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General editors’ preface

The history of philosophy, as its name implies, represents a union of two very
different disciplines, each of which imposes severe constraints upon the other.
As an exercise in the history of ideas, it demands that one acquire a “period eye’:
a thorough understanding of how the thinkers whom it studies viewed the
problems which they sought to resolve, the conceptual frameworks in which they
addressed these issues, their assumptions and objectives, their blind spots and
miscues. But as an exercise in philosophy, we are engaged in much more than
simply a descriptive task. There is a crucial critical aspect to our efforts: we are
looking for the cogency as much as the development of an argument, for its
bearing on questions which continue to preoccupy us as much as the impact
which it may have had on the evolution of philosophical thought.

The history of philosophy thus requires a delicate balancing act from its
practitioners. We read these writings with the full benefit of historical hindsight.
We can see why the minor contributions remained minor and where the grand
systems broke down: sometimes as a result of internal pressures, sometimes
because of a failure to overcome an insuperable obstacle, sometimes because of a
dramatic technological or sociological change and, quite often, because of
nothing more than a shift in intellectual fashion or interests. Yet, because of our
continuing philosophical concern with many of the same problems, we cannot
afford to look dispassionately at these works. We want to know what lessons are
to be learnt from the inconsequential or the glorious failures; many times we
want to plead for a contemporary relevance in the overlooked theory or to
reconsider whether the ‘glorious failure’ was indeed such or simply ahead of its
time: perhaps even ahead of its author.

We find ourselves, therefore, much like the mythical ‘radical translator’ who
has so fascinated modern philosophers, trying to understand an author’s ideas in
his and his culture’s eyes, and at the same time, in our own. It can be a
formidable task. Many times we fail in the historical undertaking because our
philosophical interests are so strong, or lose sight of the latter because we are so
enthralled by the former. But the nature of philosophy is such that we are
compelled to master both techniques. For learning about the history of
philosophy is not just a challenging and engaging pastime: it is an essential
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element in learning about the nature of philosophy—in grasping how philosophy
is intimately connected with and yet distinct from both history and science.

The Routledge History of Philosophy provides a chronological survey of the
history of Western philosophy, from its beginnings up to the present time. Its aim
is to discuss all major philosophical developments in depth, and with this in
mind, most space has been allocated to those individuals who, by common
consent, are regarded as great philosophers. But lesser figures have not been
neglected, and it is hoped that the reader will be able to find, in the ten volumes
of the History, at least basic information about any significant philosopher of the
past or present.

Philosophical thinking does not occur in isolation from other human activities,
and this History tries to situate philosophers within the cultural, and in particular
the scientific, context of their time. Some philosophers, indeed, would regard
philosophy as merely ancillary to the natural sciences; but even if this view is
rejected, it can hardly be denied that the sciences have had a great influence on
what is now regarded as philosophy, and it is important that this influence should
be set forth clearly. Not that these volumes are intended to provide a mere record
of the factors that influenced philosophical thinking; philosophy is a discipline
with its own standards of argument, and the presentation of the ways in which
these arguments have developed is the main concern of this History.

In speaking of ‘what is now regarded as philosophy’, we may have given the
impression that there now exists a single view of what philosophy is. This is
certainly not the case; on the contrary, there exist serious differences of opinion,
among those who call themselves philosophers, about the nature of their subject.
These differences are reflected in the existence at the present time of two main
schools of thought, usually described as “analytic’ and ‘continental’ philosophy.
It is not our intention, as general editors of this History, to take sides in this
dispute. Our attitude is one of tolerance, and our hope is that these volumes will
contribute to an understanding of how philosophers have reached the positions
which they now occupy.

One final comment. Philosophy has long been a highly technical subject, with
its own specialized vocabulary. This History is intended not only for the
specialist but also for the general reader. To this end, we have tried to ensure that
each chapter is written in an accessible style; and since technicalities are
unavoidable, a glossary of technical terms is provided in each volume. In this
way these volumes will, we hope, contribute to a wider understanding of a
subject which is of the highest importance to all thinking people.

G.H.R.Parkinson
S.G.Shanker
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Chronology

C.C.W.Taylor and Robin Osborne

We have comparatively few precise and reliable dates for the biography of
individuals (including birth, death and composition of individual works). In some
cases approximate dates can be given, but in others all that can be said is that the
person was active during a certain period, e.g. in the first third or half of a
particular century. Dramatic works are dated by the year of their performance at
one of the Athenian dramatic festivals, of which official records were preserved.

All dates are BC. Dates of the form 462/1 designate years of the official
Athenian calendar, in which the year began in June. (Hence 462/1 is the year
from June 462 BC to June 461 BC.) Dates of the form 750-700 designate
periods of several years.

Politics and religion
776

First Olympiad

The arts
800

€.750-c.700 Foundation of Greek
colonies in S. ltaly
and Sicily

c. mid-cent.

2nd half of cent.

c.700

Geometric  pottery
produced throughout
Greece

Earliest Greek
alphabetic
inscriptions
Figurative decoration
developed on Late
Geometric  pottery
Composition of
Homeric poems
Hesiod active
Earliest certain
scenes of myths on
Greek pottery



Xii

Politics and religion

€.650-c.600 Age of tyrants and
lawgivers Laws of
Draco at Athens 621

594/3 Archonship of Solon

at Athens

¢.550-c.500 Earliest

poems written
546 Persian conquest of

Lydia
€.540-c.522 Tyranny

The arts
€.700—c.650

€.650

630-600

€.610-c.600

€.600

€.600-c.550

€.560

c.550

of 540-520
Polycrates at Samos

535

520-10

Oriental influence
manifest in Greek
pottery and
metalwork
Archilochus,

Semonides, Tyrtaeus
active
Alcman active

Earliest black-figure
vase painting at
Athens

First monumental

kouroi Sappho,
Alcaeus active
Earliest Doric

temples  (Olympia,
Corinth,  Syracuse,
Corcyra, Selinus)
Earliest lonic temples
(Samos, Ephesus)
Theognis active

Mythological
cosmogony of
Pherecydes of Syros

Amasis Painter and
Exekias active at
Athens

Anacreon active
Temple of Hera at
Samos

Traditional date of
first dramatic
competition at Athens
Invention of red-
figure technique of



Politics and religion The arts
¢.510-480
508/7 Reforms of
Cleisthenes: full
democracy
established at Athens
500-494 lonian revolt against ¢.500
Persia
500-490
Science and technology Philosophy
early 6th cent. Geometrical 585
discoveries
attributed to Thales
(see Ch. 8)
Anaximander’s
world map
¢.575-560 Earliest  electrum ¢.570-c.550
coins minted in
lonia
546 (?)
c.540-c.522 Polycrates’ tunnel  ¢.540-¢.520
c.520 Earliest  Athenian ¢.540
owl coinage
c.515
Late 6th-early 5th Hecataeus, Journey ¢.500

cent.

