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INTRODUCTION: OXFORD ANALYSIS AND ANCIENT METAPHYSICS

There is a well-known line in Plato scholarship, inspired by Gilbert Ryle,
and developed further by G.E.L. Owen and John Ackrill, which claims that
Plato, in his later years, abandoned his belief in the separate Forms of the
‘middle period.” The idea of participation in the Forms had been intro-
duced to explain, among other things, how one subject could possess multi-
ple attributes. Plato’s solution was to reify the predicates—to transform them
into higher-order subjects of predication. The absurdities attendant on this
move, most notably the paradox of self-predication, were finally exposed by
Plato himself in the Parmenides. Plato came to realise that the ‘one-many’
question, to the extent that it was a coherent question at all, was really a
question about language, about predication. The problem was to be solved,
not by constructing a ‘two-worlds’ ontology, but by constructing a theory of
predication, centring on the analysis of the verb esti.2 Plato is thus repre-
sented, from the beginning of his career, as trying to come to terms with
problems about language and syntax, which he misrepresents initially as prob-
lems about Being, or the relation between the worlds of Being and Becom-
ing. The transcendent metaphysics of the middle period is dismissed as mis-
leading window-dressing, disguising the true nature of the difficulties.

1. See Gilbert Ryle, “Plato’s Parmenides” (1939), reprinted in Studies in Plato’s Metaphysics
(henceforth cited as SPM), ed. R.E. Allen (New York, 1965) 97-148. Ryle’s developmental
story was later defended by G.E.L. Owen in “The Place of the Timaeus in Plato’s Dialogues”
(1953), reprinted in SPM 313-38. This paper was followed by J.L. Ackrill’s work on the Soph-
ist, which aimed to show that that dialogue embodies Plato’s later ‘analytical methodology: see
J.L. Ackrill, “Symploke Eidon” (1955), reprinted in SPM 199-206; idem, “Plato and the Copula:
Sophist 251-59” (1957), reprinted in SPM 207-18.

2. Ackill states: “The task assigned in Plato’s later dialogues to the dialectician or philoso-
pher is the investigation and plotting of the relations among concepts, a task to be pursued
through a patient study of language, by noticing which combinations of words in sentences do,
and which do not, make sense” (“Symploke Eidon” 205).
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An analogous tendency to translate metaphysical questions into fun-
damentally logical or conceptual questions has informed much of the con-
temporary interpretation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, at least in the English-
speaking world. This fact can be attributed in large part to the unparalleled
influence of G.E.L. Owen in the field of Aristotelian studies. One of Owen’s
most influential lines of argument is his claim that the method of Aristote-
lian metaphysics is a development of the procedures of dialectic, as outlined
in the Topics. Metaphysics, in Owen’s view, is not a strict science, in the sense
of the Posterior Analytics, i.e., a science centred on a single genus of being
and its dependencies. Instead, it is a dialectical science that investigates the
semantic or conceptual apparatus underlying our discourse about beings as
such.?

Owen sees the dialectical character of metaphysics as evident in the
aporetic of Book B, where the central questions of metaphysics are revealed
as conceptual puzzles, arising from a treatment of philosophical endoxa.*
Likewise, he regards the analysis of being gua being in Bk. T as an analysis of
ordinary linguistic practices, revealing the semantic complexity underlying
our ordinary talk about beings. What distinguishes metaphysics from stand-
ard dialectic, in the sense of the Topics, is just the fact that metaphysics sup-
plements the critical methods of dialectic with positive methods of analysis,
most notably the method of focal meaning.” Aristotle, in Bk. T, is not con-
cerned merely with exposing ambiguity in the way we speak about being,
but also with establishing in a constructive way the focal interconnections
between the various meanings of ‘being,” with the concept of substance serv-
ing as the semantic foundation. The ontology of T is thus ‘a general meta-
physics whose first object is to mitigate the ambiguity of words which have
different uses in the different categories by showing that all their senses have
one common focus, one common element.”

3. Owen’s interpretation of Aristotelian metaphysics as a dialectical science is developed
most fully in his seminal article, “Logic and Metaphysics in some Earlier Works of Aristotle,” in
Aristotle and Plato in the Mid-Fourth Century, ed. Ingemar Diiring and G.E.L. Owen (G6teborg,
1960) 163-90. The semantic analysis of ‘being’ is further developed in “Aristotle on the Snares
of Ontology,” New Essays in Plato and Aristotle, ed. R. Bambrough (London, 1965) 69-95.
Owen’s interpretation has since been restated in a more radical form by Martha Nussbaum, in
“Saving Aristotle’s Appearances,” Language and Logos, ed. M. Nussbaum and M. Schofield
(Cambridge, 1982) 267-95. Nussbaum makes the sweeping claim that the whole of Aristote-
lian science is an exercise in conceptual refinement, arguing that Aristotle’s phainomena should
in all cases be interpreted as endoxa and legomena. Aristotle need not and should not be saddled
with the belief that science seeks to explain theory-neutral ‘Baconian’ facts.

