
Pythagoras 

The man who played a crucial role in formulating principles that 
influenced Plato and Aristotle was the Greek philosopher and 
mathematician Pythagoras. He founded the Pythagorean 
brotherhood, a group of his followers whose beliefs and ideas were 
rediscovered during the Renaissance and contributed to the 
development of mathematics and Western rational 
philosophy.  

Pythagoras was born in about 580 BC on the island of 
Samos, in the Aegean Sea. It is said he spent his early 
years traveling widely in search of wisdom. He settled in 
Crotona, a Greek colony in southern Italy, about 530 BC. A 
brotherhood of disciples soon gathered  around him, 
inspired by his teachings. The group was strongly religious 
and devoted to reformation of political, moral, and social life. The 
order was influential in the region, but eventually its involvement in 
politics resulted in suppression of the brotherhood. Pythagoras was 
forced to retire and leave the area. He went to Metapontum, a Greek 
city in southern Italy. He died there in about 500 BC.  

It was probably Pythagoras himself who declared that number was 
the principle in the universe, limiting and giving shape to matter.  
 
So great were Pythagora’s thoughts, that his followers swore their 
oaths by it rather than by the gods, as was conventional.  the 
Pythagoreans did important work in systematizing and extending the 
body of mathematical knowledge. 

His Legacy. Because none of the writings of Pythagoras have 
survived, it is difficult to distinguish his teachings from those of his 
disciples. Among the basic tenets of the Pythagoreans are the beliefs 
that reality, at its deepest level, is mathematical in nature; that 

philosophy can be used for spiritual purification; that 
the soul can rise to union with the divine; and that 
certain symbols have a mystical significance. 
Pythagoras is generally credited with the theory of the 
functional significance of numbers in the objective 
world and in music. His followers are credited with the 

development of the Pythagorean theorem in geometry and the 
application of number relationships to music theory, acoustics, and 
astronomy. 
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Socrates 

(470?–399 BC). Interested in neither money, nor fame, nor power, Socrates 
wandered along the streets of Athens in the 5th century BC. He wore a single 
rough woolen garment in all seasons and went barefoot. Talking to whoever 
would listen, he asked questions, criticized answers, and poked holes in faulty 
arguments. His style of conversation has been given the name Socratic 
dialogue.  

Socrates was born on the outskirts of Athens in about 470 BC. He studied 
sculpture, his father's profession, but soon abandoned this work to “seek truth” 
in his own way. His habits were so frugal and his constitution so hardy that he 
needed only the bare necessities. Although Socrates took no part in the politics 
of Athens, he would perform civic functions when he was called upon. He was a 
courageous soldier. During the Peloponnesian War he served as a foot soldier 
in several engagements.   

Socrates was the wisest philosopher of his time. He was the first of the three 
great teachers of ancient Greece—the other two being Plato and Aristotle. 
Today he is ranked as one of the world's greatest moral teachers. His self-
control and powers of endurance were unmatched. In appearance he was short 
and fat, with a snub nose and wide mouth. Despite his unkempt appearance, 
the Greeks of his day enjoyed being with him to talk with him and were 
fascinated by what he had to say. The young, aristocratic military genius 
Alcibiades said of him, “His nature is so beautiful, golden, divine, and wonderful 
within that everything he commands surely ought to be obeyed even like the 
voice of a god.”  

Socrates shunned the shallow notion of truth for its own sake. He turned to his 
conscience for moral truth and enjoyed creating confusion by asking simple 
questions. He sought to uncover the nature of virtue and to find a rule of life. 
Favorite objects of his attacks were the Sophists, who charged a fee for their 
teaching.  “Know thyself” was the motto he is reputed to have learned from the 
oracle at Delphi. In knowing oneself he saw the possibility of learning what is 
really good, in contrast to accepting mere outward appearance. Socrates did 
not write any books or papers. The details of his life and doctrine are preserved 
in the ‘Memorabilia' of the historian Xenophon and in the dialogues of the 
philosopher Plato. It was chiefly through Plato and Plato's brilliant disciple 
Aristotle that the influence of Socrates was passed on to succeeding 
generations of philosophers.  