Round the World,
world map and
work on mythology
and genealogy

Xiii

vase painting at
Athens
Technique for

making large hollow-
cast bronze statues
perfected

Kleophrades Painter
and Berlin Painter
active at Athens
Temple of Athena
Aphaia, Aegina

Eclipse  allegedly
predicted by Thales
Anaximander,
Anaximenes active

Birth of Pythagoras

Xenophanes  goes
into exile
Foundation of
Pythagorean
community at
Croton

Foundation of Elea

Birth of Parmenides
Heraclitus active
Birth of Anaxagoras
Birth of Protagoras
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Politics and religion

490

480-79

470
468
€.465

C.463

462/1

459-4

454

First Persian invasion:
Battle of Marathon
(Aeschylus a combatant)

Second Persian invasion:
Battles of Thermopylae,
Salamis and Plataea

Battle of Himera:
Carthaginian invasion of
Sicily defeated

Sophocles’ first victory
Aeschylus, Seven Against
Thebes

Battle of Eurymedon

Establishment of
democracy at Syracuse
Ostracism of Kimon
Reforms of Ephialtes at
Athens

Athenian  expedition to
Egypt
Tranfer of treasury of

Delian League to Athens:
beginning of  Athenian
empire

Pericles elected general for
first time

The arts
494

500-440

485

484
.480

472

470-60

458
456

Phrynichus,
Miletus
Pindar (d.438) active
Bacchylides active
Simonides (d.468) active
Building of temples at
Acragas

Comedy added to City
Dionysia

Aeschylus’ first victory
Critian boy

Capture of

Aeschylus, Persians

Painted Stoa at Athens:
paintings by Polygnotus
and others

Aeschylus, Oresteia

Death of Aeschylus
Completion of Temple of
Zeus at Olympia



Politics and religion The arts
c.450 Piraeus  replanned by
Hippodamus of Miletus
450-30 Polyclitus active
447 Parthenon begun

448 Pericles re-elected general
(and annually thereafter till
his death)

443 Foundation of Thurii Herodotus among the
Ostracism of Thucydides colonists of Thurii: city laid
son of Melesias out by Hippodamus

Sophocles, Antigone
441 Revolt of Samos from 441 Euripides’ first victory
Athens
438 Euripides, Alcestis
Phidias, statue of Athena in
Parthenon
Science and technology Philosophy
469 Birth of Socrates
467 Fall of meteorite at
Aegospotamoi said
to have  been
predicted by
Anaxagoras
c.460 Birth of Democritus
5th cent. Pythagorean
discovery of

2nd half of 5th
cent.

mathematical basis
of musical intervals

Hippocrates of
Chios, Elements
Hippocrates of Cos
active

Early Hippocratic

treatises

454

450

443

Destruction of
Pythagorean
communities in S.
Italy

Dramatic date of
Plato, Parmenides
Parmenides  ¢.65
yrs old, Zeno c.40
yrsold

writes
Thurii.

Protagoras
laws for

XV
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Science and technology

Politics and religion

432

429

427

424

421

420

418

Outbreak of Peloponnesian
War

Plague at Athens: death of
Pericles

Leontinoi seeks help from
Athens against Syracuse,
(Gorgias an ambassador)

Battle of Delium (Socrates
distinguishes himself.)

Capture of Amphipolis by
Brasidas: exile of Thucydides

Peace of Nicias

Alcibiades elected general

Introduction of cult of
Asclepius to Athens
Renewal of war between

Athens and Sparta

Philosophy
Anaxagoras active
in Athens
441 Melissus
commands Samian
fleet against
Athens.
mid 5th. cent. Empedocles,
Leucippus,
Alcmaeon of
Croton active
The arts
c.432 Parthenon sculptures

431
€.430

428

425
424

423
422
421

c.420

completed Zeuxis at outset of
his career Thucydides begins
his history.

Euripides, Medea

Sophocles, Oedipus
Tyrannus Phidias, statue of
Zeus at Olympia

Birth of Xenophon

Euripides, Hippolytus

Aristophanes, Acharnians
Aristophanes, Knights

Avristophanes, Clouds
Aristophanes, Wasps
Aristophanes, Peace
Eupolis, Flatterers
Herodotus active
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Politics and religion The arts
416 Destruction of Melos by 416  Agathon’s  first  victory

Athens (celebrated by Plato,
Symposium)
415 Sicilian expedition: 415  Euripides, Trojan Women

Mutilation of the Hermai:
Alcibiades goes over to
Sparta
414 Aristophanes, Birds
413 Defeat of Sicilian expedition
413/12 Introduction of cult of Bendis
to Athens (mentioned at
beginning of Plato, Republic)
412  Euripides, Helen

Science and technology Philosophy

late 5th cent. Hippias discovers c¢.433 Dramatic date of Plato,
quadratrix, compiles Protagoras
list of Olympic victors Protagoras,  Hippias,

Prodicus active

c.430 Anaxagoras exiled
from Athens

c.428 Death of Anaxagoras

427  Birth of Plato

423  Diogenes of Apollonia
active (doctrines
caricatured in Clouds).

€.420 Death of Protagoras

late 5th cent. Democritus, Philolaus
active
2nd half of 5th cent. Democritus states

without proof that
volumes of cone and
pyramid are  1/3
respectively of
volumes of cylinder
and prism.
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Politics and religion

411

407

406

405

405-4

404
404-3

403

395-3

Rule of 400 at Athens

Return of Alcibiades to
Athens Spartan treaty
with Persia

Battle of Arginusai and
trial of  generals
(Socrates a member of
presiding board)
Carthaginian invasion
of Sicily

Defeat of Athenian
fleet at Aegospotamoi
Dionysius | establishes
tyranny at Syracuse

Siege of Athens
Surrender of Athens
Rule of Thirty Tyrants
at Athens: Lysias goes
into exile: Socrates
refuses to take part in
arrest of Leon of
Salamis  Death  of
Alcibiades

Restoration of
democracy at Athens:
death of Critias

Rebuilding of Long 1st, half of 4th cent.

Walls at Athens

The arts

409
408

406

405

401

c.400

Avristophanes,
Lysistrata and
Thesmophoriazusai
Sophocles, Philoctetes
Euripides, Orestes

Death of Sophocles
Death of Euripides

Avristophanes, Frogs

Euripides,  Bacchae
and Iphigenia in Aulis
(produced

posthumously)

Sophocles, Oedipus at
Colonus  (produced
posthumously)

Death of Thucydides
Temple of Apollo,
Bassai

Lysias active (d.c.380)
Xenophon active (d.c.
354)



Politics and religion

386

King’s Peace

Xix

The arts
Isocrates active (d.
338)
392 Avristophanes,
Ecclesiazusai
389 Avristophanes, Plutus
Philosophy

Science and technology

late 5th cent.

1st half of 4th
cent.

Basic work on

irrationals by
Theodorus of
Cyrene

Theaetetus (d.
369) generalizes
Theodorus’ work
on irrationals and
describes five
regular solids.
Eudoxus (d. c.
340) invents
general theory of
proportion  and
proves
Democritus’
discoveries of
volumes of cone
and pyramid;
invents
mathematical
model of cosmos
as set of nested
spheres to explain
movements of
heavenly bodies.

Archytas  solves
problem of
duplication of the
cube, carries
further

Pythagorean work
on mathematical

399

1st half of 4th
cent.

Trial and death of
Socrates

Associates of
Socrates  active:
Antisthenes (d. c.
360)

Aristippus
(reputed founder
of Cyrenaic
school)
Aeschines

Eucleides (d. c.
380: founder of
Megarian school)
Phaedo
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Science and technology

determination of
musical intervals
and is first to
apply
mathematical
principles to
mechanics.

