
Handouts Lecture#15: History of Greek Philosophy 

The Historical Eras of Greek Philosophy 

Greek philosophy developed over several distinct historical periods, each marked by changes in 

intellectual focus, political conditions, and cultural exchange. The Dark Era (1100–800 BCE) 

represents a time of obscurity in Greek history, often referred to as the Greek Dark Ages. This 

period lacked significant written records, and much of its philosophical activity is speculative or 

lost to history. It was, however, foundational in setting the stage for future philosophical inquiry. 

The Archaic Era (800–480 BCE) followed, characterized by the formation of city-states (poleis) 

and the early stirrings of philosophical thought. During this time, thinkers began to break away 

from traditional mythological explanations of the world. Instead, they sought rational, 

naturalistic understandings of the cosmos. The early philosophers, now called the Pre-Socratics, 

initiated a shift towards a more scientific and systematic approach to the universe. 

The Classical Era (510–323 BCE) marks the golden age of Greek philosophy, dominated by the 

towering figures of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. These philosophers expanded the field from 

cosmology into ethics, politics, logic, and epistemology. The Classical Era is notable for its 

systematic exploration of truth, morality, and human purpose, and it laid the foundation for much 

of Western philosophy. 

The Hellenistic Era (323–146 BCE) began with the death of Alexander the Great and ended 

when Greece was conquered by Rome. During this time, Greek culture and philosophical ideas 

spread widely throughout the territories Alexander had conquered. This expansion, however, also 

led to a decline in political unity and intellectual originality. As a result, philosophical inquiry 

became more individualistic and therapeutic, responding to a world increasingly seen as unstable 

and hostile. 

Pre-Socratic Philosophy 

The early Greek philosophers, often grouped as Pre-Socratics, primarily sought to understand the 

cosmos through fundamental principles or elements. They asked profound questions about the 

origin and nature of the universe, moving beyond myth to reason. 



Thales of Miletus, one of the first known philosophers, introduced the idea of Material 

Monism—that all things originate from a single substance. For Thales, this substance was water, 

which he believed to be the essential building block of all life. He also held the view that 

"everything is full of gods," suggesting that nature was infused with a divine presence, a view 

that blended naturalism with early theological thought. 

Anaximander, a student or contemporary of Thales, rejected water as the fundamental principle 

and instead proposed the “apeiron,” or the boundless, as the origin of all things. This infinite 

substance was eternal and indeterminate, existing beyond the physical elements and generating 

all opposites such as hot and cold, wet and dry. 

Anaximenes, continuing this tradition, chose air as the underlying principle of reality. He 

explained changes in matter through the processes of rarefaction and condensation, presenting a 

more dynamic understanding of how one substance could become many. 

Pythagoras, a philosopher and mathematician, introduced a mystical and numerical dimension 

to Greek thought. He believed in the harmony of the universe, arguing that numbers and ratios 

governed the structure of reality. His school also embraced the idea of the transmigration of 

souls, connecting human life with cosmic order. His mythical title, “the man with the golden 

thigh,” reflects the semi-divine status attributed to him by later followers. 

Heraclitus of Ephesus introduced a philosophy centered on change. He is famously remembered 

for asserting that one cannot step into the same river twice, emphasizing the perpetual flux of the 

universe. According to Heraclitus, logos, or rational structure, governs this change, holding 

together the unity of opposites. 

This early period reflects a transition from mythological fatalism, where gods determined events, 

to a naturalistic worldview grounded in logic, observation, and metaphysical speculation. 

Classical Greek Philosophy 

The Classical period brought a dramatic shift in focus, as philosophy turned inward—from 

explaining the cosmos to exploring ethics, human nature, and the structure of knowledge. 

Socrates (470–399 BCE) revolutionized philosophy by concentrating on moral and ethical 

questions. He believed that knowledge and virtue were interconnected and that living a good life 



required one to know what goodness truly was. His method, the Socratic Method, involved 

asking probing questions that revealed contradictions in his interlocutors’ beliefs. Socrates did 

not write any philosophical texts; instead, his ideas were preserved through the writings of his 

student, Plato. 

