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dealing with a topic that Aristotle would recognese part of metaphysics'
is confirmed by the persistent appeal to themesilismmfrom the
Metaphysicsand theCategories,ncluding the multivocity of the terms
'being’ and 'one’, the idea that any candidatbdorg must fall into one of
the categories of being, and that only substancestand on its own
without another substantial being to belong to.

Chapters1to 3: embarking on the study of nature

Aristotle's attack on Parmenides and Melissus, Wwlgcthe subject of
Chapters 2 and 8f Physicsl, is preceded in the first chapter by some
more general considerations about the methodolbgpnquiry in subjects
such as physics. Philoponus' interest is engagetty giy the implicit
argument in Aristotle's opening claim to the effgwit one should start
an enquiry by discovering the subject's principlesd causes and
elements. Establishing how Aristotle's incomplatgueent for this claim
could be rendered as a valid syllogism, by ideimtgyits unstated
premisses in such a way as to render it conclusias, evidently a task
already prominent in the tradition. Philoponus esponding to an
analysis of the reasoning that was to be foundnieophrastu§Here we
get a sense that Philoponus, with his somewhatwsnded explorations of
how exactly one might construct a syllogistic argminfrom Aristotle's
opening sentence, is part of a tradition of exegwt goes right back to
the generation after Aristotle.

The second problem that engages Philoponus' exdeatiention in
relation to Chapter 1 is a puzzle that still wosrgeholars today. This is
the contradiction, or apparent contradiction, betwvavhat Aristotle says
here in thePhysicsand what he says in other works (including the
Nicomachean Ethics, Posterior Analytieg)d Topics)as to whether the
universal is the first thing we grasp or comesrlatethe process of
acquiring understanding. The problem is embedded imelatively
familiar thought, namely that we have to start @uquiries—in physics as
in other areas — from what is more familiar to @gen though in the true
order of things it may not be more 'knowable' domprSo the order of
investigation does not reflect the logical priortyepistemological value
of the knowledge. We start from what is relativielierior knowledge, but
easier to get hold of, and we proceed to a bett@degof knowledge,
knowledge of things that are genuinely prior andranknowable. This
point, made atPhysics184al6, is classic Aristotelian methodological
dogma.

The problem in this case arises over the statu&nofvledge of
universals. Philoponus explains the issue clearl§0s23. Normally we
should expect Aristotle to say that we start frontanter with the
particular, and derive knowledge of the univerdah dater stage in the
enquiry, while emphasising that the knowledge @f gmiversal is prior
and superior in nature. Relative to us the univéssaore obscure and
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comes later in the process of discovery, but itityethe universal is
what science is about. Here in the opening chaygtéine Physics,by
contrast, Aristotle surprises us, and Philoponuith whe claim that
what is universal is prior and more clear to ust less clear and
posterior in nature. How can we resolve this apgacenflict, so as to
show that Aristotle is not contradicting himselft lmaying something
intelligent about the procedure for investigatihg tprinciples of na-
ture? That is Philoponus' problem. The answer txdupies nearly ten
pages of theCAG edition, followed by a further two pages of close
exegesis of the relevant sentences in Aristotlet& v

Philoponus canvasses two possible solutions toueegaistotle's
consistency, one of which is his own, and his preﬂeresolutioﬁ? The
alternative, attributed to 'some people' at 1124, rejects on the
grounds that it fails to fit with Aristotelian thgoor the real nature of
things. In fact what he shows is that it turns touamount to something
very close to his own preferred solution, though #uthors of the
supposedly alternative theory do not see it thay siace they have
missed the point that is crucial to Philoponus' diweory. This crucial
point is the distinction between the individual athé indeterminate
particular. The individual, Philoponus maintains,ane definite item,
such as Socrates; the indeterminate particularomsething like 'a
human being" or 'an animal’, where a number ofediifit individuals
can be so described. It is indeterminate and indigtate in that it can
pick out any one of a great many things, indisanately identified
under the same description. Philoponus suggeststtisathis univer-
sality of the indeterminate particular that mebts tequisite criteria for
being what we encounter first, but being less ciewt less knowable in
nature. He also makes a convincing case for tha idat when one
perceives something as an indeterminate partidalahis way, one
need not yet have a clear grasp of the genuinersail clearly articulated
as such. That may be something still to be achievddiversal'
(katholou) in this text has therefore to be understood in thera
specialised way, as referring to the indiscrimirgddicular, by contrast
with the individual.