Politics and religion

377

371
370-69
367

360

351

Foundation  of  Second
Athenian Confederacy
Battle of Leuctra

Liberation of Messenia
Death of Dionysius | of
Syracuse:  succession  of
Dionysius 1l

Accession of Philip Il of
Macedon: beginning of rise
of Macedon to hegemony in
Greece

Demosthenes, First
Philippic

Science and technology Philosophy

384
367

361

¢.360

c. mid-cent.
347

Philosophy

387 Plato’s first visit
to Sicily
Foundation of
Academy

The arts

c.356 Praxiteles, altar of Artemis at
Ephesus
352-1 Mausoleum at Halicarnassus

Birth of Aristotle

Plato’s second visit to Sicily Aristotle
joins Academy

Plato’s third visit to Sicily

Birth of Pyrrho, founder of Scepticism
Diogenes the Cynic comes to Athens.
Death of Plato: Speusippus succeeds
as head of Academy: Aristotle leaves
Athens.



List of Sources

The following ancient authors and works are cited as sources, chiefly for pre-
Socratic philosophy, in this volume. Many of these works are available in
original language editions only; details of these may be found (for Greek
authors) in Liddell and Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon, 9th edn, revised
H.S.Jones and R.McKenzie, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1940 (many reprints), pp.
xvi—xli. This list indicates English translations where available; (L) indicates that
the works cited are available, in the original with facing English translation, in the
Loeb Classical Library (Harvard University Press). Where details of a translation
are given in the bibliography of any chapter, the appropriate reference is given.
There is a helpful discussion of the sources for pre-Socratic philosophy in
G.S.Kirk, J.E.Raven and M.Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd edn,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1983 ([1.6], pp. 1-6.

Achilles. Astronomer; 3rd c. AD.

Aetius. Conjectured author of a history of philosophy, believed to have lived
1st or 2nd c. AD. His work survives in two summaries, the Epitome of [Plutarch]
(1) (g.v.) and the Selections of Stobaeus (g.v.), with some excerpts also preserved
by Theodoretus (g.v.); these versions are edited by H.Diels in Doxographi Graeci
[2.1].

Albert the Great (St). Theologian and scientist; 13th ¢c. AD. Work cited; On
Vegetables, ed. E.Meyer and C.Jessen, Berlin, 1867.

Alexander of Aphrodisias. Philosopher and Aristotelian commentator; 2nd—
3rd c. AD. Works cited; On Fate (trans. R.Sharples, London, Duckworth, 1983),
commentaries on Meteorology and Topics.

Ammonius. Neoplatonist philosopher; 5th c. AD. Work cited; commentary on
Porphyry’s Introduction.

Aristotle. 4th c. BC. All works cited are translated in J.Barnes (ed.) The
Complete Works of Aristotle, 2 vols, Princeton, NJ, Princeton University Press,
1984 (also (L)).

Asclepius. Aristotelian commentator; 6th c. AD. Work cited: commentary on
Metaphysics A-Z.

Boethius. Roman statesman and philosopher; 5th c. AD. See [8.29].
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Censorinus. Roman grammarian; 3rd c. AD. Work cited: On the Day of Birth
ed. N.Sallman, Leipzig, Teubner, 1983.

Cicero. Roman statesman and philosopher; 1st c. BC. Works cited,;
Academica, On the Nature of the Gods, Tusculan Disputations (L).

Clement. Bishop of Alexandria; 3rd c. AD. Works cited: Protrepticus,
Miscellanies (L).

Columella. Roman writer on agriculture; 1st c. AD. Work cited: On
Agriculture (L).

Diogenes Laertius. Biographer; 3rd c. AD(?). Work cited: Lives of the
Philosophers (L).

Epicurus. Philosopher, founder of Epicurean school; 4th-3rd c¢. BC. Works
cited: Letter to Menoeceus, On Nature. Ed. G.Arrighetti, Epicure, Opere, Turin,
Giulio Einandi, 1960. Trans. in C.Bailey, Epicurus, Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1926, repr. Hildesheim and New York, Georg Olms Verlag, 1970, and in
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Introduction
C.C.W.Taylor

In the two and a half centuries covered by this volume, from the beginning of the
sixth century BC to the death of Plato in 347, Western philosophy developed
from infancy to adulthood, from the earliest stage at which it can be recognized
as an intellectual activity in its own right to a state in which most of its principal
branches had been articulated from one another, major advances had been made
in some of those branches, and some enduring masterpieces had already been
written. The several chapters in this volume describe this astonishing process in
detail; it is the task of this introduction to attempt an overview of the main
developments.

The tradition of beginning the history of Western philosophy with the lonian
theorists of the sixth century (see Chapter 2) is as old as the history of philosophy
itself; Aristotle, the earliest historian of philosophy whose work survives,
describes Thales (Metaphysics 983b20-1) as ‘the founder of that kind of
philosophy’, i.e. the enquiry into the basic principles of the physical world. Yet
in the same passage Aristotle admits some uncertainty as to whether ‘the men of
very ancient times who first told stories about the gods’ should not be counted as
pioneers of that kind of enquiry (b27-30). This brings out the fact that lonian
speculation about the nature and origins of the physical world itself arises from
an older tradition of cosmology, represented in Greek thought by Homer, Hesiod
and the so-called ‘Orphic’ poems, a tradition which has considerable affinities
with the mythological systems of Egypt and the Near Eastern civilizations (see
Chapter 1, and, for detailed discussion KRS [1.6], ch. 1). While it is traditional to
contrast the ‘mythological’ thought of the poets, who explained the genesis and
nature of the world via the activities of divinities, with the ‘physical’ or
‘materialistic’ thought of the lonians, who appealed to observable stuffs such as
water or air, that contrast is somewhat misleading, since on the one hand many
of the divinities of the poets were themselves identified with components of the
world such as the sea or the earth, while on the other the lonians appear to have
regarded their basic components as alive, and to have given them some of the
attributes of divinity, such as immortality. None the less there are certain features
of lonian cosmological speculation which justify the traditional claim that it
marks an unprecedented step in human thought. While the mythical cosmologies
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mix up the cosmic deities with fairy-tale figures such as giants, Titans and
monsters without distinction, and have no explanatory resources beyond the
sexual and other psychological motivations of these beings, the lonians eliminate
the purely personal element, seeking to explain the world in terms of a minimum
number of basic stuffs (e.g. water, air) and processes (e.g. condensation and
rarefaction), and subjecting these accounts to the control both of primitive
observation (as in Aristotle’s account of Thales’ reasons for identifying his
principle with water) and of a priori reasoning (e.g. in Anaximander’s treatment
of the problem of the stability of the earth). Their speculations were thus
subjected to norms of rationality, as those of their mythologizing precedessors
were not, and in satisfying those norms they pioneered the crucial concepts of a
theoretical entity (Anaximander’s apeiron) and of a world organized in
accordance with natural law (in the single fragment of Anaximander). (For a
fuller discussion see Hussey [2.36].)

