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PREFACE 
 TO THE SECOND REVISED AND EXPANDED EDITION 

In early September 1997, as usual, I went down to the shore of the Gulf of Corinth 
early in the morning. The public beach was only a few hundred meters from the house 
where I was living at the time. At that hour, the shore was usually empty. 

I swam for a while and then lay down to sunbathe. Suddenly, someone came out 
of the house and called me back. There was an urgent phone call from Kiev. I was sure 
I would take the call and return to the beach, so I did not take the towel with me. As I 
left, I spread it out on the sand and pressed its edges down with four stones so that the 
wind would not carry it away. 

The call was truly urgent. I no longer gave the towel a thought. I quickly gathered 
my things and took the first flight to Kiev. 

In Kiev, I was swept at once into a whirlwind of events: conflict with the Ukrainian 
authorities, false accusations, arrest without formal charges, detention without trial. 
Under the Soviet Union, the rules of the game had been clear. Within those rules, the 
law was upheld with strict precision. After Ukraine gained independence in 1991, the 
same structures began to change. Law enforcement agencies and the courts became 
instruments for removing competitors rather than institutions of justice. 

A death-row cell. In those years, capital punishment still existed in Ukraine. 
Release. Then, as if in mockery—so that I could not sue the authorities for their 
arbitrary actions—the Ministry of Justice issued me a certificate stating that I had never 
been arrested and had never been in prison. Now my archive holds two documents: a 
certificate of release from prison, and a certificate stating that I had never been there. 
A harsh reality on the edge of absurdity. 

My mother's death. Major brain surgery. More than two months in a hospital bed. 
In less than half a year, so much happened that at times it seemed too much for an 

entire lifetime. It truly was a whole life, brutally compressed in time. 
All the accusations collapsed. My professional life was restored. I returned to 

scholarly work and teaching. The Oleksa Tykhoi Charitable Foundation awarded me a 
certificate of honor for defending human rights in Ukraine, and I was invited to speak 
on national television and radio as a human rights defender who had opposed abuses 
of power by corrupt Ukrainian authorities. Outwardly, life began to fall back into place. 

In the spring of 1998, I could finally breathe. The first thing I did was buy a plane 
ticket to Greece. I returned to my house, to my family. The next morning, I went to the 
same beach as before. 

The beach was deserted. That morning, there was not a soul. 
Not far from the water's edge lay my towel. 
It lay exactly where I had left it the year before. Its edges were still pressed down 

by the same four stones. Here and there, it was covered with dust and sand. Pieces of 
yellowed grass and dry twigs lay across it. But it was my towel. 

I stopped, stunned. 
No one had stolen it. The wind had not carried it off, and the sea had not washed 

it away. Time had stopped on that empty shore. 
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In those moments, I understood clearly that all human anxieties and fears, all 
victories and defeats, are only foam on the crest of the waves. Foam flashes, makes 
noise, catches the eye—and vanishes. Beneath the restless waves lies the great and 
boundless ocean, silent in its majesty. 

Greece is not a place on the map. It is a land where time and energy flow 
differently. 

Greek philosophy cannot be reduced to a chapter in the history of ideas. It was 
born in a land where the visible world constantly opens toward something larger than 
itself: the sea toward depth, the sky toward order, the human mind toward questions 
that do not age. To enter Ancient Greek philosophy is to enter that space where thought 
learned to stand before the world and ask what lies beneath its foam. 

Andrew V. Kudin, PhD 
June 2026 
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Lecture 6 

Pre-Socratic Philosophy: The Origins of Western Thought 

LECTURE OUTLINE 

Introduction 

1. The significance of Pre-Socratic philosophy in the history of Western thought. 

2. Definition of Pre-Socratic philosophy. 

I. Historical Context 

1. The geographical and political background of Ancient Greece in the sixth and 
fifth centuries BCE. 

2. The influence of mythology, religion, and early scientific thought on Pre-
Socratic philosophy. 

II. Key Pre-Socratic Philosophers 

1. Pythagoras and His Doctrine. 

2. The Milesian School. 
2.1. The doctrine of the arche by Thales of Miletus. 
2.2. Anaximander: the study of the boundless. 
2.3. Anaximenes: air as the fundamental substance of the universe. 

3. Heraclitus. 
3.1. The flow of change. 
3.2. The harmony of opposites in Heraclitus’s philosophy. 

4. The Eleatic School. 
4.1. Parmenides: non-being and the boundaries of existence. 
4.2. Reflections on infinity: Zeno’s paradoxes. 
4.3. Melissus of Samos: the philosopher of eternal and infinite being. 

5. Empedocles. 
5.1. Harmony and conflict in the theory of four elements. 

6. Anaxagoras. 
6.1. The study of mind and the infinite division of matter. 

III. Central Themes and Questions of Pre-Socratic Philosophy 

1. The nature of reality: What is the fundamental substance of the universe? 

2. The struggle for truth: change in Heraclitus and permanence in Parmenides. 

3. The cosmos and its mysteries: ancient cosmological theories. 
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IV. Methods of Argumentation Used by Pre-Socratic Philosophers 

V. Influence on Subsequent Philosophy 

1. The impact of Pre-Socratic philosophers on Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. 

2. The influence of Pre-Socratic thought on Western philosophy and science. 

Instead of an Afterword 
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LECTURE 6 

PRE-SOCRATIC PHILOSOPHY: THE ORIGINS OF 
WESTERN THOUGHT 

Our journey through the history of philosophy begins with Ancient Greece, one 
of the decisive sources of Western intellectual life. The first step is the world of the Pre-
Socratics, where Greek thought began to ask what the world is made of, how it came 
into being, and whether reality hides a deeper order beneath visible change. 

Pre-Socratic philosophy emerged in the late seventh and sixth centuries BCE and 
continued into the fifth century BCE. The term does not describe a strictly 
chronological group of thinkers who all lived before Socrates. Some were his 
predecessors; others were his contemporaries; Democritus, in particular, lived well into 
the period traditionally associated with Socrates and Plato. The name points instead to 
a philosophical movement that preceded the Socratic turn toward ethics, politics, and 
the examined human life. These early thinkers looked toward nature, cosmos, being, 
motion, number, and substance. They did not simply abandon myth in a single gesture. 
They began to seek explanations that no longer depended primarily on divine genealogy, 
sacred narrative, or inherited poetic authority. The world, for them, became a problem 
for reason. 

Several schools and tendencies drove this movement. The Milesians searched for 
the originating principle of nature. The Pythagoreans saw number, proportion, and 
harmony as keys to the structure of reality. The Eleatics forced Greek thought to 
confront the disturbing question of being itself and the possible unreliability of sensory 
experience. The Atomists imagined a world composed of indivisible bodies moving 
through void. These schools disagreed sharply, but their disagreement created the first 
great field of philosophical tension in the West: permanence against change, appearance 
against reality, unity against multiplicity, visible nature against invisible order. 

The setting of this intellectual birth mattered. Ancient Greece was not a single 
unified state. It was a world of mainland territories, peninsulas, islands, coastlines, and 
overseas settlements scattered across the Aegean, the eastern Mediterranean, and the 
Black Sea. Mountain ranges divided communities from one another; the sea connected 
them to trade, travel, colonization, and foreign ideas. Political life developed not around 
one imperial center but around the polis — the city-state — each with its own laws, 
customs, cults, institutions, and rival ambitions. This fragmentation did not weaken 
Greek thought. It sharpened it. Different cities produced different ways of life, and 
different ways of life forced human beings to compare, argue, justify, and think. 

The Greek landscape also shaped the material conditions of life. The 
Mediterranean climate, with hot, dry summers and mild, wetter winters, supported the 
cultivation of olives, grapes, and grain, yet fertile land was scarce. This pressure helped 
drive Greek colonization across the Mediterranean and Black Sea worlds. Colonization 
did more than expand trade. It widened the Greek horizon. The Greeks encountered 
other peoples, gods, customs, forms of rule, and ways of explaining the world. A 
civilization that lived between mountains and sea learned to see reality as both familiar 
and unstable: ordered enough to be studied, strange enough to provoke wonder. 



10 
 

Greek political life in the sixth and fifth centuries BCE remained radically 
decentralized. There was no single Greek state. The Greek world consisted of many 
independent poleis, each developing its own political form: aristocracy, oligarchy, 
tyranny, democracy, or mixed arrangements of power. Political diversity became one of 
the hidden engines of Greek thought. A citizen of one polis could see that laws were 
not identical everywhere, that authority took different shapes, and that justice itself had 
become a question rather than an inherited certainty. 

Athens became one of the most powerful and intellectually influential poleis of the 
fifth century BCE. Its democracy had earlier roots, especially in the reforms associated 
with Cleisthenes, but under Pericles it reached one of its most developed classical forms. 
Participation in public affairs was limited to adult male citizens; women, enslaved 
people, and resident foreigners were excluded. Yet even within those limits, Athens 
created an extraordinary political experiment. Debate, law courts, assembly, drama, 
rhetoric, history, art, and philosophy met in the same civic space. Athens became a city 
where speech itself acquired political force, and where the question of how human 
beings should live together could no longer remain abstract. 

Sparta stood at the opposite pole of Greek political imagination. Its society was 
organized around military discipline, communal training, oligarchic institutions, and the 
domination of the helot population. Sparta did not seek brilliance through public 
argument in the Athenian sense. It sought endurance, obedience, austerity, and 
collective hardness. Its power rested on shaping the citizen into a warrior and preserving 
an uncompromising social order. Between Athens and Sparta, Greek civilization 
exposed one of its deepest contradictions: freedom through speech on one side, 
discipline through command on the other. 

The sixth and fifth centuries BCE were marked by conflict, alliance, rivalry, and 
shifting political balance among the poleis. The Persian Wars, especially the invasions 
of 490 and 480–479 BCE, forced many Greek communities to confront the power of 
the Achaemenid Empire. Their resistance strengthened a sense of shared Hellenic 
identity, though it did not erase local rivalry. After the Persian Wars, Athens rose 
through the Delian League, while Sparta remained the leading power of the 
Peloponnesian League. The rivalry between these two systems of power eventually led 
to the Peloponnesian War, fought from 431 to 404 BCE. Athens was defeated, and 
Sparta briefly stood at the head of the Greek world. Yet victory did not resolve the 
Greek political problem. It revealed it more sharply. The polis gave Greece its freedom, 
its plurality, and its intellectual fire; it also kept Greece divided, restless, and vulnerable 
to the very conflicts that its own brilliance intensified. 
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PYTHAGORAS AND HIS DOCTRINE 

According to legend, this happened in Italy in the early 19th century. One of the 
hotel’s guests was seriously ill—an old, frail man without a penny to his name. Out of 
compassion, the hotel owner did not charge him. 

Before he died, the guest carved strange mathematical formulas into the door with 
an old knife. “Don’t remove these formulas,” he told the owner. “One day, one of my 
brothers will come and pay the bill.” 

Years passed. The hotel owner died. Generations came and went. The hotel was 
renovated many times, but the door, as was tradition, was never replaced. 

