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Eellenistic Philosopb ies

luFoductiou

Tbe ancietrt Greeks defircd their hunanity within the coutext and the parameters

oftbe city-state. Theybelieved a person could ouly discover thcir intellectual, artistic,
ard moral tdents and abilities in relationship to others. How was one to }crow what they
toutht or felt or what feats they could perfoim witbout instuction or critique fiom their
fc[ow citizEss? The meaniug and purpose of life would be thus satisfied- Afts the

Pdqmesian War and the collapse of this intimate worl4 these aocient Greeks were
fuced b €rrba* oo aueq/ adveoturc ofunderstasding the human conditiou. Nexander
lb.erEat called upon Greek thinkers, teacbers, arcbitects, etc. to "Hellenize" his newly'
ooquerca €mpire. However, wheo separated &om the city-sate aod the shared customs

of &eirpeople, these traosplated Greeks fouod it difficult to discover theh huuaoity in
hcirusual way. They lived arnongpeople speaking difreremt languages, practicing
diftrdreligions, eating different foods, following differeot laws and ctstoms. What
did it mean to be humo in this more cosmopolitan world? Itr maoy ways, the ancient
efids confroutcd &e issue of ts modern individuals in a globat society. What does one

make offthe mynad of cultrues out therc? What is true and tasting ud what is
ephemeral and rel,ative about tbe humao coaditiou? The Grecla approached this
problor witlr their customary tbought-process -- reason.

. the following reading discusses thc philosophies that developed in the Hellenistic
(Greek-like) eru Epicrreanisut, Stoicisn, Skepticism, and Cyaicism.

SruoxQrrrsrrors
Wht is Epictrreanism? Who founded it? Who could be induded in this
apgroactrto life?
I4rty is Epicureanism not hedonism?
What is Stoicism? Who founded it? How does it reflect Greek thinking?

3 How would a transplanted Greek find peace and happiness in the
Bodern world?

4 How did the Stoics lay the basis for a belief in a common humanity?
What is Skepticism? Was it an adaptive philosophy for this age? Our
age?
What is Qmicism? Did they think civilization was a positive
development in human history?
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Philosophy

Hellenistic rhinkers preserved the rational tradi-
tion of Greek philosophy- Like their Hellenic pred-
ecessors, they regardcd.the cosmos as governed by
universal principles intelligible to the rational
mind. For the philosophers of both ages, a crucial
problem was the achievement of the good life.
And both Hellenic and Hellenistic thinkers sought
rules for human conduct that accorded with
rational standards; both believed that individuals
attain happiness through rheir own efforts, un-
aided by the gods. In the tradition of Sooates,
Hellenisdc rhinkers taught a morality of self
,.rt.ty. Bur although they retained. the inheri-
tance of the classical age, they also transformed it,
for they had to adapt thought to the requirements
of a cosmopolitan society.

ln the Hellenic Age, the smrting point of phi-
losophy was the citizen's relationship to the'city;
in rhe Hellenistic Age, the point of departurc was
the solimry individual's relationship to humanity
and rhe individual's personal desriny in a larger
and mbre cornplex world. Philosophy *ied to deal
with the feeling of alienarion resulting from the
weakening of rhe individual's attachmgnt ro the
polis and to arrive at a conception of community
that corresponded to rhe social realities of a world
grown larger. Unlike Plaro and Aristorle, Hellenis-
tic philosophers were moralists, not Breat specula-
tors and theorists. The Hellenistic sclrools of
philosophy, in contrast to their predecessors, were
far less concerned with the scienrific understand-
ing of nature. Philosophy was now chiefly preoc-
cupied with understanding rhe human condition,
and it tried to alleviate spiritual uneasiness and
loss of security. It aspired ro rnake persons erhi-
cally independent so that rhey could achieve hap-
piness in a hostile and competitive woild.

ln striving for tranguilliry of mind and relief
from conflict, Hellenisric rhinkers reflected the
general anxiety rhac pervaded their sociery. They
retained respect for reason and aspired to rhe
rational life, but by suessing peece of mind and
the efforr ro overcome anxiety they'were perform-
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.r1 i quasi-religious fuacricn. Fhil*saphy lv*s uy-
:r.: io provide e*mfoff for the individ**i su-ffering
::c;n feelings of loneiincss and insignific*nce; *is
::==)t indicated rhar Greek civilizadon was un-
:::acing a spiricual transfor:rration {rhe full