Philoponus' solution to the apparent contradictiels some merits,
although the delivery of it is marred by occasiomabnsistency in the
use of its own technical terminology. Philoponusi$elf seems to lose
track of which is which between the individual athe particular on
page 14, or at least he appears to become carel@sschoice of terms, in
a section where consistency was crucial. But stderlooking that
brief lapse in his otherwise painstaking treatmanthe problem, we
may see that his introduction of the notion of asefinite particular is
helpful in capturing what Aristotle ought to be sy if he is to be
saying something both plausibly true and consistéttt his claims
elsewhere. It is a fine example of the principlecbérity applied by a
commentator in discussing a difficult text, andrb@afruit for our
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understanding both of Aristotle's meaning, andheaf subject under
discussion, which Aristotle had tried to explairaitess than transparent
manner.

In Chapter 2 Aristotle turned to a review of higgecessors in the
field of natural philosophy. Following his openingmarks about the
importance of discovering the principles of theesce, he attempted to
set out the types of theory found among earlienkibiis as a formal
classification according to the number of firstnpiples that a thinker
posited to explain the world. If you are doing matuphilosophy,
Aristotle tells us, you must have either one pglecior several, and they
must be either motionless or subject to change,ifahére is more than
one, the number must be finite or infinite. Thip@ach to thinkers of
the past is synoptic rather than chronological, @ngenerates the
classic division into monists and pluralists thais hstayed with the
history of philosophy ever since. It is still thenwventional way to
classify the Presocratic philosophers, even thotmgh predominant
mode of studying these thinkers is now historigad @hronological,
rather than attempting, as Aristotle was, to ctizetrange of possible
positions that one might hold on a subject.

Philoponus does not question the usefulness okihik of classifica-
tory review, but rather tries to show that the sification is indeed
thorough: that it is 'scientifi¢' and that it is 'lucid' or obviod$.That is,
Philoponus wants to show that the division is systiic and exhaustive,
so that all the options are effectively coverede Hiternatives that it
canvasses are exhaustive, because they are deyiyeEsiting one term
and then the negation of that term. Philoponusrsetie this kind of
exhaustive division as a classification based otradiction(diaeresis hat'
antiphasin).The lucidity is a result of the familiarity of trencepts,
such as 'one' and 'several, in terms of which dlassification is
constructed.

In the course of explaining Aristotle's summarypPat/sics184bl5-
25, of the possible positions on how many prineifieere might be, and of
what kind, Philoponus fleshes it out with some namad details.
Aristotle does not name the individual philosopHersevery arm of the
classification because he is going to deal witlmtivemore detail later in
the book, from Chapter 4 onwards. Philoponus tékepon himself to
identify one or more thinkers for each of the plgscombinations that
are realistic, and to give a brief outline of hohey are to be
understood as falling into that section of the slmh. In some cases
Philoponus passes judgement on the quality of tiggestions that the
Presocratic philosopher had offered. In the casenopedocles, who is
both a monist and a pluralist depending which regisngoverning the
components of the world, he presents a nicely rethaccount which
interprets the two worlds, the one and the mangieutove and strife, as
the intelligible world and the sensible world restpely.”* He argues that
what Empedocles describes as a change of wordkdddscription
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of the soul's move from one world to the other.sTimief discussion of
Empedocles is a good example of a Neoplatonicpirgtation of Empe-
docles, and is of a piece with Philoponus' Neopiatinterpretation of
the two parts of Parmenides' poem on the same Ivtgsh is offered at
22,4-9 and again at 55,27-57,12 and 65,3-15.

Aristotle is immediately distracted from his tagkdiscussing earlier
natural philosophy by a digression to deal withnfRarides and Melis-
sus, who are not to count pRysikoidue to the fact that they deny the
first principles of physics. The remainder of Cleapt2 and 3 of Aris-
totle's first book are devoted to the refutation Eléatic monism.
Philoponus pauses briefly to explain Aristotle'airl that the dispute
with Parmenides and Melissus is not a proper taslpliysics, and to
elucidate the examples of the quadrature of thteechry Hippasus and
Antiphon that occur in Aristotle's teXtbefore proceeding to the details of
Aristotle's altercation with the monists.

