Understanding Myth

Introduction to Philosophy: Myth, Philosophy, and some Fundamental Concepts:

Logos:  Logos has been variously translated as Judgment, Reason, Logic, Speech, and Discourse.  The word comes to us from Greek.  Logos is generally a kind of speech or narration.

Physis (phusis): Is the Greek word that gives us our word “physical” and all related words.  It is the process of beings coming-to-be and passing away in reality.  It is that which shows itself in this process or manifests in reality.  It is the emergence of reality itself out of the mysterious, formless, indefinite, and unknowable.   

The early Greek philosophers known as the pre-Socratics were most importantly concerned with what they called “physis.”   (Nietzsche calls them “pre-Platonic” so as to make the break between them and the Greek philosopher Plato, rather than his teacher, Socrates.)

For now it is important to understand that physis is a process, not a static state or an object.  Often we think of the things in the world in a very objective way.  We remove ourselves from the world of objects and try to remain the objective observer.  This way of seeing reality is part of our scientific way of understanding the world.  

For the Greeks, and others for that matter, the world was not this kind of objective, static world of objects.  We must try to allow ourselves to see the world from the more ancient perspective in order to get a good idea about what the pre-Socratic philosophers were trying to say.  We must try to get in touch and ask ourselves, “What truth were they trying to communicate to us?”  “What reality are they trying to disclose to us?”

We will be revisiting this term throughout the semester, so learn what it means now so that you can enhance that understanding as we go on.

Truth:  Our current lived experience is dominated by scientific and theoretical thinking.  We have defined truth in terms of the kind of truth that is given to us by science only – verification.

Our current and typical concept of truth is based on a correspondence theory of truth.  (See Moore and Bruder, Appendix 2 on Truth.)  This means that we define truth as a kind of identification or verification.  

For example, we check to make sure that a certain mental image we have of something that we say “happened in reality” or in the “real world” matches or is identical to that event.  

If it does, we say that is the truth.  This is really a method of “verification” between the external event that happens in the world and our image of it.  This process makes many assumptions about the way we experience our own lived reality today.  

As you will see in our study of Epistemology and Metaphysics (see Chapter 4 especially) there are different ways of accounting for reality than this, which is called “dualism.”  (Look it up in the text!)

Truth in Greek is “aletheia,” which means “unhidden” or “unconcealed.”

Lethe is sometimes translated as “Forgetfulness.”  It was one of the rivers of the underworld or Hades.  The rivers bordering Hades were 1) Acheron (river of woe), Cocytus (river of lamentation), Phlegethon (river of fire), Styx (river of unbreakable oath by which the gods swear), and Lethe (river of forgetfulness). The underworld was thought to be a dark place of shadows.  Lethe was also called the river of oblivion because it was from Lethe that the dead drank so they would forget their prior lives on earth.  If one ever returned to the world from Hades, they also had to drink from the river of forgetfulness.

Lethe was a goddess who was the daughter of Eris, the goddess of dispute, and sister of Thantos (death).  Eris made the golden apple that was to be delivered to the most beautiful goddess.  This caused a quarrel between Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite instigating the famous Trojan War.

Hades was the god of the underworld – the place of the dead.   This name is derived from Greek meaning “without form, shape, or image.”  This certainly makes sense for a place where there is no light, for in order to have a distinct form that we can see, you need to have light.  (Think about it.)

Since forgetfulness is a state wherein what was known is now hidden from us, we can translate Lethe also as hidden-ness or as that which is not disclosed to us. 

“A” is known as a “privative” prefix in Greek.  It can be translated like the prefix “un” in English; hence, “Aletheia” can be translated as “unhidden-ness” or as the disclosure of what is.  This is the sense in which it means “truth” in Greek.  It is that which is disclosed to us.