Socrates, however, was not appreciated by the 
Athenian mob and its self-serving leaders. His genius 
for exposing pompous frauds made him many 
enemies. At last, three of his political foes indicted him 
on the charge of “neglect of the gods” and “corruption 
of the young.” They were false charges, but politically 
convenient. He was sentenced to die by drinking 
hemlock. His parting comments to his judges were 
simple, as recorded in Plato's ‘Apology': “The hour of departure has arrived, and 
we go our ways—I to die, and you to live. Which is better God only knows.” 
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Plato 

Plato as a philosopher and educator of ancient Greece. He was one 
of the most important thinkers and writers in the history of Western 
culture. 

Plato was born in Athens. His family was one of the oldest and most 
distinguished in the city. His mother, Perictione, was 
related to the great Athenian lawmaker Solon. As a 
young man, Plato wanted to become a politician. But he 
decided against this when his friend, the philosopher 
Socrates, was brought to trial and sentenced to death in 
399 B.C. Deeply disillusioned, Plato left Athens and 
traveled for a number of years. 

In 387 B.C., Plato returned to Athens and founded a school of 
philosophy and science that became known as the Academy. The 
Academy was one of the first centers for higher education. Such 
subjects as astronomy, biological sciences, mathematics, and political 
science were investigated there. His most distinguished pupil at the 
Academy was the Greek philosopher Aristotle.  

Plato wrote in a literary form called the dialogue. A dialogue is a 
conversation between two or more people. Plato's dialogues are 
actually dramas that are primarily concerned with the presentation, 
criticism, and conflict of philosophical ideas. The characters in his 
dialogues discuss philosophical problems and often argue the 
opposing sides of an issue.  

Ethics. Plato based his ethical theory on the proposition that all 
people desire happiness. Of course, people sometimes act in ways 
that do not produce happiness. But they do this only because they do 
not know what actions will produce happiness. Plato further claimed 
that happiness is the natural consequence of a healthy state of the 
soul. Because moral virtue makes up the health of the soul, all people 
should desire to be virtuous. Plato said that people sometimes do not 
seek to be virtuous, but only because they do not realize that virtue 
produces happiness. 
 
Plato's place in Western thought  

Plato dominated Christian philosophy during the early Middle Ages 
through the writings of such philosophers as Boethius and Saint 
Augustine. During the 1200's, Aristotle replaced Plato as the greatest 
philosophical influence on the Christian world. A revival of interest in 
Plato developed during the Renaissance. During the 1400's, the 
Medici family, famous patrons of the arts, established a Platonic 
Academy in Florence as a center for the study of Plato's philosophy.  
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Aristotle 

Aristotle, Greek philosopher, educator, and scientist, was one of the greatest 
and most influential thinkers in Western culture. Aristotle was probably the most 
scholarly and learned of the classical or ancient Greek philosophers. He 
familiarized himself with the entire development of Greek thought 
preceding him. In his own writings, Aristotle considered, summarized, 
criticized, and further developed all the intellectual tradition that he had 
inherited. Aristotle and his teacher Plato are usually considered to be the 
most important ancient Greek philosophers.  

When Aristotle was about 18 years old, he entered Plato's school in 
Athens, known as the Academy. He remained there for about 20 years. Plato 
recognized Aristotle as the Academy's brightest and most learned student, and 
called him the "intelligence of the school" and the "reader." 

When Plato died in 347 B.C., Aristotle left the Academy to join a group of Plato's 
disciples living with Hermeias, a former student at the Academy. In 343 or 
342 B.C., Philip II, king of Macedonia, invited Aristotle to supervise the 
education of his young son Alexander. Alexander later conquered all of Greece, 
overthrew the Persian Empire, and became known as Alexander the Great. 
Alexander studied under Aristotle until 336 B.C., when the youth became ruler 
of Macedonia after his father was assassinated.  

About 334 B.C., Aristotle returned to Athens and founded a school called the 
Lyceum. Soon after Alexander died in 323 B.C., Aristotle was charged with 
impiety (lack of reverence for the gods) by the Athenians. They probably 
resented his friendship with Alexander, the man who had conquered them. 
Aristotle had not forgotten the fate of the philosopher Socrates, condemned to 
death on a similar charge by the Athenians in 399 B.C. He fled to the city of 
Chalcis so the Athenians would not, as he said, "sin twice against philosophy." 
He died in Chalcis a year later. 

