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To Thales, the original Acheloios fanatic

‘……maybe this isn’t the right way of making exchanges for virtue, by exchanging pleasures for 
pleasures and pains for pains and terror for terror and the greater for the less, as if they were coins, 
but maybe this alone is the right coin for virtue, the coin for which all things must be exchanged—

thoughtfulness. Maybe this is the genuine coin for which and with which all things must be  
bought and sold’

-Socrates1

1 Plato, Phaedo 69a, trans. Eva Brann, Peter Kalkavage, and Eric Salem, Plato’s Phaedo (Newburyport, MA: Focus, 1998).
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Abstract

This book presents a new account of Thales based on the idea that Acheloios, a deity equated 
with water in the ancient Greek world and found in Miletos during Thales’ life, was the most 
important cultic deity influencing the thinker, profoundly shaping his philosophical worldview. 
In doing so, it also weighs in on the metaphysical and epistemological dichotomy that 
seemingly underlies all academia—the antithesis of the methodological postulate of Marxian 
dialectical materialism vis-à-vis the Platonic idea of fundamentally real transcendental 
forms. Unbeknownst to many scholars, there are various Neo-Marxian thinkers that position 
the origin of coinage as the pivotal technological development giving rise to impersonal 
“metaphysical cosmology,” suggesting that the value of money was more-or-less projected 
back onto the cosmos in the form of “ideal substances.” While the arguments are incredibly 
sophisticated and persuasive, their conclusions (either stated or implied) are rather difficult to 
swallow: the self is merely an illusion, abstract ideas of an ultimate source of value, like God or 
the Good, are totally delusional (as is the soul, and presumably any notion of inherent human 
dignity), and essentially everything is reducible to mankind’s enslavement to commodities 
and the notion of our own objectified labor, which is the true source of all value according to 
Marx. Not only is this an alarming belief that many scholars (consciously or unconsciously) 
have adopted, since essentially any action could be “justified,” it is also demonstrably false, 
since it rests on a misunderstanding of Thales and misconception of philosophy as such.

My work rectifies that misunderstanding. In an important sense, it is an attempt at redefining 
philosophy as a “love of wisdom,” which I argue was accurate even in the Presocratic setting, 
and it uses the influence of Acheloios on Thales to do so. Throughout its pages I explore the 
etymology and historical uses of the word ὔδωρ, examine the archaeological context of 7th 
to 6th century Miletos, consider various aquatic myths Thales encountered, and highlight 
a hitherto overlooked tradition stemming from Thales and influencing such thinkers as 
Pythagoras, Empedokles, and Hippo, which culminates in a completely new reading of Plato’s 
Phaedrus, a dialogue in which Plato responds to the exact type of thinking employed by the 
Neo-Marxians. It is there that we find Socrates and Phaedrus surrounded by the iconography 
of Acheloios and the nymphs, all while they lie reclined like river gods (the sinews of Acheloios) 
on the banks of the Ilisos. And it is in that dialogue that Plato defines philosophy as a love 
of wisdom—the beholding of a multiplicity of hermeneutical frameworks—and alludes to the 
fact that it began with the sacrifice of Acheloios, the initial philosophical maneuver which 
he attributes to Thales. The book ends with a threefold rejoinder to the Neo-Marxian school, 
corresponding to the λόγος, μῦθος, and ἔργον of Acheloios. It turns out that, (1) the λόγος of 
Acheloios contained the ideal preconditions conducive to an abstraction to a more refined 
philosophical worldview in which divine water operated as the One among the Many; (2) the 
μῦθος of Acheloios actually encouraged the application of the notion of sacrifice to Acheloios 
himself (thus revealing his essence as divine water); and, (3), the ἔργον of Acheloios, in which 
he kneels in assent to sacrifice, is found on a coin that was probably designed by Thales. In the 
final analysis, I suggest that the tradition of Acheloios is reflective of a greater philosophical 
truth, and that by following Thales’ lead, we transcend the Marxian hermeneutic of doubt and 
reorient ourselves toward the οὐσια ὄντως οὖσα.
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Introduction

‘For if this book is a joke, it is a joke against me. I am the man who, with utmost daring, discovered what had been 
discovered before.’

-G.K. Chesterton1

Arguments concerning the ultimate principles of reality tend to assume remarkable forms 
at different times throughout history. In one peculiar case some have maintained that all 
philosophical speculation has its origin in coins. Plato’s colorless, formless, and intangible 
Being (οὐσια ὄντως οὖσα), St. Thomas Aquinas’ quod sit per se necessarium, Kant’s synthetic a 
priori—all of it originates from stamped little globules of metal with specific markings. Indeed, 
many of the adherents to this theory consider such ideologies entirely delusional, and believe 
that universal forms and values emerging from abstraction are complete fabrications on the 
part of man, with no independent ontological status. Fairly recently, the basic argument that 
coins caused philosophy was given tremendous force, specifically in Richard Seaford’s Money 
and the Early Greek Mind. Seaford’s argument, as compelling as it is, is an exercise in strict 
historical materialism, and the result of his investigation radically reduces the character of 
Presocratic philosophy to the confines of ‘metaphysical cosmology.’ While it might seem, on 
face value, that this topic would be of little interest to any but a small group of academics, 
in truth it is one of the most important philosophical discussions of our time (and all time). 
In fact, as I’ll venture to show, the question of Thales and the origin of philosophy is part of 
a conversation started by Plato thousands of years ago, one in which he was responding to 
the very same type of thinking employed by the Neo-Marxians. There, he offered a response 
to such thinking in a shrine to Acheloios on the banks of a river, and likewise, my response 
to the Neo-Marxians will also have recourse to Acheloios, for, as I hope to show, Acheloios is 
fundamentally important to the history of philosophical activity, then and now. 