In the 1950s, a new guest approached the descendant of that owner. “My brother 
stayed here,” he said. “I want to pay off his debt.” He paid the entire amount with 
interest. 

“Why are you doing this? That man died over a hundred years ago. You didn’t even 
know him.” 

“He was my brother.” 
History has not preserved their names. According to legend, both men belonged 

to the mysterious Pythagorean brotherhood—a brotherhood believed to have 
disappeared over two thousand years ago. However, some believe it still exists to this 
day. 

When we think of philosophy, the name Pythagoras (c. 570–c. 490 BCE) often 
comes to mind, along with his famous definition: “Philosophy is the love of wisdom.” 
Few people today realize that in ancient times Pythagoras was revered as a living god, 
and his followers honored him with such devotion that, in its intensity, it can be 
compared to how modern Christians revere Christ. 

But who, then, was Pythagoras — and what teaching gave his name such strange 
power over the centuries? 

Pythagoras was born on the island of Samos, in the eastern Aegean, around 570 
BCE. His life begins where early Greek history passes into legend. He left no writings, 
and the stories about him were shaped after his death, when his name had already 
acquired the force of reverence. This does not make his figure weaker. It explains why 
he became so powerful. Pythagoras did not enter history through a book, a public 
doctrine, or a biography fixed in clear chronological order. He entered it through the 
religious order he founded in Croton, where knowledge, discipline, secrecy, and spiritual 
purification became one form of life. 

Samos, in those years, was no provincial island at the edge of Greek life. It stood 
in the restless world of the eastern Aegean, where ships, trade, temples, measurements, 
music, and foreign teachings crossed one another. Ancient sources identify Pythagoras 
as the son of Mnesarchus. His youth was surrounded by teachers, journeys, and signs 
of unusual intellectual promise. Pherecydes of Syros stands among the figures 
connected with his early formation, a thinker whose imagination still moved between 
sacred narrative and early philosophical speculation. Pythagoras was formed in a world 
where myth had not disappeared and reason had not yet become cold technique. Reality 
still seemed to conceal a deeper order, and the human mind still had the courage to 
search for it. 
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Pythagoras traveled widely in search of knowledge. He went to Egypt, where 
geometry, priestly discipline, ritual order, and the observation of the heavens shaped a 
civilization in which number belonged to sacred structure. He also went to Babylon, 
where the sky had long been studied with mathematical severity and astronomy served 
as a reading of cosmic law. These journeys formed a man who refused to imprison truth 
inside one city, one custom, or one school. He crossed borders because the order of 
reality was larger than any local tradition. 

After leaving Samos, Pythagoras settled in Croton, a Greek city in southern Italy, 
around 530 BCE. There he founded the religious order that made his name one of the 
most enigmatic in ancient history. It was not a philosophical school in the modern 
sense. It was a closed brotherhood with rules of life, ritual observances, secrecy, loyalty, 
and moral discipline. This order became part of the political life of Magna Graecia and 
gained influence that reached far beyond its own membership. Those who joined it did 
not merely study ideas; they entered a specific way of life. Knowledge within the 
community was guarded with strict secrecy and passed on only to those who had proven 
their loyalty. 

Mathematics and mysticism in the teachings of Pythagoras. 

At the heart of Pythagorean teaching lay the doctrine of metempsychosis — the 
transmigration of souls. The soul is immortal. After the death of the body, it migrates 
into another body, passing through cycles of birth and rebirth until it achieves 
purification and returns to its divine source. The body is nothing more than clothing, 
changed from time to time, discarded and assumed again. The true self is the driver; the 
body is the instrument through which the driver moves through the earthly world. 

A person’s actions shape the soul’s journey. Righteous and virtuous deeds bring it 
closer to liberation; evil deeds pull it downward, toward lower forms of life. To interrupt 
this cycle, the Pythagoreans practiced asceticism, self-restraint, and moral discipline. 
They followed strict rules: vegetarianism, abstinence from certain foods, and 
observance of exacting moral standards. These were not mere customs. They were 
methods of purification, ways of preparing the soul for its final release from the wheel 
of rebirth and preventing the accumulation of negative karma. 

The universe, for the Pythagoreans, was not chaos but order. Every element had 
its place and function. Harmony and symmetry governed nature and had to govern 
human life as well — thought, action, character, and the institutions through which 
people live together. 

This vision of cosmic order found its sharpest expression in mathematics. 
“Everything is number” — this was the central claim of Pythagorean teaching, and it 
meant something more radical than a mathematical method. It meant that numerical 
harmony is the structure of existence itself. The universe is governed by numerical laws, 
and those who know those laws can read what others cannot see. Pythagoras recorded 
his teachings in numbers and formulas. To the uninitiated, they remained numbers and 
nothing more, formulas and nothing more. Only those who knew the system of codes 
could transform them into meaning. 
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For Pythagoras, numbers carried not only quantitative but qualitative weight. Each 
number symbolized a cosmic and spiritual principle. For example, the number 1 meant 
unity and the divine principle. The number 2 meant duality, contradiction, and the 
second law of dialectics — the unity and struggle of opposites. The number 3 could be 
interpreted as Heaven, Earth, and creation. The number 4 signified order and stability. 
The operations of arithmetic were not confined to material objects. Addition, 
subtraction, multiplication, and division describe emotions, feelings, and everything 
traditionally assigned to the spiritual or ideal world. 

Centuries later, Galileo Galilei would write in Il Saggiatore (The Assayer) that 
philosophy is written in the great book of the universe, always open before our eyes, 
but that this book cannot be understood unless one first learns its language. That 
language is mathematics, and its symbols are triangles, circles, and other geometric 
figures. Without them, Galileo warned, the human mind wanders through a dark 
labyrinth. He was echoing Pythagoras. 

My professor of higher mathematics, Professor Anatoliy Skorokhod1, held the 
same conviction in a modern academic form. He believed that philosophers should 
know mathematics even better than graduates of a faculty of physics and mathematics. 

Pythagoras developed the concept of the harmony of the spheres, according to 
which planets and stars move in orbits that produce harmonious sounds — inaudible 
to the human ear, yet sustaining order in the cosmos. This was a music that no one 
hears but that holds everything together. The idea rested on the discovery that musical 
harmonies could be expressed through simple numerical ratios — confirmation, for the 
Pythagoreans, that number was not a human invention but the grammar of reality. 

In mathematics proper, Pythagoras is best remembered for the theorem that bears 
his name: in a right triangle, the square of the hypotenuse equals the sum of the squares 
of the other two sides. The result was known before him, but Pythagoras and his 
students gave it rigorous proof and made it part of a larger vision of reality. They also 
developed a theory of music grounded in the mathematical relationships between 
sounds and their harmonic intervals — work that tied their cosmology and their science 
into a single coherent vision. 

The school at Croton grew into something more than an intellectual community. 
Its members held positions of political influence and sought to bring their ideals of 
justice and harmony into the governance of the city. Not everyone welcomed this. 
Tensions rose between the Pythagoreans and the city’s democratic factions, who saw 
the brotherhood — secretive, disciplined, powerful — as a threat. The conflict 
eventually turned violent. According to Diogenes Laertius, opponents surrounded the 
house where the brotherhood was meeting and set it on fire. Pythagoras, the legend 
holds, could have escaped. He chose to remain with his followers. 

The school at Croton was destroyed. Many of its members perished. But the 
survivors scattered across the Greek world, carrying the teaching with them. 
Pythagoras’s ideas on the immortality of the soul, the metaphysical nature of number, 
and the mathematical structure of reality passed into Plato, into Neoplatonism, into 
Gnostic thought — and further still, through channels that have never been fully 
mapped. 
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The Most Famous Aphorisms and Sayings of Pythagoras 

The aphorisms of Pythagoras should be read as compressed formulas of life. Short 
on the surface, each one opens into discipline, measure, and inner order. They lead the 
human being from confusion toward form, from scattered desire toward directed 
action. 

“The Beginning Is Half of Everything” 

These words point to the decisive power of the first step. Every serious 
undertaking begins before the result appears. A book begins with one sentence. A 
journey begins with one movement. A new life begins with one act that breaks the old 
stillness. 

The beginning gives direction to intention. Until a person begins, the goal remains 
suspended in imagination — large, distant, and often frightening. Once the first step is 
taken, the task enters reality. What enters reality can be shaped, corrected, and 
continued. 

The hidden idea 

The beginning changes the person before it changes the result. 
A person who begins has already crossed an inner border. He has stopped serving 

fear and placed himself under the law of action. 
Before the beginning, desire has no structure. Ambition has no discipline. Thought 

has no consequence. The first step gives form to what was vague and pulls the possible 
into the real. In this sense, beginning is already creation. Something that did not yet 
exist receives its first shape through action. 

This is why the beginning contains half of everything: it draws the line between 
passive intention and living movement. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often fear the beginning because it exposes them. While a task 
remains unstarted, it remains perfect in imagination. The unwritten book has no flaws. 
The unattempted work carries no visible failure. The postponed decision demands no 
immediate courage. 

Delay protects illusion. It allows a person to dream of greatness without meeting 
resistance. The first step destroys this false comfort. It brings the person into contact 
with difficulty, error, weakness, and correction. 

Fear, laziness, doubt, and pride gather before the beginning. They persuade the 
person to wait, prepare endlessly, and call hesitation wisdom. The beginning breaks 
their authority. 

The Pythagorean connection 

The Pythagorean path demanded more than thought. It demanded a transformed 
way of life. A person had to enter discipline before he could approach truth. 
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The beginning is an act of inner ordering. It resembles the first note that establishes 
rhythm. Once the first movement occurs, scattered forces begin to receive form. The 
soul turns from vague desire toward directed effort. 

A real example 

In 483 BCE, Athens faced a decision that seemed ordinary only from the outside. 
The silver mines of Laurium had brought sudden wealth into the city. The citizens could 
have divided the money among themselves and turned public fortune into private 
comfort. Such a choice would have been easy to defend. It would have answered the 
present with something tangible, pleasant, and immediately useful. 

Themistocles looked beyond the present. He persuaded the Athenians to use the 
silver for a fleet. Persia had not yet appeared before the city in its full force. Athens was 
not burning. Its people were not fleeing. The narrow waters near Salamis had not yet 
become the place where Greek survival would be tested. The city was being asked to 
prepare before fear had made preparation unavoidable. 

The assembly voted for ships. 
That vote contained more than the citizens could see. The fleet that later fought at 

Salamis was not born in the hour of terror. It began in the earlier discipline of 
imagination, labor, and public sacrifice. Athens had to choose the future before the 
future had shown its face. Wood had to become vessels, citizens had to become rowers, 
and a political decision had to become sea power before danger arrived close enough 
to terrify everyone into agreement. 

Themistocles understood that courage without an instrument can become only 
noble helplessness. Bravery at Salamis would have meant little if Athens had met the 
Persian fleet with empty water and good intentions. The beginning was not the battle 
itself. It was the moment when the city refused comfort and gave courage a body. 

