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se veut un véhicule d’expression assez diver-
sifié pour offrir le mode de rencontre écrite
ou chaque membre se sent a 1’aise. Une ru-
brique spéciale répond au type de réflexion
que chacun veut livrer : de la suggestion de
lecture au point de doctrine approfondi, en
passant par le commentaire, le débat, 1’outil
pédagogique, la traduction, ou méme —
pourquoi pas? — un texte divertissant, sous
mode de conférence ou d’entretien familier.

is intended to be a multi-faceted vehicle for
philosophical exchange suited to the needs of
all our members. The different sections are
meant to reflect this diversity, running from
serious philosophical and scholarly articles, to
pedagogical texts, translations, talks given by
members, exchanges on particular questions,
critical studies, book reviews and — why not?
— an occasional more popular text.

Kepaiaia

Les articles sont, étymologiquement, les
parties principales qui articulent une chose.
C’est, traditionnellement, 1'é1ément le plus
substantiel, le plus sérieux d’une revue.
KepdAawa ’annonce, en désignant le capital,
qui a rapport a la téte.

Etymologically speaking, articles are those
independent principal parts which, joined
together, give structure to the whole and are
thus, traditionally, the most substantial parts of
a journal. KepdAotw, in its meaning of
principle or chief expresses this well.

Auprofntiuoza

Le dynamisme de la vie interne de la So-
ciété s’observe dans la présentation de dé-
couvertes relatives a 1’interprétation d’Aris-
tote, susceptibles d’attirer la contestation de
membres. — Et dans la contestation de
parutions antérieures, suivant un débat conti-
nu. Une tribune d’investigation dialectique.

The inner vitality of the Society can best be
found in the presentation of discoveries in
respect to the interpretation of Aristotle and his
school which are apt to bring about lively
debates among the members—debates that may
extend through many issues of the journal. This
is our dialectical Agora.

Ecnynoeg

On réagit par des notes critiques a des paru-
tions plus ou moins récentes en matiére de tra-
dition aristotélicienne.

A critical evaluation of recent — and not so
recent — writings in the light of the
Aristotelian tradition.




Hoideia

Voila le lieu de réflexions fondamentales sur
les principes et le mode de I’apprentissage
philosophique. Et d’autres outils, telles des
traductions.

The place to go for translations of texts, as
well as for reflections on the principles of
philosophical teaching and their application.

Evtevéelg

Des conférences présentées a différents pu-
blics regoivent ici une diffusion plus large.
Cette rubrique a couleur de vulgarisation, d’ap-
plication a des situations familiéres et s’ouvre a
des textes plus 1égers, voire divertissants.

Here we find a diversity of more popular and
public works: talks given to various audiences;
lighter works of philosophical reflection. A
break from the more serious parts of the journal.

Amoypapels

Une rubrique un peu fechnique, mais utile,
qui signale les derniéres parutions susceptibles
d’aider I’approfondissement de la doctrine
aristotélicienne et thomiste. Ses compte-rendus
énumeérent et décrivent simplement, sans com-

menter ni critiquer.

A more technical section devoted to
indicating the newest texts in the tradition that
may be of use to our readers. These reviews
describe, but do not attempt to comment or
critique.

v
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A MUSLIM PERSPECTIVE ON PHILOSOPHY &
RELIGION: The Decisive Treatise of Averroés”®

Thérese Bonin
Duquesne University
Pittsburgh

THE BEST WAY FOR US, as Christians and Westerners, to approach
Averroés is to begin with events in the intellectual history of the
West, where he had more influence than in the Islamic worl. Then,
once we have seen him as his Christian readers saw him, we can
try to glimpse him in his native habitat.

*

In the West, as knowledge of Greek declined along with the
old Roman empire, the philosophically inclined had to rely on
Latin translations of Greek texts, which meant a little Plato and
no Aristotle except for parts of his logic. Aristotle’s “content-
works,” those works in which we see what he accomplishes with
logic, entered Latin as a large and not very digestible mass only
in the second half of the twelfth century.

Readers confronted with these difficult texts did what readers
today do: they clamored for commentaries. And translators oblig-
ed, putting both Greek and Arabic commentaries into Latin.

Among the commentators, readers found Averroés particularly
helpful, which explains why St. Thoams Aquinas could refer to
him simply as “the Commentator” and expect everyone to under-
stand which commentator he meant.

Part of Averroés’ appeal was his meticulous attention to detail.
He wrote three kinds of commentary on Aristotle — the short, the

* This talk was presented at the Franciscan University of Steubenville on Friday,
4 November 2005, before an audience of undergraduates and M. A. students,
most with no prior knowledge of Islamic philosophy; perhaps it will prove
useful to others who wish an introduction to Islamic thought.
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middle, and the long — and sometimes all three kinds on one Aris-
totelian text. The long commentaries offer line-by-line analysis,
which leaves no room for hand-waving or pretending not to notice
puzzling phrases. And Averroés took the trouble to revise his
short and middle commentaries in light of what he found as he
prepared the long ones.

Another reasonn for Averroés’ appeal was that he faced diffi-
culties more or less the same as those troubling Western readers.
To begin with the West again, Aristotle’s very impressive and
comprehensive account of reality appears to contradict that of the
Bible in spots. In other words, reason, as ably represented by
Aristotle, seems to contradict faith.

For example, Aristotle clearlhy thought that the world had
always existed, whereas Genesis speaks of a beginning. Not so
clear but equally troubling was Aristotle’s suggestion that God
knows only himself, a situation which would make nonsense of
divine providence. Also, Aristotle is hard to pin down on the
question of personal immortality, without which hope for heaven
becomes wishful thinking and fear of hell becomes a child’s fear
of monsters in the dark. Finally, even though the notion of resur-
rection never crossed Aristotle’s mind, arguments he makes in his
work on coming to be and passing away seem to show that resur-
rection is impossible.

How were Christian thinkers to interpret Aristotle and deal
with what looked like contradictions between faith and reason?
Some looked to Averroés for guidance. At first that may seem like
an odd move: why would Christians turn to a twelfth-century
Muslim for help with the problem of faith and reason?

But their discomfort was not an exclusively Christian discom-
fort. The Qur’an speaks of creation, providence, heaven, hell, and
resurrection, just as does the Bible. And Averroés, as an expert in
Islamic law, knew right well what the Qur’an said. Nor had he
failed to put Aristotle and the Qur’an side-by-side, noting the
points of tension. He told one of his students how an older
philosopher, Ibn Tufayl, who also happened to be the caliph’s
medical advisor, introduced him to the caliph; Averroés was about
42 at the time, and he described the episode like this:
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When I entered into the presence of the Prince of the
Believers, Abu Yac‘qub, I found him with Abii Bakr Ibn
Tufayl alone. Abt Bakr began praising me, mentioning
my family and ancestors and generously including in
the recital things beyond my real merits. The first thing
that the Prince of the Believers said to me, after asking
me my name, my father’s name and my genealogy was:
“What is their opinion about the heavens?”—referring
to the philosophers—“Are they eternal or created?”
Confusion and fear took hold of me, and I began making
excuses and denying that I had ever concerned myself
with philosophic learning; for I did not know what Ibn
Tufayl had told him on the subject. But the Prince of the
Believers understood my fear and confusion, and
turning to Ibn Tufayl began talking about the question
of which he had asked me, mentioning what Aristotle,
Plato and all the philosophers had said, and bringing in
besides the objections of the Muslim thinkers against
them...!

Averroés, then, shared with his Western, Christian readers the
problem of the relation between sacred texts and Aristotelian texts.
What solution did Christians find in his commentaries?

Some found no solution there at all, but others, whom we call
Latin Averroists,2understood the relation between Aristotle and
the Bible in the way Averroés appeared to understand the relation
between Aristotle and the Qur'an. That is, they argued that the
world has always existed, in timeless dependence on the timeless
God; that God does not know particular creatures in their
particularity; that all human beings share acommon intellect, such

I'Quoted by George F. Hourani in his translation of The Decisive Treatise
(London: Luzac 1976), pp. 12-13. All quotations of The Decisive Treatise
itself will be from Hourani’s version which is available as an e-text at
www.muslimphilosophy.com and on this site.

2 In thirteenth-century texts, “Averroist” means one who adopts Averroés’
account of the intellect. In the broader sense in which I am using it, the term
is not entirely satisfactory—as neither is any other term for the thinkers to
whom I refer—, but it is convenient for our purposes.
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that immortality is collective and impersonal, not individual; and
that resurrection cannot occur. The same persons who argued
these positions also professed orthodox beliefs, although they
judged them false according to philosophical principles.

If you find yourselves wondering how one and the same indi-
vidual can profess orthodox beliefs but judge them false accord-
ing to philosophical principles, you are not alone: it does seem an
extraordinarily difficult thing to do. In fact, it seems downright
impossible: “with the truth all things harmonize,” but these men
maintained discordant views as though they had never heard of
the principle of contradiction.

Of course, we all know the principle of contradiction. Even
people who have never heard of it know that the same thing
cannot both be and not be at the same time and in the same way.
Small children arguing on the playground assert the principle of
contradiction, albeit with simpler formulas. And the Latin
Averroists knew the principle of contradiction not only with the
vague, if unavoidable, recognition of those who have never given
it careful articulation; they knew it as devoted students of
Aristotle, who made an elaborate defense of it in his Metaphysics.

But when they professed orthodox beliefs while judging those
beliefs false according to philosophical principles, what were the
Latin Averroists doing if not embracing a contradiction? Here we
must tread carefully: we cannot have full and certain knowledge
of the inward dispositions of another human being, especially not
across a distance of centuries. Perhaps some of them had rejected
the faith but found it expedient to profess faith anyway. Perhaps
some were just confused Christians, as we ourselves may be; if
their writings were cautious or less than forthcoming, that bought
them time to think things through. And perhaps others had never
given enough attention to their faith either to reject or to become
confused about it; they philosophized as if their faith were
irrelevant to their search for truth, and maybe they lived as if their
faith were irrelevant.

Whatever was in their hearts, their contemporaries sensed
confusion or dishonesty or some combination thereof, and tried to
bring them to clarity and honesty by accusing them of proposing

10
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what has come to be called the “double truth theory.” That is, they
accused the Latin Averroists of claiming that what is true accord-
ing to philosophical principles may be false according to faith,
and that what is true according to faith may be philosophically
false. Putting the same thing a different way, faith and sound
reason may contradict each other, yet both are true.

That, of course, makes no sense whatsoever. No surprise, then,
that we have no text in which a Latin Averroist states the double
truth theory. Instead, the double truth theory is found only in texts
by opponents of the Latin Averroists, because it is a reduction to
the absurd. That is, opponents of the Averroists made explicit the
absurdities which followed from their duplicitous, expedient, or
careless statements, in an attempt to force them to show their hand
or to face difficulties they were ignoring.

*

Now what would Averroés have thought of his Latin disciples?
Who was the real Averroés?

He was born around 1126 into a family of renowned jurists; he
himself became a judge in Seville3and then chief judge at the
Great Mosque in his native Céordoba?, each at different times the
capital of Muslim Spain. Averroés was an equally successful
doctor, serving as personal physician to the caliph Aba Ya‘qub
and to the caliph’s son and successor, al-Mansar;® it was at the
request of Abd Yacqab that he wrote his Aristotelian commenta-
ries.

As these few facts already suggest, law and politics will have
everything to do with his story, so we need to know a little about
Islamic law and about the vicissitudes of Muslim Spain.

Experts in Islamic law were (and are) divided into several
schools of thought, among them the Malikite school. The Mali-
kites, together with the Hanbalites, were called “the people of

31169-72.
41172-82.

3 Abil Yiisuf Yaqiib al-Mansiir succeeded his father in 1184; Averroés had
become royal physician in 1182, at the court of Marrakesh.

11
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Tradition.” Their founder, Malik b. Anas,®is perhaps best known
for what he said when asked about Qur’anic references to God
sitting on His throne. Prominent Muslim theologians took this
language to be an allegorical way of expressing God’s majesty,
but not Malik, who replied:

The sitting is known; its modality is unknown. Belief
in it is an obligation and raising questions regarding it
is a heresy.

Reportedly, Malik also said,

Knowledge is threefold: the clear Book of God, past
Tradition, and ‘I know not.””

The Malikites, then, had no use for logical techniques in
matters of religious doctrine, although they did allow for
argumentation on some points of religious law—a fact which will
help Averroés make his case for philosophy.

This was the unlikely atmosphere in which Averroés lived and
breathed. His father was a respected Malikite judge; his grand-
father was so famous as a Malikite judge that Arabic texts avoid
confusion by referring to our philosopher as “the Grandson.” And
although the grandson’s legal opinions were eclectic and reflected
his extensive knowledge of the many schools of legal thought,
officially, he too was a Malikite judge. In fact, the whole of
Muslim Spain was mostly Malikite; at times in its history, it was
almost exclusively so.

If that was the state of religious law in Alandalus, what about
religious speculation? Speculative theology made brief appear-
ances now and again, but never took root. More than that, the
caliph who reigned during Averroés’ youth® banned theology and
burned even the works of al-Gazali, although Gazali is widely
considered the greatest of Islamic theologians and honored with
the title “Proof of Islam.” But in the eyes of that prince, even the

6D. 795.

7 Quoted in Hourani, p. 7.

8 ¢Alf Ibn Yisuf, the last of the Almoravid dynasty (a Malikite dynasty),
reigned from 1106/7-1142/3.

12
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best speculative theology was a bad thing, and only law deserved
to be studied.?

In this unpromising soil, philosophy managed to thrive, per-
haps because it kept to itself: philosophers were a tiny minority,
and they reckoned that, by the very nature of things, they would
always be a tiny minority, so they never tried to be anything more.
We have already seen signs of their discretion in the report that
Averroés, when first introduced to the “Prince of the Believers,”
had no idea of the caliph’s favorable opinion and hoped he might
be able to get away with pretending never to have studied
philosophy. And while almost all Westerners who have heard of
Averroés think of him as a philosopher or perhaps as a figure in
the history of medicine, most of his fellow Muslims knew him
principally as a jurist.

Precautions notwithstanding, the learned sometimes excited
the antipathy of literalists and, through them, of the populace. In
both the Middle East and Alandalus, we find rulers whose per-
sonal sympathies rested with the philosophers but who feared
rebellion unless they gave the philosophers over to the will of the
crowds. So it was with Averroés. His fellow Malikite judges were
hostile to philosophy, so hostile that al-Manstr could not squelch
their opposition. In 1195, probably because of Malikite pressure,
al-Manstr began a persecution of philosophers. Averroés had
always loved to preach in the mosque, and one of his early bio-
graphers preserves these words:

The worst thing that happened to me in my afflictions
was when [ and my son “Abdallah entered a mosque in
Cordoba at the time of the evening prayer, and some of
the lowest of the common people made a commotion
against us and ejected us from it.!°

After his trial, his books were burned and he was exiled to
Lucena, a small Jewish town south of Cérdoba; two or three years

9 Nonetheless, Averroés’ youthful studies included speculative theology
(kalam).
10 Ansari, quoted in Hourani, pp. 38-39.

13
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later, the caliph apparently felt secure enough to summon him to
Morocco,!! but Averroés died shortly afterward, in 1198.

Despite the book-burning, about a hundred and four of his
works survive, sometimes only in Hebrew or Latin translations.
Some are legal studies, others medical treatises, and others Aristo-
telian commentaries; of special interest to us are his works on the
relation between philosophy and religion.

*

Why did Averroés write about the relation between philosophy
and religion? He did so about sixteen years before his fall from
favor,12 and we have no record of any particular event to which
he would have been responding; as far as we know, he simply
found the antiphilosophical atmosphere in Alandalus troubling.
That atmosphere came in part from the natural tendencies of
literalists, and in part from the efforts of Gazali.

After the lifting of the ban on theology, Gazali found a
readership in Alandalus, and among his writings was The Inco-
herence of the Philosophers, a polemical work which charged
philosophers with heresy on seventeen points and outright unbe-
lief on three more. His vigorous attack on philosophy went
unanswered for some eighty years, until Averroés replied with
The Incoherence of the Incoherence.1® Gazali also wrote a work

11 Perhaps this did not indicate a return to favor: one early account says that
Averroés died in a house of detention in Morocco. On the other hand, his
sons did well as judges, and one became the caliph’s physician. The timing
of the persecution suggests an attempt to strengthen religious support for
the campaign against the Christian Alfonso IX.

12 The Decisive Treatise seems to have been written in 1179 or a year or two
earlier. It’s the second part of a trilogy; the first part is the Epistle
Dedicatory or Epistle on Divine Knowledge (which has for years been
called the “appendix” and put in second place by mistake); the third part is
the Exposition of Religious Arguments. We have reports that Averroés
wrote a commentary on the Almohad profession of faith and a book about
Ibn Tamart, founder of the Almohads, but these are lost, as is his com-
mentary on Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy Ibn Yaqzan.

13 The Incoherence of the Philosophers was completed in 1095; The Incohe-
rence of the Incoherence dates to about 1180.

14
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called The Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing Islam from
Masked Infidelity; there he argued that some of the philosophers’
allegorical interpretations of the Qur’an4 have so little to do with
its meaning that they amount to unbelief. Averroés replied to this
attack as well, with the Decisive Treatise, the work | wish to
describe.

Decisive Treatise is a shortened version of its rather unwieldy
title, Book of the Distinction of the Discourse & Determination of
the Connection between Religion & Philosophy. Not only the title,
but also the form of the work is strange to most of us. The text is
by a philosopher and about philosophy, but it’s not a philoso-
phical text. Instead, it’s a discussion of philosophy from the per-
spective of Islamic law, and so its form and its intended audience
are legal. In other words, the Decisive Treatise is a judge’s
decision, Averroés’ formal legal opinion, a fatwa.

The Decisive Treatise frames the question about philosophy in
legal terms: it asks whether philosophy is obligatory or
recommended or merely allowed or prohibited. And Averroés
draws the answer to this legal question from the four sources of
Islamic law: the Qur’an, the Traditions about the Prophet, the
consensus of the Muslim community, and analogical reasoning,
which was the sort of reasoning used by those lawyers who
allowed for argumentation when interpreting the Qur’an.

The foundation for Averroés’ decision is that we know an
artisan by his works, and that philosophy studies the works of the
divine Artisan, which is something the Law urges us to do. Indeed,
the Law obliges us to study the heavens and the earth, says
Averroés, and he quotes some Qur’anic verses to support his claim.

But how should we study the heavens and the earth? Since the
works of the divine Artisan are the best matter for reflection, we
should use the best kind of reasoning, namely, demonstration.
And of course, the obligation to acquire demonstrative knowledge
of God and of creatures brings with it the obligation to study logic,
so that we understand what constitutes demonstrative as distinct
from dialectical or rhetorical reasoning.

14 Those concerning God’s knowledge and the afterlife.

15
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Now, that there are different kinds of reasoning will be central
to Averroés’ understanding of the relation between religion and
philosophy, so, for the benefit of anyone who has not yet studied
logic or who hasn’t studied logic in the same terms as Averro€s,
let me briefly explain:

» Demonstrative or necessary arguments yield knowledge;
they show, with certainty, that something is so, and the
cause why it must be so.

 Dialectical or probable arguments yield opinion; starting
from propositions which have some acceptance among the
learned,1> they give us some reason for accepting the con-
clusion, but they do not establish the conclusion beyond the
shadow of a doubt.

* Rhetorical arguments use propositions which the general
public tends to accept, and they aim at persuasion.

Clearly, then, if knowledge is better than opinion, so too are
demonstrative arguments better than dialectical or rhetorical
techniques; and when we are speaking about the highest things,
we should want to have mastered logic so that we can use the best
arguments.

Averroés concludes that logic is to knowledge of God as the
study of legal reasoning is to knowledge of legal categories. That
is, the Qur'an commands that the lawyer place acts within some
legal category such as “recommended” or “forbidden,” but the
Qur’an does not mention all acts; therefore, the Qur'an implies a
command to use legal reasoning, which in turn implies a
command to study the art of legal reasoning. Likewise, says
Averroés, when the Qur’an urges us to study the works of the
divine Artisan, it implicitly commands the study of logic.

In case anyone objects that the first Muslims did not study
logic, Averroés retorts that neither did they study legal reasoning,
and yet legal reasoning is not considered a heretical innovation.
Why, then, should logic be suspect simply because it was not

15 Students of Aristotle will find this account narrower than his, but the prob-
able arguments which concern Averroés are of this sort.

16
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cultivated by the early community of believers? 16 Besides, adds
Averroés, we can find examples of reasoning even in the Qur’anl’.

But how do we go about the project of studying logic? One
man all by himself would be hard pressed to discover everything
he should know about legal reasoning; all the more so with
intellectual reasoning. Fortunately, we don’t have to discover the
whole of logic by ourselves, because we have predecessors. And,
Averroés notes, it makes no difference that those predecessors
were not of our religion: using the intellectual tools of the ancients
is like offering a sacrifice with a non-believer’s knife; the sacrifice
1s valid, and that’s what counts.

In this way, the Qur’anic injunction to consider the works of
the divine Artisan includes an obligation to study the books of
those who came before Islam.

16 Gazali makes a similar argument to defend kalam. In Islam as in Christianity,
there have always been some who want to return to the simplicity of the
primitive community—an impossible dream: before long, the community
finds that it needs exegetical and legal tools, and a technical terminology
arises; “why not for kalam?” asks Gazali. Averroés is using Gazali to go
where Gazall would not want to go by asking, “why not for demonstrative
knowledge?” — Averroés is his own man in this text. The caliphs of his
adult life were of the Almohad dynasty, which, in law, followed the Zahirite
school of thought, the only school which did not allow for reasoning in legal
matters. Of course, the caliphs had privately abandoned the pure Almohad
position in favor of philosophy, and publicly they cooperated with the
Malikites, since they needed the Malikites as civil servants (the Malikites
had long been firmly rooted in Spain, whereas the Almohads had only
recently come from Africa). Averroés is siding with the Malikites and
against the Zahirites as far as the need for legal reasoning goes, though he
tries to bring the Malikites from their acceptance of legal reasoning to ac-
ceptance of philosophical reasoning, which they most definitely do not
want. And whereas the Almohads believed in the rationality of the Qur’an
and therefore favored kalam, Averroés, like the Malikites, rejects it (even
while agreeing about the rationality of the Qur’an), although he knows
kalam and can make clever borrowings from Gazali to establish his own
view.

I7 This, too, is an argument Gazall makes; when he explains logic, he even
takes sample syllogisms from the Qur’an. (Christian theologians make the
same argument about the Bible.)

17
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Once we have mastered logic and are ready for philosophy
itself, again, we need predecessors. Therefore, writes Averroés,

whenever we find in the works of our predecessors of
former nations a theory about beings and a reflection on
them conforming to what the conditions of demonstra-
tion require, we ought to study what they said about the
matter and what they affirmed in their books. And we
should accept from them gladly and gratefully whatever
in these books accords with the truth, and draw attention
to and warn against what does not accord with the
truth. .. (Decisive Treatise, cap. 1, p. 48)

Again, the upshot is that, by obliging us to think about the
works ofthe divine Artisan, the Qur'an obliges us to study the
books of the ancients. Those who interfere with the study of these
books by worthy students are guilty of what Averroés calls “the
extreme of ignorance and estrangement from God the Exalted”
(Decisive Treatise, cap. 1, p. 48).

But why would anyone interfere with the study of these books?
Among other reasons, because sometimes books are read by
people whose minds are less than sharp or whose character is bad,
or books are read in the wrong order or without a teacher, and the
result is that readers go astray. Philosophy, then, would seem to
be dangerous and best avoided. However, to draw that conclusion
Is to confuse the accidental with the essential; in the words of
Averrogés,

a man who prevents a qualified person from studying
books of philosophy, because some of the most vicious
people may be thought to have gone astray through their
study of them, is like a man who prevents a thirsty
person from drinking cool, fresh water until he dies of
thirst, because some people have choked to death on it.
(Decisive Treatise, cap. 1, p. 49)

Still, the occurrence of choking raises an interesting question.
So far, Averroés has argued that Islamic law makes philosophy
obligatory. However, he has mentioned persons of defective
intellect or character who are harmed by it. Plainly, then, philo-
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sophy cannot be obligatory for everyone. For whom is it obli-
gatory? This is the problem to which Averroés devotes the rest of
the Decisive Treatise.

Averroés proposes that Islam is true!® and that it leads us to the
happiness of knowing God and His creation, but that different
persons are led differently. The reason is that Aristotle’s dis-
tinction between demonstrative, dialectical, and rhetorical argu-
ments implies a corresponding distinction of persons. Some have
a temperament and nature which fit them for following demons-
trations; such a nature even requires demonstrations, because
when a man is capable of following a demonstration, it will
produce firmer assent in him than would merely dialectical or
rhetorical arguments. That is emphatically not the case with
persons who cannot follow demonstrations; for them, firm assent
comes from whichever sort of argument they can grasp.

It follows that assent to Islam is open to everyone except the
stubborn and the negligent. That, says Averroés,19is what the
Qur’'an means when it says,

Summon to the way of your Lord by wisdom and by
good preaching, and debate with them in the most ef-
fective manner. (16.125, quoted in Decisive Treatise, cap. 1, p. 49)

“Wisdom” is philosophy, and “preaching” is a rhetorical
exercise, while “debate” is dialectical.

All of this brings Averroés to a most important point: since
Islam is true and urges demonstrative study, demonstrative study
does not lead to conclusions which contradict Islam, “for”—in
Averroé€s’ own words—*“truth does not oppose truth but accords
with it and bears witness to it (Decisive Treatise, cap. 2, p. 50).

Now, that does not look like a double truth theory; how, then,
does Averroés deal with contradictions between philosophy and
the Qur'an?

He begins by locating the problem more precisely. Sometimes
demonstrations give us knowledge of something the Qur’an

18 At least as interpreted by the philosopher.
19 Gazali also associates the three kinds of argument with this verse.
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doesn’t mention; but the fact that philosophy mentions what the
Qur’an does not is no contradiction, and philosophy is free to
explore the unmentioned thing, just as the lawyer uses reason
where the Qur’an is not explicit about actions.

Contradictions can arise only when both philosophy and the
Qur’an mention a thing. However, the contradictions must be
apparent contradictions only—again, because truth does not
oppose truth. How can one resolve an apparent contradiction and
show that it is merely seeming and not real? By interpreting the
Qur’an allegorically.

This may seem to open the way to chaos: five people could
propose five different allegorical interpretations of a single verse.
It begins to look as if contradictions between philosophy and the
Qur’an are impossible because the Qur’an in itself means nothing;
it has only the meaning each reader assigns it.

That is not Averroés’ intention. He does not want each reader
deciding for himself how to take the Qur’an, because most readers
are not competent to see allegorical interpretations. Who is
competent? Philosophers.

This claim may seem self-serving, but Averroés has an argu-
ment for it: whereas the common run of mankind and even most
cultivated men live by persuasion or, at best, by opinion, philo-
sophers alone have necessary knowledge of reality, that is, de-
monstrations. And in view of their knowledge of reality, philo-
sophers alone are fully competent to distinguish between verses
which can be taken at face value and verses which require
allegorical reading if they are to express reality.

Of course, there is no question of a philosophical free-for-all:
since the Qur’an was written in Arabic, allegorical interpretations
must respect the rules of Arabic grammar regarding metaphorical
speech. But that is the only limit placed on the philosopher.

Here it helps to know that Sunni Islam has nothing like a
magisterium when it comes to doctrinal matters, although it does
have authoritative teaching in practical matters. Generally, Islam
concerns itself more with orthopraxy than orthodoxy. And if the
lawyer is competent to interpret what the Qur'an says about
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practical matters, who is competent to interpret it in theoretical
matters? Who else but the philosopher? Again, this is not self-
serving: Averroés, faced with a text in need of interpretation and
unable to point to a doctrinal magisterium, naturally suggests that
the most competent should determine its meaning.

After all, philosophers can argue with certainty, whereas
lawyers, who deal with practical matters, can offer only dialec-
tical arguments; yet even lawyers resort to allegorical interpreta-
tion when two scriptural texts appear to contradict each other.

