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Abstract. It is usually said that there is a clear difference between pre-philosophical texts
such as Homer’s Iliad and what is provided in the fragments corresponding to first philoso-
phers such as Thales of Miletus. This paper tries to show that this is not undoubtedly so, and
it does that by means of the analysis of a fragment of the Iliad in which Hypnos is speaking.
In this way, the main argument is that, while the fragment can be interpreted both in a literal
and in a metaphorical or poetic sense, in both of those cases it can be thought that it is re-
lated to philosophy or rational thinking. If the interpretation is literal, the fragment expresses
an idea very akin to an important thesis by Thales of Miletus. On the other hand, if the in-
terpretation is metaphorical or poetic, we have to assume, following several contemporary
reasoning theories, that the fragment is essentially based on an evident rational inference.
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1. Introduction

It is often said that a clear separation between myth and λόγος (reasoning, argu-
mentation, speech) can be observed (e.g, Burnet 1920, 1964). In this way, it is also
habitually stated that philosophy (or, at least, western philosophy) started in Miletus,
and, in particular, with Thales, the first philosopher in the western thought history.
However, this paper will try to show that this is not necessarily so, and that, even
beyond works such as that of Cornford (2004), Most (1999) or Schadewaldt (1981),
which seem to propose a continuity, and not a categorical break, between myth and
λόγος, it is possible to trace absolutely rational processes in pre-philosophical cos-
mogonies such as those of Homer (of course, if the specialized literature is reviewed,
it can be thought that cosmogonies such as those of Hesiod also deserve a similar
analysis; however, this paper is mainly focus on Homer and the Iliad.

To do that, I will consider a fragment from the Iliad (14, 244). That fragment
presents a scenario in which Hypnos (god of sleep) is speaking, the most important
point of what is said by him for this paper being that Oceanus (god of the River
Ocean) is the origin of everything. Thus, the analysis will consider two possibilities:
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(a) that statement about Oceanus should be interpreted literally, and (b) that very
statement ought to be understood as a metaphor or poetically (a discussion with
regard to these two options can be found, e.g., in Kirk & Raven 1977), which in turn
means that the paper will have two basic separate sections.

The first one will address the fragment, and try to make its actual sense explicit
and to account for what it exactly implies. By doing so, it will be explained that, if
what is written in that fragment is deemed as what Homer wanted to express literally,
obvious relationships between it and philosophy, and, especially, Thales of Miletus,
can be identified.

On the other hand, the second one will explore the possibility that the fragment
can be understood metaphorically. In this case, it will be shown that, if to do that is
correct, it has to be accepted, at the same time, the existence of underlying processes
of the fragment that can be considered to be rational, or, at a minimum, linked to
reasoning and the ability to make inferences. This last point will be explained with
the help of several current theories about human cognition. In this way, it will be
argued that, if the step from myth to λόγος is the step from myth to reason, that
expression is not the most suitable, since there can be also reasoning in the mythic
thought.

Thus, this paper is intended to reveal that the boundaries between myth and
philosophy are blurred, whether the option chosen is (a) or (b). Accordingly, the
next section begins with the fragment and option (a).

2. Oceanus and water as ἀρχή

As said, the fragment is authored by Homer (theIliad 14, 244), and, in fact, is Frag-
ment 10 in Kirk and Raven (1977). It is originally in Greek as follows:

ἄλλον μέν κεν ἔγωγε θεῶν αἰειγενετάων ῥεῖα κατευνήσαιμι, καὶ ἂν ποταμοῖο

ῥέεθρα ᾿Ωκεανοῦ, ὅς περ γένεσις πάντεσσι τέτυκται· Ζηνὸς δ΄ οὐκ ἔγωγε

Κρονίονος ἆσσον ἱκοίμην οὐδὲ κατευνήσαιμ΄, ὅτε μὴ αὐτός γε κελεύοι.

As also stated, who is talking is Hypnos and a translation of it can be this one:

Another of the everlasting gods would I easily send to sleep, even the streams
of river Okeanos who is the begetter of all: but Zeus son of Kronos would I
not approach, nor send to sleep, except that he himself so bid me (translation
by Kirk & Raven 1977, p.15).