When Xerxes invaded Greece in 480 BCE, the earlier decision received its 
meaning. At Salamis, the Greek fleet defeated the larger Persian navy in the narrow 
straits. The victory did not end the war at once, but it broke the movement of Persian 
power and gave the Greek city-states time to continue resisting. What had first looked 
like a financial and naval policy became one of the decisive acts in the defense of 
Greece. 

The first step did not contain the whole victory, yet without it victory would have 
remained an empty wish. The ships, the crews, the practiced movement across the 
water, the wooden wall between Athens and ruin — all of it began in the earlier refusal 
to spend the future on the comfort of the present. The beginning was half of everything 
because it created the condition in which courage could act. 

A city, like a human being, often discovers its future in the first serious decision it 
dares to make. Athens began by refusing the easier pleasure. It chose preparation while 
preparation still looked unnecessary to many. From that choice came the ships, and 
from the ships came the possibility of survival. 
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How to apply it 

Start with the smallest real action. A paragraph does not complete the book. It breaks 
the paralysis of the empty page. 

Begin before fear grows stronger. Fear feeds on time. Action interrupts it. The first step 
gives the mind something concrete to face. 

Create rhythm through repetition. One beginning opens the path. Repeated action turns 
the path into discipline. A person who studies every day, writes every day, or trains 
every day gradually changes his inner structure. 

Correct the path through experience. A person cannot correct a road he refuses to enter. 
Mistakes made in action teach more than perfect plans left untouched. 

Treat the beginning as a moral decision. To begin means to choose order over confusion, 
movement over hesitation, and discipline over delay. The first step is small only from 
the outside. Inside the soul, it is already a victory. 

The beginning is half of everything because it is the moment when the soul stops serving fear and 
enters the discipline of reality. 

“Do Not Despise Anyone or Anything, for Each Has Its Own Significance” 

A person often judges too quickly. He sees a weak person, a small event, an 
ordinary object — an insect, a stone, a forgotten detail — and decides it has no value. 
Contempt begins where vision becomes narrow. 

These words teach attention, respect, and restraint before the hidden order of life. 
Nothing should be dismissed simply because its meaning is not immediately visible. A 
human being carries experience, memory, suffering, knowledge, and a place in the chain 
of events. A small thing holds together a larger structure. A minor detail decides the 
fate of a serious work. The visible size of something does not measure its real 
significance. 

The hidden idea 

The world is built through relation. Nothing exists in complete isolation. Each 
person, creature, thing, and event belongs to a wider order — one the human mind 
often fails to see because it judges by surface, power, beauty, usefulness, or social rank. 

Contempt is a form of intellectual laziness. It looks at one part of reality and 
declares it empty because it cannot see the whole. Respect begins when a person 
understands that meaning is often concealed. The insignificant becomes significant 
when the larger structure is finally revealed. 

This aphorism teaches humility before the hidden architecture of life. A person 
does not need to understand everything in order to respect it. He needs only to 
recognize that the world is deeper than his first judgment. 

The inner problem 

Human beings despise what they do not understand. They dismiss people who 
seem weak, simple, poor, awkward, or powerless. They ignore small responsibilities, 
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minor details, ordinary gestures, and silent forms of labor. Pride narrows the world until 
only what serves the ego appears important. 

Contempt gives a person the false pleasure of superiority. It allows him to feel 
higher without becoming wiser. It replaces understanding with judgment. 

The same happens in daily life. A person ignores a quiet colleague and later 
discovers that this colleague held the key to a decision. He neglects a small habit and 
watches it grow into failure. He treats nature as background and forgets that his own 
life depends on what he does not notice. Contempt always begins with blindness. It 
ends in disorder. 

The Pythagorean connection 

For the Pythagoreans, reality was an ordered whole. Each part had its place, 
measure, and function. Harmony did not arise from isolated greatness. It arose from 
relation. 

In music, a single note receives meaning through its place in proportion. In the 
cosmos, every movement belongs to a larger order. In human life, every action affects 
the balance of the soul and the community. To despise a part means to misunderstand 
the whole. 

The Pythagorean path demanded discipline of perception. A person had to learn 
to see measure where ordinary eyes saw accident, to recognize order beneath small 
things. Respect, in this sense, was more than moral politeness. It was a way of seeing 
reality correctly. 

A real example 

Before the Battle of Salamis in 480 BCE, the Greek alliance stood close to collapse. 
Athens had been evacuated and burned. The Persian navy filled the horizon with a force 
that seemed impossible to answer. Fear moved through the allied camp like something 
seen clearly and not survived. The commanders argued over retreat. Many wanted to 
abandon Salamis and withdraw toward the Isthmus of Corinth, where danger at least 
felt like ground one could stand on. 

Themistocles understood what the others either did not see or did not dare to trust. 
In open water, Persian numbers would crush the Greeks. In the narrow straits, those 
same numbers would become confusion. The place of battle was already part of the 
battle itself. Yet Themistocles could not simply command the allies to remain. Their 
courage had begun dissolving into calculation, and calculation was already edging 
toward the door. 

At that hour, a man without rank entered the center of events. 
His name was Sicinnus. He was a slave of Themistocles and the attendant of his 

children. He did not command ships, speak in the council of generals, or stand among 
the men whose names would be cut into marble and bronze. To the proud eye, he 
belonged to the margin of the story — one of those figures history usually passes 
without turning its head. 

Themistocles placed the decisive message in his hands and sent him secretly across 
the water to the Persian side. The message sounded like betrayal. The Greeks, Sicinnus 
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told Xerxes, were frightened and preparing to escape under cover of darkness. If the 
Persian king acted at once, he could trap them in the straits and destroy them there. 
Xerxes believed him. During the night, the Persian fleet moved to block the exits. 

By morning, the argument among the Greeks had ended. Retreat was no longer a 
choice. The battle had to be fought where Themistocles wanted it fought — in the 
narrow waters of Salamis, where the weight of the Persian fleet began to turn against 
itself. 

A slave had carried the sentence that fixed the place of battle. 
Salamis was won by strategy, courage, and discipline. Yet for one dangerous night, 

these forces passed through a man who owned nothing, commanded no one, and stood 
outside the visible architecture of power. He crossed the water with a lie designed to 
save a civilization, delivered it to the most powerful king in the world, and returned to 
the shadows from which he had come. 

The world often mistakes visibility for greatness. It bows before commanders, 
titles, marble, and names repeated by historians. But history is not carried only by those 
who stand in the light. Sometimes its full weight passes through a hand no one would 
have noticed. 

That night, the fate of Greece crossed the water in the body of a slave. 

How to apply it 

Value the unseen experience of every person. Before judging someone, remember that 
each person carries a history you do not fully know. Respect begins with the discipline 
of withholding contempt. 

Pay attention to small details. In work, relationships, and study, small details often hold 
the structure together. A careless word, a missed date, an ignored duty, or a neglected 
habit can change the whole situation. 

Learn from ordinary encounters. Every person and situation contains a lesson: patience, 
caution, courage, humility, precision, or self-control. The lesson is often hidden beneath 
the surface. 

Respect nature as a field of order. A stone, a tree, an insect, a river, a seed — each 
belongs to a larger structure of life. The smallness of a thing does not cancel its place 
in the whole. 

Train yourself against contempt. When contempt appears, pause. Ask what you have 
failed to see. Very often the fault lies in your perception, not in the thing you despise. 

A person who despises the small loses the ability to understand the whole. 

“Silence Is the First Step to Wisdom” 

A person surrounded by noise hears everything except himself. He reacts, argues, 
explains, defends, interrupts — and often mistakes this movement for thought. Silence 
interrupts this disorder. It creates the first space in which the mind can see itself. 

Silence is the beginning of wisdom because it teaches restraint before judgment. A 
person who cannot remain silent is usually governed by impulse. He speaks before he 
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understands. He answers before he listens. He fills the world with words because he 
fears the stillness in which truth becomes unavoidable. Silence does not weaken 
thought. It gathers it. 

The hidden idea 

Wisdom begins with inner order. Speech is easy. Reaction is easy. Noise is easy. 
Silence demands strength because it forces the soul to face what usually hides behind 
words. 

In silence, a person begins to hear the movement of his own mind: fear, desire, 
anger, vanity, resentment, confusion. He also begins to hear the world more deeply. 
The voice of another person becomes clearer. Nature becomes more present. Thought 
becomes slower, sharper, and less obedient to emotion. 

Silence is a threshold. It does not give wisdom automatically. It prepares the 
ground on which wisdom appears. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often speak because they are afraid to listen. They fear being 
misunderstood, defeated, forgotten, or exposed. Many conversations become battles of 
self-defense. Words rush forward before thought has formed. 

This creates a dangerous inner habit. A person begins to believe that speaking 
means understanding. He confuses opinion with insight, speed with intelligence, and 
emotional force with truth. The tongue becomes faster than the mind. 

The inability to remain silent also reveals a lack of self-mastery. Anger demands 
immediate speech. Pride demands the last word. Anxiety demands constant 
explanation. Silence breaks this chain. It gives the person time to govern himself before 
he tries to judge the world. 

The Pythagorean connection 

In the Pythagorean order, silence was more than a personal preference. It was a 
form of training. A person entering the Pythagorean way of life had to learn restraint, 
obedience, attention, and inner control before receiving deeper knowledge. 

For Pythagoras, wisdom required purification. The soul had to be prepared. Speech 
had to be disciplined. Desire had to be governed. Silence became the first exercise in 
this transformation. A person who could not command his own tongue could not 
approach the hidden order of reality. 

Silence is the first measure imposed on the soul. It turns the person inward and 
teaches him to listen before he claims to know. 

A real example 

During the campaign at Potidaea, the army lived inside the rough texture of military 
life: cold mornings, hungry tempers, stray conversations, and the dull irritation of men 
waiting for danger or orders. In the middle of that noise, Socrates stopped before a 
problem that would not yield. He did not throw words at it. He did not seek applause 
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from the men around him or escape into the movement of the camp. At dawn, he stood 
still and turned inward. 

The day passed. Soldiers began to notice him. By midday, the strange sight had 
already become a story moving through the camp: Socrates had remained in the same 
place, absorbed in thought. Evening came, and still he did not move. Some of the 
Ionians brought their bedding outside after supper, partly for the cool air, partly to see 
whether he would continue standing through the night. 

He remained there until morning. 
This silence was not emptiness. It was a hard discipline of attention. Socrates 

refused to abandon a difficult question before it had been faced with the full force of 
the mind. He did not cover uncertainty with quick answers or let speech run ahead of 
understanding. He gave the problem stillness, time, and the weight of his whole inward 
life. 

When dawn came and the sun rose, he offered a prayer and walked away. 
The soldiers saw a man standing motionless. They could measure the hours, the 

posture, the strangeness of the scene. What they could not see was the work inside that 
stillness: thought gathering itself, impulse held back, the soul refusing to move until it 
had listened more deeply than ordinary speech allows. 

For Socrates, wisdom did not begin with the victory of the tongue. It began with 
the strength to remain before a question without fleeing into noise. His silence at 
Potidaea was a severe form of courage. The body stood in the camp, but the soul held 
its ground before truth. 

A mind that cannot be silent cannot hear what lies deeper than its own noise. 