We can relate this understanding of truth to physis.  Here the process of physis becomes understood as disclosure of all that is as it manifests in reality.  It is the showing forth of the phenomenon of reality.  Later we will see this as the very process of being.  It will be the process of beings becoming.  That is, in the emergence of beings out of some mysterious unknown and unknowable source beings come to be, manifest, show themselves as themselves, and are disclosed.

Phenomenon (singular) / Phenomena (plural): From the Greek word that means “to shine” it is the showing or shining forth of reality as it presents itself in physis.  It is that which shows itself in itself in the manifestation of reality or beings coming to be and passing away, as they linger for a while in presence before us.  

So the phenomenon of reality is the coming-to-be of beings in the process of physis.  It is their manifestation in the process of becoming.  In this process, beings “shine” forth and “show themselves as themselves.” They take shape or form out of a formless and mysterious abyss.  They come to light so as to show themselves.  They take shape in that light and show themselves as individual forms of the things that we call reality.

Understanding Myth - What myth is not:

Myth is not an inept attempt of ignorant, primitive people or societies to explain what they could not otherwise explain correctly because they lacked adequate scientific knowledge.  (Though current connotations tend to imply this meaning, it is not adequate or philosophically rigorous.)   We are seeking a philosophical understanding of myth that is not anachronistic.  (Taken or understood outside of its own time, hence misunderstood due to interpretation done through another, later temporal context.)

What is myth?  In a preliminary way we can say that myth is a compact logos that is an exemplary, symbolic, narrative of origins, but as you can see, this must also be explained.  But before this is explained we must acknowledge that myth is a narration of a particular kind of lived experience; and that the existence that it narrates is different from our current kind of lived experience.

In our consciousness today we differentiate (make differences in) our lived experience, for example, between different fields of study like the hard versus the soft sciences and everything contained in these studies.  For us, politics is separate from religion, nature is different from religion, this is separate from biology, philosophy, music, literature, stories, etc.  

Mythic consciousness does not necessarily make distinctions between all the different aspects of lived experience.  These aspects, that are distinct to us, run together in mythic consciousness.  

You may think this is very different from our way of seeing things, and it may be, but there are examples of how people even today run different aspects of lived experience together in a way that science would frown upon.  

For example, people often say “there’s a reason for everything that happens” or “when it’s your time to go it’s your time to go” or “there is a natural law for all that occurs” etc.  

I am sure you can think of other examples, but strictly speaking, these kinds of statements require us to posit (require that we affirm or accept) some kind of over-seeing intelligence that directs purely physical events – an architect of the universe, if you will, that is responsible for destiny.  

This is not very “scientific” and based purely on a scientific method of verification; these ideas could not be true.  

Dimensional Compactness: Myth is dimensionally compact.  The various dimensions of life that we see as separate and distinct fields would not be so separate and distinct from each other in mythic consciousness.

Dimensions like art, politics, economics, religion, science, medicine, etc. stand on their own for the modern mind.  For ancient mythic consciousness, such dimensions have not been broken apart so as to stand alone.  

The act of planting or harvesting might be continuous with a religious rite or sacred act as well as with the regeneration of the cosmic order itself.  The planting of crops might be continuous with the religious, sexual, scientific, sacred, etc.   

This kind of compactness is called “dimensional compactness.”  The planting might be seen as totalized by the sacred, where for us it would be based on a purely objective, scientific stance.

So the first way we understand what “compact logos” means is by seeing it in opposition to what we may call “differentiated logos.”  The way in which we see and understand our lived experience today is more “differentiated” than it is “compact.”   This means that our dimensionality is differentiated compared to mythic experience. 

This is not to say that there is no “science” in myth, there may well be; but science as it appears in myth would also be continuous with religion or the polis (political reality), etc.  

Mythic expression may seem like a “primitive” kind of science or scientific explanation to us because we have sectioned off science as a particular kind of discourse that has a very high priority to us.  

In fact, science seems to be what totalizes our contemporary understanding of our lived experience, whereas for mythic consciousness, religion or better “the sacred” totalized the understanding of lived experience.

