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ON THE USE OF STOICHEION
IN THE SENSE OF ‘ELEMENT’

TIMOTHY J. CROWLEY

 says that Empedocles is the first to name fire, air,
water, and earth as the four kinds of stoicheia, or ‘elements’ (Me-
taph. Α 4, 985A32; cf. 984A8). But it is well known that Empedocles
does not call fire, air, water, and earth stoicheia; rather, he calls them
the ‘roots of all things’ (π�ντων �ιζ
µατα) (31 B 6 DK).1 The use
of the term stoicheion in the sense of ‘element’ or ‘principle of na-
ture’ is usually believed to be a later innovation. How much later

is a matter of some dispute. In a fragment preserved by Simpli-

cius, Aristotle’s pupil Eudemus of Rhodes seems to identify Plato

as the first to call the ‘elementary principles of natural and gener-

ated things’ stoicheia.2Diels, in his study of the development of the
term ‘element’ in Graeco-Roman philosophy, reviews the evidence

for Eudemus’ claim and concludes that before Plato nobody had

used the term stoicheionwith reference to ‘the physical principles’.3
Some commentators, however, have challenged this conclusion. A

common view is that the atomists were the first to use the term

for the principles of things; Diels himself acknowledges this pos-

sibility, and it is repeated by Burnet.4 But Burnet also thinks it
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1 Empedocles gives mythological names to the roots in fragment 6, but names
them as fire, earth, air, and water at 31 B 17. 18 DK.

2 Simpl. In Phys., proem. 7. 10–17 Diels; Eudemus fr. 31, in F. Wehrli, Eudemos
von Rhodos, 2nd edn. (Die Schule des Aristoteles, 8; Basel, 1969). Cf. D.L. 3. 24.
3 H.Diels,Elementum (Leipzig, 1899), 17. See alsoW. Burkert, ‘Stoicheion’,Philo-

logus, 103 (1959), 167–97 at 174–6; cf. W. Schwabe, ‘“Mischung” und “Element”
im Griechischen bis Platon’, Archiv f•ur Begri·sgeschichte, suppl. 3 (1980), 147–9.
4 Diels, Elementum, 13 n. 1; J. Burnet, Early Greek Philosophy [EGP], 4th edn.
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368 Timothy J. Crowley

plausible that Plato may have taken this use of the term from the

Pythagoreans;5 indeed, according toRyle, SextusEmpiricus identi-
fies stoicheion, in the sense of an ultimatematerial element, as a term
of Pythagorean origin.6Amore speculative suggestion is o·ered by
Lagercrantz, who imagines that some anonymous Athenian master

teacher introduced the term for the specific purpose of explaining

Empedocles’ doctrine of the four ‘roots’; thus Empedocles’ four

�ιζ
µατα become the four stoicheia.7
But if there is disagreement about who is to be credited with the

first use of stoicheion in the sense of ‘element’, there tends to be a
general consensus as to the reason why this particular term came

to be used in this sense. For whether one thinks that Plato, or the

atomists, or anyone else, is responsible, it is widely assumed that

this use of stoicheion is metaphorically derived from some other,

more familiar, use of the term. In particular, it is usually believed

that stoicheion primarily means ‘letter of the alphabet’, and that, by
comparing the principles of nature and natural things to the letters

that constitute a word, the former also come to be called stoicheia.8
In what follows I examine what we might call the ‘internal’ evi-

dence for the view that Plato is the first to use stoicheion in the sense
of ‘element’. By the internal evidence I mean the evidence that is

available in Plato’s dialogues. The first time Plato uses stoicheion
in this sense is generally agreed to be at Theaet. 201 e;9 but he also
uses the term in the Timaeus and in the Sophist. I argue that the

(London, 1930), 336 n. 4. See also C. H. Kahn, Anaximander and the Origins
of Greek Cosmology [Anaximander] (New York, 1960), 120; I. D•uring, Aristotle’s
Protrepticus: An Attempt at Reconstruction [Protrepticus] (Studia Graeca et Latina
Gothoborgensia, 12; G•oteborg, 1961), 202; G. Vlastos, Plato’s Universe (Oxford,
1975), 67 n. 4. Cf. J. B. Skemp, Plato’s Statesman: A Translation of the Politicus of
Plato with Introductory Essays and Footnotes (London, 1952) 161 n. 1.

5 Burnet, EGP, 228 n. 1.
6 G. Ryle, ‘Letters and Syllables in Plato’, Philosophical Review, 69 (1960), 431–

51 at 431. The reference, not given by Ryle, must be toM. 10. 249–50 (=Against the
Physicists 2. 249–50).
7 O. Lagercrantz, Elementum (Uppsala, 1911), 17–18.
8 Kahn writes: ‘In Greek, as afterwards in Latin, this expression [στοιχε�ον] is

based on a comparison of the physical principles to the letters of the alphabet (the

primary meaning of στοιχε�α)’ (Anaximander, 120). Cf. Diels, Elementum, 13 n. 1,
and 19; Burkert, ‘Stoicheion’, 175; Burnet, EGP, 336 n. 4; W. Charlton, Aristotle’s
PhysicsBooks I and II, Translated with an Introduction andNotes (Oxford, 1970), 46.
9 See F. M. Cornford, Plato’s Theory of Knowledge [PTK] (London, 1935), on

Theaet. 201 e: ‘This is said to be the first occurrence [of στοιχε�α] as applied to the
elements of physical things’ (143). See also A. E. Taylor, A Commentary on Plato’s
Timaeus [Timaeus] (Oxford, 1928), 306.
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On the Use of Stoicheion in the Sense of ‘Element’ 369

relevant passages in these dialogues most naturally indicate that

Plato is appealing to an already current usage of stoicheion, rather
than introducing a novel sense of the term. Hence I am broadly

in agreement with those commentators who have urged that the

use of stoicheion in the sense of ‘element’ or ‘constituent of natural
things’ pre-dates Plato. But what distinguishes my argument from

similar views regarding the use of stoicheion is that I have no in-
terest in trying to identify any of Plato’s predecessors as sources

of this sense of the term. Partly this is because I do not believe

there is su¶cient evidence to substantiate any such identification.10
More importantly, however, it seems to me that the very attempt

to specify an ‘introduction’ of the use of stoicheion in the sense of
‘element’ is misguided. For what I also want to argue is that this

use of stoicheion is a standard, or ‘ordinary’, usage of the term. In
other words, I reject the common assumption that the use of the

term stoicheion in physical, metaphysical, or more generally cos-
mological contexts, in the general sense of principle of body, is a

metaphorical derivation from some other use of stoicheion.
What of the Eudemus fragment? I do not think its evidence

can be ignored,11 or dismissed as mistaken.12 After all, Eudemus

10 Cf. M. Burnyeat, The Theaetetus of Plato [Theaetetus] (Indianapolis, 1990),
152: ‘for a number of pre-Socratic theorists . . . the word “element” was coming

to be a vogue term’. But the only evidence that Burnyeat can muster to support

this claim is Plato’s use of stoicheion in the Sophist and Timaeus. The evidence for
an atomistic provenance of this use of stoicheion is based upon some remarks of
Aristotle’s, at Metaph. 985B15 and GC 315B6–15 (cf. De caelo 1. 7, 275B31–276A1).
But, remarkably, in neither passage does Aristotle actually use the term stoicheion.
For a critique of the view that the atomists employed the term stoicheia in the
sense of the elements of all things, see Taylor, Timaeus, 307. The only evidence
that stoicheion is of Pythagorean origin is that provided by Sextus Empiricus (see
n. 6). According to Sextus, the Pythagoreans say that those who are doing genuine

philosophy are like those who examine language: as the latter begin by investigating

the stoicheia, because words are composed of syllables, and syllables of letters, so the
true physicist ought firstly to enquire into the stoicheia of the universe. This, it must
be said, appears more concerned with an issue of methodology than with anything

else.

11 Some commentators appear content to ignore Eudemus’ claim as evidence for
the first philosophical use of the term stoicheion. For instance, Vollgra·, Koller,
and Lohmann, in their detailed studies of the term, pay very little attention to the

fragment; see W. Vollgra·, ‘Elementum’,Mnemosyne2, 4 (1949), 89–115; H. Koller,
‘Stoicheion’, Glotta, 34 (1955), 161–74; J. Lohmann, Musikê und Logos: Aufs•atze
zur griechischen Philosophie und Musiktheorie (Stuttgart, 1970). Cf. also A. Lumpe,
‘Der Begri· “Element” im Altertum’, in Archiv f•ur Begri·sgeschichte, 7 (1962),
285–93. Similarly, recent English-language studies of the Theaetetus make little or
no reference to Eudemus; see e.g. J.McDowell,Plato’sTheaetetus [Theaetetus] (Ox-
ford, 1973); D. Bostock, Plato’s Theaetetus [Theaetetus] (Oxford, 1988); Burnyeat,

[See p. 370 for n. 11 cont. and n. 12
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370 Timothy J. Crowley

is usually considered to be a reliable source. But it seems to me

that the significance of the fragment ought to be judged in the

light of the internal evidence, rather than vice versa. Hence I have

little to say about Eudemus in this paper; my focus is, in the main,

restricted to a consideration of the use of stoicheion, in the sense in
question, in Plato’s dialogues. I begin, however, not with Plato but

with Aristotle, and his account in theMetaphysics of themeaning of
the term stoicheion. This seems to be the best way to start, because
here Aristotle lays down quite clearly the various meanings of the

term, as well as noting the further possibilities of its use.

