
History of Greek Philosophy 

Greek Philosophy 

Greek philosophy evolved through different historical periods, each contributing to the 

intellectual and cultural foundations of Western thought. The Dark Ages (1100-800 BCE) marked 

a decline in literacy and civilization following the fall of the Mycenaean civilization. The 

Archaic Era (800-480 BCE) saw the emergence of city-states (poleis) and the adoption of the 

Phoenician alphabet. The Classical Era (510-333 BCE) was the golden age of Greek philosophy, 

democracy, and arts, led by figures such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Finally, the Hellenistic 

Era (323-146 BCE) followed the conquests of Alexander the Great and spread Greek culture 

across a vast region. 

Greek philosophy laid the groundwork for many of the principles of modern science, ethics, and 

political thought. Philosophers engaged in debates about the nature of reality, knowledge, and 

existence, leading to the development of schools of thought such as Platonism, Aristotelianism, 

and Stoicism. These ideas were later adopted and refined by Roman thinkers and significantly 

influenced medieval and Renaissance philosophy. 

Additionally, Greek philosophy had a profound impact on the development of education. 

Institutions such as Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Lyceum provided a structured environment 

for learning and inquiry. The methods of logical reasoning and dialectical discussion that 

originated in these schools continue to be fundamental to philosophical and scientific inquiry 

today. 

History of Philosophy 

Philosophy began with the agricultural revolution, about 12,000 years ago. Before this period, 

human beings lived in what is known as the Stone Age, relying on hunting and gathering. The 

transition to settled agricultural communities led to new ways of thinking about the world, 

governance, and the nature of existence. Writing and recorded thought became more prevalent, 

allowing philosophy to develop as a structured discipline. 

The earliest philosophical traditions arose independently in various civilizations, including 

Mesopotamia, Egypt, India, and China. These early philosophical inquiries were deeply 



intertwined with religious and mythological beliefs, but they laid the foundation for more 

systematic approaches to understanding the world. For instance, ancient Egyptian philosophy 

emphasized morality and the afterlife, while early Indian philosophy explored concepts of karma 

and dharma. 

As societies became more complex, philosophical thought began addressing broader concerns, 

such as justice, political organization, and the nature of knowledge. By the time of the Greeks, 

philosophy had evolved into a discipline that sought to explain reality through reason and 

empirical observation rather than mythology alone. This shift marked a significant turning point 

in intellectual history and paved the way for later developments in science and ethics. 

History of Human Civilization and Oldest Cities 

Philosophy is closely linked to the emergence of early human civilizations. As people settled in 

fertile lands near water sources, cities began to develop, and with them, structured societies and 

governance. Some of the oldest known cities include Aleppo in Syria (9000 BCE), Jericho in 

Palestine (8000 BCE), Susa in Iran (6000 BCE), Egypt (6000 BCE), the Indus Valley 

Civilization (5000 BCE), and the Xia Dynasty in China (4000 BCE). These ancient cities laid the 

foundation for organized political systems, early forms of law, and written records, which in turn 

influenced philosophical thought. 

The development of writing systems was crucial to the growth of civilization and philosophy. 

Early scripts such as cuneiform and hieroglyphics allowed for the documentation of legal codes, 

religious texts, and philosophical treatises. These writings provided a means of preserving 

knowledge across generations, enabling intellectual traditions to develop and evolve. 

In addition to governance and writing, trade and cultural exchanges played a significant role in 

shaping philosophical ideas. As ancient civilizations interacted, they shared beliefs and practices, 

leading to the cross-pollination of ideas. For example, Greek philosophy was influenced by 

Egyptian and Mesopotamian thought, while Indian and Chinese philosophies developed unique 

yet parallel approaches to understanding existence and ethics. 

Civilization through Bronze, Iron, and Steel Ages 



The Bronze Age began approximately 6000 years ago when bronze, an alloy of copper and tin, 

became widely used. This period marked an increase in surplus production, leading to the rise of 

ruling classes, the formation of states, and the establishment of slavery. Women’s roles began to 

be determined by job specialization and societal structures. 

The widespread use of bronze also contributed to advancements in warfare and agriculture. The 

development of bronze tools and weapons allowed societies to expand their territories, leading to 

the rise of powerful empires such as the Hittites and the Minoans. Additionally, improved 

agricultural techniques led to population growth and urbanization, setting the stage for further 

philosophical and scientific inquiry. 

