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INTRODUCTION



The legacy of ancient Greece has left an indelible mark on human civilisation – directly in the case of the Global North, and sometimes indirectly on the Global South, particularly through later colonial and cultural expansion and the empire building of the late 16th to early 20th centuries. From the soaring, perfectly proportioned columns of the Parthenon to the timeless verses of Homer and the philosophy of Plato, the contributions of this remarkable culture continue to resonate through the ages, shaping our understanding of art, literature, philosophy, science and politics. With their insatiable curiosity, in­novative spirit and passion for excellence (as well as the ability to take influence from a wide range of other cultures), the ancient Greeks laid the foundations for much of what we consider the bedrock of thought and achievement in the Global North.


The story of ancient Greece is a sweeping epic, spanning over a millennium of history and encompassing a vast geographic expanse. From the dawn of the Bronze Age to the twilight of the Hellenistic era, the Greeks created civilisations that were deeply rooted in tradition and astonishingly dynamic in their ability to adapt and innovate. The timeline of ancient Greek history is punctuated by pivotal events and transformative periods that shaped the course of not only Greek civilisation but also the broader Mediterranean world.


The Bronze Age (c. 3000–1100 BCE) saw the rise of the first great Greek civilisations, the Minoans and the Mycenaeans. The Minoans, centred on the island of Crete, developed a sophisticated maritime culture renowned for its vibrant frescoes, intricate metalwork and sprawling palace complexes. The Mycenaeans, based on the Greek mainland, were a warrior society immortalised in the epic poems of Homer. The collapse of these civilisations around 1100 BCE ushered in a period of economic decline that lasted for several centuries and had wide-ranging impacts on population numbers, health, agriculture and art and architecture.


The Archaic period (c. 800–480 BCE) witnessed the re-emergence of Greek civilisation and the birth of the polis, or city-state, as the fundamental unit of Greek political and social life. This era saw the rise of Greek colonisation, with Greek settlers establishing new cities throughout the Mediterranean and Black Sea regions. The Archaic period also marked the beginning of Greek literature, with the composition of the Homeric epics and the works of Hesiod. In art and architecture, the Greeks developed the distinctive styles that would define their cultural aesthetic, including the birth of the Doric and Ionic orders.


The Classical period (c. 480–323 BCE) is often considered the ‘golden age’ of ancient Greece, a time of unparalleled cultural, intellectual and political achievement. This period began with the Persian Wars (499–449 BCE), in which the Greeks, led by the city-states of Athens and Sparta, successfully defended their homeland against the mighty Persian Empire. The aftermath of these wars saw the rise of Athens as a dominant power in the Greek world, ushering in the era of Athenian democracy and cultural supremacy. Under the leadership of Pericles (c. 495–429 BCE), Athens experienced a cultural and intellectual flowering that would leave a lasting mark on Western civilisation. The Parthenon, the iconic temple dedicated to Athena, was constructed on the Acropolis, while the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides enthralled audiences in the Theatre of Dionysus. The philosophies of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle laid the foundations for Western thought, while the histories of Herodotus and Thucydides set the standard for historical inquiry.


The Classical period also saw the rise of Sparta as a military power, culminating in the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE), a devastating conflict that pitted Athens against Sparta and their respective allies. The war ended in Sparta’s victory, but at a tremendous cost to Greek unity and prosperity. The fourth century BCE saw the rise of Macedon, a kingdom to the north of Greece, under the leadership of Philip II and his son Alexander the Great. Alexander’s conquests (334–323 BCE) brought the Greek world to its greatest territorial extent, stretching from the Balkans to the borders of India.


The Hellenistic period (c. 323–31 BCE) began with the death of Alexander and the division of his empire among his generals. This era saw the spread of Greek culture and language throughout the Mediterranean and Near East and the rise of new cultural centres, such as Alexandria in Egypt. The Hellenistic period was marked by advances in science, mathematics and technology, as exemplified by the work of scholars such as Euclid, Archimedes and Eratosthenes. The period also saw the development of new philosophical schools, such as Stoicism and Epicureanism, which sought to provide answers to life’s great questions. The Hellenistic period came to an end with the rise of Rome as a dominant power in the Mediterranean. The Roman conquest of Greece, completed in 146 BCE with the sack of Corinth, brought an end to Greek political independence but not to Greek cultural influence. Indeed, the Romans were deeply fascinated by Greek culture and sought to emulate and adapt it to their own ends. The Roman poet Horace famously declared, ‘Captive Greece took captive her fierce conqueror’, a testament to the enduring power of Greek cultural achievements.


Throughout this long and complex history, the ancient Greeks made enduring contributions to virtually every field of human endeavour. In the realm of literature, the Greeks produced works of unparalleled beauty and depth, from the epic poetry of Homer to the lyric verse of Sappho, from the histories of Herodotus and Thucydides to the philosophical dialogues of Plato. Greek drama, with its exploration of timeless themes of love, loss, fate and the human condition, laid the foundation for the Western theatrical tradition. In the visual arts, the Greeks achieved a level of naturalism and idealisation that would inspire artists for centuries to come. The sculptures of Phidias and Praxiteles, with their emphasis on proportion, balance and the idealised human form, set the standard for Classical art. The frescoes and mosaics that adorned Greek homes and public spaces displayed a keen eye for colour, composition and storytelling. Greek architecture, with its emphasis on harmony, proportion and balance, left a continuous mark on building design globally. The Parthenon, with its perfect proportions and exquisite sculptural decoration, remains an enduring symbol of Greek cultural achievement.