Accordingly, the purpose of my work here is essentially twofold: on the one hand, I plan to 
refute the Neo-Marxian account of the origin of philosophy, an account which is rooted in the 
dialectical materialism of Marx himself. I believe refuting the Neo-Marxian claim is incredibly 
important because the ramifications of accepting such a viewpoint are the elimination of God 
and the soul, which are defended in this work in a variety of ways. On the other hand, the 
refutation of the Neo-Marxian account will consist in establishing the undeniable relation 
of the cult of Acheloios and its surrounding mythos to the philosophy of Thales. This latter 
demonstration is equally important because, so far as I can anticipate, it will help initiate a 
new type of philosophy that emerges in the face of the critical methodology and its underlying 
hermeneutic of doubt. 

Such bold claims demand lots of evidence and such an ambitious work requires a thorough 
introduction, so I have decided at the outset to provide an overview of the argument in its 
entirety, found below. This should help the reader get his or her bearings before evaluating 
the evidence in the text, but should by no means be seen as covering all aspects of the 
argument. I have also opted for Greek fonts. The alternative would be to use transliterations, 

1 G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (New York: John Lane Company, 1909), 18.
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but if the reader has no knowledge of Greek, I see no legitimate reason—I do, however, list the 
transliteration after the first appearance of all Greek words that appear regularly throughout 
the work. Additionally, although there are many footnotes throughout the manuscript, for the 
vast majority they do not provide any additional rationale—the reader is therefore welcome to 
skip over them for a smoother reading though should he or she want to see the evidence, it is 
all there, along with what I think are interesting anecdotes. Finally, this book is an inference to 
the best explanation and should ideally be read from start to finish in its entirety (a courtesy 
I admittedly was unable to extend to all of the books I relied so heavily on). I’d like to warn 
in particular about skipping directly to Chapters 9-12 without examining the many pages of 
evidence that precede them, particularly the account of Thales’ philosophy in Chapter 3 and 
the overview of Acheloios in Chapter 4.

In terms of the book’s contents, the first chapter begins with an analysis of abstraction 
and resultant ideologies according to Marx. Marx proposed a theory in Das Kapital that the 
exchange-value of commodities, specifically abstract human labor, gave rise to all ideologies. 
However, he insisted that such ideologies were essentially like ‘optical illusions’ that did not 
correspond to some objective reality outside the mind, hence many refer to Marx’s enterprise 
under the banner of dialectical or historical materialism, considering it the rigorous 
employment of a methodological postulate rather than a proper ‘worldview.’ As a critical 
theory, dialectical materialism explains the superstructures of social reality and their material 
underpinnings in processes of (and struggles to control) production and consumption; but 
it also has an ontographic dimension, despite the fact that Marx does not participate in 
bourgeois philosophy. In this second sense, dialectical materialism implies, ontologically, that 
all reality is reduced to dialectical exchange in a thoroughly immanent, material world (the 
opposite of Hegel), and these ontological parameters have serious implications insofar as all 
transcendental forms and values are essentially non-existent. Indeed, even consciousness—
the static, persistent individual experiencing the world through time—is itself delusory. Thus, 
all reality, having no fundamental, permanent parameters, is reduced to flux and probability 
(Plato’s ‘becoming’), however well we may be able to anticipate or explain behaviors using the 
methodological postulate.

Upon this basis there are two early theories that argue the social use of coinage literally caused 
philosophy. These theories are found in the work of George Thomson and Alfred Sohn-Rethel. 
On the one hand, Thompson offers an important cultural critique of archaic coinage and 
Presocratic philosophy, and shines a light on the often-overlooked fact that philosophy and 
coinage emerged in nearly the same place at the same time. That is, electrum coinage, the 
very first true coinage of the world, appears in the second half of the seventh century BC in 
the area of Ionia and Lydia, in the same half century that Thales was born, thus a generation 
or so before he began philosophizing. Thomson argues, largely following Marx, that the social 
exchange of money engendered abstract philosophical frameworks in the sense that the value 
of money was reflected back onto the world via a ‘false consciousness,’ and his historical 
survey is evidence of such a causal relation. But Thomson’s theory lacked sufficient discussion 
of the inner workings or machinations that take place in the mind during the process in 
which exchange value undergoes some metamorphosis into something else. This ambiguity 
was somewhat clarified by Alfred Sohn-Rethel, sworn enemy of the looming technological 
takeover of mankind, who presented an abstract critique of epistemology in his discussion of 
how exchange-abstraction gives rise to philosophical frameworks, juxtaposing his view with 
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Kant’s system of Transcendental Idealism. For Sohn-Rethel, instead of the mind projecting a 
priori categories onto the world, social interactions in the world (specifically, the exchange 
of coined money) change the physical brain in such a way that it can then project universal 
frameworks and values onto the world.

