
The Pre-Socratics 

The Pre-Socratics were remarkable men because they were the first to assert that the 

cosmos is something that is knowable, and the phenomena of nature are not attributable to the 

gods of Hesiod and Homer. They stepped away from mythopoeic explanations and chose to use 

reason as the judge of what is true. Their bold step toward rationality helped shape the world we 

have today. If we had kept on the path of the Pre-Socratics instead of falling into the Dark Ages, 

we might have already cured most diseases and eliminated poverty.  

Since the Pre-Socratics lived thousands of years ago, their theories lack empirical data, 

and they’re clearly wrong in the light of today’s science. Nevertheless, a few of the theories are 

very close to what we believe today. Regardless, the Pre-Socratics are great men because of their 

nascent dedication to radical inquiry and their brave impiety, which could be as dangerous in 

their time as it was during the Inquisition. 

After the Pre-Socratics come the works of Plato and Aristotle. Plato attempted to explain 

the cosmos with his elegant theory of Forms. Then, his former student, Aristotle, sought to 

resolve the contradictions he found in the Forms by examining substance and telos. Their work 

was built on the foundations laid by the Pre-Socratics, and it lives on today in many of the 

world’s religions. Their great achievements were made possible by those that came before them, 

just as it was with Newton who said: “If I have seen further than other men, it's because I have 

stood on the shoulders of giants.” 

The first known philosopher was Thales who lived in the 7th and 6th centuries B.C. 

Although much of his work has been lost, we know that he believed that the cause and 

underlying nature of everything is water and that all things were filled with gods. He probably 

chose water because he saw that it changed from solid to liquid to vapor. Water apparently 

affects the other primal elements, i.e., air, fire, and earth. He deduced this by seeing the silting up 

of rivers, the outpouring of water from the ground, nights filled with fog, and rainy days. 

Although he included a statement that all things are filled with gods, this could be interpreted 

that all matter is indestructible and immortal. Regardless, this was a great leap forward because 

he didn’t say the gods are the cause of everything. 

After Thales, another Pre-Socratic named Anaximander tried to answer the question of 

the structure of the world without recourse to mythology. He disagreed with Thales’ idea that 

everything was composed of water by asking, “How could dry ever come into existence?” He 
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also asked what created the first-mover of the cosmos, regardless of whether it is a god or an 

element like water. His solution was to speculate that there is the Boundless, which encompasses 

all things and steers all things. The Boundless has no creator because it has always existed and, 

like the gods, will exist forever, i.e., the Boundless is synonymous with the Infinite.  

Rather than faith, Anaximander used an experiment to speculate about the universe. 

When objects of different weights are placed in a pan of water and the water is stirred, the 

heavier elements move to the center and the lighter to the outside. He deduced that the Boundless 

also has a vortex where the different elements are separated. As evidence of this swirling, he 

could watch the motion of the stars, which seem to move across the sky every night.  

Anaximander came up with many other explanations for the phenomena of nature that 

had nothing to do with the gods. He said the sun was a distant fire, and that the earth is riding on 

a cushion of air. He explained that thunder and lightning come from air being compressed inside 

clouds instead of emanating from Zeus. He even speculated that people come from other 

animals, such as, fish.  

Another Ionian, Xenophanes, took up the problem of explaining nature. He not only left 

the gods out of the story, he censured them for behavior that is patently immoral, including, 

stealing, adultery, and deception. He was the first to speculate that man creates gods in his own 

image instead of man having been created in the image of the gods. 

For Xenophanes, order came out of chaos only because of the application of intelligent 

action. Instead of the gods of Hesiod and Homer, Xenophanes claimed that there is one God who 

is nothing like the Greek pantheon. He is motionless because he is omnipresent and omnipotent.  

The phenomena of nature that were previously attributed to the gods is explained by Xenophanes 

as normal and rational processes. For instance, a rainbow was in Homeric traditions caused by 

the minor Goddess Iris, but Xenophanes speculated that it is merely a certain type of cloud. 

Xenophanes also said that man can never know the truth because he is not a god and will, 

therefore, never possess accurate information. By asking how much we can know or if we can 

ever be certain of the truth, Xenophanes laid the foundations of Epistemology. 