The lonian cosmological tradition was an active element in the development
of philosophy throughout the period covered by this volume, and beyond. But
other strands soon become discernible in the fabric. The fragments of the poet
Xenophanes, an lonian writing later in the sixth century and probably well into
the fifth, contain, in addition to some cosmological material, a number of
criticisms of traditional theology. One element in this criticism is the rejection,
on moral grounds, of the traditional tales of quarrels, adultery and other
misdeeds on the part of the gods; the demand for a conception of the divine
which represents it as a paradigm of moral perfection is from Xenophanes
onwards a recurrent theme in Greek thought, particularly important in Plato, and
is one of the elements which was taken over in the Christianization of Greek
philosophy. More radical was Xenophanes’ ridicule of anthropomorphic
representations of gods, which looks forward to the cultural relativism of the fifth
century and thereby to an important aspect of the thought of the sophists. But
Xenophanes’ contribution to theological speculation was not wholly negative;
the fragments also provide evidence of belief in a non-anthropomorphic, perhaps
incorporeal deity, which undertakes no physical activity, but controls everything
by the power of thought. While there is disagreement among scholars as to
whether Xenophanes was a monotheist, and whether he identified the deity with
the cosmos, there can be no doubt that he is a pioneer of a theological tradition
whose influence can be discerned in thinkers as diverse as Anaxagoras, Aristotle
and the Stoics. He is also the earliest thinker who provides evidence of
engagement with epistemological problems, initiating a tradition which was
developed in different ways by the Eleatics, Plato and the Hellenistic schools.

The lonian tradition was further diversified in the later sixth century by
Pythagoreanism and by Heraclitus. The former movement, which had at least as
much of the character of an esoteric religion as of a philosophical or scientific
system, might appear altogether remote from the lonians, but Aristotle’s
evidence suggests that the early Pythagoreans thought of themselves rather as
offering alternative answers to the same fundamental questions about the
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physical world as the lonians had posed than as taking an altogether new
direction. Their fundamental insight, which was to have a profound influence on
Plato and thereby on later developments, was that understanding of the physical
world was to be attained by grasping the mathematical principles of its
organization, but those principles do not appear to have been, at this early stage,
clearly distinguished from the physical principles which the lonians had posited.
Another important aspect of early Pythagoreanism was its development of a
theory of the nature of the soul, and in particular of the view that the soul is akin
to the world as a whole, and therefore to be explained via the application of the
same mathematical conceptions as make the world intelligible. While Heraclitus’
thought was closer to that of his lonian predecessors, lacking the peculiarly
mathematical slant of the Pythagoreans, it none the less has certain affinities with
the latter. He too seeks to identify an intelligible structure underlying the
apparent chaos of phenomena, and thinks that that structure has to be ascertained
by the intellect, rather than directly by observation. He too is interested in the
nature of the soul, and stresses its continuity with the rest of the physical world.
He shows greater consciousness than the Pythagoreans of epistemological
questions, including the relation of theory to observation, and is the first thinker
to show an interest in the nature of language and its relation to reality, a set of
problems which came to dominate much fifth-century thought, which were
central to the thought of Plato, Aristotle and their successors, and which, it is no
exaggeration to say, have remained at the centre of philosophical enquiry to the
present day.

Undoubtedly the two most significant figures in the thought of the fifth
century were Parmenides and Socrates, each of whom not only reshaped his
immediate philosophical environment but influenced, indirectly yet decisively,
the whole subsequent development of western thought. In his total rejection, not
merely of lonian cosmology, but of the senses as sources of knowledge,
Parmenides initiated the conception of a purely a priori investigation of reality,
and may thus be said to have begun the debate between empiricism and
rationalism which has been central to much subsequent philosophy. More
immediately, he challenged those who accepted the reality of the observable
world to show how plurality, change, coming-to-be and ceasing-to-be are
possible, and the subsequent history of fifth-century cosmology, represented by
Empedocles, Anaxagoras and the Atomists, is that of a series of attempts to meet
that challenge. Plato’s response to Parmenides was more complex. While the
fifth-century pluraliste sought to defend the reality of the observable world
against the challenge of Parmenidean monism, Plato accepted one of Parmenides’
fundamental theses, that only the objects of thought, as distinct from perceptible
things, are fully real. But rather than drawing the conclusion that the observable
world is mere illusion, with the corollary that the language that we apply to that
world is mere empty sound, he sought to show how the observable world is an
approximation to, or imperfect copy of, the intelligible world, and to develop an
appropriate account of language, in which words whose primary application is to
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the intelligible world apply derivatively to the sensible. An important part of that
enterprise was to show how, contra Parmenides, it is possible to speak
intelligibly of what is not. Holding that strict monism is self-refuting, Plato was
committed to positing a plurality of intelligible natures constituting the
intelligible world, to describing the structure of that world and to defending that
construction against Parmenidean arguments against the possibility of non-being.
Some of the central themes of Platonic metaphysics and philosophy of language
can thus be seen to have developed at least partially in response to the challenge
of Parmenides’ logic.

In one way the influence of Socrates on subsequent philosophy is incalculable.
Had Socrates not lived, and more particularly had he not died as he did, it is
doubtful if Plato would have become a philosopher rather than a statesman, and
had Plato not become a philosopher the whole development of Western
philosophy would have been unimaginably different. (For a start, Aristotle would
not have been trained in the Academy; hence his philosophical development,
assuming it to have occurred at all, would have been altogether different, and so
on.) Aside from the general influence of his personality on Plato, Socrates’
principal contribution to philosophy seems to have been twofold, first in focusing
on fundamental questions of conduct, as distinct from physical speculation, and
second in applying to those questions a rigorous agumentative method. The effect
of the application of this method to that subject-matter was the creation of ethics
as a distinct area of philosophy. It would, however, be quite misleading to think
of Socrates as having single-handedly given philosophy this new direction,for in
concentrating on questions of conduct and treating them with his characteristic
method of argument he was responding in part to developments instituted by
certain of his contemporaries, known collectively as ‘The Sophists’.

The so-called ‘Sophistic Movement” was a complex phenomenon. In the fifth
century BC the increasing intellectual sophistication, economic prosperity and
political development of a number of Greek states, particularly Athens, created a
demand for education going beyond the traditional elementary grounding in
music and literature (especially poetry), arithmetic and physical training which
was all that was then available. To a certain extent this took the form of the
popularization of the lonian tradition of cosmological speculation, which was
extended into areas such as history, geography and the origins of civilization.
The demand for success in forensic and political oratory, fostered by the increase
in participatory democracy which was a feature of political life, especially in
Athens, led to the development of specialized techniques of persuasion and
argument, associated in particular with the names of Gorgias and Protagoras.
Finally, the sophists were associated with a rationalistic and critical attitude to
things in general, with implications, unwelcome to those of conservative views,
for matters of morality and religion. One feature of this attitude was cultural
relativism, leading to a view of moral and religious beliefs as tied to the
particular norms of different peoples, with no claim to universal validity. Beliefs
of this kind were said to arise purely by convention (nomos), and hence to lack
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the objective authority that was supposed to reside in nature (phusis); a typical
example of the use of this contrast was the claim (maintained by Callicles in
Plato’s Gorgias) that since by nature the strong prevail over the weak (as can be
observed, for example, from the behaviour of animals), that is how things should
be, and that conventional rules constraining the aggression of the strong lack any
legitimacy. This complex of activities and attitudes was transmitted throughout
the Greek world by a new profession, that of itinerant teachers who travelled
from city to city lecturing and giving other kinds of instruction to those who
were prepared to pay. It was essentially an individualistic activity, an extension
to new areas of the older tradition of the itinerant rhapsode (i.e. reciter of
poems). The sophists belonged to no organization, nor did they all share a
common body of specific belief (though the attitudes mentioned above were
sufficiently widespread to be regarded as characteristic of them), and they
founded no schools, either in the sense of academic institutions or in that of
groups of individuals committed to the promulgation of specific philosophical
doctrines.

