\ ogonies—storics about how
_the world began—have been told
Imost every culture in the world.
é). help people define their place in
the universe, embedding the specifics
of one human culture within a wider,
wepsmic” pattern. The Greek word cos-

{ implies order and beauty, as well
as universe: to compose a “cosmogony”
is to describe how the world came to
be a beautiful and well-ordered place.
The genre includes some of the earliest
texts in all surviving literature. These
texts give us an idea of how human
gs in premodern civilizations tried
ake sense of their world, and how
y answered questions that still puz-

e | tists, philosophers, poets, and
tfn’eé mns today. Where does the
W)?(tl?»co from? What is it made of?
}E;’ﬁm n order or pattern or purpose
in the universe, or do things happen at
m? Was there a god or gods who
or arranged the world? How
carth begin? How did human
me existence? Has there
n evil? If not, how did wick-

the beginnings and composition of the

cosmos. But we should take these sto-

ries as a provocation to think harder

about what “scientific” thinking really

is. How are our beliefs about atomic

particles different from ancient beliefs

about the power of earth and sky?

Clearly, the bards and poets who told

most of these stories were not inter-
ested in conducting verifiable or falsi-

fiable experiments to find out how
the world works. In that sense, they
were “unscientific.” But it does not fol-
low that they were unsophisticated in
their thinking, Even the authors of
the earliest surviving texts were already
responding in complex ways to a long
set of oral and written traditions.

Nor were these stories immediately
supplanted by later ways of thinking
and writing. Mythological traditions
about the origins of the universe
inspired the beginnings of science and
informed later discussions of philoso-
phy, history, and theology. The work of
the early Greek thinkers who are often
seen as the first scientists—the “pre-
Socratics"—includes some critique of

oty

nd conflict first begin?
o “ ¥ 'al_e ‘r £ d but
offered by ancient texts

rn readers as “primi-

logy and myth; Xeno-
phanes, for instance, suggested that
Homer and Hesiod (whose Theogony
includes the earliest Greek myths about
the origins of the gods) are both “impi-
ous” in their depiction of the gods com-
mittingadultery. The earliest “scientific”
or “philosophical” thought still belongs
to the tradition of Hesiod, although
entities like “water,” “fire,” “air,” and
“mind" are substituted for the named
deities who appeared in the archaic
texts (like Gaia or Uranus). Much later,
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A modern impression
made from an Akkadian
seal from ca, 2200 .c.k.
depicting the sun god
riding u boat with a

o o sl o
defeated

ca-opted the forces of
chaos (the dragon).

‘hﬂ T\Eﬁmkmnoﬁenlmmnnlhg
structure. first philosopher, Thales, theorized that
0ds;  the whole world is made of water. But
the earth, is water—especially salt water—is also a
‘gods, locus for fear of the unknown, of the

the un'predlcnhle, and of the god:’

' Noah's flood is. pralhle'd
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