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INTRODUCTION:
THE DAWN OF
WESTERN
THOUGHT

When we think about
philosophy, names like
Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle usually come
to mind first. These
giants of ancient Greek
thought are often
credited with laying the
foundations of Western
civilization. However,
the story of philosophy
does not begin with
Socrates. In fact, a rich
and complex tradition
of inquiry existed for
more than a century
before Socrates ever

asked his first question
in the Athenian
marketplace. This
tradition, now known
as pre-Socratic
philosophy, represents
humanity's first
systematic attempt to
understand the world
through reason rather
than myth.

Pre-Socratic

philosophers were the
pioneers who dared to
ask, "What is the
fundamental stuff of
reality?" and "How did
the universe come to
be?" These early
thinkers lived in the
Greek colonies of lonia
(modern-day Turkey),
southern Italy, and
Sicily, far from the
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center of
Their work
pivotal

from

political
Athens.
marks a
transition
mythological
explanations of the
world, such as those
found in Homer and
Hesiod, to rational,
naturalistic accounts.
Exploring philosophy
before Socrates is not
merely a historical
exercise; it is an
essential journey to
understand the very
roots of science,
metaphysics, and
Western rationality
itself.

In this article, we will
explore the key figures
and schools of thought
that defined philosophy
before Socrates. We
will examine their core
ideas, their methods of

inquiry, and their
lasting influence on
later thinkers. By

understanding these
early philosophers, we

gain a deeper
appreciation for the
intellectual leap that
set the stage for the
classical era of Greek
philosophy.

This period of pre-
Socratic thought is
characterized by a
search for the archeé
(dpxrj) — the first
principle or
fundamental substance
from which all things
originate. Each
philosopher offered a
different candidate for
this primary element,
leading to vibrant
debates that continue
to resonate in modern
philosophy and
science. The journey
before Socrates is a
story of curiosity, bold
speculation, and the
birth of «critical
thinking.

THE MILESIAN
SCHOOL: THE
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FIRST NA

PHILOSOPHERS

The earliest pre-
Socratic philosophers
emerged from the city
of Miletus in lonia, a

prosperous Greek
colony on the coast of
Asia Minor. The

Milesian school is
notable for being the
first to propose that
nature could be
explained through
observable phenomena
rather than
supernatural forces.
These thinkers are
often called
"hylozoists" because
they believed that
matter itself possessed
life and motion.

Thales of
Miletus:

THe First

Philosoph
er

Thales (c. 624-546
BCE) is widely
regarded as the first
philosopher in the
Western tradition.
While he left no written
works, his ideas were
recorded by later
authors like Aristotle.
Thales famously
proposed that water is
the fundamental
substance of all things.
He observed that water
can change form into
ice and steam, and
that it is essential for
life, growth, and
nourishment. For
Thales, water was not
just a physical element
but a living, divine
principle that could
account for the
diversity and change in



the world.

Beyond his
cosmological theory,
Thales was also a
practical thinker. He
predicted a solar
eclipse, applied
geometry to measure
the height of pyramids,
and was known for his
shrewd business
acumen. Thales
represents the
transition from mythos

to logos — from
storytelling to logical
reasoning. His
significance lies not
necessarily in the

correctness of his
answer but in the
nature of his question:
"What is the world
made of?"

Anaximan
der: The

Boundles
S

Anaximander (c.
610-546 BCE), a
student of Thales, took
a more abstract
approach. He argued
that the fundamental
substance could not be
any particular material
like water, because
such a substance
would be limited and
could not account for
the diversity of
opposites (hot and
cold, wet and dry).
Instead, he proposed
the apeiron (&netpov),

meaning "the
boundless" or "the
indefinite." This
eternal, infinite, and

indeterminate
substance was the
source of all things and
the ultimate reality
behind the changing
world.
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Anaximander also
offered a remarkably
prescient theory of
cosmic evolution. He
suggested that the
universe emerged from
the apeiron through a
process of separation,
with hot and cold
elements forming the
heavens and the earth.
He even speculated
that life originated in
water and that humans
evolved from fish-like
creatures — an idea
that anticipates
Darwinian evolution by
over two millennia.
Anaximander's
abstract thinking
represents a major
step towards
metaphysical
philosophy.