=:,i..ri'ig of ivhich we exaiuine in eh*ptcrs 7 a*dj T:is gravicaiion roward religiasity in an effarr
:: :t;:t"'e cesp=i; gath*red momentum i:r rhe c*n*
:-::s rhar ioiics,ed. Thus, Flelienisric. phiiosc-
::..:s 1:l;ci Drrpare people to accepr Ch:isdaniry,
,{.i:: :;on,i-sei pcrsonai salvatiein. Ulrim*tely,
::i --:lsi:an ai.:s'*;sr ro the pr*blems a{ ali*naricn
::.j :lr ;re:d f=r comr::u*iry w*uld pr::dorxinat*
,l',:: i"-i3 Crecc-Roman atlernpt at resclution"

E?'avretnkn Fc,ur principal schools *f philos-
c:i1i :rcse ir iae He llenisric world; [pieurranisrn,
Srcicisnr, Skepi:cism, and Cynicism. [n rhe tradi-
r jc;: of Plato ar:d Arisrorle, Epicurus t342*270 a"*)
:c,;ndcd a schooi in Athe*s at the end af rhe fourth
c:-:u:'i r.c Eticurus broke v;ith the attirude of rhe

ii:ij.:nic .{ge ir: significar,r ,.vays. Unlike classical
C:ee.: philcscphers, Epicurus, rct1ecring rhe
C:t,:!:s' changiag relationship ro rhe eiry, raught
i.:= ','al're of passiviry and rvirhdrarval from civic
li:r. io him, citizenship w*s not a prereq*isirc
fcr individual l':appiness. 1#'ise personsl laid Epi-
.u:-'.!s' ivouid refrain iram engaging in public
aii;iis, for Tolirics could deprlve rhem of rheir
se ii-sr:fficiency, rheir freEdom to choose and ro acr.
Ncr rvould rvise individu*ls pursue we*kh, powerr
or irme, far rhe pursuir qqould only prwoke
ari,yiery. For chr sarne reaso:"r, wise pcrsong would
no: surrender to hate or love, desires ehar distress
ihe soul. A rvise person rv*uld als* rry tc live
iusrly, for one who beLares unjustly .is bpr--
rie;':e d with trouLles. I'lor *o*ld rhcre Le happincss
when they worried about dying *r ple*sing dx
c^1"

To Epicurus, dread tha: the gods fu:rerfered in
human life and could inflict suffering :{ter death
was the principal cause of srt-\iery. Ta remove rhis
sorrce of human anguish, he favored a theory of
ilatu-re that had ne place for rhe aetiviry cf gods.
Tl:erefore, he adopred rhe physics *f Democrirus,
wJ"licl: raugh: rhar all rhings ronsist *f ar*ms in
m*ri**. In a universe sf cr:lliding at*n:s, rhere
cor:id be no highcr inrelligence ordcring rhings;
therr rras no r*om far divine acrivir3.. Epicurus

Jr{eqeLE Pcnraerr or Er*unus. T}re direqr gaze and
inner c*lm of the philosapher depicrs the essenee ef
his teaching*. epieurus belirved th*r happinrss €:me
from a rationally crdrrcd iife. Hc urged his fsli*wers
r* discngagc from rh* uneerrainties a*d srress rf pal-
itics,'busi*ess, familp and religioa. {The MerraBoli-
tan Muse*rn of A/t, Eogers Fund, 191, [I1.9S]i

raughr rhar rhe gods probably did exisr, bur rhar
the! cnu[d nor influ€fice human affairs, so indivi*-
uals c*ul.j. order tl:*ir own lives. Epicurus eft:r.

braced atomism, nst es a disinrrresred scientisr
espiring aG rrurh, but as a moral phiiosopher seek-
ing ro liber;t* e motional life {rom fear of rhe g*ds.

Fecple eoukl acl:ie'.'e hanpiness, :aid Epicur*"s,
r.,:hen rheir badies rv*re "free from ?ain" and ihtir
minds "reiras*d frara rvorry a*d fear.* Aiih*ugl:
Epicurus ',r:anred ro inerease pleasure f*r :he ifidi-
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mbridled hedonisru. Bccause city; Stoics, viewing people ", .t;*n, of rh.'vidual, he reieaed r
happiness must be pursucd rationally, he believed, world, cmphasized the individual's dury ro ruder-
those merely sensuors pleasures that harc un- stend and obey the.nanral law rhat goverued the
pleasant aftereffects (such as overeadng and over- cosrnos and applied to aU. Socrates had taught a
drinking) should be avoidcd.ln general, Epicurus moraliry of self-mastery based on knorrhdgq the
esposed the traditional Greek view of modera- Stob spread Socrates'philosophy beyond Athens,
tion and prudence. beyond-Greece, and.enlarged'ig offering it as a