Next, Heraclitus proposed that “All things come into being through opposition, and all 

are in flux, like a river.” As an example of flux, he pointed out that you can never step into the 

same river twice because of the constant change of the water. To demonstrate how opposites can 
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exist in one thing, Heraclitus said that within us are living and dead, waking and sleeping, as well 

as young and old. In the sea, there is water that is healthy for fish, but harmful to man.  

He asserted that neither gods nor man created the universe, but that it always existed and 

would continue to exist forever in a constant state of flux. Heraclitus said that the aether is 

luminous and filled with a divine and eternal fire. He believed there is an inherent tension within 

everything from the shifting of opposite forces. Heraclitus went so far as to embrace war as 

being a natural outcome of the tension in all things. To him, strife was a necessary part of 

existence, and war was universal. Such opposition, he thought, was needed to maintain the 

balance of the divine world order. 

For Heraclitus, desires should be limited, and men should not receive everything they 

wish. For him, moderation was the greatest virtue. However, he realized how difficult it was to 

fight against natural impulses. Nevertheless, he felt the soul could be lost by trying to constantly 

satiate one’s desires. He used the example of men who conquer nations, but still have their souls 

enslaved by desire for women. 

Heraclitus also felt that there is a rational pattern to the universe, which he called its 

logos. It is through logos that “all things come into being.” The logos is both reasonable and 

right, but most people don’t understand the logos because the “many do not understand such 

things.” Heraclitus said that there is a counterpart of the universal logos inside every person, and 

it can give those who are awake in the world access to the greater logos of the universe.  

Another Pre-Socratic was Parmenides who believed that the universe consisted of only 

one thing, i.e., only the One. He wrote a book in verse about the nature of the universe that is 

divided into two parts titled The Way of Truth and The Way of Opinion. In it, he claimed to have 

been given his conclusions from a goddess he visited in the heavens. Apparently, the goddess 

advised him that, if there were a break in the One, that break would have to consist of 

nothingness, and nothingness could not logically exist. Moreover, since the One exists, nothing 

can ever perish. Also, the experience that things have a beginning and an end is merely an 

illusion that humans suffer because of their imperfect senses. Consequently, the senses are not to 

be trusted, and reason alone should be the sole arbiter of truth. In making this conclusion, he 

creates a tradition called Rationalism. Parmenides should be forgiven for taking the precaution of 

saying that his theories came from a divine source since many great intellectuals have faced 

persecution for their ideas. 

Comment [DP1]: It was often the custom in 
many ancient cultures to attribute one’s ideas to 
others well established in one’s history or 
mythology, so they would more readily be 
entertained.  It was also to show the origin as 
something more powerful working through one’s 
awareness or ideas.  Other examples are Socrates 
attributing his ideas to Diotima, Kung-Fu-Tzu 
(Confucius) attributing his ideas to the Yellow 
Emperor, Mohammed to God, etc.  It is controversial 
how one takes this,  literally, figuratively, or even 
the notion of Jung’s collective unconscious would be 
a theoretical account of how ideas are transmitted. 
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Parmenides also felt that time is an illusion, and that what is must be all at once. Part of 

his reasoning for this is that the past cannot exist because it would be nothing. The future cannot 

exist because, if it has not yet come into being, it is nothing. Hence, he thought of time like a 

book with infinite pages, and humans are merely characters experiencing what is on the pages 

that correspond to their lifetimes. For man, each page is followed by the next, but God can see all 

of the pages at once, and he is aware of all of the pages simultaneously.  

For another philosopher, Pythagorus, reality was based upon numbers. He was the 

founder of a school that virtually worshipped mathematics. In fact, it might have also been 

thought of as being closer to a cult, brotherhood, or sect. They studied all aspects of mathematics 

and believed that their discoveries in geometry and number theory were glimpses of the divine. 

For example, Pythagoras discovered the Tetractys, which is a triangle composed of 10 points with 4 

points on each side. He thought it was a divine symbol of the four elements, and his followers swore oaths 

by it.  

In addition to his famous theorem, Pythagorus discovered irrational numbers, musical 

scales, and a previously unknown perfect solid, the dodecahedron. He and his followers led a 

monastic life of research. However, they were found to be pernicious by the locals and forcibly 

expelled. It isn’t clear what the cause of the dislike for Pythagoras’ presence was, but it might 

have been caused by his condescending attitude for the locals or possibly for interfering with the 

region’s politics. 

