Handout: History of Greek Philosophy — Lecture 16
Historical Context of Greek Philosophy

Greek philosophy developed through distinct historical phases that correspond to the broader
sociopolitical and cultural changes in ancient Greece. These eras are vital to understanding
philosophical developments and their influences.

The Dark Era (1100-800 BCE) was a time of cultural decline following the fall of the
Mycenaean civilization. Writing was lost, and intellectual activity stagnated. This period saw

minimal philosophical or literary advancement.

The Archaic Era (800-480 BCE) marked a revival of Greek culture. City-states, or poleis,
emerged, and the earliest philosophers—often referred to as pre-Socratics—began to explore
natural and metaphysical questions. This era laid the groundwork for systematic philosophical

inquiry.

The Classical Era (510-333 BCE) is considered the golden age of Greek philosophy, dominated
by figures such as Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. This period emphasized reason, ethics, politics,

and the development of logical systems.

The Hellenistic Era (323-146 BCE) followed the conquests of Alexander the Great. As Greek
culture spread across a vast empire, philosophy responded to changing social and political
circumstances. Philosophical schools of this period, such as Epicureanism and Cynicism, shifted

focus from civic engagement to individual ethics and personal tranquility.
Five Philosophies of the Hellenistic Era: Focus on Epicureanism and Cynicism

Two influential schools of thought during the Hellenistic period were Epicureanism and
Cynicism. These philosophies reflect the transition from the collective concerns of the Classical
period to more personal and existential reflections on how to live a good life in a complex and

often unpredictable world.
Epicureanism: The Philosophy of Modest Pleasure and Rational Tranquility

Origins and Founding Ideas



Epicureanism was founded by Epicurus in 307 BCE. He established his school, famously known
as The Garden, on the outskirts of Athens. Unlike the formal academic institutions of his time,
Epicurus created an open and inclusive space, welcoming women and slaves. His philosophy
was influenced by Aristippus, a student of Socrates who claimed that the ultimate good is
pleasure, and that pain is the greatest evil. However, Epicurus refined and redefined these
concepts by advocating for modest, rational pleasures rather than indulgent or purely sensual

ones.
The Nature of Pleasure and Happiness

For Epicurus, the highest good is to attain a life of tranquility (ataraxia) and freedom from bodily
pain (aponia). True pleasure, according to him, comes not from indulgence but from simplicity,
friendship, and intellectual satisfaction. His philosophy encourages self-control, temperance, and
the pursuit of knowledge, which allows one to dispel irrational fears and superstitions. He taught
that happiness results from living modestly, cultivating meaningful relationships, appreciating art
and culture, and avoiding unnecessary desires or responsibilities—such as marriage and

parenthood—which could disturb one’s peace of mind.

“Living modestly and gaining knowledge provides pleasure. A state of tranquility and absence

from bodily pain is pure happiness.”
Epicurean Atomism and Materialism

A significant component of Epicurean thought is atomism, borrowed from the pre-Socratic
thinker Democritus. Epicurus argued that everything in the universe—including the soul,
thoughts, and even the gods—is made up of atoms. This materialist worldview rejected the
mystical and supernatural claims of earlier philosophies, especially Plato’s theory of Forms.
Epicurus held that nothing exists beyond the material, and that even the gods, while real, are

made of atoms and dwell in the vast void of space, too far removed to interfere in human affairs.

This belief had liberating implications: by understanding that the universe operates through
natural laws and random atomic motion, one could be freed from the fear of divine punishment
or life after death. For Epicurus, knowledge of the natural world is essential for achieving

emotional tranquility.



Ethical Philosophy and Social Contract Theory

Epicurus proposed a hedonistic ethics rooted in moderation. While pleasure is the goal, it must
be pursued rationally, with attention to consequences. Not all pleasures are worth seeking, and
some pains may lead to greater long-term happiness. He emphasized virtue as pleasurable,
encompassing activities such as intellectual reflection, art, music, and friendship. He also
believed in avoiding political involvement and material excess, both of which could lead to

anxiety.