None of these aspects of the sophists’ activity was without some impact on
Socrates, according to Plato’s portrayal of him. He was at one time deeply
interested in physical speculation, though he appears to have abandoned it in
favour of concentration on ethical questions. This shift of interest seems to have
been motivated by the rationalistic assumption that mechanistic explanations are
in general inadequate, since they can provide no account of the reasons for which
things happen. For that it is necessary to show how things happen as a rational
agent would arrange them, i.e. for the best. An application of that rationalistic
assumption is at the heart of Plato’s version of Socratic morality. Every rational
agent is uniformly motivated to seek what is best, understood in self-interested
terms as what is best for the agent; given that constant motivation, understanding
of what is in fact for the best is sufficient to guarantee conduct designed to
achieve it. But rather than leading to the abandonment of conventional morality,
as in the case of some of his sophistic opponents, this rationalism presents
Plato’s Socrates with the task of showing that adherence to the traditional virtues
of courage, self-control, etc. are in fact beneficial to the agent. In so doing
Socrates rejects the antithesis between nomos and phusis; so far from conflicting
with the promptings of nature, morality is necessary for humans to achieve what
nature (i.e. rational organization) has designed them to seek, namely, what is
best for them. As regards techniques of argument, Socrates indeed relied on a
technique which was one of those pioneered by the sophists, that of subjection of
a hypothesis, proposed by a participant in debate, to critical questioning, with a
view to eliciting a contradiction in the set of beliefs held by the proponent of the
hypothesis. In this case the difference was not in method, but in aim. Plato
consistently represents the sophists as treating argument as a competitive game in
which victory was achieved by reducing one’s opponent to self-contradiction,
whereas Socrates regarded argument as a co-operative enterprise in which the
participants are not opponents but partners in the search for truth. Reduction of
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one’s interlocutor to self-contradiction is not the end of the game, as it is for the
sophists, but a necessary stage on the path of discovery.

Inevitably, discussion of the role of Socrates in the development of philosophy
in the fifth century has merged insensibly into discussion of Plato. This reflects
the fact that Plato’s earliest writings take the form of imaginative representations
of conversations between Socrates and others, which, while remaining faithful to
the personality of Socrates and the spirit of his philosophizing, present him as the
ideal philosopher. At this stage it is not possible to draw any clear line between
doctrines maintained, possibly in inchoate form, by the historical Socrates and
those developed by Plato under the stimulus of Socratic argumentation.
Gradually Plato develops his independent voice, both in widening the range of
his interests from Socrates’ concentration on ethics and in articulating his own
doctrines, in particular the Theory of Forms (see Chapter 10). The range of
Plato’s interests is formidable, including virtually all the areas dealt with by his
predecessors, as well as areas in which his pioneering ventures set the agenda for
future generations. His cosmology in the Timaeus blends a basically Pythagorean
conception of the organization of the cosmos with a great deal of detail derived
from Empedocles and others; his metaphysics, which includes pioneering work
in the theory of language and of definition and classification (primarily in the
Sophist and Statesman), is a sustained dialogue with Parmenides (and to a lesser
extent Heraclitus) and his ethics is in large part a response to the challenge of the
sophists. In many areas the depth and comprehensiveness of his vision takes him
beyond his predecessors to make new connections and develop new fields. For
instance, taking over from the Pythagoreans and Empedocles the theory of the
survival of the soul through a series of embodiments, he applies it not merely in
the context of arguments for immortality, but in a novel account of a priori
knowledge (in the Meno) and of the ability to apply universal concepts (in the
Phaedo). Again, while in the early dialogues he had followed Socrates in arguing
that observance of morality is in accordance with the natural drive towards self-
interest, he had provided no convincing argument to show that the social goods
promoted by morality always coincide with the individual’s own good. In the
Republic he seeks to bridge that gap by nothing less than the integration of
psychology with political theory; the individual personality is itself organized on
a social model and its best state consists in a certain form of social organization
which mirrors that of the good society. Finally, while the sophists and their
younger contemporary Democritus had indeed touched on some of the political
implications of ethical questions, it was Plato who, in systematically exploring
these connections in a series of major works, not only created political
philosophy but in the Republic wrote what is still acknowledged to be one of the
masterpieces of that subject, and indeed of philosophy as a whole.

That work more than any exhibits the synoptic character of Plato’s genius. In
addition to the attempted integration of politics and psychology just mentioned,
it encompasses virtually all the major areas of philosophy. A well-organized
society must be founded on knowledge of what is best for its citizens; hence the
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dialogue embraces the nature of knowledge and its relation to belief. Knowledge
is a grasp of reality, and in particular of the reality of goodness; hence basic
metaphysics is included. The account of the training of the rulers to achieve that
knowledge constitutes a fundamental treatment of the philosophy of education,
literature and art. Some of these topics are explored by Plato in other dialogues,
some of which individually excel the Republic in their particular fields (see the
discussions in Chapters 10-12). No single work, however, better encapsulates
Plato’s unique contribution to the development of Western philosophy.



CHAPTER 1

The polis and its culture
Robin Osborne

INTRODUCTION

‘We love wisdom without becoming soft’, Thucydides has the Athenian
politician Pericles claim, using the verb philosophein.! Claims to, and respect
for, wisdom in archaic Greece were by no means restricted to those whom the
western tradition, building on Aristotle’s review of past thinkers in Metaphysics
Book 1, has effectively canonized as ‘philosophers’. This chapter has two
functions: to reveal something of the social, economic and political conditions of
the world in which Greek philosophy, as we define it, was created; and to
indicate some of the ways in which issues which we would classify as
‘philosophical’, or which have clear philosophical implications, were raised and
discussed by those whose work is nowadays classed as ‘literature’ or ‘art’ rather
than ‘philosophy’, and thus to put philosophia back into the wider context of
sophia—‘wisdom’.

Discussions of the background to early Greek philosophy frequently stress the
intimate link between philosophical and political developments.? Part of my aim
in this chapter is to make the case for the importance of other factors, and to
stress the extent to which self-conscious articulation of ethical, political,
epistemological and indeed metaphysical questions precedes the development of
large-scale political participation in practice. It is for this reason, as well as
because of their subsequent importance as texts universally familiar throughout
the Greek world, that the longest section of this chapter is devoted to a detailed
discussion of certain themes in the works of Homer and Hesiod. Greek
philosophy as we define it is, | argue, simply one remarkable fruit of a cultural
sophistication which is the product of the rich contacts between Greece and the
world of the eastern Mediterranean and of the somewhat precarious conditions of
human life within Greece itself, conditions which demanded both determined
independence and access to, and relations with, others.

The Greece of the archaic and classical polis belonged to, and was intimately
linked with, a wider eastern and central Mediterranean world. The Minoan and
Mycenaean palaces of the late Bronze Age had had strong links with Cyprus and
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with southern Italy; it is increasingly clear that during the period which we know
as the Dark Ages, from ¢.1100 to ¢.800 BC, when archaeological evidence
suggests that human activity in Greece was restricted to a very small number of
sites, those wider contacts were maintained, albeit at a rather low level of
intensity. During the eighth century that contact seems to have focused upon the
exchange of goods, whether by trade or by what might rather be termed piracy,
but during the following centuries Greeks were persistently involved in direct
hostilities in the eastern Mediterranean, hostilities which culminated, but by no
means ended, with the ‘Persian Wars’ of the early fifth century. Contact with
that wider world played a major part during the eighth and seventh centuries in
stimulating many essential features of the culture of the Greek polis, including
alphabetic writing and the development of narrative and figurative art; during the
period from 600 to 370 BC direct borrowings from the East are more difficult to
detect, but the perceived need for self-definition in the face of the ‘barbarian’
came to be one of the most important factors in shaping the nature and ideology
of the Greek city and was an undeniable ingredient in late-sixth and fifth century
sensitivity to cultural relativism.