Anaximen

es: Air as
the First
Principle

Anaximenes (c.
585-528 BCE), a
younger contemporary
of Anaximander,
returned to a more
concrete substance. He
proposed that air (or
mist) is the
fundamental principle.
Anaximenes argued
that air could change
its properties through
rarefaction and
condensation. When air
becomes thin and rare,
it turns into fire; when
it is condensed, it
becomes wind, then
water, and finally earth
and stone. This process
explained how a single
substance could
transform into the
diverse materials of
the world.



Anaximenes' theory
was innovative
because it provided a
clear mechanism for
change — the
guantitative alteration
of density. His focus on
a tangible, observable
substance made his
explanation more
accessible than
Anaximander's
abstract apeiron. The
Milesian school, taken
together, established
the framework for
natural philosophy: a
commitment to rational
explanation, a search
for a single unifying
principle, and an
interest in the
mechanics of change.

PYTHAGORAS AND
THE
PYTHAGOREAN
SCHOOL

While the Milesians
focused on material
substance, the
Pythagorean school,

founded by Pythagoras
of Samos (c. 570-495
BCE), introduced a
radically different
approach. Pythagoras
and his followers
believed that the
ultimate nature of
reality is not material
but mathematical.
They saw numbers as
the fundamental
principles that explain
the structure and

harmony of the
cosmos.

The Pythagoreans were
a religious and
philosophical
community that
emphasized the

purification of the soul
through intellectual
study. They believed in
the transmigration of
souls (reincarnation)
and that the goal of life
was to achieve
harmony with the
divine order. Their
mathematical

discoveries, including
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the Pythagorean
theorem, were not just
practical tools but
revelations about the
underlying structure of
reality.

Pythagoras himself is a
semi-legendary figure,
and it is difficult to
separate his own
teachings from those
of his later followers.
However, the core
Pythagorean idea —
that reality s
fundamentally ordered
and intelligible through
mathematics — has
had a profound
influence on Western
philosophy and
science. The
Pythagorean notion of
a harmonious,
mathematical cosmos
directly inspired Plato's
theory of Forms and
later influenced early
modern scientists like
Kepler and Galileo.

The Pythagorean
school also explored

the <concept of
opposites: limited and
unlimited, odd and
even, one and many,
right and left, male and
female. They saw the
world as a mixture of
these opposing forces,
with number providing
the principle of
harmony that holds
them together. For the
Pythagoreans,
philosophy was not just
an intellectual pursuit
but a way of life aimed
at achieving spiritual
purification and cosmic
harmony.

HERACLITUS: THE
PHILOSOPHER OF
FLUX

Heraclitus of Ephesus
(c. 535-475 BCE) is
one of the most
enigmatic and
profound pre-Socratic
thinkers. Often called
the "Obscure" or the
"Weeping Philosopher,"
Heraclitus wrote in a



deliberately cryptic
style, using paradoxes
and riddles to convey
his insights. His central
doctrine is that of flux
(panta rhei —
"everything flows"). For
Heraclitus, change is
the fundamental
nature of reality. You
cannot step into the
same river twice,
because both the river
and the person are
constantly changing.

However, Heraclitus
did not believe that
change is chaotic. He
saw a hidden order, a
Logos (Adyog), that
governs the constant
transformation of the
world. The Logos is a
rational principle of
unity that underlies the
apparent conflict and
diversity of things.
Heraclitus famously
stated that "war is the
father of all things" —
meaning that
opposition and tension

are the driving forces
of creation and
change. Harmony
arises from the tension
of opposites, like the
bow and the lyre,
which work through
opposing forces.
identified
the

Heraclitus
fire as
fundamental
substance, symbolizing
the constant process of
transformation. Fire is
always consuming and
renewing itself,
perfectly embodying
the principle of flux.
His philosophy
emphasizes the unity
of opposites: day and
night, life and death,
waking and sleeping
are all interconnected
and interdependent.
Heraclitus's ideas have

influenced thinkers
from Plato to
Nietzsche, and his

emphasis on process
and change resonates
with modern physics
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and
philosophy.