Notice what has happened in the Decisive Treatise. Averroés’
premises have come from Islamic law; however, his conclusion is
that philosophers are the ones most competent to judge the
meaning of Islamic law. And even Gazali would agree with
Averroés that the Qur'an needs interpretation. Gazali’s disagree-
ment is only that personal mystical experience rather than philo-
sophical demonstration should be the standard by which we judge
the true meaning hidden under the figurative speech. Averroés’
approach would seem safer than Gazali’s, in that mystical
experience is at least as subject to misunderstanding as is
figurative speech.

Averroés finds support for his position in the Qur’an, which
admits to its own ambiguity with this famous verse:

He it is who has sent down to you the Book, contain-
ing certain verses clear and definite—they are the
essence of the Book—and others ambiguous. Now
those in whose hearts is mischief go after the ambiguous
passages, seeking discord and seeking to interpret them
allegorically. But no one knows their interpretation
except God and those who are well grounded in science.
(3.7)

In the Arabic, that verse itself is ambiguous,2° but Averroés
passes over that point to an explanation why the Qur’an would
contain any ambiguities at all.

20 In his note on this part of the text (n. 87 on pp. 97-98), Hourani explains
that, as Averroés reads the Qur’an, these lines are followed by the sentence,
“They say, ‘We believe in it, it is all from our Lord; but only men of
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The reason is that the Qur’an addresses different sorts of reader.
It has an apparent as well as an inner meaning because some
readers cannot understand anything beyond the apparent meaning.
To quote Averroés,

God has been gracious to those of His servants who
have no access to demonstration, on account of their
natures, habits or lack of facilities for education: He has
coined for them images and likenesses of these things,

and summoned them to assent to those images.. . (Decisive
Treatise, cap. 2, p. 59)

The Qur’an also nurtures the learned, and so, besides images,
it has seemingly contradictory verses, because they “draw the
attention of those who are well grounded in science to the
interpretation which reconciles them” (Decisive Treatise, cap. 2, p. 51).

Now, if we understand the Qur’an as addressing each ac-
cording to his ability, then we, too, must treat its readers
responsibly. Averroés mentions evidence that even the earliest
Muslims distinguished between the apparent and the inner
meaning of the Qur’an and held that the inner meaning should not
be communicated to those who are incapable of understanding it.
In the words of the fourth caliph,2! cited by Averroés,

Speak to people about what they know. Do you want
God and His Prophet to be accused of lying?

The reticence of the fourth caliph and of other learned Muslims
has an interesting consequence. To see it, you need to know that,

intelligence give heed.” ” But if one punctuates the unpunctuated text
differently, one gets this reading: “He it is who has sent down to you the
Book, containing certain verses clear and definite—they are the essence of
the Book—and others ambiguous. Now those in whose hearts is mischief
go after the ambiguous passages, seeking discord and seeking to interpret
them allegorically. But no one knows their interpretation except God. And
those who are well grounded in science say, ‘We believe in it, it is all from
our Lord; but only men of intelligence give heed.’ ” In this case, the learning
of the learned consists in their knowing what they do not know. Averroés
punctuates the text both ways, choosing where to put the stop according to
the needs of his audience.

21 The fourth Rightly Guided Caliph, ‘Al Ibn Abi Talib, quoted in Decisive
Treatise, cap. 2, p. 52.
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in Sunni Islam, religious truth is determined first by the Qur’an,
then by the Traditions of the Prophet, and then by the consensus
of the Muslim community. But even though consensus is listed
third, really it is the foundation of Sunni Islam, because consensus
was what approved the written editions of the Qur’an and the
Traditions.

Now, says Averroés, lawyers have worked out methods for
establishing consensus in practical matters; but in theoretical
matters, we can never know that the community of believers has
achieved consensus, because from the earliest days of Islam, the
learned have kept some knowledge secret. We can never know
that the community has agreed to take a given verse literally,
because scholars have kept inner meanings to themselves. Con-
sensus is not consensus if we leave out the learned, but we can
never know that the learned agree, because they do not divulge
their thoughts. Therefore, Averroés concludes, Gazali had no
right to accuse philosophers of unbelief, because he could not
prove that they had violated the consensus of believers.

In fact, Gazali made two dreadful mistakes: not only did he
accuse philosophers unjustly, but in the process, he publicized
what philosophers thought about the inner meaning of the Qur’an.
For example, while philosophers practiced the discretion recom-
mended by the fourth caliph, Gazalt told the world that they consi-
dered resurrection merely symbolic. Philosophers did not disturb
simple believers; it was Gazalt who troubled them by interfering
with philosophers.

This brings us to an aspect of the Decisive Treatise which
puzzles Christians. Averroés has shown the need for allegorical
interpretation by mentioning apparent contradictions between
philosophy and the Qur’an and reminding us that truth does not
oppose truth. He then gives philosophers the task of interpretation.
And Christians often wonder why Averroés doesn’t leave the task
of interpreting the Qur’an to theologians. In the absence of a
doctrinal magisterium, would not speculative theologians have
the most to say about the meaning of sacred texts?
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Averroés admits that theologians say a lot about the Qur’an; in
fact, he thinks that they say far too much and that we would all be
better off if they said nothing. Again, this hostility to theologians
tends to baffle Christian readers, since we associate it with open
hostility to religion. Averroés does not seem intent on destroying
religion; indeed, he served it as a judge in a court of Islamic law.
Why, then, does he want to gag theologians?

I cannot comment on contemporary Islamic theology, but from
the beginnings of Islam right through Averro€s’ day, Islamic
theology differed from Christian theology in more than doctrine.
From the start, Christian theologians made use of philosophy in
their efforts to understand revelation. For example, Augustine
called upon Plotinus when trying to understand the literal sense of
Genesis, and he turned to Porphyry for help with the problem of
evil. We find nothing like that among the theologians of Islam.
They made some use of logic (though most preferred to get their
logic from non-Greek sources), and they picked up a few basic
philosophical notions during their debates with Christians, but, for
the most part, Islamic theology developed independently of
Islamic philosophy.

If Islamic theology was not drawing support from philosophy,
what were its tools? Theologians used dialectical arguments, that
IS, arguments with premises which may or may not be true but
which have some currency among the specialists in a field.
Therefore, Averroés can maintain that theologians do not have
knowledge of reality; they have opinion only.

That would not be so bad if theologians kept their opinions to
themselves, but Averroés complains that they do not. They ask
questions which surpass their powers, they reach ludicrous ans-
wers, and they impose those answers upon simple believers who
do not even have the questions. Worse than that, competing theo-
logical schools impose their competing answers, with the result
that they upset and divide simple believers—something philoso-
phers would never do, because philosophers discern who is
capable of learning the inner meaning of the Qur’an and who is
better off humbly accepting its apparent meaning.
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From this we can see that theologians are the enemies of
religion, while philosophers are its friends. And if anyone has
been guilty of unbelief, it’s Gazali, not Averroés, because Gazali
has disturbed the unity of Islam and produced unbelief among
ordinary believers by publicizing the esoteric. Therefore, the
prince should impede the circulation of theological books—
something he need not do for philosophical books, since their
intrinsic difficulty keeps most unprepared readers away.

*

In order to understand why philosophers are friends of religion,
we need to go outside the Decisive Treatise and consider Averroés’
Commentary on Plato’s Republic, acommentary he did not intend
for the general public.22

Today, some philosophers take pleasure in being dangerous
and being seen as dangerous. But ancient and medieval philoso-
phers understood philosophy as a healing of the soul. What about
the souls of those who cannot grasp philosophy? Just as physi-
cians can use poisons—drugs—to heal bodies, so the philosopher-
king can use lies to heal souls. Averroés writes:

The multitude ought to be told that when one of the
multitude lies to the chiefs, there is a possibility of harm

22 The Decisive Treatise discusses philosophy from the perspective of law; the
Commentary on Plato’s Republic discusses law from the perspective of
philosophy. But even though the perspective of the Decisive Treatise is
legal, its doctrine agrees with what Averroes says in his philosophical
works. And the Decisive Treatise more or less invites us to go outside the
Decisive Treatise, because it tells us that it explains only “as much as we
see fit to affirm in this field of study” and it adds that “the proper place to
discuss these questions is in demonstrative books” (Decisive Treatise, cap. 2,
p. 62). For Averro€s, Aristotle’s are the “demonstrative books”; Averroés
comments on the Republic “since Aristotle’s book on governance has not
yet fallen into our hands” (Averroes, On Plato’s “Republic,” trans. Ralph Lerner
[Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1974], §22)—indeed, Aristotle’s
Politics did not appear in Arabic until 1957. Nonetheless, we can consider
this commentary among Averroés’ demonstrative works insofar as “the
intention of this treatise is to abstract such scientific arguments attribuable
to Plato as are contained in the Republic by eliminating the dialectical
arguments from it” (§21).
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resembling the harm that comes when an invalid lies to
the physician about his sickness. But the chiefs’ lying
to the multitude will be appropriate for them in the
respect in which a drug is appropriate for a disease. Just
as it is only the physician who prescribes a drug, so is it
the king who lies to the multitude concerning affairs of
the realm. That is because untrue stories are necessary
for the teaching of the citizens. No bringer of a nomos
[law] is to be found who does not make use of invented
stories, for this is something necessary for the multitude
to reach their happiness.23

That’s remarkable. Averroés is chief judge in a court of Islamic
law, but he writes, “no bringer of a law is to be found who does
not make use of invented stories”; he does not add anything about
Muhammad being a different case. Philosophy orders the lives of
those who can understand it; unfortunately, few can understand it,
so Islam offers a more accessible, if semi-mythical, version of the
truths of philosophy. Islam is, therefore, a noble lie.24

The philosopher knows that the apparent meaning of the
Qur’an is not strictly true, and he has no need of any alleged
revelation; but for the sake of the less intellectually gifted, he
never openly calls religion into question. And the philosopher
himself needs the Qur’an in his childhood, because he is not born
a philosopher, and without the moral guidance provided by the
Qur’an, he might develop vices which impede the life of the mind
before it gets underway.

One begins to see how a philosopher could serve as a Malikite
judge. Malik opposed argumentation in matters of religious doc-
trine, and so should philosophers, because argumentation harms
the people who need the Qur’an. Of course, philosophers may
privately engage in speculation, but judges concern themselves

23 Averroes, On Plato’s “Republic,” trans. Ralph Lerner (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1974), §32.

24 Noble, because the intention is not to deceive, but to give the hearer the best
approximation to truth that he is capable of receiving. Here, as throughout
the Decisive Treatise, Averro€s grounds his argument on the intention of
the Qur’an.
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only with outward acts, and that is where philosophers know
better than anyone how to be discreet.

*

You may be wondering what sort of reception the Decisive
Treatise had. Averroés’ fellow Muslims made no response at all,
unless we should take his trial and condemnation some sixteen
years later as the response. Only two Arabic manuscripts of the
Decisive Treatise survive, and their very existence was over-
looked until the 1800’s. Indeed, not only the Decisive Treatise,
but all of Averroés’ philosophical work went practically unnotic-
ed in the Islamic world until the mid 1800’s, when the rather
distorted interpretation of a French scholar2> sparked interest.

Averroés fared better among Jewish thinkers: his Aristotelian
commentaries and also his Decisive Treatise made a deep im-
pression on Maimonides.

In Christian Europe, Averroés’ Aristotelian commentaries
quickly became the center of attention, friendly attention at first,
and mixed later. But the Decisive Treatise was never translated
into Latin.26

At first sight, that’s surprising. Given the many heterodox
philosophers we know of just in thirteenth-century Paris, we
would have expected the Decisive Treatise to be there as a source
and a support for their musings. However, upon further reflection,
we begin to notice that the problem facing philosophers in the
Islamic world differed from that facing philosophers in the
Christian world. Christian philosophers of weak faith could
imitate Averroés as he commented on Aristotle and left
unanswered points which contradict the Qur’an, as if philosophy
and the Qur’an had no bearing on each other; however, Averroés’

25 Ernest Renan, Averroés et I’averroisme: Essai historique, Paris, 1852 (be-
fore the 1859 editio princeps of the Decisive Treatise), 1861, 1866, 1882.

26 Its so-called appendix was translated by the thirteenth-century Dominican
Arabist Raimundo Marti in his Pugio fidei.
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more explicit solution to the problem of philosophy and religion
could not be transferred to Christianity.2’

Why not? Let me conclude with two brief observations.

The first has determined my way of speaking today. Ordinarily,

I talk about the relation between faith and reason, but today I've
discussed the relation between religion and philosophy, because
that’s how Averroés speaks. And “religion” translates $ari‘a, that
is, religious law. Faith is the keynote in Christianity, but not in
Islam, where law and submission to law are primary. To quote
Gazali,

the fundamental principles [of creed] are acknow-

ledging the existence of God, the prophethood of his

Prophet, and the reality of the Last Day. Everything else

is secondary.28

For that reason, when Averroés shows the harmony between
philosophy and the Qur’an by reading the Qur’an allegorically, he
can go very far indeed without reaching clear-cut heresy.

Christians, too, read Scripture allegorically and recognize
some of its expressions as metaphorical; however, Christian faith
assents to many propositions which cannot be allegorized away.

That leads me to my second and final observation. Many
Christians never bother distinguishing the question about faith or
religion and philosophy from that about theology and philosophy;
for them, faith, religion, and theology are all on the same side.
We’ve seen that Averroés thinks otherwise, that he considers
theology an incompetent meddler which jeopardizes acceptance

27 Another consideration, though a less interesting one, is that the Decisive
Treatise would have been extremely puzzling to readers with no knowledge
of Islamic jurisprudence.

28 From section 10 of The Decisive Criterion for Distinguishing Islam from
Masked Infidelity, as translated by Sherman A. Jackson in his On the
Boundaries of Theological Tolerance in Islam: Abii Hamid al-Ghazali’s
Faysal al-Tafriga, Studies in Islamic Philosophy, 1 (Karachi: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2002), p. 112. Students of Averroés should read the entire
text, which makes clear that the line dividing him from Gazali is much finer
than usually imagined.
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of the noble lie. He indicates that more or less explicitly depend-
ing on his audience, but he is quite capable of making his case in
terms of Islamic law.

His Latin followers, on the other hand, cannot state their case
in Christian terms. When their opponents accuse them of positing
a double truth, they have to say either that they are only trying to
establish the autonomy of the disciplines,2® or that they are
looking for what Aristotle thought rather than for the truth—as if
philosophy were the history of philosophy.

The Latin Averroists cannot say—even to themselves—that
Christianity is a noble lie, a somewhat inaccurate, symbolic, and
therefore more accessible version of the truths of philosophy;3°
they cannot say that because such mysteries as the Trinity in no
way look like metaphysics “dumbed down.” Averroés himself
recognizes that Christianity does a poor job fulfilling the role of
religion as he understands it, because Christianity aims too high.
He writes:

All the different religions are in agreement that souls
experience, after death, certain states of happiness and
suffering; but they disagree in the manner of represent-
ing these states and in explaining the mode of their
existence to mankind. It appears that the way our
religion represents them is more adequate for making
the majority of people understand them and rendering
their souls more eager to seek what exists [beyond this
life]. After all, the primary target [of religions] is the

29 In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, this did need to be done, though more
carefully than by the Latin Averroists.

30 The reason is not merely that medieval Latin readers had neither Plato’s
Republic nor Averroés’ commentary on it; after all, they knew this way of
interpreting religion from Aristotle (Metaphysics 1074b1-10) and from
Augustine’s account of Varro (City of God 4.27, 5.6).

I do not mean that no one in Christian lands ever considered Christianity
anoble lie; but those who did could not argue based on thorough knowledge
of the Christian religious sciences, the way Averro€s argued based on the
Islamic sciences. One must reject Christianity, at least within the privacy
of one’s own mind, in order to think it a noble lie, whereas nothing prevents
Averroés from embracing Islam.
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majority [of people]. It appears that the spiritual repre-
sentation is less effective in stimulating the souls of the
common people to [seek] what lies beyond, and the
common people are less desirous and fearful of it than
they are of corporeal representations. [For this reason
the corporeal representation seems] to be a stronger
impetus for seeking the hereafter than spiritual repre-
sentation...3!

In view of this, it seems clear that Averroés had less than
worthy followers in the Latin Averroists: his approach to the
relation between religion and philosophy seems perfectly rea-
sonable within the context of Islam, but transferring even parts of
it to the Christian world was bound to result in absurdity.

31 Manahij 5.5, translated by Ibrahim Najjar under the title Faith and Reason
in Islam: Averroes’ Exposition of Religious Arguments (Oxford: Oneworld,
2001), p. 125. Contrast the charge made by Thomas Aquinas in Summa
contra gentiles 1.6 that Muhammad “seduced the people by promises of
carnal pleasure” and that “the truths that he taught he mingled with many
fables.” Averroés agrees with the substance of the charge but considers it
grounds for praise rather than blame, because the average man cannot grasp
the truth in its purity.

Thomas, of course, knows about the capacities of the average man and
about modes of representation, sowe should take note of the difference
between Averroés’ approach and allegorical reading as Thomas thinks
Christians should practice it. For Christians, Scripture communicates truths
beyond the demonstrative power of even the greatest philosopher; Scripture
adapts itself to our condition by the use of images, and faithful exegetes try
to recognize those images as such and to gain some understanding of the
realities signified. All the while, they admit to having only some measure
of understanding and they trust that, once they finally see the realities, they
will rejoice because what was promised us far surpasses all images and
exegesis. For Averroés, on the contrary, the Qur’an communicates nothing
which a philosopher cannot find out for himself; if, per impossibile, the
common man were to survive death long enough to realize that, despite the
imagery of the Qur’an, he would soon cease to exist as an individual, he
would feel only bitter disappointment and the anger of one who has been
deceived.
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Introduction

MY PURPOSE IN THIS ARTICLE is to inquire whether Avristotle had
any idea of the hypothetical-experimental method as this is
practiced in the modern sciences. It is an initial exploration of the
question that would have to be completed by many more
examples than I have been able to give here.

It is generally thought that Aristotle uses two procedures in his
natural philosophy to establish explanatory principles:?

' « Lorsqu’on parcourt les traités dont I’objet direct est une recherche positive
(Ciel, Météorologiques, ouvrages de sciences naturelles), on s’apergoit
assez vite de la place importante occupée par une forme de raisonnement
dont I’examen logique n’est institué nulle part et qui consiste en ceci :
déterminer la nature d’un fait insaisissable directement a partir d’un autre
fait dont la cause est manifeste. » (L. Bourgey, Observation et expérience
chez Aristote, 1955, p. 113)—“Some have wanted to distinguish those
scientific works in which Aristotle’s method is dialectical (including
typically the scientific works we regard as most philosophical such as the
Physics, De Anima and Metaphysics) from others in which he uses, or also
uses, non-dialectical empirical methods.” (R. Bolton, The Epistemological
Basis of Aristotelian Dialectic, in Devereux and Pellegrin ed., Biologie,
logique et metaphysique chez Aristote, 1990, p. 186)—Reasoning is
defined in the Topics as dialectical ‘which reasons from noted opinions
(endoxa)’, where endoxa are understood to be ‘things which are accepted
by everyone or by most people; or by the wise—either by all of them, or by
most, or by the most famous and distinguished’. Clearly, new empirical
data uncovered by, say, the working expert biologist doing dissections on
the members of some heretofore unexamined or improperly examined
species could easily fail to fit into any of the sub-classes of endoxa
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One is a dialectical procedure, starting with opinions, common
beliefs or endoxa, as for example in the discussions of De Anima
I or Physics 1V, a procedure less often associated by modern
commentators with the method described in the Topics than one
might expect. For example, Terence Irwin claims that the Topics
IS an immature treatise and that the dialectic we find in those
mature treatises is another dialectic, a stronger one. Others simply
attribute a different purpose to the Topics and speak of them as
principally describing rules for debating tourneys held at that time
in Greece.2 Although | am in complete disagreement with these
views, | will not enter into a consideration of them here. We
should note, however, that since in their view it is not a question
of any use of the Topics, these authors will most often have
recourse to those methodological exhortations found scattered
through the philosophical treatises themselves in order to build
their conception of this non topical dialectic.3

permitted to figure in dialectical reasoning. Aristotle himself makes clear
in various places that such a researcher might well arrive at, and use in his
theory construction, results which contradict all standing opinions or, more
often perhaps, results which have not occurred to anyone before.” (R.
Bolton, Definition and scientific method in Aristotle’s ‘Posterior Analytics’
and ‘Generation of Animals’, in Gotthelf and Lennox ed., Philosophical
Issues in Aristotle’s Biology, 1987, p. 122)— “Aristotle’s inquiries,
described in very general terms, should be ways to reach what is known by
nature from what is known to us. He claims, equally generally, that an
inquiry should begin from ‘appearances’, phainomena. But his different
comments on appearances indicate the differences of method (...) These
passages suggest some distinction between empirical inquiry and the
relatively non-empirical method of dialectic, two methods of inquiry
dealing with two different sorts of appearances.” (T. [rwin, Aristotle’s First
Principles, 1988, p. 29)

2 E.g., Grote, Cherniss and Brunschwig.

3 E.g., “Let us first go over what others have thought (tég v dAlov Hmo-
AMyetg) for the demonstrations of their opposites are difficulties for the con-
trary opinions. Besides, those who have first heard the pleas of our adver-
saries will be more likely to credit the assertions which we are going to
make. We shall be less open to the charge of procuring judgment by default.
To give a satisfactory decision as to the truth it is necessary to be rather an
arbitrator than a party to the dispute.” (Cael. 1 10.279b5)—“In our inquiry
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The other procedure commonly claimed to be found in Aris-
totle’s natural philosophy is described as a more empirical type of
inquiry starting with facts, perceptual appearances, data or ob-
servations, and is supposed to be what is going on in the more
detailed treatises, such as the Meteorologica and the biological
treatises. This procedure is often associated with a text of the
Prior Analytics.# It is also typically associated with a very large
number of places in these treatises where Aristotle explicitly
discusses methodological principles, such as that one must seek
theories starting from the pertinent objects of sense perception,
and take account of those facts whether pleasant or not.> We also

about the soul we shall have to raise problems for which we must find a
solution, and in our progress we must take with us for comparison the
theories (66&ac) expounded by our predecessors, in order that we may adopt
those which are well stated, and be on our guard against any which are
unsatisfactory.” (De an. 1 2.403b20 —See also Eth. Eud. 1 3.1215a5;
Metaph. 111 1.995a27; Eth. Nic. VII 11.1145b2.

4 “It falls to experience [empeiria] to provide the principles of any subject. In
astronomy, for instance, it was astronomical experience that provided the
principles of the science, for it was only when the phenomena [phainomena)
were adequately grasped that the proofs in astronomy were discovered. And
the same is true of any art or science whatever.” (4n. pr. 1 30.46a17)

3 “We must make up our minds about the method (...) should the student of
nature [phusikos] follow the same sort or procedure as the mathematician
follows in his astronomical expositions—that is to say, should he consider
first of all the phenomena [phainomena] which occur in animals, and the
parts of each of them, and having done that go on to state the reasons and
the causes; or should he follow some other procedure? (...) I said earlier
that we ought first to take the phenomena that are observed in each group,
and then go on to state their causes.” (Part. an. 1 1.639b5; 640a13)—"“We
must now deal with haloes, rainbows, mock suns and rods, explaining what
they are and what are their causes; for the same causes account for all of
them. First, we must describe what the actual characteristics of each of
these phenomena [phainomena] are.” (Mete. 111 2.371b18)—"“A few natural
philosophers have dealt with the question of breathing; some of them have
offered no explanation why this phenomenon occurs in living creatures;
others have discussed it without much insight, and with insufficient
experiment on the facts [apeiroterés ton sumbainonton].” (Resp.
1.470b5)—"“What has just been said has been stated thus by way of outline,
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find advice to whomever would study natural things to have close
and intimate contact with these things. If the scientist is unable to
establish broad principles, says Aristotle, it is due to the insuffi-
ciency of his experience.® Particularly significant are those other
texts which suggest that Aristotle is aware that not all perception
of phenomena can count as worthwhile opinions or endoxa—even
if the inverse is true (when it is a question of an opinion about
something natural, obviously)—and that it is the perceptual
phenomena by which we must ultimately test the merits of our
principles in physical science, and not by means of accredited
beliefs or opinions.”

so as to give a foretaste of the matters and subjects which we have to
examine; detailed statements will follow later; our object being to
determine first of all the differences that exist and the actual facts in the
case of all of them. Having done this, we must attempt to discover the
causes. And, after all, this is the natural method of procedure—to do this
only after we have before us the ascertained facts about each item, for this
will give us a clear indication of the subjects with which our exposition is
to be concerned and the principles upon which it must be based.” (Hist. an.
16.491a7)

6 “The reason why we have not the power to comprehend the admitted facts is
our lack of experience. Hence those who have lived in a more intimate
communion with the phenomena of nature are better able to lay down such
principles as can be connected together and cover a wide field.” (Gen. corr.
12.316a5)

7 “By positing indivisible bodies they cannot help coming into conflict with
mathematics, and undermining many accepted beliefs and facts of obser-
vation (avaykn péyecBot toilg podnupotikaic émotiuolg dtopa codpoTo
Aéyovtag, Kol TOAAL TV EVOOEDVY Kol TGV PUVOUEVEOY KOTO TNV aicOnoty
avarpeiv).” (Cael. 111 4.303a20)—"“Such appears to be the truth about the
generation of bees, judging from theory and from what are believed to be
the facts about them; the facts, however, have not yet been sufficiently
grasped; if ever they are, then credit must be given rather to observation
than to theories, and to theories only if what they affirm agrees with the
observed facts (o0 pév eiinmtai ye ta ovpPaivovto ikavdg, GAL" €6y mote
Ao, t0te 1@ aictnoel pdAiov TV AOYOV TIOTELTEOV Kol TOlG AOYOIG,
€av  OpoAoyolueve delkviovot Toilg  @awvopevolg).” (Gen. an. 1II
10.760b27)—It is absurd, because it is unreasonable that one element
alone should have no part in the transformations, and also contrary to the
observed data of sense, according to which all alike change into one another.
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| was greatly surprised when | learned more about the history
of what seems to be one of the favorite questions of the con-
temporary interpreters of Aristotle, namely that of the account of
the discrepancies between Aristotle's theory of the Analytics and
its practice in his philosophy. The biological treatises have been
assigned a special role in this history. | seemed to find myself
unable to really quite agree with anyone.

When discrepancies between the Posterior Analytics and the
biological treatises are evoked by contemporary exegetes, they
are not only thinking about the thoroughly empirical character of
the latter, which manifestly contrasts sharply with the rigor of the
Posterior Analytics and its numerous mathematical examples,8

In fact their explanation of the observations [phainomena] is not consistent
with the observations. And the reason is that their ultimate principles are
wrongly assumed: they had certain predetermined views, and were resolved
to bring everything into line with them. It seems that perceptible things
require perceptible principles, eternal things eternal principles, corruptible
things corruptible principles; and, in general, every subject matter
principles homogeneous with itself. But they, owing to their love for their
principles, fall into the attitude of men who undertake the defense of a
position in argument. In the confidence that the principles are true they are
ready to accept any consequence of their application. As though some
principles did not require to be judged from their results, and particularly
from their final issue! And that issue, which in the case of productive
knowledge is the product, in the knowledge of nature is the unimpeachable
evidence of the senses as to each fact.” (Cael. 111 7.306a3)

8 “The relation between Aristotle’s official account in the Posterior Analytics
of the nature of scientific knowledge and of the means by which it is
reached and his actual practice in arriving at the results presented in his
special scientific writings has long been a topic of considerable study. In
the recent history of attempts to account for the discrepancies between
Aristotle’s theory and his practice or to explain away the apparent discre-
pancies, the biological works have been assigned a special role. (...) it is
still widely supposed that (...) there are empirical elements in the method
practiced in the biological writings to which no role is given in the
Analytics.” (R. Bolton in GL, p. 120)
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but also the admitted absence of syllogisms in these treatises.®
Now, we know that demonstration is a kind of syllogism. With
this I am not in agreement, but | agreed at least with the claim that
there were some differences, so | started to look at the two
principal explanations of these in contemporary commentators.