How to apply it 

Create moments of real silence. Set aside time without phone, music, conversation, or 
distraction. Let the mind settle. At first, silence feels uncomfortable. That discomfort 
shows how much noise has entered the soul. 

Listen before answering. In conversation, allow the other person’s thought to finish. 
Do not prepare your reply while he is still speaking. Wisdom often begins in the second 
of restraint before response. 

Use silence to master emotion. When anger rises, delay speech. A few moments of 
silence prevent words that damage trust, dignity, and judgment. 

Practice inward attention. Silence reveals what governs you — fear, pride, resentment, 
or desire. This knowledge is the beginning of self-command. 

Return to silence before serious decisions. A decision made in noise often belongs to 
impulse. Silence gives the mind room to see consequences, motives, and hidden 
pressures. 

Silence is the first step to wisdom because the soul must learn to hear before it has the right to 
speak. 
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“If You Know Yourself, You Will Know the World and the Gods” 

These words do not treat self-knowledge as private curiosity or psychological 
comfort. They present it as a path toward the structure of reality itself. A person who 
does not understand his own soul looks at the world through distortion. He mistakes 
fear for truth, desire for necessity, habit for nature, and impulse for freedom. 

Self-knowledge becomes the first key to knowledge of the world because the 
human being stands inside the same order he seeks to understand. The soul is not 
outside reality. It belongs to it. To examine oneself means to study a living point where 
thought, desire, measure, disorder, harmony, and the divine order touch one another. 

The hidden idea 

The hidden idea of this aphorism is the ancient vision of the human being as a 
microcosm. Within the human being lives conflict, order, movement, proportion, 
longing, fear, memory, reason, and the search for meaning. The universe is vast, yet its 
laws are reflected in the inner life of every person. 

A person who studies his own thoughts learns how illusion arises. A person who 
observes his emotions learns how disorder enters the soul. A person who recognizes 
fear begins to understand why people submit, attack, hide, or lie. A person who 
discovers harmony within himself begins to recognize harmony outside himself. 

The inner world becomes a mirror of the outer world. What exists in the cosmos 
appears in the soul in another form: tension, rhythm, balance, excess, measure, 
darkness, and light. To know oneself is to find the nearest entrance into the mystery of 
the whole. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often flee from themselves. They prefer judging others to 
examining their own motives. They speak about truth while hiding from their own fear. 
They demand order from the world while carrying disorder inside the soul. 

This flight creates blindness. A person who does not know himself becomes a 
stranger to his own actions. He calls pride dignity, weakness kindness, fear prudence, 
and desire love. He does not see the forces that move him, so he becomes their 
instrument. 

The hardest knowledge is self-knowledge because it removes the masks that 
protect illusion. It forces a person to face his contradictions, wounds, ambitions, 
resentments, and hidden hunger for recognition. Wisdom begins when the soul stops 
lying to itself. 

The Pythagorean connection 

The Pythagorean path demanded purification, discipline, harmony, and self-
command. A person could not approach higher knowledge while remaining inwardly 
chaotic. 

For Pythagoras, the soul had to be ordered before it could recognize order in the 
universe. Number, music, and harmony were not external studies alone. They pointed 
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to a deeper law that had to be reflected in human life. The person who brought measure 
into his own soul became more capable of perceiving measure in the world. 

Self-knowledge had a sacred dimension. To know oneself meant to discover the 
place where the human soul opens toward the divine order. The path to the gods did 
not begin in the sky. It began in the disciplined depths of the self. 

A real example 

In 546 BCE, Sardis fell. 
The richest king of Asia Minor stood defeated before Cyrus of Persia. Croesus, 

ruler of Lydia, master of gold, temples, armies, and conquered cities, was brought out 
as a prisoner and placed upon a pyre. Around him rose the last architecture of his pride: 
wood beneath his feet, soldiers around him, fire waiting to be lit. The man who had 
once believed that fortune belonged to him now had nothing between himself and 
death. 

At that moment, one name broke from his lips. 
Solon. 
Years earlier, in the royal palace of Sardis, the same Croesus had received Solon of 

Athens. The city still shone with Lydian power. Gold moved through its halls like a 
second sun. Servants opened storerooms and carried out the visible weight of a 
kingdom: vessels, ornaments, woven cloth, precious objects, everything meant to make 
greatness undeniable. Croesus wanted the Athenian sage to see what power looked like 
when it could touch itself in gold. 

Then he asked the question hidden inside every act of royal display: whom had 
Solon seen as the happiest of men? 

Croesus expected his own name. He had wealth, victory, obedience, and the 
glittering consent of the world around him. Every room in Sardis seemed built to 
answer before Solon spoke. 

Solon answered differently. 
He named Tellus of Athens, a man who had lived honorably, seen his family 

continue, and died bravely for his city. Croesus heard no wisdom in the answer. He 
heard insult. When he pressed again, Solon named Cleobis and Biton of Argos, young 
men remembered for their devotion to their mother and their blessed death after 
honoring Hera. 

The king stood among treasures and heard the names of men without crowns. 
Croesus could not understand because he had not yet looked into the deepest error 

inside himself. He had mistaken possession for happiness, height for completion, glitter 
for truth. His soul read the world through the intoxication of power. Whatever 
confirmed his greatness felt real. Whatever questioned it felt foolish. 

Solon spoke with the hard clarity of Greek wisdom. No man should be called 
happy before his end is known. Life does not reveal its final shape in the hour of 
triumph. Fortune changes its face, and the gods do not sign contracts with human pride. 
A palace can hide blindness more successfully than poverty. 

Croesus dismissed him. 
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Nothing in the room seemed to have changed. Sardis still glittered around him, 
servants still obeyed, and Croesus still felt the old certainty of command. The warning 
crossed that brightness and vanished without finding an entrance into his soul. 

Then came Cyrus. Sardis fell. The Lydian kingdom collapsed. Croesus, stripped of 
the world that had flattered him, stood above the fire and finally understood the man 
he had once despised. Solon had seen what Croesus could not see in himself: the fragile 
creature beneath the royal image, the mortal body beneath the purple, the frightened 
human soul beneath the noise of power. 

Only there, at the edge of death, did Croesus begin to know himself. The world 
changed its meaning at once. Wealth lost the mask of happiness. Power ceased to look 
like mastery. The gods withdrew from the role his ambition had assigned to them. Fate 
had not betrayed him; it had revealed what his pride had refused to read. 

Solon had carried that truth into Sardis before the fall. Croesus found it when the 
fire rose beneath him. 

A man who does not know himself misreads the world and calls the gods to serve 
his illusion. A man who sees his own measure begins, even in ruin, to understand the 
order that stands above kings. 

How to apply it 

Ask serious questions of yourself. What do you truly desire? What frightens you? What 
wounds your pride? What do you keep repeating, even when it harms you? These 
questions open the first door to self-knowledge. 

Study your reactions. A sudden anger, envy, irritation, or fear often reveals more than 
a calm opinion. Strong reactions show where the soul is still unfree. 

Name your inner conflicts honestly. A person cannot heal what he refuses to see. 
Weakness becomes dangerous when it remains unnamed. Once recognized, it can be 
disciplined. 

Seek harmony between thought, desire, and action. A divided person loses strength. When 
thought says one thing, desire pulls another way, and action follows habit, the soul 
becomes unstable. Harmony begins when inner life receives direction. 

Use self-knowledge to understand others. The more clearly a person sees fear, pride, 
longing, and confusion within himself, the less blindly he judges them in other people. 
Self-knowledge deepens human understanding. 

To know yourself is to enter the nearest gateway to the world, because the soul carries within itself 
the first signs of the order it seeks beyond itself. 

“Health Is Not Everything, but Everything Without Health Is Nothing” 

These words place health at the foundation of human life. Health is not the final 
meaning of existence, yet without it nearly everything else loses strength. Work becomes 
heavier. Love becomes more fragile. Thought becomes tired. Joy becomes harder to 
hold. The body is the first house of the soul, and when that house begins to collapse, 
the soul also feels the pressure. 
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Health gives a person the power to live, create, study, love, serve, and endure. 
People often notice its value only when it begins to disappear. While the body is strong, 
health seems ordinary. When it weakens, even simple things become difficult. This 
aphorism teaches gratitude before loss and discipline before illness. 

The hidden idea 

Human life cannot be divided into isolated parts. The body affects the soul. The 
soul affects the body. A tired body darkens thought. A restless mind exhausts the body. 
Inner disorder gradually enters the flesh, and physical weakness disturbs the deepest 
movements of the spirit. 

Pythagoras understood life as harmony. Health, in this sense, is harmony made 
visible in the human being — balance, rhythm, restraint, measure, and right proportion. 
A person who destroys his body through excess damages the instrument through which 
the soul acts in the world. A person who neglects inner peace allows invisible disorder 
to become physical burden. 

Health has a moral dimension. It asks for discipline. It asks for measure. It asks a 
person to govern appetite, sleep, labor, emotion, and desire. The body must be cared 
for because it carries the soul through the earthly path. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often take health for granted. They spend strength as if it were 
endless. They ignore fatigue, silence pain, abuse sleep, feed anxiety, and call this normal 
life. Ambition becomes an excuse for self-destruction. Pleasure becomes an excuse for 
excess. Carelessness becomes a habit. 

This blindness has a price. A person who neglects health eventually discovers that 
freedom depends on the body more than pride wants to admit. The mind may dream, 
yet the body sets limits. The soul may desire greatness, yet exhaustion narrows the 
horizon. A person cannot live fully while treating his own body as a disposable tool. 

The inner problem is deeper than poor habits. It is ingratitude toward the 
conditions that make life possible. Health is usually invisible while it serves us. Wisdom 
begins when a person protects it before suffering forces him to notice it. 

The Pythagorean connection 

The Pythagorean order demanded discipline, restraint, purification, and harmony. 
Care for the body was tied to care for the soul. Food, conduct, silence, moderation, and 
moral self-command belonged to one path. 

For Pythagoras, the body was not the highest part of the human being, yet it could 
not be treated with contempt. It had to be governed, purified, and brought into order. 
The soul needed a disciplined body as its earthly instrument. Physical health and 
spiritual clarity stood in close relation. 

This is why health cannot be reduced to comfort. It belongs to the larger 
Pythagorean demand for measure. A disordered body and a disordered soul pull life 
away from harmony. A disciplined life gives both body and soul a clearer rhythm. 
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A real example 

Around 522 BCE, in Susa, Darius I of Persia returned from hunting with an injured 
foot. He had leaped from his horse and twisted the joint so violently that the ankle was 
displaced. The king possessed an empire, palaces, and the obedience of nations — but 
for seven days and seven nights none of it gave him sleep. Pain had entered the body, 
and the whole machinery of power stood helpless before it. 

The Egyptian physicians at court were considered masters of their art. They treated 
the king, but made the injury worse. Darius, ruler of the Persian Empire, lay sleepless 
and tormented. Command could move armies but could not order the damaged body 
to obey. Wealth could gather doctors from many lands but could not turn pain into 
health by decree. 