1. Aristotle on the meaning of stoicheion

Aristotle o·ers the following account of the meaning of the term

stoicheion in chapter 3 ofMetaphysicsDelta, a book whose contents
he elsewhere refers to as ‘the discussion of the number of ways in

which things are called what they are’ (Metaph. Θ 1, 1052A15; Ε 4,
1028A4). It is useful at this point to consider the entire chapter:

An element is said to be the first constituent from which something is

composed, indivisible in form into another form, for instance the elements

of utterances [φων�ς στοιχε�α] are those fromwhich the utterance [� φων�]13
is composed and into which it is ultimately divisible, and which are not

further divisible into utterances di·erent in form; but if they do divide, the

parts are of the same form, for example, as a part of water is water—this

is not the case for a syllable. In the same way also those who speak of the

elements of bodies mean the things into which bodies ultimately divide,

and which are not further divisible into things other in form; and whether

such things are one or many, they call these elements. Closely resembling

this also are what are said to be the elements of geometrical propositions

Theaetetus. But cf. also D. Sedley, The Midwife of Platonism: Text and Subtext in
Plato’s Theaetetus (Oxford, 2004), 155–6.
12 Cf. D. Furley, The Greek Cosmologists, i. The Formation of the Atomic Theory

and its Earliest Critics (Cambridge, 1987), 151. Furley is prepared to state that, if
this use of the term pre-dates Plato, then Eudemus must be wrong to say that Plato

first gave the name stoicheia to the elements.

13 Aristotle defines � φων� as a kind of sound made by animate beings, at DA
420B5, cf. 29; also HA 535A27, PA 664B1. But it is only the sounds of the human
voice that have stoicheia. A stoicheion is indivisible, but what is most distinctive
about a stoicheion is that it is a constituent of a compound. The indivisible sounds
of animals do not combine to make a composite sound, hence, although these are

indivisible sounds, they do not constitute anything and are not stoicheia (see Poet.
20, 1456B20–2).
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On the Use of Stoicheion in the Sense of ‘Element’ 371

[τ� τ�ν διαγραµµ�των στοιχε�α],14 and generally those of demonstrations;
for the first demonstrations that are present in many demonstrations are

called elements of demonstrations; such as the primary syllogisms, out

of three terms through one middle. And, metaphorically, anything that

is one and small, and which has many uses, is called an element, thus

also the small and simple and indivisible is called ‘element’. From this

comes the view that the most universal things are elements, because each

of these, being one and simple, exists in many things [�ν πολλο�ς �π�ρχει], or
everything or nearly everything; also the one and the point are believed to

be principles. Since, then, the things that are called ‘genera’ are universal

and indivisible—for these do not have a definition—some call the genera

‘elements’, andmore so than the di·erentiae, because the genus ismore of a

universal. For to whatever the di·erentia belongs, the genus follows, while

to whatever the genus [belongs], the di·erentia does not always [follow].

So it is common to all cases that the element of each thing is the first

constituent in each thing. (Metaph. ∆ 3, 1014A26–1014B15)15

In this passage Aristotle explains that stoicheia, in the most general
sense, are the first things out of which composite items are con-

stituted; they are the first things because they are indivisible into

further, prior things. This is the general meaning of stoicheion (cf.
De caelo 3. 3, 302A10–21).Aristotle then considers three examples of
14 W. D. Ross, in Aristotle’s Metaphysics: A Revised Text with Introduction and

Commentary [Metaphysics] (2 vols.; Oxford, 1924), i. 234, refers to Asclepius (174. 9)
for the point that διαγρ�µµατα are geometrical propositions, and not figures. See also
T. L. Heath, Mathematics in Aristotle (Oxford, 1949), 205–6. J. L. Ackrill, Aris-
totle’s Categories and De Interpretatione: Translation with Notes (Oxford, 1963),
111, writes: ‘Many geometrical “propositions” are in fact solutions to construction

problems (e.g., Euclid I, 1, 2, 3); and the construction of appropriate diagrams plays

an important role in the proof of theorems (e.g. the theorem of Pythagoras, Euclid

I, 47).

15 στοιχε�ον λ!γεται �ξ ο# σ$γκειται πρ
του �νυπ�ρχοντος 'διαιρ!του τ(� ε)δει ε*ς +τερον
ε,δος, ο.ον φων�ς στοιχε�α �ξ /ν σ$γκειται � φων0 κα1 ε*ς 2 διαιρε�ται 3σχατα, �κε�να δ4
µηκ!τ6 ε*ς 7λλας φων�ς 8τ!ρας τ(� ε)δει α9τ�ν, 'λλ� κ:ν διαιρ�ται, τ� µ;ρια <µοειδ�,
ο.ον =δατος τ> µ;ριον =δωρ, 'λλ6 ο9 τ�ς συλλαβ�ς. <µοAως δ4 κα1 τ� τ�ν σωµ�των
στοιχε�α λ!γουσιν οB λ!γοντες ε*ς 2 διαιρε�ται τ� σ
µατα 3σχατα, �κε�να δ4 µηκ!τ6 ε*ς
7λλα ε)δει διαφ!ροντα· κα1 ε)τε Dν ε)τε πλεAω τ� τοιαEτα, ταEτα στοιχε�α λ!γουσιν. παρα-
πλησAως δ4 κα1 τ� τ�ν διαγραµµ�των στοιχε�α λ!γεται, κα1 Gλως τ� τ�ν 'ποδεAξεων·
αB γ�ρ πρ�ται 'ποδεAξεις κα1 �ν πλεAοσιν 'ποδεAξεσιν �νυπ�ρχουσαι, α#ται στοιχε�α τ�ν
'ποδεAξεων λ!γονται· ε*σ1 δ4 τοιοEτοι συλλογισµο1 οB πρ�τοι �κ τ�ν τρι�ν δι6 +ν>ς µ!σου.
κα1 µεταφ!ροντες δ4 στοιχε�ον καλοEσιν �ντεEθεν I :ν Dν Jν κα1 µικρ>ν �π1 πολλ� KL
χρ�σιµον, δι> κα1 τ> µικρ>ν κα1 MπλοEν κα1 'διαAρετον στοιχε�ον λ!γεται. Gθεν �λ�λυθε τ�
µ�λιστα καθ;λου στοιχε�α ε,ναι, Gτι +καστον α9τ�ν Dν Jν κα1 MπλοEν �ν πολλο�ς �π�ρχει
N πOσιν N Gτι πλεAστοις, κα1 τ> Dν κα1 τ0ν στιγµ0ν 'ρχ�ς τισι δοκε�ν ε,ναι. �πε1 οPν
τ� καλο$µενα γ!νη καθ;λου κα1 'διαAρετα (ο9 γ�ρ 3στι λ;γος α9τ�ν), στοιχε�α τ� γ!νη
λ!γουσA τινες, κα1 µOλλον N τ0ν διαφορ�ν Gτι καθ;λου µOλλον τ> γ!νος· (/ µ4ν γ�ρ � δια-
φορ� �π�ρχει, κα1 τ> γ!νος 'κολουθε�, (/ δ4 τ> γ!νος, ο9 παντ1 � διαφορ�. Mπ�ντων δ4
κοιν>ν τ> ε,ναι στοιχε�ον 8κ�στου τ> πρ�τον �νυπ�ρχον 8κ�στ(ω.
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372 Timothy J. Crowley

the usage of stoicheion, and he distinguishes these usages frommeta-
phorical applications. Aristotle elsewhere describes a metaphorical

application of a term as a ‘strange’ or unusual application of that

term.16He often contrasts metaphorical applications of terms with
those applications where the term is used in the ‘ordinary’ way,

i.e. strictly (κυρAως), or properly (ο*κεAως). By the ‘ordinary’ use
Aristotle means the real, or actual, sense, the sense in which every-

body uses the term.17 So, for instance, in the Poetics he explains
‘strange’ words (ξενικ;ν), or strange applications of words, such as
metaphors, as ‘everything apart from the ordinary’ (πOν τ> παρ� τ>
κ$ριον, 1458A23–5).18Thefirst three examples of the use of stoicheion
inMetaphysicsDelta, then, ought to be understood as examples of
ordinary, or non-metaphorical, usages of the term.

