
Greek Philosophy Before Socrates: Week One 

Thales and Friends 

This week we will be exploring some of the thoughts of the early 

physical philosophers, trying to think ourselves back into the world as 

they saw it to understand the beginnings of modern science. 

As some preliminary reading, have a look at this extract from the 

Babylonian creation myth, a parallel Egyptian creation myth and 

Aristotle’s account of what he thinks Thales brought to the philosophical 

table in the 6th Century BCE. 

Enjoy also Diogenes Laertius’ (3rd Century CE) much later account of 

anecdotes about the lives of Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes and 

Anaxagoras. 

 

Text 1 https://www.worldhistory.org/article/225/enuma-elish---the-babylonian-epic-of-

creation---fu/ 

(Lambert translation) 

Enuma Elish (Babylon) 

After the grisly dismemberment of Tia-mat, Marduk organises creation… 

 He fashioned heavenly stations for the great gods, 

2 And set up constellations, the patterns of the stars. 

3 He appointed the year, marked off divisions, 

4 And set up three stars each for the twelve months. 

5 After he had organized the year, 

6 He established the heavenly station of Ne-beru to fix the stars' intervals. 

7 That none should transgress or be slothful 

8 He fixed the heavenly stations of Enlil and Ea with it. 

9 Gates he opened on both sides, 

10 And put strong bolts at the left and the right. 

11 He placed the heights (of heaven) in her (Tia-mat's) belly, 

12 He created Nannar, entrusting to him the night. 

13 He appointed him as the jewel of the night to fix the days, 

14 And month by month without ceasing he elevated him with a crown, 

15 (Saying,) "Shine over the land at the beginning of the month, 

16 Resplendent with horns to fix six days. 

17 On the seventh day the crown will be half size, 

18 On the fifteenth day, halfway through each month, stand in opposition. 

19 When Šamaš [sees] you on the horizon, 

20 Diminish in the proper stages and shine backwards. 

21 On the 29th day, draw near to the path of Šamaš, 

22 . [ . . ] the 30th day, stand in conjunction and rival Šamaš. 

https://www.worldhistory.org/article/225/enuma-elish---the-babylonian-epic-of-creation---fu/
https://www.worldhistory.org/article/225/enuma-elish---the-babylonian-epic-of-creation---fu/


23 I have ( . . . . ] . the sign, follow its track, 

24 Draw near . . ( . . . . . ) give judgment. 

25 . [ . . . . ] . Šamaš, constrain [murder] and violence, 

26 . [ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ] . me. 

* * * * * * 

35 At the end [ . . . 

36 Let there [be] the 29th day [ . . . " 

37 After [he had . . . . ] the decrees [ . . . 

38 The organization of front and . [ . . . 

39 He made the day [ . . . 

40 Let the year be equally [ . . . 

41 At the new year [ . . . 

42 The year . . . . . [ . . . 

43 Let there be regularly [ . . . 

44 The projecting bolt [ . . . 

45 After he had [ . . . 

46 The watches of night and day [ . . . 

47 The foam which Tia-mat [ . . . 

48 Marduk fashioned [ . . . 

49 He gathered it together and made it into clouds. 

50 The raging of the winds, violent rainstorms, 

51 The billowing of mist—the accumulation of her spittle— 

52 He appointed for himself and took them in his hand. 

53 He put her head in position and poured out . . [ . . ] . 

54 He opened the abyss and it was sated with water. 

55 From her two eyes he let the Euphrates and Tigris flow, 

56 He blocked her nostrils, but left . . 

57 He heaped up the distant [mountains] on her breasts, 

58 He bored wells to channel the springs. 

59 He twisted her tail and wove it into the Durmah(u, 

60 [ . . . ] . . the Apsû beneath his feet. 