In the realm of science and mathematics, the Greeks made groundbreaking discoveries that laid the foundation for modern scientific inquiry. Thales, Pythagoras and Euclid made fundamental contributions to geometry and mathematics, while Aristotle and Theophrastus pioneered the study of biology and natural history. Hippocrates and Galen made significant advances in medicine, establishing the principles of medical ethics and developing new methods of diagnosis and treatment. Greek philosophy, with its emphasis on reason, logic and the pursuit of truth, had a profound impact on Western thought. The Socratic method of inquiry, with its focus on questioning assumptions and seeking definitions, remains a cornerstone of philosophical discourse. Plato’s Theory of Forms and his conception of the ideal state continue to inspire and provoke debate, while Aristotle’s systematic approach to logic, metaphysics and ethics laid the groundwork for centuries of philosophical inquiry.


Beyond these intellectual and artistic achievements, the ancient Greeks also made significant contributions to the development of political thought and practice. The Athenian democracy, despite its flaws and limitations, represented a radical experiment in self-governance and political participation. The idea that citizens could have a say in the decisions that affected their lives, and that laws could be created and enforced through a process of public deliberation and consensus was a revolutionary concept that would have far-reaching consequences for the development of Western political thought.


The legacy of ancient Greece extends far beyond the confines of the Mediterranean world. Through the spread of Greek culture and language during the Hellenistic period, Greek ideas and values were transmitted to the far corners of the known world, influencing the development of civilisations from the Indus Valley to the Nile Delta. The encounter between Greek and Roman culture, in particular, would have profound consequences for the development of Western civilisation, as the Romans adapted and built upon the achievements of their Greek predecessors.


In the centuries that followed the fall of the Roman Empire, the legacy of ancient Greece would be rediscovered and reinterpreted by successive generations of scholars, artists and thinkers. The Renaissance, with its rediscovery of Classical texts and its emphasis on humanism and individual achievement, owed much to the example of ancient Greece. The Enlightenment, with its emphasis on reason, science and progress, drew heavily on the intellectual traditions of the Greeks. Even in the modern era, the influence of ancient Greece can be seen in fields as diverse as literature, art, architecture, politics and philosophy.


The study of ancient Greece, then, is not simply an exercise in historical curiosity or nostalgia. Rather, it is an ongoing conversation with a civilisation that continues to shape our understanding of ourselves and our place in the world. By engaging with the ideas, values and achievements of the ancient Greeks, we gain a deeper appreciation for the enduring power of human creativity, curiosity and the pursuit of excellence. The legacy of ancient Greece is, in many ways, the legacy of human civilisation itself – a testament to the persisting power of the human spirit to strive, to create and to leave a lasting mark on the world.





1.



Philosophy and Intellectual Pursuits


The roots of Western philosophy can be traced back to the extraordinary flourishing of intellectual activity in ancient Greece from the sixth century BCE onwards. Over a few generations, a succession of Greek thinkers developed a set of revolutionary concepts and methods that would profoundly influence the subsequent course of not only philosophical thought but also medicine, science, mathematics and artistic innovation. From the early Pre-Socratic philosophers who sought the fundamental principles underlying the order of the cosmos to the groundbreaking investigations of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle into ethics, politics, metaphysics and logic, the ancient Greeks laid the essential foundations for the Western tradition of philosophical inquiry. Their abiding legacy was to bequeath to us the very idea of philosophy itself – the love of wisdom and the uncompromising pursuit of truth through rational argument and discussion. This chapter will explore the major movements and thinkers that defined this golden age of philosophical activity and reflect on their enduring significance.


The Pre-Socratic Philosophers


The first stirrings of philosophical activity in the Greek world did not occur in the cultural centre of Athens, but in Ionia, a region of Greek settlements located on the coast of present-day Turkey. Here, in the thriving mercantile city of Miletus, the Pre-Socratic thinker Thales took the first crucial steps towards a rational, naturalistic understanding of the world. Breaking with the mythological tradition of explaining natural phenomena by reference to the machinations of anthropomorphic gods, Thales boldly proposed that the fundamental basis of all things was a single material substance – water. While this answer may appear quaint to modern scientific sensibilities, the real significance of Thales’s work lies in his methodological approach. He was the first European thinker to advance a rational, materialistic account of the cosmos based on empirical observation and logical reasoning.


Thales’s intellectual successors in Miletus, Anaximander and Anaximenes, continued the tradition of rational specu­lation into the ultimate nature of reality. Anaximander suggested that the basis of the cosmos was an unspecified, boundless substance called the apeiron, while Anaximenes identified air as the primary element. With these competing theories, the Milesian school inaugurated a central debate that would occupy subsequent generations of Pre-Socratic philosophers – the quest to identify the fundamental constituent of the physical world.