The things that are ordinarily called stoicheia are (1) the things
into which syllables are divisible; (2) the things into which bodies

are divisible; and (3) the things into which geometrical proposi-

tions are divisible, or the principles of proofs or demonstrations—

that is, the propositions whose proof is involved in the proof of

other propositions.19 Now clearly these things are called stoicheia
homonymously. For they are all called stoicheia, but they are not
defined in the same way (see Cat. 1A1–4). The stoicheia of syllables,
which are phonemes or letters, belong to the science of grammar

(seeCat. 14B1–2; cf.Poet. 1456B20–2); the stoicheia of bodies belong
to the science of nature or physics; and the stoicheia of geometrical
propositions belong to the science of geometry. They are, however,

associated homonyms,20 because, while the definition pertaining to
stoicheia is di·erent in each case, there is a shared core meaning,
which is the general meaning of stoicheion: ‘that first, indivisible
constituent out of which something is composed’.21 So, for in-

16 At Poet. 1457B6 ·. he defines µεταφορ� (which is not exactly equivalent to
metaphor) as ‘a word used in a strange way’.

17 See LSJ s.v. κ$ριος; also e.g. Poet. 1457B3–4; cf. Rhet. 1404B5–6. For the use of
ο*κε�ος and κ$ριος see Rhet. 1404B31–2 (cf. 1410B12–13).
18 For further contrasts between µεταφορ� and ordinary usage, see Poet. 1457B1–4,

also 1458A33, 1458B17; Top. 123A33–6, 139B34, 158B12; Rhet. 1410B12–13; MM 1.

26, 1192B15–16.
19 Aristotle o·ers a similar distinction of the three senses of stoicheia at Metaph.

Β 3, 998A23–8.
20 Associated, as opposed to discrete, homonyms.On this distinction see ch. 1 of C.

Shields,Order inMultiplicity: Homonymy in the Philosophy of Aristotle [Homonymy]
(Oxford, 1999).

21 C. Kirwan, in Aristotle: Metaphysics Books Γ, ∆, and Ε. Translated with an
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stance, the constituent of a syllable and the constituent of a body

have the name stoicheion in common, but they do not have the same
definition; nevertheless, there is something in their definitions that

they do share, and that is that they are constituents of compounds

and indivisible into further constituents that are di·erent in form.22
The ‘transfer’ (µεταφορ�) ormetaphorical application of stoicheion

is said to be to anything that is small and simple and indivisible,

and that has many uses (1014B3–4).23 This transfer opens the way
towards applying the name stoicheion to things that are most uni-
versal. Thus, for example, the point and the One, or unit (τ> +ν),
might be called stoicheia.HereAristotle presumablyhas inmind the
Platonists’ use of stoicheion.24 Aristotle occasionally indicates that
the Platonists use the term stoicheia with reference to the elements
of number, i.e., the One and the Great and the Small (1087B13,
1091A10), or the One and the Unequal (1087B9). For instance, in
MetaphysicsNuhe says that they call the principles of numbers stoi-
cheia (τ�ς 'ρχ�ς 2ς στοιχε�α καλοEσιν, 1087B12–13). It would seem,
then, that Aristotle regards the Platonist use of stoicheion as meta-
phorical. This point is not without some pejorative implications;

Aristotle is not averse to criticizing the Platonists for appealing to

metaphors (Metaph. 991A20 ·., 1079B24 ·.).
The chapter concludes in the same way that it began, with Aris-

totle repeating the core meaning of stoicheion (1014A26, b15). But
one might doubt that metaphorical applications of stoicheion also
share the coremeaning. For the notion of being the first constituent

of a compound seems to be, if not absent (for the point might be

Introduction and Notes, 2nd edn. (Oxford, 1993), 128, says that the first sense of
stoicheion at 1014A26 refers to material substances, e.g. fire, air, water, and earth.
But this is mistaken. The account of the term stoicheion at 1014A26, i.e. indivisible
constituent of compounds, is the general meaning of stoicheion, a meaning that is
shared by each one of the ordinary usages of the term. The use of stoicheion with
reference to the material constituents of bodies is the second example of the usage

of the term.

22 Shields o·ers the following explanation of core-dependent homonymy: ‘x and
y are homonymously f in a core-dependent way i·: (i) they have their name in

common, and (ii) their definitions do not completely overlap, but (iii) they have

something definitional in common’ (Homonymy, 106).
23 A metaphorical use of stoicheion, in the sense of being one and indivisible

and with many uses, may be its use in the sense of τ;πος, i.e. an argument widely
applicable; cf. Top. 120B13, 121B11, 151B18 (this is Bonitz’s suggestion, reported by
Ross,Metaphysics, i. 295).
24 Ross, Metaphysics, i. 295: ‘Aristotle is referring here to Pythagorean and Pla-

tonic views’; cf.Metaph. 986A1, 998A20 ·., 1028B25–8, 1069A26–8.
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considered, by some, to be a constituent of lines and planes; cf.

Phys. 215B18–19), then certainly less crucial in these applications
of stoicheion. As Aquinas points out in his commentary on this pas-
sage, universals are not constituents of things; rather they predicate

the substance of a thing.25
Having said that, it may often be di¶cult to distinguish ordinary

from metaphorical usages of the term. There are glimpses of the

use of stoicheion to capture a notion of ‘principle’ on the remarkably
few occasions that the term is found in the extant writings of Plato’s

contemporaries. Both Isocrates and Xenophon use the term in the

sense of the ground rules, orfirst parts, of some subject or discipline.

Isocrates refers to themost important stoicheia of goodgovernment,
and of the stoicheia of rhetoric; Xenophon uses the term in the sense
of the ‘first things’.26 Stoicheion here means the first parts, or the
ground rules, of some thing or discipline. We find this use also in

Aristotle, for instance when he, like Isocrates, refers to the parts of

rhetoric as the stoicheia (Rhet. 1. 2, 1358A35).Again, in the Organon
Aristotle often employs stoicheia in the sense of ‘elementary rules’
(Top. 4. 9, 147A22; see also 4. 3, 123A28; 6. 5, 143A13;SE 172B21, b31;
174A21). It might be thought that these examples provide evidence
that there is an incipient or rudimentary sense of principle or arch»e
connoted by the term stoicheion.27 But are these examples instances
of metaphorical use?28
Fortunately, thanks to the Delta chapter, we can pick out at least

three usages of stoicheion that Aristotle explicitly identifies as ordi-
nary or non-metaphorical. For the sake of convenience, let us call

the first of these the ‘alphabetic’ sense,29 the second the ‘elemental’
sense, and the third, referring as it does to the principles, axioms,

and postulates of geometry, the ‘geometric’ sense. By the ‘elemen-

tal’ sense, at this point, I intend nothingmore technical than the use

25 Cf. Aquinas,Commentary on theMetaphysics of Aristotle , trans. by J. P. Rowan
(Chicago, 1964), vol. 1, bk. 5, Lsn 4, Sct 804, p. 317.

26 Isocr.AdNicolem 16. 7,Adfilium Jasonis 8. 8; Xen.Mem. 2. 1. 1. 9. A somewhat
di·erent, and rather singular, use of the term is Aristophanes’ use of stoicheion in
the sense of the individual measures or units of a sundial (Eccl. 652). But this use
may o·er the best clue to the original meaning of the term—a question which I do

not pursue.

27 See Diels, Elementum, 17, 22.
28 For Diels, Isocrates and Xenophon are using stoicheia metaphorically in the

passages cited above (Elementum, 17).
29 ‘Alphabetic’ is perhaps not completely satisfactory, but it seems more appro-

priate than ‘grammatical’ or ‘linguistic’, and more familiar than e.g. ‘phonic’.
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of stoicheion to refer to a constituent, or a principle, of a body, rather
than to the constituent of a syllable or a proposition of geometry.

It is important to emphasize that these three senses of the term

stoicheion are independent of each other, and hence that each can be
understood without reference to the other. For instance, stoicheion
in the elemental sense is not presented as being dependent upon,

or metaphorically derived from, stoicheion in the alphabetic sense;
both senses are ordinary usages of the term.30 This reflects Aris-
totle’s practice elsewhere. In De caelo 3. 3, for instance, Aristotle’s
definition of stoicheion in the elemental sense is presented without
reference to stoicheion in either its alphabetic or its geometric sense
(302A10–21).The context of the definition in theDe caelo is cosmol-
ogy, or in general, the study of nature, and Aristotle uses the term

stoicheion as an appropriate technical term of the study of nature.