Then someone remembered Democedes of Croton, a Greek physician brought to 
Susa as a captive after the death of Polycrates of Samos. He was found among the slaves 
of Oroetes — unnoticed, dressed in rags, fetters still on him. The man brought before 
the king had no royal dignity around him, no rank, no visible authority. Yet in that 
moment, the suffering empire needed neither another general nor another counselor. 
It needed a physician. 

Democedes treated the injury with gentler Greek methods. The pain eased. Darius 
recovered. The court that had seen him brought forward as a captive now saw him eat 
at the king’s table and receive honor. The body had changed the order of the room. A 
wounded ankle had exposed what royal power could not conceal: human life rests on 
the fragile ground of health. 

Darius remained king before the injury and after it. His empire did not vanish 
because his foot was damaged. Yet for those sleepless nights, the center of his world 
narrowed to a single place in the body. Rule, ambition, wealth, command — all of it 
dimmed under pain. Health was not the whole of life, but without it life contracted 
around suffering and nothing else remained bright. 

Later, Democedes treated Atossa, the wife of Darius, when she suffered from a 
serious breast condition. Again the palace turned toward the physician from Croton. 
Behind curtains, rank, and imperial distance, the same truth returned. The body allowed 
no one to live outside its law. 

A king may command cities, but he cannot command the body that carries him. A 
queen may live inside the guarded chambers of empire, but illness reaches where 
servants and soldiers cannot stand in her place. Health is not the crown — yet without 
it the crown grows heavy. It is not the whole meaning of life, yet without it every other 
meaning begins to lose its light. 

How to apply it 

Listen to the body before it has to cry out. Fatigue, pain, tension, and discomfort are 
signals. Ignoring them does not make a person stronger. It only delays the moment 
when the body demands attention more harshly. 

Build habits that protect strength. Balanced food, regular movement, sufficient sleep, 
and moderation create the physical ground on which clearer thought and steadier 
emotion can stand. 
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Guard inner health with the same seriousness. Anxiety, resentment, constant noise, and 
emotional exhaustion weaken life from within. Silence, prayer, meditation, meaningful 
conversation, and time with loved ones restore the inner rhythm. 

Practice measure in daily life. Excess damages both body and soul. Work needs rest. 
Food needs restraint. Desire needs discipline. Strength grows where life has rhythm. 

Treat health as responsibility. A person does not care for health only for himself. He 
protects the strength through which he loves, works, teaches, helps, creates, and 
remains present for others. 

Health is the first harmony of life; when it breaks, everything else begins to lose its music. 

“Weak Minds Discuss People. Average Minds Discuss Events. Strong Minds 
Discuss Ideas.” 

These words draw a sharp line between three levels of thought. A person reveals 
the condition of his mind by the object of his attention. Some minds are trapped in 
gossip. Others move toward events and facts. The strongest minds search for the 
principles behind what happens. 

The saying does not condemn ordinary conversation. It warns against mental 
poverty. A person who lives only by discussing other people’s flaws, scandals, and 
failures slowly reduces his own inner world. He feeds on fragments of other lives and 
mistakes this hunger for understanding. Thought becomes smaller each time it chooses 
gossip over meaning. 

The hidden idea 

Attention forms the mind. What a person discusses, he gradually becomes. If he 
constantly speaks about people with envy, mockery, or suspicion, his mind learns to 
live at the level of comparison and judgment. If he discusses events without seeking 
causes, his thought remains dependent on the surface of time. If he turns toward ideas, 
he begins to search for structure, meaning, law, and direction. 

Ideas are stronger than events because they shape events. Events are stronger than 
gossip because they at least belong to the visible movement of the world. Gossip 
remains the lowest form because it consumes human beings without understanding 
them. 

A strong mind asks deeper questions. What principle is at work here? What cause 
stands behind this event? What idea governs this action? What can be learned, changed, 
or created? Such a mind does not waste itself on the dust of other people’s private lives. 
It seeks the hidden architecture behind visible behavior. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often discuss people because gossip gives quick pleasure. It makes 
the speaker feel superior without demanding effort. To judge another person is easier 
than to understand an idea. To repeat a scandal is easier than to examine a cause. To 
mock weakness is easier than to strengthen one’s own mind. 
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Events occupy a higher level, yet they carry their own danger. A person who 
discusses only events becomes a prisoner of news, conflict, crisis, and public noise. He 
knows what happened yesterday, yet he does not understand why it happened. His mind 
becomes crowded with facts and empty of depth. 

The deepest problem is the misuse of attention. Attention is one of the soul’s 
strongest powers. When it is spent on triviality, the mind becomes trivial. When it is 
trained toward ideas, the mind becomes sharper, freer, and more capable of judgment. 

The Pythagorean connection 

The Pythagorean path required purification of life, speech, desire, and thought. A 
person could not approach wisdom while letting his mind scatter itself among gossip, 
vanity, and surface impressions. 

For Pythagoras, the world had order. To think strongly meant to search for that 
order beneath appearances. People and events mattered, yet they had to be understood 
through deeper principles: harmony, measure, justice, proportion, discipline, and the 
structure of the soul. 

A strong mind rises from personal talk to causes, from causes to ideas, from ideas 
to the order that gives meaning to life. This movement is already a form of purification. 

A real example 

At the Olympic Games, in the sixth century BCE, the crowd pressed toward the 
visible prizes of Greek life. Athletes came for victory and the wreath. Merchants came 
for profit. Spectators filled the sacred festival with noise, judgment, admiration, envy, 
and quick talk about bodies, rivals, cities, and fame. 

According to ancient tradition, Pythagoras was there when Leon, ruler of Phlius, 
asked him who he was. The question seemed simple, but the place sharpened it. Around 
them stood the whole theater of human desire: men struggling to be seen, men counting 
gain, men measuring one another by applause, strength, beauty, and success. 

Pythagoras answered that he was a philosopher. 
Then he gave Leon an image that cut through the festival. Life, he said, resembles 

the great games. Some come to compete for glory. Others come to trade. The best 
come as spectators — not to gossip about the crowd or chase the dust of victory, but 
to look for truth. 

The answer changed the level of the conversation. Pythagoras did not speak about 
this athlete or that merchant, this scandal or that contest. He did not stay with the 
immediate event, though the event surrounded him on every side. He took the Olympic 
festival itself and turned it into a picture of human life. 

The weak mind remained among names, rivalries, bodies, and reputations. The 
average mind followed the visible movement of the games: who won, who lost, what 
happened in the arena, where profit could be made, which city gained honor. 
Pythagoras lifted the scene into an idea. Beneath the crowd he saw a division of souls: 
the hunger for fame, the hunger for gain, and the rarer desire to understand. 

At Olympia, among athletes, merchants, rulers, and spectators, Pythagoras showed 
what a strong mind does. It does not feed on personalities. It does not stop at events. 
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It asks what form of life is being revealed. The games became more than games. They 
became a mirror of the human condition. 

A mind trapped in people sees only faces. A mind trapped in events sees only 
movement. A mind trained for ideas sees the law beneath both. 

How to apply it 

Watch the direction of your speech. When a conversation turns toward gossip, notice 
what it does to your mind. It feels lively for a moment, yet it leaves behind suspicion, 
comparison, and inner noise. 

Move from people to causes. If someone acts badly, ask what force is operating: fear, 
pride, ignorance, pain, envy, weakness, or pressure. This does not excuse the action. It 
deepens understanding. 

Move from events to meaning. When discussing news, history, conflict, or daily events, 
ask what idea stands behind them. Events become useful when they reveal principles. 

Feed the mind with serious material. Read books, study philosophy, examine history, 
and speak with people who sharpen thought. The mind grows through the quality of 
what it receives. 

Choose conversations that enlarge you. A conversation should leave the mind clearer, 
stronger, more disciplined, or more awake. If it leaves only bitterness and noise, it has 
taken more than it gave. 

A weak mind consumes people, an average mind follows events, and a strong mind search for the 
ideas that govern both. 

“Do Not Speak Little of Much and Much of Little” 

These words teach discipline of speech. A person weakens thought when he 
touches important matters lightly and wastes strength when he treats minor things as if 
they were profound. Speech has measure. It can reveal truth, distort it, or bury it under 
excess. 

The aphorism warns against two errors. The first is superficiality: speaking briefly 
about what requires depth. The second is emptiness: speaking endlessly about what 
deserves only a few words. Both errors damage the mind. One refuses depth. The other 
mistakes noise for substance. 

The hidden idea 

Speech must correspond to the weight of its subject. Serious matters demand 
seriousness. Small matters demand proportion. The wise person does not distribute 
words randomly. He gives each thing the attention it deserves. 

To speak little of much means to pass over what is essential. A person touches 
truth and immediately leaves it. He mentions justice, death, love, God, the soul, 
freedom, or duty as if these were ordinary details. Such speech makes great things small. 
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To speak much of little means to inflate the trivial. A person gives endless attention 
to minor irritation, gossip, vanity, or empty detail. Such speech gives false importance 
to what should remain secondary. It exhausts the mind and darkens judgment. 

The aphorism demands proportion. Words must have measure, and measure is 
one of the first signs of wisdom. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often misuse speech because they misuse attention. They avoid 
difficult subjects because depth demands effort. They cling to small subjects because 
smallness feels safe. It is easier to discuss details than to confront the center of a 
problem. 

A person speaks quickly about what matters because he fears the consequences of 
real understanding. He speaks endlessly about what does not matter because triviality 
protects him from silence. Speech becomes a shelter from thought. 

This is how language loses force. Words multiply, yet meaning thins out. 
Conversations become crowded and empty. A person says much and touches little. He 
says little where the soul should have stopped, listened, and gone deeper. 

The Pythagorean connection 

Pythagorean life demanded order in conduct, thought, desire, and speech. The 
same principle that governed number and harmony had to govern language. Excess 
destroyed proportion. Superficiality destroyed truth. 

For Pythagoras, speech was never harmless. Words revealed the condition of the 
soul. A disordered person speaks without measure: he rushes where he should pause 
and expands where he should be concise. The disciplined person learns to give speech 
rhythm, weight, and boundary. 

Silence also stands behind this aphorism. A person who knows silence does not 
need to fill every space with words. He speaks when speech is necessary and stops when 
speech begins to weaken meaning. 

A real example 

In 480 BCE, at Thermopylae, the Greek defenders stood before Xerxes’ immense 
army. The pass was narrow, the sea lay close, and the Persian force pressed toward 
central Greece with a weight that seemed almost beyond human measure. Leonidas and 
the Spartans knew the place had become more than a military position. It was a gate. If 
it broke, the road into Greece opened. 

Among the Spartans was Dienekes, remembered by Herodotus as one of the 
bravest men at Thermopylae. Before the battle, a man from Trachis told the Greeks 
that the Persian archers were so numerous their arrows would hide the sun. The words 
were meant to measure terror. They turned the coming battle into an image of darkness: 
the sky itself covered by the weapons of the enemy. 

Dienekes did not answer with a speech. 
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He did not inflate the danger with heroic noise, nor did he pretend it was small. 
His reply gave the threat its full weight and mastered it in one stroke: then the Greeks 
would fight in the shade. 

