
Philosophy 
 

After the war, many Athenians lost confidence in democratic government and began to question their 
values. In this time of uncertainty, several great thinkers appeared. They were determined to seek the 
truth, no matter where the search led them. The Greeks called such thinkers philosophers. Philosophy 
means “love of wisdom.” These Greek thinkers based their philosophy on the following two 
assumptions: 

• The universe (land, sky, and sea) is put together in an orderly way, and subject to absolute and 
unchanging laws. 

• People can understand these laws through logic and reason. 

One group of philosophers, the Sophists, questioned people’s unexamined beliefs and ideas about 
justice and other traditional values. One of the most famous Sophists was Protagoras, who questioned 
the existence of the traditional Greek gods. He also argued that there was no universal standard of truth, 
saying “Man [the individual] is the measure of all things.” These were radical and dangerous ideas to 
many Athenians. 

One critic of the Sophists was Socrates (SAHK•ruh•TEEZ). Unlike the Sophists, he believed that 
absolute standards did exist for truth and justice. However, he encouraged Greeks to go farther and 
question themselves and their moral charac- ter. Historians believe that it was Socrates who once said, 
“The unexamined life is not worth living.” Those who understood Socrates admired him deeply. The 
majority of citizens, however, could not understand this strange old man and his ideas. In 399 B.C., 
when Socrates was about 70 years old, he was brought to trial for “corrupting the youth of Athens” and 
“neglecting the city’s gods.” In his own defense, Socrates said that his teachings were good for Athens 
because they forced people to think about their values and actions. The jury disagreed and condemned 
him to death. He died by drinking hemlock, a slow-acting poison. 

A student of Socrates, Plato (PLAY•toh), was in his late 20s when his teacher died. Later, Plato wrote 
down the conversations of Socrates “as a means of philosophical investigation.” Sometime in the 370s 
B.C., Plato wrote his most famous work, The Republic. In it, he set forth his vision of a perfectly 
governed society. It was not a democracy. In his ideal society, all citizens would fall naturally into 
three groups: farmers and artisans, warriors, and the ruling class. The person with the greatest insight 
and intellect from the ruling class would be chosen philosopher-king. Plato’s writings dominated 
philosophic thought in Europe for nearly 1,500 years. His only rivals in importance were his teacher, 
Socrates, and his own pupil, Aristotle (AR•ih•STAHT•uhl). 

The philosopher Aristotle questioned the nature of the world and of human belief, thought, and 
knowledge. Aristotle came close to summarizing all the knowledge up to his time. He invented a 
method for arguing according to rules of logic. He later applied his method to problems in the fields of 
psychology, physics, and biology. His work provides the basis of the scientific method used today. One 
of Aristotle’s most famous pupils was Alexander, son of King Philip II of Macedonia. Around 343 B.C., 
Aristotle accepted the king’s invitation to tutor the 13-year-old prince. Alexander’s status as a student 
abruptly ended three years later, when his father called him back to Macedonia. 

Source: “Golden Age of Athens,” Susan Ramirez, et al., World History: Human Legacy, Holt (adapted) 



 
 


