
The Hellenic Foundation of Humanism 
From Thales to Socrates 

HE ETYMOLOGY of the 
words Humanism, Humanist, 
and Humanities is from the 
Latin Humanitas, itself a 

derivative of the Latin word Homo 
meaning ‘a human being’ as distinct 
from other animals. (Vir is the Latin 
word for ‘man’, as distinct from 
‘woman’.) Humanitas has a broad 
range of meanings – human nature, 
human kindness, and refinement in 
education and culture, but was a Ro-
man version of an earlier Greek con-
cept. 
   The ancient Greeks invented 
philosophy, science, drama, and histo-
ry – English words of Greek der-
ivation, except for ‘science’ from 
Latin scio (I know). The Greek word 
for knowledge is episteme. The 
Greeks also invented systematised 
education, at least in the Western 
sense. This was provided in the seven 
liberal arts of grammar, rhetoric, logic 
or dialectics, arithmetic, geometry, 
astronomy, and harmony – and this in 
a world without printed books. They 
also ‘discovered’ the human mind, or 
intellect in the form of a man’s or 
woman’s understanding and aware-
ness of themselves, gradually acquired 
over time through philosophy, and 
more directly through the more ac-
cessible, to them, epic and lyric poet-
ry, and the plays.
   The first philosophers came from 
the Ionian/Greek city state of Miletus 
in Asia Minor (present day Turkey) in 
the early part of the sixth century 
B.C.E. Early philosophy involved 
enquiry into the nature of the physi-
cal world, and the understanding of 
man’s place in it – in modern terms, a 
combination of physics and meta-
physics. The Milesian ‘school’ com-
prised three great thinkers, Thales, 
Anaximander, and Anaximenes.    
Thales lived about 625 to 545 B.C.E. 
He foretold an eclipse of the sun on 
28th May 585. He also invented a 
rangefinder for estimating the dis-
tance of ships at sea, and calculated 
the height of the Egyptian pyramids 
by the use of equilateral triangles 
produced by the shadow cast by the 
sun.   

   

     Thales’ successor, Anaximander, 
born 610 B.C.E., was also mainly in-
terested in science, and was apparent-
ly the first man to draw a map of the 
known world. He wrote a book in 
prose entitled On Nature, in which he 
speculated on cosmology, astronomy, 
meteorology, and the origins of life. 
He appears to have been the first man 
to introduce the concept of evolu-
tion, and wrote “Living creatures 
arose from the moist element as it 
was evaporated by the sun. Man was 
like another animal, namely a fish, in 
the beginning”.   
    He proposed a theory very similar 
to the Gaia hypothesis of James Love-
lock, which regards the Earth as a 
self-regulating system. He also wrote 
“Things render due recompense to 
one another for their injustice in ac-
cordance with the arrangement made 
by time”. The use of the words ‘rec-
ompense’ and ‘injustice’ imply a sys-
tem in balance, or in equilibrium.   
He stated that the Earth was unsup-
ported in space, remaining in position 
because it was equidistant from 
everything.
   Anaximenes, the third philoso-
pher of the ‘school’ of Miletus, was 
more of a scientist, and less of a 
philosopher. Born about 585 B.C.E., 
he remained in Ionia after its con-

quest by Persia in 546. He had less 
impact on subsequent Greek thought 
than either of his two predecessors.
   Chronologically, the next and 
most important Presocratic philoso-
pher was Pythagoras, although from 
a Humanist point of view, he seems to 
have taken a step backwards. His 
philosophy is a strange mixture of  
science, mathematics, and mysticism. 
He was the founder of what can only 
be described as a religious cult, which 
had some curious prohibitions and 
injunctions such as:  do not eat beans, 
do not touch a white cock, and when 
you get out of bed, roll up the bed-
clothes and smooth out the impress 
of the body. He appears to have been 
the originator of the idea of treating 
body and soul as different entities.
   Pythagoras is best known as the 
discoverer of the general geometric 
theorem that bears his name, but he 
also discovered the mathematical 
relationship of the musical harmonies 
produced by plucking stretched 
strings of different length. He was so 
impressed by his discoveries, that he 
claimed that all things are composed 
of numbers, and he was the first to 
refer to the universe as the ‘cosmos’ 
to indicate its orderliness.
   Xenophanes was an exact con-
temporary of Pythagoras, and like 
Pythagoras was from Ionia, and emi-
grated to the Greek western settle-
ment area of Sicily/South Italy, an 
area known to the Romans as Magna 
Graecia. Rather than being an origi-
nal thinker, he was a critic of ideas.  
He was a rationalist, who easily per-
ceived the anthropomorphic nature 
of the gods. He said, “If oxen and 
horses had hands, and could paint, 
they would produce works of art as 
men do; horses would paint the forms 
of the gods like horses, and oxen like 
oxen, and make their bodies in the 
image of their several kinds. The 
Ethiopians make their gods black and 
snub-nosed; the Thracians say theirs 
have blue eyes and red hair”.
   Heraclitus was another 
philosopher from Ionia – in this case 
Ephesus. His most famous saying is – 
“ You cannot step twice into the 
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same river; for fresh water is ever 
flowing in upon you” – an excellent 
illustration of the constant change 
that is part of the Universe. His atti-
tude to religion can be inferred from 
his remark that “Praying to a statue is 
like chatting to your house”.
   Empedocles was born about 
493 B.C.E. in the Greek city of Akra-
gas (modern Agrigento) in Sicily, and 
seems to have followed somewhat the 
Pythagorean way of life. He was an 
evolutionist, who can be credited 
with the invention of the idea of 
‘survival of the fittest’ as part of the 
mechanism by which evolution takes 
place. He also proposed the four ele-
ment theory – that air, earth, fire, and 
water were the basic materials from 
which all other substances were 
formed.
   Two other Greeks, although not 
philosophers and who have had an 
immense influence on social thought, 
are Solon and Cleisthenes. Solon 
flourished around 600 B.C.E. and for 
the next four decades. Although ap-
parently of aristocratic descent, he 
had great sympathy with the poor.   
He formulated a fair legal system for 
Athens, making all citizens equal 
under the law. This set the scene for 
the introduction of democracy by 
Cleistenes in 507 B.C.E. This rule by 
the full citizen body replaced the 
previous systems of tyranny (rule by 
one man), and oligarchy (rule by a 
moneyed elite).
   Humanism and the Greek En-
lightenment reached its peak in Peri-
clean Athens in the 5th century 
B.C.E., with the coming of the 
Sophists and Socrates. There were 
other well-known philosophers living 
during this period, but their contribu-
tion to Humanism is small, though its 
effect is cumulative within the En-
lightenment. Names like Par-
menides, who was inspired by pure 
logic; Anaxagoras, who taught that 
the sun was a red-hot stone, and that 
the moon was made of earth; Zeno, 
who was famous for his paradoxes; 
and the developers of the atomic 
theory, Leucippus and Democri-
tus, span this century.
   The Sophists were a new breed of 
professional teachers that emerged in 
the early 5th century. Much of their 
teaching was on a one to one basis, 
and rhetoric and management of 
one’s personal affairs were high on 
their list of subjects. The earliest and 
most famous of these was Protago-
ras of Abdera,(c.490-420) who began 
his work entitled Truth with the 