4. See “Tithenai ta Phainomena,” Articles on Aristotle I, ed. J. Barnes et al. (1975) 116.

5. “Logic and Metaphysics” 167.
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W. Leszl expresses basically the same conception:

Aristotle ... offers a conception of ontology which attributes to it the character not of a
knowledge of truths that are inaccessible to non-philosophers, but of a clarification of
certain conceptual structures of our intellectual apparatus (esp. of language) which are
in principle accessible to everybody.®

This view of metaphysics as logic has a definite historical genesis: it can be
traced back to Kants transcendental philosophy, and it is coherent only in
terms of a modern subjectivity. The notion that we, as knowers, interpret
the world through the mediation of our conceptual structures is entirely
alien to Aristotle’s understanding of cognition, as developed in the De Anima.
Aristotle does not even have a word for ‘concept.’ The closest approximation
would be vonua, ‘thought.” But there is no indication that the vonuato
which make up our actual thinking have a conceptual reality that is distinct
from the formal objects of thought. On the contrary, thinking and the intel-
ligible forms are identical in actual being. There is no possibility of a pure
introspection, in which the mind explores its own given structures. The mind
has no inherent structure or content, but is merely a capacity for knowing
intelligible essences (429a21-22). Mind has no actual being until it thinks
objective forms (000£V £6TLv €vepyeiq @V Gviwy TPLv Vogly, 429a24),
and can know itself only in a mediate way (€v mapépyw, 1074b36), in vir-
tue of the fact that it is identical in act with the pure essences that it thinks.

The subsequent sections of this paper examine two key areas of Ar-
istotelian ontology, which have been distorted by the imposition of seman-
tic and conceptualist assumptions:

(1) The notion that Aristotle’s interest in op@vopa and moAloy®C
Aeyoueva is an interest in analysing the multiple senses of terms, introduces
a semantic ontology that is alien to Aristotle’s way of thinking about the
relation between words and essences. Aristotle’s claim that 0 v is said in
many ways is misconstrued by Owen as the claim that the word év has
many senses. The pog €v doctrine is thus represented as a doctrine of ‘focal
meaning,” which establishes the idea of substance as the semantic founda-
tion of the other senses of ‘being.” Accordingly, the categories of being are
regarded not as objective genera, to be analysed according to Aristotle’s nor-
mal demonstrative method, but as the ordinary senses of the word 6v. I will
argue that the intrusion here of an ‘intentional’ or ‘conceptual’ dimension,
mediating our talk about the world, is a contemporary distortion that im-

6. W. Leszl, Aristotles Conception of Ontology (Padua, 1975) 2. This is also the view of J.
Barnes in the Cambridge Companion to Aristotle (Cambridge, 1995) 71-72: “Very roughly speak-
ing, metaphysics as Book Gamma describes it, is logic.”
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poses an artificial methodological division between Aristotle’s first philoso-
phy and his natural sciences.

(2) Aristotle’s treatment of the Principle of Non-Contradiction at I'.3-5
is often cited as evidence of the logical character of ontology. But Aristotle’s
actual procedure in defending this principle is inconsistent with a narrowly
logical interpretation. The principle is treated not as an abstract, or a prior
condition of our thinking, but as an expression of the objective intelligibility
and definiteness of substantial essences. Moreover, the principle is shown to
be conditioned by objective distinctions between the substantial and non-
substantial categories of being: it has a special and primary relation to the
category of substance, and applies only in a derivative and qualified way to
the accidental modes of being. The idea that logical axioms could apply to
entities in different ways, and even to different degrees, has confounded
contemporary interpreters precisely because their understanding of ‘logic’ is
grounded in an abstract subjectivity that determines, and is not determined
by, the objective character of beings.

ARISTOTELIAN FOCALITY: DEMONSTRATIVE SCIENCE OR CONCEPTUAL ANALYSIS?

In my view, the doctrine of the npdg €v Aeyodueva, introduced at I'.2,
has its origins in Aristotle’s theories of scientific demonstration and defini-
tion. According to the scientific procedures of the Posterior Analytics, the
goal of science is to discover the basic essence of the subject genus, which
explains the inherence of its properties. The propria are united in their com-
mon dependency on the genus, but each proprium has a special mode of
dependency that definés it over and against the others. ‘Anger’ and ‘sleep,’
for instance, are both properties of animals guz animals, but each has a unique
causal relation to the animal, a unique basis in the animal essence: in the
case of ‘anger’ we are looking for the cause or causes of a boiling of the blood
around the heart of the animal (De An.403225-b3) while in the case of
‘sleep’ we are looking for the cause or causes of a kind of immobility in the
heart of the animal (Meza.1044b15-20). Thus the objective in any science is
to establish the different ‘middles’ or modes of inherence that connect the
different properties to the single subject genus. The results of this explana-
tory work are then encapsulated in the scientific definitions of the proper-
ties, e.g., anger is a boiling of the blood surrounding the heart of an animal
caused by a desire for retribution.”