Some, putting aside the question of the syllogism, do not deny
that there are differences, but they have devoted their efforts to
illuminating the likeness to be found between the procedures in
the biological treatises and at least certain of those described in
Book Il of the Posterior Analytics. For instance, one part of the
influential collection of essays edited by Gotthelf and Lennox in
1987, Philosophical Issues in Aristotle’s Biology, is devoted to

9 “The method which Aristotle follows in his scientific and philosophical
treatises and the method which he prescribes for scientific and philoso-
phical activity in the Posterior Analytics seem not to coincide. The task of
explaining this apparent inconsistency is recognized as a classical problem
of Aristotelian exegesis. (...) In the Posterior Analytics (...) Aristotle
expounds his theory of ‘apodeictic’ or demonstrative science. The theory
concerns the logical form which the sciences do or should exhibit (...) The
details of Aristotle’s theory are obscure, but its outline is clear; a
demonstrative science is an axiomatised deductive system comprising a
finite set of connected apodeixeis or demonstrations. A demonstration is a
sort of syllogism; that is, it has the form of one of the fourteen/syllogistic
moods which Aristotle acknowledged as valid. (...) This points to the
problem; for in the whole of the Aristotelian corpus there is not, as far as I
am aware, a single perfect example of a demonstration. The Posterior
Analytics quotes arguments which come close to demonstrative form (...)
but there is no perfect example. In the other treatises there is scarcely a
syllogism. There are arguments which might be said to show a degenerate
syllogistic form; and there are arguments which can be brought into perfect
syllogistic form without much violence to the text; but even these cases are
rare, as will be clear to anyone who tries to formalize any of Aristotle's
arguments. If the Organon were lost we should have no reason to suppose
that Aristotle had discovered and was mightily proud of the syllogism. This,
then, is the problem: on the one hand a highly formalised theory of
scientific methodology; on the other, a practice quite innocent of
formalisation and exhibiting rich and variegated methodological preten-
sions of its own: how are the two to be reconciled?” (J. Barnes, Aristotle’s
Theory of Demonstration, Phronesis, 1969, p. 65)
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that. Those efforts have been followed by many others, among
whom Devereux and Pellegrin in 1991. Not having studied all of
the articles in detail, | reserve judgment on the totality of their
arguments, but I have a great deal of spontaneous reticence in the
face of attempts to tie the Posterior Analytics too closely to the
methodological practices to be found in the biological treatises,
although the search for definitions by the use of differences and
division, likeness and induction to be found, for example, in the
History of Animals, does seem to be in conformity with many of
the general principles outlined in Book Il of the Posterior
Analytics. Yet some of those favorable to this reconciliatory
approach go so far as to claim that the whole theory of science in
the Posterior Analytics was specifically designed by Aristotle
with a view to its application in biology.10

This seems to me to be clearly false. But my hopes that this
might lead me to an agreement with those who held the opposite
view were soon crushed as well, for some of them seemed to be
going as far as to deny any likeness—something | could hardly
admit—and further, I am in disagreement with the accounts they

10 See Wians in Aristotle’s Philosophical Development, 1996, p. 132: “More
recently, this explanation [Aristotle was under Plato’s influence] has come
under attack. Many commentators have drawn attention to the presence of
examples from the natural sciences, especially in the second of the Apo’s
two books where nonmathematical examples predominate. Ferejohn, for
instance, takes such examples as evidence that Aristotle intended the theory
to cover his full scientific interests. (...) Other critics cite the non-
mathematical examples to bolster their rejection of genetic hypotheses
altogether. This is the case especially with those seeking to lessen the
tension between the theory and practice of Aristotelian science, the
notorious gap between what Aristotle outlines in the 4po and the methods
he actually employs in his philosophical and scientific treatises. (...) Kull-
mann has perhaps gone the furthest in this direction. Based on his study of
the Apo's examples, he concludes that the theory of science was designed
with its application to the natural sciences, and particularly to biology, in
mind. The mathematical illustrations, he claims, function as a disguised
placeholder for the natural sciences.”
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gave of the differences. One main thesis is Jaeger’s develop-
mental hypothesis.1 According to him, the empiricism of the
biological works marks the final step in Aristotle’s emancipation
from the Platonic mathematical and idealist view of scientific
knowledge.12 The other main thesis is that of Barnes,!3 according
to which the theory of demonstration and the whole of the
Posterior Analytics is only an account of how we might system-
atically present scientific knowledge, once it has been discovered.
It thus contains no recommendations as to how it is to be
discovered.1* Now, | see no serious reason to adhere to develop-
mental hypotheses, and Barnes’ thesis on the goal of the Posterior
Analytics seems extremely problematic and in need of clari-
fication at best, given Aristotle’s description of it and the testi-
mony of all the ancient commentators, for whom demonstration
does imply discovery of new knowledge, because there is a dis-
covery of properties. Which means that properties can now be
affirmed of a subject in the conclusion of a demonstrative syllo-
gism, thanks to the definition as middle term. Such conclusions

11 On the identification of Jaeger’s thesis as a solution to the problem: see
Bolton in GL, p. 120 and Wians 1996, p. 133: “Jaeger assigned Aristotle’s
researches in biology to the final, second Athenian phase of the philoso-
pher’s career, regarding them as the culmination of his movement away
from Platonism.”

12 See Jaeger, Aristotle: fundamentals of the History of His Development, 1948,
p. 337-341.

13 On the identification of Barnes as the solution to the problem: see Bolton in
GL, p. 121.

14 “The problem only arises if it is assumed that the theory presented in the
Posterior Analytics was intended by Aristotle to give an account of the sort
of activities which his treatises report. Although this assumption has not
often been expressed, it is clear that without it no problem arises; for if the
Posterior Analytics was never intended to provide the theoretical
substructure for Aristotle’s scientific research, then there can be no ques-
tion of inconsistency between the research and the theory. But the as-
sumption is false: the theory of demonstrative science was never meant to
guide or formalise scientific research: it is concerned exclusively with the
teaching of facts already won; it does not describe how scientists do, or
ought to acquire knowledge: it offers a formal model of how teachers
should present and impart knowledge.” (Barnes 1969, p. 77)
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were not thus previously known, that is with certitude, and so they
constitute new knowledge. Otherwise we would have to believe
that the geometer knows all the properties of the different figures
before demonstrating them starting from a definition of a figure.
Or that whoever affirms a property of a figure when he does not
yet know the definition already knows it scientifically. If one only
knows scientifically once the demonstration has been made, there
is a discovery of the conclusion.

| have quite another reason to think that associating Aristotle’s
more concrete and detailed treatises with the demonstration
described in the Posterior Analytics is wrong. These treatises are
among the ones whose subjects imply the most matter, as Aquinas
remarks each time he divides the natural treatises.1> And since
matter is the source of the corruptibility and contingency of things,
these treatises are also those whose subjects involve the least
necessity. They cannot, therefore, lend themselves to the kind of
certain knowledge aimed at by Aristotle in the Posterior
Analytics.18 The idea that the Posterior Analytics are concerned
with a necessary object is not one limited to the older

15 E.g. In Arist. Libros De Sensu et Sensato Comm. 1 1, 2: “Unde et scientiam
naturalem incipit tradere ab his quae communissima omnibus naturalibus,
quae sunt motus et principium motus, et demum processit per modum
concretionis, sive applicationis principiorum communium, ad quaedam
determinata mobilia, quorum quaedam sunt corpora viventia: circa quae
etiam simili modo processit distinguens hanc considerationem in tres partes.
Nam primo quidem consideravit de anima secundum se, quasi in quadam
abstractione. Secundo considerationem facit de his, quae sunt animae
secundum quamdam concretionem, sive applicationem ad corpus, sed in
generali. Tertio considerationem facit applicando omnia haec ad singulas
species animalium et plantarum, determinando quid sit proprium unicuique
speciei. Prima igitur consideratio continetur in libro de Anima. Tertia vero
consideratio continetur in libris quos scribit de animalibus et plantis. Media
vero consideratio continetur in libris, quos scribit de quibusdam, quae
pertinent communiter, vel ad omnia animalia, vel ad plura genera eorum,
vel etiam ad omnia viventia, circa quae huius libri est praesens intentio.”

16 Aristotle affirms that for certitude in knowledge, the object must be neces-

sary.
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commentators, but is also to be found in Grote.1” Thus, well into
the nineteenth century we can find the claim that Aristotle had
mainly in view in the Posterior Analytics the more exact sciences
like arithmetic, geometry and astronomy.18

Yet an objection rose rapidly to mind: in Posterior Analytics
Book 1, is not Aristotle maintaining the possibility of knowledge
that is certain about corruptible things? For although each of these
material things taken individually is corruptible, he explains,
insofar as they are considered as members of a species, as is the
case when we demonstrate something about them, they have a
certain permanence. But precisely, we must be able to apprehend
what it is in these things that belongs to their essence and is
permanent. This is what it seems to me must be said, namely, that
Aristotle was aware that it is not possible for us to seize totally
and perfectly the definitions of very particular things, the
knowledge of which requires much detail, and that thus we cannot
furnish the kind of propositions that answer to the criteria
necessary for demonstration.

And thus | maintain my position that Aristotle did not think
that demonstration as described in Posterior Analytics Book I was
possible in biology, and that therefore he did not even attempt to
carry them out there. At most one might see some relation with
what is discussed in Book Il in respect to procuring definitions.
What | am going to propose, however, is to link some of these
well-known empirical passages of the biological treatises to
another method used by Aristotle, which is neither that of the
Analytics nor that of the Topics (nor, for that matter, a dialectical
method in any strict sense of the expression).

It seems to me that a lot of these empirical passages follow a
method which is similar to that of the modern experimental
sciences: we observe facts (phainomena), and try to furnish an
explanation by positing a hypothesis from which we can deduce

171 T am correct in thinking that Grote takes ‘exact’ more or less in the sense
of ‘certain’.
18 See Grote, Aristotle, 1880, p. 578.
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the observed facts, as well as other facts to be verified by further
observations in order to confirm or infirm the hypothesis. (From
now on, [ will call this third method the ‘hypothetical-experiment-
al method’ to avoid confusing it with the methods of Posterior
Analytics Book I which I will call ‘demonstrative method’, as well
as with the methods of Posterior Analytics Book |1, which I will
refer to as ‘division’ and ‘induction’.) I think that Aristotle, even
if he made no systematic study on it, did have a certain conception
of this hypothetical-experimental method. There is, | will hold, a
sufficiently elaborate conception of such a method, although it is
neither a complete nor a clear one, and that is one reason why he
did not always apply it rigorously.

Let us start by examining in a very general way the general
picture of Aristotelian natural philosophy.

Certain objects of our sensible experience are more or less
common ones, for example, change, nature, causality, motion,
place, time, and in a more restricted area, life, the soul and its
powers. These objects are fundamental and to be found every-
where in their particular domains—time, place and motion, for
example, in all parts of nature; the soul and other aspects of living
things amongst these kinds of natural beings. What also
characterizes these things is that we all must necessarily have an
experience of them; we cannot avoid it. Our first knowledge of
them, which comes through our immediate sense contact with
them, is a very certain knowledge, although a very vague one also.
Thus, an intellectual analysis of this experience can eventually
allow us to come to know the natures of these things with certitude,
since it will be resolved back to this first certain knowledge of
them. Then, when we have arrived at the definition of such things,
we can proceed to demonstrate their properties. And this is what
Aristotle does in those treatises of natural philosophy where such
objects of common experience are considered, such as in the
Physics and the De Anima, and to a more limited extent in the
ones which immediately follow these.

Now, the less the objects studied are common, and the more
they are particular, the less our experience of them is certain. A
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sign of this is that we can be mistaken about particular objects,
even when they are all around us, and commonly brought to our
attention. Thus, although we cannot be mistaken about an expe-
rience of motion, we most certainly can be about the particular
motion of a particular thing. Thus, although all astronomers, and
all people for that matter, agree that something is moving when
we note the passage of the sun in the sky each day, the problem is
the more particular one of what it is that is moving. About the first
fact of motion itself there is no doubt, but about the second it is
easy to make a mistake. This kind of more particular sensible
experience, since it itself lacks certitude, cannot lead us by an
immediate process of analysis to certain knowledge about the
nature of the object under consideration, nor, consequently, to a
rigorous demonstration of its properties. And these are the kind of
things that Aristotle takes up in the more particular treatises such
as the De Caelo, or the Meteorologica, and all the more detailed
biological works.

Now, how does one get to this more or less certain knowledge
of the definitions of this diversity of natural objects, according to
Aristotle? We always start with sense experience, that is with
facts. When it is a question of very common experience, it will
sometimes suffice to start with this personal experience, and using
divisions and inductions of the kind discussed in Posterior
Analytics Book I, to thus come to a knowledge of their definitions
that is certain. More often, however, even with very common
things, we will have to proceed to such divisions and inductions
not only starting with our own personal experience of them, but
also with the opinions of others, namely what seems true to others,
as Avristotle explains in the Topics.19 For as soon as one starts to
interpret his personal experience and to describe it in words and

19 To mark the difference between the search for a definition by the An. post.
only and also by the Top., I always speak of the recourse to the opinions of
others and to endoxa; but it is also true that in the An. post., there is no
syllogism discussed (as is the dialectical syllogism in the Top.), but only
division, induction, likeness and differences. Further, there does not seem
to be any putting into question of the elements of the definition to be
established in the An. post.
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opinions, there is the risk of making a mistake or of neglecting
some aspects of the experience. Whence the need for help. Such
a dialectical procedure can also eventually lead to seizing the
definition in a necessary way, but this will still be due to the initial
experience as it is reflected in the opinions. It is no doubt no easy
task to draw a clear line between those cases where we can readily
arrive at a certain and correct definition without dialectic, and
those where at least some dialectic will be necessary. (Examples
of the former might be that motion is an act, or that nature is an
intrinsic principle of motion, or that the soul is a substance.) In
most cases, Aristotle will use dialectic to get to the definition. So
much, then, for the problem of defining very common things.

Now, the more one is concerned with particular objects, the
less our initial sense experience of them will be certain and
sufficient. And thus the more one will be required to use a
diversity of opinions to examine the question, and the more one
will have to be content with only a probable knowledge of their
natures. Such is the case, for example, of our knowledge of the
natures of the functions of animals and plants, and of more
particular natural phenomena. But even here we soon go beyond
what can even be a reasonable object of opinion; nothing seems
true anymore. What is one to do, then, when faced with such
particular objects that our initial sense experience of them can
really lead to no valid opinions, that is, can suggest nothing that
seems true; things, in fact, which may not even fall within the
range of the experience of most people? Well, Aristotle seems to
have foreseen that the situation, although a difficult one, is not
without hope. After all, one might just make a guess about the
things, that is, suggest something which, although at first sight not
particularly likely, does not seem to be manifestly false, and might
just explain the object under consideration. And then one could
confer some legitimacy on such a hypothesis by checking to see
if the consequences logically derived from it are confirmed or not
in experience. Given the logical form of such arguments however,
one could never end up with anything but provisional and un-
certain knowledge of the causes involved, and such a knowledge
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could in no way furnish a principle for demonstration. Such
knowledge, however, is certainly preferable to complete ignor-
ance of the thing.

This gives an overview of my general position on Aristotle’s
conception of natural philosophy: it is a vast discipline involving
many different kinds of questions and problems which cannot be
dealt with in the same way, and thus it requires diverse methods.
But still all of these are parts of one discipline, having one general
purpose, which is to get to the knowledge of natural things
(specifically, of their first principles and causes, and then of their
elements, as it is said at the beginning of the Physics).

It is not possible to establish all the aspects of this view here,
nor that it also corresponds to that of Aquinas. Let us limit
ourselves to discussing the part concerned with the occasional use
by Aristotle of elements of the hypothetical-experimental method.
Since there is much likeness between what happens in dialectic
and in this hypothetical-experimental method,2° and as it often
seems that Aristotle is using dialectic where this other method
would in fact be called for, a brief review of what dialectic is and
how it proceeds will be useful. After this we can examine in more
details than before the hypothetical-experimental method in its
general lines before proceeding to an examination of some
examples of its use in Aristotle.

Development
Dialectical discussion

Dialectic, according to Aristotle, starts with a problem pre-
sented by way of opposition: ‘Can virtue be taught or not?” To
this question an interlocutor ventures an answer: ‘Virtue cannot
be taught.” This is his opinion on the question, what seems true to
him. He may support it by other opinions: ‘Virtue cannot be
taught, because it is a habit, not a science.’ His interlocutor is then
going to try to test this position against other opinions that are in

20 More in fact than between the method of the An. post. and that of experi-
mental science.
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some way considered more established. For every opinion ad-
vanced by him, his interlocutor will be required to accept or refuse.

Digression: dialectic also goes towards conclusions

But, one could say: “This particular example of a probable
argument seems to be about a conclusion, whereas until now you
have been speaking of dialectic only as a way of reaching prin-
ciples, definitions.”

Now is time for some clarification. This way of speaking was
adopted because the present predominant Barnesian view of
demonstration is that it is only a way of presenting knowledge, as
previously stated, and this goes together well with the idea that
dialectic is only concerned with principles. Indeed, given the
Platonic distinction between going to the principles and coming
from them, it seems more natural to associate the way from the
principles with the method which explains, and thus the way
towards the principles with the method which discovers. Now,
that dialectic is concerned with discovery is more or less how the
Barnesian view is interpreted; it must be the method for finding
those explanations which demonstration will use in its presenta-
tion of knowledge.

But, as demonstration also implies discovery, as already brief-
ly explained, so too it would seem that the dialectician, once he
has discovered definitions in a probable way, can use these
definitions to explain and present properties, even if this will not
be with the certitude with which the demonstrator justifies pro-
perties. In fact, it is rather evident that the dialectician can reason
from probable premises bearing or not on the definitions of a
subject to establish in a probable way that some property pertains
to this subject: Topics | 2, for example, does not indicate that
Aristotle thinks dialectic is useful only for the establishment of
definitions or principles. But dialectic seems to be appropriate as
a way to reach conclusions either when one does not have the
certain knowledge of the definition from which he would be able
to demonstrate, or when he does not even have a probable know-
ledge of that definition.
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Now the same will be true of the hypothetical-experimental
method, namely that it is not only concerned with principles. That
would even seem to be essential to it: once the scientist has been
able to confirm a hypothesis, he is going to use it as an established
theory to explain phenomena. That is why he formulates
hypotheses in the first place, so that proceeding from them he
might be able to explain the already-observed facts and come to
discover others he was not yet aware of.

Return to the dialectical discussion

Let us examine an example of dialectical argument concerned
with a definition. And let us choose it from the area of natural
philosophy: ‘Is the place of a body its shape and volume, or not’?
A probable support for the position that place is the form might
run like this: “A body is always in a place, and the place is not
any smaller or larger in any direction than the body; now, a body
is always in its shape and volume, and these are neither bigger
than, nor smaller than the body”. And a probable argument against
this position could go like this: “A body can change places by
moving out of its first place and entering into another; now, no
body can leave its own volume and shape. Therefore, the volume
and shape are not the place of the body”.

Dialectic, thus, turns around opinions, that is, propositions that
the intellect accepts without certitude, and this happens either
when it does not seize the necessity of a necessary proposition, or
when a proposition is contingent.2! But more precisely, dialectic

21 This is how doxa is defined in the Posterior Analytics: ““Qote Aeimetan
56&av slvon Tepi 10 GANOEC pev T 1O Weddog, Eviexopevov 8& BAAmG Exev.”
(I 33.89a2)—"“Et ad exponendum quid sit opinio, subiungit quod opinio est
acceptio, idest existimatio quaedam, immediatae propositionis, et non
necessariae. Quod potest duobus modis intelligi; uno modo sic quod pro-
positio immediata in se quidem sit necessaria, sed ab opinante accipiatur ut
non necessaria, alio modo, ut in se sit contingens.” (Aquinas, /n Lib. Post.
Anal. Expositio, 1 44, 399)—Back to the example: the form following the
body is not a certitude for me if I cannot demonstrate it starting from the
definition of a form or a body. It is an opinion I have drawn from experience.
That a place does not follow the body is not a certitude either, since at this
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turns around reputable opinions as in the Topics where Aristotle
talks about endoxa, i.e., what seems so to all, to most, or to all or
most of the wise, or to the most famous of them. For the opinions
about which it is a question there are the principles from which
one is to proceed in order to argue about every problem, which is
the purpose of the topical method. Now, it is not just any opinion
that Aristotle will admit as a principle of such research. In fact, it
will be necessary that the fact of being an opinion constitute a sign
of the possible truth of what is opined. And for this to be so, it
will have to be, according to Aristotle, an opinion shared by many
people—and the middle term of this argument is reason’s natural
capacity to know the truth. It must be held by everyone, therefore,
or the majority, or lacking a consensus among the many, it will
have to be the opinion of those who are most competent.

Scientific problems

Therefore, the kinds of things that dialectic lends itself to are
rooted in a fairly wide-spread experience, so that ordinary people
may have experience of them and form opinions about them. As
Aristotle explains, the dialectical problem arises when the
common people have one opinion which contradicts the opinion
of the experts, or when there is such a contradiction within one or
the other group. We can see thus that even if both the dialectical
and the scientific methods attempt to explain things and to solve
problems, a dialectical problem is still not a scientific one. For the
latter bears on very particular, precise, complicated and detailed
kinds of things about which most often only the experts have any
experience.

Also, about those kinds of things, it is most often the case that
we cannot go directly to something that seems true as an
explanation of them, and are obliged to have recourse to conjec-
tures not initially likely. For example, how do certain species of

point I do not even have the definition of place, nor do I know that of body.
It is also an interpretation of my sense experience. If these opinions are also
those of everyone, or most people, or the wise, and so on, then we may
speak of opinions in the sense of the Topics.
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pigeon navigate in any weather? It seems impossible to formulate
any probable opinion about such a matter. If we tried, they would
be too general and remote to be taken as a start from which to
discuss fruitfully and we would be discussing ‘logikos kai kenos’,
using an empty dialectic, to speak as Aristotle does (De Anima,
403a2; Eudemian Ethics, 1217b13). At most, we can formulate a
guess—e.g., these pigeons have a magnet somewhere, and a
capacity for detecting the influence of the earth’s magnetic field
on this magnet. And again, we could do this only if we had
sufficiently observed the very particular species of pigeons in
question.

Here is what | take the principal steps of the scientific method
to be. 1 do not deny however that there are and have been a large
number of diverse conceptions of how modern science proceeds
and should proceed, but we can still speak of a method, the
hypothetical-experimental one, to the degree that there exists a
certain consensus about certain of its most fundamental traits, if
not among philosophers—after all, philosophers never agree on
anything—at least among the scientists themselves. This can be
seen more in their practice perhaps than in their writings, but in
the latter as well:

1) The scientist starts with a fact of nature that he is
unable to explain in terms of what he already knows with any
degree of confidence, and about which he often cannot even
formulate an explanatory opinion that seems probable to him.

2) When the investigator cannot propose some explanation that
seems probable to him, he must imagine an explanation whose
only initial virtue is to offer what seems to him to be a possible
explanation for the fact. In such cases, he can confer some
likelihood on his hypothesis, for example, by bringing up what is
admitted to be true about things that are like those he is trying to
explain. The important point here is that in such cases experience
alone about the things to be explained cannot of itself render his
hypothesis likely.

Such hypotheses truly differ from the opinions the dialectician
will use as premises. It is important to see that they are really
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excluded from the definition of the latter. Indeed, the first reaction
of people is often: “Aren’t such hypotheses simply opinions of the
wise and of the experts, such as we have in dialectic?”

We have just looked at an essential difference: dialectic
proceeds from opinions, that is, from propositions which, when
compared to experience, seem to make sense, and from reputable
opinions, that is opinions that seem to do so for all, or most people,
or the wise, and sometimes in fact to certain of them. Now, often
(we could say even most of the time), the scientific
hypothesis that the scientist proposes is not an opinion
of this scientist. Pierre Duhem insists much on this constraint
under which the natural philosopher works, but from which the
scientist is free: “The geometrical contrivances we use to save the
phenomena are neither true nor likely.”22

There is also the fact that hypotheses often bear upon mea-
surable aspects of things (and thus imply calculations. For exam-
ple, that the earth is round, or that it revolves around the sun. Now,
Aristotle places as a condition for the dialectical probability of the
views of the experts that they not contradict common opinion.23

Moreover, the explanations used by the scientist are less well
known than the facts they are supposed to explain. Indeed, these
are things about which, at least at that point, he is certain and has
no doubts whatsoever. Thus if the scientist sometimes explains

22 Duhem, To Save the Phenomena, 1969, p. 21.

23 «A dialectical premise is the asking of something acceptable to everyone,
most people, or the wise (that is, either all of them, most of them, or the
most famous), provided it is not contrary to opinion (for anyone would
concede what the wise think, so long as it is not contrary to the opinions of
the many.—"Eott 8¢ npota.61g S10AEKTIKT EpMTNOIS EVO0EOV T TGV 1j TOIg
mAeloT01G 1) T01g G0POTG, Kai ToVTOoLg j TAGY 1) TO1¢ TAEioTOS ) TOTC PAAIGTO
yvopipotg, un mapddo&og Bein yap Gv Tig T0 dokodV Tolg GOPOIg, Eav un
gvavtiov Todc TdV moA®Y d6&arc 1. (Top. | 10.104a8)— “Tag pév odv
TPOTAcELS EKheKTEOV OoaMDG dwpichn mepl mpotdoemwy, §| TG TAVI®OV
d0&ac mpoyepilopevoy 1j tag TV TAEIGTOV 1| TOC TV GoPAYV, Kol TOOT®MV
i Tavtov §j 1@V Tieiotov 1 TOV yvopluotdtev, U Tag Evavtiag taig
poawvopévaig, kKol doot 06&at kata téyvag gioiv.” (Top. 1 14.105a34)
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facts by what seems to him likely, and even when this is not
contrary to common opinion it is still the case that he will be more
certain of the facts he is attempting to explain than of the
explanation he is offering for them, so that such an explanation
can never qualify as dialectical. Indeed, Aristotle insists that dia-
lectical premises must always be more probable than the position
they are establishing.24

3) Since these conjectures are less well known than the facts to
be explained, the scientist must somehow put them to the test. He
first tries to see what consequences follow from them. These
consequences are ultimately statements about what is to be
found in experience, and these empirical facts are not just the
initial ones. Of course, the hypothesis must explain the initial facts.
It must allow the deduction of consequences which are in con-
formity with the already observed and questioned phenomena, but
itis more importantly new facts that it should allow us to predict:
e.g., if some pigeons have a magnet and are capable of detecting
the earth’s influence on it, then they should be able to navigate
without using sight. Thus, if they happened to be blinded, they
should still be able to do so. And as a counter proof, if a magnetic
field was placed around them, they should no longer be able to
navigate.

4) These consequences are then verified by a comparison
with experience. When they are in conformity with experience,
as we are able to obtain it, and to the degree of precision that we
have about it, then we may say that they have passed the test, at
least for the moment. When, however, the facts of experience
do not confirm all the deductions, we can be sure that this hypo-
thesis, at least in principle, needs to be changed, or even totally
abandoned.? This follows from the nature of the hypothetical
syllogisms used in science, which have either the form: If A, then

24 See Top. VIII 5.159b7 and 11.161b27.

25 Even given the Duhem-Quine principle that when experimental results do
not agree with the predictions of a hypothesis, the fault may be with prior
hypotheses, it is still some or all of the hypotheses in the total explanation
that would have to be put into question.
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B; not B; therefore not A. Or, if A, then B; B, therefore, perhaps
A. Itis also important to realize that this experimental verification
of the consequences of truly scientific hypotheses requires the
kind of detailed and controlled experiments (a kind of experience)
that only a scientist can make. Everyone is able to see that the
place of a body does not follow the body that moves, but it is only
a scientist that is likely to appreciate how an ornithologist (say)
verifies the consequences of a hypothesis about magnetic orien-
tation in pigeons.

Thus, the question about Aristotle’s use of the hypothetical-
experimental method must involve determining not only whether
he suggested hypotheses, but what role experimentation
played for him in determining the value of such hypotheses. In
other words, to judge of how Aristotle was proceeding, we must
not only ask if he made observations and proposed scientific and
non dialectical explanations for them, but whether he put these
two steps in sufficiently close relationship to one another so as to
use the facts as controls for his a priori ideas.

My position on this is that, even if Aristotle was too often
content with dialectical explanations, he did propose hypothetical
explanations for certain particular natural phenomena he observed.
On the other hand, he rarely if ever made predictions or carried
out experiments to test these hypotheses. That is, he took what he
considered to be the initial facts, often gleaned from accounts by
others,26 and he was content to judge his hypotheses by these. In
this respect, he would not have used the scientific method fully
and properly.