His Legacy. After Aristotle's death, his philosophy continued to be taught at the 
Peripatetic school by a long line of successors. One of these philosophers went 
to Rome in 155 B.C. and gave the Romans their first contact with Greek 
philosophy. From about A.D. 500 to 1100, knowledge of his philosophy was 
almost completely lost in the West. During this period, it was preserved by Arab 
and Syrian scholars who reintroduced it to the Christian culture of Western 
Europe in the 1100's and 1200's. 

Aristotle enjoyed tremendous prestige during this time. To some leading 
Christian, Jewish, and Arab scholars of the Middle Ages, his writings seemed to 
contain the sum total of human knowledge. Saint Thomas Aquinas, one of the 
most influential philosophers of the Middle Ages, considered Aristotle "the 
philosopher." Dante Alighieri, perhaps the greatest poet of the Middle Ages, 
called Aristotle the "master of those who know." Aristotle's authority has 
declined since the Middle Ages, but many philosophers of the modern period 
owe much to him. The extent of Aristotle's influence is difficult to judge, because 
many of his ideas have been absorbed into the language of science and 
philosophy. 
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Sopho cles 

(496?–406 BC). The second of the three great Greek writers of tragic 
drama during the 5th century BC was Sophocles. Sophocles is 
believed to have written 123 dramas, but only seven have survived. 
The best known is ‘Oedipus Rex' (or, Oedipus the King). The others 
are: ‘Electra', ‘Antigone', ‘Trachinian Women', ‘Ajax', ‘Philoctetes', and 
‘Oedipus at Colonus'. Fragments of lost plays and poems also exist.  

Information concerning Sophocles' life is sketchy. He was born in 
Colonus, a town near Athens, probably of a well-to-do family. He 
received a good education, studying music under Lamprus—the most 
noted musician of the time—and drama under Aeschylus. The date 
when he first entered the dramatic competitions at Athens is 
unknown, but his first victory was in 468 BC. On that occasion he 
defeated his teacher, Aeschylus. Sophocles is credited 
with about 20 first prizes in drama contests. Oddly enough 
his greatest work, ‘Oedipus Rex', only won second place.  

Sophocles was a master of tragic drama, especially in his 
characterizations. His tragic women are probably his most 
outstanding characters—Electra, Antigone, Deianeira, and 
others. He also had great ability to devise well-constructed 
plots. He has been criticized, however, for not dealing forcefully with 
the political issues of the time, as Euripides did, or with religious 
themes that were explored by Aeschylus.  

Sophocles's plays deal with a struggle of a strong individual against 
fate. In most of the plays, this individual chooses a course of action 
that the chorus and the lesser characters do not support. This course 
costs the individual suffering or even death, but it makes the individual 
nobler and somehow benefits humanity. Sophocles did not create 
ordinary characters who could be used to criticize conventional 
morality as Euripides did. The Greek philosopher Aristotle said that 
Sophocles portrayed people as they should be. 

In addition to his extensive writing, Sophocles was much involved in 
the public life of Athens. He served as a general at least once and 
may have taken part in foreign embassies. He was 90 years old and 
still active when he died, just before the end of the Peloponnesian 
War.  
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Herodotus 

(484?–425? BC). Called the father of history, Herodotus was one of 
the most widely traveled people of his time. His writings show his 
interest in both history and geography.  

He decided early in life to devote himself to literary pursuits. A 
frequent visitor to Athens, he was a close friend of Sophocles. He also 
journeyed to the western shores of the Black Sea, to southern Italy 
and Egypt, and to the Asian cities of Tyre, Babylon, Ecbatana, 
Nineveh, and Susa.  

Herodotus's great history seeks to combine a general 
history of the Greeks and non-Greeks with the history 
of the wars between the Greeks and Persians. He 
traces this conflict back to mythical times. Interwoven 
through the history are descriptions of the people and 
the countries he visited.  

The narrative style of Herodotus is much like that of a storyteller. He 
includes anecdotes that throw light on the life and manners of the age 
he describes. His use of historical method—the careful accumulation 
of data, followed by deciding what conclusions the data support—
greatly influenced later historians. He is the author of the first great 
narrative history produced in the ancient world, the History of the 
Greco-Persian Wars.  