7. The full scientific definition combines the pre-scientific ‘fact’ (10 6tt) of the property’s -
inherence in its proximate subject (e.g., anger is a boiling in the blood; thunder is a noise in the
clouds; eclipse is a privation of the moon’s light) with the reason (10 81611) that explains the
fact of the inherence (thus: anger is a boiling of the blood caused by a desire for retribution;
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This seems to mirror exactly the method of definition that Aristotle
" envisions for the categories of being as tpog €v Aeyéuevo. All of the non-
substance categories are defined with reference to 0vcta, as the common
subject of predication and inherence; in the broadest sense the non-sub-
stances share a common mode of being, inasmuch as they all exist in virtue
of inhering in some substrate (they are 10 £v Vmoxeuéve, 1a23). But, on
closer analysis, we discover that each category exhibits a distinct mode of
inherence: beings are said to ‘be’ in virtue of different focal relations to ovoio.
Our first objective, then, should consist in demonstratively establishing the
different modes of inherence—the different ways of being £v Unokeluéve
—that link the non-substance genera to the primary genus. Once we grasp
these modes of dependency we will then be in a position to define the cat-
egories in their causal relations to 00olo, as a way of formalizing the results
of our explanatory work.?

This interpretation presupposes that the categories correspond to
real genera of entities, and that Aristotle is concerned with defining the es-
sence or ‘what-is-being’ (10 1l v €lvon) of these genera so as to reveal the
different modes of causal dependency that each subordinate genus exhibits
relative to the primary genus. He is concerned with determining the differ-
ent modes of inherence in 00ci0 which distinguish the non-substantial genera
as the unique and irreducible kinds of beings that they are.

Those scholars who adopt G.E.L. Owen’s approach will take an en-
tirely different view. They will urge that what Aristotle actually says in T".2 is
that we, as Greek speakers, use the expression 10 dv or the verb €lvot in
multiple senses, senses which are nonetheless connected and not completely
homonymous: 16 8& 6v Aéyetat uév Aoy ®dg, GAAG TpOC &v Kol piov
Vo, gOoLy kat ovy OpmvOung (1003a33-34). There are multiple reasons
why beings are denominated ‘beings’ according to ordinary linguistic prac-
tice, but the Adyot which express these multiple reasons or senses are con-
nected. If this is the correct way to interpret Aristotle’s concerns—as con-
cerns about ordinary language and meaning— then the multiple A6yot which
express the different modes of being should not be construed as defining
different generic essences, but only as defining the different beliefs that ordi-

thunder is a noise in the clouds caused by an extinction of fire; eclipse is a privation of the
moon’s light caused by the earth’s intervention). The initial ‘fact’ is treated as the conclusion
(cuurépaopo) or theorem of a demonstrative syllogism which must be explained by a ‘middle’
term. Aristotle’s most developed treatment of the process of scientific discovery is presented at
Post. An. 11.8.

8. I have developed these connections between focality and the explanatory structure of
demonstrative science more fully in a recent article, “Demonstrative Science and the Science of

Being gua Being,” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy XXII (Summer 2002): 43-82.
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nary speakers tacitly assume about what counts as an v in the Greek lan-
guage. In defining the various ‘categories’ we will merely be defining these
multiple meanings of the expression 10 év, and displaying their common
semantic connection to the concept ovoio. Our inquiry will be a second-
order reflection, a reflection not on the world as it presents itself objectively
to us, but on the assumptions that we implicitly make when we approach
and interpret the world through our linguistic and conceptual structures.

These are the kinds of conclusion that force themselves upon us if
we interpret the doctrine of npog €v predication as a doctrine about ordi-
nary linguistic practice—as a doctrine of ‘focal meaning.” Thus construed
the doctrine becomes wholly disconnected from Aristotle’s first-order’ ex-
planatory concerns, and becomes nothing more than a method for analyzing
the conceptual structure underlying the ordinary use of a term or expres-
sion. The priority of 00cio over the other categories is not the priority of a
genus over its derivative properties; it is the logical priority of the concept,
‘substance,” over the subordinate senses of ‘being.’

As for the universal dpyoi which are said in .1 to define the subject
matter of this science (1003a26), evidently these are not to be regarded as
the intrinsic causes of 0Uola, causes to be demonstratively employed in a
deductive analysis of the categories. These ¢pyoi are merely fundamental
concepts related to the main meanings of ‘being,” concepts like form’ and
‘matter,’ and ‘potency’ and ‘act.” which are essential to beings qua beings in
the sense that they are logically implicated in the attempt to articulate the
different senses of ‘being.” Like ‘being’ itself these terms conceal a concep-
tual diversity—they are used in many senses—and so it falls to the philoso-
pher to define their senses, and to determine their mode of connection,
whether it be focal meaning or, as in the case of ‘form’ and ‘matter’ and
‘potency’ and ‘act,” analogical meaning.

