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1. THE PRESOCRK[‘ ICS AND THE SOPHISTS

............................................

THE MILESIANS
Thales

Of those who first pursued philosophy, the majority believed that the
only principles of all things are principles in the form of matter. For that of
which all existing things are composed and that out of which they originally
come into being and that into which they finally perish, the substance per-
sisting but changing in its attributes, this they state is the element and prin-
ciple of things that are. .. For there must be one or more than one nature out
of which the rest come to be, while it is preserved. (Aristotle, Metaphysics
1. 3 983b6-18)

However, not all agree about the number and form of such a principle,
but Thales, the founder of this kind of philosophy, declares it to be water.
(This is why he indicated that the earth rests on water. ) Maybe he got this
idea from seeing that the nourishment of all things is moist, and that the
hot itself comes to be from this and lives on this (the principle of all things
is that from which they come to be) — getting this idea from this considera-
tion and also because the seeds of all things have a moist nature; and water
is the principle of the nature of moist things. (Aristotle, Metaphysics 1. 3
983b18-27)

Others say [ the earth] rests on water. This is the most ancient expla-
nation which has come down to us, and is attributed to Thales of Miletus.
It supposes that the earth is at rest because it can float like wood and similar
substances, whose nature it is to rest upon water, though none of them
could rest on air. But this is to forget that the same thing may be said of the
water supporting the earth as was said of the earth itself. (Aristotle, On the
Heavens 2. 13 294a28-34)
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Some declare that it [ the soul] is mixed in the whole [universe], and
perhaps this is why Thales thought all things are full of gods. (Aristotle,
On the Soul 1.5 411a7-8)

From what has been related about him, it seems that Thales, too, sup-
posed that the soul was something that produces motion, if indeed he said
that the magnet has soul, because it moves iron. (Aristotle, On the Soul
405a19-21)

Anaximander

Of those who declared that the first principle is one, moving and indefi-
nite, Anaximander. .. said that the indefinite was the first principle and ele-
ment of things that are, and he was the first to introduce this name for the
first principle [i. e. , he was the first to call the first principle indefinite].
He says that the first principle is neither water nor any other of the things
called elements, but some other nature which is indefinite, out of which
come to be all the heavens and the worlds in them. The things that are per-
ish into the things out of which they come to be, according to necessity, for
they pay penalty and retribution to each other for their injustice in accord-
ance with the ordering of time, as he says in rather poetical language. (Sim-

plicius, Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics 24.13-21)

He declares that what arose from the eternal and is productive of [or,
capable of giving birth to] hot and cold was separated off at the coming to
be of this cosmos, and a kind of sphere of flame from this grew around the
dark mist about the earth like bark about a tree. When it was broken off
and enclosed in certain circles, the sun, moon and stars came to be. (pseu-
do-Plutarch, Miscellanies 179. 2)

He also declares that in the beginning humans were born from other
kinds of animals, since other animals quickly manage on their own, and hu-
mans alone require lengthy nursing. For this reason, in the beginning they
would not have been preserved if they had been like this. (pseudo-Plutarch,
Miscellanies 179. 2)
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Anaximander. . . believed that there arose from heated water and earth
either fish or animals very like fish. In these humans grew and were kept in-
side as embryos up to puberty. Then finally they burst and men and women
came forth already able to nourish themselves. (Censorinus, On the Day of
Birth 4.7)

Anaximenes

Anaximenes. . . like Anaximander, declares that the underlying nature
is one and boundless, but not indeterminate as Anaximander held, but defi-
nite, saying that it is air. It differs in rarity and density according to the
substances {it becomes). Becoming finer it comes to be fire; being con-
densed it comes to be wind, then cloud, and when still further condensed it
becomes water, then earth, then stones, and the rest come to be out of
these. He too makes motion eternal and says that change also comes to be
through it. (Theophrastus, quoted by Simplicius, Commentary on Aristot-
le’s Physics 24.26-25.1)

Just as our soul, being air, holds us together and controls us, so do

breath and air surround the whole cosmos. (Aetius, 1. 3. 4)

