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Cosmology is the study of the origin and nature of the universe. Ancient Greek philosophers developed theories to explain the origin of the universe while ancient Greek poets and writers described the universe through story, or myth. Some of the philosophical theories developed during the time foreshadowed modern science, while mythological explanations of the universe remain part of ancient literature and art. Cosmological explanations from mythology and philosophy are both highly valued parts of history, yet they have important differences. 
In this paper, I will point out four core differences between mythological and philosophical approaches to cosmology. I will begin by briefly clarifying mythology and philosophy as traditions in concept. Then, I will contrast the ways in which both traditions explain the origins and order of the universe, how the traditions account for cosmological change, and how the traditions view the role of the gods in their respective explanations. 
Because of the volume of literature available on ancient Greek mythology and philosophy, I will focus this paper on ancient Greek mythology around the 7th century and on the presocratic philosophy around the 5th and 6th centuries (Curd, 2020). In anticipation of objections that may arise, I acknowledge that the term presocratic is technically inaccurate since the group of philosophers to which I refer were actually contemporaries of Socrates. However, I will use the term simply to denote the group of early Greek thinkers not influenced by Socrates’ views (Curd, 2020).  
Meaningfully contrasting ancient Greek mythology’s and ancient Greek philosophy’s cosmological approaches begins by briefly clarifying the meanings of mythology and philosophy in concept. As the older of the two traditions, mythology is a type of ancient Greek literature dating back to 725 BC (Dowden, 1992). For the purposes of this paper, I will define mythological tradition as any “Greek non-historical narrative” (5). However, I am using this definition with the caveat that distinguishing between myth and history reflects modern usage of the two terms. Greek writers would not have made such a distinction (Taylor, 1997). “The terms which come…to stand for the opposing poles of ‘myth’ and ‘reason’, muthos and logos, are used virtually interchangeably by earlier writers” (34). This distinction is important not only to clarify the terms’ usage in this paper, but also to reduce the temptation to sharply contrast mythology and philosophy as opposite ends of a truth continuum. In its origins, mythology was a historical account that was often indifferent to matters of truth. Instead, it focused on the element of story and on messages being easily absorbed by listeners (Osborne, 1997).  Comparing truth and falsity between mythology and philosophy will not reveal much about my topic. Therefore, I will use the term myth to exclude historical accounts insofar as it helps make the distinction between myth and philosophy.  
Mythology originated with civilizations of Greek islands in the Aegean Sea including with the people of Crete and of the Cycladic islands (Cartwright, 2018). Greeks used mythological story to explain natural phenomena, to account for the passage of time, and to connect people with Greek religion. Mythology described the “origin and lives of the gods, where humanity had come from and where it was going after death, and gave advice on the best way to lead a happy life” (Cartwright, 2012). 