26 Aristotle is often rightly criticized for having taken the observations of
others on faith when he should not have had confidence in them. While it
is quite in keeping with the scientific method to divide the work, and thus
for the theoreticians to take the results of the technicians, this is possible
because the latter have an adequate formation in experimentation and
observation and are subject to a strict protocol—something that cannot be
said of many of Aristotle’s sources.
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Now, among the possible predictions, and even among the
initial facts taken by Aristotle on authority from others, or not
considered at all, some could have been rather easily verified by
him, and others not. To illustrate Aristotle’s use of the method as
| described it, I will use two kinds of examples drawn from his
efforts to explain rather minor scientific problems. In some cases
(1 and 2), he could have run controlled experiments, whereas in
others (3), he could not have done so.

Examples

Case 1-The formation of hail: Mete. 1 12

The first case concerns his explanation of the formation of hail,
itself part of his more general explanation of the formation of
bodies by refrigeration in the clouds (the others being water and
snow).

This case is interesting for us in that although Aristotle would
have had no way of observing what was going on in the heavens,
or of carrying out experiments there, he still might have
performed one crucial experiment [to get one more initial fact]
that he did not. Moreover, he does not proceed by induction or
division, nor does he proceed dialectically. First, his explanation
is not an opinion; it cannot appear true by direct comparison with
sensible experience. It’s more like a guess Aristotle made and
on which he conferred some verisimilitude through an analogy
with what he took to be similar but better known cases.2” One can
also see that he formulated his guess using some of his previous
theories as a guide and framework. His hypothesis supposes his
conception of humid exhalations and of the formation of rain and

27 Things presenting a likeness with clouds, that is, things that are also cold
and immersed in hot air, undergo a compression from the surrounding heat.
This is the phenomenon of antiperistasis, the meaning of which here would
be ‘mutual repulsion’ or ‘to oppose by surrounding, to compress, to be
compressed’. The cold cloud, in the upper region, is surrounded by the hot
air, just as cold caves are surrounded by warm air in summer. Thus the cold
of the cloud would be compressed (and intensified) by the hot surrounding
air, just as the cold of the cave is compressed (and intensified) by the hot
air surrounding it.
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clouds. It indeed assumes that the vapor caused by the heat due
to the reflection of the sun’s rays from the earth is cooled and
condensed as it rises and gets further away from the source of heat,
so that clouds result from a production of watery vapor from the
air. Secondly, his hypothesis is certainly much less known than
the fact that hail exists, as we will see.

Hail is ice, he first says. That is one of the unproblematic
facts, in contrast with the more puzzling facts which, as we
shall see, are hard to reconcile with the most evident and
undeniable facts of the first kind. Hail is ice, yet, (paradox 1) he
first notices, it forms especially in the spring and autumn, not in
winter, and in milder regions. (paradox 2) And it falls less
frequently in very high places, where it is nonetheless colder and
where there is more snow. (paradox 3) Also, it is odd, he notes,
that water should have time to freeze in the upper region, since a
quantity of water such as is necessary to form hail stones the size
of those observed can not remain suspended and would start to
fall immediately.

To explain these paradoxes, he supposes that things must go
on in the upper region as they do elsewhere. Now, he says, we
can note that hot and cold have a mutual action on one another.
Aristotle is referring here to what he calls antiperistasis, namely,
the fact for a body to oppose or compress and it seems to intensify
another by surrounding it, and he gives as an example the
subterranean places that are cold in hot weather and warm in
frosty weather. Thus, he continues, hail must be formed when the
clouds descend into a warmer region which compresses and
concentrates their inner cold, which then becomes so intense that
the water which it forms does not have time to fall before being
frozen (paradox 3). Furthermore, this coldness will be greater as
we get closer to the earth; and that explains that there is more hail
formed there (paradox 2). Also, we are now supposed to
understand why hail falls more in warm weather (paradox 1).

Yet we can see that even if it would have been possible for
Aristotle to push his observations further, he did not do so. For
example, he might have cut a hailstone in two—that would have
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been at least as easy as verifying when and where it falls the most.
He would have then been able to observe that the hailstone is
made up of successive concentric layers of ice, and that the bigger
the stone, the more the layers. Now, it seems he would have then
been forced to admit that his hypothesis does not explain this fact.
It indeed attributes the freezing of the water to a more intense cold
than that which causes the condensation of air into rain; and
therefore, as a larger droplet of water is due to a more intense cold,
likewise, a larger hail stone should be explained, according to him,
by more intense cold:

Now we know that hot and cold have a mutual reac-
tion on one another, which is the reason why subterra-
nean places are cold in hot weather and warm in frosty
weather. This reaction we must suppose takes place in
the upper region, so that in warmer seasons the cold is
concentrated within by the surrounding heat. This
sometimes causes a rapid formation of water from
cloud. And for this reason you get larger raindrops on
warm days than in winter and more violent rainfall (...)
The process (...) takes place when clouds descend into
the warm air and is most violent when the clouds
descend farthest. Sometimes...the cold is even more
concentrated (anteperisté) within by the heat outside it,
and freezes the water which it has produced, so forming
hail. This happens when the water freezes before it has
time to fall. For if it takes a given time to fall, but the
cold being intense freezes it in a lesser time, there is
nothing to prevent it freezing in the air, if the time taken
to freeze it is shorter than the time of its fall. The nearer
the earth and the more intense the freezing, the more
violent the rainfall and the larger the drops or the
hailstones.

Now, a more intense cold would explain that the hail stones
were bigger, if they were only made of more ice. But it is not
evident at all what relation more intense cold could have with the
fact that bigger stones have more layers of ice. Such a fact seems
to suggest that the hail stone has gone through successive
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exposures to cold, thus accumulating frozen water, rather than
that it has been exposed to a more intense cold.

Case 2-The nature of sea water, Mete. 11 3
The second example concerns sea water: why it is salt?

We can see that Aristotle starts by rejecting the hypotheses of
others by confronting their consequences with the facts. For
example, if the salinity of the sea came from a mixture of earth
coming into it by means of the rivers, these rivers, which contain
less water, should also be salty; now, they are not salty (at least,
no one at that time could detect any salt in them). And if the sea
had been generated by the sweating of the earth, as another thinker
proposed, then this should still be the case, says Aristotle. Now,
when earth is dried, nothing bitter comes out of it. Thus it is
impossible (adunaton) that the sea should be the sweat of the earth,
he concludes, before announcing that he is now going to explain
the salinity by means of a principle he has already expounded. Let
us note that what disqualifies the aforementioned explanation in
Aristotle’s eyes is not the fact it is improbable, that is, that it does
not appear to be true when directly compared with experience, but
that it is not possible. Here we have a sign that what Aristotle
expected of a good explanation is that it should be possible—no
more.

Language consideration

| would like to make a comment in passing here: one of the
signs of the use of the hypothetical-experimental method by
Aristotle is his vocabulary. Whereas the vocabulary of dialectic
would talk about endoxa or the like, that by which he often char-
acterizes what I claim to be hypotheses, as well as the adhering of
the intellect to them, is of a different and significant kind. We saw
adunaton said of a hypothesis to be rejected. Among other words
that he denies to theories that are to be rejected and affirms of
those to be adopted, we also often find phainomenon, which is
cognate with the Greek word for light and first means what
appears to the senses, and then what appears to the mind. We also
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find eulogon and eikos, all of those words being often and
correctly | think translated by ‘plausible’ or ‘conjecture’,
because those are expressions implying less certitude than ‘prob-
able’. The frequent use of these same words and the absence of
endoxon in passages which seem to be more scientific than dia-
lectical might well indicate that Aristotle did distinguish clearly
enough the two kinds of explanation.

Return to the salinity

Aristotle starts by formulating a general hypothesis, namely,
that the salinity of a liquid is due to a mixture with some other
thing. Although this is really not an opinion—its apparent truth
does not come directly by looking at immediate experience—he
does give it some verisimilitude by recourse, among other things,
to living bodies. Their urine and sweat have a salty taste because
of another substance secreted at the same time, he says.

Guided by his previous theory about the two kinds of exha-
lations, he then applies this general hypothesis to the sea. The
exhalations mix together, he recalls, such that a certain quantity
of the dry and earthy exhalation is always found in the clouds and
in the water that is formed by condensation and descends once
more to the earth with the rain. This process comes about with
regularity, and this is the cause of the salinity of sea water.

Then we have a kind of proof by convergence: we learn how
these hypotheses allow us to explain all sorts of common obser-
vations. Among others, that the rains that fall first are the most
acrid; that eggs that would sink in fresh water float in sea water,
that boats that have a deep draught in river water float higher once
in the sea, that in the Dead Sea one cannot even sink because of
the salinity. All of this is due to the heaviness that the mixture of
the dry exhalation gives to salty things. And even if he does not
mention it, Aristotle certainly was aware of the common-place
fact that sea water, when it evaporates, leaves a salty residue
behind.

But he is not content to rest his case here. In fact, he comes up
with a prediction of new facts and an experiment, recounted by
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others and not questioned by him, that a wax bottle, stoppered and
left in the sea overnight, will be found to have fresh water in it the
next day. The explanation would be that pure water passed
through the very small pores, and that the earthy material was left
behind. What is strange about this story is that, as we well know
nowadays, things will not happen this way. Either nothing will go
through, or if there is a hole big enough somewhere, the sea water
will go through unaffected. Now, Aristotle could very well have
carried out the experiment himself, and then he would have found
that the story was not true, but he did not, in spite of the fact that
he uses this story in two different treatises (Meteorologica, II;
Historia Animalium, VIII).

But he himself did apparently perform an experiment to further
confirm his hypothesis. He speaks about vaporizing sea water and
then collecting the condensate. This, he claims, was fresh, not salt.
And so it is. But then he generalizes this conclusion to include any
liquid that is water with something added, such as wine. Now, this
will not work with wine, since the condensate will actually be
richer in alcohol. Thus we must conclude that this generalization
was based on an extrapolation from the case for sea water, and
that here once again Aristotle did not perform a possible
experiment, one which this time would have invalidated one of
his conclusions.

Case 3-The speed of light, De an. 11 7:

Let us now go on to another typical case where he only used a
common prior observation as a confirmation of a hypothesis,
instead of using predictions of new facts. In this case, however,
he cannot be blamed for it.

The problem is that of the speed of light. The question was
debated before Aristotle’s time, not so much to determine what
precise speed it had, but simply to know if it was a motion with a
finite speed, or whether it was instantaneous. Aristotle claimed
light was not a body, nor did it participate in motion, strictly
speaking, but that it was propagated instantaneously in a straight
line.
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Now, he gave a sort of observational proof for this. Although
the texts referring to this are vague, the one from the De Anima
(418b24) is clear enough for us to imagine what kind of
observation he was talking about, and to understand why it ap-
peared true to him that light, in contrast with sound, was instan-
taneous. The Greeks knew that the speed of sound was great in
comparison to everyday speeds, such as that of a horse or even an
arrow, but they also knew it was finite. (In fact, they could even
have come to some estimation of its value.) They also knew that
relative to the speed of sound, that of light (if it had one) was
necessarily much faster. But how much faster would it have to be?
If one looks at the tips of mountains far-away to the west at the
moment the sun rises in the east (and this is the observation
Aristotle is no doubt talking about), one would perceive the
sunlight reflected from these distant mountains at the same time
as the rays of the just-rising sun in the east appeared. Now, for the
light to go to the far horizon and return in a time so short as to be
imperceptible, either its speed must be incredibly great (and we
must take this word as very literal for a Greek of this time), or it
must be instantaneous. The more likely answer was that it was
instantaneous.

Obviously, no one should fault Aristotle for not trying to go
further and attempt the kind of measure to determine the possible
speed of light that could only be carried out for the first time in
the 19th Century. We might thus consider that we have here an
example where Aristotle was wrong, but not neglectful of
experience. Every scientist, in fact, operates in the framework of
certain presuppositions that render certain things possible and
probable, and others impossible, or at least extremely unlikely.
There is also, obviously, the limits placed on observations by the
absence of appropriate instruments.

Conclusions

The problem then with Aristotle’s method does not seem to be
that he did not perform experiments that were impossible for his
time, but that he did not even do those that would have been
possible, because of negligence, or because some hypotheses
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seemed to be in agreement with some prior theory. In other words,
he not only lacked instruments and experimental protocol, but, it
seems, even the conviction that such controlled experiments
might be necessary.

Now, here are the conclusions that these and other like
examples seem for now to suggest:

—Avristotle made use of hypotheses similar in kind to those
used in the modern experimental sciences to explain certain more
particular or difficult-to-explain natural phenomena.

—He did use numerous observations, some of which he
himself made, but many of which were taken from others.

—He neglected experimental controls for his hypotheses; i.e., he
did not try to verify the consequences of his hypotheses by means
of controlled experiments. He seemed quite content to use the
initial observations, and did not even always check out those he
had not made himself.

Finally, let me suggest three reasons why he might have
proceeded in this way:

—He was overly confident in the value of ordinary experience
and of the dialectical method [parler de ‘méthode’ dialectique me
parait méconnaitre son caractére naturel, par conséquent
inévitable, indispensable, incontournable] (being excusably
ignorant of the great complexity of natural phenomena and of
their underlying causes).

—His belief in the correctness of some of his more general
theories made him confident that particular hypotheses in keeping
with these had a very good chance of being correct. In fact, one
has the distinct impression that what was most important for him
was to explain phenomena as particular cases of his more general
hypotheses. Thus, we find his theory of the four earthly elements
and of the “ether”, of the nature and disposition of the heavenly
bodies, with their influence on earthly change, being used as a
background for the more particular hypotheses he formulates.
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—He lacked a serious interest in the kinds of question that his
hypotheses were intended to answer. Although he hoped to
complete in some reasonable way his initial project for natural
philosophy, as set out at the beginning of the Physics (and this is
attested to by his introductory remarks in the Meteorologica), he
did not consider all parts of this project as of equal value. Thus,
these last considerations on the material and efficient causes of
very particular phenomena on the earth would have necessarily
taken last place in comparison with the problems of the heavenly
bodies, the first mover, or even the investigation of the final and
formal causes to be found in living things.

| believe that a more thorough investigation of his work in the
particular parts of the natural sciences will confirm my ex-
planation for the way Aristotle proceeded there. | hope to carry
out this task in a future publication.
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THE DIFFICULTY of answering objectors often surpasses the
difficulty of grasping the principle or the argument to which they
object. It is much easier, for example, to see that motion exists
than to see what is wrong with Zeno’s reasons for denying it.
Another instance is the First Way in which Thomas Aquinas
proves the existence of God,!an argument beginning from the
undeniable fact of motion. Compared, say, to the Fourth Way,
the argument of the First Way is relatively easy to grasp and to
follow. It is the manifestior via. This does not mean it is easy to
answer objections against it. Many Thomists today surrender the
First Way to the attacks of modern philosophy and modern
science, embarrassed especially by such difficulties as those
posed by inertia or the presence of the geocentric theory in the
similar argument of Summa Contra Gentiles 1.13. For these
reasons, | hope it will be of some service to bring together in this
article ten of the principal difficulties about the First Way and an
outline of their solutions. Objections concerning earlier parts of
the argument will be taken up earlier, those concerning later parts
later. A general familiarity with the argument of the First Way
itself is presumed throughout, but for the reader’s convenience |
will begin with a translation of it:

Now the first and more manifest way is that which is
taken on the side of motion. For it is certain, and stands
to sense, that some things are moving in this world. But
everything which is in motion, is moved by another.
For nothing is in motion except according as it is in

1 Summa Theologiae, 1 Q2 A3 C.
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potency to that toward which it is in motion: whereas it
moves something according as it is in act. For to move
[something] is nothing else than to lead something out
of potency into act: but something cannot be led back
from potency into act except by a being in act: as the
hot in act, such as fire, makes wood, which is hot in
potency, to be hot in act, and by this moves and alters
it. But it is not possible that the same thing be at once
in act and potency in respect of the same thing, but only
in respect of diverse things: for what is hot in act cannot
at the same time be hot in potency, but rather it is at the
same time cold in potency. Therefore it is impossible
that, in respect of the same thing and in the same way,
something be mover and moved, or that it move itself.
Therefore everything which is in motion, must be
moved by another. If therefore that by which it is
moved be in motion, it is necessary that this also be
moved by another, and that by another. But this is not
able to proceed into the infinite, because thus there
would not be a first mover, and consequently neither
any other mover, because secondary movers do not
move [anything] except through the fact that they are
moved by a first mover, as a staff does not move
[anything] except by the fact that it is moved by the
hand. Therefore it is necessary to arrive at some first
mover, which is moved by none: and this all understand
[to be] God.2

2 The Latin is as follows: “Prima autem et manifestior via est, quae sumitur ex
parte motus. Certum est enim, et sensu constat, aliqua moveri in hoc mundo.
Omne autem quod movetur, ab alio movetur. Nihil enim movetur, nisi
secundum quod est in potentia ad illud ad quod movetur: movet autem
aliquid secundum quod est actu. Movere enim nihil aliud est quam educere
aliquid de potentia in actum: de potentia autem non potest aliquid reduci in
actum, nisi per aliquod ens in actu: sicut calidum in actu, sicut ignis, facit
lignum, quod est calidum in potentia, esse actu calidum, et per hoc movet
et alterat ipsum. Non autem est possibile ut idem sit simul in actu et potentia
secundum idem, sed solum secundum diversa: quod enim est calidum in
actu, non potest simul esse calidum in potentia, sed est simul frigidum in
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1. AN UNMOVED MOVER HAS NO MOTION TO GIVE

The First Way seeks to arrive at a cause of motion
which is not itself in motion. Does this not, however,
violate a principle which the First Way implicitly
invokes, namely that nothing gives what it does not
have? How can anything which has no motion impart
motion to something else?

The key to answering this difficulty is that motion and change
are imperfect acts.3 Consider the act of walking: so long as it is
true to say that I am walking home, it is not yet true to say that |
have walked home, and as soon as it is true to say that | have
walked home, | am no longer walking home. While the act of
motion exists, it is incomplete; as soon as it is complete, it no
longer exists. Motion and change are acts, but they are essentially
unfinished and incomplete acts. In order for a cause to make
anything else act or be actual, however, what is required is that
the cause of this be at least as perfectly actual as the effect is to
be, not that it be just as imperfectly actual as its effect will be.
Nothing prevents an agent from giving less than it has. And
therefore it is not universally necessary for every cause of motion
to have imperfect act, namely motion, in order to give it to another
thing. A fire does not have to be increasing in temperature in
order to increase the temperature of another thing—it needs only
to have at least the same temperature to which it will heat up the
other thing. Again, teachers do not need to be coming to know in

potentia. Impossibile est ergo quod, secundum idem et eodem modo,
aliquid sit movens et motum, vel quod moveat seipsum. Omne ergo quod
movetur, oportet ab alio moveri. Si ergo id a quo movetur, moveatur,
oportet et ipsum ab alio moveri; et illud ab alio. Hic autem non est
procedere in infinitum: quia sic non esset aliquod primum movens; et per
consequens nec aliquod aliud movens, quia moventia secunda non movent
nisi per hoc quod sunt mota a primo movente, sicut baculus non movet nisi
per hoc quod est motus a manu. Ergo necesse est devenire ad aliquod
primum movens, quod a nullo movetur: et hoc omnes intelligunt Deum.”

3 See Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 1X.6 1048b 28-34. See also Aquinas’s com-
mentary on the Physics, Book 3, Lectio 3, n.583 in the Pirotta Edition:
“Motus est actus; sed est actus imperfectus.”
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order to cause their students to come to know—they need only to
know, to have actual knowledge, since coming to know is like an
imperfect possession of knowledge.

2. LOSS OF SOMETHING DOES NOT REQUIRE A
CAUSE

It seems that a mover is required only for motions
in which the movable thing gains something, since
nothing gives itself what it does not have. But is it not
possible for something to lose what it has without any
outside help? For then it will not be giving itself some-
thing it does not have—and yet the loss of something
is a change as much as any other.

Usually, the loss of something is the side-effect of gaining
something incompatible with what was lost. When a material
loses its shape, for example, this is because it has gained a new
shape, or when a body loses its place, this is because it has gained
a new place. Whenever this happens, there must be a mover
responsible for the gain, although no separate mover is needed for
the concomitant loss. The same mover is the cause both of the
gain per se, and of the loss per accidens.4

And it is doubtful that any change can be a pure loss, and not
be the accompaniment of any gain. When a fire loses heat and
eventually dies, for example, simultaneously with the loss of fuel
and heat there is the gain of new compounds that did not exist
before.

Supposing, however, that there do occur pure losses which are
not the accompaniment of any gain, there would be no special
need to introduce a mover outside the thing that suffers the loss,
since there is no increase in actuality, but a mere failure.

4 “A natural agent intends not privation or corruption, but the form to which is
annexed the privation of some other form, and the generation of one thing,
which implies the corruption of another.” Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1
Q19 A9 C. See also Summa Theologiae 1 Q49 Al C, and Summa Contra
Gentiles 111.4 for remarks on how privations are caused.
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Conceding this, it remains certain that many changes exist which
necessarily involve a gain—such as changes of place and shape—
and nothing prevents the First Way from proceeding from these.

3. MANY THINGS SEEM TO GIVE WHAT THEY DO NOT
HAVE

A drug can give health to the body, but it is not
healthy itself. Alcohol can cause drunkenness, but it is
not drunk. A knife can cause death, but it is not dead.
Fire can blacken paper, but it is not black. In general,
it seems quite common for agents to give something
that they do not have. Why, then, can’t something
which is able to move and which has no motion give
itself motion? This does away with the need for movers
distinct from mobiles.®

It is so clearly impossible for a thing to give what it does not
have, that in cases where we see something gained which we do
not see possessed by the cause, we must conclude either (a) that
the known cause does possess what it gives, but in a way we do
not see,® or (b) that there is another cause which we do not see.”

As for (a), a carpenter can cause a house although he is not a
house. He does not possess the form of a house in the same visible
manner in which the materials for a house possess it. Nonetheless,
he does possess this form in a superior way, in his knowledge, and
it is precisely in virtue of this hidden possession of it that he is

5 Anthony Kenny raises this objection: “The principle that only what is actually
F will make something else become F does not seem universally true: a
kingmaker need not himself be king, and it is not dead men who commit
murders,” The Five Ways: Saint Thomas Aquinas’ Proofs of God’s
Existence, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 1980,
p-21. “A man who fattens oxen need not be fat,” ibid., p.22.

6 For example, a house builder is not a house, but he has a house in his mind.

7 For example, it is impossible for a hat to yield a rabbit that was not in it to
begin with. If a magician appears to pull a rabbit out of a hat that did not
initially contain a rabbit, everyone realizes that this was due to his
introducing the rabbit into the hat in a way they did not see.
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able to impart it to the materials for a house. It is to be expected,
therefore, that a cause not so well known to us as a carpenter
might precontain its effect in a way we do not see.

Case (b) is more relevant to the objector’s examples. One can
mistake a single attention-getting agent for the total or sufficient
cause of the produced effect, when in reality it is not. A single
person shouting “Fire!” in a crowded theatre can cause a stampede
with destructive power far exceeding his own personal strength—
but we should not conclude from this that he has given something
he does not have. He has triggered a change resulting in
something beyond his own personal power by setting in motion
many other causes having abilities which he did not give to them.
It is to be expected, therefore, that when there is a change or
motion not as well known to us as a stampede of frightened people,
some single thing standing out as the chief cause of that change
might not itself possess, or possess fully, an actuality commen-
surate with the end result of that change. There may be other
causes, even other kinds of causes, at work.

To go back to one of the objector’s examples, fire is neither the
sole nor immediate cause of the blackness of the paper. What the
fire gives to the paper is heat, which in turn redisposes the paper
in a way that is incompatible with its original chemistry. Itis the
new resulting substances, not the fire, that are the cause of the new
blackness in the way that any substance is the cause of its own
properties.8

This objection, therefore, proceeds from oversimplifications,
and by taking the wrong things to be sufficient agent causes of
certain particular effects.®

8 The way a subject is the cause of its own properties, incidentally, is not
ordinary agent causality: carbon, for example, does not “make itself black.”
When Aquinas explains how the soul is a cause of its powers and proper
accidents, he does not call it an agent cause of these, but a “causa
quodammodo activa.” See Summa Theologiae 1 Q77 A6 Ad2.

9 A quick glance at the fifth and sixth lectios in Aquinas’s commentary on the
second book of Aristotle’s Physics dispels any notions that it is a simple
matter to assign the appropriate cause for any effect. One must be careful
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A particular version of this objection arises in the case of
locomotion by pushing. If a man pushes a box into a room, must
we say that he, being the mover, possesses location in the room
more than the box does, and this is why he is able to give the box
that location? Rather, it seems that the box is closer to being in
the room than the man is, since he pushes it in front of himself.10

As already noted, the agent need not possess the ultimate
perfection it imparts in the same way as the thing that will receive
it. A house builder is not a house, but he does possess the form
of a house in his mind, and it is in virtue of this that he can produce
one. Moreover, an instrumental agent need not possess the final
form in a complete way at all, but instead possesses it in a
piecemeal way, bit by bit, as the brush of an artist never contains
the form of the painting all at once, but receives the form of only
one passage at a time in its movements insofar as it is moved by
the artist. Now every mover that moves things by means of its
own motion is a moved mover, and hence a kind of instrument of
aprior agent. Accordingly, there is no need to suppose that a body
pushing another body possesses the term of the motion perfectly.
It is enough that by its motion it has a greater tendency to that
place than does the body which it pushes. There must indeed be
an ultimate agent which in some way possesses all the actuality
involved in the term of the motion, but it need not possess that
actuality in the same way as a body existing in a place, as a
carpenter must possess the form of the house he is building, but
he need not have it in the same manner as the house itself.

to distinguish between the four kinds of causes, and within these one must
distinguish between causes per se and causes per accidens, universal and
particular causes (whether universal in predication or in causality),
potential causes and actual causes. Among agent causes, some complete
the effect by introducing its form, others prepare or dispose the matter to
be formed, others give another agent a form in virtue of which it can act for
them as a separated instrument. A single effect can have many agent causes,
and many agents can be in some essential order or they may be of the same
order cooperating with one another.

10 Anthony Kenny raises this objection: “Is St. Thomas saying that a body can
be moved to B only by something which is already at B?” Op. cit., p.22.
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4. LIVING THINGS MOVE THEMSELVES

Living things seem to be capable of self-motion. Do
we not ourselves move about by ourselves, without
help from someone else? Hence it seems false to say
that everything in motion is moved by something else.

Every living thing is composed of parts, and the whole “moves
itself” only in the sense that one part moves another part.
Similarly a thing might be said to “touch itself,” but only in the
sense that one part touches another part. A nation is said to
“govern itself” not because the whole nation governs the whole
nation, but because one part of it governs the other parts.
Likewise a person “teaches himself,” not because he moves
himself toward knowledge and is moved toward it in virtue of the
same thing within himself and without distinction, but because of
some distinction in him: he is moved toward a conclusion insofar
as his mind is in potency to it, but he moves himself toward it
insofar as he actually possesses a knowledge of the premises. So
too in every animal one part of the body moves another, and this
ultimately goes back to the animal’s desire to move. The animal’s
desire to move, in turn, is moved by a sense awareness of
something desirable to it, which brings us to a cause of its motion
outside itself. Similarly the unconscious changes in a living thing,
such as growth and development, whether in animals or plants,
proceed from one part acting upon another part.

One need not deny that living things move themselves. But
they are called “self-movers” only because in their case the mover
and the moved happen to be conjoined yet distinct parts of one
thing.11 We must distinguish a motive part and a movable part in
any self-mover because, as the argument of the First Way shows,
if one and the same thing is both mover and moved without
distinction, then it both has and does not have the same actuality
at the same time, which is impossible.

11 “The conclusion thus stands: one part of a self-moved mover must be
unmoved and moving the other part,” Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles
1.13.
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The same thing must be said about such things as automobiles.
It is really one part, say the engine, that moves another, say the
wheels. And the engine in turn is moved by the explosion of the
gasoline, which is caused (in part) by its being injected into the
engine, which is caused (in part) by a foot on the gas pedal.