PARMENIDES AND
THE ELEATIC
SCHOOL

process

If Heraclitus
emphasized change,
Parmenides of Elea (c.
515-450 BCE)
represented the
opposite extreme.
Parmenides is perhaps
the most radical of the
pre-Socratic
philosophers, and his
arguments laid the
foundation for ontology
— the study of being.
He wrote a
philosophical poem,
"On Nature," in which
he presents a stark
logical argument about
the nature of reality.

Parmenides

distinguished between
the "Way of Truth" and
the "Way of Opinion."
The Way of Truth is
accessed through

reason alone, while the
Way of Opinion deals
with the appearances
and beliefs of the
ordinary world.
Through logical
deduction, Parmenides
argued that what is
(Being) is, and what
is not (Non-Being) is
not. This seems trivial,
but its implications are
radical: change and
motion are impossible,
because they would
require something to
come from nothing or
to pass into nothing,
which is logically
impossible.

For Parmenides, reality
is one, unchanging,
eternal, and indivisible.
The world of change,
diversity, and motion
that we perceive with
our senses is an
illusion. True reality is
a single,
homogeneous, perfect
sphere of Being. This
argument posed a



profound challenge to
all earlier and later
philosophers: how can
we account for change
if it is logically
impossible?

Parmenides' student,
Zeno of Elea,
defended his master's
views with a series of
famous paradoxes,
such as Achilles and
the Tortoise, the Arrow,
and the Dichotomy.
These paradoxes are
designed to show that
motion and plurality
lead to logical
contradictions. Zeno's
arguments are still
studied today in
mathematics and
philosophy, particularly
in discussions of
infinity and continuity.
The Eleatic school
forced subsequent
philosophers
especially Empedocles,
Anaxagoras, and
Democritus to
develop theories that

10

could account for
change while
respecting Parmenides'
logical rigor.

EMPEDOCLES: THE
FOUR ROOTS

Empedocles of Acragas
(c. 492-432 BCE)
offered a  brilliant
synthesis of the earlier
traditions. He accepted
the Milesian quest for a
fundamental substance

and the Eleatic
challenge about
change, but he

rejected both monism
(one substance) and
the denial of change.
He proposed that
reality is composed of
four eternal,
unchanging "roots" or
elements: earth, air,
fire, and water.

These four elements
are the building blocks
of all things, and they
combine and separate
through the operation
of two cosmic forces:

10
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Love (attraction) and
Strife (repulsion). Love
brings the elements
together to form
composite objects,
while Strife drives
them apart. The world
undergoes a cyclical

process: when Love
dominates, all
elements are

completely unified into
a single, homogeneous
sphere (the "One");
when Strife dominates,
they are completely
separated. The world
we live in is an
intermediate stage
where both forces are
active, allowing for the
existence of diverse,
changing, and
individual things.

Empedocles was also a
pioneer in biology and
physiology. He had a
theory of evolution by
natural selection, the
circulation of blood,
and the role of the
heart as the center of
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life. He saw perception
as a process of
"effluences” flowing
from objects into the
pores of the sense
organs. Empedocles'
pluralism — the idea of
multiple fundamental
substances combined
by forces — was a
highly influential
solution to the problem
of change and stability.

ANAXAGORAS:
MIND AND
INFINITE SEEDS
Anaxagoras of
Clazomenae (c.

500-428 BCE) brought
lonian philosophy to
Athens, where he
became a teacher and
friend of Pericles. He
proposed a radically
different system. For
Anaxagoras, the
fundamental reality
consists of an infinite
number of qualitatively
distinct "seeds"
(spermata) — tiny



particles of everything
that exists, such as
hair, flesh, bone, gold,
and so on. In every
object, there are seeds
of everything else;
what a thing appears
to be depends on
which seeds
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predominate.

Anaxagoras is best
known for introducing
the concept of Nous
(vo0g), or Mind, as the
ordering principle of
the universe. Nous is
an infinite
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