Similarly, in the Poetics he identifies stoicheion as a part of speech
(or language, λ!ξις) and defines it accordingly, without reference to
either of the other senses of the term (1456B20–2).
Of the three ‘ordinary’ usages of stoicheion that Aristotle identi-

fies, I think it is quite clear that the alphabetic and the geometric

senses were familiar to Plato and his contemporaries. Many ex-

amples of the alphabetic sense can be recognized in Plato’s works.

In the Cratylus, for instance, Socrates refers to ‘the alpha and beta
and the other stoicheia’ (431 a, cf. 393 d, 426 d, 433 a–b; cf. Phileb.
17 a–18d). The use of the term stoicheia in geometry, in particular
as the title for treatises on geometry, was made famous by Euclid,

but the ‘geometric’ sense of stoicheion may well have been familiar
since the fifth century; in his commentary on Euclid, Proclus re-

ports that Socrates’ contemporary Hippocrates of Chios was the

first to write an ‘Elements’ of geometry (Procl. In Eucl. 66. 4–8 =42
A 1 DK). Theudius’ ‘Elements’, the immediate precursor to Eu-

30 For a very di·erent reading ofMetaphysics Delta 3, see M. Crubellier, ‘Meta-
physics Λ 4’, in M. Frede and D. Charles (eds.) Aristotle’s Metaphysics Lambda
(Oxford, 2000), 137–60. Crubellier suggests that what I have called the elemental,

geometric, and metaphorical uses of stoicheion are all derived metaphorically from
what he calls the ‘original’ reference, i.e. the alphabetic sense (142). But Crubellier

ignores the core meaning of the term withwhichAristotle bookends the chapter; and

he attempts to force on certain terms, such as <µοAως and παραπλησAως, by which the
elemental and geometric usages are introduced, an unnatural tone of qualification.

Furthermore, he translates καA at b3 as ‘hence’, thereby removing the contrast that,
as I have argued, Aristotle intends between ordinary and metaphorical usages of

stoicheia. I find Crubellier’s general claim, that Delta 3 betrays Aristotle’s ‘distrust’
of the term stoicheion, to be without foundation.
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clid’s Elements, was the geometry textbook of the Academy.31 It is
not certain that these pre-Euclidean ‘Elements’ were actually called

Stoicheia.32 Proclus does not say that they were. But it is likely that
by Euclid’s time, Stoicheia was the traditional title for treatises on
geometry.

Whether or not the ‘elemental’ sense is a recognized usage of stoi-
cheion by Plato’s contemporaries, not to mention his predecessors,
is, of course, less clear. On the standard interpretation of Eudemus’

evidence, Plato himself is responsible for coining the ‘elemental’

sense of stoicheion. Moreover, it is usually thought that he arrives
at this novel sense by transferring the term from its familiar ‘al-

phabetic’ sense, rather than from its (presumably also familiar)

‘geometric’ sense, to the context of the study of nature. Ross, for

instance, writes: ‘in Plato [stoicheion] often means an element of
spoken language, answering to γρ�µµα, an element of written lan-
guage, and inTheat. 201 e it is metaphorically used of the elements
of any complex whole’.33 So, on this view, the elemental sense of
stoicheion is metaphorically derived from the alphabetic sense. But

if stoicheion had not been used in this way before, then, presumably,
it would have been quite clear to Plato’s audience that the term is

being used in a new, and unusual, way. It wears its metaphorical

derivation on its sleeve, as it were.34
Now, as we have just seen, inMetaphysicsDelta Aristotle is care-

ful to distinguish the ordinary usages of stoicheion from metapho-

rical transfers. But he presents the elemental sense of stoicheion as
one of the ordinary, and therefore non-metaphorical, usages of the

term. It seems quite remarkable that Aristotle would identify as a

non-metaphorical usage of a term a usage that was introduced by

its progenitor in such a way that its metaphorical origins are not

merely apparent, but explicit (cf. Theaet. 202 e). Could the meta-
phorical origins of the ‘elemental’ sense of stoicheion have been
forgotten by Aristotle’s time?35 Such a suggestion seems incredi-
ble; for Plato’s innovation, if we admit that it is such, would have

31 See Ross,Metaphysics, i. 234.
32 Note that Diels, Elementum, 27, argues that the titles cannot be considered as

evidence for the dating of the mathematical use of stoicheion.
33 Metaphysics, i. 137–8; cf. n. 8 above.
34 Cf. Kahn: ‘[with Plato’s use of stoicheion] the comparison to the letters was still

clearly borne in mind’ (Anaximander, 120).
35 ‘Onlywith Aristotle does στοιχε�α appear as an abstract expression whose meta-

phorical value has been largely forgotten’ (Kahn Anaximander, 120).
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had to be relatively recent. ForMetaphysicsDelta, and also the De
caelo—where the term stoicheion is used in the context of physics
without qualification or apology—areboth usually considered to be

early works, while the dialogueswhere Plato uses the term in the el-

emental sense are of his middle and late periods.36 In fact, Aristotle
already seems to be using stoicheia in the sense of ‘first principles
of nature’ in the Protrepticus, which is traditionally reckoned to be
one of his earliest works (B35).37 If Plato did indeed introduce the
elemental sense of the term stoicheion, then I think one ought to
expect some indication of Aristotle’s awareness of this innovation.

But there is no such indication. Aristotle thinks that the alphabetic

and the elemental senses of stoicheion share a core meaning, but
nowhere in the corpus does it seem even to have occurred to him

that one was derived from the other. There are places where he

might have indicated that this is the case, if indeed it were; but he

consistently fails to do so.38
There is the suggestion, made by Ross, that the problematic

phrase ‘so-called elements’ (τ� καλο$µενα στοιχε�α, τ� λεγ;µενα στοι-
χε�α) is evidence of Aristotle’s acknowledgement that this use of the
term stoicheion is not yet firmly established in the context of natural
philosophy.39This suggestion is presumablymade under the influ-
ence of the view that Plato had recently introduced the elemental

sense of the term. If Ross were right about the phrase ‘so-called

36 The chronology of Aristotle’s works is something of a minefield, but most
commentators would agree that the De caelo is an early work;Metaphysics Delta is
also often regarded as an early work: it is thought to be earlier than many of the other

books of the Metaphysics, and perhaps even earlier than the physical writings; see
Ross, Metaphysics, vol. i, p. xxv. For a succinct historical survey of the issue of the
chronology of Plato’s dialogues, see L. Brandwood, ‘Stylometry and Chronology’

[‘Stylometry’], in R. Kraut (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Plato (Cambridge,
1992), 90–120.

37 D•uring, Protrepticus, 210. D•uring argues that Aristotle is using the popular
language of the Academy. On the dating of the Protrepticus, see ibid. 287–8.
38 For instance, inMetaphysics Μ 10 he sets up an analogy between the stoicheia

of syllables and the stoicheia of substances, but the analogy works because the stoi-
cheia of syllables and of substances share a core meaning, and not because the latter
are derived metaphorically from the former (1086B22–3). See also Metaph. Ζ 17,
1041B13–31, esp. b16–17. Cf. 1013B17 (same as Phys. 195A16), and GA 722A32.
39 Ross,Metaphysics, i. 294. Note that Ross changes hismind on the interpretation

of τ� καλο$µενα στοιχε�α, inAristotle’s Physics: A Revised Text with Introduction and
Commentary (Oxford, 1936), 484; there he moves towards an interpretation of the
phrase that is close to that in H. H. Joachim, Aristotle: On Coming-to-Be and
Passing-Away: A Revised Text with Introduction and Commentary (Oxford, 1926);
see e.g. Joachim, 137.
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elements’, then we ought to expect to find ‘elements’ prefaced by

‘so-called’ most particularly in the early works, such as the De caelo
and theProtrepticus. But we do not find this at all. Aristotle appears
to be confident that everyonewill understandwhat ‘element’ means

when used in the context of a discussion of nature or cosmology.40
Now it is well to point out that many terms, scientific concepts

in particular, are originally introduced into scientific discourse as

metaphors; and over time the original, literal meaning tends to be

forgotten and the terms may lose their metaphorical associations,

and become ‘dead metaphors’. So it need not be very remarkable

that Aristotle would identify as an ordinary, non-metaphorical us-

age of a term a usage that was originally metaphorical. But for the

elemental sense of stoicheion to be accepted as an ordinary usage so
quickly is certainly remarkable. Could it be a simple linguistic fact

that Plato’s innovation has been very successful, to the extent that

Aristotle regards the ‘elemental’ sense as one of the ordinary usages

of the term stoicheion, and is uninterested in, perhaps unaware of,
its metaphorical origins? Such rapid terminological establishment

could be explained, for instance, as being due to a combination of

Plato’s great personal influence and, perhaps, a renewed interest

in physics and cosmology after the Timaeus. But this suggestion
must be rejected. For if we turn now to examine Plato’s own use

of stoicheion in the elemental sense, it seems that he is taking up a
usage that is already established among his own contemporaries—a

usage that is, as Aristotle would say, ‘ordinary’.

