
Lecture 13: History of Greek Philosophy – Plato and Aristotle 

Greek Philosophy in Historical Context 

Greek philosophy evolved across four historical periods: 

 Dark Era (1100–800 BCE): Marked by cultural decline following the fall of Mycenaean 

civilization. 

 Archaic Era (800–480 BCE): Saw the re-establishment of city-states (poleis) and early 

rational inquiry. 

 Classical Era (510–333 BCE): The intellectual height of ancient Greece, with 

contributions from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. 

 Hellenistic Era (323–146 BCE): Post-Alexander the Great; philosophical schools like 

Stoicism and Epicureanism flourished. 

Socrates and the Classical Philosophy Foundation: Socrates, known for comparing Athens to 

a sluggish horse and himself to a gadfly, played a pivotal role in awakening Greek intellectual 

life. He did not write any philosophical works but influenced others through his questioning 

method, now called the Socratic method. His trial and death were a turning point for many of his 

followers, especially Plato, who documented his teachings and began to develop his own views 

in response to them. 

Plato: Life, Thought, and Impact (428–347 BCE) 

Plato was born into an aristocratic Athenian family. His father, Ariston, claimed royal descent, 

while his mother, Perictione, was related to influential statesmen. Plato was deeply shaped by 

two events: his mentorship under Socrates and the Peloponnesian War, which ended in Athens’ 

defeat and the replacement of democracy with Spartan oligarchy. 

Plato’s early writing focused on Socrates’ dialogues and teachings. In his middle period, he 

began articulating his own views on justice, society, and governance. His most famous work, The 

Republic, describes an ideal society ruled by philosopher-kings, organized into classes based on 

reason, spirit, and appetite. In his late period, Plato delved into metaphysics, developing the 

Theory of Forms. 

Plato’s Allegory of the Cave and Epistemology 

The Allegory of the Cave illustrates Plato’s view of human knowledge. In the story, people are 

chained in a cave, perceiving only shadows projected on a wall. These shadows represent sense-

based knowledge, which Plato considered unreliable. Only through reason and intellectual effort 

can one turn around, ascend out of the cave, and perceive true reality, the Forms. 



This allegory supports Plato’s belief that knowledge is justified in true belief, not simply 

perception. For him, truth is axiomatic, meaning it stands on self-evident principles, like 

mathematical or logical definitionse.g., ―man,‖ ―horse,‖ or ―chair.‖ 

Plato’s Dualism and the Theory of Universals 

Plato proposed dualism, the division of reality into two realms: 

 The Ideal (Parmenidean) World: Unchanging and eternal; known through intellect. 

 The Material (Heraclitean) World: Perceived by senses; constantly changing. 

He introduced the Theory of Universals, where abstract properties (e.g., "redness", "beauty") 

exist in the ideal realm, and material objects are imperfect reflections of them. According to 

Plato, a perfect concept like ―cat‖ or ―justice‖ exists beyond space and time, and material things 

approximate but never fully embody them. 

Plato’s Ideal Society – The Republic 

Plato envisioned a harmonious society that mirrors the structure of the soul. He divided both 

individuals and the state into three parts: 

SOUL BODY VIRTUE CLASS IN SOCIETY 

REASON Head Wisdom Rulers (Philosopher-Kings) 

WILL (SPIRIT) Chest Courage Auxiliaries (Soldiers) 

APPETITE Abdomen Temperance Laborers (Workers) 

 

Plato argued that a just state must reflect this order, where each class fulfills its role in harmony. 

He emphasized education for both men and women, stating that: 

―A state that does not educate women is like a man who only trains his right hand.‖ 

Women, according to Plato, should be trained in the same academies as men and be eligible to 

serve in any societal role, including leadership. 

Aristotle: Life and Development (384–322 BCE) 

Born in Stagira, Macedonia, Aristotle came from a family of physicians. His father, Nicomachus, 

served the Macedonian royal court. After becoming an orphan, Aristotle entered Plato’s Academy 

in Athens at age 17, studying and teaching there for 20 years. 

