3b: [11-14] The Greeks
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Lesson 1: Student Worksheet 1

What is everything made of?

Part 1

Often only fragments of writing have been found from the first Ancient Greek philosopher-scientists of over 2,600 years ago. From these fragments we have to try to piece together what they may have wanted to communicate about their beliefs and their ways of seeing the world.

Read these fragments. They are all trying to answer the question: What is everything made of? They are all looking for just one answer to that question. 
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Thales (Thay-lees)  c.585 BC

‘….the four substances – of which we say the chief is water, making it as it were the one element of which everything is made……’

1. What does Thales think everything is made of?

_________________________________________________________________

2. What could the other three substances be? 

_________________________________________________________________

[image: image2..pict] Anaximander  (Anax-im-ander) c.560 BC

‘The Non-Limited is the original material of existing things…it is also that to which they return at their destruction. This Non-Limited is everlasting and ageless.’

3. If something is limited that means it has boundaries, limits, a beginning and an end.  So what might the Non-Limited be like? 

________________________________________________________________

 Anaximenes  (Anax-im-en-ees) c.546 BC
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‘….. air holds us together, so do breath and air surround the whole universe.’

4. What does Anaximenes think everything is made of?

_______________________________________________________________
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‘This ordered cosmos which is the same for all…..was ever and is and shall be everlasting Fire, kindled in measure and quenched in measure.’ When Fire is in living things ‘it rests from change’.

5. What does Heraclitus think everything is made of?

______________________________________________________________

6.   Which one of these words do you think he means by ordered? 
unpredictable, reliable, chaotic, unreasonable

 _____________________________________________________________

All these thinkers believe that the universe has order and pattern and is not ruled by the whims and moods of the gods.

Part 2

These Greek thinkers are called the first ‘natural philosophers’ because they were concerned with finding material explanations for how the natural world works.

Most ordinary people still believed that the actions of the gods were enough explanation for why things happened. The natural philosophers must have found this cultural background difficult to shake off.

Can you find references to the state religion in any of these writings?
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Parmenides  (Par-men-id-ees) c.475 BC

‘I will describe how earth and sun and moon…and the Milky Way in the heavens, and outermost Olympus, and the hot power of the stars, came into being.’

7.  In what way could we say that Parmenides is thinking scientifically?

______________________________________________________________

8.  How does he bring in an idea from the state religion?

______________________________________________________________
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Empedocles  (Em-ped-o-clees) c.450 BC

‘……from the mixture of Water, Earth, Air and Fire there came into being the forms and colours of mortal things in such numbers as now exist, fitted together by Aphrodite.’

9.  How does Empedocles describe the ‘stuff’ of all things?

    Of what is it a mixture?

______________________________________________________________

10.  How does he bring in an idea from the state religion?

______________________________________________________________

Whatever time we live in, it is difficult, or even impossible, not to be influenced by the background beliefs and concepts of our own culture. We can see that Parmenides and Empedocles have one foot in the pool of old ideas and the other foot reaching out to a stepping stone taking them to new ideas about how the world is.
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