Short Example - Hesiod:  Here is an example of Hesiod’s Theogony where we see that Gaia and other deities arise from the Abyss of Chaos.  (Check out this web site:  http://www.ancientgreece.com/mythology/mythology.htm  for a chart of the Greek deities and their births, according to Hesiod.)

Verily at the first Chaos came to be, but next Wide-bosomed Earth, the ever-sure foundations of all the Deathless ones who hold the peaks of snowy Olympus, and the dim Tartarus in the depth of the wide-pathed Earth, and Eros (love), fairest among the deathless gods, who unnerves the limbs and overcomes the mind and wise counsels of all gods and all men within them.  From Chaos came forth Erebus and black Night; but of Night were born Aether and Day, whom she conceived and bore from union in love with Erebus.  And Earth first bore starry Heaven, equal to herself, to cover her on every side, and to be an ever-sure abiding-place for the blessed gods. And she brought forth long Hills, graceful haunts of the goddess-Nymphs who dwell amongst the glens of the hills.  She bore also the fruitless deep with his raging swell, Pontus, without sweet union of love.  But afterwards she lay with Heaven and bore deep-swirling Oceanus, Coeus and Crius and Hyperion and Iapetus, Theia and Rhea, Themis and Mnemosyne and gold-crowned Phoebe and lovely Tethys.  After them was born Cronos the wily, youngest and most terrible of her children, and he hated his lusty sire.

The goddess Gaia (earth) arises from the primordial abyss “Chaos” – sometimes called the womb of creation.  This does not make scientific sense to us, so we say it is a “myth” and when we say that we intend the anachronistic meaning of an untrue, fantastic story.  But this is not the meaning we are developing in this class.

This way of treating myth is spoken firmly from within the particular kind of lived experience we have in our consciousness today – scientific consciousness, but it does not get at a deep understanding of myth itself, nor does it say much about the function of myth within the consciousness of ancient people.  

It does not account for the importance myth played in the very formation of the social-political-religious experience of the people whose lived experience was informed by that myth.  

In short, our typical, contemporary way of understanding myth is heavily biased and blind to deeper elements about mythic consciousness itself.  In fact, we have our own elements of lived experience that are “mythic” even within our objective, scientific stance.  Some have argued that science itself, since it is what informs our very consciousness and lived experience, is our modern mythos.  

If we insist on only understanding myth in this superficial way, we are being anachronistic: we are understanding myth in terms of the biases of our own epoch or time frame, without trying to understand the context of the time when the myth was prevalent.  This makes it impossible to see the influences of myth on the development of thought itself.  

In fact, it will be important to understand some of these ideas about myth in order to understand the very emergence of philosophy in Greece.  This emergence of philosophy in Greece is usually marked by Thales (640 BC) who Aristotle (384 – 322 BC) claimed was the first philosopher. 

We will also examine why it might have been that Aristotle decided to mark the beginning of philosophy with Thales.  This will have much to do with what Aristotle took to be philosophy, for whenever we distinguish a historical trend or event, we do so within a context of meaning that we bring to the table ourselves, and so it was with Aristotle.

To repeat our basic definition of Myth:  it is a compact logos that is an exemplary, symbolic, narrative of origins.  The first kind of compactness we have discussed is “dimensional compactness,” which is the compactness of the various dimensions of reality as they flow together and are held together or totalized by the sacred.

How else can we understand the “compact” versus the “non-compact”:  As already mentioned, we tend to isolate each dimension, and treat each as if it stood alone.  In addition, for mythic consciousness there is also continuity in a vertical dierction from the sacred to the cosmos to the polis to the very individual, and this is called “vertical compactness.”  The person dwells, in his or her lived experience, within this continuum.

For example, cosmic elements that we would relegate to the science of astronomy would be continuous with the sacred.  They would not merely “re-present” the sacred but would be symbolic in the sense discussed above.  