The sentence was brief, but not shallow. It carried the size of the Persian army, the 
certainty of violence, the nearness of death, and the Spartan refusal to let fear govern 
speech. Dienekes did not speak much about a small thing. He did not speak little of a 
great thing. He gave the great thing a form hard enough to hold. 

That is the discipline of measured speech. A lesser man might have poured out 
panic, boasting, complaint, or empty courage. Dienekes answered with proportion. His 
words did not escape the event — they entered it cleanly. The coming storm of arrows 
became shade. Terror became terrain. Death itself was forced into the language of 
battle. 

At Thermopylae, one sentence did what excessive speech often fails to do. It did 
not decorate courage. It revealed it. The danger remained immense, yet the mind 
standing before it did not scatter. Speech found its measure because the soul had already 
found its ground. 

A person without inner measure wastes words or starves truth. Dienekes showed 
another kind of speech: few words, full weight, nothing swollen, nothing diminished. 

How to apply it 

Give important things enough depth. When speaking about truth, duty, love, death, faith, 
freedom, or responsibility, do not rush. These subjects deserve attention, clarity, and 
weight. 

Refuse to inflate the trivial. A small irritation does not deserve the energy of a major 
event. Give it the words it needs, then release it. 

Before speaking, measure the subject. Ask whether the matter before you is deep, 
practical, temporary, or empty. Let the size of your speech match the size of the thing. 

Use brevity with precision. Short speech has power when it contains meaning. A brief 
sentence cuts deeper than a long explanation when every word carries weight. 

Protect speech from vanity. Do not speak to display intelligence, dominate a 
conversation, or fill silence. Speak when words serve understanding. 

A wise person gives depth to what is great, brevity to what is small, and measure to every word. 

“Time Is the Soul of the World” 

These words present time as the living depth of existence. Time is more than a 
sequence of passing moments. It gives rhythm to life, binds events into order, and 
allows everything to appear, grow, change, and disappear. Without time, existence loses 
movement. The world has no before and after, no growth, no memory, no expectation, 
no destiny. 

Time shapes the visible and invisible order of life. Day follows night. Seasons 
return. Childhood becomes maturity. Seeds become trees. Thought becomes action. 
Wounds become memory. Hope turns toward the future. Everything that exists moves 
within time, and everything that lives receives its form through time. 
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The hidden idea 

Time gives the world its inner movement. It is the rhythm through which existence 
unfolds. Space gives things position; time gives them destiny. A thing does not simply 
exist. It becomes. It ripens, changes, weakens, disappears, returns in another form, or 
leaves a trace behind. 

Time is also the condition of meaning. A single moment receives depth because it 
belongs to a larger movement. A promise matters because the future exists. Memory 
matters because the past continues to speak inside the present. Responsibility matters 
because actions do not vanish the moment they are performed. They enter time and 
begin to produce consequences. 

This is why time can be called the soul of the world. It gives motion to what would 
otherwise remain still. It carries life forward and reveals the hidden weight of everything 
that happens. 

The inner problem 
Human beings often live against time. They waste it, fear it, fight it, or try to escape 

it. Some cling to the past until memory becomes a prison. Others rush toward the future 
and lose the present. Many live as if time were endless, then discover too late that every 
squandered hour was already their life. 

The deepest error is carelessness before time. A person who does not respect time 
does not understand the substance of his own existence. He postpones what matters, 
wastes attention on emptiness, delays necessary decisions, and gives his best strength 
to what leaves no trace. 

Time is patient, yet it is severe. It does not argue. It does not threaten. It simply 
passes, and by passing it reveals what was real, what was false, what endured, and what 
collapsed. 

The Pythagorean connection 

The Pythagoreans saw reality as structured by measure. Time belongs to that 
structure. It gives proportion to movement and rhythm to existence. 

The movement of the heavens, the return of seasons, the order of musical rhythm, 
the discipline of the soul, and the formation of character all unfold through time. A life 
without measure loses harmony. A person who cannot feel the right moment acts too 
early, too late, or without inner rhythm. 

For Pythagoras, wisdom required attention to order. Time teaches this order with 
absolute authority. It shows that everything has its season, its measure, its maturation, 
and its limit. 

A real example 

In the second half of the sixth century BCE, on the island of Samos in the eastern 
Aegean, Polycrates seemed to live beyond the ordinary law of human fortune. His ships 
controlled the sea around him. His power grew. His enemies failed. Success followed 
success so closely that it began to look less like luck and more like a dangerous rhythm. 

Amasis, king of Egypt and ally of Polycrates, watched this happiness with unease. 
He did not envy it. He feared it. No human life, he believed, could remain forever 
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untouched by reversal. A man who receives only prosperity stands too long under a sky 
that must eventually break. 

Amasis sent Polycrates a warning: give up the thing you value most, and let loss 
enter your life by your own hand before fate demands something greater. 

Polycrates listened. He chose a precious signet ring, the ornament he loved above 
all his possessions. He sailed out from Samos, far enough from land for the sea to seem 
final, and threw the ring into the depths. The jewel vanished beneath the waves. The 
act seemed complete. Fortune had been interrupted. Time had received its offering. 

Several days later, a fisherman caught a great fish and brought it to the palace as a 
gift worthy of the ruler of Samos. When the servants cut it open, they found inside its 
belly the same ring Polycrates had thrown into the sea. 

What had disappeared returned. 
The palace could have received the discovery with laughter, wonder, and pride. 

Polycrates had tried to lose his treasure, and even the sea had given it back. Yet the 
return of the ring carried a darker weight. Time had not accepted the small sacrifice. 
The lost object had come back as a sign that the deeper account remained unsettled. 

When Amasis heard what had happened, he broke his alliance with Polycrates. He 
understood the ring more clearly than the man who wore it. A fortune that refused even 
a chosen loss was moving toward a harsher end. The present still glittered, but the future 
had already entered it. 

The end came in 522 BCE. Oroetes, the Persian governor of Sardis, lured 
Polycrates to the mainland and killed him. The ruler who had seemed favored by every 
wind passed from power into ruin. Only then did the ring reveal its full meaning. It had 
not been a miracle of prosperity. It had been the first visible curve of a fate still 
unfolding. 

Time gave the story its soul. The sea, the fish, the returned jewel, the broken 
alliance, the journey to the mainland, the death at the hands of Oroetes — each moment 
seemed separate while it was happening. Time gathered them into one shape. What 
looked like blessing became warning. What looked like return became judgment. What 
looked like endless fortune became the road to collapse. 

Polycrates could throw a ring into the sea, but he could not throw himself outside 
time. The world keeps its own rhythm — ripening events slowly, hiding consequences 
beneath bright surfaces, and revealing at the end what the beginning had already begun 
to carry. 

How to apply it 

Cherish the present moment. The present is the only part of time placed directly in your 
hands. Use it with attention. A day wasted carelessly becomes part of the past that can 
no longer be changed. 

Learn from the past without living inside it. The past carries lessons, wounds, victories, 
and warnings. Take its wisdom. Leave its chains. 

Respect the rhythm of growth. Everything serious needs maturation. A book, a skill, a 
relationship, a vocation, and a soul all require time. Impatience destroys what patience 
would have strengthened. 
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Act at the right moment. Wisdom includes timing. Some words must be spoken 
immediately. Others must wait. Some decisions demand courage now. Others need 
silence, observation, and preparation. 

Protect your time from emptiness. Do not give your life to distractions that leave no 
meaning behind. Time wasted repeatedly becomes a destiny. 

Time is the soul of the world because it gives movement to existence, judgment to action, memory 
to life, and measure to every human path. 

“Number Is the Essence of All Things” 

These words stand at the center of Pythagorean teaching. Number was more than 
a tool for counting. It revealed order, proportion, rhythm, and structure. The world 
appeared diverse, unstable, and full of change, yet beneath this visible movement 
Pythagoras saw numerical law. 

For Pythagoras, reality could be understood because it possessed measure. The 
movement of planets, the harmony of music, the proportions of the body, the order of 
architecture, and the rhythm of life all pointed toward the same hidden principle. 
Number gave form to chaos and allowed the mind to read the world as an ordered 
whole. 

The hidden idea 

The universe is written in numerical structure. Number does not merely describe 
reality from the outside. It opens the inner logic through which reality becomes 
intelligible. Where the eye sees separate things, number reveals relation. Where the 
senses see disorder, number reveals proportion. 

This is why music had such force for the Pythagoreans. Sound seems invisible and 
fleeting, yet musical harmony depends on numerical ratios. Beauty enters the ear as 
feeling, then reveals itself as measure. The same principle appears in the heavens, in 
architecture, in natural patterns, and in the order of thought itself. 

Number also carries symbolic meaning. For Pythagoras, numbers possessed 
quantitative and qualitative force. They counted, yet they also signified. Unity, duality, 
harmony, stability, proportion, and balance were not empty abstractions. They were 
ways in which existence disclosed its inner order. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often live among fragments. They see events, desires, duties, 
accidents, and emotions as separate forces pulling life in different directions. The world 
appears chaotic. A person who lacks measure becomes dependent on impulse: he reacts 
without structure, thinks without discipline, and acts without proportion. 

The deeper problem is the loss of order. When a person cannot see patterns, he 
becomes a prisoner of confusion. Small difficulties seem enormous. Large problems 
remain shapeless. Emotions rule judgment because the mind has no inner geometry. 
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The Pythagorean idea of number fights this disorder. It teaches the person to 
search for structure beneath confusion, proportion beneath excess, rhythm beneath 
scattered effort. The mind becomes stronger when it learns to measure. 

The Pythagorean connection 

The statement “everything is number” expressed the conviction that reality rests 
on numerical law. Mathematics, music, astronomy, and metaphysics were joined by one 
search: the discovery of order beneath appearance. 

Harmony through proportion became one of the clearest signs of this doctrine. 
Musical intervals showed that beauty could be expressed through numerical relation. 
The movement of the heavens suggested a cosmic order governed by measure. The 
human soul also had to seek harmony, because disorder inside the person broke his 
relation to the wider order of the world. 

For Pythagoras, number was a path to understanding reality and disciplining life. 
To study number meant to enter a deeper language — the language in which the 
universe is written. 

A real example 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, Johannes Kepler stood before a sky 
that refused to obey inherited beauty. For centuries, heavenly motion had been 
imagined through the perfection of the circle. The circle seemed worthy of the heavens: 
smooth, complete, divine in its symmetry. Mars broke that confidence. 

Kepler had access to the astronomical observations of Tycho Brahe, among the 
most precise measurements of planetary positions made before the telescope. Mars 
became the trial. Its observed positions would not settle into the circular orbit Kepler 
tried to construct. He calculated, corrected, compared, and returned to the numbers 
again and again. Each time the model seemed close, the measurements pushed it apart. 
The planet would not flatter an old idea. 

Kepler did not force the numbers to kneel before the circle. He forced the circle 
to stand before the numbers. 

In 1609, he published Astronomia Nova and presented what the numbers had 
compelled him to see: planets do not move in perfect circles. They move in ellipses, 
with the Sun at one focus. A line drawn from the Sun to a planet sweeps out equal areas 
in equal times. The heavens had not lost order. They had lost a false image of order. 
What appeared imperfect to the old imagination became more deeply intelligible 
through number. 