But the Greek polis and its culture were also shaped by conditions that were
closely bound up with the lands where Greeks lived, Mediter-ranean lands which
are marginal for the cultivation of some cereals and many vegetable crops, but
which also enjoy widely varying ecological conditions within restricted
geographical areas. To farm is to run serious risks of crop failure, and the farmer
who isolates himself ends by starving himself.® These, then, are lands which
compel people to move and make contact with others if they are to survive, but
they are also lands (and this is particularly true of the Greek mainland itself) in
which mountainous terrain renders movement difficult. The political history of
Greece is marked by a constant tension between isolation and independence on
the one hand—the Greek world as a world made up of hundreds of self-
governing cities tiny in area and in population -and a sense of a common identity
and dependence on the other—a world where cities are linked for survival, in
empires, leagues, and confederacies which are often at war with one another.
This tension between independence and common identity also marks the cultural
history of Greece.

GREEKS AND THE EAST

Greeks of the late Bronze Age wrote in a syllabary, known as Linear B, the
decipherment of which in the 1950s has enormously increased our knowledge of
the political and social organization of Mycenaean palace society, of the
Mycenaean economy, and of Mycenaean religion. Linear B was, however, a
means by which scribes could keep detailed records rather than a means of
general, let alone mass, communication. Like all syllabaries it required a large
number of separate symbols; with the fall of the palaces the motivation for
record-keeping disappeared, and Linear B disappeared with it, although a
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(different) syllabary is found in use in classical Cyprus. As far as we know,
between ¢.1200 and a little after 800 BC Greeks possessed no means of written
communication. Then in the eighth century writing reappears in the Greek world,
but now it is alphabetic rather than syllabic and the letters of the alphabet are
largely those of the Semitic alphabet used by the Phoenicians. There is no doubt
that Greeks borrowed not only the idea but the very means of alphabetic writing
from the East. However, the Greek alphabet differs crucially from its eastern
Mediterranean model: Greek from the beginning represents vowels, as well as
consonants, with full letters. The invention of the vowel made Greek writing
both more flexible and more straightforward than Phoenician, but it did not, as is
sometimes claimed, mean that there was a different symbol for every different
sound; the earliest alphabets do not, for instance, distinguish between long and
short vowels. Given this limitation, it is unclear whether representing vowels was
a stroke of individual genius on the part of the Greek who first took up the idea of
an alphabet, or was simply a happy accident of someone who translated the initial
sounds of some Phoenician letter names into Greek vowel sounds.*

The distinction between Phoenician and Greek alphabets rests not simply on
the representation of vowels, but also on what the alphabet was used for. Many
of the earliest examples of writing in Greek are metrical, their purpose more to
entertain than to inform. So a graffito on a pottery jug from Athens of ¢.750 BC
declares that jug to be a prize for the person ‘who dances most friskily’, another,
of slightly later date, on a cup found in a grave of the Greek community on
Ischia, plays on the epic tradition about Nestor and declares itself to be Nestor’s
cup, expressing the wish that whoever drinks from it might be visited with desire
by the goddess of love, Aphrodite. The frequency with which verse occurs in
early Greek writing has led some to suggest that it was the desire to make a
permanent record of oral epic poetry that led to the invention of the Greek
alphabet.® That the script local to lonia, the homeland of epic poetry, was the
earliest to distinguish long and short vowels might be held to suggest that the first
Greek scripts needed adaptation to be truly useful for quantitative verse. But in
any case it is clear that early Greek uses of writing were not at all limited by
Phoenician practice.

Early Greek writing illustrates well the unity and at the same time the diversity
of the Greek world. Writing is early attested from a very large number of cities in
the Greek world, and always the fundamental character of the alphabet, the
representation of vowel sounds, is the same; indeed the use of the Greek
alphabet served as one way of defining who was and who was not Greek (Crete
is, Cyprus not). But the symbols that were added to the core of twenty-two
symbols borrowed directly from Phoenician, and the symbols adopted for
particular sounds, differ, showing particular localized groupings. What is more,
the purposes to which writing was put varied from area to area: written laws (on
which see below) figure prominently in Crete, for example, but not at all in
Attica. Greek cities had common interests, but they also had differing priorities
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and were as little constrained by what neighbours were doing as by what
Phoenicians did.®

A similar picture can be painted with regard to artistic innovation. That
archaic and classical Greek art owed a great deal to the Near East there can be no
doubt. One of the skills lost at the end of the Mycenaean era was figurative art.
We have little Dark Age sculpture (all we have are small bronzes) and decoration
on pottery vessels took the form of geometric decoration, initially dominated by
circular motifs against a dark background and then increasingly dominated by
rectilinear patterns over the whole surface of the pot. When animal and human
figures made their appearance they too took on very geometric shapes. Near-
Eastern art of this period had no such devotion to geometric patterns: it was rich
in motifs drawn from the natural world. These natural motifs, and with them a
much more curvilinear and living approach to the depiction of animal and human
figures, came to take the place of the geometric in Greek art, but they were not
adopted wholesale and they were adopted in different media and in different
places at different times. Purely geometric designs were first supplemented and
then largely replaced with motifs drawn from the natural world by the potters of
Crete in the second half of the ninth century BC, plausibly under the influence of
the Phoenician goldsmiths for whose products and residence on Crete there is
some evidence; on the Greek mainland too, at Athens, metalwork showed
oriental borrowings, and perhaps oriental presence, by the middle of the eighth
century, although it was another fifty years before potters found a use for and
took up the possibilities offered by the eastern artists.

With the motifs which Greek artists took up from the East came whole new
possibilities for art as a means of communication. The geometric figures of
eighth-century pottery from the Greek mainland could very satisfactorily conjure
up scenes of a particular type, with many figures involved in identical or similar
activities, and were used in particular to conjure up funerary scenes and battle
scenes. But the stick figures were not well adapted to telling a particular story or
highlighting individual roles in group activities. The richer evocation of natural
forms in Near-Eastern art made possible the portrayal of particular stories,
stories which can be followed by the viewer even in the absence of guidance
from a text. With the adoption of such richer forms the Greek artist took on this
possibility of creating a sense of the particular unique combination of
circumstances. But again, the Near-Eastern means were not used simply to
replicate Near-Eastern narrative techniques, rather the most ambitious of seventh-
century Greek artists chose to exploit the fact that invoking a story by pictorial
means demands the viewer’s interpretative involvement and to juxtapose quite
different scenes in ways which challenge the viewer to make, or to resist making,
a particular interpretation. Even when we may suspect that particular
compositional gambits have been taken over wholesale from Near-Eastern
precedents, the application of the gambit to a different story context produces
very different effects.
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One further, striking, instance of Greek adaptation of ideas from the East
deserves mention because of its religious significance. At the end of the seventh
century the Greeks began, for the first time, to produce monumental sculpture in
stone. There can be no doubt, from analysis of the proportions of these statues,
that the ancient tradition that Greek sculptures of standing male figures were
based on Egyptian prototypes is correct.” But where the Egyptian figures which
serve as models are figures of rulers and are clothed in loin cloths, the Greek
male figures, known as kouroi, are from the beginning naked, and beardless, and
stand in no simply representative relationship to any particular man. And from the
beginning too, Greeks sculpt figures of (clothed) women (korai) as well as men.
Kouroi and korai are primarily found in sanctuaries and although (or perhaps
better because) they do not themselves simply represent either the gods or their
worshippers, there is little doubt that they came to be a way of thinking about
relations between men and gods: the variable scale of these statues (some kouroi
are monumental, reaching 3, 6, or almost 10 metres in height) drew attention to
human inability to determine their own physical bulk; the unvarying appearance
of the statues raised issues of human, and divine, mutability; the way their
frontal gaze mirrored that of the viewer insistently turned these general questions
of the limits of human, and divine, power back on the individual viewer, and, in
the case of korai, their nubile status and gestures of offering served to query
whether exchanges of women and of fruitfulness within human society were
images for men’s proper relationship with the gods. Such questions about the
form of the gods and the ways in which men relate to them are questions which
exercised such thinkers as Heraclitus and Xenophanes also. Both kouroi and
korai, in versions of human scale, came to be used also in cemeteries, figuring
the life that had been lost, sometimes with epitaphs explicitly inviting the viewer
whose gaze met that of the statue to ‘stand and mourn’, using the mirroring gaze
of the statue to emphasize the life shared by viewer and deceased. Conventions
which in Egypt translated political power into permanent images of domination
were thus adapted in the Greek world to stir up reflection about what people
shared with each other and with the gods, and about how people should relate to
gods.8