The second chapter of this book examines Richard Seaford’s works, which combine and 
expand upon the theories of Marx, Thomson, and Sohn-Rethel. Seaford argues, following 
his predecessors, that the absence of use-value in money makes it an ‘ideal substance,’ and 
this notion of ideal substance is then projected onto the cosmos by the Presocratics in their 
identification of various material candidates for the ἀρχή (archḗ). For evidence, Seaford presents 
a tenfold scheme in which he compares coined money to Anaximander’s ἄπειρον (ápeiron). 
Briefly, he argues that both coinage and the ἄπειρον exhibit ten common characteristics, 
and such a parallel supports the idea that coinage engendered philosophical activity, which 
Seaford defines as ‘metaphysical cosmology’ consisting of ‘abstract ideas of the universe as 
an impersonal system.’ On top of this, in his later works, Seaford goes so far as to explain the 
perceived unity of individual human consciousness as also deriving from coinage, solidifying 
him among the rank and file of the Neo-Marxians. Here he argues that the abstract impersonal 
substance encompassed in money is ‘introjected’ into the mind, essentially producing the 
‘false consciousness’ advocated by Marx and his followers.

With this background, the first step in disputing what I call the Neo-Marxian school of 
exchange-abstraction is to point out some of its apparent shortcomings, which I do in the 
second part of Chapter 2. Here I begin by building upon a poignant critique of Seaford by Joshua 
Reynolds. He points out three things: (1) Seaford is not explaining the conscious thoughts 
of the Presocratics and focusing only on unconscious motivators; (2) There is an abundance 
of evidence that exhibits a pre-coinage distinction of sign and substance; and (3) Seaford’s 
account does not explain the actual cognitive processes at play in the origin of philosophy. 
But Reynolds’ critique is no nail in the coffin, and Seaford’s argument still has incredible 
strength. I therefore add additional critiques which I build upon throughout the remainder of 
the book. Notably, I point out that Seaford’s argument is based too heavily on the Aristotelian 
tradition (specifically as interpreted since Hegel), which many scholars have criticized because 
it employs anachronistic terminology when discussing archaic thinkers. But an even more 
serious issue with Seaford’s account, and likewise Thomson’s and Sohn-Rethel’s, is that they 
all almost completely ignore Thales. The rationale is that he is so obscure and the evidence so 
fragmentary that we cannot determine much. Conveniently, by ignoring Thales it allows the 
argument for exchange-abstraction to gain a much stronger foothold, since the ambiguity (or 
even mysticism) surrounding Thales is such that it is incommensurable with the precision 
of the exchange-abstraction paradigm. Moreover, by ignoring Thales the very definition of 
philosophy changes and begins with Anaximander’s (seemingly) far more delineated ἄπειρον. 
In the course of this book, I hope to show that philosophy is something other than what 
Seaford makes it out to be; that is to say, it is not simply the projection of ‘abstract ideas of the 
universe as an impersonal system,’ but, rather, an authentic love of wisdom that stems from 
beatific vision.

Having identified the core problems, I begin the investigation into an alternative that 
reestablishes Thales as the original philosopher, properly understood. Thus, I turn to Thales 
and Acheloios quite generally in the next two chapters. In Chapter 3 I review the ancient 
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accounts of Thales’ philosophy we can rely on for the larger project, and in this case we will 
see that it amounts to just three things: (1) ὕδωρ (hýdōr) is the ἀρχή; (2) the Earth rests on ὕδωρ; 
and (3) all things are full of gods. All other elements of his philosophy are far too uncertain to 
depend upon at this initial stage and will not be given any attention here—not because they are 
completely out of the realm of possibility, but because an accurate assessment of them would 
prove far too demanding here, and will be much easier to interpret after an examination of the 
Acheloios tradition. In any case, in this chapter we will see that it is erroneous to think that 
Thales believed water was the constitutive cause of all things, and also that ἀρχή likely meant 
more than simply ‘origin.’ Herein I’ll suggest that Thales viewed ὕδωρ as divine water and, 
metaphysically, this can best be construed in a threefold sense distinct from the traditional 
Aristotelian conception, as the originating, underlying/governing, and final principle of all 
things.

In Chapter 4, I present an overview of Acheloios, based largely on my earlier work with Dr. 
Sisci. Here we will see that Acheloios emerges from a widespread Orientalizing phenomenon 
in which itinerant mercenaries and seers collectively crystallized the mythos of Acheloios and 
formed a cultural koine spanning much of the Mediterranean, which is reflected in literature 
as early as Homer. All of these practices and related mythologies were largely filtered through 
earlier Near Eastern predecessors. Most importantly, Acheloios was equated with water 
and viewed in some important accounts as its ultimate source. This point, which has been 
overlooked in all discourses on Thales until now, is utterly essential. If Thales said that (divine) 
water was the ἀρχή, regardless of the ontological dimension of his conception of ἀρχή, surely a 
deity equated with water is relevant to a discussion of the mythological and religious influences 
on Thales. And this equating of Acheloios and water is not cherry-picked from one or two 
obscure passages examined in isolation, but rather comes from a robust, widely-held belief 
system exhibited in literature and cult. I follow the work of contemporary archaeologist and 
classicist Dr. Hans-Peter Isler, who expanded greatly upon the original theory of Nicola Ignarra 
(a remarkably brilliant, 18th century scholar). The major ancient sources for this tradition 
are the earlier versions of Homer’s Iliad (advocated by both Megakleides and Zenodotus), 
fragments of Ephorus, the works of Euripides, Achaeus, Sophokles, and Aristophanes, the 
Derveni Papyrus, the Oxyrhynchus Papyrus, Virgil, Servius, and Macrobius. Ultimately, Acheloios 
was widely viewed as the ultimate source and strength of water and the rivers of the world 
were seen as the ‘sinews of Acheloios’ —both meanings, strength and sinews, contained in the 
Greek ἴς (ίs) (a word we find paired with Acheloios in antiquity). 