There may be any number of complicated cases where we will
not be able to distinguish clearly between the mover and the
moved, or to identify all the components of each. But this is no
real obstacle. What is actually X and what is not actually X must
be distinct—and what is a mover is actually X and what is in
motion is not actually X.12 Hence that whereby something is
mover and that whereby it is mobile can never be exactly the same
thing, even if, in a particular case, we cannot see how to
distinguish them. Similarly, given a sufficiently complicated sum
of integers, one might not be able to say whether the sum will be
even or odd, but this does not diminish one’s certainty that every
integer must be one or the other, and never both at once.

Hence the things which are said to move themselves are not
real exceptions to the conclusion that whatever is in motion is
moved by something else, since within the self-mover there will
be what is moved on the one hand and something distinct by
which it is moved on the other.

5. INERTIA

The First Way depends on the principle “Omne quod
movetur ab alio movetur.”13 But we see many motions
in which no mover is at work on the mobile, such as
inertial motions. Therefore it is not true that every
motion requires a mover outside the mobile. Also, we

12 Or at least the mover must be somehow more actually X than the thing
moved, as in the case of the pushing body from the last objection.

13 In the course of the First Way, Aquinas argues that “Omne . . . quod movetur,
oportet ab alio moveri.”

14 Kenny raises this objection: “It seems that Newton’s law wrecks the
argument of the first way. For at any given time, the rectilinear uniform
motion of a body can be explained by the principle of inertia in terms of the
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see many pairs of movers mutually moving each other,
such as gravitating bodies and magnets, and we do not
see any other mover acting upon them both. Therefore,
even if everything in motion is moved by something
else, this does not necessarily bring us back to an
unmoved mover, but possibly to two movers moving
one another.1s

The principle “Omne quod movetur ab alio movetur” can be
translated, and consequently understood, in significantly different
ways, thanks to the ambiguity of the word “movetur.” Does
“movetur” mean “is moved” or “is being moved” or “is in
motion”?

One way to translate the principle is like this: “Everything in
motion is being moved by another.” This implies that whatever
is in motion is continually being acted upon and sustained in
motion by an outside agency, so long as it is in motion. Now in
many cases we see an initiator of a motion, but we cannot see any
obvious “sustainer” of the motion so long as the motion endures—
as when someone drops or throws a stone. And this is the basis
of the objection.

Another way to translate the principle is like this: “Everything
in motion is moved by another.” This implies that every motion
is the result of a mover distinct from the thing in motion, but not
necessarily that the mover be anything more than an initiator of
the motion.

How, then, did Aquinas (or, for that matter, Aristotle) intend
the principle Omne quod movetur ab alio movetur?

body’s own previous motion without appeal to any other agent.” Op. cit.,
p.28.

15 «“But nothing resembling a reduction of inertia to gravitation could salvage
the use made of the principle in the First Way. For the gravitational
attraction of two bodies is mutual, whereas the Aristotelean relation of
‘moving’ must be an asymmetrical one if it is to lead to an unmoved mover.”
Kenny, op. cit., p.30.
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It is Hume, not Aquinas or Aristotle, who defines a cause (in
the sense of a mover) as something in “constant conjunction” with
what it moves or effects.16 When Aristotle defines a mover, he
does not define it as what is in constant conjunction with the
mobile, but as what first began some motion.1” His examples are
a father and an advisor. The father is a “cause of the child” even
though the seed generating the child is separate from the father.
The advisor, presumably, is the one who first begins some action
carried out on his advice, and he is a cause of this although he is
separate from the one who carries it out. Aristotle’s definition
conforms more to experience than Hume’s: according to Hume’s
understanding, a fire would be more responsible for the burning
of a building, would be more a mover, than the arsonist who lit it
and fled. On Aristotle’s understanding, the arsonist is more a
mover, because although he is not constantly conjoined to the
burning of the building, he is the one who started it. The man
who yells “Fire!” in a crowded theatre is more responsible for the
stampede that follows than those who stampede.

Accordingly Aristotle designates as the “mover” of a natural
motion whatever in some way initiates it, even if it is not
thereafter continuously acting upon the mobile throughout its
motion. Conversely, Aristotle and Aquinas both admit that the
nature of a natural body is in some sense an active principle of its
natural motion, and that it is continuously conjoined to the natural
body whose nature it is, and yet they do not call it the “mover”:

16 See, for example, 4 Treatise on Human Nature, Book 1, Part III, Section II,
Penguin Books, Baltimore, Maryland, 1969, p.123: “Though distant objects
may sometimes seem productive of each other, they are commonly found
upon examination to be link’d by a chain of causes, which are contiguous
among themselves, and to the distant objects; and when in any particular
instance we cannot discover this connection, we still presume it to exist.
We may therefore consider the relation of CONTIGUITY as essential to
that of causation.” Again: “The cause and effect must be contiguous in
space and time. . . There must be a constant union betwixt the cause and
effect. *Tis chiefly this quality, that constitutes the relation.” Ibid., Part III,
Section XV, p. 223.

17 Physics 11.3 194b30.
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Just as other accidents follow upon the substantial
form, so too place, and consequently moving to a place;
but not in such a way that the natural form is a mover,
but rather the mover is the generator which gives such
a form, upon which such motion follows.!8

If a natural body “moved itself,” this would mean that it
initiated its own motions, which is true only of living things.19
What is it that initiates the downward motion of a heavy body (or
the mutual approach of two bodies)? Certainly not itself, but
rather whatever it was that gave it the inclination to move thus,
i.e. whatever generated it, just as the “mover” responsible for the
burning of the building is not so much the fire as the one who
produced the fire. Its motion or tendency to move begins when it
begins to be, and since it does not begin its own being, neither
does it begin its own motion. (Of course, such natural motions
can be impeded, and thus the natural motion can also be initiated
or begun in some sense by whatever removes an impediment to
such a motion.20)

Hence it would appear that, for Aristotle and Aquinas, the
principle “Omne quod movetur ab alio movetur” means “Every-
thing which is in motion is moved by another,” that is, every
motion requires an initiator of the motion other than the thing
which is itself in motion primo et per se. Gravitational and
magnetic motions, therefore, rather than representing counter-
examples to this principle, would be clear instances of it. Such

18 Commentary on Physics 11, Lectio I, n.293 Pirotta edition. When Aquinas
denies, in the same text, that the substantial form of a natural body is a
“potentia activa,” it appears he is denying that it is a mover, because “motor
est generans.” He is not denying altogether that the substantial form of a
natural body is a kind of active principle of its motion. See Summa
Theologiae 1 Q77 A6 Ad2, in which he says “a subject is a final and in a
certain way active cause of its proper accident.” One must say that a subject
is “in a certain way” the active cause of its properties, lest someone think it
is a mover or generator of them, as if carbon “made itself black,” for
example.

19 Physics VII1.4 255a5.

20 ppysics VIIL4 256al-2.
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motions are not initiated by the massive or magnetic bodies
themselves, but always by something else (which either produced
the bodies or brought them in range of each other or removed
impediments to their influence), and to be a mover is to be an
initiator. Hence all such motions come to their mobiles from
something other than the mobile.

Now a special problem arises in the case of inertial or projectile
motions. At first it is hard to see why. If finding an initiator of a
motion is enough to satisfy Omne quod movetur etc., then why do
Avristotle and Aquinas think that projectile motions pose a special
difficulty? Obviously such motions have an initiator, namely the
projector. But such a motion, on their understanding, is also
violent or unnatural—a projector is necessary precisely because
the body is being moved in a way it has no natural inclination to
move, as when a stone is thrown upward, away from its natural
place (namely at the center of the universe). Since such a motion
is unnatural to the mobile, it is puzzling that it should continue
without the continuation of a foreign influence. If it is contrary to
my dog’s inclination to go toward the bath, then he will not of
himself continue toward the bath once started in that direction, but
will need to be forced every step of the way.

In short, projectile motion poses a special problem not because
it is an ongoing motion and all ongoing motion demands a mover
to be in constant contact with it, but because it is a violent motion,
and such motion especially seems to demand a mover constantly
working upon the mobile, to make it do what it has no inclination
to do, or even make it do something contrary to its inclination.

Now Aquinas’s way of solving this question is not so clear. In
some places, he seems to speak as if the mover imposes some kind
of impetus upon the body, and this unnatural and temporary
disposition imposed upon it by the mover is the requisite
continuously conjoined principle of the unnatural motion.21 In

21 See Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia, Q3 A11 AdS.
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other places, he seems to deny this explanation, and say it is
instead some power in the medium which moves the projectile.22

For the present purpose, however, there is no need to resolve
this question. If it is the case that inertial motion is contrary to an
abiding inclination in the mobile, then evidently such motion will
require a continuously active principle, whether this be something
outside and surrounding the body, or an unnatural disposition
imposed upon the body itself, or something that does not act in a
body at all. If, on the other hand, continuing in an inertial motion
already begun is not contrary to any inclination in a body, and the
body can be understood to have a new quasi-natural tendency to
stay in motion, then it does not appear to demand any particular
mover beyond the projector. Either way, inertial motion at least
demands an initiator, a thrower. It might also demand a further
mover, not because of the general principles of the First Way, but
because of other considerations about natural vs. unnatural
motion. However one slices it, Omne quod movetur etc. is
preserved.

To sum up: Every motion requires a “mover” in the sense of
an initiator, and this mover must be something other than what is
in motion primo et per se. This is how the principle “Omne quod
movetur ab alio movetur” is understood by Aquinas, and how it
operates in the First Way. Natural motions do not require any
mover beyond the initiator (or impediment-remover), since the
nature of the mobile is an active principle sustaining the motion
thereafter. Projectile motions also require an initiator, a projector,
and they will require a mover to sustain them in motion only if
they cannot themselves be understood to obtain a new inclination
to remain in motion.

It is worth noting some other common responses to this
objection to the First Way concerning inertial motion.

(1) Some would solve this difficulty by denying the basis for
it: the distinction between natural and violent motion. Natural

22 See the commentary on the De Caelo et Mundo 111 Lectio VII, n. 591 [6],
Marietti edition.
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motion, they say, is defined by “natural place,” and the existence
of “natural place” went the way of the geocentric theory. Motion
is simply motion, being neither natural nor violent, and therefore
the difficulty of finding a mover to sustain projectile motions
vanishes.

This will not do, however. Aristotle, it is true, believed in
“natural places” in a sense that almost no one would accept today.
“Up” and “down” do not appear to be absolute directions at any
point in the universe, and perhaps the universe has no absolute
center or boundary with any physical significance. Accordingly,
many have rejected the notion of “natural motion” altogether.23
But if there is such a thing as “nature,” then there must be natural
motion, and if natural motion, then there must be certain places
that things naturally seek—natural places”—even if these are not
absolute and immobile precisely in the manner that Aristotle
believed them to be on his understanding of the heavens.

Some decades ago, W. A. Wallace quite reasonably proposed
that the motions resulting from gravity and magnetism should be
considered natural, in that they are motions connected to and
apparently proceeding from the natures of the bodies in question,
motions to which the bodies are inclined of their own accord,
which approach a definite goal, and which have a kind of
uniformity in that they happen the same way always if nothing

23 Antonio Moreno gives the impression that the very general distinction
between natural and violent motion, and not merely the concrete manner in
which Aristotle understood it to apply in the universe, has become
outmoded: “The distinction of motion as natural and violent is invalid in
modern physics .” “The Law of Inertia and the Principle Quidquid Movetur
ab Alio Movetur...” The Thomist, 38, 1974, p.321. Again, when he says
“This conception is now, of course, outmoded, because natural places are
not thought to exist” (ibid., p.328), he does not make clear whether the very
notion of “natural place” must be discarded, or just Aristotle’s under-
standing of how natural places exist. Has modern science made obsolete,
for example, the notion that the womb is the natural place of an unborn
child? The womb, being mobile, is not a “place” in the full sense of
Aristotelian place, but it surely is a place of some kind, and it seems that
place cannot have the kind of immobility that Aristotle believed it to have.
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interferes.24 The only significant element of Aristotle’s natural
motions which is missing in this description is that Aristotle’s
natural motions approached natural places which were entirely
immobile, having a definite and fixed spatial relationship to the
immobile outer limits of the universe. This last feature of
Aristotle’s understanding of “natural motion” seems to be
something he arrived at by considerations over and above what is
natural or violent, namely by looking at how the universe around
him appeared to be operating. Hence nothing prevents an under-
standing of “natural motion” apart from absolute “natural places.”
If mutually repelling bodies move away from each other by
natural motion, then the “natural place” each seeks is “away from
that other,” or “a certain distance from its influence.” If mutually
attracting bodies move each other by a natural motion, then the
“natural place” which each seeks is nothing else than a union in
place with the other body, as animals of a species tend to stay
together. In short, some distinction between natural and violent
motion must be maintained, so long as nature and the natural exist,
but how this distinction works out in concrete details need not
conform to Aristotle’s specific theories.

(2) Some have proposed another response to the objection
drawn from inertia, suggesting that uniform motion is not motion
at all, that it is a “state,” like rest. Uniform motion, they say, is
like maintaining the same temperature, which is not a change, but
only a retaining of a current level of energy, whereas an accelera-
tion would be like a change in temperature, and this would
demand a cause.

It is true that a body in local motion (whether uniform or not)
as such gains nothing new within itself, but only something new
outside itself, a new place.2> And so it is true that a change of
place is not as intrinsic to a thing as a change of its color or shape.
Nonetheless, a change of place is a change, and remains distinct
from rest. To rest in one place is not the same thing as to move

24 See Wallace, “Newtonian Antinomies Against the ‘Prima Via,”” The
Thomist 19, 1956, pp.167-169.
25 See Summa Theologiae 1 Q110 A3 C.
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through a continuum of places. However inconsequential and
uniform an “inertial” motion may seem, one cannot defend the
First Way on the grounds that its principles need not apply to
motions of uniform velocity, insisting that such are not motions
at all. It is remarkable, though, that some should speak in this
way: they bear witness to the principles of the First Way. What
they recognize as genuine change, namely accelerated motion,
they understand to be in need of a cause; when they think that
something is not in need of any cause, they deny that it is a
genuine change. Here one sees why the First Way is manifestior:
it is manifest that what changes demands a cause, while it is not
as clear that even some things that do not change demand one as
well.

There may be another element of the truth in this attempt at a
resolution: it might be true that inertial motion does not as such
require any mover beyond the initiator, and hence is or resembles
natural motion. At least experience seems to support the notion
that a body resists being brought up to a certain speed and
direction (hence the need for an initiator), but does not resist
maintaining that speed and direction unless other things act on it
in such a way as to slow it down (wind resistance, friction, etc.).
The main difficulty with supposing this is that it is hard to see how
one nature can be naturally inclined both to rest and to motion,
and even to many opposed motions of different directions and
speeds. Is not nature determinata ad unum? But perhaps nothing
prevents the same nature from being inclined to different things
under different circumstances, as the natural instincts of an animal
do not determine it simply to one behavior, but to one behavior
under given circumstances.

(3) Others have responded to the inertial problem by ignoring
local motion altogether, allowing the First Way to proceed from
alterations and other non-local motions alone.2¢

26 Garrigou-Lagrange suggests this: “Many other things are required before
the Cartesian idea of motion can be accepted ... and if it were acceptable
for local motion, our proof could still be based on qualitative motions or
augmentation.” God: His Existence and His Nature, p.272. Wippel, too,
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The difficulty with this way of proceeding is that there is no
obvious reason that Aquinas’s universal principles about act and
potency should not apply to local motion. Hence, either they do
apply, and one must show that inertial motions are no exception,
or else they do not apply, and one must say why not. Otherwise
Aquinas is in the position of having proved too much, having
shown that all motions require movers distinct from the mobile,
when in fact only some do.

(4) Others have responded to the inertial problem by pointing
out that inertia is a mere abstraction; there is no such thing as
unresisted motion, and hence no such thing as pure inertial motion.
Any motion approaching uniform velocity is in fact maintained
by movers continually at work, as the uniform motion of a jet
plane is caused by its engines.2?

This response is good as far as it goes, but it remains that
inertial motion seems to exist somehow as a component of actual
motions, and hence one must say it requires a mover, although
perhaps only an “initiator” and not a “sustainer.” A rolling marble
slows down and eventually stops—whether or not this motion
requires a mover continuously acting on the marble so long as it
rolls, it certainly requires a mover to set the marble in motion.
And that is sufficient for the First Way.

(5) Still others have said that inertial motion cannot be known
to exist,28 not even as a tendency or a component of other motions.

notes it: “Moreover, as at least one writer has proposed, one might, unlike
Aquinas, simply exclude local motion as a starting-point for the argument
and use another example such as alteration.” The Metaphysical Thought of
St. Thomas Aquinas: From Finite Being to Uncreated Being, The Catholic
University of America Press, Washington D.C., 2000, p.456.

27 Wallace, for example, points this out: “In point of fact, in all observable
cases in the real world, an extrinsic mover is needed in order to have a
motion that is exactly uniform,” Op. cit., p.180.

28 See for example Garrigou-Lagrange: “The principle of inertia, insofar as it
affirms that an imparted motion continues without a cause, cannot be
verified by experience.” God: His Existence and His Nature, R. Garrigou-
Lagrange, O.P., translated from the fifth French edition by Dom Bede Rose,
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How do we know that bodies put in motion and left alone do not
tend to slow down imperceptibly? The ancients assumed that the
heavens were made of incorruptible stuff, in part because nothing
up there had been observed to corrupt for so long a time—and yet
this assumption proved false.

This is a helpful insight, bringing out the hypothetical nature
of “The Law of Inertia.” Nonetheless, one should hesitate to
answer the difficulty in this way alone, since it appears to commit
the First Way to a theory of a gradually diminishing impetus in
projectiles—which is also not verifiable. The principles of the
First Way do not commit its adherents to any particular theory as
to whether there is any physical cause of inertial motion
continuously working upon the mobile, and if there is one, what
this might be. The principle “Omne quod movetur ab alio
movetur” requires only that everything in motion depend on some
kind of mover other than the mobile itself, and this is true of every
inertial motion at least with regard to its initiator.

To sum up: inertial motions and motions of mutual attraction
or repulsion are always initiated by things other than the mobiles
in question, whether by whatever generated them or projected
them or removed impediments to them. Hence the principle
Omne quod movetur ab alio movetur is preserved, and the
objection fails.

6. WHAT IF NOTHING CAUSES THE MOTION?

Is it really the same thing to say that nothing is the
cause of its own motion and to say that something else
is the cause of its motion? What if nothing is the cause
of the motion, that is, what if a motion needs no cause
at all?

The so-called Principle of Sufficient Reason is in question here.
It has been formulated in various ways, such as “Nothing comes
from nothing,” or “Whatever comes into existence needs a cause.”

B. Herder Book Co., St. Louis, MO, 1939, Volume I, p.275. See also W.
A. Wallace, op. cit. pp. 178-179.
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Aquinas takes it as something known through itself that “It is
necessary that everything new should have a cause.”?? If this is
true and known through itself, then evidently every motion would
require a cause, since every motion involves continuous
innovation. (This is especially clear of motions that begin after a
rest, or after a contrary motion, as it seems all do—there do not
appear to be any motions in existence which have always been
going on and never began.) Accordingly, if a mobile cannot cause
its own motion, then there must be some cause for its motion
outside itself.

But the Principle of Sufficient Reason has been rejected by
some philosophers as unknowable, and by others as not being a
necessary truth.

David Hume believed he had shown it not to be a necessary
truth, that the contradictory statement involves no contradiction
in itself or any absurdity. He argues as follows:

"Tis a general maxim in philosophy, that whatever
begins to exist, must have a cause of existence . . . But
here is an argument, which proves at once, that the
foregoing proposition is neither intuitively nor
demonstratively certain . . . [A]s all distinct ideas are
separable from each other, and as the ideas of cause and
effect are evidently distinct, ’twill be easy for us to
conceive any object to be non-existent this moment, and
existent the next, without conjoining to it the distinct
idea of a cause or productive principle. The separation,
therefore, of the idea of a cause from that of a beginning
of existence, is plainly possible for the imagination; and
consequently the actual separation of these objects is so

29 Summa Contra Gentiles, I11.89. See also Contra Gentiles 1.13, near the end
of the argument about motion, where Aquinas affirms that “Omne quod de
novo fit, ab aliquo innovatore oportet sumere originem.”
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far possible, that it implies no contradiction nor
absurdity.30

Hume takes it as a principle that if the imagination can present
one thing without presenting another, there is nothing impossible
about the one thing existing without the other. And since the
imagination can represent something popping into existence with-
out representing any kind of cause, it follows that something can
in reality pop into existence without any kind of cause.

Hume’s main principle, however, is manifestly false. The truth
is that we can often imagine A without imagining B even when A
cannot possibly exist without B. It is possible to imagine the act
of running without imagining the ability to run—does it follow
that the act of running can actually exist apart from one who has
the ability to run? It is possible to imagine a sphere without
imagining any particular material out of which it is made—can a
sphere then exist in reality which is not made of any particular
material? It is possible to imagine water without imagining it to
be composed of hydrogen and oxygen—can water therefore be
without these? In each case we can imagine one thing without
another, although the one cannot really exist without the other.
Therefore, although we can imagine a new event without
imagining any cause for it, it does not follow that a new event can
actually be without a cause.3!

30 See A Treatise of Human Nature, Book I: Of the Understanding, Sect. I1I:
Why a Cause is Always Necessary. Edition: Penguin Books, Baltimore,
Maryland, 1969, pp. 126-127.

31 The intellect must often correct the errors of the imagination, as when the
imagination leads us to believe that a straight line can be interposed
between the circumference of a circle and its tangent (See Euclid’s
Elements, Book 3, Theorem 16). Consequently, if the intellect can grasp A
without grasping B, even though A and B cannot exist apart from each other,
a fortiori would we expect this to happen with the less-trustworthy
imagination. But the intellect can grasp what 28 is without grasping that it
is a perfect number, although 28 cannot be without being a perfect number.
Hence the intellect can grasp things apart from each other which cannot
possibly exist apart from each other. Why should the imagination be
different? In fact, since Hume believes the intellect and the imagination are
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The real principle at work in Hume’s argument is that What-
ever we can imagine is possible.32 This has an apparent plausibi-
lity, because there is some sense in which we cannot imagine the
impossible. Can we imagine a square circle? Clearly not, and the
reason appears to be that the square circle itself is impossible.
Hence a more thorough resolution of Hume’s argument requires
some reflection on what is “imaginable.”

“What we can imagine’ has more than one sense, just as “what
we can see’”” has more than one sense. I can see colors and shapes
and motions in one sense, and in another sense | can see the things
to which these belong—as when I say “I see my son.” My son is
not a color or a shape or a motion, but when | see his colors,
shapes, and motions | am simultaneously aware of him as the
subject of these, and so I say that “I see him,” although he makes
no separate impression upon my eye over and above his colors,
shapes, and motions through which | am aware of him. Similarly,
I can imagine shapes and colors and motions in one sense, but in
another sense | can say that | imagine the things to which these
belong—such as my children—although | form no separate image
for these over and above those for their shapes, colors, and
motions. Things such as shapes, colors, and motions are said to
be imagined per se, or in themselves, whereas things like my
children are said to be imagined per accidens, since we form no
separate image for these, but rather these are imagined through
imagining the things that belong to them.

It might33 be true that “What we imagine per se must be
possible.” That is, if we can imagine a pattern of shapes, colors,
and motions, then similar such patterns must be possible in reality,

identical, it follows from his position that since we can “imagine” 28
without “imagining that it is a perfect number,” therefore 28 can exist
without being a perfect number.

32 See A Treatise of Human Nature, Book I, Part IV, Section V (p.298): “ ’tis
an evident principle, that whatever we can imagine, is possible.”

331 say “might” because one might say that we can imagine, per se, a circle
and its tangent and a straight line interposed between them, and yet that is
not really possible. But this is due to a certain lack of exactness in the
imagination’s power of representation.
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too—at least on a television screen. But it is not true that “What
we can imagine per accidens must be possible.” That is, if we
can imagine a combination of shapes, colors, and motions, it does
not follow that the things normally subject to such qualities can
really be combined (or separated) in a corresponding way, since
what is possible for the accidents, imagined apart from the
subjects, might not be possible for the subjects of those accidents.
Hence we can in some sense “imagine” salt being mixed with
water and turning into gold, and yet in so doing we are imagining
the impossible—that is, although the patterns of colors and
motions might in some way be possible, the changing of salt and
water into gold by mere mixing is not possible, and in the per se
sense is never really imagined, either.

Now a cause as such is not imaginable per se any more than it
is sensible per se. Even less is “the fact that there is no cause”
imaginable per se. And hence, although we might be in some
sense said to “imagine that there is no cause for some event,” it
will not follow from this that it is actually possible that there is no
cause for some event. Hume’s argument is therefore an illusion.

In fact, the sophistry does not end there. Reflection proves that
the imagination cannot satisfactorily represent the difference
between a cause we happen not to see, and the non-existence of a
cause. Suppose a blue precipitate suddenly forms within a clear
liquid because of an unseen (and even unknown) cause—now
suppose the same thing happens due to no cause at all. Does the
imagination present us with any difference between these two
very unlike scenarios? Notatall. In other words, the imagination
cannot really in any distinct way imagine “there is no cause”—it
can only fail to imagine a cause. But “not imagining a cause” is
not the same as “imagining there is no cause,” anymore than “not
seeing the cause” is the same as “seeing that there is no cause.”
In other words, even were we to grant to Hume that what the
imagination can represent must be possible in reality, his con-
clusion would not be the correct one. What the imagination can
represent is “an event for which we see no cause,” which is indeed
possible in reality, but this is not his conclusion.
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William Rowe also rejects the axiom that what begins to be
needs a cause, although not on the grounds that it is not
necessarily true, but on the grounds that it is unknowable:

Because the premises of the Cosmological Argument
rest on a principle—the Principle of Sufficient Rea-
son—that appears to be unknowable, I concluded that
the Cosmological Argument is not only not a proof for
me, it is not a proof for anyone.34

Rowe’s reason for thinking the principle in question is
unknowable is that it appears to be neither demonstrable, nor
known through itself. That it is not demonstrable I concede, and
| believe Aquinas would agree. That it is not known through itself,
however, Rowe attempts to show on the grounds that it is not
“analytically true,” which is to say that the principle is not
“analytic” in Kant’s sense.3® In short, Rowe is of an analytic
tradition which affirms as true beyond all doubt that Any universal
statement whose truth is known to us with certainty is either
“analytic” or else it is derived from “analytic” statements.
Unfortunately for Rowe, this statement itself, upon which his
critique of the Principle of Sufficient Reason absolutely depends,
is neither analytic nor derivable exclusively from analytic
statements, and hence, according to itself, is unknowable. After
all, for a statement to be knowable to us with certainty does not
mean “its predicate is part of the very meaning of its subject” (as
happens when we say “Every bachelor is unmarried”). There are,
in fact, necessarily true and universal statements known to us with
certainty and without proof which are not of this kind.3¢ A trivial
example: A pair of triangles with all their sides and angles

34 The Cosmological Argument, William L. Rowe, Princeton University Press,
Princeton, New Jersey, 1975, p.268.

35 Op. cit., p.83 ff.

36 Aristotle agrees: “As there are some indemonstrable basic truths asserting
that ‘this is that’ or that ‘this inheres in that,” so there are others denying
that ‘this is that’ or that ‘this inheres in that,”” Aristotle, Posterior Analytics,
1.23 84b30, G. R. G. Mure Trans., in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed.
Richard McKeon, Random House, New York, 1941, p.146. See also
Aquinas’s commentary.
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correspondingly equal must also contain equal areas. This truth
is known to us without proof, and yet the predicate is not part of
what is meant by the subject. To have sides and angles equal
means to have sides and angles equal; it does not mean “to contain
equal areas.” Nonetheless, once the subject is correctly grasped,
it is impossible not to know that the predicate belongs. The
analytic argument against the self-evidence of the Principle of
Sufficient Reason is therefore unsound.

Very well, but one may reasonably ask why the principle that
What begins to be needs a cause should be regarded as known
through itself. After all, if one pleases one could say about any
statement at all “It is per se notum; it needs no proof.” Are there
any signs by which to judge that a statement is among those per
se nota, and is not a mere hypothesis?