Clearly, the part of this fragment that is interesting for the aims of this paper is “ὅς
περ γένεσις πάντεσσι τέτυκται”, which, as indicated, is translated by Kirk and Raven
(1977, p.15) as “who is the begetter of all” and can also be translated as, for example,
‘who is the origin of everything’. And this part is relevant because, as claimed too,
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two interpretations, which are reviewed by Kirk and Raven as well, are possible. One
of them is (a), and what is important about this last option is its evident relationship
to Thales of Miletus.

Indeed, speaking about ‘origin’ seems to be speaking about ἀρχή, that is, about
the first element that all the things come from, and, as it is well known, Thales of
Miletus thought that that first element was water. This is especially obvious if some
ancient passages Kirk and Raven comment on too are taken into account. Two of them
can be, for example, those of Aristotle in De Caelo B 13, 294 a 28 and in Metaphysica
A 3, 983 b 6 (in fact, as it is also known, the concept of ἀρχή should be assigned
narrowly mainly to the Aristotelian Metaphysica A), which are in turn Fragment 86
and 87 respectively in Kirk and Raven (1977). Nevertheless, what appears to be truly
relevant about this is that, given the direct relationship between Oceanus and wa-
ter, several writers, including ancient philosophers such as Aristotle and maybe even
Plato, understood that there were clear links between the statement about Oceanus
in Fragment 10 in Kirk and Raven (1977) and Thales’ thesis on water. And this seems
to be so because a literal reading of this last fragment can lead to the idea that, as
provided by Thales of Miletus later, everything around the world comes from water.

In fact, Kirk and Raven (1977) also appear to refer to texts such as the one of
Plato in Teeteto 152 E (Fragment 11 in Kirk & Raven 1977) and the one of Aristotle
in Metaphysica A 3, 983 b 27 (Fragment 12 in Kirk & Raven 1977) to support the idea
that these last thinkers actually linked what is said by Hypnos in the Iliad to what was
claimed by Thales of Miletus about water. Certainly, such texts are very illustrative.
The first one is the following:

. . . ῞Ομηρος, [ὃς] εἰπὼν ῍Ωκεανόν τε θεῶν γένεσιν καὶ μητέρα Τηθύν΄ πάντα
εἴρηκεν ἔκγονα ῥοῆς τε καὶ κινήσεως.

And its English translation can be, for example, this one:

. . . Homer, who by saying ‘Okeanos begetter of gods and mother Tethys’
declared all things to be offspring of flux and motion (translation by Kirk &
Raven 1977, p.16).

On the other hand, the second text claims:

εἰσὶ δέ τινες οἳ καὶ τοὺς παμπαλαίους καὶ πολὺ πρὸ τῆς νῦν γενέσεως καὶ

πρώτους θεολογήσαντας οὕτως οἴονται (sc. like Thales) περὶ τῆς φύσεως
ὑπολαβεῖν· ᾿Ωκεανόν τε γὰρ καὶ Τηθὺν ἐποίησαν τῆς γενέσεως πατέρας καὶ

τὸν ὅρκον τῶν θεῶν ὕδωρ, τὴν καλουμένην ὑπ΄ αὐτῶν Στύγα τῶν ποιητῶν·

τιμιώτατον μὲν γὰρ τὸ πρεσβύτατον, ὅρκος δὲ τὸ τιμιώτατό ἐστιν (text in
brackets in the version of Fragment 12 in Kirk & Raven 1977, p.16-7).

And a translation can be as follows:
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There are some who think that the very ancient and indeed first speculators
about the gods, long before the present age, made the same supposition
about nature (sc. as Thales); for they wrote that Okeanos and Tethys were
the parents of coming-to-be, and the oath of the gods water – that which by
the poets themselves is called Styx; for what is oldest is most honourable,
and the most honourable thing is used as an oath (translation by Kirk and
Raven 1977, p.16-7; brackets in text).