While the etymology of mythology reflects its emphasis on storytelling, the word philosophy comes from the Greek word philosophia, the love of wisdom (Mark, 2020). Philosophy is the newer tradition compared to mythology. Still, with its history, it is natural to suppose that philosophy and what it comprises is a settled matter. In reality, both the definition of philosophy and its aims remain open to discussion. For example, according to Aristotle, “philosophy begins in wonder, seeks the most fundamental causes or principles of things, and is the least necessary but thereby the most divine of sciences” (Joll, 2020). Modern philosophers such as Richard Rorty suggest that philosophy began as a “confused combination of the love of wisdom and the love of argument” and that it is “best seen as a kind of writing” (Priest, 2006, 198). The fact that we are still exploring definitions and aims of philosophy speaks to its nature (and perhaps to the characteristics of people who tend to engage in philosophy). As philosopher Graham Priest points out, one of the reasons the what is philosophy? question has few straightforward answers is precisely because the question itself is philosophical. “If philosophers ever ceased disagreeing with one another our profession would be done for” (189). Professional survival aside, the statement represents a property of philosophy that distinguishes it from mythology as well as from many other fields. “It is defined neither by its subject matter, nor by its method, but by its spirit: —unbridled criticism” (207). Speaking specifically about philosophical cosmology, Taylor adds that “…there are certain features of Ionian cosmological speculation which justify the traditional claim that it marks an unprecedented step in human thought” because philosophy was “subject to the norms of rationality, observation, and reason” (1997, 2). I consider this shift from mythological to philosophical explanations of the cosmos something like a biomarker in genome science. As biomarkers indicate an event or condition in an organism, so did the shift toward reasoning as a method of exploring the cosmos. Certainly, it is inaccurate to say that “the whole of Greek society moved majestically from barbarous mythos to splendid logos” (Fowler, 2011, 65). But it is fair to say that, regardless of the shift’s speed, a shift to rational explanation is a profound property of the philosophical approach to cosmology. Indeed, Karl Popper (1998) describes it in much the same way that new inventions, innovations, or discoveries are announced: “In every generation we find at least one new philosophy, one new cosmology of staggering originality and depth…What was the secret of the ancients? I suggest that it was a tradition—the tradition of critical discussion” (22).  This, then, points to the first core difference between mythological and philosophical approaches: the emphasis on reason as a method to explore the cosmos. Philosophers take the position that reason is the best route to explore the universe while mythology explores reality through story.  
The second core difference between the two traditions is the explanation given for the origins and order of the universe. Mythological cosmology uses stories about the “structure of the world of the gods” (Taylor, 1997, 16) to explain origins of the universe. Various examples embody this, but one of the most famous is from the Greek poet Hesiod in the “Theogony.” Hesiod’s “Theogony” is an instructional poem depicting the origins of the cosmos and the complicated lineage of Greek gods (www.ancient-literature.com/greece_hesiod_theogony.html).  The poem describes the creation of the world and the gods that shaped the cosmos.  Hesiod writes “…Verily at the first Chaos came to be, but next wide-bosomed Earth, the ever-sure foundations of all…the deathless ones who hold the peaks of snowy Olympus, and dim Tartarus in the depth of the wide-pathed Earth, and Eros (Love), fairest among the deathless gods, who unnerves the limbs and overcomes the mind and wise counsels of all gods and all men within them.” Expert interpretation tells us that Earth, in the cosmology of Hesiod, is a disk surrounded by a river and “floating upon a waste of waters” (Mark, 2012). Hesiod refers to Earth as the foundation of everything including plant life, human and other animal life as well as the hills and the seas (Mark, 2012). Note that Hesiod emphasizes three elements in this excerpt: the divine genealogy; how something came from nothingness (i.e., from Chaos); and godlike intervention from Eros (Love). 
Philosophy’s cosmology, in contrast, focuses on explaining how natural phenomena account for the universe’s origins and its order. The philosopher Thales is usually credited as the first to seek “‘causes and principles’ of the natural world and natural phenomena” (Curd, 2020). Thales was from the city Miletus, an Ionian city in what is now the country of Turkey. He is considered the founder of the Milesian or Ionian School of thought. As this founder, Thales’ thinking “marks a radical change from all other previous sorts of account of the world” in that he “sees nature as a complete and self-ordering system, and sees no reason to call on divine intervention from outside the natural world to supplement his account…” (Curd, 2020). We will return to Thales when we discuss the key principles upon which natural order is based. 