They could be continuous with the polis, so the king or ruler might be seen as divine – again, not a mere representation of the divine, but actually divine insofar as he is the symbolic presence of the divine.  

If the sacred is what remains through the process of decay and regeneration, then those elements that are most permanent are seen also as most sacred, for example, sky, heaven, earth, etc.  

The sacred is the extraordinary power that sustains all and upholds all in the process of decay and regeneration.  This is not to say that there is no experience of individuality, but the individual experiences self in a continuous way – a continuity with the whole as it is totalized by sacredness.

Let’s do a little thought experiment to see how a different way of understanding myth might open us up to a different way of understanding what we might call a “sacred event.”  Let’s take the event of the burning bush Old Testament for an example.  The modern scientific mind will first try to explain the event in terms of a scientific, natural phenomenon.  This is done in order to decide whether or not it “really” could have happened.  This is so we can apply our correspondence theory of truth and match an alleged event with something we can explain naturally.  Then, for us it has a possibility of being “true” (that is, really having happened.)

Let’s assume we can come up with a natural explanation.  Perhaps there was a natural gas leak that ignited.  The next step in our interpretive process would be to make a distinction between a natural event and a supernatural force.  So now we would admit that the event may have happened, but these unscientific people would have interpreted this natural event incorrectly as a “super-natural sign from God.”  Now this makes a distinction between the “natural” and the “super-natural” that makes the divine “super-natural” and the world merely “natural.”  This gets interpreted as a split between the divine or super-natural and the profane, mundane, natural world.  This makes the material world something other than the sacred power.   This means that we interpret ancient beliefs about the divine to be just like ours today where the divine is wrenched away from the “real world” – the divine transcends the natural world that is now profane and non-sacred.

Many ancient peoples did not quite think this way.  Whether and to what degree compact consciousness had begun to break up into more differentiated consciousness for the Jewish people by this time is not the point.  What we want to do is see if we can get a different perspective on the whole ordeal.

What if we see this burning bush not as something beyond the natural, but as something that still is in the realm of nature, but it is “out of the ordinary” (extraordinary) instead of “above the natural” (super-natural)?  After all, bushes don’t normally burn unless they are set on fire, and the ancients knew this.  But in the lived experience this phenomenon presented itself as an eruption of the primordial sacred power.  It did not happen outside of nature, it was an extraordinary event within nature that was a revelation (symbol) of the divine.    If there is a “vertical compactness” of the sacred-cosmos-polis-individual still in tact, then we have a phenomenon that shows itself as a symbol that has a double meaning and is a revelation of the divine that is always already within reality.  It is an eruption of that ever-present power.  There is a big difference between seeing the event as “extraordinary” as opposed to “super-natural.”

Cyclic Compactness:  Another way mythic consciousness is compact is called “cyclic compactness.”  The whole process of the word or universe is seen as a cycle so that the beginning and ending, the degeneration and regeneration of the whole is into and out of itself.  

Thus the sacred power of the cosmos is renewed, and humans participate in and re-enact the renewal.  As the whole renews itself, so does the cycle.  

To sum up, mythic consciousness (compared to modern day consciousness) is compact in the following ways: Dimensionally, Vertically, and Cyclically.

Now we must repeat our preliminary definition of myth:  it is a compact logos that is an exemplary, symbolic, narrative of origins.
A narrative of origins: the mythic narrative may be about any kind of event, institution, people, the universe and its creation (cosmogonic myth).  The cosmogonic myth is the most basic kind of myth.  The origin of the universe or cosmos is from an unnamable and therefore unspeakable power that forms the cosmos in a time before times.  This “time before times” is usually called “primordial time.”  So the cosmic power forms the cosmos before the current state of things.  This power is not outside the cosmos, but it may be seen as more than just this world order.

This creative power is more than just the original impetus of a chain reaction.  The primordial power is creative because it is the primordial origin and because it sustains the continual creation and recreation of the cosmos.  It sustains the cosmic process itself.  