By opening his pbilosophy to men and womenr waI of life for all. Uke Socrates, the Stoics be-
slarrc and free, Greelc and barbarian, and by sepa- lieved that a person's distinctive quality was rha

rating e$ics from politics, Epicurus fashioned a abitiry to reason and rhar happiness came from
pbilosophy adapted to the poq-Aloandrian the disciplining of emotions by the radonal pan of
world of khgdoms and universal culture. the soul. Also like Socrares, the Sroics maintained

that individuals should progress morally, should
Snichm Around tie dme of the founding of perfect their character.
Epicurus'school, Zeno (335-263 s.c) also opened In the Stoic view, wise persons ordered their
a school io Athens. Zeno's teachings, calhd Stoi- lives according to rhe narural law - the la,'r of
cism, became rhe mosr important philosophy in reason - thac undertay the cosmos. This har-
the Hellenisric world. By teaching that the world mony with the logos would give them rhe inner
constituted a single society, Stoicism gave theoreti- strength to resist the torments inflicted by others,
calexpressiontottrworld-mindednessof theage. by fate, and by their own passionare natures.
By arriving at the concepE of a world-state: the Self-masrery and inner peace, or happiness, would
ciry of humanity, Sroicism offered an answer to follow. Such individuals remain undisturbed by
the problem of comruuniry and alienation posed life's misfortunes, for their souls are their own.
by the decline of dre city-srate. By stressing inner Even slaves were not denied this inner freedomi
sreogth in dcaling with life's misfornrnes, Stoi- drhough their bodies werc subiected to the power
cism offered an avenue to individual happiness in of rheir masrers, their minds still remained inde-
a world fraughr with uncertainty. pendent and free.

At rhe core of Stoicism was the belief rhat the Stoicism had an enduring influence on rhe

univcrse conmined a principle of order, variously Wesern mind. To some Roman political theorists,
called the Divinc Fire, God, and Divine Reason the Empire fulfilled rhe Stoic ideal of a world
(togos). This ruling principle underlay reality and community in which people of differenr narionali-
permeatcd all thingq it accounted for the orderli- ties held citizenship and were govemed by a

ncss of nature. The Stoics rcasoned that, being worldwide law that accorded with rhc larp of rea-
panofrheunirrerserpcoptctoosharedinthelogos---.-son, or nanrral law, which operated rhroughout
that operared tluoughout rhe cosmos. The logos the unirarse. Stoic beliefs - that by nature wc are
was implaated in ercry human soul; it enabled.-..-all-nembers of one family, rhar each person is
people to act iotelligenrly and to cornprehend the " significant, that distinctions of rank and race are
principlcs of order that gwerned nanrre. Since of no accountr and that human law sbould not
reason was common to all, human bqngt were ...con-flict with natural law-]vere incorporated
essendally brotbcrs and fundaracntally egual. into Roman iurispnrdence, Christian thought, and
Reason gave individuals dignity and enabled thcrn modern liberalism. There is continuity benrecu
to recogoize and respect the dignicy of others. To Stoic thought and the principte of inatienable
the Sroics, all people, Greek and barbarian, free ' riglts stzued in the Dcclararion of Independence.
and slavc, rich and poog were feUow human be- , .

ings, aird one lar, thc law of narure, applied to aU Sheptickm The Epicureans uied ro wirhdraw
of thgn. Thus, the Sroics, lila thc Hebrews, ar- frorn dre evils of this world and'to attain persooal
rived ar thc idea of chc onencss of hurnaniry. hdppiness by reducing physical pain and mental

Pcricles had spolcn' of rhe Athenians' obligh- "'--'ariguish. The'stoics sought happiness by aaivcly
tion to abide by .:.rort and rraditions of their 

. 
enrering 

. 
inro barmony with universal reason.
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Both philosophies soughr peace of mind, but the

Sroics did not disengcge rhemselves from political
life and often exerted influence over Hellenisric
rutrs, Skepticism, another school of philosophy,
cnacked the Epicurean and Stoic helief rhar there
:s a definite averrue to happiness. Skeprics held

:rar one could achieve spirirual comfon by recog-
niang that none of the helicfs hy which pcople
iivC n'erc rrue or could bring, happiness.

