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INTRODUCTION:
THE DAWN OF
WESTERN
PHILOSOPHY

B e f o r e  S o c r a t e s
challenged the citizens
of  Athens  with  h is
relentless  questioning,
a  different  kind  of
revolution was brewing
in  the  ancient  world.
T h e  L i s t  O f  P r e
S o c r a t i c
P h i l o s o p h e r s
represents  the  very
first  spark  of  Western
philosophy,  a  shift
a w a y  f r o m
m y t h o l o g i c a l

explanations  of  the
cosmos toward rational
inquiry and naturalistic
observation.  These
early  thinkers,  active
from the 6th to the 5th
centuries BCE, laid the
foundation  for  nearly
e v e r y  b r a n c h  o f
knowledge  we  study
today,  from  physics
and  as t ronomy  to
e t h i c s  a n d
metaphysics.  They
a s k e d  t h e  m o s t
fundamental questions:
What  i s  the  wor ld
made of? What is  the
underlying principle  of
reality?  How  can  we
know  anything  at  all?
By exploring this list of
p r e  S o c r a t i c
ph i l osophers ,  we
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d i s c o v e r  t h e
intellectual giants who
d a r e d  t o  t h i n k
differently,  setting  the
stage for  the classical
a g e  o f  G r e e k
philosophy.
The term "Pre-Socratic"
i t se l f  i s  a  modern
classification,  grouping
together a diverse set
of  thinkers  who  lived
and  taught  before  or
dur ing  the  t ime  of
Socrates.  They  hailed
from  various  parts  of
the Greek world,  from
the  bustling  cities  of
Ionia  (modern-day
Turkey) to the colonies
in  I taly  and  Sic i ly.
While  their  individual
t h e o r i e s  o f t e n
contradicted  each
other,  they  shared  a
common  project:  to
exp la in  the  wor ld
without  appealing  to
the  gods.  Instead  of
attributing lightning to
Zeus or earthquakes to
P o s e i d o n ,  t h e s e

philosophers  sought
natural  causes  and
principles.  This  article
p r o v i d e s  a n
author i tat ive  and
accessible guide to the
major  figures  on  the
list  of  pre  Socratic
philosophers, exploring
t h e i r  k e y  i d e a s ,
historical  significance,
and  enduring  legacy.
Whether  you  are  a
student,  a  cur ious
reader, or a philosophy
enthusiast, this journey
i n t o  t h e  d a w n  o f
thought  will  illuminate
the origins of our own
worldview.

THE MILESIAN
SCHOOL: THE
FIRST
MATERIALISTS

The  very  first  chapter
in the story of Western
philosophy  begins  in
the prosperous city of
Miletus,  in  Ionia.  The
Milesian  philosophers
are  the  pioneers,  the
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first  to  attempt  a
purely  naturalistic
explanation  of  the
universe.  Their  central
question was about the
arche  (ἀρχή)  –  the
fundamental substance
or principle from which
everything  originated
a n d  o f  w h i c h
e v e r y t h i n g  i s
composed .  These
thinkers form the core
of  any  comprehensive
l ist  of  pre  Socratic
philosophers.

Thales of
Miletus
(c. 624 –
c. 546
BCE)
T h a l e s  i s  w i d e l y
recognized  as  the  first
phi losopher  in  the
Western  tradition.  His

revolutionary  claim
was that water is the
f u n d a m e n t a l
p r i n c i p l e  o f  a l l
things.  How  did  he
a r r i v e  a t  t h i s
conclusion?  Possibly
through  observation:
water  is  essential  for
life, it can change form
(solid, liquid, gas), and
the  earth  appears  to
float  on  it.  While  his
specific  answer  seems
s imple  today,  the
m e t h o d  w a s
groundbreaking. Thales
proposed  a  natural,
testable  hypothesis
rather than a myth. He
was  also  a  renowned
mathematician  and
astronomer,  famously
predict ing  a  so lar
eclipse. On any list  of
p r e  S o c r a t i c
philosophers,  Thales
holds  the  start ing
position.
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Anaximan
der (c.
610 – c.