2. Stoicheia in the Timaeus

The dialogues where Plato uses stoicheion in the elemental sense
are the Theaetetus, the Sophist, and the Timaeus. The Theaetetus is
probably the earliest of these,41 and the term stoicheion occurs for
the first time at 201 e. It is introduced in a somewhat qualified way;

40 Moreover, Ross’s suggestion would not explain why later Greek philosophers
continue, albeit infrequently, to use the expression τ� καλο$µενα στοιχε�α; see e.g.
S.E. PH 3. 62; Plot. Enn. 3. 1. 3. 2.
41 Presuming the Theaetetus to be earlier than the Sophist, Politicus, and Timaeus,

which is to agree with the conventional ordering of the dialogues and with recent

stylometric studies; see e.g. Brandwood, ‘Stylometry’. But see G. E. L. Owen, ‘The

Place of the Timaeus in Plato’s Dialogues’, Classical Quarterly, ns 3 (1953), 79–95,
for an argument that the Timaeus pre-dates the Theaetetus.
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Socrates seems rather di¶dent about using stoicheion in this sense.
But this is the closest Plato comes to o·ering an introduction of

the term in the sense of element or primary physical ingredient.42
For in the Sophist, which according to the most widely accepted
chronologies would be the next dialogue to feature the elemental

sense of stoicheion, the term is used just once, and without fanfare.

The Eleatic Stranger refers to ‘those who make all things come

together at one time, and divide into parts at another . . . divided

into a limited number of elements [στοιχε�α] and out of these put
together again’ (252 b).43This ready use of stoicheion in the elemen-
tal sense would suggest that it is a familiar usage. One gets a similar

impression from theTimaeus (48 b–c). But the apparent familiarity
with the elemental sense of stoicheion in each of these dialogues does
not discount in principle the possibility that Plato himself intro-

duced this sense atTheaet. 201 e. Before we take a closer look at the
Theaetetus, however, let us examine the evidence of the Timaeus. It
seems better to start with the Timaeus because the relevant passage
is less problematic than the Theaetetus passage, and indeed it may
be of help in understanding the latter.

In the crucial passage, Plato, through his spokesmanTimaeus, is

referring to the popular, but unreflective, belief that fire, air, water,

and earth are the principles and elements of everything. This belief

is unreflective because no one knows, or has attempted to explain,

the nature of these bodies. Plato claims that anyone who thinks

seriously about the matter will see that fire, air, water, and earth

cannot be regarded as the most basic constituents of things. He

writes:

So one must see the nature of fire and water, air and earth before the

generation of the heaven and the properties of this; for as the case stands,

no one up to this time has revealed the generation of these, but as if people

know what is fire and each of the others, we say they are principles, positing

them as elements of the whole [στοιχε�α τοE παντ;ς]; though it is not even
right for someone with even a little intelligence reasonably to compare

them even to the class of syllables. (48 b–c)44

42 Precisely what sort of things the stoicheia at Theaet. 201 e are meant to be is
a matter of some dispute: they are often thought to be logical atoms or conceptual

constituents, rather than physical ingredients. See e.g. G. Ryle, ‘Logical Atomism

in Plato’s Theaetetus’, Phronesis, 35 (1990), 21–46.
43 In this passage Plato is probably referring to Empedocles; see Diels,Elementum,

20; Lagercrantz, Elementum, 17.
44 τ0ν δ0 πρ> τ�ς ο9ρανοE γεν!σεως πυρ>ς =δατ;ς τε κα1 '!ρος κα1 γ�ς φ$σιν θεατ!ον
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The view that fire, air, water, and earth are the constituents of things

appears to be something of a commonplace by Plato’s time.45 But
the significant feature of the above passage is that it seems these

four ‘Empedoclean’ elements are commonly or popularly called

stoicheia by Plato’s contemporaries. In other words, the elemental
sense of the term stoicheion is already available. For what irks Plato
here is precisely that people tend to call fire, air, water, and earth the

archai and stoicheia of everything. This, for Plato, is a mistake. The
meaning of archai is ‘the original sources or principles of things’;
and of stoicheia, ‘the ultimate constituents of things’. Plato would
agree that fire, air, water, and earth are constituents, but he wants

to deny that they deserve to be called the ultimate constituents,

the archai or stoicheia, of everything. Hence Plato is criticizing the
contemporary usage of these terms. Clearly, if stoicheion is already
regularly used in the elemental sense by Plato’s contemporaries,

then Plato himself cannot be responsible for introducing this sense

of the term.46
Thismight seemanatural readingof the passage. But perhaps the

matter cannot be so easily settled. A problem for this reading is that

one might think that stoicheion at Tim. 48 b–c is metaphorical, and
clearly so. Fire, air, water, and earth are so far from being stoicheia,
Plato says, that they are not even like syllabai, or syllables. The
term syllab»e has obvious grammatical, or what I have been calling
alphabetic, connotations; the most commonmeaning of syllab»e is ‘a
compound of stoicheia, in the alphabetic sense’, i.e. ‘a compound of
phonemes (or letters)’. But Plato is not making the point that fire,

air, water, and earth are not even compounds of phonemes; rather,

at 48 b–c syllab»e is being used as a metaphor for a (minimally)
complex body. But if syllab»e is being used metaphorically, then one
might think that the use of stoicheion at Tim. 48 b–c is likewise
metaphorical. In particular, it may be argued that the term stoi-

α9τ0ν κα1 τ� πρ> το$του π�θη· νEν γ�ρ ο9δεAς πω γ!νεσιν α9τ�ν µεµ�νυκεν, 'λλ6 Vς
ε*δ;σιν πEρ Gτι ποτ! �στιν κα1 +καστον α9τ�ν λ!γοµεν 'ρχ�ς α9τ� τιθ!µενοι στοιχε�α τοE
παντ;ς, προσ�κον α9το�ς ο9δ6 :ν Vς �ν συλλαβ�ς ε)δεσιν µ;νον ε*κ;τως �π> τοE κα1 βραχW
φρονοEντος 'πεικασθ�ναι.

45 Cf. Tim. 49 b–c. For further evidence in Plato’s works that fire, air, water, and
earth are popularly regarded as the material constituents of things, see Phileb. 29 a
10–11, Crat. 408 d, and cf. Prot. 320 d.
46 Cf. Burkert, who does not think thatTim. 48 b–e is of relevance for the question

of the usage of stoicheion; hence he believes that this passage does not a·ect the
validity of Eudemus’ report (‘Stoicheion’, 176).
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cheion ordinarily has the alphabetic sense, but it does not ordinarily
have the elemental sense. Thus, Taylor, in his commentary on

the Timaeus, glosses στοιχε�α τοE παντ;ς as ‘literally the “ABC of

everything”’.47 It is but a short step to conclude that the elemental
sense is a sense that has been introduced recently, perhaps by Plato

himself, by a metaphorical derivation from the alphabetic sense.

Before examining this suggestion, it is important to clarify just

what Plato is getting at by the comparison of fire, air, water, and

earth with syllables. He believes that fire, air, water, and earth are

not the ultimate constituents of things, and to make this point

clearly and sharply, he denies that they are even as basic as syllabai.
In other words, fire, air, water, and earth have constituents, and as

such they cannot be regarded as genuine stoicheia; but even these
immediate constituents are not the genuine stoicheia, because they
can be analysed into further, even more basic, constituents. The

constituents of a syllable, on the other hand, are the stoicheia, i.e.
stoicheia in the alphabetic sense, because a syllable is the first thing
that stoicheia constitute. The point is that fire, air, water, and earth
are not comparable to syllables, because, unlike syllables, fire, air,

water, and earth are complex phenomena that admit of more than

one division before the genuine stoicheia are reached.
Plato explains why this is so a little later in the dialogue. At 53 d

he says that it is clear to everyone that fire, air, water, and earth are

bodies, and that all bodies are solids. Furthermore, all solids are

bound by surfaces, and all surfaces are divisible into scalene and

isosceles triangles. These triangles are held to be elementary (53 c–
d); for from these all other triangles come to be, e.g. the equilateral
triangles that make up the surfaces of fire, water, and air. There is

a question as to whether the triangles are the ultimate principles:

at 53 d Plato says that ‘archaimore ultimate than this only the god
knows and such a man who is loved by god’. But it is nevertheless

clear why the common or popular notions of fire, air, water, and

earth are not even comparable to syllables; they are not even the

first compounds of the ultimate stoicheia. Fire, air, water, and earth
are already at several removes from the basic triangles, and these

latter may not even be the ultimate archai and stoicheia of things.