This consistent pattern in which Greeks borrow the means from the East but
use those means to distinctly different ends, is one that can be seen in the realm
of the history of ideas also, where a case can be made for lonian thinkers taking
advantage of the new proximity of the Iranian world with the Persian conquest of
Lydia in order to take up ideas and use them in their arguments against each other.
Extensive cosmological and cosmogonical writings are known from various
peoples in the Near East which can plausibly be held to date from the early first
millennium BC or before. The case for taking up eastern ideas is perhaps clearest
in the work of Pherecydes of Syros, active in the middle of the sixth century,
who wrote a book obscurely entitled ‘Seven (or Five) Recesses’ (Heptamukhos or
Pentemukbos). His account of creation and of struggles for mastery among the
gods, although in some ways in the tradition of Hesiod’s Theogony (see below),
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differs crucially in the order of presentation of material and may have been
directly indebted to oriental sources.® Similar claims have also been made for the
Milesian Anaximander whose order of the heavenly bodies, with the stars
nearest to the earth, is found in the East but not otherwise in Greece, and whose
view of the heavenly bodies as turning on wheels has similarities with the visions
of the Old Testament prophet Ezekiel. Pherecydes was individualist in his
treatment of traditional stories, Anaximander highly eclectic in any borrowings;
such eclectic, individualist, and often directly critical, attitudes towards the ideas
of others, other Greeks as well as non-Greeks, is indeed a remarkable feature of
the Greek world.1® But this is not to suggest that transformation in the borrowing
is unique to Greeks: it is found too in what later cultures have done with the
Greeks themselves. Milton’s epics, to take but one example, depend upon the
classical epic tradition yet use that tradition to convey a religious and theological
world entirely alien to that tradition; so too the cultural achievements of archaic
and classical Greece are unthinkable without Near Eastern resources to draw
upon, but the different economic, social and political circumstances of the
Greek world bring about transformations which result in something entirely
different.!

This critical assimilation of ideas is only comprehensible against a pattern of
extraordinary mobility. It is often unclear from the archaeological record who
carried eastern goods to Greece or Greek goods to other parts of the
Mediterranean, but that Greeks were themselves frequently on the move, even
during the Dark Ages, there can be no doubt. The culture of the Greek polis is not
a culture found simply within the boundaries of what is present-day Greece, nor
is it limited to those places described by the second century AD traveller
Pausanias in his ‘Guide to Greece’; it is a culture which grew up as much in
communities found on the coasts of Asia Minor, the Black Sea, Italy, Sicily,
southern France, Spain and Cyrenaica as in mainland Greece itself. Historians
sometimes talk of the ‘age of Greek colonization’, but the truth of the matter is
that Greeks migrated to, and formed or took over settlements in, coastal districts
of other parts of the mainland at every period known to us. Greek presence in
coastal Asia Minor seems to have been established, or in some places perhaps
rather reinforced, during the early Dark Ages, at the same time as other Greeks
founded settlements in the northern part of the Aegean. Settlement on the coasts
of Sicily and Italy began in the eighth century, the Black Sea and Africa followed
in the seventh. Scope for Greek settlement in the eastern Mediterranean was
more limited, but there is no doubt that Greek enclaves existed at a number of
settlements in the Levant, and the town of Naukratis was set aside for Greeks in
Egypt.

Greek settlements abroad generally laid claim not just to a particular ‘founder’
but also to a particular ‘“mother city’ but models of colonization drawn from the
Roman or the modern world are unhelpful for an understanding of what was
happening. The population of the new settlements abroad was almost invariably
drawn from a number of cities. Movement across the Greek world in the archaic
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period seems to have been easy: the poet Hesiod tells us that his father moved
back from the ‘new’ Greek world of Asia Minor to mainland Boiotia, craftsmen
migrated, temporarily or permanently, from Athens to Corinth, from Corinth to
Etruria, and so on. Economic opportunities were one factor causing men to move,
local crises, as frequently of a political as of an economic nature, were another.
Underpopulation was at least as common a worry for cities as was
overpopulation and newcomers were often welcome. Intermarriage with non-
Greeks was frequent: the philosopher Thales is said by Herodotus to have had
Phoenician ancestry; Pherecydes’ father seems to have come from southern
Anatolia; the historian Herodotus himself came from Halikarnassos, a mixed
Greek and Carian community within the Persian empire; the historian
Thucydides’ father’s line came from Thrace. Sparta, perhaps already in the archaic
period, and Athens, from the mid fifth century, were unusual in the way in which
they prevented men or women from other Greek cities from acquiring the same
rights as, or even marrying, existing members of the community.

HESIOD AND HOMER

Greek literature starts with a bang with the monumental Theogony and Works
and Days of Hesiod and the Iliad and Odyssey ascribed to ‘Homer’. All four
works are the products of oral traditions with long histories of which traces
remain, but the nature of the oral traditions behind the works of Hesiod is rather
less clear than that behind ‘Homer’, and Hesiod may owe his unique position in
part to being able to plug in to both mainland, and, perhaps through his father,
Aeolian traditions. That it is these poems that survive to represent the oral
traditions may be connected not just to their high quality but to the way in which
they gave a pan-Hellenic appeal to what had previously been local traditions, at
the moment when the Greek world was significantly expanding its horizons.!?
Hesiod’s works are not epic adventure stories but didactic poems aiming directly
to teach: morality and practical wisdom in the case of the Works and Days, and
the structure of the world of the gods in the case of the Theogony. Neither of
Hesiod’s poems has any real successor extant in the corpus of Greek literature or
any obvious impact on the imagination of visual artists, but comments and
complaints in later writers, both philosophers and others, make it clear that
knowledge of his works was widespread and that public views of the gods owed
much to them. Herodotus (11.53.1-2) wrote that,

It was only the day before yesterday, so to speak, that the Greeks came to
understand where the gods originated from, whether they all existed
always, and what they were like in their visible forms. For Hesiod and
Homer, | think, lived not more than four hundred years ago. These are they
who composed a theogony for the Greeks, gave epithets to the gods,
distinguished their spheres of influence and of activity, and indicated their
visible forms.
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Hesiod’s influence on poets is clearest not in the immediately succeeding period
but in Hellenistic times.

