Excerpts from The Beginnings of Western Science (1993)

by David C. Lindberg

The World of Homer and Hesiod

We know nothing of Homer, reputed author of two great epic poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey.  The poems, which recount heroic adventures associated with the closing days and aftermath of the Trojan War . . . Whatever their precise origin, the Iliad and Odyssey became the foundation of Greek education and culture and remain among the best measures we have of the form and content of ancient Greek thought.


Alongside Homer we must place Hesiod . . . [To Hesiod] two major poetic works are attributed: Works and Days and the Theogony, which recounts the origin of the gods and the world.  Hesiod gave the gods a genealogy and, together with Homer, defined their character and the functions over which they presided . . .


In Homer's portrayal, the gods were intimately involved in human affairs, determining victory, defeat, misfortune, and destiny.  Various instances of divine involvement appear in the Odyssey . . .


In Hesiod's Theogony we find a brief history of the world, from primeval chaos to the orderly rule of Zeus . . . Eventually Kronos, one of the Titans, castrated and overthrew his father, Ouranos; Kronos, in turn, was deposed by his son Zeus . . .


Even this brief description reveals the chasm separating the world of Homer and Hesiod from that of modern science.  Theirs was a world of anthropomorphic deities interfering in human affairs and using humans as pawns . . . Natural phenomena were personified and divinized.  Sun and moon were conceived as deities, offspring of the union of Thera and Hyperion.  Storms, lightning bolts, and earthquakes were not considered the inevitable outcome of impersonal, natural forces, but mighty feats, willed by the gods.


What are we to make of this?  Did the ancient Greeks take the stories constituting what we now call "Greek mythology" to be true?  Did they really believe in divine beings . . . seducing one another and bedeviling the humans who crossed their path?  Did nobody doubt that storms and earthquakes were the result of divine caprice? . . . What is clear is that any attempt to measure such beliefs by modern criteria of scientific truth is a sure road to misunderstanding.  We can, however, learn something from a glance at contemporary beliefs outside the scientific realm . . . [Although] the works of Homer and Hesiod seem to address questions of causation, we must understand that they were not intended as scientific or philosophical treatises . . . if we treat them as failed philosophers we will inevitably misunderstand their achievement . . .

If the content of Homer's and Hesiod's poems was not "believed" in the same way as we believe in the content of modern physics, the mythology of the Olympian gods was nonetheless a central feature of Greek culture, affecting the way Greeks thought, talked, and behaved.

The First Greek Philosophers

Early in the sixth century, Greek philosophy made its first appearance.  This was not, as some have portrayed it, the replacement of mythology by philosophy; for Greek mythology did not disappear but continued to flourish for centuries.   Rather, it was the appearance of new, philosophical modes of thought alongside, or sometimes mingled with, mythology.  Simply put, Homer and Hesiod were not philosophers . . . Thales, Pythagoras, and Heraclitus, while living in a culture still rife with mythology, undertook a new kind of intellectual inquiry, which we are prepared to call "philosophy."


But what were the new modes of thought that we identify as philosophy?  A group of thinkers in the sixth century initiated a serious, critical inquiry into the nature of the world in which they lived—an inquiry that has stretched from their day to ours.  They asked about its ingredients, its composition, and its operation.  They inquired whether it is made of one thing or many.  They asked about its shape and location and speculated about its origins.  They sought to understand the process of change, by which things come into being and one thing seems to be transformed into another.  They contemplated extraordinary natural phenomena, such as earthquakes and eclipses, and sought universal explanations applicable not only to a particular earthquake or eclipse but to earthquakes and eclipses in general.  And they began to reflect on the rules of argumentation and proof.


The early philosophers did not merely pose a new set of questions; they also sought new kinds of answers.  Personification of nature gradually became a less prominent feature of their discourse, and the gods disappeared form their explanations of natural phenomena.  We have seen the mythological approach of Homer and Hesiod . . . In Leucippus and Democritus, by contrast, the world and its various parts result form the mechanical sorting of atoms in the primeval vortex . . .Herodotus regarded an eclipse that coincided with the departure of the Persian army for Greece as a supernatural omen.  The philosophers offered a quite different account of floods and eclipses, containing no hint of supernatural intervention . . . The explanations are entirely naturalistic; eclipses do not reflect personal whim or the arbitrary fancies of the gods, but simply the nature of fiery rings or of celestial bowls and their fiery contents.


The world of the philosophers, in short, was an orderly, predictable world in which things behaved according to their natures.  The Greek term used to denote this ordered world was kosmos, from which we draw our word "cosmology."  The capricious world of divine intervention was being pushed aside, making room for order and regularity; kosmos was being substituted for chaos.  A distinction between the natural and the supernatural was emerging . . .

1) What is Lindberg's major thesis in these excerpts?  Summarize in two to three sentences.

2) Were ancient Greek philosophers like modern scientists?  Explain.