47 Taylor, Timaeus, 306. Similarly H. D. P. Lee, in his popular translation of the
Timaeus (Harmondsworth, 1965), renders στοιχε�α τοE παντ;ς ‘the alphabet of the
universe’. See also R. G. Bury, Plato, vii. Timaeus (London and Cambridge, Mass.,
1929), 110 n. 1.
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Notably, however, Plato does proceed to treat the basic triangles as

the stoicheia of things (54 d; 55 a, b; 56 b; 57 c; 61 a).
Now I do not wish to deny that Plato appeals to metaphor in

his attempt to undermine the popular identification of fire, air,

water, and earth as the στοιχε�α τοE παντ;ς. The reference to syl-
labai certainly involves an allusion to the alphabetic sense of stoi-
cheion. Perhaps it should be noted that the reference to syllab»e is
not necessarily a reference to alphabetic syllables: just as stoicheion
has a core meaning of ‘primary constituent’, so it is sometimes

suggested that syllab»e has a basic or primitive sense of ‘that which
is held together’—that is, of several things held together; hence a

composite or complex, as opposed to a simple, object.48 But this use
seems to be rare, and in any case the force of the critique at 48 b–c
is lost if syllabai simply means an object composed of other things.
For what would it mean to say that fire, air, water, and earth ought

not to be compared even to the class of complex objects?49 Clearly,
then, the term syllab»e is being used metaphorically, to name that
first thing that is composed of the physical or natural stoicheia.
But I do not think that it follows that the use of stoicheia in

the expression στοιχε�α τοE παντ;ς is also metaphorical. It makes
better sense, both of the passage itself and of the subsequent use of

the term, to think that stoicheion is already ordinarily used in the
elemental sense, a sense that is independent of the alphabetic sense

of the term; and hence that Plato in the Timaeus is deliberately
trying to overturn the popular belief that fire, air, water, and earth

are the stoicheia of everything.50And the way he sets about doing so
is by playing on the ambiguity of the term stoicheion, in particular
by alluding to one of the other ‘ordinary’ senses of the term, namely,

48 See LSJ s.v.; also McDowell, Theaetetus, 239, and Burnyeat, Theaetetus, 340
n. 1.

49 It would have to be specified that syllab»e means ‘complex object that is com-
posed of simples’, i.e. of stoicheia; the alphabetic sense does this job perfectly.
50 Compare the brief cosmological aside in the Philebus (29 a–b), a dialogue which

is generally regarded to be among Plato’s latest (in many aspects of style it is

close to the Laws, which is almost certainly Plato’s final dialogue: see Brandwood,
‘Stylometry’, 114). Here Socrates refers to fire, air, water, and earth, but he does

not refer to them as stoicheia. If indeed it were the case that Plato introduced the
use of stoicheia as a way to refer to such things as fire, air, water, and earth, then it
would certainly be a little surprising that he refrains from using his innovation in

the Philebus. An admittedly speculative suggestion is that Plato deliberately refrains
from using stoicheia to refer to fire, air, water, and earth in the Philebus precisely
because he has, in theTimaeus, criticized the popular identification of fire, air, water,
and earth as stoicheia.
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the alphabetic sense. To say that they are ‘not even syllables’ ought

to be taken as an ironic jibe at the common view that fire, air, water,

and earth are the stoicheia of all things. Plato here is drawing an
analogy—albeit an analogy he wants to undermine—between fire,

air, water, and earth as the constituents of bodies, and phonemes or

letters as the constituents of syllabai, or syllables. For it to work,
however, stoicheia must be a term that is commonly used to refer

both to fire, air, water, and earth and to phonemes or letters. Hence,

at 48 b–c syllabai must be understood in relation to stoicheia; but,
on the other hand, stoicheiamust be understood not only in relation
to syllabai, but also according to its elemental sense.
In fact, while the passage and its context indicate that stoicheion

is used commonly in the elemental sense, it is quite clear that the

compounds of physical elements are not commonly called syllabai.
For whereas Plato continues later in the dialogue to use the term

stoicheia to refer to what he considers to be the genuine elements,
namely, the basic triangles, he does not use the term syllabai after
48 b–c. This would be surprising if he were borrowing both terms
from alphabetic discourse. If both stoicheia and syllabai are being
used metaphorically, then why not refer to the first things that

the genuine stoicheia constitute, e.g. the equilateral triangles or the
surfaces, as syllabai? I would suggest that Plato does not do so
because stoicheion is a term that has a recognized elemental sense,

whereas syllab»e is not; syllab»e, as noted above, may have a primitive
sense of ‘that which is held together’, i.e. a complex object; but

to speak of ‘physical or material syllabai’ would evidently be quite
unusual, in a way that ‘physical or material stoicheia’ is not. Hence
the term that is being used metaphorically in Tim. 48 b–c is not
stoicheia, but syllabai.
It is illuminating to compare at this point the brief report of the

Platonic doctrine of generation that Aristotle o·ers in his Protrep-
ticus. The doctrine of generation that Aristotle reports is similar
to, but not quite the same as, that of the Timaeus. It is presumably
drawn from Plato’s ‘unwritten doctrines’. According to Aristotle,

the Platonists analyse the generation of substance in the following

way: ‘lines [come to be] from numbers, planes from lines, solids

from planes, and what they call syllables from elements’ (fr. 33. 9).

In other words, at bottom there are numbers, from which every-

thing else comes to be, because these come to be lines, and lines

come to be planes, and planes come to be solids; then we have
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stoicheia coming to be syllables. There are two points of signifi-
cance in this passage to which I want to draw attention. Firstly,

we have here further evidence that stoicheia in the elemental sense
commonly refers to fire, air, water, and earth. For Aristotle readily

identifies the ‘solids’ as the stoicheia, and the ‘solids’, as Plato argues
in theTimaeus (53 d), are fire, air, water, and earth. Evidently, then,
even in a very early work like the Protrepticus, Aristotle thinks it
natural to call fire, air, water, and earth stoicheia. At the same time,
however, he feels the need to qualify what presumably is a very

singular and unusual use of the term syllabai. This, indeed, is the
second point of significance. Aristotle uses the phrase ‘what they

call syllables’ (αB Xνοµαζ;µεναι συλλαβαA). What is it that Plato and
the Platonists call ‘syllables’ in the context of the explanation of the

generation of substance? According to the Protrepticus, what they
call syllables come to be from the elements; that is, what they call

syllables are composites of fire, air, water, and earth. By qualifying

the term in this way, however, Aristotle is clearly indicating that

syllabai is being used in an unusual sense; and to use a term in an

unusual, or strange, sense is, of course, to apply the termmetaphor-

ically. The Platonists, in other words, use ‘syllables’ as a metaphor

for ‘complex bodies’; they adopt a term appropriate to one sphere

of discourse, namely, grammar (or, more generally, language), and

transfer it into another, namely, physics (andmetaphysics). The ob-

vious inference from this and the preceding point is that, whereas

stoicheion does have an elemental sense, syllab»e does not ordinarily
have a sense corresponding to the elemental sense of stoicheion. To
speak of syllabai as compounds of elemental stoicheia, then, is to
speak metaphorically.

Our examination of the Timaeus o·ers little indication that Plato
is the first to call the elements or principles of things stoicheia.
On the contrary, the relevant passage suggests that the term is al-

ready in use, in this sense, among Plato’s contemporaries. This is a

conclusion that is supported by Aristotle’s account of stoicheion in
MetaphysicsDelta, and also by hisProtrepticus. Butwhat is particu-
larly interesting about the passage we considered from the Protrep-
ticus is that it o·ers evidence that Plato introduced a di·erent term
into discussions of nature and the composition of natural things,

namely, syllab»e or ‘syllable’. Moreover, this use of syllab»e seems to
be identified by Aristotle as a metaphorical derivation, presumably

from the more familiar, alphabetic, sense of the term.
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3. Stoicheia in the Theaetetus

Let us now consider the use of stoicheion in the Theaetetus. If, as
is usually thought, the Theaetetus is earlier than the Sophist and
the Timaeus, then the occurrence of stoicheion at 201 e is the first
occurrence of the term in the elemental sense in the extant litera-

ture. But is it also the locus of the first ever use of stoicheion in this
sense? The context is a discussion of knowledge, and the di·erence

between knowledge and true belief. In order to clarify the distinc-

tion between what is knowable and unknowable, Socrates recounts

a ‘dream’: ‘for I seem to have heard from some people that the first

stoicheia, as it were [οBονπερεA], out of which we and other things are
composed, have no account’ (201 d–e).51 Now, at first glance one
might think that this passage o·ers goodevidence that Plato did not

introduce the term stoicheion in the elemental sense, precisely be-
cause the term is used by Socrates with reference to someone else’s

theory.Unfortunately thematter is not quite so clear. For one thing,

it is very di¶cult to identify the author, or authors, of this ‘dream’

theory.52 Some commentators have suggested that Socrates is re-
ferring to a Pythagorean theory, or the theory of atomism; others

have inferred, from the remark that Socrates has dreamt the theory,

that Plato is thinking of a theory held by a contemporary and pro-

mulgated after Socrates’ death.53 Still others, however, suggest that
Plato is simply inventing the theory.54 Certainly, if Plato is making
it up, then hemay well be using stoicheion in the elemental sense for
the very first time. If, on the other hand, Socrates is referring to a

theory held by a historical figure, it does not necessarily follow that

the author of the ‘dream’ theory actually used the term stoicheion.
Hence, whether we think that Socrates is reporting a theory, or the

