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How it happened that a little rocky peninsula in a remote corner of
the Mediterranean was able to provide our world in less than two centuries
with the complete framework for all our present day experiments in politics,
literature, drama, sculpture, chemistry, physics and Heaven knows what
else, is a question which has puzzled a great many people for a great many
centuries and to which every philosopher, at one time or another during his
career, has tried to give an answer.

When the miracle of a perfect balance did occur, in Greece in the fifth
century before our era, it lasted only a very short time, and strange to say,
even then it did not take place in the mother country but in the colonies
across the Aegean Sea.

In another book I have given a description of those famous island-
bridges which connected the mainland of Asia with Europe and across which
the traders from Egypt and Babylonia and Crete since time immemorial had
traveled to Europe. The main point of embarkation, both for merchandise
and ideas bound from Asia to Europe, was to be found on the western coast
of Asia Minor in a strip of land known as Ionia.

A few hundred years before the Trojan war, this narrow bit of
mountainous territory, ninety miles long and only a few miles wide, had
been conquered by Greek tribes from the mainland who there had founded a
number of colonial towns of which Ephesus, Phocaea, Erythrae and Miletus
were the best known, and it was along those cities that at last the conditions
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of success were present in such perfect proportion that civilization reached a
point which has sometimes been equaled but never has been surpassed.

In the first place, these colonies were inhabited by the most active and
enterprising elements from among a dozen different nations. In the second
place, there was a great deal of general wealth derived from the carrying
trade between the old and the new world, between Europe and Asia. In the
third place, the form of government under which the colonists lived gave the
majority of the freemen a chance to develop their talents to the very best of
their ability.

If I do not mention the climate, the reason is this; that in countries
devoted exclusively to commerce, the climate does not matter much. Ships
can be built and goods can be unloaded, rain or shine. Provided it does not
get so cold that the harbors freeze or so wet that the towns are flooded, the
inhabitants will take very little interest in the daily weather reports.

But aside from this, the weather of Ionia was distinctly favorable to
the development of an intellectual class. Before the existence of books and
libraries, learning was handed down from man to man by word of mouth
and the town-pump was the earliest of all social centers and the oldest of
universities.

In Miletus it was possible to sit around the town-pump for 350 out of
every 365 days. And the early lonian professors made such excellent use of
their climatic advantages that they became the pioneers of all future scientific
development.

Since this is not a history of mathematics or a handbook of philosophy,
the speculations of Thales do not properly belong in these pages, except in
so far as they tend to show the tolerance towards new ideas which prevailed
among the Ionians at a time when Rome was a small market-town on a
muddy river somewhere in a distant and unknown region, when the Jews
were still captives in the land of Assyria and when northern and western
Europe were naught but a howling wilderness.

In order that we may understand how such a development was possible,
we must know something about the changes which had taken place since
the days when Greek chieftains sailed across the Aegean Sea, intent upon
the plunder of the rich fortress of Troy. Those farfamed heroes were still the
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product of an exceedingly primitive form of civilization. They were over-
grown children who regarded life as one long, glorified rough-house, full of
excitement and wrestling matches and running races and all the many things
which we ourselves would dearly love to do if we were not forced to stick to
the routine jobs which provide us with bread and bananas.

The relationship between these boisterous paladins and their Gods
was as direct and as simple as their attitude towards the serious problems
of every-day existence. For the inhabitants of high Olympus, who ruled the
world of the Hellenes in the tenth century before our era, were of this earth
earthy, and not very far removed from ordinary mortals. Exactly where and
when and how man and his Gods had parted company was a more or less
hazy point, never clearly established. Even then the friendship which those
who lived beyond the clouds had always felt towards their subjects who
crawled across the face of the earth had in no way been interrupted and it had
remained flavored with those personal and intimate touches which gave the
religion of the Greeks its own peculiar charm.