How plausible is this idea that Aristotle’s interest in the varieties of
ToALay MG AeyOUEVD or OPMVUUG, is an interest in defining the different
senses of terms, and systematically relating these senses so as to clarify the
conceptual structure underlying our usage? Are the Adyot, which express the
‘many ways things are spoken of, to be construed as expressing the many
meanings of the homonymous predicate (i.c., are they ‘nominal’ definitions),
or are they, as I have indicated, expressive of the real, scientific essences of
the entities denominated by the predicate?

9. The ‘focal meaning’ terminology was first introduced by Owen in “Logic and Metaphys-
ics.” The terminology has been almost universally accepted; but adequate attention has not
always been paid to its interpretative basis.
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The opcdvopo are defined by Aristotle as the class of entities that
share a common name, but have each different definitions corresponding to
that name (6 8¢ katd, ToBvopa Adyog tig ovolag £tepog, 1al-2), in con-
trast with the suvévuua which have both a common name 2#n4 a common
definition corresponding to the name (6 xatd Totvopa Adyog T ovGiog
0 00186, 1a7). Immediately, we are struck by the fact that the homonyms
are entities, not words. Homonymy in language—words corresponding to
multiple definitions—would seem to arise from homonymy in entities. But
those who hold a semantic interpretation of homonymy will draw our atten-
tion to the correspondence between words and definitions. Aristotle’s ex-
pression ‘the definition corresponding to the name’ (0 ka6 toOvopa Adyog)
is cryptic. We should like to ask Aristotle what £ind of correspondence exists
between the name and the definition. In particular, we should like to know
whether the corresponding definition is strictly a definition of the name, i.e.,
a semantic definition.

Aristotle says elsewhere that the Adyog and the Gvopo ‘signify’
(onpaivery) the same thing, and are interchangeable.'® Evidently the corre-
spondence between name and definition can be analyzed in terms of these
connected criteria of identity of signification and interchangability. A syn-
onymous term can be replaced by a single verbal Adyog because it has a
single signification which gets expressed through that single Adyoc." An
homonymous term, by contrast, can be replaced by multiple verbal Aoyot
because it has multiple significations, each expressed through a different
Aoyoc. If we assume that ‘signifying the same thing’ is equivalent to ‘having
the same meaning,” it plainly follows that the many Adyot corresponding to,
and interchangeable with, an homonymous term are expressive of its many
meanings. In this way, Owen’s semantic interpretation might seem to be
vindicated."

But ‘to signify’ (onpoivew), in Aristotle’s technical use of the term,
is not ‘to mean.” In general what a name signifies, according to Aristotle, is

10. On identity of signification see: 76p.162b37-163al: in the case of synonymy the name
and A6yog signify the same; Post An. 92b26-34: a Aéyog is a collection of words signifying
precisely the same as a name; Met.10306fF: it is a necessary, though not a sufficient condition
for having an 0p1oudg that we have a name and a Adyog that signify the same. On interchange-
ability see: 79p.101b39-102a: the Gpog, i.e., the Ady0g of the essence, is stated in place of a
name or another A6yog; 79p.149a2-3: the one defining states a Aéyog in place of a name;
Me£.1029b19-20: the A6y0g of the essence replaces the name without mentioning it.

11. For the claim that synonyms signify one thing (t0 £v onuoivewv) see I'4 1006a326F
where this condition is presented as fundamental to all thought and discourse. Aristotle allows
for instances of homonymy only as long as the multiple significations of the homonymous
word are limited in number (dptopévot 8¢ tov dp16udv, 1006b4).

12. Owen reads identity of signification as identity of meaning: “Snares of Ontology” 73.
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the substance or essence of the entity to which the name is applied.”® For
instance, ‘man’ signifies the essence of a man, and signifies that this essence
alone is what being is for him: ‘For there was one thing which it signified
(eonuoiveryv), and this was the ovola of something; and signifying one
thing is signifying that the being of that thing is nothing else’ (1007a25—
27). The significate of the vopa is a real universal and not a meaning. The
same holds for the Adyog corresponding to the name. Aristotle says at Topics
101b38 that the pog is a Adyog which signifies (cnuoivewv) the 1o ti Av
elvat. He makes it clear that he is speaking of the Adyog given in place of
the name (vt Ovopatog, 102a1-2). It would appear, then, that the name
and its corresponding AOy0g signify the same thing, and are interchange-
able, because they denote the same essence or ‘what-is-being,” not because
they mean the same. We can infer, mutatis mutandis, that the many Adyot
that are interchangeable with an homonymous predicate are expressive of the
multiple essences to which the name can be applied, and not of the many
meanings of the name."