546 BCE)
A  student  of  Thales,
A n a x i m a n d e r
disagreed  with  his
teacher.  He  argued
that  the  fundamental
substance could not be
any  specific  element,
because  that  element
would  then  dominate
the others. Instead, he
proposed the apeiron
( ἄ π ε ι ρ ο ν ) ,  t h e
" b o u n d l e s s "  o r
"indefinite."  This  was
an  eternal,  unlimited,
and neutral  substance
that  gave  rise  to  all
t h i n g s  t h r o u g h  a
process  of  separation.
Anaximander  a lso
created  an  early  map
of the known world and

s p e c u l a t e d  t h a t
humans  evolved  from
fish-like  creatures,
making  him  an  early
pioneer of evolutionary
thought.  His  inclusion
o n  t h e  l i s t  o f  p r e
Socratic  philosophers
marks  a  crucial  step
t o w a r d  a b s t r a c t
m e t a p h y s i c a l
reasoning.

Anaximen
es (c. 586
– c. 526
BCE)
The last of the Milesian
tr io ,  Anaximenes,
proposed a return to a
specific  substance,  but
with  a  dynamic  twist.
He argued that  air  is
t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l
principle.  Why  air?
Because  i t  can  be
rarefied  (becoming
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fire)  or  condensed
(becoming wind, water,
earth, and stone). This
p r o c e s s  o f
condensat ion  and
rarefaction  provided  a
c l e a r ,  c a u s a l
mechanism for change,
s o m e t h i n g  h i s
predecessors  lacked.
Anaximenes's  theory
was  arguably  more
sophisticated  because
it  explained  how  a
single substance could
transform  into  the
d i ve r se  wo r l d  we
experience.  He  is  an
essential  figure  on  the
list  of  pre  Socratic
p h i l o s o p h e r s  f o r
i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e
concept of quantitative
change  leading  to
qualitative differences.

THE
PYTHAGOREANS:
NUMBERS AS THE
ESSENCE OF
REALITY

Founded by Pythagoras

in  Croton  (southern
Italy), the Pythagorean
school was as much a
religious community as
a  philosophical  one.
They  believed  in  the
transmigration of souls
and sought  purification
through  intellectual
and  ascetic  practices.
Their  most  enduring
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o
philosophy,  however,
was their radical claim
t h a t  r e a l i t y  i s
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
mathematical .

Pythagor
as (c. 570
– c. 495
BCE)
P y t h a g o r a s  i s  a
legendary figure, and it
is  difficult  to  separate
the  man  f r om  the
m y t h .  H e  a n d  h i s
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followers  discovered
that musical harmonies
are  based  on  simple
numerical  ratios  (e.g.,
2:1  for  an  octave).
F r o m  t h i s ,  t h e y
extrapolated  that  the
e n t i r e  c o s m o s  i s
ordered  by  numbers.
They  spoke  o f  the
" h a r m o n y  o f  t h e
spheres," the idea that
the planets produce a
celestial  music  based
on  their  mathematical
o r b i t s .  F o r  t h e
P y t h a g o r e a n s ,
numbers were not just
tools for counting; they
w e r e  t h e  v e r y
substance  of  reality.
Justice,  for  example,
w a s  s e e n  a s  t h e
number  4  (a  square).
Any serious list of pre
Socratic  philosophers
must acknowledge the
profound  influence  of
Pythagorean  thought
on  later  philosophy,
especially  Plato.

Philolaus
(c. 470 –
c. 385
BCE)
Philolaus  was  a  later
Py thagorean  who
w r o t e  d o w n  t h e
school's  doctrines.  He
is famous for proposing
a  non -geocent r i c
model of the universe,
with  a  central  fire  (the
" H e a r t h  o f  t h e
Universe")  around
which  the  Earth,  Sun,
and  other  p lanets
revo lved.  He  a lso
d e v e l o p e d  a
sophisticated theory of
t h e  l i m i t s  o f
knowledge,  arguing
that understanding the
world requires grasping
t h e  u n d e r l y i n g
n u m b e r s  a n d
proportions.  His  work
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demonstrates  the
c o n t i n u e d
d e v e l o p m e n t  o f
Pythagorean ideas and
secures  his  place  on
the list of pre Socratic
philosophers.