Contrasting mythology’s and philosophy’s explanations for the universe can be viewed in terms of agency. That is, mythology represents the gods as agents of action, change, and intervention in the natural world. Hesiod’s “Theogony” illustrates it well, as does the Greek poet Homer’s work, the “Iliad.” Homer’s poem describes the final year of the Trojan War during which gods frequently intervene (Taylor, 1997). “The gods look on with occasional interest and sometimes with direct intervention, but they are immune from the horrors that unfold, and they know it. Both gods and men must ultimately bend to the will of Zeus, the ‘Cloud-Gatherer’ and king of the gods” (Cartwright, 2017). Mythology not only employs gods as agents but also employs fairy tale antagonists like giants, even monsters. The motivations of these antagonists are basic and personal: sexual motivations or other basic psychological states (Taylor, 1997).  On the other hand, philosophical cosmology explains agency and action in terms of physical laws and predictable patterns (Taylor, 1997). Philosophers codified the idea of a single agent underlying these laws and patterns as a metaphysical concept they called arche. Arche is a Greek word that means the start of something as well as the ruling principle or structure of something (personal communication, Dr. Rebekah Humphreys, November 2020). As one might expect, presocratic philosophers did not agree on what the arche for the cosmos was. We return to Thales’ thinking for an example. “In cosmological speculation Thales is presented by Aristotle as a champion of the primacy of water as an explanatory principle” (Schofield, 1997, 48).  Aristotle writes that Thales likely based his view of water as arche on his observations “that warmth, nutrients and the life they foster are all functions of moisture” (personal communication, Dr. Rebekah Humphreys, November 2020). 
Anaximenes, a contemporary of Thales, had a different view of arche, speculating that it was air. About Anaximenes’ view of air, Simplicius writes “It differs in thinness and thickness according to the substances which it constitutes, and if thin becomes fire, if thickened wind, then cloud, then (thickened further) water, then earth, then stones. Other things come from these. He, too, makes motion eternal, and says that change, as well, comes about because of it.” (Schofield, 1997, 65). Anaximenes may have come to this conclusion from his direct observation of the world around him such as clouds, rain, and condensation (Kirk et al, 1983).  
A final example of arche comes from philosopher Anaximander. Anaximander was Thales’ student, said to have written a book about the origins of the world. The book is an “ambitious narrative of the origins of the world, beginning with the earth and the heavens, and ending the emergence of animal and particularly human life. It was evidently conceived as a sort of naturalistic version of Hesiod’s Theogony” (Schofield, 1997, 55). Though Thales may have been the first to discuss “the architecture of the cosmos—its structure, ground-plan, and building material” (Popper, 2012, 14), it seems Anaximander offered answers to these questions (2012). As for structure, Anaximander poses a theory that the Earth is a globe sitting in the center of the universe, surrounded by “spheres on which heavenly bodies were mounted” (13). Regarding a ground-plan, Anaximander is said to have drawn the first map that depicted the entire world. As for his building material, he identifies the “‘endless’ or ‘boundless’ or unbounded’ or ‘unformed’” (14). The latter, Anaximander refers to as the apeiron. The apeiron can be considered Anaximander’s arche. He believed that the “indefinite (apeiron) is both principle (arche) and element (stoicheion) of the things that are, and he was the first to introduce the name of the principle” (Curd, 2020).  There is some evidence to suggest that apeiron differs slightly from arche. Some have speculated that apeiron is both a first principle as well as some force that “steers all things”. Others have guessed that apeiron means the “beyond: what necessarily lies outside our experience of space and time…if that cosmos came into being, the natural supposition would be that is did so from the apeiron” (Schofield, 1997, 60). What many interpreters agree on, however, is that Anaximander viewed the world as one in constant change. Anaximander’s view of a constantly changing world inspired him to create the doctrine of flux. This doctrine represents the principle that everything flows, nothing is still, and stability in the world does not exist. Heraclitus illustrates the essence of the doctrine using the notion of a river. “We step and do not step into the same rivers, we are and we are not” (personal communication, Dr. Rebekah Humphreys, November 2020). As Aristotle expressed Heraclitus’ view: “‘All things are in motion all the time, even though…this escapes our senses’” (Popper, 2012, 16). Further, every change is a transition from one thing to another, often with opposite qualities of the original thing (Popper, 2012). Heraclitus’ doctrine speaks to a cosmological problem that both mythology and philosophy aimed to address: the general problem of change in the universe. Thinkers in both traditions considered questions about how one thing changes into another and the identity of something when it changed (Popper, 2012). The manner by which the traditions address this question is a third difference in their approaches. Mythology explained changes in the universe as acts of the gods. For example, the myth of the Abduction of Persephone by Hades explained the seasons. “To the ancient Greeks, spring and summer signified the six months when Persephone returned from the Underworld, and her mother Demeter made the earth bloom and grow bountiful after her absence. When Persephone left the company of the gods and returned to the Underworld, Demeter’s loss was expressed in the barrenness of autumn and winter” (www.hellenic.org.au/single-post/2017/09/01/Persephone-and-the-Seasons). 