If the definitions corresponding to the homonymous name are defi-
nitions of real essences, then they cannot be articulated in the light of a
‘second-order reflection on ordinary linguistic practice: they will be discov-
erable only by determining the real kinds which are properly denominated
by the name. The many modes of being, for instance, will be discoverable
only by investigating the basic genera of being that exhibit these modes.
This is not to suggest that Aristotle ignores ordinary linguistic conventions.
To the extent that science begins from what is more knowable to us, and
proceeds to what is more knowable essentially, the starting point for the
scientist is often a consideration of the ordinary or reputable opinions on
the subject at hand, the so-called endoxa.’ So, for instance, the search for
the essence of thunder begins from a basic and quite ordinary understanding
of what ‘thunder’ signifies, namely that it is ‘a noise in the clouds.’ It is on
the basis of this vulgar or pre-scientific opinion that Aristotle subsequently
arrives at a deeper cause—the extinguishing of fire—which explains the ‘in-
herence’ of noises in the clouds.'® The search for the scientific essence of an
entity does not proceed ex nihilo: the scientist assumes a pre-scientific opin-

13. On Aristotle’s technical and essentialist use of t0 onuoivewv I am indebted to the
important analysis of T. Irwin in “Aristotle’s Concept of Signification,” Language and Logos
(1982): 241-67.

14. This conclusion is also drawn by T. Irwin in “Homonymy in Aristotle,” Review of
Metaphysics 34 (1981): 253-54.

15. The endoxa or notable opinions fall into two kinds, the ordinary opinions of the many
or the minority opinions of the wise (7opica 1.1). The sciences make use of these endoxa as a
starting-point in arguing to the first principles or primary essences (79p. 1.2). Cf. Mez. B.1.

16. See note 7, supra.
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ion, a ‘fact,” and then attempts to solidify that opinion—to convert it into
knowledge—by explicating the middle term that links the entity to its ob-
servable properties.

Clearly, then, ordinary opinions constitute an important starting-
point for scientific inquiry. But Aristotle is not content to restrict his efforts
to an analysis of such endoxa. He begins from what is more knowable to us,
in order to penetrate to the deeper, intelligible causes, which are not directly
accessible to ordinary speakers.!” He begins with the facts, which are directly
observable to all, and proceeds to the underlying reasons. Moreover, it is
important to see that these pre-scientific opinions or ‘facts,” from which
science proceeds, are not understood by Aristotle as ‘concepts’ or ‘meanings’
in the modern sense. These ordinary opinions already involve some direct
grasp of what an entity essentially is, some actualization in the intellect of
the formal nature of the entity (§youev 1 100 i €671V, 93228; £x0VTéC TL
00100 100 TPdyHoTog, 93a22). The scientific search for essences can only
begin if the intellect is already in some positive relation to the essences which
it seeks—if the intellect is already in process of becoming those essences in
actuality. Thus science is not a matter of adequating our subjective precon-
ceptions to the objective structure of essences; it is a matter of progressively
actualizing the intellect itself in conformity with essences.

The fact remains, however, that Aristotle is speaking in I'.2 of the
many ways that beings are called ‘beings.” And this concern is readily con-
strued as relating to the many semantic criteria or senses underlying the
ordinary usage of the expression 10 6v. Does Aristotle suppose that in expli-
cating the different modes of being and their diverse relations to substance,
he is explicating the ordinary conception of the verb ‘to be’ in its different
senses?

17. Likewise, Aristotle’s tendency to take stock of the notable opinions and assumptions of
other philosophers should not be understood as reflecting a ‘second-order’ or conceptual level
of investigation. We can grant that the central problems outlined in Book Beta emerge in large
part from a reflection on the metaphysics of Plato and the Academy, without committing
ourselves to the idea that these are purely conceptual puzzles, relative to a certain historical
period or philosophical tradition. It seems clear that Aristotle regards these puzzles as essential
to the subject matter of metaphysics, as puzzles that inevitably arise in any philosophical reflec-
tion on being and substance. There is no reason to suppose that the Platonic endoxa are enter-
tained merely as endoxa, as one would expect in the properly dialectical context of the Topics. It
seems obvious that they are entertained in order to arrive at a clearer and truer conception of
the objective problems that confront a science of being. This point has been developed with
admirable clarity by Edward Halper in “The Origin of Aristotle’s Metaphysical " Amopion,” in
Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy V- Aristotles Ontology, ed. A. Preuss and J.P. Anton (Albany,
NY, 1992) 133-51.
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Here, once again, one must distinguish between an analysis of lan-
guage, which would seek only to explicate what is already tacitly understood
by ordinary speakers, and a reflection on ordinary language and opinion as a
starting point in defining objective essences. One might plausibly suppose
that ordinary speakers have a tacit grasp of the distinction between sub-
stances and non-substances, as reflected in the linguistic difference between
essential and accidental predications. But it is highly implausible to suppose
that ordinary speakers have any inkling of the more technical differences
between the non-substance categories and their proper modes of inherence
in oVoto (e.g., the difference between the modes of inherence of qualities

and quantities). These technical differences in Tpog €v dependency are not

such as one could reasonably expect an ordinary speaker to grasp, even in a
confused and unarticulated way. Could Aristotle really be so misguided as to
suppose that ordinary speakers mean one thing by €611 when they say ‘red
exists,” and another when they say ‘walking exists’? Aristotle’s claim that ‘be-
ing” has many connected significations does not make reasonable sense as a
claim about ordinary meaning or ordinary linguistic competency; but it does
make good sense as a claim about the objective categorical structure of be-
ings qua beings.'®