THE FLUX AND THE
LOGOS:
HERACLITUS OF
EPHESUS

Heraclitus stands apart
from the Milesians and
Pythagoreans.  Known
a s  t h e  " W e e p i n g
Philosopher," he had a
famously  obscure  and
oracular style. His core
doctr ine  is  that  of
universal  flux:
everyth ing  i s  in  a
cons tant  s ta te  o f
change.  "You  cannot
step  into  the  same
r i v e r  t w i c e , "  h e
famously  declared,
because  the  water  is
always  flowing.  This  is
any list of pre Socratic
philosophers  at  its
most  dynamic.

For  Heraclitus,  the
fundamental  principle
of  reality  was  fire,  not
a s  a  p h y s i c a l
substance  l ike  the
Milesians,  but  as  a
symbol  of  constant
c h a n g e  a n d
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .
However,  he  argued
that this change is not
random. It is governed
by the Logos (λόγος),
a  rational  principle  or
order  that  underlies
the  chaotic  flux  of
experience. The Logos
is the unity behind the
opposites,  the  tension
that  makes  harmony
p o s s i b l e .  F o r
Heraclitus,  war  and
conflict  are  not  evils;
they  a re  the  ve ry
engine  of  creation.
"War is the father of all
things,"  he  wrote.  His
emphasis  on the logic
of  change  and  the
unity  of  opposites
makes him a giant on
the list of pre Socratic
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philosophers  and  a
direct  influence  on
Stoicism and  Hegelian
dialectics.

THE ELEATIC
SCHOOL: THE ONE
AND THE ILLUSION
OF CHANGE

In  stark  contrast  to
Heraclitus,  the  Eleatic
school,  based  in  Elea
(southern Italy), denied
the  reality  of  change
entirely. For them, true
reality is  one,  eternal,
and  unchanging.  The
world  of  multiplicity
and  motion  that  we
perce ive  wi th  our
senses  is  an  illusion.
This  radical  position
w a s  a r g u e d  w i t h
unprecedented  logical
rigor.  The Eleatics are
a m o n g  t h e  m o s t
challenging  figures  on
the list of pre Socratic
philosophers.

Parmenid
es of Elea
(c. 515 –
c. 450
BCE)
Parmenides is arguably
the  most  important
figure  in  the  list  of  pre
Socratic  philosophers.
His  single  poem,  "On
Nature,"  presents  a
p o w e r f u l  l o g i c a l
argument  for  monism.
He argued that "what-
is"  (Being)  cannot
come  from  "what-is-
not"  (Non-Being) .
Therefore,  Being  is
u n g e n e r a t e d ,
imperishable,  and
immovable.  Change
would  require  going
from what-is  to  what-
i s - n o t ,  w h i c h  i s
imposs ib le .  Thus,
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change  is  logically
impossible.  The  world
of  birth,  death,  and
m o t i o n  t h a t  w e
e x p e r i e n c e  i s  a
deceptive  "Way  of
O p i n i o n . "  F o r
Parmenides,  reason
alone  is  the  path  to
truth,  and  the  senses
are  unreliable.  This
strict  rationalism  set
t h e  a g e n d a  f o r
metaphysics  for  the
next  two  millennia.

Zeno of
Elea (c.
495 – c.
430 BCE)
A  devoted  student  of
Parmenides,  Zeno  did
n o t  p r o p o s e  n e w
positive  doctrines.
Instead,  he  defended
Parmenides's  position
through  a  series  of

d e v a s t a t i n g
paradoxes.  His  most
famous  paradoxes
(Ach i l l e s  and  the
Tortoise, the Arrow, the
Dichotomy)  all  aim to
s h o w  t h a t  t h e
assumptions of motion
and  plurality  lead  to
logical  contradictions.
For example,  to reach
a  finish  line,  you  must
first  reach  the  halfway
point, and before that,
the  half  of  that  half,
and  so  on  to  infinity.
T h u s ,  m o t i o n  i s
imposs ib le .  Whi le
modern  mathematics
(specifically  calculus)
has  resolved  some  of
these  paradoxes ,
Zeno's arguments were
i n c r e d i b l y
sophisticated  for  their
t ime  and  remain  a
potent challenge to our
c o m m o n - s e n s e
understanding of space
and  time.  Any  list  of
p r e  S o c r a t i c
p h i l o s o p h e r s  i s



10

10 List Of Pre Socratic Philosophers 2023-01-24

incomplete  without
Zeno ' s  ingen ious
puzzles.