words “Man is the measure of all 
things”, which was the key manifesto 
of Greek Humanism. ‘Man’ in this 
statement means an individual human 
being, and not mankind in general, 
and thus lends importance to person-
al judgement. Protagoras also said: “I 
am unable to reach knowledge about 
the gods, either that they exist or do 
not exist, or of their essential nature. 
Among the many factors that prevent 
me from knowing are the obscurity of 
the subject, and the shortness of hu-
man life”.
   This agnosticism hardened into 
atheism in the latter part of the cen-
tury. Prodicus of Ceos claimed that 
the gods were originally culture-he-
roes who made discoveries like bread 
from wheat, and wine from grapes. 
Thus arose Demeter and Dionysus, 
the corn god and the wine god. In 
Aristophanes’ play The Clouds, the 
phrase “the gods are no longer cur-
rent coin in my school” was spoken, 

reflecting the contemporary free-
thinking encouraged by the combina-
tion of Ionian science and Sophistic 
education. A character in a play by 
Critias (c.460-403) argued that an all-
knowing, all-seeing deity was the 
invention of some clever politician, in 
order to ‘ put the fear of god’ into 
wrongdoers.
   Lastly, there are two men who 
arguably possessed the sharpest intel-
lects in the ancient world, Thucy-
dides and Socrates. Their lives 
spanned the last half of the 5th centu-
ry, and both died in 399 B.C.E.
   Thucydides was the historian of 
the Peloponnesian war between 
Athens and Sparta 431-404 B.C.E.. 
He observed it in progress, and al-
though an Athenian, recorded it im-
partially. He saw history in human 
terms, with no need for recourse to 
omens, oracles, or the supernatural, 
which he treated with contempt. He 
appears to have been influenced by 
Greek science, particularly by med-
ical science. His description of his 
own symptoms during the plague in 

about 429, which he caught but sur-
vived, resembles the description by a 
modern physician.
   Socrates is so important in the 
history of philosophy that all those 
who came before him are known as 
the Presocratics, and his influence still 
applies to this day. All philosophy has 
been described as ‘footnotes to Plato’, 
but Plato is probably best known 
through his Dialogues, in which he 
records the discussions and debates 
involving his master, Socrates.  
       Socrates was born in 469 B.C.E. 
His mother was a midwife, and his 
father a sculptor. He distinguished 
himself by his bravery as a hoplite in 
the early years of the Peloponnesian 
war. He was always regarded as a poor 
man, although he did marry and raise 
a family. He had an early introduction 
to Ionian science, but felt he had no 
aptitude for the subject, and devoted 
the rest of his life to the study of 
man. He shared in the humanistic 
approach of the Sophists but, unlike 
the Sophists, was not interested in 
worldly success.
   He also stressed the importance 
of morality and the ways of achieving 
it through right conduct. He worked 
out a scale of values, putting posses-
sions at the bottom, health somewhat 
higher up, and moral integrity and 
insight at the top. As a result of his 
teaching, ethics became a dominant 
study in many philosophical schools. 
One of his favourite sayings was: 
“The unexamined life is not worth 
living”; and he was fond of quoting 
the Delphic maxim, ‘Know thyself ’, 
expanded by Alexander Pope in his 
Essay on Man (1733 C.E.) into – “Know 
then thyself, presume not God to 
scan; The proper study of mankind is 
man”.
   Socrates made himself unpopular 
with many powerful people in Athens, 
due to his dialectic method of chal-
lenging such people in argument and 
always winning. He was charged in 
399 B.C.E. under the general heading 
of ‘impiety’, found guilty, and sen-
tenced to death by drinking hemlock. 
In this way died one whom Plato 
described as ‘ the best man of his 
time in wisdom and justice’.             
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