This power is an ordering power, so in its sustaining it also is the ordering of the cosmos, even as the cosmos itself seems to degenerate.  The power is a continual regenerative force as much as it is the primordial, originary force.  The power sustains the cosmos in its degeneration or “passing away.”  For example, beings pass away (degenerate) and also come into being (generate / regenerate) so that all that is in reality is sustained by the process, including ourselves.  The power is the primordial source that is a regenerative, ordering, and sustaining force that is not other than the whole cosmos but is more than just the world order itself.

Symbolic:  A symbol is an expression with a double sense.  The first sense of the symbol reveals and at the same time hides a second sense.  The second sense of the symbol can only be “gotten” through the very symbol itself.  There is an inherent ambivalence or ambiguity in a symbol.  

When we say myth is symbolic, we mean that it reveals the sacred, but at the same time conceals the sacred.  In this process it narrates and discloses a fundamental power.  That power can only be shown in and through the symbol itself.

The flag is a symbol of certain fundamental truths that we accept as given.  The flag reveals the foundational power of our political community.  If we see the flag as a true symbol, it retains a kind of sacredness in its very showing itself.  It narrates to us, in a symbolic way, the truths that arise out of our very experience.

If we see the flag, on the other hand, as a mere representation of the United States as it is defined by geographic boarders perhaps, it may lose some of that symbolic “double-sense” meaning.  Here we could imagine that we simply understand that yes we are “pointing” to what we mean by the USA with a representation of that entity, much like an icon on a computer merely represents the program or the shortcut.  A representation is not the same as a symbol.  A symbol presents the reality in a double-sense imbued with all the meaning that is carried by what is presented; a representation only re-presents it as a sign pointing to an object.  Many people see the flag only as a representation, others may see it more as we have described a symbol.

Another example of what is meant might be the Eucharist for the Christian.  Some varieties of Christianity see it as a “representation” of Jesus only; others see it more along the lines of what has been described as a symbol.  The symbol brings forth the original experience – it is like a living presence of a sacred truth.  

Myth should not be understood or taken as a lie, since it is always narrating an experience or a lived existence. 

Myth also serves to hold this very existence together.  Social structure, for example, are given form and meaning by the mythos that underlies them.  It is the mythos that narrates the lived experience of the people.  It is not possible to really change a social structure unless you change the underlying sources of the structure itself.

For example, you might change a law; but if the whole belief system is such that it supports the belief that the law is trying to change, the social structure will simply re-insert whatever the original was to begin with.  For permanent change you must change the underlying belief system that gives structure to the accepted perspectives a society has.  The mythos of an epoch and a society structures the belief system that supports that society.

Exemplary: A myth is exemplary because it shows us the model for renewals.  IN order to regenerate the cosmos, the mythic consciousness participates in the sacred actions that retrieve and relive the original generating power.  This is done based on the model presented in the myth.  Mythic consciousness enacts the regenerative process through ritual for example.

Humans act in accordance with seasonal cycles, perform rituals that are integral to the sustenance of the order.  Humans are part of the manifestation of that re-generative process themselves.  The scientific stance tends to objectify nature and regard it from a supposed disinterested position.  That is, the objective stance is an attempt to disengage all interest in the object on the part of the subject.  It is typically understood nowadays that absolute disengagement is not possible, though this is contested by some.

The mythic consciousness is not as separate from nature as in the scientific stance.  Thus there is ritual reenactment of the original events, as narrated by the myth itself, on the part of humans to ensure the continuing regeneration of the cosmos.  The re-enactment of this model is a dramatic narrative in ritual.  Thus the myth is the example of what must be done; hence, it is the exemplary, symbolic narrative of origins.  Ritual is not empty or meaningless.

Myth or Philosophy?