THE PLURALISTS
AND ATOMISTS:
RECONCILING
CHANGE AND
UNITY

The later Pre-Socratics
a t t e m p t e d  t o
s y n t h e s i z e  t h e
opposing  v iews  of
Heraclitus  (change  is
real)  and  Parmenides
(change is an illusion).
T h e y  a c c e p t e d
Parmenides's  principle
that  "what-is"  cannot
come  from  "what-is-
not,"  but  they  argued
that  change  is  simply
the  rearrangement  of
eternal,  unchanging
e l e m e n t s .  T h i s
perspective  gave  rise
to two major schools.

Empedocl
es (c. 494
– c. 434
BCE)
Empedocles  proposed
a  s y s t e m  o f  f ou r
roots:  earth,  air,  fire,
and  water.  These  are
the  fundamenta l ,
unchanging  elements.
Everything in the world
is  a  mixture  of  these
four  in  different
proportions.  Change
occurs  not  through
g e n e r a t i o n  o r
destruction  (which  is
i m p o s s i b l e ) ,  b u t
t h r o u g h  t h e
c o m b i n a t i o n  a n d
separation  of  these
r o o t s .  H e  a l s o
introduced two cosmic
forces:  Love  (which
unites)  and  Strife
(which separates). The
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cyclical  interplay  of
these  forces  creates
and  destroys  worlds.
Empedocles  also  had
fascinating  theories
a b o u t  b i o l o g i c a l
evolution  and  sense
perception.  He  is  a
colorful  and  important
figure on the list of pre
Socratic philosophers.

Anaxagor
as (c. 500
– c. 428
BCE)
Anaxagoras,  active  in
Athens, took a different
approach.  He  argued
that there is no single
s e t  o f  p r i m a r y
elements.  Instead,
everything  contains  a
portion  of  everything
e l s e .  T h i s  i s  t h e
p r i n c i p l e  o f
panspermia  ( "a l l

seeds"). A piece of gold
conta ins  seeds  o f
everything,  but  the
"gold" seeds dominate.
C h a n g e  i s  t h e
rearrangement  of
these infinite seeds. To
set the cosmic process
in motion,  Anaxagoras
in t roduced  Nous
(Νοῦς),  or  Mind.  Nous
is  an  independent,
i n t e l l i g e n t ,  a n d
ordering  principle  that
caused  the  in i t ia l
rotation of the cosmos,
separating and mixing
the seeds. He was the
first  philosopher  in
A thens  and  was  a
teacher of Pericles, but
he was also exiled for
i m p i e t y .  H i s
i n t roduc t i on  o f  a
cosmic  intelligence
makes him a key figure
o n  t h e  l i s t  o f  p r e
Socratic philosophers.
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The
Atomists:
Leucippu
s and
Democrit

us
The  Atomists  offered
the  mos t  e l egan t
solution to the problem
of change. Leucippus
(5th  century  BCE)
founded  the  school,

b u t  h i s  s t u d e n t
Democritus  (c.  460 –
c. 370 BCE) developed
the system in full. They
argued  that  reality
consists of two things:
a t o m s  ( ἄ τ ο μ ο ς ,
"uncuttable")  and  the
void  (empty  space).
Atoms  are  infinite  in
number,  indivisible,
solid, and eternal. They
are in constant motion
within  the  void.  All
visible  objects  are
temporary  aggregates
of  atoms,  moving and
combining according to
mechanical  necessity.
T h e  s o u l  i t s e l f  i s
composed