These considerations weigh strongly against a semantic interpreta-
tion of Aristotle’s treatment of homonymy and focality at I".2. There is no
justification in the texts for turning the focus from entities and their es-
sences to words and their meanings, and thus no reason for asserting a radi-
cal methodological divide between ‘conceptual’ metaphysics and the ‘em-
pirical’ demonstrative sciences. The implausibility of such a divide becomes
painfully obvious when we consider the way that Aristotle introduces the
other principles studied in the science. Those who approach the actual sub-
ject matter of ontology—e.g., opposition, contrariety, whole and part, same-
ness and otherness, the axioms of demonstration—as conceptual principles,
logically embedded in the meanings of ‘being’, are generally unable to make
sense of Aristotle’s methodology. 4

Take, for instance, the so-called forms (€18n) of unity and plurality,
i.e., sameness and otherness, similarity and dissimilarity, equality and in-
equality. These modes of unity and their contraries are held to fall under the
scope of the science of being in virtue of the correlativity of 10 6v and 10 &v.
‘Being’ and ‘unity,” Aristotle tells us, are really ‘one and the same nature
(Tadtov xai pia ¢pdolg, 1003b23), not in the sense that they are expressed
by the same A6yo0g, but in the sense that they follow upon one another (1@

18. For a similar objection to the semantic reading see R. Bolton, “Science and the Science
of Substance in Aristotle’s Metaphysics Z,' Form, Matter and Mixture in Aristotle, ed. F. Lewis
and R. Bolton (Oxford, 1996) 277, note 9.
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axoLovBelV GAANLOLG), as having the same range of application: every-
thing that ‘is” is also ‘one’ and vice versa. On the basis of this principle of
correlativity, Aristotle infers that there are as many forms of unity as there
are of being (6oanep 100 £vog €18n, Toc0ta kot 10D Gvtog, 1003b33—
34). What is the basis of this correspondence between the forms of being
and unity?

The correspondence is not, as some scholars suppose, a relation of
identity. Aristotle does not imply that the €181 of 10 &v are identical to the
€idn of 10 €v. Instead he supposes that for each kind or £180¢ of being,

-there will be a correlative £180¢ of oneness. So, for instance, ‘sameness’ is a
oneness in the category of 0Uolo, ‘similarity’ is a oneness in the category of
quality, and ‘equality’ is a oneness in the category of quantity."” The one-to-
one correspondence of the £18n of unity and the €{d1 of being allows Aris-
totle to extend the scope of his science, in a way that preserves the integrity
of the mpog €v structure and the essential differentiation between the cat-
egories. The basis of the correspondence lies in the npdg év interconnection
of the modes of being and unity, the fact that each of the modes of unity
must be defined in terms of a ‘sameness’ in one of the categories of being. In
explaining what it means to be ‘similar,” for instance, we must make refer-
ence to what it means to be a quality, since similarity is just sameness in the
quality of two or more substances. This point is expressed in ch.8 of the
Categories :

One thing is similar to another only with respect to that in virtue of which it is qualified
[x08 6 mot6v]. Consequently, it must be a property of quality for similarity or dissimi-
larity to be predicated of it [dote 1810v Gv ein motdog 10 Bpotov | dvépotov
AéyeoBat kat ovtnv]. (11a16-19)

Aristotle notes, analogously, the per se relation of equality and inequality
_to the category of quantity: "I8tov 8¢ udAiota 100 T0c0D 10 {60V 1€ KOl
Gvicov AéyeoBot (6a26-27). Thus similarity and dissimilarity are among
the per se dependencies of quality, and belong properly to the sphere of quali-
tative being, while equality and inequality are among the per se dependen-
cies of quantity (in the company of ‘long and short,” ‘much and little,” ‘deep
and shallow’ and such-like: Cf. A.13, 1020a19-25), and belong properly to
the sphere of quantitative being.
In short, the inclusion of the £{8n of oneness in the science of being
qua being follows from their subordination as properties of the categorial
€(0n of being. With this established we are in a position to understand a

19. A.15, 1021a10: kot yap 10 £v Aéyetor mAvia, 10T Hév Yap dv pio 1) ovolo,
Spoto & dv N mo1dTng pia, (oo 8& Bv 10 Tocov Ev.
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feature of the argument of T'.2 that has not generally been understood by
commentators: namely, Aristotle’s description of the contraries as the per se
affections or 1810 of being gua being:

For just as there are also proper affections of number gua number [Eott k01 8p1810D 1
&p1BpdC 1810, tiOn]—for instance, oddness and evenness, commensurability and equal-
ity, excess and deficiency—and these inhere in numbers both in themselves and relative
to each other ... so also there are certain properties of being gua being [al 1 vt i
ov éotL Tva 1810, and these are matters about which the philosopher must consider
the truth. (1004b10-17)

Here Aristotle indicates that the contraries are among the per se attributes
of beings gua beings, and constitute the demonstranda of the science; they
are held to parallel the demonstrable properties of numbers gua numbers in
the science of arithmetic. Each pair of contraries is properly dependent on
one of the highest genera of being gua being: similarity and dissimilarity are
proper to quality and qualified subjects, equality and inequality are proper
to quantity and quantified subjects. Each pair of contraries is grounded,
demonstratively, in one of the categories of being.