If this is the existence that is narrated by the mythos, then what happened with the development of philosophy?  The earliest Western philosopher, according to Aristotle is Thales.  Why might Aristotle have marked Thales as the first?  Is Thales completely stripped from mythic consciousness?  No, it would not make sense to state this in a way that would make Thales arise out of no foreground.  Thales arises out of a tradition, but in Aristotle’s mind, he does something a little different.

Before we continue with Aristotle’s designation of Thales as the first philosopher, let’s take a look at traditional understanding of the pre-Socratic philosophers, especially the Milesians.  Meletus is a seaport on the Ionian coast.  The three pre-Socratic philosophers from this area who are studied are usually Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes.  They are also referred to as the Ionian philosophers.  They are often called the natural philosophers because typically they are seen as having made a decisive change from myth.  Tradition tends to really emphasize this change in perspective because they are seen as investigating the world or reality more on the basis of early science, that is, as a “natural” as opposed to a “sacred-divine” reality.  This distinction may have been budding, but it may not have been as complete as it is today.

 It may be true that these early philosophers began to change the perspective and the way in which they spoke about the process of reality, but it would also be wrong to overemphasize this point and leave out the ways in which they were still connected.  This tendency of modern interpretation tends to ignore the similarities between the ancient mythic narrative and the budding philosophic perspective of early metaphysics.  This tends to put the pre-Socratic philosophers in the minds of many modern thinkers, as the first scientists who stood on the breaking ground of a budding technology.  We will accept that the first inklings of science were pushing forth, but we will also examine their words in relation to what we have said about myth.

Early metaphysics takes the form of a cosmology.  It is an attempt to account for the process of generation and corruption (de-generation) in the cosmos.  The Greeks saw the universe as an ordered whole.  Cosmos means “the ordered whole of the universe.”  The early Greek philosophers were concerned with “physis.  

Remember that physis (Phusis) is the process of beings (not just humans or animals, but all of all beings) coming-to-be and passing away.  We can imagine that a tree comes to be from a seed, to a seedling, to a sapling, to a mature tree.  We can also imagine the process of that tree decaying and dying, returning to compost and feeding the soil.  The ancients saw the process of the whole cosmos as a kind of coming to be and passing away along these lines.  Rocks, mountains, trees, animals, etc. were all part of this process.  The process was the sacred ordering of the whole by the primordial power.  Humans participated with this power, and the power was not other than the whole, though it could manifest in extraordinary ways and may have been more than the sum of the parts.

If we reflect back on the Hesiod example we see that this was expressed mythically as divine, sacred, and powerful beings emerging from a mysterious source called chaos.  Today, we understand chaos to mean a kind of randomness.  We might imagine billions of little particles moving around without any given structure or direction.  We might call a confused existence or mind “chaotic” meaning that there is no order to the particles or pieces involved, but chaos did not originally mean this.  Chaos meant “the abyss.”  

So Gaia emerges out of the deep, mysterious abyss. She comes to being, which for the Greek mind is the same as coming to form or taking shape.  Gaia takes shape from out of the abyss, which must theoretically therefore be shapeless.  

If something takes shape that means we can distinguish it from a background of things.  A round ball on the table is distinguished in its shape from the flatness of the table, for example.  If it were not, we could not even know it or see it.  By the same token, 5 round balls, or a hundred would be distinct from the background.  At some point the scene might become so over populated that we could not see the “forest for the trees” or in this case, the balls for the table.  We would say that it became chaotic because this is how we understand chaos.  

Actually this is not so far from the abyss thought along the Greek mode.  If the abyss is that which gives form to beings as they emerge from it, then it does not make sense to think that the being started out with a form.  It receives its form in the process of emerging.  So we would conclude that the source (the abyss) is the greatest and most ultimate formlessness.  We would get the idea that things become individual by taking on a form.  It is not so far from this idea to move to the idea that chaos, since it is absolute formlessness, must be like the very smallest of particles – so small as to not really even be particles any more – moving in absolute randomness.  