Atomism was the great concept of a philosopher named Democritus. He believed that 

everything is composed of microscopic particles that cannot be reduced down any further. In 

other words, atoms are the fundamental building blocks of matter. The combination of these 

particles forms the aggregate wholes that we experience in the macroscopic world. Democritus 

countered the argument of existence being one continuous thing by saying that the absence of 

matter is not nothing. It is simply the absence of matter. The void still exists. He concluded that 

there cannot be any motion if there isn’t a void space for the atoms of matter to move into. 

Some of Democritus’ contemporaries helped shape his theory. Melissus said that if there 

were the many then each of them would need to have the same properties as Parmenides’ One. 

Specifically, they would be eternal, all alike, full, and indivisible. Leucippus accepted this 

concept, and he expanded upon it by saying that there are an infinite number of such particles. 

Comment [DP2]: Has no being. 

Comment [DP3]: This view of Parmenides is 
controversial.  But the idea that for something to be 
is must be what it is and not something else, is pretty 
much accepted and is the basis for saying that when 
something changes it becomes other than what it is, 
and so cannot be.  Anything divisible is changeable 
and anything changeable can’t logically Be.  Thus 
what IS must be One indivisible, permanent, and 
perfect.  The paradox in this is that thinking itself is 
a temporal process and thus it would be impossible 
to “think” Being.  

Comment [DP4]: What was the motive for 
keeping one’s focus on such things of the mind as 
mathematics and philosophy?  What was their 
conception of the soul? 
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It’s amazing that somebody thousands of years ago came up with atomic theory. What 

would the world be like if Julius Caesar had not tried to subdue Alexandria and told the 6th 

legion to set the fires that ultimately destroyed the city’s great library? There have been many 

times when great stores of knowledge have been destroyed, e.g., the Viking raids on the Irish 

monasteries. However, this one event stands out as being a catastrophic setback for humanity. 

It’s conceivable that revolutionary discoveries that had to wait for centuries would have been 

made much sooner, such as, calculus, Maxwell’s equations, Faraday’s laws, and Relativity.  

Humanity might have already reached today the level of technology that our descendants will 

hopefully have 500 years from now. 

The new way of thinking that was introduced by the Pre-Socratics was to step away from 

mythopoeic explanations of reality. Instead, they allowed reason and logic to be the ultimate 

arbiter of the truth. Although their methods do not meet with the strictures of the scientific 

method, they set the stage for science. Their commitment to radical inquiry shaped the future of 

Western thought, science, and philosophy. The idea that man can never know absolute truth gave 

rise to Epistemology, and it concedes that religion can legitimately claim that some things will 

always be a matter of faith. 

Another strong influence on Western thought came from the Sophists. They were one of 

the strongest proponents of the idea that absolute truth cannot be known by man. In On Truth, 

Protagorus wrote, “Of all things the measure is man. . . .” For the Sophists, culture or Nomos is 

paramount as compared to Physis, which is the natural world that the Pre-Socratics were 

studying. The Sophists prided themselves on being able to argue either side of any question, and 

they believed they could make the weaker argument into the stronger. Hence, they denied that 

there is an underlying logos to the universe, and what is true depends merely on one’s point of 

view.  Since a Sophist can defend both sides of any argument, the only true judge is the failure or 

success of the position. Consequently, even a position that is immoral could be deemed true if it 

succeeds. These are the foundational arguments for the doctrine of Relativism, which implies that 

there is no truth, beauty, or justice in the world. 

 

Good Overview 

A- 

Comment [DP6]: This interesting idea has been a 
matter of speculation by many people over the 
centuries. 

Comment [DP7]: That we could not know such 
even if it exists and we have no way to orient 
ourselves except by what we believe and say.  

Comment [DP8]: …as it is made to appear by 
the skills of the orator.  Hence, appearance IS reality, 
nothing more. 

Comment [DP9]: There would be no way to 
decide that any position is in fact immoral.  Any 
position is moral if made to appear so, since there is 
nothing but appearance.  And more paradoxically, 
any position can be both right at one moment and 
wrong at another merely based on the success of its 
defense at a given moment. 