Number is not a decoration placed upon reality after the fact. It is the language 
through which relation becomes visible: proportion, distance, rhythm, recurrence, law. 
To the eye, Mars wandered. Through calculation, its wandering became structure. What 
looked like irregular motion was not chaos. It was order hidden from a mind still loyal 
to the wrong form. 

The same truth appears far from astronomy. A musician hears beauty, but harmony 
becomes knowable through intervals, rhythm, and proportion. An architect imagines 
space, but a building stands only when measure gives vision a body. A writer feels the 



35 
 

pressure of a book, but structure gives thought its architecture. A person overwhelmed 
by money, fatigue, duties, and scattered attention sees only confusion until he begins to 
measure where his hours, strength, and choices actually go. The soul itself is not a 
ledger, but even inner life has patterns. What remains unmeasured often remains 
invisible. 

Number teaches the mind that the world is not merely a heap of impressions. 
Beneath appearance there is relation. Beneath disorder there may be proportion. 
Beneath wandering there may be law. The sky did not change when Kepler finished his 
calculations. Mars did not become more obedient. The mind became more exact — 
and because it became more exact, the hidden order of the world appeared. 

How to apply it 

Identify patterns in complex situations. When life feels chaotic, write things down. Count 
time, money, tasks, causes, and consequences. What remains vague continues to 
frighten you. What becomes measurable begins to lose its power over the mind. 

Use number to create clarity. A budget, a schedule, a plan, or a simple list protects life 
from disorder. Calculation is not cold when it serves wisdom. It gives thought a 
backbone. 

Observe harmony in nature. A shell, a flower, a leaf, a wing, a wave, and the rhythm of 
day and night reveal repeated forms. Nature teaches that beauty often appears through 
proportion. 

Bring rhythm into daily life. Study, work, rest, movement, and silence need measure. 
A life without rhythm becomes wasteful. A life with rhythm gathers strength. 

Use numbers for self-discipline. Track your progress, time, health, reading, writing, or 
practice. Measurement reveals the truth that intention often hides. It shows whether a 
person is moving or only dreaming. 

Number is the essence of all things because it reveals the hidden measure through which the world, 
the soul, and human life become intelligible. 

“Listen to Understand, Not to Respond” 

Many people hear words only while preparing their own answer. They wait for a 
pause, search for a weakness, sharpen an objection, or defend their own position before 
the other person has finished speaking. Such listening leaves the mind closed. It turns 
conversation into a contest of voices. 

True listening begins when a person gives another mind enough space to reveal 
itself. Words are only the surface. Behind them stand fear, pain, intention, confusion, 
memory, pride, hope, and longing. A person who listens deeply begins to hear more 
than speech. He hears the hidden movement from which speech arises. 
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The hidden idea 

Understanding requires inner restraint. The mind must stop rushing toward itself. 
It must resist the hunger to answer immediately, correct quickly, or dominate the 
exchange. 

Listening opens the door to another person’s world. It allows the speaker’s thought 
to unfold without being crushed by impatience. It also reveals what quick judgment 
misses: the wound behind anger, the doubt behind certainty, the appeal behind 
complaint, the fear behind aggression. 

A person who listens well does more than receive information. He enters the 
structure of another perspective. He learns how another soul arranges reality, what it 
fears, what it protects, and what it cannot yet say clearly. 

The inner problem 

Human beings often listen poorly because they are trapped inside themselves. 
Pride wants to be right. Fear wants to defend itself. Vanity wants to appear intelligent. 
Anger wants to strike before understanding has time to arrive. 

This is why many conversations fail. People exchange words while remaining alone 
inside their own positions. One speaks to win. Another listens only for an opening. A 
third pretends to understand while secretly preparing judgment. The result is noise 
without contact. 

The deeper problem is impatience before another person’s reality. To listen 
seriously means to accept that the other person reveals something uncomfortable, 
inconvenient, or larger than our first opinion. Weak listening protects the ego. Real 
listening exposes it. 

The Pythagorean connection 

In the Pythagorean order, silence was a form of training. A person had to learn 
restraint before receiving deeper knowledge. Speech had to be governed. Reaction had 
to be slowed. The soul had to become capable of attention. 

Listening is silence turned toward another human being. It demands the same inner 
command: control of impulse, respect for measure, patience before meaning. A person 
who cannot listen cannot be taught. He remains enclosed within his own noise. 

For Pythagoras, wisdom required harmony. Listening creates the first condition of 
harmony between people. It allows one mind to meet another without immediate 
violence, contempt, or domination. 

A real example 

According to legend, in the sixth century BCE, somewhere in Greek southern Italy, 
Pythagoras stopped before a blacksmith’s forge. 

There was nothing sacred in the scene. Fire burned, iron struck iron, men worked 
at the anvil, and each blow vanished almost as soon as it sounded. To another ear, it 
was only the rough music of labor: metal, heat, sweat, force. Pythagoras heard order. 
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Some tones clashed. Others joined. One opened into fullness; another formed a 
firm interval; a third held tension without breaking. The forge was loud, yet beneath the 
blows relation was hiding. 

Pythagoras entered and examined the hammers. The secret did not lie in the stroke 
or the arm. It lay in proportion. Different weights produced simple ratios. What the ear 
received as harmony was number made audible. 

The discovery changed music itself. It was no longer only pleasure, custom, or 
inspiration. It had law. Beauty did not float above the world like a dream — it stood on 
proportion. The octave, the fifth, the fourth were not accidents of feeling. They were 
measurable relations. 

The forge became a threshold. Smoke, labor, and hammer blows opened onto the 
hidden grammar of reality. The sound died; the ratio remained. 

For Pythagoras, this was no mere lesson in music. If harmony lived inside sound, 
then order could be sought in the world itself: in the heavens, the body, the soul, 
architecture, and the discipline of life. The senses met fragments. Number revealed 
relation. 

The iron did not grow gentler. The world had not changed. The mind had learned 
to hear its hidden order.  

How to apply it 

Be fully present. When someone speaks, give him your attention. Put aside the phone, 
the inner argument, the desire to interrupt, and the need to appear clever. Attention is 
the first form of respect. 

Let the other person finish. Do not cut speech into fragments. A thought often reveals 
its real meaning only when it reaches the end. 

Ask clarifying questions. A good question opens the conversation. It shows that you 
want to understand the meaning beneath the words, rather than defeat the speaker. 

Pause before answering. Silence after speech gives understanding time to settle. A quick 
reply often belongs to impulse. A measured reply belongs to thought. 

Listen for what is hidden. Pay attention to tone, hesitation, emotion, and repeated 
words. People often say their deepest truth indirectly. 

Listening to understand is the moment when the soul restrains its own noise and allows another 
human being to become real before it. 

The Influence and Meaning of Pythagoras’s Teaching 

We have examined only a few sayings attributed to Pythagoras. They do not 
exhaust Pythagorean wisdom. They open several entrances into a teaching where 
number, music, silence, discipline, purification, and cosmic order belonged to one 
indivisible path. 

Pythagoras cannot be reduced to a theorem. That reduction is convenient, and it 
is false to the scale of his influence. He was not merely a mathematician whose name 
survived in geometry. He created a form of life. His school demanded obedience, 
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secrecy, restraint, moral purification, and intellectual discipline. Knowledge was not 
information. Knowledge was initiation. Truth was not something a person repeated. 
Truth was something for which a person had to prepare his soul. 

The force of Pythagoreanism lies in the severity of its unity. It joined mathematics 
with metaphysics, music with cosmology, ethics with spiritual purification, and political 
discipline with the ordering of the soul. Number became the hidden grammar of 
existence. Harmony became evidence that the world has structure. Silence became the 
first training of the mind before contact with higher knowledge. 

The destruction of the school at Croton did not destroy the teaching. Its ideas 
passed into Plato. The Pythagorean conviction that mathematics opens the mind to a 
higher order entered the Platonic vision of knowledge. The doctrine of the soul’s 
purification found powerful continuation there as well. In the Timaeus, the cosmos 
appears as an ordered, intelligible whole shaped through mathematical proportion. This 
is not a decorative resemblance. It is one of the clearest signs of the Pythagorean 
presence inside Plato’s philosophy. 

Through Plato, Pythagorean thought entered Neoplatonism. Plotinus and later 
Neoplatonic thinkers inherited the ascent of the soul, the hierarchy of reality, the 
movement from visible multiplicity toward invisible unity, and the conviction that the 
sensible world points beyond itself. Number, harmony, purification, and return to the 
divine became part of a vast metaphysical architecture. Pythagoras remained there — 
not as a name on the surface, but as one of the hidden sources of the system. 

Pythagorean ideas entered religious mysticism, esoteric traditions, medieval 
theories of cosmic order, and Renaissance attempts to read the universe as a structure 
governed by proportion. Kepler’s search for celestial harmony carried a distinctly 
Pythagorean inheritance: the heavens were to be understood through number, relation, 
and rhythm. Modern science rejected much of ancient mystical language, yet it kept one 
decisive Pythagorean intuition: nature becomes knowable because it has mathematical 
structure. 

The ethical side of Pythagoreanism was no less important. It taught that a 
disordered soul cannot perceive an ordered world. Discipline was not external morality. 
It was the condition of knowledge. Silence restrained the tongue. Measure restrained 
desire. Purification restrained the chaos of the soul. The student who wanted truth had 
to change the form of his life, not merely sharpen his arguments. 

This is the hard core of the Pythagorean inheritance. Plato received it as a 
metaphysics of order. Neoplatonism transformed it into a doctrine of ascent. Mystical 
traditions preserved its language of purification and hidden harmony. Renaissance 
cosmology carried its dream of a mathematically ordered universe. Modern science kept 
its most durable weapon: the conviction that reality can be read through number. 

Pythagoras gave philosophy a severe model of thought: number disciplines the 
mind, music reveals proportion, silence trains attention, purification orders the soul, 
and harmony binds the human being to the cosmos. His teaching survived because it 
did not offer a collection of opinions. It demanded a different human being. 
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THE MILESIAN SCHOOL 

The Doctrine of the Primary Principle of Thales of Miletus 

Thales of Miletus, who lived approximately from 624 to 546 BCE, stands at the 
threshold of Western philosophy. Ancient tradition counted him among the Seven 
Sages of Greece. Aristotle later placed him at the beginning of philosophical inquiry 
because Thales sought a single principle behind the changing multiplicity of the world. 
With him, thought began to move away from sacred narrative and toward the search 
for a cause within nature itself. 

Thales was born in Miletus, a Greek polis on the coast of Asia Minor. Miletus was 
not a closed provincial city. It stood at the edge of the Greek and Eastern worlds, open 
to sea routes, trade, navigation, measurement, astronomy, and foreign knowledge. Such 
a city taught the mind to compare, calculate, observe, and doubt inherited explanations. 
A man formed in this atmosphere could not look at the world only through the images 
of myth. He had before him ships, stars, markets, rivers, shadows, distances, and 
practical problems that demanded exact thought. 