Plato (c. 428–347 BCE) advanced Socrates’ ideas while developing his own extensive 

philosophical system. One of his most influential contributions is the Theory of Forms, which 

posits a distinction between the world of appearances and the world of true reality—the realm of 

perfect, unchanging Forms or Ideas. In this dualistic framework, knowledge is not derived from 

the senses but from intellectual reasoning about these eternal truths. Plato imagined an ideal 

human being as one who aligns their soul with the Form of the Good, transcending the material 

world. He founded the Academy, the first major institution of higher learning in the Western 

world. 

Aristotle (384–322 BCE), a student of Plato, took a more empirical and practical approach. He 

rejected Plato’s separate realm of Forms, arguing instead that form and matter coexist within 

physical objects. Aristotle introduced the concept of Four Causes: Material, Formal, Efficient, 

and Final, which together explain why things exist and change. His idea of the Unmoved Mover 

served as a theological principle for the cause of all motion in the universe. Aristotle also 

classified substances into two major categories: sublunar (earthly and perishable) and celestial 

(eternal and unchanging), thereby explaining the different behaviors observed in the heavens and 

on earth. His teleological view held that all things have a purpose or end goal (telos), 

contributing to a harmonious and intelligible cosmos. 

Transition from Pre-Classical to Hellenistic Philosophy 

Philosophy in Greece began with speculation about the origin and structure of the cosmos. The 

Pre-Socratic thinkers attempted to explain natural phenomena using elements, mathematics, or 

metaphysical principles. However, with Socrates, a shift occurredphilosophy became 

increasingly concerned with ethical behavior, political justice, and the pursuit of knowledge. 

As Greek society evolved, especially after the conquests of Alexander, philosophers like Plato 

and Aristotle began to create large, complex systems of thought that addressed all areas of human 



inquiry. Yet these systems would eventually be seen as too abstract or disconnected from the 

everyday experiences of people living in a rapidly changing and uncertain world. 

 

Hellenistic Era and the Changing Face of Philosophy (323–146 BCE) 

The Hellenistic Era began with the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BCE, an event that 

fragmented his empire and threw the Greek world into disarray. By 146 BCE, Greece had 

become a Roman province. This period saw the collapse of political unity and the emergence of 

new cultural centers outside of Athens. 

During this time, philosophy adapted to meet the psychological and spiritual needs of individuals 

struggling with instability and loss. As traditional Greek civic life declined, philosophical schools 

turned inward, emphasizing personal resilience, emotional balance, and the search for meaning. 

Hellenistic Philosophy: Themes and Influences 

Hellenistic philosophy was deeply influenced by Indian mysticism, Persian religious thought, 

and the intercultural exchange resulting from Alexander’s conquests. The fusion of Eastern and 

Western ideas created a new philosophical landscape. Many Greek thinkers felt that the world 

was in decline. They believed the once-glorious achievements of Socratic and Platonic thought 

had been forgotten or replaced by shallower concerns. 

In this intellectual environment, philosophy took on a therapeutic role, becoming a form of inner 

guidance and spiritual healing. It was no longer primarily about discovering the nature of the 

cosmos but about developing a way of life that offered stability in a disordered world. 

Philosophy was increasingly expected to be portable, accessible, and practical, suited for 

navigating the challenges of daily life. For many, it became a tool for coping with suffering, 

finding peace, and cultivating virtue in a time of cultural confusion and political fragmentation. 

Major Philosophical Schools of the Hellenistic Era 

Although not listed explicitly in the slides, the Hellenistic era gave rise to several significant 

philosophical schools, each offering a different response to the changing world: 



1. Stoicism taught that one should live in accordance with nature and accept fate with 

rational detachment. Emotions were seen as judgments and could be managed through 

wisdom and self-discipline. 

2. Epicureanism held that the highest good was pleasure, defined not as indulgence but as 

the absence of pain and disturbance. It emphasized friendship, simple living, and the 

pursuit of inner peace. 

3. Skepticism challenged the possibility of certain knowledge, advocating for suspension of 

judgment to achieve tranquility. 

4. Cynicism rejected social conventions and material wealth, encouraging a return to a 

natural, ascetic lifestyle. 

5. Neoplatonism (developed later in the Hellenistic period) revived and reinterpreted 

Plato’s metaphysics, incorporating mystical elements and a belief in the soul’s ascent to 

the divine. 

Each school responded to the needs of individuals seeking guidance and meaning in an uncertain 

and fragmented world. 

 