This topic, Aristotle's altercation with the momsistoccupies the
remainder of the present volume. Philoponus divit@sto two main
parts: first a section in which Aristotle is coreitg the question what it
would mean to say that being is one, taking thestipre in its own right
and not as a question of exegesis of the ancienxts; and secondly a
section in which Aristotle examines the actual tiesoor arguments put
forward by Parmenides and Melissus. The first eséhtreats the second
half of Chapter 2 (185a20-186a3) and the secondrsahe whole of
Chapter 3, which Philoponus divides into four chain&vering first the
discussion of Melissus (186a4-22), second, theudson of Parmenides
(two chunks, 186a22-186bl4,186bl4-35), and findlg last part of the
chapter, which Philoponus identifies as referrmfgdth Parmenides and
Zeno (187al-10). Much of the discussion of the pgesrelating to
Melissus is an examination of the diagnosis ofafall in Melissus'
argument, which Aristotle claims is eristic. Thiwolves reformulating
Melissus' argument into syllogistic form and themowing how it
depends upon conversion from the antecedent iseawhere the terms
are not coextensive, or on equivocation on the ¢efefie’®

The main themes running through Aristotle's attankthe Eleatics
are those of the different ways in which one micgit something ‘one'
and the different categories or senses of 'bedegording to the classic
Aristotelian distinction between substan@aisia) and attribute(sum-
bebekos),and between quantity, quality, etc. within the slasf
attributes. Philoponus had provided a systematityais of the ways in
which something might be ‘one’ in his discussibRPhysicsl85a20. This
is put repeatedly to use in explaining the com@eglorations of what
would happen if one were to suppose that the Ekatieant that their
'being' was one (really one, or nominally one? gealey one or as one
individual? and so on), and if one were to supplaethey meant it was
one substance or one quality or one quantity armhso
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Philoponus' chief task here is to unpack what ey compressed
and allusive discussion in Aristotle. It is clearaanumber of points that
even the text is in some dispute, and Philoponasudses more than
one alternative way of construing or punctuating ldfmma, seeking the
one that makes best sense of the arguffient.

Philoponus as exegete

As we have noticed, Philoponus operates sometleicggnisable as the
principle of charity. He seeks to make good seffis&ristotle's text. He
tries to show that Aristotle fulfils his promisesdathat his project is
systematic and appropriate. He explains how therapp difficulties
with reconciling this text with others, or with pkbly true Aristotelian
positions, can be eliminated once one adopts a mafieed under-
standing of what is going on in the texts undecuision. He looks for
the reading that brings order and intelligibilityAristotle's text.

Philoponus' own method of procedure is also a mofislystematic
organisation. He divides the text he is discussimg substantial
sections at the points at which Aristotle changgict In many cases
these major divisions correspond with the chapteisidns or para-
graph divisions that are inserted into modern teadthough there is no
reason to suppose that Philoponus was readingdraxt in which these
divisions were already marked out. For each ofehmajor sections he
begins with a long expository discussion, explainimhat has gone
before and why Aristotle is movin7g in the directiom is now going. This
expository discussion, @rotheorial’ is headed by a partial lemma which
gives the opening words of the new section - batdiscussion which
follows is not designed to be exegesis of thosedsvbiut of the section
which those words introduce. At these points | hiagerted a heading
with the words 'Exposition and Discussion' to shtvat we are
embarking upon one of these introductory discurpagsages.

After completing the expository discussion of thaoke passage,
Philoponus changes gear. He now provides a detadetmentary on
issues that arise in the interpretation of paricaentences or phrases in
the text of the passage just discussed. This iagofoing back to the
beginning, and heading each new, often very bteftual comment
with the relevant lemma from Aristotle. Usually thirst of these mini-
lemmata repeats the words that were cited as tielemama at the start
of the expository discussion: the same words &€ eis a new lemma, on
which to hang detailed treatment of difficultiesttwiits sense or
exploration of the implicatiors.

This move from expository discussion of a wholetisacto detailed
exegesis of small lemmata is often not adequatelyked in Vitelli's
edition in theCAG. Because it cites again a lemma from Aristotle that
had already headed tlong protheorigpassage immediately preceding