Nevertheless, the point is that, if all of this is so, the general approach given in
texts such as that of Cornford (2004), that of Most (1999), or that of Schadewaldt
(1981) becomes correct. Certainly, beyond the fact that other ancient Greek philoso-
phers such as Parmenides of Elea or Xenophanes of Colophon resorted to elements
clearly mythical (see, e.g., Most 1999), there would be no categorical rupture be-
tween myth and λόγος if the aforementioned links existed. In this way, what would
have to be held is that the step from the former to the latter did not happen in a par-
ticular and clear moment, and that, although it is often considered to have occurred
with Thales of Miletus, the fragment of the Iliad analyzed above shows that that is
only a conventional agreement.

However, (b) can be another option. The problem is that, in this second case, the
distinction between myth and λόγος is even less clear. The next section explains this
based on some contemporary theories on reasoning.

3. Fragment 10 in Kirk and Raven (1977) and reasoning

Verily, if the alternative adopted is (b), the situation is very akin. In that case, it
cannot be said that the difference between the fragment by Homer commented on in
the previous section and the arguments provided by Thales of Miletus is exactly the
difference that can be seen between myth and λόγος either. And this is so at least if
λόγος is understood as rational thought. Evidently, rational thought refers to reason
and reason in turn refers to reasoning, and, following what has been proposed by
several frameworks about reasoning in recent times, it has to be acknowledged that,
if interpreted in a poetic way, there is an underlying reasoning of Fragment 10 in Kirk
and Raven (1977). Let us examine what can be said about this last fragment from
the perspective of three of such frameworks.

One of them could be the one that considers reasoning to be generally made in
accordance with classical logic and applying a number of formal rules such as those
that are to be found in works such as those of Gentzen (1934, 1935) or Deaño (1999).
From this point of view, it is absolutely clear that a metaphoric interpretation of “ὅς
περ γένεσις πάντεσσι τέτυκται requires a logical inference. The poetic idea would
be that, from the fact that Oceanus is the god of water and there is no life without
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water, it can be said that, if Oceanus does not exist, there cannot be life. Of course, the
fragment does not speak only about living beings, but about everything that exists.
Nevertheless, as far as I understand them, following Kirk and Raven (1977), it can
be stated that the poetic sense of the fragment would refer just to the living beings,
and not to everything around the universe. Thus, the underlying inference would be
obvious if the following equivalences were assumed:

→: conditional
¬: negation
p: ‘there is water’
q: ‘there is life’
r: ‘Oceanus exists’

In this way, it could be thought that the poetic interpretation is supported by, for
example, two premises with logical forms such as these ones:

[I]: ¬p→¬q
[II]: ¬r →¬p

This would imply that, under the assumption that Oceanus did not exist (¬r), ¬p
could be drawn via Modus Ponendo Ponens (i.e., the rule [x → y, x] ∴y, where ‘∴’
means that y can be derived from [x → y, x]) from ¬r and [II]. Nonetheless, this
would in turn allow inferring ¬q, via Modus Ponendo Ponens too, from ¬p and [I],
the final result being that, if Oceanus did not exist (¬r), then there would b no life
(¬q).

Clearly, this last conclusion, whose logical form is ¬r → ¬q, could be under-
stood as a formula indicating that the living beings live because Oceanus, which, as
pointed out, would reveal a logical inference under (b), and, therefore, reasoning
under (b), and, hence, λόγος under (b). The only difficulty in this regard would be
that, nowadays, it is very hard to propose that the human mind basically pays atten-
tion to classical logic when making inferences. And the reason for this is that several
experiments have proven that this logic has certain characteristics and requirements
that are inconsistent with people’s real behavior (see, e.g., Johnson-Laird; Khemlani
& Goodwin 2015).

However, there are also approaches that have taken this difficulty into account
and have presented a more developed framework. That is the case of the mental
logic theory (e.g., Braine & O’Brien 1998a; Gouveia et al. 2003; O’Brien 2009, 2014;
O’Brien & Li 2013), which has already been used to analyze ancient philosophies
too (e.g., López-Astorga 2015). This theory claims that human beings have a mental
logic, but, in its proponents’ view, that logic is not absolutely identical to classical
logic. There are important differences between them. For example, the mental logic
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theory states that empirical evidence suggests that human beings do not consider the
conditional in the same manner as classical logic, that is, in the material way (see,
e.g., Braine & O’Brien 1998b). However, perhaps what is more important here is that
none of the differences between the logic of the mental logic theory and classical
logic has an influence on the arguments and the inference above based on the latter.