Of course, all good little Greek boys were duly taught that Zeus was a
very powerful and mighty potentate with a long beard who upon occasion
would juggle so violently with his flashes of lightning and his thunderbolts
that it seemed that the world was coming to an end. But as soon as they were
a little older and were able to read the ancient sagas for themselves, they
began to appreciate the limitations of those terrible personages of whom they
had heard so much in their nursery and who now appeared in the light of a
merry family-party-everlastingly playing practical jokes upon each other and
taking such bitter sides in the political disputes of their mortal friends that
every quarrel in Greece was immediately followed by a corresponding row
among the denizens of the aether.

Of course in spite of all these very human short-comings, Zeus
remained a very great God, the mightiest of all rulers and a personage whom
it was not safe to displease. But he was “reasonable” in that sense of the
word which is so well understood among the lobbyists of Washington. He
was reasonable. He could be approached if one knew the proper way. And
best of all, he had a sense of humor and did not take either himself or his
world too seriously.



g -

PR, R 44 47 VU (4 AT 9% SR AL TR BA £ SC AT SRR =0 o At 138k
1R MR T PO DA RERI BT, AR A — B K i e i)
Fo T A )RR BRI BB L . SN 5 A — U A K A
X — 2P RATR IS R E A, REE FATRMNAS R T
— 2 H P

SRR 9 R X 4 37 e 1 4 55 SRR D 2 o
B b o ATORTTHEE, GovaA Mt 3R TR B F A 7 0k i BLAKDE 17
Ly b B LSRR A ER b i FE A K IR KA TE S, A
KRG, e, DMFARRSTFN, X —EE AR E R
(R ik o BRIt , S0 780 25 B 1 L R i MR 2 i
WA I, I ELA B e AR A, R SR A SR A
Zhb.

R 7 TR B AT /N T TR, B KA R I
AT T REZ M, AN SRR, REBaRNEN, AR H B
T T . MRS R IEAE B O B Bt ST, BIFHR AT IEAE L)
LR R B Y T el AT B T ) AR B o K R A A R R
REB L PLE, A AR, fER I A W BOA SIS T IR A R
2 QG BN i dio s o

MR e TS AKRSA 5 R 2 AN, TR R BRI
Vo BAEAIR R, B EIL . (BRAMAA G UUIRAE B
R BT AR A EAEIATRT ORRME. SRR BB LASE 2 6
ﬁ,M%ﬂuwmmmoﬁagm%,mg$@ﬁ@,xﬁﬂzﬁﬁr‘\{/
AR HBXT R E E AT B R E ' (

%




Tolerance

This was perhaps, not the most sublime conception of a divine figure,
but it offered certain very distinct advantages. Among the ancient Greeks
there never was a hard and fast rule as to what people must hold true and
what they must disregard as false. And because there was no “creed” in
the modern sense of the word, with adamantine dogmas and a class of
professional priests, ready to enforce them with the help of the secular
gallows, the people in different parts of the country were able to reshape their
religious ideas and ethical conceptions as best suited their own individual
tastes.

The Iliad and the Odyssey have sometimes been called the Bible of
the Greeks. They were nothing of the sort. They were just books. They
were never united into “The Book. ” They told the adventures of certain
wonderful heroes who were fondly believed to be the direct ancestors of
the generation then living. Incidentally they contained a certain amount of
religious information because the Gods, without exception, had taken sides
in the quarrel and had neglected all other business for the joy of watching the
rarest prizefight that had ever been staged within their domain.

The idea, however, that the works of Homer might either directly or
indirectly have been inspired by Zeus or Minerva or Apollo never even
dawned upon the Greek mind. These were a fine piece of literature and made
excellent reading during the long winter evenings. Furthermore they caused
children to feel proud of their own race.

And that was all.

In such an atmosphere of intellectual and spiritual freedom, in a city
filled with the pungent smell of ships from all the seven seas, rich with
fabrics of the Orient, merry with the laughter of a well fed and contented
populace, Thales was born. In such a city he worked and taught and in such
a city he died. If the conclusions which he reached differed greatly from
the opinions held by most of his neighbors, remember that his ideas never
penetrated beyond a very limited circle. The average Miletian may have
heard the name of Thales, just as the average New Yorker has probably heard
the name of Einstein. Ask him who Einstein is, and he will answer that he
is a fellow with long hair who smokes a pipe and plays the fiddle and who
wrote something about a man walking through a railroad train, about which
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there once was an article in a Sunday paper.