The inclusion of the contraries in the science of being gua being is,
therefore, fully consistent with the explanatory structure of the apodeictic
sciences. The contraries are included in the science as per se accidents of the
categories of being gua being. Crucially, there is no indication in Aristotle’s
procedure that these forms of unity are viewed as concepts, which are logi-
cally or semantically implicated in the various meanings of ‘being.” Instead,
the clear indication is that these forms of unity are objective, demonstrable
properties of the categories. The language and apparatus of demonstrative
science pervades the discussion, contrary to the expectations of the concep-
tualist reading.

ONTOLOGY AND THE PRINCIPLE OF NON-CONTRADICTION

Another key feature of the ontological project of Bk.I', which is often
adduced as essential evidence for the conceptualist interpretation, is the treat-
ment of the logical axioms, notably the principle of non-contradiction. But
those approaching the text with the expectation of an abstract or formal
proof of this principle are invariably confounded by Aristotle’s actual proce-
dure.

He begins by explaining that it belongs to ontology to study the
axioms on the grounds that these principles hold true of all beings gua be-
ings, and not in virtue of any essential distinction in being. It does not be-
long to the special scientists to offer any defence of the axioms, since they
extend universally in their application, beyond any particular genus of be-
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ings: they hold true of animals, lines, or plants indifferently. Thus far the
logical interpretation could be upheld: Aristotle might be understood as
implying that the axioms are entirely abstract, 4 priori principles, which are
foundational to our conceptual and linguistic apparatus. However, in the
subsequent lines the philosophical investigation of the axioms is explicitly
distinguished from a ‘logical’ treatment. Aristotle states that those who raise
questions about what can and cannot be demonstrated, and who demand
demonstration of all things, are deficient in their logical training
(8" dmardevoiav 1@V avorvtikdv, 1005b3—4, Cf.1006a5-8) and ill-pre-
pared for any specialized inquiry. This is extremely revealing. The primary
axiom to which all others ‘reduce’ (Gvdyovoiv, 1005b32) is the principle of
non-contradiction, which states that the same attribute cannot at the same
time belong and not belong to the same subject and in the same respect
(1005b19-20). Precisely because this principle is primary and the basis of
the other axioms, its truth cannot be demonstrated—it cannot be derived as
an implication from prior, more knowable premises. Evidently Aristotle thinks
that anybody who has studied the Analytics should know that it is impossible
to provide an abstract, « priori proof of this principle without circularity.
The further implication is that we, who are listening to this lecture, will not
be studying the principle and its derivative forms from a merely logical or
formal point of view, but with reference to the primary object of our inquiry,
substance: ‘It is therefore evident that it belongs to the philosopher, who
investigates the nature of all substance, to inquire also concerning the syllo-
gistic principles’ (1005b5-8, Cf.1006a35-36). In other words, our inquiry
will assume a concrete metaphysical perspective, that of the first philoso-
pher, who investigates the categories of being in their focal relations to pri-
mary substance. This is reflected in the procedure followed in the ensuing
argument of I".4-5, which is not to demonstrate that the principle of non-
contradiction is true « priori (which again is a logical impossibility) but to
establish that it must be true given the ontological character of substance
and essence.?’ The principle will indeed be established as a necessary condi-
tion for thinking and speaking, however the necessity will be shown to fol-
low not from the side of cognition and language, but from the definite na-
ture of the substantial essences that give actual content to our thinking. The

20. Aristotle sees himself as providing an €\eyyo¢ or ‘negative demonstration’ (10 &
£leyKkTikds omodeifon, 1006al11-12). In a negative demonstration premises are elicited from
an opponent which lead to a conclusion that contradicts the opponent’s original thesis. This
method of demonstration is acceptable here because our opponent will be the one responsible
for asserting the truth of the principle of non-contradiction: he will commit himself to the
principle through his admissions about the way that words signify essences, and so we cannot
be charged with begging the question. For a similar reading of the argument see, Jonathan Lear,
Apristotle: the Desire to Understand (Cambridge, 1988) 249-65.
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necessity for thought and language is determined by a necessity in essential
being.