With these basic parameters set—an assessment and initial critique of the Neo-Marxians and 
a basic overview of both Thales and Acheloios—the real work of the book begins, namely, 
demonstrating that Thales was influenced by the cult of Acheloios and its surrounding mythos. 
In Chapter 5, I begin to forge the Acheloios-Thales connection by first examining the very 
word Thales used to identify the ἀρχή, namely, ὕδωρ. Here I look at its use in Homeric times 
and, as it turns out, it always refers to fresh water unless employing a very specific epithet 
(and then only in the Odyssey and very rarely). This is our first indication that we need to look 
beyond Okeanos in assessing the mythological and religious influences on Thales. In fact, it 
bodes well for Acheloios, who is often identified with fresh water in particular. I then turn to 
the etymology of ὕδωρ, specifically its roots in the Akkadian edû and adû and its distant cousin, 
the Sanskrit udan. In all cases we find consistency with the Greek: the Akkadian and Sanskrit 
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equivalents of ὕδωρ also mean fresh, or pure, unadulterated water—water as such—and there 
is also invariably some divine or sacred dimension to it. 

Chapter 6 examines the archaeological evidence demonstrating that the cult of Acheloios was 
actually in Miletos during Thales’ life. The first objective was to determine when Thales lived. 
This was not easy, because what evidence there is, is mostly unreliable. Still, we can be certain 
that he was born in the second half of the seventh century and died in the second half of 
the sixth century, and those general parameters are sufficient for our purposes. Moving on 
from Thales’ dates, I exhibit several pieces of material culture that demonstrate Acheloios 
was known to the Milesians during Thales’ life: a unique electrum stater featuring Acheloios 
Meandros as a winged man-faced bull, three small electrum fractionals also featuring Acheloios, 
two pottery fragments excavated at Berezan, a Milesian colony, both featuring Acheloios, and 
several aryballoi in the form of the head of Acheloios from Naukratis, another Milesian colony. 

Having established, beyond reasonable doubt, that the cult of Acheloios was operative in Miletos 
during Thales’ life, I move in Chapter 7 to a more philosophical argument that Thales must 
have transitioned from a more mythological and religious mindset to a philosophical mindset, 
else he could not be credited with establishing anything new. Here I focus mostly on critiquing 
the work of Patricia O’Grady, who wrote a monograph on Thales, and who insists that Thales 
was not influenced by myth at all. First, I point out some obvious (and serious) shortcomings in 
her work: (1) a conflation of myth and religion; (2) a complete lack of research into the culture 
of seventh to sixth century Miletos; and (3) an unjustified overextension of some fragments of 
Xenophanes and Heraclitus. I then provide a philosophical argument, largely following Francis 
Cornford, that insists philosophy could not emerge ex nihilo in the manner O’Grady describes, 
but must have developed analogously from myth and religion. Theories like those of Cornford 
have diminished in influence since the mid-20th century because they assumed too much 
about the internal machinations of the thinker. But now we have proof of Acheloios in Miletos, 
providing the nourishment for fresh, fruitful speculations about mythological and cultic 
influence on philosophy. I end the section by reviewing the major developmental theme of the 
origin of philosophy promoted by Herman Diels and instituted by Walter Kranz, and followed 
by many others. With this developmental scheme in mind, it is clear that the problem question 
confronting Thales was not, ‘What is that from which all things originate, all things consist, 
and all things return?’ (O’Grady’s Aristotle), nor Panchenko’s reduced version borrowed from 
Anaximander, which amounts to something like, ‘What is that from which all things originate 
and to which all things return?’ I say this because such questions were already answered by 
myth and religion—perhaps not perfectly articulated, but enough so that the theory could be 
formulated that ὕδωρ was the ἀρχή, without a clear, delineated abstract question concerning 
ἀρχή in search of a candidate. 

With this philosophical point put aside, I then turn to an examination of other possible 
mythological and religious influences on Thales that might have helped give rise to philosophy 
proper. First and most obvious is Okeanos, whom many others, apparently since Hippias, have 
suggested might have had an influence on Thales. First, however, I discredit that he (Okeanos) 
was the primary influence based on the following: The two lines in Homer from Book 14 
concerning Okeanos probably refer to river gods and might indeed be later interpolations, 
since the evidence presented by D’Alessio concerning Book 21 is so convincing, and Book 
14 is well known for its internal inconsistencies. I support the ‘orthodox’ view of Acheloios, 
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again following D’Alessio, with the authority of Megakleides, the pre-Alexandrian scholar, and 
Zenodotus, a former librarian at the Library of Alexander, both of whom were ethnic Ionians 
that advocated Acheloios was the original source of all water. Overall, I insist that there is no 
strong evidence that Okeanos was worshipped or even known about in seventh- to mid sixth-
century BC Miletos, so it is impossible to say he definitely influenced the thinker. Nonetheless, 
there is some evidence of a conflation between Okeanos and Acheloios that appears after 
Thales, and since we know Okeanos was attested in Attica c. 590 BC, I do not dismiss the 
possibility of influence entirely.