There are indeed. One sign that the First Axiom (namely that
nothing both is and is not at the same time etc.) is in fact a self-
evident axiom is that even those who deny it in words show that
they accept it in their thought, albeit unwittingly. In their very act
of trying to reject it, they show that they accept it, since (1) they
usually reject it because they think they have found something
which contradicts it (and contradictions are unacceptable!), and
(2) they insist upon disagreeing, as if they were right and their
opponents were wrong, and both sides cannot be right (since they
contradict). Again, those who resist the idea that reason should
be the ruling part in a human being typically show that they accept
this principle in the very act of trying to reject it: “Why should
reason rule?” they demand to know, as if to say “I cannot accept
the authority of reason until you show me how that agrees with
reason—since that is the only authority I recognize.” Similarly,
those who reject the principle that What begins to be needs a
cause invariably show in their thought, both speculative and
practical, that they really accept it. They never seriously entertain
the notion that the graffiti on the side of their house might simply
be a “brute fact” without explanation, having simply appeared
there during the night; they know someone is responsible. Hume
will not allow that ideas simply appear in our heads—he is certain
that they must derive from sense impressions. Those rejecting the
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principle that What begins to be needs a cause think they know,
with certainty, that no one can have a sudden intuition of the truth
that What begins to be needs a cause. Knowledge does not simply
pop into people’s heads. They demand an explanation for this
knowledge: it must be known because of an argument, or because
the predicate is in the definition of the subject, or for some kind
of intelligible reason. In other words, their motive for taking issue
with the principle What begins to be needs a cause is the fact that
they unwittingly accept it.

Ironically, this sixth objection to the First Way strikes at the
very thing about it which makes it manifestior. The Second, Third,
and Fourth ways do not begin from motion, which most
manifestly needs a cause. Aquinas says that “Everything which
was not always manifestly has a cause; whereas this is not so
manifest of what always was.”37 But in all motion there is
something which was not always. Motion itself, because of the
novelty in it, gets our attention—we wave our hands to be seen,
and sit still to avoid being noticed.3 And once we notice
something new, something changed, we spontaneously seek a
cause, much more convinced that there must be one than when
there is no change.3® It is a rare soul who wonders why a house
that has long been in existence now continues to exist in its same
accustomed condition—unless it was on fire the last time he saw
it. But no one fails to see that a new house going up in the
neighborhood is due to a productive cause, even if neither he nor
anyone else among his neighbors has seen the work being done.

37 Summa Theologiae, 1 Q46 A1 Ad6.

38 “Things in motion sooner catch the eye than what not stirs,” as Shakespeare
put it (Troilus and Cressida, Act 3, Scene 3, Line 177).

39 David B. Twetten remarks that the First Way “is most evident because
change most reveals the character of an effect. For, change reveals a
potency’s going into act. But no thing as in potency goes into act or acts
on its own, since what is in potency as such does not even exist.” “Clearing
a ‘Way’ for Aquinas: How the Proof from Motion Concludes to God,”
Proceedings of the American Catholic Philosophical Association, Catholic
University of America, Washington D.C., Vol. 70, 1996, p.270.
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7. NEED THERE BE A FIRST MOVER?

No mover familiar to us is a first mover absolutely,
since each was generated in the past by motions and
changes due to prior movers. Hence we cannot know
of the existence of a first mover unless we can prove
that there must have been a first mover in time, that is,
unless we can prove that motion began at some point,
prior to which no motion existed. Now Aristotle believ-
ed the contrary to be the case, and Aquinas did not
believe it possible to prove philosophically that the
world or motion had a beginning in time.40 Hence it
appears that on Aquinas’s own view it is impossible to
know the existence of a first mover. Moreover, even if
we grant that a first mover had to initiate all the
causally connected motions spread out over time, there
will be no way to assure ourselves that this first mover
still exists. A man might initiate the human race and
then immediately die—the continuing generation of
human beings today is no evidence that Adam lives.
Hence the First Way fails.

Either a series of causes has a first and is finite, or else it has
no first and is in some way infinite. The key to unraveling this
difficulty, therefore, begins with a distinction regarding what kind
of series of causes can be infinite, and what kind cannot be infinite
but requires a first. On that point, Aquinas has this to say:

According to the philosophers, it is impossible to
proceed into infinite agent causes in causes acting all at
once, because it would be necessary that the effect
depend on the infinite actions existing all at once. And
such causes are infinite per se, because their infinity is
required for the thing caused. But in causes not acting
all at once, this is not impossible, according to those
who posit perpetual generation. This infinity just hap-
pens to the causes: for it merely happens to the father of

40 See Summa Theologiae 1 Q46 AA1-2.
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Socrates that he is the son or is not the son of another
man. But it does not merely happen to the stick, inas-
much as it moves the stone, that it is moved by the hand,
for it moves inasmuch as it is moved.4!

At first one is tempted to distinguish between series of causes
that act “all at once” and those in which one cause acts after
another in time—infinity being impossible in the first kind of
series but possible in the second. A closer reading of this passage,
however, reveals that it is not simultaneity as such that makes an
infinity of causes impossible, but the condition that “such causes
are infinite per se, because their infinity is required for the thing
caused.” Another passage on the same topic sheds more light:

In efficient causes it is impossible to proceed to
infinity per se—such as if the causes which are per se
required for some effect were to be multiplied into
infinity; as if the stone should be moved by a stick, and
the stick by the hand, and thus into infinity. But to
proceed per accidens into infinity in agent causes is not
thought impossible; as, for example, if all the causes
which are multiplied into infinity should hold the order
of only one cause, and their multiplication were per
accidens; just as a builder acts by many hammers per
accidens, because one after another is broken. And so
it happens to this hammer that it acts after the action of
another hammer. And likewise it happens to this man,
inasmuch as he generates, that he was generated by
another: for he generates as a man, and not inasmuch
as he is the son of another man; for all men generating
hold the same rank in efficient causes, namely the rank
of a particular generator. Whence it is not impossible
that man should be generated by man to infinity. But it
would be impossible if the generation of this man were
to depend on this man, and on an elementary body, and
on the sun, and so on to infinity.42

41 Summa Contra Gentiles, 11.38.
42 Summa Theologiae, 1 Q46 A2 Ad7.
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Simultaneity of operation among the causes in a series is im-
portant only insofar as this is a sign of something else, namely
that the causes in question are not causes of the same rank, that
their order is not primarily a temporal order. The painter and his
paintbrush have an irreversible order as causes of the painting, an
order which is more than just temporally irreversible. The painter
is a self-moving mover, the brush is merely his instrument, a
purely moved mover. The painter can in no way be the instrument
of his brush. A series of dominoes knocking each other down, on
the contrary, have an order that is largely spatial and temporal—
the dominoes near the end could just as well have been near the
beginning. This is why Aquinas reasons as he does in the Com-
pendium Theologiae:

We see that all things which move are moved by
others: inferior things by superior ones, as the elements
by the heavenly bodies, and among the elements that
which is stronger moves that which is weaker; and
among heavenly bodies also the inferior are acted upon
by the superior. Now it is impossible for this to proceed
into infinity. For since everything that is moved by
something is as an instrument of the first mover, if there
is no first mover, all the things which move will be
instruments. But it is necessary, if one proceed to
infinity in movers and things moved, that the first mover
not exist. Therefore all the infinite movers and things
moved will be instruments. But it is ridiculous even to
the unlearned to posit that instruments are moved not by
any principal agent.43

The need for a first cause is seen from the nature of the
secondary cause which functions like an instrument or, as it was
put in the passage above, like a “particular generator.” However
many of these there are, whether finite or infinite, it is impossible
that they should be the only kinds of causes at work. It is
impossible, for example, that every teacher of the Pythagorean
Theorem was always a teacher who was taught the Theorem by a

43 Compendium Theologiae, Ch.3.
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prior teacher. In advance, we cannot specify any maximum finite
number of “taught teachers” of the Theorem, and so there is a kind
of infinity possible there. But if every teacher of the Theorem was
taught by a prior teacher, it would follow that no one discovered
the Theorem, and hence the mathematical demonstration itself
would have no author and no cause—Ilike a story that was always
handed down, which no one authored, but was always told by
someone to whom it had been told by someone else. And therein
lies the impossibility.

Now, in the case of a Theorem or a story, if the author is human
then such a thing must have had a beginning in time, since human
beings live and act in time. And therefore, too, there must in fact
have been a first person who knew the Theorem, and a finite
number of go-betweens since that time and the time my teacher
taught me the Pythagorean Theorem. Nor is there any necessity
in supposing that the discoverer of the Pythagorean Theorem still
exists. But none of that will follow in the case of a universal cause
of motion.

Like the case with the Theorem, we need an explanation not
only for why motion exists in this thing here and now, but why
motion exists at all rather than not. A “taught teacher” can explain
why there is knowledge of the Pythagorean Theorem in this
student, but not why there is knowledge of the Theorem at all—
the fact that the “taught teacher” knows it presupposes, and does
not explain, that his teacher knew it. Nor can all of the “taught
teachers” through history, taken together, explain the existence of
the Pythagorean Theorem—there is no sense in which this succes-
sion of taught teachers authored or discovered the Theorem; the
existence of their succession presupposes such a Theorem rather
than producing it. Similarly the succession of particular causes of
motion, of things which cause motion by means of their own
motion, and which were generated as the result of certain motions,
cannot possibly be the cause of the existence of motion as such
and universally. Such a series of causes presupposes and is made
possible by the existence of motion, rather than being the cause of
it. The fact that motion exists at all cannot be explained by such
causes, whether they are finite or infinite, but another kind of
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cause must be introduced whose operation does not presuppose
any kind of motion. For having motion is like having been taught,
since all motion is caused by something other than the thing in
motion.

Unlike the case with the Pythagorean Theorem, however, the
reason why motion exists at all, the first mover, need not have
begun motion at some point in time. There is no special reason to
think that it would have to be like a human discoverer of a theorem,
a being that acts within time. In fact, that would be impossible,
since time itself cannot exist apart from motion. The universal
cause of motion, then, whose action in no way presupposes or
involves motion, would necessarily be also the universal cause of
time, and would therefore not act within time. Supposing then
that it had caused an everlasting motion that never began and will
never end—Ilike the circular motion of Aristotle’s heavenly
spheres—the universal cause of motion could thereby be the
cause of an infinity of generations that never began, and hence of
a succession of moved movers which are all of a secondary type
of causality, while there is no first mover within their own series
temporally speaking. Although this is not necessarily the case
(the unmoved mover could also have begun time and motion), and
is “hardly intelligible,”#4 nonetheless it does not appear to involve
any real contradiction—and hence we cannot conclude that just
because motion needs a first and unmoved mover, therefore
motion began in time. Nonetheless, we can be sure that motion
depends on an unmoved mover, just as we can be sure that a story
depends on an untold teller.

Unlike the case with the discoverer of a theorem, too, the un-
moved mover, the universal cause of motion, could not possibly
have ceased to exist by now. The initiator of the Pythagorean
Theorem need only not have been taught that Theorem, but he

44 Aquinas himself, while admitting the philosophical possibility of our world
not having begun in time, describes this possibility as “barely intelligible”:
“For they wish the world to have a beginning not of time, but of its creation,
so that in some barely intelligible way it was always made.” Summa
Theologiae 1 Q46 A2 Adl.
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could have been taught other things, and he could have suffered
any number of other kinds of changes, including death. But the
universal cause of change cannot suffer any kind of change, and
hence cannot cease to be. If the first mover had ever come into
existence, for example, then it would have resulted from motion
or change, and therefore could not be the universal reason why
motion and change exist—and hence it could not be the first
mover. And if it could cease to be, it would follow that its being
is in time, whereas its being is not in time, since time is the
product of its action—and therefore it cannot cease to be.

To sum up: Aquinas maintains both the philosophical possi-
bility of an infinite series of particular movers that never began in
time, and also the necessity of a first and unmoved mover whose
action is outside of time, and who therefore might be the cause of
all motion either by having eternally produced motion, or by
having begun motion and time. Whether the unmoved mover
began motion and time or caused them eternally, an unmoved
mover there must be—or else there would be no reason why
motion exists at all rather than not. Accordingly, there is no need
to prove that time began in order to see the necessity of there being
a first mover, and the objection fails.

In this way, too, we solve a difficulty about the First Way’s
apparent dependence upon our experience of simultaneously
acting movers. Some have said that since the argument cannot be
showing that there is a first mover in time—which Aquinas does
not believe possible to do philosophically—the argument must be
showing that there is a first mover in a series of causes all acting
at once. This occasions some confusion, since people do not
easily find chains of simultaneously acting causes producing
generation and motion,4> for example they do not see that the

45 W. Norris Clarke, S.J., raises this objection: “The famous Five Ways of
St. Thomas for proving the existence of God seem to me, in their present
textual form, the least adequate part of his metaphysics and certainly the
least relevant for the contemporary philosopher. The first two, from motion
and causality, are formally valid if the proper latent premises are supplied,
but have no literal application to our world since there are no simultaneous
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generation of this man depends “on this man, and on an ele-
mentary body, and on the sun” acting all together.

As explained above, however, it is not simultaneity as such that
necessitates the existence of a first mover prior to the proximate
mover, but the fact that the proximate mover belongs to the rank
of “a particular generator” or “an instrument.” If we see causes
acting simultaneously, as when a man produces a painting with a
brush, or moves a stick with a stone, this serves to emphasize that
the order among them cannot be a temporal one, but must be a
kind of essential ranking by their type of causality. But what if
we do not see any prior mover using the proximate mover as a
kind of instrument, as when a man generates a man? How do we
know that the proximate mover is in fact not a first mover? (And
notice, our experience must eventually stop at a mover which is
not in fact a first mover, but whose prior mover we cannot see,
since the true first mover, God, can never be seen—or else the
First Way would not be necessary!) As long as it causes motion
by means of motion, a mover must be a mover of secondary rank,
since everything in motion is moved by another, whether while it
IS moving, or in the sense that its own motion was initiated in the
past. Similarly, every “taught teacher” is a teacher of secondary
rank, since every taught teacher is taught by another. The need for
a first mover, in other words, is seen by the dependence of the
proximate mover upon motion, not by actually seeing (in expe-
rience) a more principal mover which is using it as an instrument.
And hence we may end this response with the words of the
objector himself: No mover familiar to us is a first mover ab-
solutely, since each was generated in the past by motions and
changes due to prior movers.

causal chains in our material cosmos,” Explorations in Metaphysics: Being
— God — Person, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana,
1994, p.27.
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8. WHAT BEGINS A CHANGE MUST FIRST BE CHANG-
ED

In any change there is something new that did not
exist before, but which now begins to be. The cause of
this change, therefore, is now causing this new thing
to be, but it was not causing it before. Therefore this
cause of change has begun to cause something, and
accordingly has itself changed from not causing to
causing. Every cause of change, accordingly, must be
changeable, and so a mover who causes motion not in
virtue of his own motion is impossible. Hence there
can be no unmoved mover.46

Aquinas himself responds to this kind of objection:

To those objecting thus, it lies hidden that this ob-
jection proceeds from an agent in time, that is, one
which acts in a presupposed time; for in an action of the
sort which comes about in time, it is necessary to
consider some definite relation to that time or to one of
the things which are in that time, in order that it might
come to be in this time rather than in that one. But this
reason has no place in the universal agent, which
produces also time itself together with other things.

For when we say: things were not always produced
by God, we do not understand an infinite time to have
preceded in which God refrained from acting and after
a definite time began to act, but that God produced time
and things together in being after they were not. And
thus there does not remain to be considered in the divine
will why it willed to make things not then but afterward,
as if in an already-existing time; but only this is to be

46 This is the heart of Kant’s fourth antinomy: “Now this cause must itself
begin to act, and its causality would therefore be in time.” Critique of Pure
Reason, Fourth Conflict of the Transcendental Ideas, Proof of the
Antithesis, translated by Norman Kemp Smith, St. Martin’s Press, New
York, 1965, p.416.
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considered, that it willed that things and the time of their
duration would begin to be after they were not.4’

One might imagine that whatever acts here must have shape
and size, because otherwise it could not be here. But “acts here”
can mean either (1) its action influences what is here, or (2) its
action is conditioned and contained by being here. The conclusion
that the agent must have shape and size follows only from (2), not
from (1), unless one were to assume that everything influencing
what exists in place must itself exist in place—which is neither
self-evident nor demonstrable, and is in fact false.

Similarly, one might imagine that whatever acts now must
have in its own action a succession corresponding to the succes-
sion in what it causes now. But “acts now” can mean either (1) its
action influences what is now, o (2) its action is conditioned and
contained by being now. The conclusion that the agent must have
succession in its action follows only from (2), not from (1), unless
one were to assume that every action influencing what occurs in
time must itself occur in time—which is neither self-evident nor
demonstrable, and is in fact false: the first cause of motion, we
saw, must also be the first cause of time, and as its action cannot
consist in motion or presuppose it in any way, so its action cannot
occur in time or presuppose it in any way, but simply produces it.

Such an objector, then, is misled by imagination, since we
cannot imagine anything apart from the continuous and time.

A natural mover must act as soon as it is able, and the begin-
ning of its effect argues the beginning of a new disposition within
the mover itself, or at least a new relation to what it can act upon.
A fire, for example, cannot burn paper if it is too far away: its
beginning to burn the paper, then, is proof that the fire has a new
spatial relation to the paper, and that the fire is itself a changeable
thing. But a voluntary mover need not act when it is able, but

47 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, Book VIII, Lectio III. For
more on why God’s eternal and changeless causality need not produce an
eternal effect, see Summa Contra Gentiles 11.35, Summa Theologiae 1 Q46
Al Ad6, and Quaestiones Disputatae de Potentia Q3 Al7.
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when it wills—and hence the first mover must be a voluntary
mover. Nor does the beginning of its effect argue a change from
being unwilling to being willing, since a change in the thing
willed does not mean a change of mind. For example, | can
changelessly will that a certain routine of changes occur in my
house every day. To will that changes take place is one thing; for
the will itself to change is another.48

This objection, interestingly, poses less difficulty on the
“barely intelligible” supposition that motion never began, but
rather the first mover has been causing it eternally. On that
supposition, the first mover does not appear to have “changed his
mind.” But on the supposition that the first mover initiated all
motion, and motion did not always exist, the objector falsely
imagines an endless duration of time prior to the beginning of
things in which the first mover hesitated to act and had to choose
a time in which to begin his action. On this very hypothesis,
however, this way of imagining things is self-contradictory, since
the first mover began motion, and therefore time as well. To say
that time began to be “after” it was not obviously does not mean
there was some time before, for then time existed before it ever
existed. The meaning is purely negative: there was nothing of
creatures before, not even time. There was God, to be sure, but
he was not “before” things by being earlier in some time, since he
is not in time, but produces it.

The objector can make one last appeal: whether or not these
claims about the unmoved mover are true, they have not been
demonstrated in the First Way.

Reply: none of these claims are laid down here as proved, but
as not disproved by the objection above. The objection above
cannot conclude unless all of these statements about the unmoved
mover are false, and so the objector must first prove them false,
or else his objection fails. In truth, since there must be a first
mover, it follows that the first mover is a voluntary agent, and one
that acts outside of time, for the reasons given. The cause of

48 Cf. Summa Theologiae 1 Q19 A7 C.
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objection to this is not, at bottom, an argument, but an
unwillingness or inability to think about things which cannot be
imagined.

9. NOT EVERY UNMOVED MOVER IS GOD

The First Way fails if it does not arrive at the
existence of something with attributes unique to God.
If it proves the existence of a mover, for example, this
is not enough, since there are movers which are not
God. But the First Way proves that there is an unmoved
mover, whereas there are (or might be) unmoved
movers which are not God. It is for this reason that
Aristotle, in his Metaphysics, after proving the exist-
ence of unmoved movers, and supposing many of these
to exist, goes on to prove the existence of Pure Act,
which is God. Accordingly, the First Way does not go
far enough, and fails to reach a being of uniquely
divine description.4

Aristotle’s arguments throughout the Physics and Metaphysics
consider motion in the strict sense, and in fact consider principally
local motion. The First Way, on the other hand, does not begin
from the definition of motion in the strict sense, namely “the act
of what is in potency insofar as it is in potency.”® Motion in this
sense is always of some continuous duration, as we see in
alterations and locomotions. The only definition of motion
operative in the First Way, however, is the one implied when
Aquinas defines movere: “Movere enim nihil aliud est quam
educere aliquid de potentia in actum.”®® If this is what it means

49 David B. Twetten raises this objection, and understands its resolution in
much the same way as I do. See “Clearing a “Way’ for Aquinas: How the
Proof from Motion Concludes to God,” Proceedings of the American
Catholic Philosophical Association, Catholic University of America,
Washington D.C., Vol. 70, 1996, p.270.

50 «“Most fittingly does the Philosopher define motion, saying it is ... the act of
what exists in potency according as it is such.” Commentary on Aristotle’s
Metaphysics, Book 111, Lectio II, n. 562 Pirotta edition.

51 Summa Theologiae, 1 Q2 A3 C, First Way.
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to move a thing, then for a thing to be in motion or be moved
means for it to be reduced from potency to act. This will include
instantaneous changes, such as substantial changes, and also
spiritual changes, as when an intellectual substance changes its
mind.52

Aristotle’s plurality of unmoved movers,%3 or Aquinas’s angels,
are not subject to motion in the strict sense, being incorporeal.
But since they are not pure act,> nothing prevents them from
being subject to spiritual changes in virtue of which they act as
movers.5s

52 Wippel agrees: “I am inclined to limit motion as it appears as the starting
point of the first way to some form of motion taken strictly, but to suggest
that in the course of justifying the principle of motion — whatever is moved
is moved by something else — St. Thomas uses motion broadly enough to
apply to any reduction from potentiality to actuality.” Op. cit., p.446. The
“starting point” of the First Way must be motion taken in the strict sense,
as we can see from the way the argument begins: “For it is certain, and
stands firm to the senses, that some things are in motion in this world.”
Substantial changes are not per se sensible, since substances themselves are
not, and likewise the spiritual changes within ourselves are not sensible.
Hence, the motion from which the First Way begins, namely sensible
motion, must be motion taken in the strict sense, and especially local
motion.

53 Aristotle guesses that there are anywhere from 47 to 55 unmovable
substances. See Metaphysics X11.8, 1074a10-15.

54 That Aristotle thinks there is only one substance which is pure actuality is
evident from Metaphysics X11.8 1074a33 ff: “That there is one heaven is
manifest. For if there were many heavens, as there are men, there will be
one [motive] principle for each, and these will be one in species, but many
in number. But things which are many in number have matter. For there
will be one and the same definition (as of man) of the many, whereas
Socrates is one. But what-it-was-to-be does not have primary matter: for
it is actuality. Therefore the first immobile mover existing is one, both in
definition and in number, and therefore what it moves is always and
continually only one. Therefore there is only one heaven.”

55 When angels cause changes in bodies that exist in place, they undergo a kind
of change within themselves by applying their power here rather than there,
which they must do since their power cannot embrace all things at once.
See Summa Theologiae 1 Q52 A2 and 1 Q53 Al. See also 1 Q58 Al on how
the angelic mind is in potency and must be reduced to act.
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Since all things other than God are subject to motion in the
broad sense of a reduction from some kind of potency to some
kind of act, and it is in virtue of this that they can cause change in
other things, the corresponding sense of “unmoved mover”
belongs to God alone. The seventh and eighth objections above
prove helpful here: an unmoved mover would have to be such as
did not act in time, but rather produced it, lest it itself begin to act
after not acting, and hence become a mover who is somehow
reduced from potency to act, and thus not a first and universal
mover. But a mover whose action is forever the same and outside
of time, and who yet causes things to move and exist in time, must
be God.

None of these considerations are necessary in order for the
First Way to reach its conclusion, of course. It is sufficient for
the First Way that the description “unmoved mover” be uniquely
divine. If “motion” is taken in the strict sense, then even the
human soul is in some way an unmoved mover, whereas if it is
taken in the broad sense of any reduction of potency to act, as it
seems to be taken in the First Way, then God alone is an unmoved
mover.

10. NOT ALL UNDERSTAND AN UNMOVED MOVER TO
BE GOD

An argument for the existence of God fails if it does
not arrive at the existence of something with attributes
recognizably divine, even if it arrives at something
with attributes unique to God. For example, if someone
shows that there exists an uncaused being, this does
not prove God exists, even though it is true of God
alone that he is an uncaused being: someone might
suppose that matter is an uncaused being which always
existed, but could still be an atheist for all that. The
First Way, however, arrives at an unmoved mover, and
although this description is true of God alone, it
appears inadequate as a description recognizably
divine. A recognizably divine being must be one that is
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at least intelligent, and perhaps also infinite in some
way. Hence the First Way fails.

When Aquinas at the end of the First Way reaches a first mover,
which is moved by no other, he concludes “et hoc omnes
intelligunt Deum.” Who are “omnes”? Chiefly the learned, among
both Christians and non-Christians. The learned among the
Christians know that God alone is the first source of motion and
change, the initiator of all changeable things, and that he does not
change.>8 And the pagan philosophers are the original discoverers
of the arguments for the principal unmoved mover. The learned
among those who admit the existence of God, in other words,
recognize God in the description “unmoved mover.” To prove the
existence of such a thing, then, is to have proven the existence of
God to the satisfaction of such people.

Apart from such people, however, is there any reason to
suppose an unmoved mover deserves the name “God”? If the
name “God” is taken to mean “an omniscient being,” then the
First Way has certainly not gone far enough to manifest that the
unmoved mover is such a thing. If the name “God” is taken to
mean the being who intervened in human history as recounted in
the Old and New Testaments, the First Way certainly has not
shown that the unmoved mover has done such things. What, then,
is the meaning of the name “God” which is common to the Five
Ways, and which allows one to conclude reasonably after each
that “God” exists?

In the Summa Theologiae Aquinas discusses the meaning of
the name “God.” In an objection,>” he takes up the difficulty that
the name “God” cannot name the divine nature, since that is
unknown to us, whereas we name things as we know them. In his
reply, Aquinas says we can know the nature of God, although not
as it is in itself, but as the principle of certain effects. The name
“God,” then, signifies the divine nature as a principle of all things
that is removed from all things and above all things. Any

56 “For I am the Lord, and I change not,” Malachi 3:6.
571Q13 A8, Objection 2.

102



Ten Objections to the ‘Prima Via’

argument concluding to the existence of such a thing is an
argument proving the existence of “God.” Now the First Way
proves the existence of an unmoved mover, which is a principle
of change in all things, which is distinct from all things which are
in need of motion in order to cause motion, and which is above all
such things, giving them their agency and receiving its agency
from none (or at least not by means of a change). Hence the First
Way proves the existence of a being which deserves the name
“God”.

It is no doubt true that the description of the being reached by
the First Way is less recognizably divine than the descriptions
used in the four arguments following it. Perhaps this is the price
one pays for following a “manifestior via.” The easier the
terminus a quo, the more difficult the terminus ad quem; the more
manifestly something is an effect, the less perfect and more
particular a thing it will be (as motion is less perfect and more
particular than being), and by just so much will the perfection and
universality of the cause of it be less manifest, i.e. the less
manifest will its divinity be.

If anyone were to insist that all the “usual attributes” of God
be demonstrated to belong to the unmoved mover before
admitting that God has been shown to exist, he could cut “Which
all name God” from I Q2 A3 and paste it at the end of Question 26.
But “For Aquinas, any name that exclusively designates the
divine nature from effects will satisfactorily serve in answering
the question whether God exists. All other properties beyond that
name or names belong equally to the question what God is.”%8

CONCLUSION

There is no statement, be it ever so certain and self-evident,
which one cannot attack with objections whose solutions are quite
difficult. Every self-evident statement is subject to sophistical
refutations, and by no means are all of them laughable. We cannot
but expect, therefore, that genuine demonstrations, too, will be

58 David B. Twetten, Op. cit., p.271.
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subject to objections not easily dismissed, and particularly those
which conduct our minds as far as things like the first mover,
which transcends our experience and imagination. The sheer
number of difficulties that arise in the face of the Five Ways
should not be any cause for scandal or alarm, then, but it ought to
serve as a humbling reminder: however demonstrative such
arguments may be in themselves, there will always remain room
for improvement in our understanding of them.
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Abstract

Most Logic textbooks claim Aristotle ignored the hypo-
thetical syllogism. These textbooks not only credit sub-
sequent logicians for the invention of the hypothetical
syllogism, but they often claim reasoning is founded on the
hypothetical, and not the categorical syllogism. This article
endeavours to prove the opposite. Aristotle knew the hypo-
thetical syllogism was invented long before Plato, and
Aristotle clearly explains the necessary categorical found-
ation to any hypothetical strategy, as well as the diverse
homonyms of hypothetical syllogisms.

