#93
The Golden Age of Greece: People, Culture, and Contributions


Last class, we learned about the civil war between Athens and Sparta that led to both of their downfalls.  We learned that Philip of Macedonia was able to take over much of Greece after Athens and Sparta were weakened from their civil war. Philip of Macedonia's son, Alexander the Great, took over the throne after his father died and took over most of the civilized world.  Alexander the Great spread Greek culture over the world a great Hellenistic Age began.  This Hellenistic age is often referred to as the "Golden Age" because of all the contributions in art, philosophy, science, architecture, literature, and math made during this time.  Can you remember 4 of the contributions made during the Hellenistic Golden Age?


1.


2.


3.


4.

Today, we will learn more about the Golden Age and about some of the people that made it great. 

I. The Golden Age:  What does it mean to be a "Golden Age"?  What does gold represent?  What does "age" mean?  Can you think of any other times in history that are classified as a "golden age"?  The ideas, philosophies, and contributions made during the Hellenistic Golden Age of Greece continue to influence the world today.  Another "golden age" in history is called the Renaissance or the Enlightenment, which occurred during the 18th century in Europe.  Our current United States Constitution borrows many ideas from the Enlightenment of the 18th century, and thus the Golden Age of Ancient Greece.  


The Greek Golden Age can be broken down into two main parts:  the first phase of the Greek Golden Age occurred under the leadership of Pericles of Athens in the 5th century BCE.  While Pericles ruled Athens he created a strong economy and good government created the conditions necessary for such advancements.  The second phase of the Greek Golden Age is also called the "Hellenistic golden age" and it occurred under the leadership of Alexander the Great, who conquered an empire stretching from the Greek mainland all the way to the Indus River Valley.  Hellenistic society was a blending of Greek, Egyptian, Persian, and many other cultures that gave rise to advancements in math, science, art, and literature.

II. People of the Greek Golden Age: 


A) Socrates:  Socrates was an Ancient Greek philosopher who lived around 400 B. C.  Socrates believed that the key to understanding or gaining knowledge was through posing a series of questions.  Through questioning, Socrates felt that one was forced to examine one’s own beliefs and experiences.  Socrates said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.”  Can you put this in your own words?    


The “Socratic Method” is a practice that involves asking a series of questions surrounding a central issue, and answering questions of the others involved.  Basically, Socrates went around questioning everything.  He believed that it was wiser to admit to NOT know everything and ask questions then to pretend that he knew everything already.  He believed the greatest stupidity was to think that you knew everything, and the greatest wiseness was to admit that you knew nothing.  What do you think?  Do you agree with Socrates?  How is modern education influenced by Socrates?


Socrates was put to death in Greece for his religious views.  He believed that there was only one G-d, instead of the many Greek gods.  Socrates was stirring things up in Greek society and this gave the leaders of Athens the excuse they needed to put him on trial for “corrupting the morals of the young” by denying the existence of many gods.  In 399 B.C. he was found guilty and sentenced to death by drinking poison.  Socrates did not leave any written records of his philosophies, but one of his students, Plato, wrote a story called "The Republic" where Socrates was the main character, and in the book he explains his beliefs.  

B) Plato:  Plato was a student of Socrates.  As mentioned above, he wrote a very famous book called "The Republic."  Plato described a “utopian” society, meaning a perfect world.  He did not like the idea of a democracy.  He believed that democracies gave the lower classes too much freedom and resulted in social disorder.  He believed that the government should control the lives of people.  He wanted the government to be run by the most intelligent and best-educated citizens.  He did not believe that people could govern themselves.  Plato divided society into three classes: workers, philosophers, and soldiers.  Do you agree with Plato?  Can people govern themselves?  Or do we need a well-educated government to control our lives?  (Think of the mob at Julius Caesar's funeral.  Are commoners really able to make the best decisions for themselves?)  


C) Aristotle:  Plato started an "Academy" or a school to educate the best citizens of Greece.  Aristotle became the most famous student at Plato's Academy.  Aristotle believed that one strong and good leader should rule.  This is different from Plato who said that a group of well-educated government heads should rule.  Aristotle believed the best way to control society and accomplish things was to have only one, good, ruler.  What do you think?  Do you agree with Aristotle?  Who gets to decide if the leader is "good"?  Aristotle went on to become the teacher of Alexander the Great.   


D) Homer:  Homer was a very famous writer that emerged out of Greece's Golden Age.  Students in school today still read his plays Homer’s Iliad and the Odyssey.   Many modern stories are takeoffs on these plays.  


E) Hippocrates: Hippocrates (460-377 B.C.) is considered the father of modern medicine.  Greek physicians were the first to separate medicine from supernatural practices, like worshiping the gods.  Hippocrates started the practice of observing patients before diagnosing and treating them.  He studied the causes of illness and looked for cures.  Hippocrates was the first one to practice observation, diagnosis, prognosis, and then treatment of patients.  He created the idea that doctors should "do no harm" to their patients, which sometimes meant doing nothing rather than doing harm.  Today, every doctor must take the Hippocratic oath, stating that they will “Do no harm” before they are allowed to practice medicine.  

III. Other Lasting Achievements of the Golden Age:  

A) Olympics:  Every 4 years Greeks would honor the Greek god named Zeus (chief god/the god of the sky and weather).  This was an opportunity for Greeks to display the valued qualities of bravery, and pride in their polis (city-state).  Different city-states would compete against each other in foot races, wrestling, boxing and more.  However, only male citizens were allowed to compete in the Olympic games.  During the foot races, they wore metal armor, however, some competitions took place in the nude.  What does this reveal about their culture?  As many as 40,000 people would come to watch the games, however, all seats were reserved for men.  Women were not allowed to watch.  The winner would get a laurel wreath (see image below) but there was no 2nd or 3rd place. 
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B) Architecture:  Greeks also made great architectural achievements.  They built different buildings, most of them to honor (please) the gods. The famous Parthenon is still standing in Greece today.  

C) Mathematics: Greek and Hellenistic thinkers made great strides in mathematics.  For example, Pythagoras developed a formula to measure the sides of a right triangle that we still use today and Euclid wrote a book that became the basis for modern geometry. 