Among these early Ionian thinkers, perhaps the most striking and enigmatic figure was Heraclitus of Ephesus. In a series of gnomic, paradoxical statements, he articulated a world view radically at odds with the assumptions of his predecessors. For Heraclitus, the essence of reality was not stability but flux – a ceaseless process of transformation and change symbolised by the element of fire. ‘No man ever steps in the same river twice’, goes his most famous saying, encapsulating a vision of the world as a constant interplay of opposing forces in which all permanence is illusory. Heraclitus saw unity in diversity, reason in apparent randomness: ‘The way up and the way down is one and the same’.


The early Ionians were material monists, attempting to explain the diversity of natural phenomena in terms of modifications or transformations of a single basic substance. A contrasting perspective was advanced by the Eleatic school, whose doctrines found their most precise expression in the surviving fragments of Parmenides’s philosophical poem. Parmenides’s work opens with an allegory in which the narrator is conveyed by horse-drawn chariot from the familiar world of night to a transcendent realm of light, where a goddess reveals to him the nature of what truly is. In a line of argument that was to prove hugely influential for later philosophers, Parmenides reasoned that genuine reality must be eternal, unchanging and indivisible – a perfect sphere of homogeneous Being, to which the notions of past and future, multiplicity and change, do not apply. Our everyday experience of a world of transient, mutable entities is consigned to the realm of mere opinion or illusion.


Parmenides’s brilliant disciple Zeno deployed a battery of ingenious paradoxes to reinforce the Eleatic world view by exposing the absurdities that result from belief in change and plurality. Zeno’s most famous paradox purports to show that swift-footed Achilles can never overtake a slow-moving tortoise if the tortoise is given a head start. By the time Achilles reaches the tortoise’s starting point, it will have crawled a little way further; by the time Achilles reaches that point, the tortoise will have advanced again, and so on – the conclusion being that motion is impossible. Though not intended as serious logical brainteasers, Zeno’s paradoxes highlighted deep perplexities surrounding our concepts of space, time and infinity.


A more robustly pluralistic conception of reality was defended by the Atomist school, whose luminaries included Leucippus and Democritus. Accepting the cogency of Parmenides’s rejection of true coming-into-being and passing-away, the Atomists sought to preserve the phenomena of change and multiplicity by hypothesising the existence of innumerable, eternal, indivisible particles moving in an infinite void. On this view, the diverse array of entities and properties we encounter in experience is simply the product of the ever-shifting arrangements and combinations of these qualitatively distinct atoms, as they collide and interact according to fixed mechanical laws.


The Pre-Socratic philosophers comprised several separate groups, and their specific doctrines diverged widely. But what united them was the pioneering commitment to explicating the workings of nature in terms of rational, empirical principles, without recourse to supernatural entities or mythological narratives. In seeking to uncover the underlying regularities and causes at work in the cosmos, they took the first fundamental steps towards the scientific world view. At the same time, their bold speculations and conceptual innovations laid the groundwork for the more anthropocentric and ethically oriented approach to philosophy that would be developed by Socrates and his followers.


Socrates and Plato


The pivotal figure in the transition from the Pre-Socratic focus on cosmology and natural philosophy to a more humanistic and practically engaged conception of the philosophical enterprise was Socrates. Though we have no writing from Socrates himself, his personality and thought were vividly immortalised in the dialogues composed by his student Plato, and the historian Xenophon. In Plato’s philosophical works, we encounter a Socrates who is a shabby, satyr-like, yet magnetic figure, living an ascetic life on the streets of Athens and engaging in philosophical discussion with all comers, from statesmen and sophisticates to humble craftsmen and precocious youths.


Socrates’s philosophical interests were emphatically ethical in character. He was preoccupied with questions concerning the nature of virtues, such as justice, piety and courage, and the relationship between virtue and human flourishing or happiness. His approach to these issues cantered on a distinctive method of inquiry known as the ‘elenchus’ or cross-examination, which aimed to expose the flaws and inconsistencies in his interlocutors’ opinions, and to guide them towards a more coherent and rationally grounded understanding. By revealing the hollowness of received wisdom and unexamined assumptions, Socrates sought to spur his fellow citizens to a process of critical self-reflection and a commitment to pursuing truth through reasoned arguments, rather than accepting false conceit of knowledge. ‘The unexamined life is not worth living for a human being’, he notoriously declares in Plato’s Apology.


While Socrates deployed the elenctic method primarily in the service of ethical inquiry, his student Plato harnessed it to develop a systematic metaphysical vision of breathtaking scope and originality. The cornerstone of Plato’s thought is his theory of transcendent Forms or Ideas, eternal and immutable essences which exist in a realm accessible to pure reason, and of which the mutable objects of the sensory world are but imperfect copies or instantiations. On Plato’s account, when we recognise a particular vase or painting as beautiful, we do so in virtue of its ‘participation’ in the perfect, self-sufficient Form of Beauty. And only the philosopher, who has succeeded in moving beyond mere sensory experience to grasp these abstract, mind-independent structures directly through contemplative activity, can be said to possess genuine knowledge.
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