Anaximenes. . . said that the principle is unlimited [ boundless] air, out
of which come to be things that are coming to be, things that have come to
be, and things that will be, and gods and divine things. The rest come to be
out of the products of this. The form of air is the following: when it is most
even, it is invisible, but it is revealed by the cold and the hot and the wet,
and movement. It is always moving, for all the things that undergo change
would not change unless it was moving. For when it becomes condensed and
finer, it appears different. For when it is dissolved into what is finer, it
comes to be fire, and on the other hand air comes to be winds when it be-
comes condensed. Cloud results from air through felting, and water when
this happens to a greater degree. When condensed still more it becomes
earth and when it reaches the absolutely densest stage it becomes stones.

(Hippolytus, Re futation 1. 7. 1-3)
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PYTHAGORAS AND PYTHAGOREANISM

Once [ Pythagoras] passed by as a puppy was being beaten, the story
goes, and in pity said these words: “Stop, don’t beat him, since it is the
soul of a man, a friend of mine, which I recognized when I heard it

crying. 7 (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers 8. 36)

First he declares that the soul is immortal; then that it changes into
other kinds of animals; in addition that things that happen recur at certain
intervals, and nothing is absolutely new; and that all things that come to be
alive must be thought akin. Pythagoras seems to have been the first to in-

troduce these opinions into Greece. (Porphyry, Lifeof Pythagoras 19)

Heraclides of Pontus says that Pythagoras said the following about
himself. Once he had been born Aethalides and was believed to be the son of
Hermes. When Hermes told him to choose whatever he wanted except im-
mortality, he asked to retain both alive and dead the memory of what hap-
pened to him. .. Afterwards he entered into Euphorbus and was wounded by
Menelaus. Euphorbus said that once he had been born as Aethalides and re-
ceived the gift from Hermes, and told of the migration of his soul and what
plants and animals it had belonged to and all it had experienced in Hades.
When Euphorbus died his soul entered Hermotimus, who, wishing to pro-
vide evidence, went to Branchidae, entered the sanctuary of Apollo, and
showed the shield Menelaus had dedicated. (He said that when Menelaus
was sailing away from Troy he dedicated the shield to Apollo. ) The shield
had already rotted away and only the ivory facing was preserved. When
Hermotimus died, it [the soul] became Pyrrhus the Delian fisherman, and
again remembered everything... When Pyrrhus died it became Pythagoras
and remembered all that has been said. (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the
Philosophers 8. 4-5)

At the same time as these [ Leucippus and Democritus] and before

them, those called Pythagoreans took hold of mathematics and were the
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first to advance that study, and being brought up in it, they believed that
its principles are the principles of all things that are. Since numbers are nat-
urally first among these, and in numbers they thought they observed many
likenesses to things that are and that come to be. .. and since they saw the
attributes and ratios of musical scales in numbers, and other things seemed
to be made in the likeness of numbers in their entire nature, and numbers
seemed to be primary in all nature, they supposed the elements of numbers
to be the elements of all things that are. (Aristotle, Metaphysics 1.5
985b23-986a2)

The elements of number are the even and the odd, and of these the Lat-
ter is limited and the former unlimited. The One is composed of both of
these (for it is both even and odd) and number springs from the One; and
numbers, as I have said, constitute the whole universe. (Aristotle, Meta-
physics 1.5 986al17-21)

The tetractys is a certain number, which being composed of the four
first numbers produces the most perfect number, ten. For one and two and
three and four come to be ten. This number is the first tetractys, and is
called the source of ever flowing nature since according to them the entire
cosmos is organized according to harmonia, and harmonia is a system of
three concords—the fourth, the fifth, and the octave-and the proportions of
these three concords are found in the aforementioned four numbers. (Sextus

Empiricus, Against the Mathematicians 7. 94-95)
Philolaus

Nature in the cosmos was fitted together out of unlimiteds and limiters;
both the cosmos as a whole and everything in it. (Diogenes Laertius, Lives
of the Philosophers 8. 85)

And indeed all things that are known have number. For without this
nothing whatever could possibly be thought of or known. (Stobaeus, Selec-
tions 1. 21. 7h)
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