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Early Greek Science: Thales to Plato 
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The Milesians  

The first recorded important 
contributions to Greek 
science are from the city of 
Miletus, near the coast of 
what is now Turkey, 
beginning with Thales in 
about 585 B.C., followed by 
Anaximander about 555 
B.C., then Anaximenes in 
535 B.C.  We shall argue 
below that these Milesians 
were the first to do real 
science, immediately 
recognizable as such to a 
modern scientist, as opposed 
to developing new 
technologies.  

The crucial contribution of 
Thales to scientific thought 
was the discovery of 
nature.  By this, we mean 

the idea that the natural phenomena we see around us are explicable in terms of matter 
interacting by natural laws, and are not the results of arbitrary acts by gods.   
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actually floating on a vast ocean, and disturbances in that ocean occasionally cause the 
earth to shake or even crack, just as they would a large boat.  (Recall the Greeks were a 
seafaring nation.)  The common Greek belief at the time was that the earthquakes were 
caused by the anger of Poseidon, god of the sea. Lightning was similarly the anger of 
Zeus.  Later, Anaximander suggested lightning was caused by clouds being split up by 
the wind, which in fact is not far from the truth.  

The main point here is that the gods are just not mentioned in analyzing these 
�S�K�H�Q�R�P�H�Q�D�������7�K�H���0�L�O�H�V�L�D�Q�V�¶���Y�L�H�Z���L�V���W�K�D�W���Q�D�W�X�U�H���L�V���D���G�\�Q�D�P�L�F���H�Q�W�L�W�\���H�Y�R�O�Y�L�Q�J���L�Q��
accordance with some admittedly not fully understood laws, but not being micromanaged 
by a bunch of gods using it to vent their anger or whatever on hapless humanity.  