PREEMINENCE CAUSES DISCOMFORT, especially when it shines forth
in all disciplines at once. Nobody should be right all the time. So it's
fitting to congratulate ourselves that Aristotle didn't know about the
hypothetical syllogism, or that he understood something totally dif-
ferent by that name.

Aristotle, who spent so much time on the arid and tedious
issue of modal syllogisms, doesn’t deal outright with the
theory of hypothetical syllogisms. The Greek expression
ovALoYIopuog €€ voBéoemg has for him a totally different
meaning.!

* This article is my translation of a Mr. Pelletier's paper presented at a meeting of
the Society of Aristotelian Studies (Québec, August 2006) in relation with his
book called “The Hypothetical Syllogism; It’s Aristotelian Notion”, available
on the Society of Aristotelian-Thomistic Studies website. (Stefan Jetchik)

1 Joseph De Tonquédec, La critique de la connaissance, Paris: Beauchesne, 1929,
550.
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My discussion threatens this precious shortcoming since, in my
opinion, nothing has ever been written on the nature, the purpose and
the division of the hypothetical syllogism, which was more relevant
and insightful than the few pages Aristotle dedicates to the topic.
Those we prefer to credit with the discovery (Theophrastus, the
Stoics, the Megarics, or the Medieval, Modern or contemporary
logicians, or recently, the promoters of experimental Science), far
from having invented or improved the theory and use of the
hypothetical syllogism, have rather disfigured it and reduced it to an
obscur intellectual alchemy. This will become apparent as we clearly
present the Aristotelian doctrine.

There is a pressing need for this clarification, since the incumbent
logicians have recently invested much effort into replacing the
categorical syllogism with its hypothetical homonym. They claim the
hypothetical syllogism is the most fundamental reasoning, able to
supply the very essence of intellectual progress. In their opinion, its
simplicity leaves aside even the subject matter and its truth. As a
paradoxical effect, logic is condemned as incapable of guiding rea-
son2. Rediscovering the thought-guiding function of logic requires a
correct re-assessment of the hypothetical syllogism.

This topic isn't difficult in itself. Historical circumstances make it
s0. One of these circumstances is certainly the generalized ignorance
of the syllogism. But for those rare individuals still familiar with the
Prior Analytics, that very familiarity causes the problem. The incor-
rect notions which, starting with the very first successors of Aristotle,
have been used to present the hypothetical syllogism, have been so
etched into minds as to become undeniable. Their claim to self-
evidence runs the risk of closing minds to the following insights.

2 "Logic doesn't tell us anything about how people actualy reason: at the most, it
deals with how people should reason... It would be an error to believe that we
could improve our reasoning skills by conforming ourselves strictly to the laws
of Logic... Logic is interested in the outcomes and not the actual reasoning
process." (F. Tournier, Une introduction informelle a la logique formelle,
Québec: Université Laval, 1988, 26)
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I. Definition
A. A categorical syllogism

Avristotle never wavers: a syllogism is necessarily categorical.
Syllogizing is concluding, with necessity, the composition or
division of two terms. And this conclusion is based only on the
determinate relations admitted between these terms and a third one,
relations which are such that we cannot deny this conclusion without
contradicting ourselves. The Prior Analytics work hard to prove that
these relations necessarily use one of the three classical figuress.
Hence the astonishing corollary: if the hypothetical syllogism is a
syllogism, it will be categorical and will proceed by the three figures.

Aristotle establishes his proof by visiting all available possibilities.
The reasoning individual must always conclude the suitability or
unsuitability of a predicate to a subject4. Actually, knowing truth
always consists in judging that a predicate is appropriate or not to a
subject. Reasoning is required only if this appropriateness cannot be
determined immediately. Reasoning consists then in going back to
previous judgments that are relevant to the subject as well as the
predicate. But these previous judgements must also be related to
something else, if we want to avoid asserting without justification
what we are supposed to prove. Therefore, these previous judgments
necessarily involve a new term, the "middle term", on top of the
original subject and predicate of the problem (also known as the
"extremes"). This can be done in only three ways: the middle term's
universality is either in between the extremes, or greater, or smaller
than the extremes. Hence the three possible figures.

B. An aim substitution

Aristotle will never oppose the categorical and the hypothetical as
species. The hypothetical syllogism, insofar as it's a reasoning, is a
categorical syllogism. Nevertheless, when Aristotle talks about his

3 "Every syllogism must be made in one or other of these figures". (Prior Anal., 1,
23, 41al7)

4 "Every syllogism should prove either that something belongs or that it does not".
(Ibid., 40b23-25)
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intention to list all the hypothetical syllogism's modalities®, he states
it cannot be reduced to any of the categorical figurest. Where exactly
does he stand? Does he or does he not recognize the hypothetical
syllogism as a legitimate and original rational process, alongside the
categorical syllogism? No! ... and yes!!! We cannot correctly grasp
this aspect of the Stagirite's thought without some familiarity with the
nature and use of homonymous terms. Many rational instruments end
up with the unique label of "syllogism", without deserving such a
label because of a nature requiring the same definition. Aristotle
executes for the occasion one of those homonymical somersaults he's
famous for. "All reasonings", as we've seen, "must show (Setxvivar)
that a thing is predicated or not predicated.” It's the act of reasoning
in its most radical nature: i.e. making a determination about a
statement. Aristotle distinguishes two ways of doing this: in
conclusion, one shows and the other doesn't show that the thing is
predicated! In the first way, such a syllogism shows its conclusion by
showing it (ctxvuot detxtindc), and that's the one that has been
traditionally qualified as categorical, i.e. as predicative
(vatnyoptnog). In the second way, the syllogism shows its
conclusion without showing it! but by getting it from a hypothesis
(Octnvuot 28’ Hmodéoenc)!

It's with this confusing distinction that Aristotle introduces his
demonstration that a syllogism necessarily uses one of the three
figures. He shows this in two phases: first he talks about the syl-
logisms that show by really showing, then he deals with those that
show without really showing, i.e. through a hypothesis?. The proof

5 "Many other arguments are brought to a conclusion by the help of an hypothesis;
these we ought to consider and mark out clearly. We shall describe in the sequel
their differences, and the various ways in which hypothetical arguments are
formed". (Ibid., 44, 50a39-b2)

6 "Further we must not try to reduce hypothetical syllogisms". (Ibid. , 44, 50a16)
In other words: reduce them to one of the three figures of the categorical
syllogism.

7 "Let us speak first of ostensive (repl tév SeLxtinév) syllogisms: for after these
have been pointed out the truth of our contention will be clear with regard to
those which are proved [...] hypothetically (xal 6Awc éni tiv ¢E Omode-
cewg)". (Ibid., 23, 40b26-29)
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concerning syllogisms that show is the one I've just discussed. It
applies to all syllogisms, since showing (or concluding) belongs to
the very essence of the syllogism; we reason insofar as we conclude,
as we show, as we prove. Aristotle asserts it in the very sentence
where he singles out hypothetical syllogisms as a type of syllogism
that doesn't conclude.® The second part of the proof must then
establish how the hypothetical syllogism, even though it's opposed to
the syllogisms that show — totc detntixoic —, actually shows,
and... does it like them, i.e. by using one of the three figures!!!

We are here at the heart of the problem. Is the hypothetical
syllogism a true syllogism, or not? Is it a reasoning strictly speaking,
a discourse which rigorously connects principles and terms to
guarantee the assertion of a truth which isn't immediately apparent?
As I've said: Yes! and no! The answer is twofold, since the question
is twofold. What justifies the use of the "hypothetical syllogism"
label is a complex reality. It's actually a reasoning which can be as
thoroughly syllogistic as you can get, by making known a conclusion
as the necessary consequence of two propositions, in total
conformance to the requirements of one of the three figures. Why
then all the drama? why make it a separate type? what is meant by
the hypothetical qualifier? Just this: the conclusion arrived at does
not correspond to the initial problem; it asserts or denies something
other than what the original question was about. The hypothetical
syllogism, indeed, is a comprehensive investigation strategy, it's
bigger than a plain reasoning. As a whole, it targets a problem under
discussion, a statement which we can't immediately judge whether to
assert or deny. Basically, it's a reasoning like any other, just as
"showing" (3ctxvic), and that's why it deserves the name of
"syllogism". Nevertheless, its conclusion doesn't answer the initial
question, but another equivalent one. The conclusion of this hypo-
thetical syllogism proves something else that we had previously
agreed upon — that's the hypothesis! — i.e. that it would result in
one of the problem's contradictories.

8 "It is necessary that every demonstration and every syllogism should prove either
that something belongs or that it does not, and this [...] either ostensively or
hypothetically". (Ibid., 40b23-25)
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The conclusions of hypothetical syllogisms are not
shown by a syllogism, but are all admitted through a con-
vention®. — In all hypothetical syllogisms, the syllogism
doesn't deal with the aim to be shown, i.e. the nexus or
essential point!%; this point is rather assumed by a kind of
hypothesis and convention. The syllogisms, on their part,
target something else and deal with something else: they
pertain to the substitute aim (npdg dAL0 T Kai GAAOL TVOG
yivovtor mpoc 10 petodopPavopevov)il,

I1. Hlustration

Let’s illustrate this a bit. This will let us make more tangible, more
concrete, the use of this discussion strategy. Also, by seeing how
Aristotle himself uses this strategy, and how before him Plato,
Socrates and the previous Geometers were all familiar with it, we'll
be able to lay to rest, once and for all, this persistent legend about
Aristotle ignoring its existence, and the hypothetical syllogism being
a Stoic innovation.

A. Aristotle

We have the following problem: "Does the same Science, yes or
no, deal with contraries?" The initial position is: "It appears so0", so
we'll naturally try to test its soundness. How can we attack it? The
normal approach would be to use solid principles from which would
rigorously and syllogistically derive the contradictory: "It's not the
same Science that deals with contraries”. But maybe we can't find

2 "0% yap Oue cuhhoviouod dederyuévor eloty, dAAdL Sk cuvdnumc
oporoynuévol tavtes". (Ibid., 44, 50al7-19)

10 Toutéstt tol cuvnupévou: the conditional statement (if.., then...), by
presenting the aim as the immediate consequence of another statement,
connects or binds it (cuvamtet) to this other statement. Starting with the Stoics,
TO ouvTppévoy, the "nexus" or knot, will become the technical label of the
hypothetical syllogism's "quasi-major".

1 Themistios, Paraphrasis in Analyticorum Priorum, 1, 44, 50a16 (149, 31-33.150,

).
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enough directly relevant endoxes*. Are we empty-handed? Not
necessarily! Another approach is possible, a workaround, but a
legitimate one: shifting the problem, swapping the question with
another one, but similar enough to be practically equivalent. For
example, a Science, in many ways, can be compared to a faculty; of
which it's the "habitus”, the perfection. So, there's a great affinity
between the predicates which suit or don't suit them. Hence the
intuition that "if the same and unique power isn't susceptible of the
contraries, the same Science won't deal with them either”. If this is
agreed upon, the investigation's landscape changes considerably. The
aim is modified, and we seek another conclusion: "The selfsame
power isn't susceptible of contraries". This conclusion appears easier
to arrive at. Nobody will refuse, for example, that "the same faculty
can't be simultaneously healthy and sick™, nor that "this would be the
same as being susceptible to contraries™. That provides the elements
for a categorical syllogism showing, by directly concluding it, that
"the selfsame power isn't susceptible to contraries"12. Let's analyse a
bit more formally:

Not being able to be healthy and sick at the same time is like being not
susceptible to contraries

But the same faculty cannot be healthy and sick
Therefore the same faculty isn't susceptible to contraries

This illustrates, according to Aristotle's comprehension, the hypo-
thetical syllogism's "big picture” investigation strategy. Indeed, once
we've categorically concluded that "the selfsame faculty isn't sus-
ceptible to contraries”, we can consider that we've shown that "the
selfsame science cannot deal with contraries”. We've reached the
initial object of the debate, but without concluding it as such. We've
concluded something else, and yet we reached the original goal,

* Translator's comment: An "endox" is a term coined by Mr. Pelletier, as a
translitteration of €vdo&ov, meaning a received opinion, an acceptable premiss;
by opposition with "paradox, a tenet contrary to received opinion" (Webster's,
11th Ed.).

12 "For instance if a man should suppose that unless there is one faculty of
contraries, there cannot be one science, and should then argue that not every
faculty is of contraries, e.g. of what is healthy and what is sickly: for the same
thing will then be at the same time healthy and sickly". (Prior Anal., 50a20-23)
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through a convention which supplied the hypothesis or foundation to
the whole process.

That, therefore, the selfsame power isn't susceptible to all
contraries, we've shown it (émdédeiktar), but that there isn't
a Science of them, we haven't shown it (00 6édeikTon).
Nevertheless, we must still admit it (Koitot OLOAOYEIV
avaykoiov); not because of our syllogism (ovk €k
cvAloyiopod), but because of our hypothesis (4AL™ €&
vnobécewc). That, therefore, it isn't possible to reduce it,
but that the selfsame power isn't susceptible, it's possible.
Since this, no doubt, was still a syllogism, but that a
hypothesis (00toc Yap {6mC Kol IV GLALOYIGUOC, EKETVOC &
Vmd0ec16) 3.

So we have all the ingredients. To start with, faced with the
problem, a hypothesis4 which assimilates it to a related assertion.
How come this assimilation works as a hypothesis? First, it's an
assertion, not a syllogism; an obvious or endoxal assertion that is
adopted immediately, without a middle term. We then have some-
thing we can depend on, something sure; it's something admitted as
being so, for the sake of the argument. Afterward, this assertion
provides its rationale, its principle, to the progress made in the
problem’s investigation. It's mostly upon this hypothesis that will be
based the manifestation of the initial aim. Now, insofar as the hypo-
thesis likens the initial aim to another one which isn't immediately
obvious either, il will require the development of a true syllogism.
This syllogism will be composed of immediate anterior propositions,
by which this second aim will be confirmed. This is why the hypo-
thetical strategy for investigation still presents a rigorous syllogistic
aspect, despite the fact that the initial aim's ultimate manifestation is
not itself syllogistical, but based on an immediate concession, on a
convention.

13 Ibid., 50a23-28.
14 This is actually how Aristotle presents the statement, introducing it by
Ombpevoc, laying down by hypothesis, or to translate with a more Latin flavor,

supposing.
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We have here a natural investigation strategy. Aristotle doesn't
invent it, he observes it in the spontanous rational process of any
investigator. We can catch Socrates and Plato using it. They
themselves don't even claim to have invented it; they credit... the
Geometers!

B. Plato

Ubiquitous in Plato, this strategy strains the reader with its
abundance of developments. In the Meno, it gets a brief theoretical
introduction. Socrates and Meno discuss virtue. Meno proposes to
investigate whether it's teachable. Socrates would prefer to under-
stand its nature. A definition of virtue would provide a principle to
see the appropriateness of this characteristic. But Meno wants to find
out right away if virtue is teachable. "It seems that", laments Socrates,
"we'll need to examine how is what we don't even know what it is."1°
What should we do, in the absence of the definition which would let
us judge directly? Shifting the aim, dealing with a related problem,
and from the solution of that related problem will derive the solution
of the initial problem. That is the approach which Socrates asks Meno
to grant, a process which he'll borrow from the Geometers:
"Yuyyopnoov £€ vmobicemg avTo okomeioBal, grant me to seek this
using a hypothesis."16

a) "Modus ponens"

Is there something related enough to what is teachable, such that
we could, without having to debate it or put forth any kind of proof,
use it to show that discovering it in virtue would be like discovering
that virtue is teachable?

We know neither what virtue is nor how it is. So, let's
start with a hypothesis to examine if it's teachable or not.
Of what kind of quality would virtue be, among those
related to the soul, if virtue was teachable?!”

15 Meno, 89e.
16 1pid., 86e.
17 Ibid., 87b.
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The answer quickly arises: a Science! Science is teachable, all
Sciences are teachable and nothing which isn’t a Science can be
taught. We’ve got a hypothesis, a kind of fulcrum to shift the inquiry
toward a new aim. This new aim might more easily offer some
premisses:

If virtue is a science, it can obviously be taught.!8

Socrates, getting Meno's approval for his suggestions along the
way, starts looking for premises which could solve the new question.
A reasoning emerges:

Every good is a Science
But every virtue is a good
Therefore every virtue is a Science

With this duely formed BARBARA, Socrates precisely follows
the strategy described by Aristotle: having swapped the initial aim
with a more easily debated antecedent, he concludes this substitute
aim using a purely categorical syllogism. We can clearly see how the
so-called hypothetical syllogism is a syllogism only insofar as it uses
a categorical syllogism. We can also see how the properly hypo-
thetical part is more like an immediate inference justifying the shift
from the initial aim to the antecedent, rather than an actual reasoning.

b) "Modus tollens"

Offhand it now seems given that "virtue is a Science". But
Socrates, a rather thorough fellow, returns to the investigation. Meno
complains, using almost Aristotelian technical terms: the problem
has already been solved, via the hypothesis. "But Socrates, it's now
obvious, because of our hypothesis (kata trv Vt60eowv), that virtue
Is teachable, if in fact it's a Science."19 Socrates insists. In a way
which is enlightening for us, he looks in the direction of the con-
sequents of the problem, rather than its antecedents, while at the same
time maintaining a hypothetical investigation style. If virtue is teach-
able, he notes, there will be teachers and disciples of virtue.

18 1bid., 87c.
19 1bid., 89c.
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If virtue is teachable, won't there necessarily be masters
and disciples?20

The hypothesis shifts the problem in a new direction. We still
won't look for a way to directly conclude that "virtue is teachable™ or
"is not teachable™, but that there "are no masters of virtue", which is
a way of destroying the antecedent, i.e. that "virtue is teachable™.
Socrates doesn't feel the need to discuss this, since it seems so
obvious to him. "Even though I often seek masters of virtue, despite
all my efforts, I can't find any"2. But the discussion ends up leading
the substitute problem to another consequent. Since the most likely
masters of virtue there could be are Sophists, which we pay so much
for that purpose, a hypothesis leaps to mind: "If there are masters of
virtue, they are the Sophists". Anythos endeavors to destroy the con-
sequent: "These Sophists guarantee the dishonor and ruin of whoever
goes near them"22,

Ifvirtue is teachable, then there are masters
But there are no masters
Hypothetical confirmation:
If there are masters of virtue, then they are the sophists
But Sophists aren't
Syllogistic confirmation:
No master of virtue spoils or ruins
But all Sophists spoil and ruin
Therefore no Sophist is a master of virtue
Since Sophists aren't, therefore there are no masters of virtue
Since there are no masters, therefore virtue isn't teachable

Following Socrates along has let us see once again the indis-
sociable elements of the hypothetical syllogism, as described by
Aristotle. The hypothetical syllogism is a true rational advance, since
it lets us deal with a problematic statement. Its use resolves into
immediate principles. It doesn't feed on random assertions and
doesn't recurse indefinitely away from a reality check. The
hypothesis connects, based on an endoxally or immediately obvious

20 1pid., 89d.
21 Ibid., 89e.
22 Meno, 91c.
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consequence, the initial problem to another one, and the discussion
on the latter replaces the former. The substituted problem is resolved
into immediate principles, based on a rigorous categorical syllogism,
indistinguishable as a reasoning from a categorical syllogism using
one of the three regular figures.

What is uncertain in the hypotheses, we can show using
a categorical syllogism (810 katnyopikod cvAroyiouod),
such that we won't recurse into infinity by showing with
another hypothesis the previously assumed hypotheses?3.

The conclusion isn’t one of the relevant problem's contradictories,
but a statement for which we've agreed that its assertion would
immediately confirm, with no need for a debate or reasoning, one of
the contradictories of the problem. When Aristotle somewhat con-
fusingly asserts that the hypothetical syllogism can or can't be
reduced (i.e. as any categorical syllogism, to one of the universal
modes of the categorical syllogism's first figure), it's because he's
focussing on one or the other of these aspects.

It’s the same for all hypothetical syllogisms, since for all
of them, the syllogism is made by targeting the substituted
aim (év Gmact yap 0 UEV GLAAOYIGHOG Yivetal TPOS TO
petorapPavopevov); as far as the initial aim, we get it
through a concession, or by some other hypotheses (10 &’
€€ apyfic mepaivetar ot Oporoyias 1 tvog dAANG Vvmo-
0éoemc). 2

I11. Falsification

The frequency of Socrates' use of this strategy shows its natural
character. Aristotle doesn't invent it, but observes it. Its actual use is
surprizingly varied: sometimes the initial problem is confirmed by
confirming an antecedent; sometimes it's denied by denying a
consequent. By scrutinizing its use by Socrates, we'll see that this
process is related to a broader strategy which doesn't always include

23 [23] Ammonios, Analyticorum Priorum Commentarium, 1, 23, 40b17 (67, 13-
15).
24 Prior Anal., 1, 23, 41a37-b5.
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a syllogism, and often contents itself with an immediate inference2>.
Of course if the antecedent, to which the initial problem is connected
by the hypothesis, is obvious, there is no need to prove it. In such a
case, it must be understood that there isn't a hypothetical 'syllogism'
anymore, but only a hypothetical 'strategy’. And even that is
somewhat rhetorical, since the opening if no longer indicates an
interrogation. This is the crucial distinction. Failure to grasp this
distinction is the cause of the persistent tradition of Aristotle's
ignorance of the hypothetical syllogism, a tradition which we must
now put to rest.

The post-Aristotelian efforts to technically dress up this sub-
stitutive syllogism quickly forgot the process' core, ignoring the
complete categorical syllogism which earns it the generic name of
syllogism. Soon, logicians started to talk as if a hypothetical syllo-
gism could get along without syllogizing. Already, Stoic logicians
thought they could account for the hypothetical syllogism by arbitrar-
ily presenting its substitute aim as alternating between two statuses.
Firstly, in a "quasi-major" proposition as a conjecture (if...), because
there is no evidence to firmly assert it. Then in a "quasi-minor",
asserted with authority, by erratically forgetting its conjectural status
— except it is conjectural! As irrational as may be this casting away
of everything syllogistical from a hypothetical syllogism, it
nevertheless inspires the hypothetical syllogism's presentation in all
Logic textbooks:

If B, then A
But B
Therefore A

A. The Stoics

The two-thousand year-old drama of Stoic logic now appears
rather deflated. Without scrutiny, this logic is congratulated for
streamlining the rational process. This "streamlining™ is accom-
plished by building the rational process on conditional propositions,

25 "It's not any substituted aim that we show with a categorical syllogism; often,
on the contrary, we advance it because of its evidence". (Themistios,
Paraphrasis in Anal. Prior., 1, 44, 50al6, 151, 6-7)
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and by getting rid of all the "nonsense” of categorical syllogistic
modes26. What is the basis for this simplification of Logic? Just
getting rid of reasoning! The Stoics, and all subsequent cheerleaders
of the hypothetical over the categorical, have given up reasoning
unawares, to make do with immediate inference. As Stoics have seen,
there's already an inference between judgments in a conditional
proposition, an inference which is simpler than the one used in a
categorical syllogism?27. Except it's an immediate inference, not a
reasoning. The conditional proposition, in order to obtain assent for
the connection between the antecedent and consequent it relates,
depends on evidence which is already available, not on some
evidence obtained through reduction to other anteriorly evident
statements. Stoics and all their imitators, by shunning the categorical
syllogism, intend to limit their intellectual progress to what is imme-
diately obvious to them. Therefore, they give up the mediation which
essentially characterizes reasoning. Husserl congratulated Descartes
for admitting in his mind only concepts which he couldn't doubt: "It's
making a vow of poverty in the field of knowledge™?8. Stoics have
chosen an even more radical poverty: giving up all syllogisms, they
even deprive themselves of demonstration.

If only immediate inference is considered to be a reasoning, how
do we differentiate its types? By listing the various ways of flagging
an immediate connection between two statements. Characteristically,
Stoics qualify as dvomddewcror, as undemonstrable, the species of
what they wrongly consider to be forms of reasoning. They therefore
admit to stating immediate truths having neither possibility nor need
of a demonstration, because of their great evidence, which leaves no
possibility of connecting them to more obvious statements. These
avamodektol or “undemonstrables” flesh out a bit the Principle of

26 "In Stoic Logic, the conditional syllogism normally replaces the categorical
syllogism [...] Despite the odds, Stoics have kept their word and built up a
complete Logic without Barocos or Baraliptons". (V. Brochard, Etudes de
philosophie ancienne et de philosophie moderne, Paris: Vrin, 1966, c. XI, 224-
225)

27 "Conditional propositions are the most natural and simple form of inference:
Logic starts with them". (/bid., 224)

28 Husserl, introduction to his Cartesian Meditations.
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non-contradiction, but don’t offer a framework for subsequent rea-
sonings. They merely offer general molds in which we can pour
matter having equally immediate but more concrete evidence.

The only possible and legitimate thing to do, is to resolve
all possible syllogisms into a few elementary types of con-
ditional, or disjunctive form. This is precisely what the
Stoics did by distinguishing five irreducible or dvo mdoeK-
tot syllogisms... The whole theory of syllogisms can be
reduced to these very simple formulas, simpler at least than
the conclusive modes of classical syllogistics: 1. Ei 10
TPMTOV TO deVTEPOV" TO O£ Y€ TPMTOV" TO dpal deVTEPOV. —
2. TO mpdTOV TO de1TEPOV” OVYL O€ YE TO HEVTEPOV OVK ApaL
10 TpdTOoV. — 3. OVl Kol 10 TPATOV Kol TO OEVTEPOV" TO
0¢ ye Tp@dTOV' 0VK Gpa TO degvtepov. — 4. "Htor 10 mpdTov
1| TO 0e0TEPOV" AAAL PNV TO TTPATOV" OVK (pa TOOEVTEPOV.
— 5. "Hto1 10 mp®dtov 1j TO devTEPOV” 0VYL O€ TO devTEPOV”
TpAOTOV Gpa E0Tiv.2?

The first undemonstrable simply describes the substitution
strategy we've presented in the name of Aristotle as the typical
hypothetical syllogism: "If such a first statement is verified, then also
the second; but in fact the first is verified; hence also the second"”. Do
we need to repeat it? The first statement, in a conditional form, talks
about the immediately obvious consequence connecting both
statements, as a justification to swap discussion of the antecedent for
that of the consequent. The second asserts the antecedent. Here,
Stoics forget that this assertion is only legitimate in two cases: 1° the
statement is immediately obvious: the whole exercise has then
nothing of a reasoning; 2° the statement is debatable: before asserting
it, we’ll have to reduce it to obvious principles given a categorical
syllogism, and that will be the only properly reasoning part of this
whole exercise. The third statement, once the antecedent is establish-
ed, asserts the consequent as established, based on the connection
admitted in the conditional statement.

29 Brochard, ibid., 225-226.
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The second undemonstrable describes the same strategy, but
reversed: "If such a first statement is verified, then also such a second;
but in fact the second isn't verified, hence neither is the first". This
time, the initial conditional statement proposes to substitute the
discussion of the consequent to that of the antecedent. The second
statement refuses the consequent; once again, this must be made
legitimate by an immediate evidence, or by a relevant argument. The
third statement refuses the antecedent, based on the initially admitted
connection. This is the way used by Socrates to refuse virtue's
teachableness because it doesn't have masters.

The other three undemonstrables add little, if not to the superficial
external presentation, by using conjunctive or disjunctive terms
instead of conditional. We'll better see their scope later when we ask
Aristotle what diversity he recognizes in hypothetical syllogisms.
Let’s content ourselves for the time being with the 4th undemons-
trable. "It's either such a first statement which is verified, or such a
second; in fact, it's the first, so the second isn't verified". The
suggested strategy is clear. The disjunctive statement proposes to
substitute the discussion of the first statement to that of the second
one, based on an immediately obvious disjunction between them. We
proceed with the assertion of the first statement, whose assertion, as
before, is legitimate assuming an immediate evidence or an
underpinning categorical syllogism. We conclude by refusing the
second statement based on the admission of the initial disjunction.

Each time, all the elements of the Aristotelian hypothetical
strategy are obviously required. Nevertheless, the Stoics missed this.
They stripped this strategy of all the argumentation it had, with the
absurd claim that what remained was the very essence of argumen-
tation.