Ancient tradition connects Thales with Egypt and with the mathematical and 
astronomical knowledge of older civilizations. He was said to have studied geometry 
and to have applied it to practical problems, including the measurement of the height 
of pyramids by means of shadows. Whether every detail of these stories can be 
reconstructed with certainty matters less than the intellectual image they preserve. 
Thales appears as a thinker who joined wisdom with observation, calculation, and 
practical use. Knowledge, for him, had to grasp the structure of the world. 

His central philosophical contribution was the doctrine of the primary principle — 
the archē. Thales asserted that water is the fundamental source and substance of all 
things. This claim may seem simple, almost naïve, to a modern reader. Its historical 
force is enormous. Thales was no longer asking which god had caused a storm, an 
earthquake, growth, decay, or change. He asked what power within nature could 
underlie all visible forms. This was the birth of a new question. 

Water was not an accidental choice. It nourishes life, changes form, penetrates the 
earth, rises as vapor, falls as rain, and appears wherever growth begins. It moves 
between stability and transformation. Thales looked at this elemental presence and saw 
in it a possible unity beneath plurality. He was wrong if judged by modern science, yet 
his error belonged to reason. It was the error of a mind seeking a natural cause, not the 
certainty of a mind surrendering to myth. 

This is why the doctrine of water matters. Thales did not merely name one 
substance among others. He opened a path. He taught Greek thought to look beneath 
appearance and ask whether the many forms of the world conceal one underlying 
reality. From this question the Milesian school was born. Anaximander and Anaximenes 
rejected his answer, yet they inherited his intellectual demand: the visible world must 
have a hidden ground. 

Thales also argued that the world could be understood through observation and 
reason. He explained earthquakes through the image of the Earth floating on water and 
trembling through its movement. The explanation was physically mistaken but 
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philosophically decisive. He made nature answerable to nature. The world was no 
longer only a stage for divine anger. It became a field of causes. 

Thales became renowned for his mathematical and astronomical knowledge. 
Ancient sources credited him with geometric discoveries and with applying geometry 
to real problems. He was also associated with the prediction of a solar eclipse, usually 
identified with the eclipse of 585 BCE — an event that deeply impressed later 
generations. The exact method of this prediction remains uncertain, yet the story shows 
how antiquity remembered him: as a thinker who turned his eyes from omen toward 
order, from fear toward intelligibility. 

His reputation extended beyond natural philosophy. As one of the Seven Sages, 
Thales was remembered for practical wisdom, political judgment, and concise maxims. 
He appears in ancient memory as a figure who joined thought with civic life. Wisdom 
was not meant to remain suspended above the city as abstract speculation. It had to 
guide conduct, judgment, and public decision. 

Several stories describe the death of Thales. One well-known account says that he 
died while watching an athletic contest, overcome by heat, thirst, and weakness in old 
age. The story has the character of ancient anecdote, yet it carries a severe symbolic 
force. The thinker who searched for the principle of nature remained subject to nature’s 
power. Philosophy begins with the desire to understand the world, but the philosopher 
still lives inside the fragile body through which understanding becomes possible. 

Thales did not give philosophy its final answer. He gave it its first dangerous habit: 
to look beneath appearance, distrust inherited explanations, and demand a hidden 
ground. With him, the world ceased to be only a theater of divine will and became an 
object of thought.  

Anaximander: A Study of the Infinite 

Anaximander of Miletus, who lived approximately from 610 to 546 BCE, 
continued the intellectual revolution begun by Thales and drove it into a deeper region. 
Ancient tradition presents him as a pupil or associate of Thales, yet his importance does 
not lie in simple succession. He inherited Thales’ question and made it more severe. 
Thales had still remained within the visible world. He named water. Anaximander broke 
that boundary. The origin of all things, he argued, could not itself be one visible thing 
among others. 

At the center of his doctrine stands the apeiron — the boundless, unlimited, 
indefinite. This was one of the boldest steps in early Greek thought. The first principle 
was no longer a familiar element that could be touched, seen, poured, or measured. 
With the apeiron, philosophy entered a more austere and dangerous region. The 
beginning of the world became a hidden ground, older than every form and stronger 
than every visible thing. From the apeiron all things come into being, and into it they 
return when they perish. The world of visible forms appears, struggles, changes, and 
disappears; behind it stands the boundless source that does not age with the things it 
produces. 

This idea changed the depth of the philosophical question. Thales had asked what 
single substance underlies the changing world. Anaximander asked what kind of origin 
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must exist before every particular substance. Water is already something definite. Fire 
is definite. Earth and air are definite. The origin of all things must be deeper and less 
limited than the visible world. Every definite thing carries a mark of separation: it has 
emerged from the boundless and taken form. To exist means to have form, and to have 
form means to have a limit. With Anaximander, Greek thought entered abstraction. 
Philosophy began to think beyond the senses. 

Anaximander also developed one of the earliest systematic cosmologies in Greek 
thought. He imagined the Earth suspended at the center of the cosmos, supported by 
nothing. This was a profound break from the need to place the Earth on a physical 
support. The Earth no longer needed a divine hand, a pillar, an animal, or an ocean 
beneath it. It remained where it was because order itself made support unnecessary. 
The Earth stood in equilibrium, equally related to what surrounded it, with no reason 
to move in one direction rather than another. Cosmology had become an argument 
about order. 

His picture of the heavens was still primitive by modern standards, yet intellectually 
daring. He described celestial bodies through rings of fire hidden by mist, with openings 
through which fire becomes visible as Sun, Moon, and stars. Eclipses and lunar phases 
could be explained through the closing or obstruction of these openings. The details 
no longer belong to modern astronomy, but the movement of thought matters. 
Anaximander tried to understand the heavens through structure, position, and natural 
process. He refused to surrender the sky to myth. 

According to Anaximander, the world arises from the apeiron through the 
separation of opposites: hot and cold, wet and dry. Existence is born from tension. 
Opposites emerge, dominate, retreat, and return into the boundless according to the 
order of time. His surviving fragment speaks of things giving justice and retribution to 
one another for their injustice. This is one of the most powerful lines in early 
philosophy. Existence itself appears as a debt to be repaid. To become separate is 
already to disturb the balance. Time restores what emergence has broken. 

This doctrine gives Anaximander’s thought its severe grandeur. The cosmos is no 
peaceful decoration. It is a drama of emergence and return. Every definite thing exists 
by separating itself from the indefinite; every separation creates tension; every tension 
must be answered. The apeiron does more than begin the world. It receives the world 
back. Birth, conflict, decay, and return belong to one cosmic order. 

Anaximander did not think only in metaphysical abstractions. He drew the world, 
measured time, watched the heavens, and brought thought back to the practical earth. 
Ancient reports connect him with the use of the gnomon to mark solstices and 
equinoxes and with the making of a map of the known world. These details matter 
because they reveal the Milesian mind at work. The world had to become intelligible — 
measured, oriented, drawn, and understood. 

Anaximander’s importance lies in the magnitude of his question. He did not merely 
replace Thales’ water with another element. He broke the visible frame of explanation. 
The origin of the world became invisible, indefinite, inexhaustible. This was a dangerous 
enlargement of thought. Once philosophy had named the apeiron, it could no longer 
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remain satisfied with what the senses immediately offered. It had learned to ask about 
the hidden ground before all forms. 

His influence reached deep into the later development of Greek philosophy. 
Anaximenes inherited the Milesian search for a first principle, though he returned to a 
definite element: air. Heraclitus deepened the vision of conflict and becoming. Later 
metaphysics continued to struggle with the question Anaximander had opened: how 
can the definite arise from what has no definite form? 

After Anaximander, philosophy could no longer be satisfied with naming visible 
things. It had learned to ask what stands before every form, before every limit, before 
every world. Thales began Western philosophy by asking for the first principle. 
Anaximander made that principle invisible. The apeiron did not close the question. It 
opened the hidden depth beneath every visible form. 

Anaximenes: Air as the Basic Substance of the Universe 

The exact dates of Anaximenes’ life are unknown. He was born in Miletus and 
flourished around the middle of the sixth century BCE. Ancient tradition connects him 
with Anaximander. He inherited the Milesian search for the first principle, yet he 
changed its direction. After Anaximander, the origin of all things had become almost 
unreachable: boundless, indefinite, beyond every visible form. Anaximenes brought the 
question back to the breathing world. He chose air — invisible enough to be universal, 
concrete enough to be felt. 

This return was not a simplification. It was a philosophical answer to excessive 
abstraction. Air surrounds everything, enters every living body, moves through wind 
and breath, presses against the world without taking a fixed shape. It is the first thing a 
living being receives and the last thing it loses. It enters the body without belonging to 
it. It surrounds the world without becoming trapped in one form. For Anaximenes, air 
was not empty space. It was the living substance through which the world becomes 
possible. 

Anaximenes argued that all things arise from air through rarefaction and 
condensation. This was the decisive move. He did not merely name an origin. He gave 
the origin a method. When air becomes thinner and more expanded, it turns into fire. 
When it becomes denser, it becomes wind, then cloud, then water, then earth, and 
finally stone. The many forms of the world do not require many beginnings. They arise 
from one substance passing through different degrees of density. 

Here Anaximenes gave the Milesian question a new power. Thales had named 
water as the primary principle. Anaximander had opened the abyss of the indefinite. 
Anaximenes offered a principle that moved between the visible and the invisible. Air 
could be sensed without being clearly seen. It could become soft, violent, clear, dark, 
light, dense, warm, or cold. Difference does not require a separate source for everything. 
Difference arises through intensity, density, and transformation. 

His cosmology followed from this principle. Anaximenes represented the Earth as 
a flat disk floating on air. The model was wrong, yet it was not arbitrary. It followed 
from the principle. If air surrounds, sustains, presses, and moves all things, then the 
Earth itself rested upon the same invisible force. The heavens, too, were explained 
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through transformations of air and natural processes. Anaximenes did not surrender 
the sky to myth. He treated it as part of the same material order that produces clouds, 
water, earth, and stone. 

The force of his thought lies in the connection between origin and transformation. 
Air is the first principle because it becomes many things without ceasing to be the 
underlying substance. The universe is a process of expansion and contraction, thinning 
and thickening, movement and change. The world becomes readable because its 
diversity has a single rhythm. 

Anaximenes also drew a powerful analogy between air and the soul. Just as breath 
sustains the human being, air sustains the cosmos. The human body lives through 
breath; the world lives through the surrounding air. This analogy gave his doctrine a 
deeper resonance. Air was matter, life, movement, and order at once. It joined the body 
of the human being to the body of the world. 

His ideas about rarefaction and condensation influenced later Greek thought 
because they offered a model of natural change. Anaximenes explained how one 
substance becomes many forms. This was his lasting contribution. He made 
transformation intelligible. 

Anaximenes stands as the third great figure of the Milesian school. Thales gave 
philosophy substance. Anaximander gave it the boundless. Anaximenes gave it 
transformation. With him, the first principle began to breathe. 
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END OF EXCERPT 

This preview contains pages 1–43 of the complete volume. 

The complete edition comprises 312 pages. 

 