In fact, this is probably the best we can do in order to picture or imagine what is meant by the abyss without resorting to more metaphorical speech or speech that takes on images of such chaotic action from our lived experience.  For example, we could refer to the abyss as the dark, brooding waters, or as the random loss of ground in a violent storming sea.  But to do so puts us out of our accepted modern, objective, and scientific manner of speech and explanation, and boarders on a mythic narrative (or poetry as we might call it.)   

The mysterious process of this emergence, out of the abyss into the world that is our lived world, accounts for the ordering of the universe.   Things are ordered in the very process itself.  

Even if Hesiod’s myth names the emerging beings as divinities, these divinities are the manifestation of reality.  So Gaia is at once sacred, an originary ordering power, and at the same time she is the manifestation of all the earth and life therein.  This is what we mean when we talk about the compactness of mythic consciousness.   The modern mind would objectify the earth.  The only way the earth would be sacred is by re-introducing an abstract idea of sacredness into the object, “earth.”  We might then speak of Earth as “our mother” for example, but we do so metaphorically; and we tend to distinguish what is metaphorical from what is really real.  Not so with compact consciousness.

Hesiod does not call that mysterious source of emergence by the name of an element or an abstract idea.  This is the difference that Aristotle makes between Thales, the first philosopher, and myth.

Aristotle was a teleological thinker.  Teleological thinkers are concerned with ends or goals.  This forces Aristotle to think of things in terms of an end or a purpose.  Everything is purposeful for Aristotle.  Everything is in a kind of a movement unto its own appropriate end or goal.  Aristotle was also very interested in nature.  He categorized many forms of sea life, and was the son of a physician.  Aristotle tried to account for various causes based on his observations of sea life, for example.

Notice that up until now we have not mentioned any theme or idea that specifically asserted a cause that orients the process toward an end or a goal.  If you think in terms of an end or purpose, you are driven to seek a cause that produces that end.  (Think about it.)  When we study Aristotle we will see that his understanding of cause is much different from ours today, he had 4 kinds of cause.  But Aristotle is going to say that the wise person seeks the cause of things, and the highest wisdom is that which seeks the ultimate cause of things.  

There is a difference then for Aristotle, when looking backward in time to try to pinpoint where philosophy began, between the mythical narrative of Hesiod and the account given by Thales of the source of all that is.  Thales, as your text says, thought that the source of all that is was water.  This is a natural element, not the name of a deity per se.  For Aristotle this would mark a significant difference of perspective.  Before we continue with Thales, we must first understand something about what these early cosmologists were seeking.

The early Greek philosophers, much like Hesiod, were trying to account for the mysterious process of the ordered whole of the cosmos.  How is it that beings manifested in reality?  They were seeking what we would call the “principle” of the universe, but that principle could not be reduced to a mere starting point of a chain reaction.  Much in the same way mythic consciousness seeks a primordial power that is the source and sustenance of all that is sacred, so the principle of the cosmos had to be more like a source that sustained, not merely the initiator of a series of falling dominos, for example.  The principle of the universe was ever present in the very process as the sustainer and ruler of the process.

Arché:

The word for principle in Greek is Arché.  Principle is the Latin translation.  Arché had a meaning in ancient Greek that encompassed this idea of a sustaining, originary, rule and power.  It was more than the first agent who caused a chain reaction and then stood objectively aloof from the chain.

We will define Arché as follows: it is the source of physis.  It is the source as originary power that begins all manifestation of beings, it is the source that is at the same time that which sustains and holds beings in place in the process, and it is the receptacle of all that returns.  It is the principle then of all generation and degeneration and re-generation.  It is the principle of physis itself, and in so far as it is the principle it is also the rule.  As rule it is the ordering force within the whole.  Arché is the origin, source, sustenance, and rule of the all that is as it is in the process of coming to be and passing away, or in short, arché is the origin, source, sustenance and rule (ordering) of physis.  (Learn the terms now.)