Despite his respect for Plato, Aristotle later challenged many of Plato’s metaphysical theories, 

especially the concept of the independent existence of Forms. He developed his own systematic 

philosophy, rooted in empiricism—observation and experience. 



 

Key Differences Between Plato and Aristotle 

Plato argued that reality consists of abstract, eternal Forms, and knowledge is innate. Aristotle, 

however, maintained that knowledge originates from experience and that universals are 

immanent in objects, not in separate realms. 

Plato emphasized the world of ideas and innate understanding, while Aristotle grounded 

knowledge in sensory data and practical reasoning. These differing approaches created two of the 

most influential traditions in Western thought: Idealism (Plato) and Empiricism (Aristotle). 

Aristotle’s Metaphysics and the Four Causes 

Aristotle introduced a comprehensive theory of substance and form. Everything he said, is 

composed of: 

 Matter: The potential—the raw material (e.g., marble). 

 Form: The actualized shape or essence (e.g., statue). 

He described four causes that explain the existence of any object: 

1. Material Cause – what it is made of (e.g., wood, stone). 

2. Formal Cause – its shape or concept (e.g., chair). 

3. Efficient Cause – the agent that brings it into being (e.g., carpenter). 

4. Final Cause – its purpose or end goal (e.g., to sit). 

For Aristotle, everything in nature has a telos (purpose). A seed, for instance, has the telos of 

becoming a tree. In humans, the soul is the form of the body, giving it unity and life. 

Aristotle’s Theology and the Idea of the Heavens 

In Aristotle’s cosmology, the universe is structured in concentric spheres, with Earth at the 

center. He believed in a dual-substance model: 

 Sublunar (Below the Moon): Changeable, perishable (earth, water, fire, air). 

 Superlunar (Above the Moon): Eternal, perfect, composed of aether. 

The motion of celestial spheres is driven by the Unmoved Mover, a perfect being that initiates all 

change without itself changing. This being represents pure actuality and serves as the ultimate 

cause of everything, not by physical force but through attraction as the final cause. 

Aristotle’s Ethics: The Good Life and Virtue 



Aristotle believed that happiness (eudaimonia) is the ultimate goal of life. It is achieved through 

self-realization, the development of one's natural talents and rational capabilities. According to 

him, happiness does not lie in wealth or pleasure but in living a life of virtue and reason. 

Virtue, for Aristotle, is a mean between extremes (the ―Golden Mean‖). For example, courage 

lies between cowardice and recklessness. He defined virtue as: 

Doing the right thing for the right person, at the right time, to the proper extent, in the correct 

fashion, and for the right reason. 

Ethical living involves habit, balance, and practical wisdom (phronesis). He placed strong 

emphasis on moderation and reasoned action as essential components of moral character. 

Aristotle on Society, Class, and Gender 

Aristotle’s political philosophy reflects the norms of his time but also includes controversial 

views. He believed that: 

 Men are naturally superior: ―Courage of man is seen in commanding and that of 

woman in obeying.‖ 

 Slavery is natural: Some people are ―slaves by nature‖ and function as ―tools with 

voices.‖ 

 State should control families: Including the number of members and their education. 

 However, he also claimed: ―A society cannot be happy unless women are happy too.‖ 

These views show Aristotle’s attempt to organize society logically but also reflect hierarchical 

and patriarchal biases. 

Naturalism and Materialism in Classical Philosophy 

Both Plato and Aristotle contributed to debates on naturalism (understanding the world through 

nature and reason) and materialism (the view that everything is composed of matter). 

 Plato’s Dualism emphasized the separation between ideal Forms and the material 

world. 

 Aristotle rejected this and emphasized substance and form existing within the same 

object. 

Aristotle’s cosmology included: 

 Three types of substances: 

 Sublunar (changing) 

 Superlunar (unchanging) 



 Divine substance (Unmoved Mover) 

 His teleological outlook suggested that all things have an inherent end or purpose. 

Aristotle unified logic, biology, politics, ethics, and metaphysics in one comprehensive 

systemarguably the most influential body of work in Western thought until the modern era. 