Following these observations, I look east, largely following W.K.C. Guthrie and M.L.West, and 
examine Apsu and Asalúhi in the Near East and Nūn in Egypt. These figures show remarkable 
similarity to the idea that divine water is the ‘origin,’ or ἀρχή as traditionally construed in 
Homeric epic, insofar as they operate as the primordial water from which all things emerge. 
I then examine Yahweh, who also has a distinct aquatic dimension and who, like Acheloios, 
was probably represented in art as a man-faced bull up to the sixth century BC Finally, I’ll 
look at two Milesian figures: Aphrodite (Aphrogeneia), worshipped there and at other Milesian 
colonies as a sea goddess, and Poseidon, who had an early cult in Miletos. Combined, these two 
figures provide an interesting example of a multiplicity of deities in the same area all sharing 
an underlying aquatic dimension, seemingly indicative of Thales’ historically consistent use 
of the term ‘gods’ in reference to water, which was likely influenced by earlier Dodonaean 
practices. Altogether, these similar aquatic deities indicate that Thales was confronted with 
various (sometimes competing) myths as he developed as a thinker and particularly as he 
traveled (a point recognized by von Fritz and Popper), and thus the problem question he faced 
was a question concerning the underlying unity or truth behind these myths—a vindication 
of myth by a pious sage, in other words, not an abandonment or rejection of sacred traditions. 
Thus, as I’ll demonstrate, Thales seems to have transitioned from the particular watery myths 
to the general ὕδωρ, and I show in the next chapter that this happened through Acheloios.

I therefore offer an essential component to the overall argument in Chapter 9, that Acheloios 
was the primary and most influential deity on Thales, for a variety of reasons. Here, I will 
present a more robust picture of Acheloios and expand on some of the details that were 
summarized in Chapter 4. Briefly, I will demonstrate that the ‘modified’ (or qualified threefold) 
Aristotelian ἀρχή was presaged (or tacitly expressed) by Acheloios. First, I will exhibit the 
evidence of Acheloios as a shapeshifter, able to become anything, and also a deity pivotal in 
sustaining life, instrumental in birth, and essential to the emergence of personal and civic 
identity, all of which indicate Acheloios was an ‘originating’ deity in antiquity. Next, we will 
examine the importance of the cultic belief in assimilation with Acheloios and how this is 
indicative of the later ἀρχή as ‘governing’ principle. Furthermore, in this section we will 
look at the positioning of Acheloios as the ultimate, chthonic source of water, and how this 
characteristic tacitly expresses the later notion of water as underlying principle. Finally, we 
will look at Acheloios as a psychopomp and his role in death rituals, and here I will demonstrate 
that he was rather widely and very openly associated with death, hence ‘that to which all 
things return’ was tacitly incorporated into his overall mythos. The second part of this chapter 
looks at the notion of the One among the Many in relation to the idea that the rivers of the 
world are the sinews of Acheloios, and that he is their underlying strength. Here the double 
meaning of ἴς as both strength and sinew is reflected in the notion of ἀρχή as One among 
the Many. This section will also entertain arguments concerning the abstraction inherent in 
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the iconic identification of Acheloios as a man-faced bull, in which case I’ll point out that 
recognition of the man-faced bull as a local embodiment of Acheloios requires a process of 
abstraction conducive to philosophical activity. Combined, all these aspects of the Acheloios 
tradition appear to have provided the groundwork for Thales to develop a more delineated 
notion of a nominally demythologized principle of all things analogously from the Acheloios 
tradition.

At this point in the book, the question naturally arises: If the cult of Acheloios was so influential 
on Thales, why hasn’t anybody noticed this until now? The answer is actually quite simple, 
and there is compelling evidence of a chain of connection from Thales to Plato, wherein we 
find an all-encompassing presentation of Thales’ philosophy specifically in relation to the cult 
of Acheloios (and nature and man quite generally). But before getting to Plato, I exhibit the 
traces of the Acheloian-Thaletan tradition in subsequent thinkers leading up to the Platonic 
dialogues.

Chapter 10 therefore consists of an examination of Pythagoras, Hippo, and Empedokles, who 
I will argue were part of a single, largely overlooked tradition that was ultimately filtered 
through Thales. In Part I, I provide the evidence for the claim that Pythagoras was a highly 
regarded pupil of Thales and seemingly instrumental in spreading elements of the cult 
of Acheloios throughout Magna Graecia and Sicily. In Part II, I exhibit evidence that Hippo 
went so far as to advocate an aquatic soul, and this has been compared, however loosely, to 
Thales’ theory ever since Aristotle’s commentary. In Part III, I will review evidence from my 
earlier work that ties Acheloios to Empedokles which, when combined with the well-attested 
association of Empedokles and Pythagoras, is indicative of a tradition that stems from Thales. 
Ultimately, once the Thales-Acheloios connection is made, all of these fragmentary pieces of 
evidence begin to fall into place, and will be significantly reinforced when we examine the 
treatment of Thales by Plato.

In Chapter 11, I examine Sophokles, and offer a detailed explanation of some key components 
to the Trachiniae that shed light on the ancient belief concerning the role of assimilation 
with Acheloios and the notion of purification as it relates to Herakles’ apotheosis. Although 
Sophokles does not mention Thales, there are many important insights into the myth of 
Acheloios, in particular Sophokles’ beautiful illustration of the general Orphic concerns with 
the individual soul in relation to the divine, here using Herakles as the paradigmatic example. 
In terms of specifics, after providing an overview of the play, I will exhibit the many allusions to 
Acheloios beyond the battle in the opening stanzas, viz., open transgressions against Acheloios 
and Kypris, repeated mention of Dodona (where patrons were to sacrifice to Acheloios), specific 
recognition of Locri, where Acheloios was worshipped as a psychopomp, among many others. 
The underlying theme emerging from this analysis is that Herakles’ apotheosis is achieved 
only through assimilation with Acheloios, who occupies a position as ‘the only god on earth’ 
that operates in this liminal capacity. In the final analysis, Sophokles is clearly playing upon a 
previously unwritten ancient tradition with roots in Orphic and Dodonaean customs and one 
that Thales was certainly aware of (as will be evident in the coverage of Plato).