Some Skeptics raug,hr indifference to all theory
c;id urged conformit.v to acceptcd views whcrhcr
3i nor rhey rverc truc. This attitrrdc would ;rvoid
:Bur:cnts anrJ csplan:rtions. Gods ntight nor es-
isr, said tl-rc Skeprics. lrut ro refitse ro worship or ro
drny thcir cxistcncc would ortl;r causc rrouhh

- thereforc, individucls shoulcl follow thc crowd.
Tlr life of rhe mind did not hring truth or hap'

Fnrssi so why sh<:uld onc hothcr with ir? Sus'
pending iudgntcnt. rccogrtiz.ing rhc inrl:iliry to ttr.
i:-rand. n<)t conlnritrirrli ()t'lcsclf to ;r systcnt tlf
t-rlief - [:y thcx' mcnns o:rc could lchicvc fxcacc
ri lrinc.

)'lct:plri'ricll spccrtl:tti,rtt, irt.lttirirrg, irrtrr rlre

cr:gin oi thing,s, nrtd clcvcr rr'ilsonirlg rvottld brirrg
ncirher assurnncc rulr happirtc.ss. ln.sttnd of cnt.
bracing d<rctrinss, slid rhc Grcck writcr Luciln,
indiridurls should go thcir way "rvirh cvcr it sntilr:
and never a passit:n."t This rvns rhc 1:osition of
:hr:se Skcnrics who wcrc suspicittus ol idcas :rrrtJ

hosrile to inrcliecruals.
Tlre more sophisricated Slicptics did not run

away from ideas hut pointcd our rheir limita-
rions; chcy did not avoid rheories but refuted rhcm.
In doing so, they did nor rciecs reason bur focused
on a problcm of reason - whether indeed ir could
arrivc.al.rruth. Thus, Carneades of Cyrcne (213-
129 Lc.) insisted rhat all ideas, even mathemarical
principla, mu$ be regarded as hypotheses and
assumptions,,nor as absolutes. Just because the
uoivcrse showed signs of order, C-arneades argued,
one could nor assume that ir had been crcated by
God. Since there was never any certainry only
probabiliry, moraliry should derive lrom pracrical
expcrience rather rhan from dogma.

Cynicism The Cynics were nor rheoredcal phi.
losople11 bur.suprerne i ndivid u a lists who rebelled

against esmblished values and conventions -againsr every barrier of society that restrained
individuals from follorving rheir own oatures.
Cynics ltgarded laws and public opinion, private
properry and employmenq and wives and children
as hindrances to rhe free life. Extreme individual.
isrs, the Cynics had no loyalry to family, ciry,
or kingdorn and ridiculed religion, philosophy,
and lirerature. They renounced possessions and
showed no respefi for authoriry. \flhen Diogenes,
a fourrh-century rl<: Cynic, met Alexander rl1e

Great, he is supposed ro have asked only rhar the

Ercar congueror get our of his light.
Cynicr put thcir philosophy into practice. They

cultivated indiffcrencc cnd apathy. To harden
thcrnselves againsr lifc's rnisfortunesr they engaged

in strenuous excrcisc, cndurcd cold and hunger,
and livcd asccricall),. Not ticd down by propcrty
or employmcnt. Cynics wandered shoeless from
plcce ro place, wcrring dirty and raggcd clothes
and carrying saffs. To show their disdain for soci-
cry's customs, Cynics grcw long scraggly beards,
uscd foul lang,uag,e. lnd culrivared had manriers.
Diogcnct supposcdly said: "Look at mct . . . I am
without I honre, wirhout c ciry, wirhout property,
without a slavg I slcep on rhc ground; I harc
neirhcr wife nor children. no miserablc governor's
mansion, bur only ccrrh, and sky, and one rough
clook. Yer what do I lack? Am I not frcc frorn pain
rnd fcar, am I nor free)"{

ln rheir aftack on inhericed convcntions, Cynics
strovc for self-sufficiency and spiritual securiry.
Tkirs was the most radical philosophical quest
for meaning and peacc of soul during thc Hellen-
istic Age.

The Hellenistic Age encompassed the period
from the death of Alexander ro thc formadon of
the Roman Empire. During these three cenruries,
Greek civilizadon spread easnrrard as far as lndia
and wesrward ro Rorne. People began to conceive
of rhernselves as members of a world communiry
spcaking a cornmon Greek language and sharing
a common Greek eivilization. It was Rome, con-
queror of the Mediterranean world and transmir-
ter of Hellenism, rhar inherited the unirarsalisr
tendencics of the Hellenistic Age and embodied
rhcm in lap and institutions.
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