Philosophical explanations for change also represent one of the more complicated, yet captivating, cosmological principles. Heraclitus, for example, developed a theory of change which posited that change represents a transition of opposites; a thing transitions from one opposite to the other. This theory not only represented how change occurred, but this theory represented Heraclitus’ view of true reality. He contrasted this deeper, ever-changing, hidden reality from those of a superficial appearance: “Unapparent harmony is stronger than the apparent one” (Popper, 2012, 17). That is, in appearance, things seem to be opposite when in truth they are the same (Popper, 2012). This idea likely resonates for those familiar with Plato. Specifically, Plato’s theories of reality reflected as the Divided Line and the Cave Allegory share similarities with Heraclitus in that appearances can be deceiving; discovering reality requires resistance to these deceptions through reasoning. Heraclitus’ theory of change aligns well with a specific kind of truth him, something he called logos. By this, Heraclitus means a sort of objective principle responsible for governing the cosmos. This logos directs all things in the universe and controls the entire cosmos (Curd, 2020). In Heraclitus’ comments, one can see the supposition that humans can grasp the intelligence of the logos using our capacity for intelligent thinking. Notably, however, Heraclitus suggests that while it is possible for humans to come to understand logos, it is difficult for us to do (Curd, 2020). His theory of opposites exemplifies that one must look beyond appearances to grasp truth in the cosmos. Heraclitus writes that “ordinary people are unaware of what is going on, or indeed of what they are themselves doing as though they were going through life asleep” (Osborne, 1997, 97). Heraclitus means that without committing to understand the logos, we remain in an awake-yet-asleep state of existence in which cosmic truth is never really known. 
Heraclitus’ thinking influenced other philosophers with regard to explanations of cosmological change; Parmenides was one of these thinkers. Parmenides was a presocratic philosopher who lived in the Greek city Elea (Hussey, 1997). Known to have rejected most Ionian cosmology, Parmenides opted for new ways of thinking about the universe. Responding to Heraclitus’ theories of change and flux, Parmenides came to a much different cosmological conclusion. Parmenides argued that if change is the transition from one opposite to the other, and “if in truth the opposites are identical, though they appear different, then change itself might be only apparent. If in truth, and for God, all things are one, there might, in truth, be no change” (Popper, 2012, 18). I find a bit of satire in that Parmenides’ theory of change represents a completely opposite view compared to Heraclitus’. The real world, Parmenides said, was really one. It remained stationary and never moved. Change was merely an illusion. (Popper, 2012). 