Plato, a philosopher who came after the pre-Socratics, has said that the state of a philosopher is a state of awe and wonder.  The state of a philosopher might be that of awe and wonder at the universe or cosmos, or at the moral being of human beings, or at beauty or art, or at any number of things.  We can say that the early cosmologists (see vocabulary) were philosophers who were in a state of awe and wonder at the cosmos itself in its very process.  They were awestruck at the coming to be and passing away of beings – of physis.  They sought to account for the process by means of a principle or Arche.  The first philosopher, according to Aristotle, sought to account for this process as the element water.

Why might Thales have chosen the element of water as his Arche for physis?  There are many mythic influences that would answer this question.  The Greeks were a sea faring people.  Meletus was on the Ionian coast.  Also, water is integral to life and all growing things, including crops that are needed for sustenance.  These crops are reaped and sowed in a cyclical manner that is intimately associated with the powers of water.  

The Greek world view pictured earth or land surrounded by a warm ocean stream, much like the image we might get off the Mediterranean Sea.  Beneath the land was the dark, abyss between the land of humans and Hades or the underworld.  This dark underworld was pictured as stormy, watery, and chaotic.  It was dark and unknown.  The light of the sun (Helios) did not shine upon it, so it was impossible to see and make any kind of distinctions.  No visible beings could be encountered there.  It was the image of the abyss and of chaos even as we understand it.  Above the land was the fair ether and abode of the gods.  Here the light of Helios as he drew the sun across the sky in his chariot blessed the earth from horizon to horizon.  The weather was fair, and beings were well formed.  In fact, the light of Helios was necessary to see any beings as individual forms at all so as not to have chaos, but instead an ordered cosmos.  Imagine all this enclosed by a round sphere.  It would make sense from this mythical world view that the solidity of land and the world of humans would emerge from the watery abyss below.  

Another reason Thales might have chosen water for his principle is that water in and of itself has no form.  Water takes on the form of the container that holds it; otherwise it spills and spreads everywhere.  It is therefore shapeless.  Combine this quality of water with the idea of the formless source of form that is the principle of physis, and the very formless nature of water itself lends itself to a principle of all growth and decay.  

If you were in Thales’ epoch and were going to pick an element of nature, would it not make sense to pick an element that was itself formless, contributed to the growth and life of all the crops, which were the very sustenance of humanity; an element that was cyclic in its inundation of the fertile lands and gave beginnings to all that grows, and an element that was so close in its nature to some of the mythic world views that provided the underlying structure of your own belief system?  

The text book says that Thales had a “wrong answer” in water.  You should be able to see now that this is precisely what we mean by an anachronistic way of interpreting Thales.  Thales answer, understood from a full context, is not wrong.  It simply does not match our modern, theoretical, scientific interpretations and accounts.  You might ask yourselves, what scientists will say 2000 years from now about our attempts to account for the origins of the universe in physics.  Will they tell us we had the “wrong answer”?  Will they be anachronistic?

Aristotle, the teleological thinker who studied various forms of sea life and categorized them; the one who saw wisdom as understanding causes, saw Thales’ principle of “water” as distinctly philosophical, since philosophy is the “love of wisdom.”  Aristotle saw Thales as making a break between more “mythic” accounts of reality which depended on divine beings and philosophy.  For Aristotle seeking a “natural” cause would make sense, and he would identify it with his understanding of what philosophy was.  

But did Thales make a total break with the mythic?  Thales also said “all things are full of gods.”  It is possible that this confusing statement means that Thales still thought the sacred manifested in reality (nature).  Perhaps he had taken the first steps down a path that would lead to modern science, but we cannot say that he was there yet.  Your text says that Thales’ answer was “wrong.”  This kind of statement is anachronistic.  Is Thales’ answer really wrong if we try to understand it from outside of our own modern biases or contexts?  We will be approaching the pre-Socratic philosophers without such pre-judgments.  We will try as best we can to meet them on their own ground.
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