 

Text 2  

https://www.glencairnmuseum.org/newsletter/2021/7/13/ancient-egyptian-creation-myths-from-

watery-chaos-to-cosmic-egg 

….The importance of the sun in the creation of the world is highlighted in another 

creation myth that makes reference to a collective of gods known as the Heliopolitan 

Ennead (Figure 9). These nine deities (the Ennead) are mentioned in the Old Kingdom 

Pyramid Texts. This myth seems to have originated at the city of Iunu (or Heliopolis, 

meaning “City of the Sun” in Greek). Here, the creation of the world begins with a creator 

god named Atum (or Re-Atum). Just as we see with the Hermopolitan version of 

creation, there is a chaotic, watery state of pre-creation, in which Atum resides before he 

is born. Atum is self-created and arises in the shape of an obelisk-like pillar (the benben) 



in Heliopolis. He engenders by means of his own bodily fluids. To begin the creation of 

the world, Atum spits out a pair of divine beings: Shu, the god of air, and Tefnut, his 

female counterpart, the goddess of moisture (Figure 10). 

Shu and Tefnut in turn produce a second generation of gods. Their son, Geb, is the god 

of the earth, and his sister-wife, Nut, is the sky goddess. With this second generation, 

the Egyptian cosmos comes into existence and all the elements necessary for life on 

earth—the sun, air, moisture, land, and sky—are now in place. The iconography of Geb 

and Nut together is particularly evocative (Figure 11). Geb appears as a human male 

lying on the ground. Arched above him, separated by their father Shu, stretches the 

figure of his sister-wife Nut, often shown as a nude female whose body is covered in 

stars. The Egyptians envisioned her arms and legs as the pillars of the sky and each of 

her limbs as indicators of the four cardinal points. Before their separation by their father, 

Geb and Nut were able to produce another generation of gods: Isis, Osiris, Seth, and 

Nephthys. Isis (Figure 12) and Osiris (Figure 13) in turn produced Horus. (It is interesting 

to consider that the Heliopolitan genealogy can also be viewed as the family tree of the 

Egyptian king (Figure 14). Each king was considered a representative of Horus while he 

was alive, and was then associated with the god Osiris, the king of the dead, after his 

death.)  

 
 

 

 



Text 3 Thales, first of the ‘physical’ philosophers according to Aristotle (Metaphysics A, 

983b20 – 984a3) 

Most of those who first practised philosophy thought that only things in the form of matter 

could be the originating principles of things.  To that of which all realities consist, and from 

which they come into being originally and into which they decay in the end, with the 

substantial reality enduring while changing in its plastic qualities, to this they give the name 

‘element’ or ‘originating principle’ of what there is.  For this reason they do not believe that 

anything comes into being or perishes, since that sort of nature is always preserved, and just 

as we wouldn’t say that Socrates came to be in an absolute sense, when he became 

handsome or musical, or that he perished, when he loses either of those traits, because 

what underlies them remains (Socrates himself) so too in the case of any of those others 

(the elements).   There has to be a natural kind, whether one or more than one, out of 

which all the others come into being, while being itself preserved.   Not all say the same 

about the number and the form of such originating principles.  But Thales, the founding 

father of this sort of philosophy, says that it is water (thus he demonstrated that the earth 

floats on water).  He may have got this idea from seeing that the nourishment of all things is 

moist, and heat itself is generated from this and is kept alive by this (and that out of which a 

thing is is the originating principle in every case) – getting this idea both from that and the 

fact that the seed of all things has a moist nature, and water is the originating principle of 

their nature in the case of things that are moist.  There are some who believe that the 

ancients, long before this generation who first gave an account of the gods held this belief 

about nature, for they made Ocean and Tethys the fathers of generation, and the gods’ oath 

was water – named by them ‘Styx’.  For that which is most reverenced is that which is most 

ancient, and the oath is what is most ancient.  Now whether or not this opinion about 

nature happens to be ancient and long-standing is obviously going to be obscure, but at any 

rate, Thales is reported to have made this claim about the first cause. 


