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Lesson 1: Student Resource Sheet 1

Thales [b.624 BC]
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He is remembered as a mathematician, an astronomer and a businessman and is considered one of ‘The Seven Wise Men’ of ancient Greece. This is particularly because although he had a lot of great ideas, he was also very practical and liked to see his ideas used for everyday purposes. 

There are several stories about Thales but it is doubtful that they are historically true. One was that he fell into a well while he was staring up at the sky, looking at the stars. What does this story tell us about how Thales was regarded? We have very little factual information about this philosopher. Almost everything we have comes from other people’s reflections about him. 

Thales was well known for helping to bring mathematical ideas from Egypt to Greece. Another thinker from this period tells us that Thales brought geometry to the Greeks. This would have included work about shapes and symmetry and would have led on to some more complicated theories about the mathematics of geometry. 

Thales is associated with water most of all. He did some useful work in managing water such as re-routing rivers and navigating ships. In addition to these practical things, he reflected on the nature of the world and concluded that everything was made from water. He believed the earth was a flat disc that floated on water. He also noticed how water could exist in different forms - liquid, solid and vapour. Although modern science has since discovered more about the universe and how it works, Thales was importantly beginning the process of speculating about nature and the laws or forces that he felt were underneath it all. 

What is interesting about Thales when you look at his place in the history of science is that he was not referring to religion in his explanations. He was instead trying to offer suggestions and explanations that relied on natural causes or physical explanations. If he had said that God created water and caused it to change into steam then this would have been a supernatural explanation. Thales gave natural explanations and this was new. 

Imagine you were alive at the same time as Thales:

Why do you think he believed that water was the basic ingredient that made up the world? 

Is it such a strange idea?
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