51 �γY γ�ρ αP �δ;κουν 'κο$ειν τιν�ν Gτι τ� µ4ν πρ�τα οBονπερε1 στοιχε�α, �ξ /ν �µε�ς
τε συγκεAµεθα κα1 τZλλα, λ;γον ο9κ 3χοι.
52 All references to the author of the ‘dream’ are in the singular, except the first,

which is in the plural; cf. 202 e.
53 Antisthenes is often suggested as the author of the theory. Cf. Cornford, PTK,

143–4; W. K. C. Guthrie, AHistory of Greek Philosophy, v. The Later Plato and the
Academy (Cambridge, 1978), 114–15; Bostock, Theaetetus, 202; Burnyeat, Theaete-
tus, 164–5. For Lewis Campbell, The Theaetetus of Plato: A Revised Text with
English Notes [Theaetetus] (Oxford, 1883), and Taylor, Timaeus, 306–7, Socrates is
dreaming of Pythagoreans.

54 See McDowell, Theaetetus, 234, 237. Cf. Diels, Elementum, 19; Burkert, ‘Stoi-
cheion’, 174.
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theory is a literary fiction, it remains a distinct possibility that this

is the place where Plato introduces the elemental sense of stoicheion.
If it were the case that Plato is here using the term for the first

time in its elemental sense, then one question that we might rea-

sonably ask is: why use this term? Plato would no doubt be aware

of his contemporaries’ use of stoicheion in the primitive sense of
‘principle’, e.g. the stoicheia of rhetoric or of good government (see
Section 1). But the usual view is that he is drawing on the alpha-

betic sense of stoicheion; and, indeed, there does seem to be some

support for this view. At 202 e Socrates suggests to Theaetetus that,
in order better to understand the ‘dream’ theory, they ought to take

as ‘hostages’ the models (τ� παραδεAγµατα) used by the author of
the theory. He immediately identifies the ‘models’ as ‘the stoicheia
and syllabai of grammar’ (or of writing: τ� τ�ν γραµµ�των στοιχε��
τε κα1 συλλαβ�ς). This certainly appears to be very strong evidence
that the use of stoicheion in the sense of ‘element’ is metaphorically
derived from the alphabetic sense of the term. But before trying to

evaluate this evidence, let us return to 201 e.
The interpretation of Theaet. 201 e depends to a large extent

on how we understand the phrase τ� οBονπερε1 στοιχε�α. The rather
mysterious expression οBονπερεAmay indicate that Socrates is intro-
ducing, quite self-consciously, the term stoicheion, and in particular
that he wants clearly to mark that he is introducing it metaphor-

ically. In e·ect, he may be saying something like this: ‘the first

“letters”, if you will, from which we and other things are com-

posed’.55 Obviously this would be the favoured reading if we think
that Plato is responsible for introducing the elemental sense of stoi-
cheion. Now this reading need not imply that the ‘dream’ theory is
his own invention. The ‘dream’ theory may be an actual historical

theory that Socrates is reporting, but one that does not employ the

term stoicheion; in order to explain the theory Socrates supplies
the term himself. So, by using the expression οBονπερεA, Socrates
would be flagging his transfer of stoicheion from its familiar use in

the alphabetic sense to an unusual, or ‘strange’, use to describe the

ultimate constituents of things.56
If Socrates is reporting an actual historical theory, however, and

55 Bostock renders οBονπερεA ‘if I may so call them’ (Theaetetus, 204).
56 For Diels, Elementum, 19, and Burkert, ‘Stoicheion’, 175, the alphabetic sense

prepares and legitimates the new and strange transfer of the term stoicheion to the
elemental sense.
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in particular, if he is repeating the term stoicheion as it is used
by the progenitors of the dream theory, then the use of οBονπερεA
may indicate that he is unhappy with the way the term is being

used. He may be unhappy, for instance, because he believes that

the ‘dream’ theorists identify the wrong sort of things as stoicheia.
This suggestion would tie in very nicely with Plato’s criticism in

the Timaeus of the use of archai and stoicheia with reference to fire,
air, water, and earth. But, unfortunately, this seems unlikely: the

things identified in the Theaetetus as stoicheia, however we may
interpret them, seem comfortably to match the requirements for

elemental status, unlike the Timaean conception of fire, air, water,

and earth.

There is perhaps another possibility, however, one which does

not require that we make a decision upon the provenance of the

‘dream’ theory. Why Socrates uses the expression οBονπερεA may
ultimately resist complete clarification, but nevertheless I think

it can be established that the expression does not have to imply

either reticence over the use of the term stoicheion or a warning
that one is about to trade in metaphors. Plato, remarkably, never

uses this expression anywhere else, but he does use the similar

expression VσπερεA, and interestingly, he uses this latter expression
in theCratyluswith reference to stoicheia. So let us turn now to the
Cratylus, to see if it throws any light upon Theaet. 201 e.
Formuch of theCratylus Socrates is conducting an etymological

enquiry into names, or words (Xν;µατα).57 He has been analysing
names into smaller component names, and he now begins to won-

der at what point one should call a halt to such a procedure. For

instance, once one has analysed a name into its components, some-

one might ask for the names from which the component names

are formed, and so on indefinitely. The question is: when would

the answerer be justified in stopping? Socrates asks his interlocutor

Hermogenes:

Wouldn’t it be when he reaches the names that are, as it were, the elements

[2 Vσπερε1 στοιχε�α] of all the other statements and names? For if these
are indeed elements [στοιχε�α], it cannot be right to suppose that they are
composed out of other names . . . if we ever get hold of a name that isn’t

composed out of other names, we’ll be right to say that at last we’ve reached

57 The Greek [νοµα has no exact English translation: in the Cratylus, Xν;µατα
include proper names, nouns, adjectives, and, at 427 c, adverbs.
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an element, which cannot any longer be carried back to other names (422 a–
b, trans. Reeve)58

In what sense is Socrates using stoicheion here? Both before and
after this passage, Socrates frequently uses stoicheion in the fami-
liar alphabetic sense, e.g. at 393d–e, and then again at 424 c–e,
426 d, 431 e, and 433 a. In these passages stoicheion straightfor-
wardly means ‘letter of the alphabet’ or ‘phoneme’. But at 422 a–b
it is not used in the alphabetic sense. A stoicheion now means a cer-
tain sort of name or a word, in particular one of the primary names

into which other names may be analysed, and which do not admit

of analysis into names that are more primary.

But if stoicheion at 422 a–b is not used in the alphabetic sense, can
we at least say that it is derived metaphorically from the alphabetic

sense? I think to say so would be an error. A metaphorical use is,

strictly speaking, the transfer of a term, belonging to one sphere

of discourse, to another sphere, where it is used ‘strangely’. But if

‘letter’ is the controlling sense of stoicheion, then to refer to certain
kinds of words as stoicheia is not metaphorical. For it would be to
use a term that belongs to a certain sphere of discourse, in this

case grammar, in a di·erent sense within that very same sphere

of discourse. And while this would, perhaps, be a ‘strange’ use, it

would be so onlybecause it is confusing. It seems rather that at 422 a
Socrates is using the term stoicheia neither in the alphabetic sense,
as he has earlier in the dialogue, nor in a sense derived from the

alphabetic sense; but rather that he is now drawing on a more basic,

and yet also familiar, sense of stoicheion. This, I would suggest, is
the general sense of ‘primary constituent’. And this is a familiar

sense: as Aristotle says inDe caelo 3. 3, what everyone in every case
would understand by stoicheion is ‘something into which compound
things can be analysed’ (305B17–18).59 In the Cratylus compound
names are analysed into their primary names, and so to call these

latter the stoicheia of the former would be a typical, or ‘ordinary’,
use of the term. Occasional uses of stoicheia, qualified by VσπερεA,