The mental logic theory admits all the elements that are necessary for those ar-
guments and that inference. For example, the theory refers to pragmatic premises
coming from general knowledge (e.g., Braine & O’Brien 1998c), which is absolutely
compatible with the acceptance of formulae such as [I] and [II] as premises, and
deems Modus Ponendo Ponens as one of the basic reasoning schemata habitually
used by people (see, e.g., Braine & O’Brien 1998d). So, if the mental logic theory is
assumed, it can also be said that there is a logical and rational thought related to
the poetic interpretation of the fragment by Homer above, and that, accordingly, the
distinction between myth and λόγος is not clear. Once premises such as [I] and [II]
have been accepted, the conclusion ¬r → ¬q can be drawn in a natural and easy
way.

But it can be thought that the mental logic theory may not be the most accepted
reasoning framework at present either. However, although this were truly so, nor
would it be an actual problem. The result is not very different if the theory adopted
is an approach with much more empirical support and supporters. Obviously, a theory
of this kind can be the mental models theory (e.g., Hinterecker; Knauff & Johnson-
Laird 2016; Johnson-Laird; Khemlani & Goodwin 2015; Quelhas & Johnson-Laird
2017; Quelhas; Rasga & Johnson-Laird 2017; Ragni; Sonntag, Johnson-Laird 2016),
which has already been taken as an instrument to review ancient philosophical pro-
posals as well (e.g., López-Astorga 2017). That this theory is today more accepted
that frameworks such as that of the mental logic theory can be checked in the spe-
cialized literature. There are a number of problems that, in general, theories such
as the one of mental logic cannot clearly solve and that, nevertheless, do not cause
difficulties to the mental models theory. One of them can be, for example, that peo-
ple do not always apply rules such as Modus Ponendo Ponens or Modus Tollendo
Tollens (i.e., the rule [x → y,¬y] ∴ ¬x) to expressions in natural language with the
structure ‘if. . . then’. As said, it is hard to account for, from the mental logic theory,
exactly when (and why this is so) people use these rules. However, the mental mod-
els theory can do that with no difficulties (see, e.g., Johnson-Laird & Byrne 2002;
López-Astorga 2016). Another example can be that of the logical rule allowing in-
troducing a disjunction (i.e., the rule x ∴ [x ∨ y], or y ∴ [x ∨ y], where ‘∨’ stands
for, evidently, disjunction). The situation is akin to the previous one. Individuals only
apply this rule in certain occasions, and it seems that only the mental models theory
can clearly show which those occasions are (e.g., Orenes & Johnson-Laird 2012).

Nonetheless, maybe what is most important for this paper is that this is a psycho-
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logical theory with philosophical roots, in particular, based on some Peirce’s (1931-
1958) ideas, one of them being that of iconicity (e.g., Johnson-Laird; Khemlani &
Goodwin 2015, p.207). In this way, according to this framework, people never use
logical forms when reasoning. They only iconically represent models of the reality.
Such iconic models consist of different possible scenarios and individuals tend to ac-
cept those that are consistent and to reject those that are incoherent. Thus, given the
relationships between Oceanus, water, and life corresponding to interpretation (b)
commented on above, these eight combinations of possibilities could be thought for
those three elements:

[1]: (Oceanus) & (Water) & (Life)
[2]: (Oceanus) & (Water) & (Not-Life)
[3]: (Oceanus) & (Not-Water) & (Life)
[4]: (Oceanus) & (Not-Water) & (Not-Life)
[5]: (Not-Oceanus) & (Water) & (Life)
[6]: (Not-Oceanus) & (Water) & (Not-Life)
[7]: (Not-Oceanus) & (Not-Water) & (Life)
[8]: (Not-Oceanus) & (Not-Water) & (Not-Life)

Obviously, [1] to [8] are eight different alternative scenarios and the differences
between them are clear. In [1], Oceanus exists, there is water, and there is life. How-
ever, in [2], while Oceanus also exists and there is water too, there is no life. In [3],
what is missing is only water. On the other hand, in [4] only Oceanus exists. [5] is a
universe without Oceanus but with water and life. [6] represents a situation in which
there is only water. Likewise, in [7] there is only life. Finally, in [8] there is nothing
(neither Oceanus nor water nor life).