I therefore end the overview of the ancient Thaletan-Acheloian tradition with Plato’s Phaedrus, 
in which Acheloios is positioned as the very foundation for an understanding of colorless, 
formless, and intangible Being (οὐσια ὄντως οὖσα). In other words, Plato captures in the 
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dialogue the idea that it is through the sacrifice of Acheloios that we are given a glimpse of the 
transcendent realm of the forms. Rather remarkably, the dialogue itself takes place in a shrine 
to Acheloios, in which the two interlocutors, much like the sinews of Acheloios, sit reclined 
like river gods discussing the role of love and beauty in the process of abstraction. I divide the 
chapter into two parts, the first with allusions to Acheloios, where the setting (a microcosm 
of Dodona), the discussion of abstraction, the notion of assimilation, the employment of 
aquatic language, the references to Sirens, Nymphs, and Dodona, and finally the ‘banquet of 
the gods,’ are all indicative of Acheloios. Complementing this section, I will present various 
important pieces of contemporaneous art from the region (mostly Attica itself) that reinforce 
my interpretation of the dialogue. The second part of the chapter concerns allusions to Thales. 
Here we see that the conflation of self-knowledge and ἀρχή, the notion that ‘all things are 
full of gods,’ the relation of motion to the soul, the inferior position of written documents, 
and the differentiation between wisdom and love of wisdom are without a doubt allusion to 
Thales. I will support this position with recourse to some of Plato’s other works in which he 
mentions Thales outright in the same context. Finally, the chapter ends with a short section on 
the positioning of Acheloios vis-à-vis Being and how this juxtaposition is Plato’s recognition 
of the moist seed of dualism in Thales’ philosophy. (This will be particularly important in 
transcending the confines of the Neo-Marxian school).

The conclusion of the book offers the direct confrontation with the Marxian enterprise of 
dialectical materialism, which turns out to be the exact type of thinking Plato rallied against 
in writing his dialogues, also making use of the Acheloios tradition. The confrontation is 
essentially threefold, corresponding to three different elements of the Acheloios tradition that 
influenced Thales: the λόγος (lógos) of Acheloios, the μῦθος (mŷthos) of Acheloios, and the ἔργον 
(érgon) of Acheloios. The reason for presenting a threefold explanation is straightforward: 
since the Marxians will not engage in a philosophical argument, we must meet them at 
their level and present historical and archaeological evidence (i.e. evidence of the ἔργον of 
Acheloios). However, since we are interested in both the influences on Thales and the ideas he 
actually held, we must also have a more philosophical account (corresponding to λόγος). The 
mythological account, following Plato’s use of myth in the Phaedrus, binds the two approaches 
together and reveals truths inaccessible to the other two individually. 

In terms of the λόγος of Acheloios, I discuss how the abstraction concerning ἴς in relation to 
Acheloios and his sinews combined with the abstraction inherent in assigning or recognizing 
the locative epithets of Acheloios are much better suited to explain the impetus behind Thales’ 
philosophical activity when compared to the Neo-Marxian notion of exchange-abstraction. 
This, to me, should be rather obvious at this stage, especially since Acheloios’ mythos and 
cultic practices always involve water, the basis of Thales’ entire philosophical enterprise. Why 
explain the origin of philosophy via unconscious social influences when we have evidence of a 
myth Thales knew and could consciously extrapolate from?

The discussion of the μῦθος of Acheloios concerns the particular insight into the sacrifice of 
Acheloios as marking the origin of the philosophical experience. Here I argue that the notion 
of expiatory sacrifice inherent in the myth was particularly influential on Thales. Thales 
recognized a twofold meaning in the μῦθος of Acheloios, as exhibited especially in Plato’s 
treatment of the philosopher and related contemporaneous art. On the one hand, Thales saw 
that taming rivers (physically regulating the flow of rivers) will produce great agricultural 
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Figure 1a: Electrum stater (the ‘Badge of Thales’). Image courtesy of Museu Calouste 
Gulbenkian, background edited by author. Inv. Gulbenkian 720.  

Figure 1b: Obverse enlargement of the ‘Badge of Thales.’  Image courtesy of Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, 
background edited by author. Inv. Gulbenkian 720.  
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abundance, hence the cornucopia overflows with crops (the standard interpretation of the 
myth). On the other hand, he saw that, by struggling with the water-bull deity one also 
gains access to ultimate knowledge—participating in the banquet of the gods. The two-fold 
meaning of the myth therefore corresponds to physical and intellectual pursuits, respectively. 
Thales’ real genius moment was that he applied the lesson of the myths to Acheloios himself, 
and the result, the sacrifice of Acheloios, brought forth ὔδωρ as qualified threefold ἀρχή—
the governing origin of all things (hence a metaphysical cosmology). Thus, Thales indeed 
discovered a nominally demythologized way of explaining the world through the sacrifice 
of Acheloios. However, by saying ὔδωρ is the ἀρχή Thales also recapitulated Acheloios and 
likewise the deeply held religious beliefs of various seventh to sixth century Mediterranean 
cultures. Essentially, everyone’s religious beliefs in an originating, primordial, divine water 
were correct in Thales’ new formulation, and not in some delusional way but in a way all could 
agree to since divine water was the common ground (though it was given different names 
and narratives in different areas). Thus, the two formulations, ὔδωρ is ἀρχή and Acheloios is 
ἀρχή, are certainly not contradictory but more tautological, and Thales therefore moved from 
the particular watery deities to the more general ὔδωρ through the sacrifice of Acheloios. It 
was therefore recognition of this—the beauty of the sacrifice of Acheloios—that allowed for a 
beholding of a multiplicity of hermeneutical frameworks that is at the heart of an authentic 
love of wisdom.

