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T H E M E A N I N G O F 0uac^ I N T H E G R E E K 

P H Y S I O L O G E R S . 

1 ^ H E pre-Socrat ic cosmologis ts f r o m Tha l e s to A r c h e l a u s 

were, as is genera l ly k n o w n , ca l led b y P la to , Ar i s to t l e , and 

the doxographers , ' p h y s i c a l ' ph i losophers ; and the p r inc ipa l 

wr i t ings of m a n y of them, beg inn ing w i th A n a x i m a n d e r , seem 

to have been treatises nepi ^li^recoc, ' c o n c e r n i n g N a t u r e / T h i s 

express ion we m a y take, then, as ind ica t ing the p r i m a r y and 

most s ignif icant subject o f their i n q u i r y ; and the beg inn ing of 

w i s d o m i n the s tudy o f Greek p h i l o s o p h y mus t evident ly c o n 

sist i n a correct apprehension of the meaning of (pi)(JC(; i n pre-

Socra t ic technica l usage. Unfor tuna te ly , none of the extant 

f ragments of the phys io logers offer any direct defini t ion of the 

t e r m ; indeed, it occurs rather inf requent ly in them. A n d the 

doxographers i n descr ib ing the pre-Socra t ic theories c o m m o n l y 

substi tute for the t e r m (puac^; the (in its technical sense) pu re ly 

A r i s t o t e l i a n w o r d ip')(rjy ' first pr inc ip le . ' I n this absence of de

cisive direct evidence, two conf l i c t ing opinions have recent ly 

been he ld as to the or ig ina l ph i losoph ica l meaning of the t e rm. 

Burnet , w h o appears to have been the first to insist emphat ica l ly 

upon the importance of a correct unders tanding of the w o r d as 

the pr ime precondi t ion to any sound interpretat ion of the earliest 

Greek p h i l o s o p h y and science, regards it as s i gn i fy ing the p r i 

m a r y and permanent substance." ' ^ T h e scientific m e n o f 

M i l e t o s , " he writes, asked what th ings rea l ly are now. T h e 

great pr inc ip le w h i c h underlies a l l the speculat ion of the ear ly 

cosmologis ts , t h o u g h it is first e x p l i c i t l y l a i d d o w n b y P a r m e n -

ides, is that no th ing comes into be ing out of no th ing , and no th ing 

passes away into no th ing . T h e y saw, however , that par t icu lar 
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