Nevertheless, it is very probable that, if an individual thinks about the fragment
of the Iliad that is being analyzed, he/she does not consider all of these eight pos-
sibilities. Regardless of the fact that, according to the mental models theory, people
often represent just what is true, and not what is false (e.g., Johnson-Laird; Khemlani
& Goodwin 2015; there is no doubt that this is a strong thesis from the philosophical
point of view and that can be traced in the history of western thought; however, the
mental models theory is, as stated, a psychological theory and appears to assume this
idea based upon the experimental results of the studies carried out by its proponents),
in the fragment it is assumed that Oceanus (and, of course, other gods) exists, which
means that, in practice, possibilities [5] to [8] would be ignored (in them, Oceanus
does not exist). On the other hand, [3] and [4] would be also rejected because they
are incoherent. They are so because, if Oceanus exists, there is water, and, in them,
although Oceanus does exist, there is no water. Lastly, empirical experience would
eliminate [2] as well, since this last scenario stands for a situation in which there is
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no life, and we empirically know that there does be life. So, only [1] is acceptable,
that is, an iconic alternative in which, as said, not only Oceanus exists, but there are
both water and life too. And, if the mental models theory is assumed as a correct
framework, that is the result, again, of reasoning, that is, of a rational process, that
is, of λόγος. Furthermore, as in the cases of the two previous approaches, the fact
that only it is possible to think about life in a scenario in which Oceanus is also real
can lead one to understand that the latter is the cause of the former, which can in
turn be related to (b) and show, in the same way, that, certainly, under this last poetic
interpretation, the limits between myth and philosophy are not evident either.

4. Conclusions

Accordingly, the boundaries between mythic thought and rationality are not obvious,
and it seems that the pre-philosophical texts do not enable to identify such boundaries
in a clear way. At least, that is what the passage by Homer taken from the Iliad that
has been dealt with in this paper appears to show. And this is so whether the fragment
is interpreted literally or metaphorically.

True, as explained, in the case of (a), there would not be doubt that there would
be relationships to important theses by Thales of Miletus. Ancient thinkers such as
Aristotle, and perhaps, as pointed out, Plato, already saw this, which causes proposals
such as the one of Cornford (2004), Most (1999), or Schadewaldt (1981) to make
sense.

Nevertheless, if interpretation (b) is the suitable one, as also accounted for, the
fact of understanding “ὅς περ γένεσις πάντεσσι τέτυκται” poetically implies an un-
derlying action of rationality and rational thought. This is so following at least three
contemporary cognitive frameworks, which reveal that, given some particular as-
sumptions (in the case reviewed here, for example, the existence of Oceanus), the
conclusions people tend to derive from them are often rational. Therefore, following
such frameworks (one of them, the mental models theory, is, as said, very accepted to-
day and has many proponents), the characteristics that differentiate philosophy from
myth cannot be the ability to infer or rational consistency, as those characteristics can
also be found in mythic thought.

Hence it seems that it is necessary to look for differences in other directions, but,
as this paper appears to reveal too, that task may not be easy. Following theses similar
to those of Cornford (2004), Most (1999), or Schadewaldt (1981), one might claim
that all the elements often assigned to mythic thought can always be related, in a
more or less evident way, to fragments corresponding to presocratic philosophers.
Likewise, one might also think that it may not be hard to identify, even if it is in a
latent way, all the characteristics usually attributed to philosophy in pre-philosophical
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cosmogonies. Furthermore, as it is well known, much has been written about these
issues, and, as works such as, for example, some of those cited above demonstrate,
this paper is not the first study of them at all. However, notwithstanding this fact, it
seems that there are not clear answers yet. So, a possibility that undoubtedly deserves
to be deemed is that the difference between philosophy (at least, the presocratic
philosophy) and myth is not as real as thought.
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