History of Greek Philosophy
Historical Periods of Greek Philosophy

Greek philosophy evolved through four major historical periods: the Dark Era (1100-800 BCE),
the Archaic Era (800-480 BCE), the Classical Era (510-333 BCE), and the Hellenistic Era (323-
146 BCE). Each period contributed uniquely to the development of philosophical thought,
influencing political structures, scientific inquiry, and religious beliefs. During these periods,
thinkers transitioned from mythological explanations of the world to rational, systematic

philosophical inquiry that laid the groundwork for modern science and ethics.
Greek Philosophy - Dark Ages (1200 BCE - 800 BCE)

During the Dark Ages, Greek society was largely illiterate and consisted of small, isolated
groups. However, between 950 and 750 BCE, the Greeks relearned writing, this time adopting
the Phoenician alphabet. This innovation introduced vowels into their writing system, laying the
foundation for the alphabet used in English today. The development of class hierarchy in this
period significantly influenced modern sociopolitical systems, shaping governance structures that
would later be seen in democratic and oligarchic systems.

Greek society was structured into a rigid class hierarchy. The aristocracy, which ruled the city-
states, was particularly strong in Sparta, where a militaristic ruling class dominated. In Athens,
the middle class, or "Demos,"” held more influence, leading to the development of early
democratic practices. Slaves, primarily non-Greeks, served as laborers and were considered
property. Tyrants were leaders who seized power from the aristocracy and often redistributed
wealth to the poor, providing social stability but also political turbulence. Women had limited
rights and a subordinate status in society, with their roles largely confined to domestic duties and

religious functions.

Greek religious beliefs were deeply rooted in polytheism, with the Olympian era beginning in
776 BCE. Zeus, the king of the gods, was said to have taken residence in Olympia, while Hades
ruled the underworld. The pantheon included major deities such as Hera (Goddess of marriage),
Aphrodite (Goddess of love), Ares (God of war), Apollo (God of light and knowledge), and
Poseidon (God of the sea). Notably, the philosopher Pythagoras was considered the son of

Apollo. Olympian gods, according to Homer’s philosophy, had human-like attributes but were



superhuman in power. They were not seen as creators of the world but as beings who acquired it.
These gods fought, feasted, played music, and engaged in festivities, a perspective that paved the
way for the development of Miletus philosophy between 624 and 546 BCE. This shift from
divine myth to philosophical reasoning marked the beginning of rational thought in Greece.

Transition from Mythology to Natural Philosophy (Archaic Age: 800-480 BCE)

The Archaic Age marked the rise of city-states or "Polis,"” leading to more structured political and
social systems. Greek philosophy during this time was influenced by Persian, Egyptian, and
Syrian ideas, and it was during this period that Western philosophy began to take shape. The
works of Homer and Hesiod, dating from 800 to 650 BCE, reflected the growing intellectual
landscape of Greece. This era saw the emergence of early philosophical inquiries into nature,

existence, and the cosmos.

One of the earliest known philosophers, Thales of Miletus (624-546 BCE), was a mathematician
and astronomer who introduced geometry to Greece from Egypt. Thales proposed that water was
the fundamental substance of existence, a belief that did not contradict religious teachings, as
water was already associated with the gods. He was also the first philosopher to predict a solar
eclipse. His belief in a single transcendental God established him as a proponent of Monism. His
moral philosophy emphasized trust, kindness, and virtue, and his contributions to geometry
included his work on triangles. He laid the foundation for scientific inquiry by attempting to

explain the natural world without reliance on mythology.

Thales' student, Anaximander (c. 610-546 BCE), expanded on his teacher’s ideas by proposing
that the primary substance of the universe was not water but an infinite, eternal force called
"Apeiron” (the Boundless). He argued that the universe is a constant interplay of opposing
elements, a belief that became the foundation for natural philosophy. He was also the first
philosopher to suggest a theory of evolution, proposing that life originated from water and
gradually adapted. His studies extended to geometry, meteorology, and geography, and he was

the first to consider the Sun as a massive celestial body, separate from divine influence.

Anaximenes (546-528/525 BCE), the last of the Milesian School, suggested that air was the
fundamental substance of existence. He theorized that condensation and rarefaction led to the

formation of different elements. He was one of the first to provide natural explanations for



phenomena such as thunder, rainbows, and earthquakes. He also proposed that humans are
microcosms of the universe, with both the body and soul composed of air. This idea contributed

to later understandings of human physiology and the natural balance of elements.
4. Pythagorean Philosophy

Pythagoras, born on the Greek island of Samos between 580 and 572 BCE, was greatly
influenced by Thales, who encouraged him to study mathematics and astronomy in Egypt.
Pythagoras was among the first to propose that the Earth was round and that celestial bodies
moved in an ordered system. He developed the concept of "Musica Universalis" or "Harmony of
the Spheres,"” suggesting that the movement of planets and stars followed mathematical laws that
corresponded to musical notes. His discoveries in mathematics and philosophy laid the

foundation for later scientific developments, particularly in physics and astronomy.

Pythagoras’ philosophy was deeply interconnected with religious beliefs. He introduced the idea
of the transmigration of souls and reincarnation, believing that the soul underwent multiple
rebirths until it achieved moral purity. He was also one of the first to propose that thought
processes occurred in the brain rather than the heart. His number system classified odd numbers
as masculine and even numbers as feminine, emphasizing the mystical properties of
mathematics. His work influenced Plato and later thinkers, contributing significantly to

metaphysics and ethical thought.
5. Heraclitus (c. 504-501 BCE)

Heraclitus, from the Elae school of philosophy, was known for his difficult and obscure
teachings, earning him the title "The Obscure” or "The Weeping Philosopher.” He developed the
Law of Perpetual Change (Logos), which proposed that the world is in a constant state of flux.
He symbolized this ongoing transformation with fire and believed in the continuous interchange
of elements, where fire transformed into water, water into earth, and vice versa. Heraclitus also
considered the soul to be fiery in nature, arguing that excess moisture, such as drunkenness,
weakened the soul’s intelligence. His philosophy emphasized the ever-changing nature of reality,

influencing existentialist and process philosophy.



Parmenides (515-450 BCE) & Empedocles (c. 490-492 BCE)

Parmenides, founder of the Eleatic School of Philosophy, is often referred to as the "Father of
Metaphysics.” He challenged the idea of change and movement, arguing that reality is
unchanging, indestructible, and eternal. According to Parmenides, sensory perception is
unreliable, and true knowledge can only be attained through reason. His work led to fundamental

questions in ontology and epistemology.

Empedocles are best known for introducing the concept of the four classical elements: earth, air,
fire, and water. He believed that all matters were a combination of these elements, and that
change was the result of their mixing and separation. He introduced two opposing forces that
governed the universe: Love, which brings elements together, and Strife, which pulls them apart.
His belief in the transmigration of the soul aligned him with Pythagorean thought. His

contributions influenced alchemy and early physics.

This period laid the groundwork for systematic philosophy and scientific reasoning, influencing

centuries of intellectual thought.