The ἔργον of Acheloios is the final component of the Acheloios tradition to consider. Here I will 
present evidence that Thales’ very insight concerning the sacrifice of Acheloios is captured on 
a coin that was, I’ll argue, probably designed by Thales himself—the Badge of Thales (Figure 
1a and Figure 1b). In this section I advocate for the often-held position that electrum types 
featuring various iconic ‘blazons’ were the marks of officials, prominent citizens, or other 
elites, and there is no better person to create this coin than Thales (assuming one accepts my 
assessment thus far). Thales was the most widely-hailed citizen of Miletos—the crowning jewel 
of the ornament of Ionia—who regularly engaged in regional politics, traveled abroad, and 
seemingly also made major financial purchases. He is probably even buried beneath the agora of 
Miletos. And, if he was indeed the first to recognize the intellectual dimension to the Acheloios 
myth and apply the notion of sacrifice to Acheloios himself, it makes terrific sense that he was 
behind the design. The coin features a winged Acheloios kneeling in assent to being sacrificed, 
an iconic representation that would be exhibited throughout the Greek world for hundreds 
of years to come. Because the winged man-faced bull is the iconic equivalent of divine water 
(whereas wings symbolize divinity and the man-faced bull, water), all the elements of the 
origin of philosophy appear on the obverse of this extraordinary coin: Acheloios Meandros as 
a winged man-faced bull kneeling in assent to being sacrificed, thus exhibiting his essence as 
ὕδωρ (divine water), Thales’ ἀρχή. The coin, in other words, is an allegory for the origin of the 
philosophical experience, and it was not the coins that shaped Thales’ mind, but rather Thales 
who fashioned the coin. Hence, the ἔργον of Acheloios, his loving iconic posture, produced the 
initial glimmer of the beatific vision experienced at the very origin of philosophy.

If my assessment of Thales and the influence of Acheloios is accurate, then the account of 
the origin of philosophy advocated by the Neo-Marxians is successfully refuted, and the 
gateway leading us out of the Marxian tragedy revealed. The social use of coins did not cause 
philosophical speculation, even if it did trigger the mind to formulate ‘abstract ideas of the 
universe as an impersonal system’ by projecting the idea of an ‘ideal substance’ onto the 
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cosmos. Philosophical speculation, which consists of the love of wisdom prompted by beatific 
vision, was precipitated by abstractions from and engagement with the Acheloios tradition, and 
involves the recognition of various ways of assessing the world, with particular emphasis on 
the fact that such hermeneutical frameworks are not mutually exclusive, but complementary 
or perhaps even tautological. Hence, ὕδωρ is the ἀρχή and ‘all things are full of gods.’ Thus, 
the problem with the Marxian framework turns out to be its exclusivity—in their account 
all ideologies have (or correspond to) no permanent, fundamentally real existence outside of 
the social context, and therefore any philosophical hermeneutic beyond the methodological 
postulate of dialectical materialism is necessarily erroneous. While the Marxian framework is 
of course useful for insisting on the inclusion of historical context, the recognition of serious 
economic imbalances, and in pointing out the dangers of the super-structures of social reality 
(which often are delusional), it offers an incomplete (and therefore insufficient) view because 
it is incapable of recognizing the validity of anything outside the system—we are left with 
only flux. But now we have the necessary insight to transcend the confines of the Marxian 
methodological postulate. Now we can look again to Acheloios, just as Thales did, and there, 
hidden in plain sight this entire time, we will see that the man-faced bull is the liminal icon that 
can reorient us toward the οὐσια ὄντως οὖσα. Indeed, some 2600 years after Thales, Heidegger 
asked, ‘What element, concealed in the ground and soil, enters and lives in the roots that 
support and nourish the tree [of philosophy]?’ That element is none other than divine water, 
and the new beginning of philosophy emerges with the recapitulation of its glory.
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das Alte Testament. Leipzig: F.C.W. Vogel.

Gilibert, Alessandra. 2011. Syro-Hittite Monumental Art and the Archaeology of Performance: The 
Stone Reliefs at Carchemish and Zincirli in the Earlier First Millennium BCE. Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter.

Gjerstad, Einar. 1934-1937. The Swedish Cyprus Expedition. Finds and Results of the Excavations in 
Cyprus 1927-1931. Volume I-III. Stockholm: The Swedish Cyprus Expedition.



210

Acheloios, Thales, and the Origin of Philosophy

Gorman, Vanessa. 2001.  Miletos: Ornament of Ionia, A History of the City to 400 B.C.E. Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan Press.

Goldman, Hetty. 1935. Preliminary Expedition to Cilicia, 1934 and Excavations at Gözlü Kule, 
Tarsus, 1935. AJA 39: 526-549.