Herodotus was a wide traveler. His longer wandering covered a large 
part of the Persian Empire: he went to Egypt, at least as far south as 
Elephantine (Aswan), and he also visited Libya, Syria, Babylonia, 
Susa in Elam, Lydia, and Phrygia. He journeyed up the Hellespont to 
Byzantium, went to Thrace and Macedonia, and traveled northward to 
beyond the Danube and to Scythia eastward along the northern 
shores of the Black Sea as far as the Don River and some way inland. 
These travels would have taken many years. 
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Hippocrates 

Hippocrates (460?-380? B.C.) was a well-known ancient physician 
who practiced medicine on the Greek island of Cos. Long after his 
death, Hippocrates became the most famous person in ancient 
medicine. 

Hippocrates' fame probably resulted from about 80 anonymously 
written medical works that became part of the collection of the Library 
of Alexandria after about 200 B.C. Those writings became linked with 
Hippocrates and are known by scholars as the Hippocratic 
corpus. However, none of these "Hippocratic" works can 
be proved to have been written by Hippocrates.  

Hippocrates is often called the father of medicine. This 
image of him emerged from the writings of Galen, a great 
physician who lived during the A.D. 100's and 200's. 
Galen believed that the life and practice of Hippocrates 
represented all that was good in medicine. To Galen, the Hippocratic 
oath served as a model for the ethical practice of medicine. Today, 
many graduating medical students still take an oath modeled on this 
text. 

Hippocratic medicine challenged the methods of many physicians 
who used magic and witchcraft to treat disease. It taught that 
diseases had natural causes and could therefore be studied and 
possibly cured according to the workings of nature. Under Hippocratic 
medicine, a well-trained physician could cure illness with knowledge 
gained from medical writings or from experience. Modern medicine is 
still based on this assumption. 

Little is known for sure about Hippocrates' life. So-called facts about 
his birth, medical practice, and death are more attributable to myths or 
legends than to actual evidence.  

Throughout his life Hippocrates appears to have travelled widely in 
Greece and Asia Minor practicing his art and teaching his pupils, and 
he presumably taught at the medical school at Cos quite frequently. 
His birth and death dates are traditional but may well be 
approximately accurate. Undoubtedly Hippocrates was a historical 
figure, a great physician who exercised a permanent influence on the 
development of medicine and on the ideals and ethics of the 
physician. 

 

"Hippocrates." Encyclopædia Britannica. 2004.  Encyclopædia Britannica Online School Edition. 
24 Aug. 2004  <http://www.school.eb.com/eb/article?eu=41416>. 

Scarborough, John. "Hippocrates." World Book Online Reference Center. 2004. World Book, Inc. 24 Aug. 2004. 
<http://www.worldbookonline.com/wb/Article?id=ar257540>. 

  

http://www.school.eb.com/eb/article?eu=41416


Parthenon; Athens, Greece 

Pericles 

Combining the legislative ability of Solon, the economic 
understanding of Peisistratus, the political instincts of 
Cleisthenes, and the military genius of Themisto-
cles, Pericles was the consummate politician of Athens’s democracy. 
He was an Alcmaeonid, a member of one of Athens’s most 
prestigious, and controversial, families.  
 
Pericles began his political career by joining in the prosecution of the 
statesman and general Cimon, but after Ephialtes’ assassination in 
462 B.C.E., he assumed the leadership role of the democratic faction 
in Athens.  
He championed the rights of the lower class and undertook various 
legislative measures that gave Athens’s citizens more effective control 
of their government and law courts. Pericles also 
supported a building program that enhanced the city’s 
beauty and provided a great deal of employment. 
(Among the edifices erected under his direction were 
the Acropolis and the  Parthenon). He was able to 
maintain the confidence of the people well enough 
so that, after having his leading opponent ostracized, he was able to 
be elected general fifteen years running. He also manipulated 
Athens’s enemies into fighting only when he felt Athens was really 
ready. 
 
His Legacy. The form of democracy which Pericles developed in 
Athens used majority rule more fully than any constitution since then. 
At the time, he was known as “the First Citizen of Athens.” 
Yet Pericles dominated the people; in conditions of complete political 
equality and freedom, he imposed his will and maintained his policy. 
To admirers of democracy he is almost without a peer. The society 
which he led was imbued with his ideas—an overmastering love of 
Athens, a passionate belief in freedom for Athenians, and a faith in 
the ability of man. In the Assembly, Pericles advocated hostility 
toward Sparta and radical constitutional reform at home. 

Pericles's trust in the intellect was shared by Athens's leading 
thinkers. His love of Athens found expression in the conception and 
the details of the Parthenon.  
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