So far, we have addressed mythology’s and philosophy’s contrasting views in terms of emphasis on reason, explanations for the origins and order of the universe, and theories of change. However, with the addition of Parmenides’ views, I should say that philosophy’s cosmology extends also includes questioning the nature of reality. A fundamental concept that Parmenides puts forth is “that what must be (cannot not-be) …is more knowable than what is merely contingent (what may or may not be), which can be the object only of belief” (Curd, 2020). Parmenides’ illustrates his can-be and cannot not-be dichotomy through a famous poem. In it, Parmenides speaks about a man, a goddess, and two paths to knowledge. Both paths to knowledge require the use of inquiry, but the only the correct path leads to true knowledge. That is, only the path using logos will lead to what-is and the reality of what-is-not (Curd, 2020). Parmenides builds on this by saying that “any thing that genuinely is cannot be subject to coming-to-be or passing-away, must be of a single nature, and must be complete, in the sense of being unchangeably and unalterably what is. These are signs for what any ultimate cause or principle must be like, if it is to be satisfactory as a principle, as something that can be known” (Curd, 2020). In my view, Parmenides’ theories demonstrate the sharpest contrast against mythological views of cosmology. True, I base this assertion in part on Parmenides’ reputation for differing so much from other Ionian theorists. But I base it more on the idea that Parmenides’ theory of an unchanging reality is, as Popper suggests, based on “something like a logical proof; a proof which can be presented as proceeding from the single premise, ‘What is not is not’” (2012, 18). Popper continues: “From this we can derive that the nothing—that which is not—does not exist; a result which Parmenides interprets to mean that the void does not exist. Thus the world is full: it consists of one undivided block, since any division into parts could only be due to separation of the parts by the void…In this full world there is no room for motion. Only the delusive belief in the reality of opposites – the belief that not only what exists but also what is not – leads to the illusion of a world of change” (Popper, 2012, 18-19). A group of subsequent philosophers, the Atomists, responded to Parmenides’ theory directly. Atomists Leucippus and Democritus developed a theory that says, at its highest level, that the void to which Parmenides refers does exist and that it is filled with particles. Thus, they said, their theory of change is that “all change, and especially all qualitative change, has to be explained by the spatial movement of unchanging bits of matter—by atoms in the void” (Popper, 2012, 19).    
The Atomists’ theory of change was not the only view opposing Parmenides, but it did represent the shared challenge facing all post-Parmenidean thinkers. The obstacle was to show how the natural world and objects within it could come into being, change, and non-exist without violating Parmenides’ theory that what is, is not (Taylor, 1997). Another thinker who accepted this challenge, Anaxagoras, offered yet a different explanation. In summary, he responded to the issue of change in the universe with a theory of “everything-in-everything” (Curd, 2019) which says that the cosmos was a mixture of all its ingredients, no individual ingredient standing out from another, and heterogeneous. “The mixture is set into motion by the action of nous (mind or intellect) …the mixture begins to rotate around some small point within it, and as the whirling motion proceeds and expands through the mass, the ingredients in the mixture are shifted and separated out (in terms of relative density) and remixed with each other, ultimately producing the cosmos of apparently separate material masses and material objects, with the different properties, that we perceive.” (Curd, 2019).  
In discussing the immediately preceding difference between the traditions, we have established that mythology uses the gods as core agent of changes on the universe. It would be easy to overgeneralize the opposite and say that philosophical cosmology avoids discussion of gods or makes little mention of them, however, this would be inaccurate. It would be more accurate to say that philosophical cosmology treats the role of gods much differently when compared to mythology. In fact, the role of divinity in the natural world was a question most philosophers puzzled over. One can see this in their writings, sometimes speaking of their own principles and causes in relation to something of a divine nature (Osborne, 1997). For example, Anaxagoras wrote about a cosmic mind in which he describes it as “taking thought for everything and having the greatest power” (Taylor, 1997, 219). Aristotle explains that Thales said, “All things are full of gods” (O’Grady, 2020). It is clear from these examples that divinity played some role in presocratic thinking and that atheism was never a goal (Osborne, 1997). Instead, these early philosophers created “a revised account of the work of the gods, in which what is truly divine is a cause outside and beyond the humdrum decisions of unpredictable individuals” (90).  Taylor summarizes the Ionians approach eloquently. “Ionians appear to have regarded [the world’s] basic components as alive, and to have given them some of the attributes of divinity, such as immortality” (1997, 2). 
Conclusion
Throughout this paper, I have provided evidence of four main differences between mythological and philosophical cosmologies. I discussed philosophy’s emphasis on reason and differences in how the traditions explain origins and order of the universe. I discussed the manner by which the traditions address change throughout the cosmos and the way they include the gods in their explanation. My intent was to honor the contributions of mythology as an ancient literature while celebrating philosophy as a disciplined field of study to better understand knowledge, reality, and existence. 
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