Goldman, Hetty. 1937. Excavations at Gözlü Kule, Tarsus, 1936. AJA 41: 274-276.
Goldman, Hetty. 1940. The Sandon Monument of Tarsus. Journal of the American Oriental Society, 

60, 4: 544-553.
Goldman, Hetty. 1940. Excavations at Gözlü Kule, Tarsus, 1938. AJA 44: 60-86.
Goldman, Hetty. 1949. Sandon and Herakles. Hesperia Supplements 8: 164-174 +454.
Götze, Albrecht. 1933. Kleinasien. Munich: C.H. Becksche Verlag Buchhandlung.
Graham, Daniel W. 2005. Empedocles and Anaxagoras: Responses to Parmenides, in A.A. Long 

(ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Early Greek Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Greaves, Alan M. 2000. Miletos and the sea: a stormy relationship, in G.Oliver, T. Cornell, R. 
Brock and S. Hodkinson (eds.) The Sea in Antiquity: 39-61. Oxford: British Archaeological 
Reports.

Greaves, Alan M. 2002. Miletos: A History. New York: Routledge. 
Greaves, Alan M.  2004. The Cult of Aphrodite in Miletos and Its Colonies. Anatolian Studies 54 : 

27-33.
Greaves, Alan M. 2005. Miletos: Archaeology and History. London: Routledge. 
Green, Alberto R.W. 2003. The Storm-god in the Ancient Near East. Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns.
Greene, William. 1938. Scholia Platonica. Haverford: American Philological Society. 
Grenfell, Bernard G., and Arthur S. Hunt, eds. 1899. The Oxyrynchos Papyri. Part. II.  London: 

Office of the Exploration Fund. 
Griffith, Ralph T.H. 1896. The Rig Veda. Volume 1. Benares: E.J. Lazarus.
Grube, George M.A. 1961. The Drama of Euripides. New York: Barnes and Noble. 
Gunkel, Hermann. 1968. Die Psalmen. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.
Guthrie, William K.C. 1955. The Greeks and Their Gods. Boston: Beacon.
Guthrie, William K.C.  1979. A History of Greek Philosophy. Volume 1. The Earlier Presocratics and the 

Pythagoreans. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Hadot, Pierre. 1995. Qu’est-ce que la philosophie antique? Paris: Gallimard.
Hahn, Robert. 2018. The Metaphysics of the Pythagorean Theorem: Thales, Pythagoras, Engineering, 

and the Construction of Right Triangles. New York: SUNY.
Halloran, John Alan. 2006. Sumerian Lexicon: A Dictionary Guide to the Ancient Sumerian Language. 

Los Angeles: Logogram.
Halo, W.H. 1999. More Incantations and Rituals from the Yale Babylonian Collection, in I.T. 

Abusch and K. Van Der Toorn (eds.) Mesopotamian Magic: Textual, Historical, and Integrative 
Perspectives. Volume I. Groningren: Styx.

Hegel, Georg W.F. 1920. Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Weltgeschichte. Edited by Karl Hegel. 
Leipzig, F. Meiner.

Hegel, Georg W.F. 1833. Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie. Bd. I. Edited by K.L. 
Michelet. Berlin: Duncker and Humblot.

Heidegger, Martin. 1966. Discourse on Thinking. Translated by John M. Anderson. Edited by E. 
Hans Freund. New York: Harper.

Heidegger, Martin. 1975. What is Metaphysics?, in Walter Kaufman (ed.) Existentialism—From 
Dostoevesky to Sartre. New American Library.

Heidegger, Martin. Mai 1976. Nur noch ein Gott kann uns retten. Der Spiegel 30: 193-219.



211

Bibliography

Heidegger, Martin. 1993. Basic Writings. Translated by W. Lovitt. Edited by David Krell. San 
Francisco: Harper.

Heidegger, Martin. 1998. Pathmarks. Translation by Walter Kaufman. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Heidegger, Martin.  2000. Contributions to Philosophy (from Enowning). Translated by Parvis Emad 
and Kenneth Maly. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Heidegger, Martin. 2010. Being and Time. Translated by Joan Stambaugh. Albany, NY: SUNY.
Heiden, Bruce. 2012. Trachiniae, in Andreas Markantonatos (ed.) Brill’s Companion to Sophocles: 

129-148. London: Brill. 
Henry, Olivier. 2013. 2èmes Rencontres d’archéologie de l’IFEA : Le Mort dans la ville Pratiques, contextes 

et impacts des inhumations intra-muros en Anatolie, du début de l’Age du Bronze à l’époque romaine., 
Istanbul, Turquie 2011. Istanbul. 

Herbert, Kevin. 1956. Review of Studies in Ancient Greek Society, Vol. II: The First Philosophers by 
George Thomson. The Classical Journal, Volume 52, No. 1: 41-3.

Herda, Alexander. 2011. Burying a sage: the heroon of Thales in the agora of Miletos. Rencontres: 
67-122.

Hilbert, R. 2018. Die Elekrtonprägung von Milet. Nomismata. Historisch-Numismatische 
Forschungen 9. Bonn: Habelt Verlag.

Hill, George F. 1900. British Museum Cat. of Greek Coins: Lycaonia, Isauria, and Cilicia. London: The 
British Museum.

Hill, George F. 1904. A Catalog of the Greek Coins in the British Museum, Greek Coins of Cyprus. London: 
The British Museum. 
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