58 C. D. C. Reeve, Plato’s Cratylus: Translated, with an Introduction and Notes
(Indianapolis and Cambridge, 1998).

59 Cf. Aquinas: ‘every one intends to mean by “element” something such as has
been described, no matter what the field, for example, in corporal speech, and in

demonstrations, in which the principles are called “elements” that are not resolved

into other principles’ (‘Aquinas’ Exposition of Aristotle’s Treatise on the Heavens’,

trans. by Father Pierre Conway and F. R. Larcher (unpublished but circulated in

photocopied form; New York, 1963–4), bk. 3, Lec 8, Sct 600, p. 3-27.
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can be found in later Greek authors, and again on these occasions

there is no need to think that the termmust be understood as being

metaphorically derived from the alphabetic, nor for that matter

any other, sense of stoicheion. Plutarch, for instance, says that hope
of reward and fear of punishment are ‘the elements, as it were’

(Vσπερε1 στοιχε�α) of virtue (De liberis educandis 12 c 12). He means,
surely, that these things are the primary constituents of virtue—

there is certainly no need to interpret what he means according

to the analogy of letters of the alphabet (cf. Iambl. Comm. math.
22. 13;Myst. 1. 4. 21).
Does this mean that Plato in the Cratylus is drawing on the

core meaning of stoicheion as identified by Aristotle inMetaphysics
Delta? Yes and no. Consider again that the core meaning of stoi-
cheion, stated fully, is ‘primary constituent, into which other things
may be analysed, and which is not itself analysable into things dif-

ferent in form’. Plato calls the primary names stoicheia at 422 a–b
because the primary names do not admit of analysis into names

that are more primary. But even if analysis cannot retrieve fur-

ther, more basic, names, it remains possible to analyse the primary
names into other things that are di·erent in form. Indeed, Plato

proceeds in the Cratylus to do just that; he analyses the names into
the primary sounds, the syllables and their stoicheia, i.e. stoicheia
in the alphabetic sense (424 b–e). So there appears to be a lack of
fit between such stoicheia and the core meaning of the term. But
arguably it would be out of place, in an enquiry into the primary

names, to proceed all the way down to letters or phonemes. In order

to analyse the correctness of these primary names, a di·erent sort

of investigation is called for; and this investigation does indeed in-

volve examining the stoicheia of the primary names. By identifying
the primary names as stoicheia, on the grounds that further analysis
will not produce further names, Socrates is perhaps operating with

a general notion of stoicheion that lacks the stricter sense that Aris-
totle later gives it, namely, that it should be indivisible into things

di·erent in form. This notion is general enough to be applied to

a wide variety of things, just in case these things are simple and

constitute some complex item.60 But in any case it is nevertheless
clear that the term is being used with, and depends upon, reference

to the core meaning of stoicheion; the way it is used in the Cratylus
may lack precision, but this does not render it metaphorical.

60 Cf. n. 13.
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Now how does the Cratylus aid our understanding of Theaete-
tus 201 e? What I would suggest is that the expression οBονπερε1
στοιχε�α in the Theaetetus ought to be understood along the lines of
Vσπερε1 στοιχε�α; in other words, it is an indication that Socrates is
drawing on the core sense of stoicheion. Hence the use of stoicheia
in the ‘dream’ theory ought to be readily understandable without

presuming an appeal to metaphor. This suggestion, however, faces

an immediate problem, namely, Socrates’ claim at 202 e that the
elemental sense of stoicheion is based on an alphabetic model. But
let us consider Theaetetus’ reaction to Socrates’ claim. Theaete-

tus agrees, apparently after some hesitation, that the author of the

dream theory had the alphabetic sense of stoicheion in mind as the
model of the stoicheia of the theory. Now it may well be significant
that Theaetetus seems to hesitate before agreeing with Socrates

on the derivation of stoicheion. Prior to 202 e, Socrates says that
the things composed of stoicheia are complexes (συγκεAµενα), and a
few lines later he refers to these complexes as syllabai or ‘syllables’
(202 b). As we have seen, Aristotle in the Protrepticus claims that
the Platonists commonly call compounds of elements syllabai. This
use of syllab»e, I argued in Section 2, is a metaphorical derivation
from the use of the term in alphabetic or generally linguistic con-

texts. But at 202 e it seems that Socrates has to clarify to Theaetetus
his intention to consider the terms stoicheia and syllabai in their al-
phabetic senses. Perhaps this is simply because Socrates initially

expresses his intention rather obscurely. But, on the other hand,

it may imply that before 202 e they had been using these terms in
some other sense, or at least that Theaetetus had understood stoi-
cheion and syllab»e in some sense other than their alphabetic senses.
If this were the case, then it would follow that the ‘dream’ theory

as presented at 201 e to 202 c is readily understandable if stoicheion
and syllab»e are taken simply to have the rather general senses of
‘constituent’ and ‘that which is constituted’; in other words, senses

that are independent of the alphabetic sense.

This may seem rather a lot to hang on an apparent hesitation.

But in any case Theaetetus’ agreement regarding the derivation

of stoicheion is certainly not enough to establish that the elemen-
tal sense is derived from the alphabetic sense. This is, after all, a

Platonic dialogue, not a treatise; as in the Timaeus, Socrates may
simply be playing on the fact that stoicheia has this ambiguity, that
it has the meaning both of constituents, generally speaking, and of
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phonemes or letters. By 204 a Socrates seems consciously to depart
from his alphabetic model, as he emphasizes that what he has said

about stoicheia and syllabai holds both for γρ�µµατα and for ‘all
other things’. The argument from this point on would appear to

concern the relationship of parts to wholes considered generally,

i.e. without special reference to the peculiar characteristics of al-

phabetic stoicheia.61 But why focus on an alphabetic model in the
first place? A reason why he does so may be available at 206 b. Here
Socrates states that it is by examining those stoicheia, and syllabai,
of which we have experience that we can draw conclusions about

the general class of stoicheia. In other words, Socrates fastens onto
the familiar alphabetic sense of stoicheion in order more e·ectively
to highlight certain, and to Socrates’ mind unsatisfactory, features

of the stoicheia of the ‘dream’ theory (202 e–204 a). The latter evi-
dently involves the use of stoicheion with reference to things with
which we are less familiar. But that does not mean that the use of

stoicheia in this sense is an unfamiliar use.
At least two points emerge from this discussion of theTheaetetus.

Firstly, it seems unlikely that, without the evidence of Eudemus’

report, anyonewould have identified this passage atTheaet. 201 e as
the first use of stoicheion in the elemental sense. On the other hand,
it must be conceded that it is very di¶cult to establish conclusively

from the evidence of the Theaetetus itself that stoicheion is already
commonly used in the sense of ‘element’. This is because atTheaet.
201 e and onwards it is very di¶cult to say with certainty when, or
even whether, Socrates is using stoicheion in the elemental sense.62
It seems best to think that the sense that Socrates has in mind

throughout is that of the core meaning of the term.63 There is
a core, or general, meaning of the term stoicheion, which is the
basic sense of ‘primary constituent’, and there are certain uses of

this term that are ‘ordinary’ or familiar, and one of these is the

alphabetic sense. Nevertheless, on the basis of Aristotle’s evidence,

and also that of the Timaeus and the Sophist, it seems clear that
the elemental sense of stoicheion is also an ‘ordinary’ sense, and
moreover it is a sense that is already available for use by Plato. In the

61 Cf. D. Gallop, ‘Plato and the Alphabet’, Philosophical Review, 72/3 (1963),
364–76 at 373.

62 Diels,Elementum 19, and Lagercrantz, Elementum, 17, suggest that at 201 e and
thenceforward stoicheion has a double sense, of both ‘letter’ and ‘basic material’.
63 Cf. Campbell’s sober assessment of 201 e and the subsequent passages, Theaete-

tus, 213 n. 1.
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Theaetetus and Timaeus Plato turns to the alphabetic sense of stoi-
cheion in order to clarify certain points about the sort of things that
his contemporaries identify as the stoicheia of nature and natural
things. It may be that the elemental sense is not as familiar as the

alphabetic sense and perhaps not even as familiar as the geometric

sense; but it is an ‘ordinary’, as opposed to a metaphorical, sense

none the less.

It is not, however, that any use of stoicheion other than the alpha-
betic, geometric, or elemental sensesmust be deemedmetaphorical.

If what is called a stoicheion is the primary constituent of something,
then that use of stoicheion is not metaphorical. So, for instance, the
use of stoicheia at Crat. 422 a is not metaphorical. This point, I
think, also answers a question raised earlier, regarding the use of

stoicheion by Plato’s contemporaries Isocrates and Xenophon in the
sense of ‘elementary rules’ or parts of a particular discourse. Such

uses are not metaphorical, because they are based upon the core

meaning of the term stoicheion. Admittedly, one might not think of
a set of rules or the fundamental branches of a discipline as ‘con-

stituents’ of that discipline, in the way, for instance, that phonemes

constitute syllables. But what these uses do suggest is the organiza-

tion of stoicheia into an order, or a comprehensiblewhole. The core
sense of stoicheion, then, is that of a basic part of a whole.64

University College, Oxford
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