In his social ethics, Epicurus anticipated modern concepts of the social contract. He suggested
that societies should establish agreements to minimize harm and maximize happiness for
individuals and the community. These ideas were later expanded by thinkers like Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, who formalized social contract theory in the 18th century.

Religion and Freedom from Fear

Although Epicureanism does not deny the existence of gods, it portrays them as neutral,
immortal, and material beings who live in a state of perfect bliss and are indifferent to human
affairs. This view challenged religious orthodoxy and replaced fear with reason. Epicureans
taught that death is simply the end of sensation, and therefore, not to be feared. Life should be

lived without anxiety or superstition, grounded in a rational understanding of nature.

“All people live in a constant state of irrational fear, anxiety & superstition. These factors keep

humans in a state of pain.”
Philosophical Contributions and Legacy

Epicurus’s thought combined physics of materialism with an ethics of rational hedonism. He
offered a worldview in which individuals could achieve happiness through understanding,
moderation, and friendship. His ideas had a profound impact on later philosophy, influencing
Enlightenment thinkers and modern secular ethics. He also laid the foundation for later scientific

materialism and psychological insight into human desires and fears.



Cynicism: The Philosophy of Radical Freedom and Self-Sufficiency
Core Beliefs and Attitudes

Cynicism is a philosophical movement that calls for absolute authenticity, self-reliance, and
disregard for social conventions. The term cynic today has come to mean a person who distrusts
others’ motives, but in its original context, it referred to a thinker who rejected materialism,

status, and societal expectations in pursuit of a life according to nature.

The core idea of Cynicism is that one should live in accordance with their own needs and inner
values, ignoring social customs, wealth, and power. The Cynic refuses to conform to the

expectations of society and seeks freedom through simplicity and natural living.
“Philosophy is to care for nothing.”
Antisthenes: Founder of Cynicism

The origins of Cynicism trace back to Antisthenes, a student of Socrates. He is credited with
developing the core doctrines of the Cynic movement. Antisthenes believed that virtue was
sufficient for happiness and that it was best achieved through independence and self-discipline.

He made controversial remarks such as:
“I would rather go mad than feel pleasure.”

Cynics often used shocking language and behavior to challenge societal values. They questioned
the pursuit of wealth, honor, family life, and political power, suggesting that such attachments

only bring dependency and suffering.
Diogenes: The Archetypal Cynic

Diogenes of Sinope, also known as Diogenes the Dog, became the most famous Cynic. His
nickname and the term Cynicism both stem from the Greek word for dog, reflecting his disregard
for social niceties. Diogenes lived in a barrel, owned almost nothing, and relied on begging. He

used wit, irony, and public acts to expose hypocrisy and promote simple living.



Famous sayings by Diogenes include:

“Things of great value were often sold for nothing, and things worth nothing sold for a great
price.”
“Refraining from pleasure is pleasurable.”

“Love of money is the mother of city of evils.”
In one famous episode, Diogenes declared:

“All things belong to the gods. The wise are friends of the gods. Friends share everything.
Hence, all things belong to the wise.”

He believed that true freedom could only be achieved by shedding artificial needs and living a

natural, minimalist life.
Philosophical Influence and Spiritual Legacy

Though Cynicism was socially radical, it had profound influence across various spiritual
traditions. Its call for detachment from material life and emphasis on inner strength echoed in
Hinduism, Christian asceticism, and Islamic mysticism (Sufism). Friedrich Nietzsche praised the
Cynic ideal as the highest stage of human development, recognizing its challenge to hypocrisy
and false values.

Cynics taught that a good life is one of self-sufficiency, cultivated through discipline (ascesis)
and leading to apatheia, a state of indifference to suffering and emotional disturbance. They
argued that true contentment arises not from external success but from inner resilience and

virtue.
Conclusion

Epicureanism and Cynicism represent two bold and enduring responses to the uncertainties of
life in the Hellenistic world. While Epicureanism focused on achieving happiness through
knowledge, modest pleasure, and tranquility, Cynicism called for radical freedom, authenticity,
and a return to nature. Both philosophies challenged societal norms, emphasized personal ethics,

and continue to inspire thinkers and seekers of truth across cultures and centuries.