B. Subsequent tradition

As serious as the Stoic misconception may be, it's consistent with
the universal desire for a single handy silver bullet. Tradition
subsequent to Aristotle has thus tended, by superficial variations on
the Stoic model, to enshrine the hypothetical strategy, stripped of its
soul, as the reasoning mode opposable to the categorical syllogism.
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Moreover, this has been done while condemning to almost complete
oblivion Aristotle's considerations, which are disqualified as "talking
about something else".

But how can the repetition of the same statement, first as a
conjecture, then as a firm position, be qualified as a rational process?
Nobody will recognise a reasoning in the spontaneously recognized
connection between two statements: "Since A, therefore Q". But
what difference does this causal proposition have with the traditional
quasi-major "If P, then Q", if not the conjectural character of "A" in
the conditional? This conjectural character forbids us of continuing
with "Since A", without looking for some sort of proof. Socrates and
Meno, from the start, either know or don't know that "virtue is a
Science". If they already know, their process will naturally take on
the following form: "Since virtue is a Science, therefore virtue is
teachable". This assertion is immediate, having nothing of a reason-
ing, nor anything hypothetical. If, on the other hand, they don't know
it, and they immediately admit only of the necessary connection
between Science and teachableness, they'll be able to assert: "If virtue
is a Science, then virtue is teachable™. But they won't be justified to
continue: "But virtue is a Science", as long as they won't have
supplied a legitimate reason to admit it, normally as a categorical
syllogism. In other words, the traditional presentation...

If'virtue is a Science, then virtue is teachable
But virtue is a Science
Therefore virtue is teachable

... can only claim to a rhetorical formulation, which gives a conjec-
tural form to a causal statement whose truth is fully known: "Since
virtue is a Science, then virtue is teachable™. The hypothetical syllo-
gism's legitimate schema couldn't imitate the traditional one other-
wise than by using the following form:
If A, then B
But major and minor
Therefore A
Since A, then B

We can see how the initial aim, "B", is substituted by "A". We
agree from the start that proving "A" will be like proving "B", and
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then work to justify "A" syllogistically, to then invoke the previously
agreed-upon connection to consider having justified "B". A refusal
of this interpretation, whatever the intricacies used to camouflage it,
necessarily amounts to claiming the status of syllogism for a
connection between two statements that is in fact immediately
admitted.

V. Homonymy

Aristotle sees hypothetical syllogisms in a diversity of rational
tools, if not as full-fledged species, then at least according to a greater
or lesser extension. Some deserve clarifications, given the attention
tradition has given them. They are not so much species equally
classified under the "hypothetical syllogism™ genus, but rather va-
rious argumentation strategies which share that name, since they
integrate a categorical syllogism within a broader rational environ-
ment. We must emphasize the more grammatical than logical
character of labels to which are usually attached great importance. |
here outline some of these homonyms. Outline, i.e. without justifying
the details, for the sake of conciseness3?.

A. The conditional syllogism

First homonym: the conditional syllogism. It's the most typical
illustration of the hypothetical strategy.
First "figure" (modus ponens):
If the antecedent, then the initial aim
But the antecedent
Syllogistic confirmation:
major — minor
Therefore the antecedent
Since the antecedent, therefore the initial aim
Second "figure" (modus tollens):
If'the initial aim, then the consequent
But not the consequent

30 For the complete rationale, please see my book on the topic: Le syllogisme hy-
pothétique (sa conception aristotélicienne), Philosophia Perennis monography
#2, 2006, available on the Society of Aristotelian Studies website.
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Syllogistic confirmation:
major — minor
Therefore not the consequent
Since not the consequent, therefore not the initial aim

In the hypotheses which we invoke, the immediate consequence
called for between both statements varies: an effect follows its cause,
and observing the effect entails its cause; the concomitant follows its
concomitant; form precedes its indispensable matter, the species its
proper, and reciprocally the proper its species; and so on. Each
motive connects the judgment on one statement to the judgement to
be made on the other. Presenting each one as grounds for a distinct
species would be tedious. We can nevertheless illustrate some which
require a sufficiently different grammatical form to give the illusion
of a profound logical difference.

a) Division3!
C is either A, or B
But CisnotB
Syllogistic confirmation:
major — minor
Therefore C is not B
Since C is not B, therefore C is A

This schema varies profusely, depending on whether the supposed
division targets the subject or the predicate of the problem, and
asserts or denies the first or the second of the eventual subjects or
predicates to conclude with the other one. However, the rational
mechanism isn't thereby modified at all, such that it would be vain to
build upon that figures and modes for the disjunctive syllogism. With
their 4th and 5th undemonstrables, Stoics ridicule themselves trying
to exhaust the disjunctive syllogism's resources. In the Topics as in
the Rhetoric, Aristotle presents division as useful to attack a position.
Moreover, his presentation broadens our knowledge of available
resources: not only denying a member to assert the other, but also
denying all the division's members to absolutely deny the predication;

31 “Division is, so to speak, a weak syllogism (d:60gvi|c GVALOYIGUOG); for what it
ought to prove, it begs (0 pev yap d¢i dei&oun aiteitan)”. (Prior Anal., 1,31, 46a32)
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asserting a member to deny the other; denying all other members to
assert the remaining member, etc.

b) The cascading hypothesis

What if the hypothesis meets with reservations? The strategy fails
totally, if the hypothesis isn't granted. On the other hand, if we
scrutinize the hypothesis, before using it, will the scrutinized
hypothesis remove the process' hypothetical character? Let's see
through an example inspired by Alexander of Aphrodisias. About the
question of judging whether "pleasure has of itself the nature of an
end”, to shift the discussion toward an aim more amenable to attack,
Alexander formulates this hypothesis: "If pleasure has the nature of
an end, virtue is not chosen for itself". Does someone hesitate to grant
that consequence? Alexander comes thus to the rescue:

Ifvirtue is chosen as agent of pleasure, then it isn't chosen
for itself

But, if pleasure is an end, then virtue is chosen as agent
of pleasure

Therefore, if pleasure is an end, therefore virtue isn't
chosen for itself3?

There's an illustration of the mysterious syllogistical trick, baptiz-
ed fully hypothetical syllogism33, which has puzzled all logicians
since Theophrastus, and where a cascade of conditionals come into
play. Authors have long debated the categorical or hypothetical
nature of such a "super-hypothetical” syllogism. It's more often
claimed to be categorical, because of the obvious and indisputable
rigor with which its conclusion is established. Some even believe
they can reduce its presentation to that of a categorical syllogism:

Nothing which is chosen as agent of pleasure is chosen for itself
Virtue is chosen as agent of pleasure
Virtue isn't chosen for itself

And yet, Alexander doesn’t determinately take on neither that
minor nor that conclusion. On the contrary, he puts forth these

32 See Alexander, Analyticorum Priorum Commentarium, 1,23 (264, 27-31).
33 See Ihid. (265, 13-14: 10 81" Hhov DIOOETIKOV THV GLALOYIGUDY £150C)
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statements as absurd consequences which would follow if we
adopted one of the contradictories of the initial problem: "if pleasure
is the end". As far as the major is concerned, he asserts that yes, an
agent isn't chosen for its own sake but Alexander's interest in this
context is the conjectural contraction of this consequence to virtue:
"if virtue is chosen as agent of pleasure, then virtue isn't chosen for
itself". Of this consequence, he neither asserts the antecedent nor the
consequent, but gives the consequent's absurdity as clue to the
antecedent's falsehood.

The hypothesis, whereby the discussion is shifted to a substitute
aim, here shows its three components. This hypothesis must: 1°
announce the universal assimilation (or repugnance) of two terms,
and 2° ask the question of the relationship of one of them to a third
term, but especially 3° promise the recognition of a relationship of
the other term with this third one, should the relationship with the
first term be confirmed.

Hence, the major of our fully-hypothetical syllogism: 1° re-
cognizes a universal repugnance between agent of pleasure and being
chosen for oneself: the agent of pleasure isn't chosen for its own sake;
2° asks "if virtue is chosen for its own sake as agent of pleasure”;
3° commits to recognize, if this should be the case, that "virtue
wouldn't wouldn't be chosen for its own sake". A regular syllogistic
proposition, as opposed to a hypothesis, only has the first of these
three components: the attribution of one term to another.

Therefore, Alexander doesn't strictly propose to us a categorical
syllogism, since nothing is asserted or denied of any term. A
hypothetical syllogism, then? No, to continue speaking strictly. You
might be fooled into thinking Yes, since we do have the transfer of
the interrogation bearing on an antecedent, to its consequent, just like
the second figure of the conditional syllogism. This even occurs
repeatedly: it's in each premiss, and appears again in the conclusion.
But in fact, no categorical argument appears to settle the fate of the
granted consequents. What is it, then? A hypothetical strategy, but
without the categorical syllogism to confirm or invalidate the
substitute aim? More than that, since the problem is actually settled.
And settled mediately. Let's not forget that it's a pre-syllogism, and
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that the problem it immediately targets is the legitimacy of the main
problem’s transfer to one of its consequents.

We have what, for lack of a better expression, we could call a...
"conditional™ categorical syllogism!!! A categorical string of
conditions, one condition set up as a consequence of two others, with
the use of a middle term between an antecedent and a consequent to
emphasize their consequence. This chain of conditionals is just as
solid as an ordinary categorical syllogism, since it too is resolved
into the impossibility of a contradiction. This series connects the two
hypotheses which serve as propositions, and the one serving as a
conclusion, so firmly that we cannot, without contradicting ourselves,
grant the first two hypotheses and refuse the third. A "categorical
conditional™ syllogism, since it categorically demonstrates the
division of two terms — "virtue would not be chosen for its own
sake" — under the condition that pleasure be the ultimate end.

B. The qualitative syllogism

Different grounds for the immediate consequence between two
terms impose minimal differences to the hypothetical argument: it
remains a conditional syllogism. A deeper source of differences
sometimes appears. Aristotle indicates the qualitative syllogism (o
Koo TV modtta) as a notably separate species.

The relation, which suggests replacing an aim's subject or
predicate with another one, can constitute something other than a
direct consequence. It can be secondary, qualitative: both subjects
can present comparable grounds to merit the predicate under dis-
cussion. This comparison of the rights of both subjects to demand the
same predicate supplies in various circumstances a sufficient basis to
endoxically assure that this predicate is suitable to one when it's
suitable to the other, or conversely, that it's unsuited to one because
unsuited to the other. Aristotle calls these syllogisms katda oot ta,
according to the quality, the strategies which flow from this
comparison; indeed, being equally or more or less thus concerns the
qualitative predicates.

We call “according to the quality” the syllogisms
proceeding from the more and the less and the similar (ol
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4o 10D piAAov Kol frTov Kol Opoiov deucvivies), since
these determinations, the similar, the more and the less,
relate to what has quality (1@ To1® TapaKorlovOei)34.

a) Similarity (6 kotd THY 6po1dTTO)3S

When these subjects generally share the same predicates, then
observing in one subject the presence of a predicate lets us
legitimately expect its presence in the other. A particular species of
the hypothetical syllogism is grounded on this similarity of the
subject of the problem, to any other subject which would facilitate
discussion on the suitability of the problematic predicate. Schema:

If'the predicate is appropriate to one of two similar subjects, then also
to the other
But the predicate is appropriate to one of two similar subjects
Syllogistical confirmation:
Major — Minor
Therefore the predicate is appropriate to one of two similar
subjects

Since the predicate is appropriate to one of two similar subjects,
therefore also to the other

b) Superiority and inferiority of plausibility (6 kotdl Td pdALOV Kkoi O fTToV)

Superior plausibility is a bit awkward to describe verbally, but
simple conceptually. It lets us invalidate the problematic predicate of
the initial aim's subject, when that predicate is seen to be unsuitable
to another subject, even though it should be far more suited to that
other subject than to the subject of the initial aim. Inferior plausibility

34 Ibid., 29 (324, 19-22).

35 Note how Aristotle presents the similar-based argument in words typically used
for hypothetical syllogisms, in terms of aim substitution: "The examination of
likeness is useful with a view [...] to hypothetical reasonings, [...] it is a general
opinion that among similars what is true of one is true also of the rest. If, then,
with regard to any of them we are well supplied with matter for a discussion,
we shall secure a preliminary admission that however it is in these cases, so it
is also in the case before us: then when we have shown the former we shall have
shown, on the strength of the hypothesis, the matter before us as well: for we
have first made the hypothesis that however it is in these cases, so it is also in
the case before us, and have then proved the point as regards these cases". (Top.,
I, 18, 108b7-19) — See also Top., II1, 6, 119b21ss.
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just works in the opposite direction. A predicate, which is suited to a
subject, to which it is less plausibly suited than to the initial subject,
will also be suited to the initial subject.
A majori
If'the predicate doesn't suit the more plausible subject, then neither the
less plausible subject
But the predicate doesn't suit the more plausible subject
Syllogistical confirmation:
Major — Minor
Therefore the predicate doesn't suit the more plausible subject
Since the predicate doesn't suit the more plausible subject,
therefore neither the less plausible subject36
A minori
If the predicate suits the less plausible subject, then also the more
plausible subject
But the predicate suits the less plausible subject
Syllogistical confirmation:
Major — Minor
Therefore the predicate suits the less plausible subject

Since the predicate suits the less plausible subject, therefore also the
more plausible subject3”

C. Induction (6 €€ énaymyfc cLALOYIGUOC)

Aristotle relates to the hypothetical strategy a rather surprizing
subject substitution mode: he delegates its inferior in universality, as
a legitimate representative.

a) The particular (0 S tfjg katd pépog EmPAéyemg &5 VmoBécewmg
GLAAOYIOUOC)

The process is similar to the one that invokes a similar subject.
The similitude is actually greater from one species to its genus, or
from one individual to its species, than between subjects similar
because they share a few accidents. If what one learns from a similar
has the potential to inform us about the other, what we learn of a

36 "If one doesn't suit to what should suit it more, it's obvious that it won't suit
either to that to which it should suit less". (/bid., 1397b15-16)
37 "If the less plausible suits, the more plausible suits too". (Rhet., 11, 23, 1397b18)
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species has even more potential to inform us about its genus. Here
too, indeed, the discourse remains fragile: the species also have
differences; that's why they are distinct species, and the genus must
abstract those differences away, not let them be predicated of itself
universally. We therefore cannot grant without some explicit
authorization, that if we show the suitability of one predicate to a
particular, we'll have shown its relevance to the genus. To give this
authorization, we need to be dealing with a close consequent: element
of definition, proper, necessary accident, not just any superficial and
transient accident. In any case, the passage to the universal will never
be done otherwise than through the granted hypothesis, never based
on a rigorous syllogism. Aristotle couldn't be clearer about this3e.
If'the predicate suits a species, then also the genus
But the predicate suits a species
Syllogistical confirmation:
Major — Minor
Therefore the predicate suits a species
Since the predicate suits a species, therefore also the genus3?

b) Induction (6 ¢ émaywyHc)

If the intimacy of the relation sensed between an inferior and its
superior legitimizes the hypothesis which universally grants the
inferior's predicate to the superior, this legitimacy increases with the
numbers of inferiors observed or proved, and peaks when the proof
reaches all cases. Induction therefore represents the highest attainable
perfection of this use of the hypothetical syllogism. The two parts of
the hypothetical process clearly appear in the induction. The hypo-
thetical part colors the properly inductive part: it's always a hypo-
thesis, i.e. an immediate judgment on the concerned matter's nature
and firmness, which recognizes the enumeration as sufficient to
universally extend an observation made in several cases. Even when

38 "It is possible to establish some of them syllogistically in another way, e.g.
universal problems by the inquiry which leads up to a particular conclusion,
with the addition of an hypothesis". (Prior Anal., 1, 29, 45b22-23)

39 For a concrete Aristotelian example, see On The Heavens, 11, 11, 291b17ss.
Aristotle syllogistically proves that the Moon is spherical, once granted that "if
one celestial body is spherical, then they all are".
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all the cases have been visited! This is because the judgment that all
cases are so is immediate; it's not a syllogism's conclusion, and it
doesn't syllogistically follow from the proof grounding each case of
the enumeration, which is the eventual syllogistical part. We say
eventual, because the judgment on each case is more often based on
a direct and immediate observation: the process is then devoid of a
middle term, without a syllogism, immediate. Induction is a hypo-
thetical syllogism, and it's a syllogism insofar only as we grant the
cases, on which the universal judgment is based, as conclusions of
syllogisms40.
If'the predicate suits all species, then also the genus
But the predicate suits all species
Syllogistical confirmation:
Major — Minor
Therefore the predicate suits such, and such, and such, and thus
all the species

Since the predicate suits all species, therefore also the genus
D. Reductio ad absurdum (0 610 ToD 40VVATOV GLAAOYIGLLOG)

Final surprise, Aristotle classifies even reductio ad absurdum as a
hypothetical syllogism41. On which hypothesis or concession it rests

40 "Nor [...] is the method of division a process of inference at all, since at no point
does the characterization of the subject follow necessarily from the premising
of certain other facts: division demonstrates as little as does induction. For in a
genuine demonstration the conclusion must not be put as a question nor depend
on a concession, but must follow necessarily from its premisses, even if the
respondent deny it". (Posterior Anal., 11, 5, 91b12-17) — "The Philosopher has
compared with enough congruence division and induction. In both cases, we
must suppose we've assumed everything that is placed under a common term
(oportet supponere quod accepta sint omnia quae contineantur sub aliquo
communi); otherwise, neither he who induces could conclude from the assumed
singulars to the universal, nor he who divides could conclude from the
withdrawal of parts to what remains. When we induce, it's obvious; once we've
made the induction that Socrates runs, then so Plato and Cicero, we cannot
necessarily conclude that all men run, unless the opponent grants that nothing
else is placed under man, beyond the listed cases". (/n II Posterior Anal., 6,
#446) — See also Prior Anal., 11, 23, 68b15-24.

41 "Reasoning by reductio ad absurdum is a part of the one which depends on a
hypothesis". (Prior Anal., 1,23, 40b25)
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isn't immediately apparent, since it seems to get along quite well
without having the opponent grant us anything. Also, employing
reductio ad absurdum to show the rigor of syllogistical uses, is a
recognition that it's exterior and prior to the syllogism. So if it has
neither hypothesis nor syllogism, what relationship could it have with
the hypothetical syllogism? what hypothesis characterizes it? what
concession does it expect from the opponent? toward which aim,
more amenable to argumentation, does it shift the discussion?

First of all, the syllogism via the impossible shows a due form,
with a perfectly-located middle term, generating an impeccable
form42, Moreover, it differs from a pure and simple categorical
syllogism only by the layout of its elements. It's always no more nor
less than the conversion of a categorical syllogism which would
directly conclude the initial aim, with the same materials43. How
could such a categoric argumentation present the form of a specific
hypothetical syllogism?

a) Argumentation strategy

First common aspect: Reductio ad absurdum doesn't primarily
signify a special form of reasoning, but an overall argumentation
strategy adapted to a given problem's special difficulty. Normally,
we seek to directly conclude the aim: a problem is raised, an initial
position is taken, we start looking for premisses that attack it directly,
and we conclude the contradictory. Sometimes, the shortage of such
premisses suggests that we substitute the initial aim with an antece-
dent or consequent more fertile in argumentation principles: that's the
opportunity for the hypothetical syllogism by aim substitution (xata
10 petodapPoavopevov). But sometimes the person we're speaking
with, because of imperfect moral or intellectual dispositions, won't

42 "Reductio ad absurdum can be analysed, since it shows by a syllogism". (/bid.,
44, 50a30-31)

43 "For what is proved ostensively may also be concluded syllogistically per
impossibile by means of the same terms; and what is proved per impossibile
may also be proved ostensively". (Prior Anal., ibid., 45a26-28) — "These are
the same reasonings than by conversion which are done [...] Obviously, any
problem can be demonstrated in two ways, whether per impossibile or
ostensively; one and the other cannot be separated". (/bid., 63b16-21)
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easily grant the available direct premisses: that's the opportunity for
the reductio ad absurdum (81 Tod ddvvarov). A reasoning needs two
premisses; a stubborn speaker might not even grant that much. We'd
already be happy if he granted an absolutely endoxal or even obvious
premiss, whose usefulness for the refutation of his initial position
wouldn't be too apparent. The strategy via the absurd lets us avoid
begging him for the second premiss. On the contrary, we'll use his
own position, which he has already declared and can't refuse. The
trick is fragile. If it conceals for a moment where the argument is
heading, it depends on a conclusion that will be impossible, in a
sufficiently obvious way, so the speaker won't stubbornly refuse its
absurdity. That's how we'll nevertheless depend a bit on his
concession?4.

b) Aim substitution

Second common aspect: Reductio ad absurdum has an aim
substitution. Here also, the reasoner intends an aim which he expects
to be able to conclude more easily: he concludes a statement as per-
fectly absurd as possible4s. This is at the same time a difference with
the ordinary hypothetical syllogism: insincerity essentially colors the
reductio ad absurdum. Reasoning, by its nature, seeks the manifesta-
tion of truth, and leads to adoption of its conclusion. Here, on the
contrary, the debater neither adopts nor tries to make anyone adopt
the conclusion of his argument! quite the contrary, his desire is that
his opponent will adamantly refuse it! This insincerity can be seen
right from the start, in the proposal of a premiss which we half-

44 This is the meaning of the Topic's warning which emphasizes the fragility of this
approach: "In argument with another reasoning per impossibile should be
avoided. For where one has reasoned without the reduction per impossibile, no
dispute can arise; if, on the other hand, one does reason to an impossible
conclusion, unless its falsehood is too plainly manifest, people deny that it is
impossible, so that the questioners do not get what they want". (Top., VIII, 2,
157b34-158a2)

45 "For all who effect an argument per impossibile infer syllogistically what is
false" (Prior Anal., 1,23, 41a23)
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heartedly accept: we base the search precisely on what we're trying
to discredit?.

¢) A decisive hypothesis

Third and fundamental similarity: Reductio ad absurdum depends
on a hypothesis, on a statement where we grant that to rigorously
conclude the substitute aim — here the absurd statement — will be
the same as having directly concluded the initial aim — the
contradictory of the opponent's position. Basically, the fundamental
mechanism of reductio ad absurdum isn't a reasoning#’, but the direct
concession of a statement which asserts that "if an absurdity
rigorously follows the initial position, its contradictory will be
proved"48, Strikingly, the hypothesis thus worded is literally how
Aristotle defines it himself: “To & && apyfc €& UVmobéoemc
detkvoovoty, dtav advvatdv Tt supPaivn ths dviipdosms tebeiong.
— Their initial aim, they show it using a hypothesis, when something
impossible follows from the fact of having assumed the
contradictory”49. We can easily discern this approach in Aristotle's
favorite example: “Whether odd numbers are equal to even numbers"”,
because we deny the diagonal's incommensurability, "then the
diagonal is incommensurable”s0. It's incidentally that this process
will still use a strict categorical syllogism, analysable in one of the

46 "For the ostensive syllogism differs from the reductio ad impossibile in this: in
the ostensive syllogism both premisses are laid down in accordance with the
truth (kat’ aAnOewav), in the reductio ad impossibile one of the premisses is
assumed falsely (yevd®dc)". (Ibid., 29, 45b8-11)

47 "The same holds good of arguments which are brought to a conclusion per
impossibile. These cannot be analysed either". (Prior Anal., 1, 44, 50a29-30)

48 "Reasonings that proceed per impossibile also show based on a hypothesis. In
their case, the reasoning isn't grounded either on what is shown; rather, the
reasoning [...] is grounded on what is false. Afterward, we establish the thesis
because of the impossible shown by the reasoning, without first having formed
any reasoning which concludes it". (Alexander, ibid., 50al6, 386, 22-27)

49 Prior Anal., 1,23, 41a24-26.

30 "One proves hypothetically (&€ vmoBécenc Ssikvuoty) the incommensurability
of the diagonal, since a falsehood results through contradicting this". (émei
yebdoc cvuPaivet dud v avtipacw) (Ibid., 41a28-30)

135



Y VAN PELLETIER

three figures: just as in any hypothetical syllogism, its conclusion will
establish the substitute aim, not the initial aim>1.

We’ll better see this, by putting the reductio ad absurdum in the
overall hypothetical syllogism's schema:

If an absurdity follows (from the denial of the initial aim), then the

initial aim is thus shown

But an absurdity follows (from the denial of the initial aim)
Syllogistical confirmation:
Major — Minor (one of them being the initial aim's contradictory)

Therefore an absurdity
Since an absurdity follows (from the denial of the initial aim),
therefore the initial aim is thus shown
A concrete example will help us grasp the concept:

If some good is not to be encouraged (following the denial that all
virtue is to be encouraged),
then all virtue is to be encouraged

But some good is not to be encouraged (following the denial that all
virtue is to be encouraged),

Syllogistical confirmation:
Some virtue is not to be encouraged [initial granted position]
But all virtue is a good
Therefore some good is not to be encouraged

Since some good is not to be encouraged (following the denial that all
virtue is to be encouraged),

then all virtue is to be encouraged

Aristotle emphasizes a peerless advantage of the reductio ad
absurdum, among the hypothetical syllogisms: its basic hypothesis is
so powerful, obvious, irresistible, that we don't need ask for its
concession, nor even say it.

There is, with the reasonings we've previously spoken of,
a difference: in those, there is something which we must
first have granted, to be forced to concede the aim... Here,
on the other hand, even without having granted anything

SI"The reduction to what is impossible can be analysed since it is proved by
syllogism, though the rest of the argument cannot, because the conclusion is
reached from an hypothesis". (/bid., 50a30-32)

136



The Hypothetical Strategy

ahead of time, we must concede the aim, from the fact that
the falsehood is obvious2.

Nobody can sincerely assert that a statement is true, if it rigorously
leads to an absurd consequence. We could deny that it leads to it; the
form of the developed argument and the second premiss' legitimacy
block this possibility. We could deny the consequence's absurdity: so,
to succeed, we must arrive at an absolutely obvious absurdity. This
is what Aristotle says: “from the fact that...”, we could say: “under
the condition that the falsehood be obvious!” This is like his example:
no one will deny that it's absurd to claim odd and even numbers are
equal. But the hypothesis, the obligation of adopting a statement
whose contradictory leads to an absurdity, nobody can refuse it. It's
based on the deep nature of contradiction; it embodies an indis-
sociable corollary of the non-contradiction principle.

For the reductio ad absurdum, without any intervening
concession, from the simple fact of showing the impos-
sible, we are lead to assume its opposite, because of the
necessity related to contradiction’3.

Finally, another difference: normally, he who argues doesn't have
to judge the conclusion ahead of time, nor foresee its quality,
affirmation or negation. It's precisely because he can't, because the
matter causes a problem, that he looks for premisses and an argument
to judge it. The person striving for a reductio ad absurdum sees
things differently. He must know the falsehood of his conclusion
ahead of time, whether absurd or paradoxical. He doesn't need the
reduction he's cooking up to judge of this; it's precisely because he
already knows its conclusion is absurd that he's interested and that he
wants to conclude it!54

52 Prior Anal., 1, 44, 50a32-38.

33 Alexander, ibid., 50a32 (389, 13-14).

34 "In one case, the conclusion doesn't need to be already known; we must not
either assume in advance that it's such or not, whereas, in the other case, we
must already assume that it's not such". (Ibid., 11, 14, 62b35-37)
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Conclusion

We can now better see the injustice done to Aristotle, when he's
accused without proof of being clueless about the hypothetical
syllogism's nature. We can also see the insolent fraud which credits
Stoics for a "new Logic", just because they can't tell the difference
between mediate and immediate inferences.

Nevertheless, some may underestimate the variety of hypothetical
strategies which my presentation didn't cover. With the qualitative
syllogism and induction, the hypothesis required the concession of
imperfectly rigorous consequences: from the less plausible to the
more plausible, from the similar to the similar, from the particular to
the universal. It will eventually dare to demand even less valid
consequences. Experimental Science offers a spectacular case, since
it progressively confirms its theories by asking — implicitly — the
concession of the consequent as substitute for the antecedent: if the
consequent, then the antecedent. Science does this undoubtedly when,
while questioning a theory, it draws consequences from it — if the
theory is correct, such and such events will occur in such circum-
stances —, to then find, in the verification of such consequents, the
temporary confirmation of the theory.
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