The Iron Age, which began around 3000 BCE, introduced iron as a more durable and accessible 

material. The first recorded use of iron was in Nigeria. The Steel Age followed around 2000 BCE 

when the combination of iron and carbon produced steel, a stronger material that could even cut 

through iron. Writing became more common around 3200 BCE, marking an essential step in the 

documentation of philosophical and scientific ideas. 

The development of iron and steel tools revolutionized societies, allowing for more efficient 

farming, construction, and military conquests. These advancements facilitated the expansion of 

civilizations and the exchange of ideas. With the spread of literacy and intellectual institutions, 

philosophy continued to evolve, shaping the ethical and political frameworks of emerging states. 

Greek History of Philosophy 

Approximately 2,500 years ago, something extraordinary happened in Athens. A relatively small 

population of landowners, farmers, and sailors created a radically democratic government. They 

valued individual dignity and freedom, setting the foundation for Western civilization. Greek 

philosophers also made significant contributions to mathematics, science, and the arts. 

Greek Dark Age (1100-800 BCE) 

The Greek Dark Age followed the collapse of the Mycenaean civilization. During this period, 

Greek society saw a decline in writing, trade, and centralized governance. However, the 

groundwork for classical Greek philosophy was laid by Pre-Socratic philosophers, including 



Thales, Xenophanes of Colophon, Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Parmenides, Zeno, Anaxagoras, 

Democritus, and the Sophists. 

 

Classical Era of Greek Philosophy 

The Classical Era, also known as the Socratic Era, was dominated by three towering figures in 

philosophy: Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. Socrates emphasized ethics and critical thinking, Plato 

founded the Academy and explored metaphysics and politics, and Aristotle contributed 

extensively to logic, biology, and philosophy of science. 

Hellenistic Schools ofPhilosophy 

Following the Classical Era, various schools of philosophy emerged during the Hellenistic 

period. These included Cynicism, which promoted a life free from societal conventions; 

Stoicism, which emphasized rationality and self-control; and Skepticism, which questioned the 

possibility of absolute knowledge. 

Dark Ages (1100-800 BCE) 

The Greek Dark Ages were marked by the decline of Mycenaean civilization, which had 

flourished between 1700 and 1100 BCE. Many historians believe that a combination of climatic 

disasters, invasions by the Dorians (or Sea Peoples), and internal conflicts led to this collapse. 

During this period, Greece was fragmented into kinship-based communities, governed by 

aristocrats rather than singular kings. Trade with other Mediterranean communities began to 

recover toward the end of the period. 

Why is it called the Dark Ages? 

The term "Dark Ages" is used because of the lack of written records compared to the Mycenaean 

period, which had the Linear B script. There was also a decline in material culture, population, 

and trade networks. Archaeological evidence from this period is limited, making it difficult to 

reconstruct historical events in detail. 

Phoenician Writing System 



During the Dark Ages, Greeks lost their writing system but later adopted the Phoenician 

alphabet, which introduced vowels and became the basis for modern alphabets. This innovation 

played a crucial role in the revival of literacy and documentation in Greece. 

 

Differences between Phoenicians and Mycenaeans 

The Phoenicians originated in the Eastern Mediterranean (modern Lebanon, Syria, and Israel) 

and were renowned traders and shipbuilders. The Mycenaeans, on the other hand, were an 

ancient Greek civilization that thrived during the Bronze Age and developed a sophisticated 

political and cultural system. 

Homer’s Philosophy 

Homer, the legendary Greek poet, is credited with writing the Iliad and Odyssey between 750 

and 550 BCE. His works were deeply intertwined with religious beliefs and mythology. The 

Olympian gods depicted in his poetry had human attributes, showcasing a blend of divine and 

mortal qualities. Homer’s epics were integral to Greek education, and Athenian youth were 

expected to memorize his works. 

Literature of the Dark Ages 

Although the Greek Dark Ages were characterized by a decline in artistic and literary production, 

this period saw the emergence of Homer as a major literary figure. The Iliad narrates the events 

of the Trojan War, particularly focusing on the conflict between Achilles and Agamemnon. 

Odyssey follows the adventures of Odysseus as he struggles to return home after the war. These 

epics played a foundational role in Greek literary tradition. 

Greek Class Hierarchy 

Greek society was divided into different social classes. The aristocracy consisted of the ruling 

elite, while free men (demos) formed the middle class and participated in governance. Slaves, 

who were often non-Greeks, served the upper classes. In Athens, the freemen held significant 

political power, whereas in Sparta, the aristocracy maintained strict control. Leaders known as 

tyrants often emerged by taking power from aristocrats and redistributing wealth to the poor. 



 