The Works and Days belongs to the genre of wisdom literature familiar from
Near Eastern examples and well represented in the Old Testament. The end of
the poem consists of a succession of maxims about what to do, or not do, and
when (‘Don’t piss standing and facing the sun’; ‘On the eighth of the month geld
the boar and loud-bellowing bull, but hard-working mules on the twelfth’). But
the beginning of the poem structures its advice on how to live around a more
specific situation, a dispute, whether real or invented, between Hesiod and his
brother Perses over sharing out the land inherited from their father. Not only
does this introduce us to Hesiod’s expectations about dispute settlement—it is
clear that local rulers, ‘bribe-devouring princes’, decide such matters—and about
agricultural life,’® but it gives scope for a mythological explanation of the need
for labour in terms of two separate myths, the myth of the ‘five ages’ and that of
Prometheus and Pandora. Through these myths Hesiod ties issues of justice to
theological issues, and attempts to make the arbitrary features of the natural
world, so manifest in the collection of maxims with which this poem ends,
comprehensible within a systematic structure. In doing so Hesiod actually takes
over the function of the king as the authority who by his judgements determines
what is and what is not right, implicitly raising the issue of how, and by whom,
political decisions should be made.™

The myth of the five ages (Works and Days, lines 109-201) explains both the
current state of the world and also the existence of beings between humans and
gods. It tells how once the gods made a race of gold, who lived in happiness,
plenty and leisure, but when this generation died it was replaced by a race of
silver who respected neither each other nor the gods, to whom they did not
sacrifice as they should, and were short-lived; these two generations have
become two orders of daimones. The third generation was a strong race of
bronze, smitten with war and destroyed by their own hands, which was replaced
by a more just, godlike, race of heroes, including the heroes who fought at Troy,
demigods who were taken to dwell in the isles of the blest. After the heroes came
the current generation, the race of iron, marked by the disappearance of youth
and destined itself for destruction after lives marked by injustice. The interest of
this myth lies in the way in which it is not simply a story of decline from a
golden age: Hesiod’s picture of the race of silver is extremely negative, that of the
race of heroes rather more positive. What is more, the neat sequence of metals in
order of value is upset by the introduction of the generation of heroes. Hesiod
exploits the structures offered by the ageing processes of the natural world and
the value-system of exchange of metal to provide a model for a hierarchy of
powers between humanity and gods, but at the same time he introduces
systematic contrasts between just and unjust behaviour, between good
competition and evil strife, which tie this myth into the overall concerns of his
poem. He is doing ethics as well as theology.™®
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Hesiod’s concern not just with theology but, as it were, with its practical
consequences, emerges still more clearly in the myth of Prometheus and Pandora,
a myth which he explores not only in Works and Days (lines 42-105) but also in
the Theogony (lines 507-616). In Works and Days Hesiod tells how Prometheus
(whose name means ‘Forethought’) stole fire from the gods, hiding it in a fennel
stalk, and Zeus in punishment had the other gods fashion Pandora who is given
as wife to Prometheus’ brother Epimetheus (Afterthought); with her she brings a
jar from which comes all the mischief in the world. In the Theogony Hesiod tells
how when gods and mortals were separated from one another at Mekone
Prometheus divided up an ox unequally and tricked Zeus into taking the pan
consisting merely of fat and bones. In revenge Zeus withholds fire from
humanity (so rendering possession of meat useless), but Prometheus then steals
fire and Zeus has Pandora, and through her the race of women, made as a
punishment (ho mention of a jar or of Epimetheus), and Prometheus himself is
fastened in torment, his liver perpetually devoured by a bird, until Zeus agrees to
have Herakles free him in order to glorify Herakles, his bastard son. Both these
stories turn on concealment and trickery: Prometheus makes Zeus take a
worthless gift that looks good, and then runs away with a good gift (fire) that
looks worthless (a fennel stalk); Zeus makes men take a gift that looks good
(woman in her finery) but turns out to be full of trouble.

In the context of the Works and Days Hesiod’s telling of the myth emphasizes
that there are no free gifts in this world and no avoiding hard labour. In the
context of the Theogony his telling of the myth not only explains Greek
sacrificial practice but emphasizes both the parallelism and the divide between
humanity and the gods. Human life as we know it depends on women and on the
fact that men, like Epimetheus, find them desirable and only think about the
consequences later; in that way human life depends on men’s ‘bad faith’ in
giving the gods the worthless portion of the sacrifice. At the same time human
life as we know it also depends upon sharing all the gifts of the gods, including
the fire which makes tricking the gods out of meat worthwhile. The deceitful
relationship of humans to gods itself mirrors the deceitful relationship of humans
to beasts which is required by arable agriculture, which needs the labour input of
oxen but must reduce to a minimum the number of appetites satisfied during the
winter, and which is most dramatically demonstrated in feeding up domestic
animals for sacrificial slaughter: human life both depends on perpetuating, but
also concealing, acts of bad faith to beasts, and suffers from the gods’
concealment of good things (the grain concealed in the ground) and from their
bad faith (producing irregular fruitfulness in plant and beast).'®

The use of these myths by Hesiod reveals a concern to find some way of
understanding how humanity relates to the world and some reason behind human
ritual activities. The course of the mythical narrative assumes that actions are
reasonably responded to by like actions, assumes the principle of reciprocity,
while recognizing also that bad faith may be ongoing. The place of the myth in
the Works and Days, in particular, constitutes an argument that recognition of the
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way reciprocity operates involves a commitment to labour, as well as a
commitment to justice. Although never spelt out by Hesiod in those terms, the
whole structure of his account of the gods presupposes that justice is a principle
respected among gods as well as mortals.

Hesiod generally appears in histories of early Greek philosophy for his
cosmogony and cosmology, and indeed the account near the beginning of the
Theogony (lines 116ff.) of ‘Chaos’ (‘Gap’) coming to be first and then Earth,
Tartaros (Hell), Eros (Desire), Night and Day, etc. being successively created
does seem to represent an important conceptual leap by comparison with Near
Eastern cosmologies or indeed with the highly anthropomorphic succession myth
which follows in the Theogony.'” I have dwelt here, at some length and in some
detail, on rather different aspects of Hesiod’s poetry in order to bring out
something of the importance of his overall enterprise in the history of Greek
thought. Hesiod’s poems are not simply rag-bags in which genealogies and
maxims are collected, they employ genealogical myths in order to support not
just maxims but a set of social priorities.!® The struggles between successive
generations of gods, in the Theogony, struggles which have been argued to owe
something, perhaps at some rather earlier stage of the oral tradition, to Near
Eastern succession myths, are used to put both order and hierarchy into the
divine pantheon. The Works and Days constitutes an argument that the struggle
between Hesiod and Perses should be settled in the light of the principles which
emerge from the Prometheus myth. The congruence of human and divine worlds,
which is implicit within any anthropomorphic religion, is here being used to
establish consequences for human society. This mode of argument, not to be
found in the Near Eastern literature, is an important forerunner for some early
lonian philosophy, one might note in particular Anaximander’s claim that things
in the material world *pay penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice
according to the assessment of time’.

Homer’s place in and influence on the culture of the Greek polis is more
manifest than that of Hesiod, no doubt in part because the Iliad and Odyssey had
an institutionalized place in the Greek city through their festival performance by
rhapsodes. Although neith