing pain.

o  Critics argue Nietzsche overvalues strength and underplays compassion.

o In extreme contexts, the phrase can become detached from its philosophical depth and
used as cliché.



History repeats itself first as a tragedy then as a farce -
Marx

Context: Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1852). Marx analyzed how
Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s 1851 coup echoed Napoleon I's rise but in a more absurd, less

heroic form.
Meaning: When history repeats, the first event carries genuine drama or significance (“tragedy”),

while its repetition becomes hollow imitation (“farce”). Marx suggests later generations mimic past
revolutions without grasping their original meaning.

Significance:
° Highlights Marx’s view that historical events recur under changed material conditions.
° Critiques how societies recycle outdated ideas instead of creating new ones.

° Influences modern thought on ideology, political theater, and historical consciousness.

Major Critiques:

° Some historians argue Marx oversimplifies complex historical patterns.

e  Others see the “farce” framing as dismissive of recurring social struggles.

e  Postmodern thinkers question whether history “repeats” at all or merely rhymes.



Absolute power corrupts absolutely - Lord Acton

Context: Attributed to Lord Acton (John Dalberg-Acton) in an 1887 letter to Bishop Mandell
Creighton. Acton warned against moral leniency toward those in authority, especially monarchs
and popes.

Meaning: As a person’s power grows unchecked, their moral integrity tends to erode. The ability
to act without accountability breeds corruption.

Significance:
e  Expresses a core principle of political philosophy: the need for checks and balances.
e Warns that virtue cannot be presumed in leaders; institutions must restrain power.
e Influenced liberal democratic thought and constitutional design.
Major Critiques:
e  Some argue power reveals rather than corrupts character; it exposes pre existing flaws.

e  Others note that corruption depends on systems, not individuals alone.

e Raises questions about whether “absolute” power is ever truly attainable.



Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived
forwards - Kierkegaard

Context: Sgren Kierkegaard, Journals (1843). A reflection by the Danish existentialist on time, experience,
and the human condition.

Meaning: True understanding of life’s events comes only in hindsight, yet we must act and make choices
in the present without knowing their outcomes. Human existence is defined by this tension between
reflection and action.

Significance:

e  Captures Kierkegaard’s emphasis on subjective experience and the difficulty of living
authentically.

e lllustrates the existential idea that meaning is constructed retrospectively.

e  Encourages acceptance of uncertainty and faith in moving forward despite limited understanding.
Major Critiques:

e Some see it as overly fatalistic, implying reflection comes too late to change outcomes.

e  Others argue understanding can also develop during experience, not just after.

e Raises the question of how much reflection is useful before it impedes living.



better to be a human dissatisfied than a pig satisfied - Mill

Context: John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism (1861). Mill refined Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarian ¥ X ’ .
ethics, which judge actions by their contribution to overall happiness. S o
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Meaning: Mill argues that intellectual and moral pleasures are of higher quality than mere 2y
physical satisfaction. A human who experiences deep but imperfect happiness is superior to - o
an animal content with base pleasures. : :
L P
Significance: , i
e Introduces qualitative utilitarianism; pleasures differ in kind, not just quantity. .
e Defends human dignity and the value of reason, creativity, and conscience.
e  Bridges utilitarian ethics with humanist ideas of moral and intellectual development.
Major Critiques:
e  Critics say Mill’s hierarchy of pleasures is elitist and subjective.

e  Some utilitarians argue happiness should be measured by amount, not quality.

e Raises a tension between the pursuit of truth and the pursuit of contentment.



An eye for an eye - Code of Hammurabi

° Context: Originates from the ancient Code of Hammurabi (c. 1750 BCE) and appears in the Old
Testament (Exodus 21:24). Known as lex talionis, the law of retaliation.

° Meaning: Justice should be proportional; punishment should match the offense, neither exceeding
nor falling short. It reflects an early attempt to limit vengeance and establish fairness.

° Significance:

o Foundational principle in ancient legal systems, introducing measured retribution instead
of unlimited revenge.

o Influenced later ideas of justice, equality before the law, and deterrence.
o Interpreted metaphorically in modern ethics as the balance between justice and mercy.
° Major Critiques:

o Gandhi: “An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind,” arguing it perpetuates cycles of
violence.

o Critics see it as retributive, not rehabilitative.

o Modern justice systems emphasize reform and proportionality over direct retaliation.



He who thinks great thoughts, often makes great errors -
Helidegger

Context: Martin Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics (1935). Reflects his view that profound
thinking pushes boundaries and risks failure.

Meaning: Intellectual ambition invites error. To pursue deep truths, one must accept the
possibility of being wrong. Mediocrity avoids mistakes by avoiding depth.

Significance:
e Celebrates philosophical courage, the willingness to err in pursuit of understanding.
e  Suggests that progress in thought often arises from bold but flawed ideas.
e Frames error as essential to creativity and philosophical growth.
Major Critiques:
e Can be read as excusing harmful or reckless ideas.

e  Critics argue that not all “great thoughts” justify their consequences.

e Raises tension between intellectual daring and moral responsibility.



Happiness is the highest good - Aristotle

Context: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (4th century BCE). Central claim of his ethical theory,
where “happiness” translates from the Greek eudaimonia, often meaning “flourishing” or “living
well.”

Meaning: Every human action aims at some good, but happiness is the ultimate end pursued
for its own sake, not as a means to anything else. True happiness comes from living virtuously in
accordance with reason.

Significance:

e Establishes virtue ethics: moral character and balance (the Golden Mean) lead to a
fulfilled life.

e Distinguishes between pleasure and lasting well-being rooted in rational activity.
e  Shapes later moral philosophy and ideas of self-realization.
Major Critiques:
° Some view Aristotle’s concept as elitist, tied to wealth and leisure.
e  Others argue happiness cannot be the same for all people or defined solely by virtue.

e Modern thought often separates moral goodness from personal happiness.




Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains -
Rousseau

Context: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract (1762). Written during the Enlightenment as a
critique of political inequality and absolute monarchy.

Meaning: Humans are naturally free and equal in the state of nature, but social institutions and governments
have imposed artificial constraints. Rousseau argues true freedom requires living under laws we consent to

ourselves, the “general will.”

Significance:
° Foundational to modern political philosophy and democratic theory.
° Emphasizes freedom through collective self-rule, not mere absence of restraint.
° Inspired revolutions and ideas of popular sovereignty and social justice.

Major Critiques:

e  Critics say Rousseau’s “general will” risks suppressing individual rights for the collective.

e  Some argue his vision of natural goodness is unrealistic.

e  Raises tension between individual liberty and communal authority.



The greatest happiness of the greatest number - Bentham

Context: Jeremy Bentham, late 18th century. Central maxim of utilitarianism, outlined in An
Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789).

Meaning: Moral and political actions should aim to maximize overall happiness or pleasure and
minimize pain for the greatest number of people. Right and wrong are judged by their
consequences.

Significance:

e Established consequentialism; the moral worth of actions depends on outcomes.

e Influenced law, economics, and democratic reforms through rational calculation of public
good.

e Provided a secular, quantitative basis for ethics and policy.
Major Critiques:
e  Can justify sacrificing individual rights for majority benefit.

e Reduces moral value to pleasure, ignoring justice, intention, or dignity.

e Later utilitarians like John Stuart Mill added qualitative distinctions between higher and
lower pleasures.