That this strange person who smokes a pipe and plays the fiddle has got
hold of a little spark of truth which eventually may upset (or at least greatly
modify) the scientific conclusions of the last sixty centuries, is a matter of
profound indifference to the millions of easy-going citizens whose interest
in mathematics does not reach beyond the conflict which arises when their
favorite batsman tries to upset the law of gravity.

The text-books of ancient history usually get rid of the difficulty
by printing “Thales of Miletus(640~546 B. C. ), the founder of
modern science. And we can almost see the headlines in the “Miletus
Gazette” saying, “Local graduate discovers secret of true science. ”

But just how and where and when Thales left the beaten track and
struck out for himself, I could not possibly tell you. This much is certain,
that he did not live in an intellectual vacuum, nor did he develop his wisdom
out of his inner consciousness. In the seventh century before Christ, a great
deal of the pioneer work in the realm of science had already been done and
there was quite a large body of mathematical and physical and astronomical
information at the disposal of those intelligent enough to make use of it.

Babylonian star-gazers had searched the heavens.

Egyptian architects had done considerable figuring before they dared to
dump a couple of million tons of granite on top of a little burial chamber in
the heart of a pyramid.

The mathematicians of the Nile Valley had seriously studied the
behavior of the sun that they might predict the wet and dry seasons and give
the peasants a calendar by which they could regulate their work on the farms.

All these problems, however, had been solved by people who still
regarded the forces of nature as the direct and personal expression of the will
of certain invisible Gods who administered the seasons and the course of the
planets and the tides of the ocean as the members of the President’ s cabinet
manage the department of agriculture or the post-office or the treasury.

Thales rejected this point of view. But like most well educated people
of his day, he did not bother to discuss it in public. If the fruit vendors along
the water front wanted to fall upon their faces whenever there was an eclipse
of the sun and invoke the name of Zeus in fear of this unusual sight, that was
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their business and Thales would have been the last man to try to convince
them that any schoolboy with an elementary knowledge of the behavior of
heavenly bodies would have foretold that on the 25th of May of the year 585
B. C., at such and such an hour, the moon would find herself between the
earth and the sun and that therefore the town of Miletus would experience a
few minutes of comparative darkness.

Even when it appeared (as it did appear) that the Persians and the
Lydians had been engaged in battle on the afternoon of this famous eclipse
and had been obliged to cease killing each other for lack of sufficient light,
he refused to believe that the Lydian deities(following a famous precedent
established a few years previously during a certain battle in the valley of
Ajalon) had performed a miracle, and had suddenly turned off the light of
Heaven that the victory might go to those whom they favored.

For Thales had reached the point (and that was his great merit) where he
dared to regard all nature as the manifestation of one Eternal Will, subject to
one Eternal Law and entirely beyond the personal influence of those divine
spirits which man was forever creating after his own image. And the eclipse,
so he felt, would have taken place just the same if there had been no more
important engagement that particular afternoon than a dog fight in the streets
of Ephesus or a wedding feast in Halicarnassus.

Drawing the logical conclusions from his own scientific observations,
he laid down one general and inevitable law for all creation and guessed (and
to a certain extent guessed correctly) that the beginning of all things was to
be found in the water which apparently surrounded the world on all sides and
which had probably existed from the very beginning of time.

And this brings us at last to the most notorious and the most famous
case of Greek intolerance of which we possess any record, the judicial
murder of Socrates.

When it is sometimes stated that the world has not changed at all and
that the Athenians were no more broadminded than the people of later times,
the name of Socrates is dragged into the debate as a terrible example of
Greek bigotry. But today, after a very exhaustive study of the case, we know
better and the long and undisturbed career of this brilliant but exasperating
soap-box orator is a direct tribute to the spirit of intellectual liberty which