In T.4, Aristotle argues that the principle of non-contradiction is
grounded in the necessary identity of a substantial form with its essence. If
there are to be any determinate objects of thought and discourse we must
allow that not everything is both ‘so and not so’ (oUtwg Kol 0vy oV,
1006a28). Aristotle’s imaginary opponent is asked to concede certain propo-
sitions about the way that words signify beings, and these propositions are
shown to commit him to a certain view of the ontological structure of the
significate. More precisely, the opponent is asked to concede a fundamental
distinction between subject-terms like ‘man’ and ‘trireme,” which signify a
single entity (10 €v onpoivelv), and adjectival words like ‘pale’ and ‘musi-
cal,” which signify about an entity (10 ka6 €vog onpaiverv, 1006b15-18),
and this distinction between modes of signification is shown to be condi-
tioned by an ontological difference between the essential and accidental at-
tributes of the entity.

A subject word like ‘man’ must have a single signification: it must
denote a defined and exclusive nature, so that when we predicate ‘man’ of
some subject we are able to pick out that subject unambiguously as ‘what it
is,” in this case a ‘rational animal.” The substance of an entity, in virtue of its
definiteness, excludes all other substantial determinations; and this under-
standing is shown to be implicit in our use of such words. ‘Signifying one
thing’ (10 €v onpoively) is contrasted with ‘signifying about one thing’ (16
kaf €vog onuaivetv), the mode of signification proper to accident-terms
like ‘pale’ or ‘musical’ whose ontological correlates exist only as inherent and
incidental features of an underlying substrate. In signifying about an entity
one does not imply the exclusion of other accidental determinations: Socra-
tes can be pale and musical at the same time. Aristotle’s point is that it is not
possible that 2// our predications should turn out to be accidental in this
way, since then there would be no definite subject or 168e 1t about which
attributions could be made: there would be an infinite regress of predications
(1007a33-b18). Our linguistic practices reveal the existence of basic sub-
stantial forms which are self-contained and identical with their essences. To
deny the PNC, to maintain that everything can be both ‘so and not so,’ is to
do away with the very idea of substance and essence (6Awg & dvaipoiolv
ot 10010 Aéyovieg ovoiay kal 1o Tl fiv elvol, 1007a20-21), to claim that
there is no such thing as being essentially a man or animal.

Aristotle’s imagined opponent might, of course, deny that substance

words like ‘man’ and ‘plant’ signify singular, defined natures. He might pre- .

fer to embrace a radical indeterminacy in being. However, Aristotle can re-
spond that, if all things are ‘so and not-so’ and there is no such thing as
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‘being essentially a man,’ language and thought are precluded from the start.

" Aristotle can expose the divergence of his opponent’s theory and practice: on

the one hand, the opponent insists that all things are both ‘so and not so,’
but at the same time he 7nsists that this is indeed the case, and not otherwise
than it is. The fact that we speak, think and act in purposive ways discloses a
deep-seated conviction in the basic intelligibility of the cosmos and this ‘ba-
sic intelligibility’ is, for Aristotle, explicated in terms of the existence of pri-
mary substances.

Commentators have been puzzled by the fact that Aristotle in I".4
provides what seems to be a limited treatment of the principle of non-con-
tradiction. The original formulation of the principle at 1005b19-20 includes
the qualifications of time and respect, and thus is broad enough to apply to
accidental predications. So why does Aristotle give us a special treatment for
essential predications?” Why does he draw our attention to these two modes
of signification, when he could provide a more abstract and comprehensive
defence of the principle from the start?

Aristotle seems to believe that the principle of non-contradiction
has a direct and primary application to substantial forms or, which is really
the same, to sensible substances conceived just in terms of their formal es-
sences (e.g., Socrates gua human). In its primary mode, the principle is a
subjective statement of the way in which actual cognition is constrained by
the formal cause.” This feature of Aristotle’s procedure raises difficulties for
those who assume a logical understanding of the principle, detached from
the focal structure of being. Thus, for instance, J. Thorp writes:

... theactual subject matter of the science of being qua being—the principles of logic—
seems to have no special connection with the nominal object of the science, substance.
Certainly, substance is governed by the principles of logic, but no more pre-eminently
or primordially so than anything else.?

21. J. Lukasiewicz argues that the approach is inadequate since “it would at best establish
the Law of Contradiction for a very restricted range of objects, viz., for the ‘essences’ of things
or for their substance. Its validity for accidents would still be an open question.” “Aristotle on
the Law of Contradiction,” Articles on Aristotle III: Metaphysics, ed. J. Barnes et al. (London,
1979) 56.

22. Here the analysis of J. Owens still stands as the best account, because it is the most
faithful to Aristotle’s psychology: “The Stagirite seems to look upon the principle of contradic-
tion as merely the expression of the formal cause in the act of the intellect that composes and
divides. A formal cause, by the fact that it is actual and definite, is confined to itself and is
identical with no other form.” The Doctrine of Being in the Aristotelian Metaphysics (Toronto,
1951; 2d ed. 1963) 286.

23.]. Thorp, “Does Primacy Confer Universality? Logic and Theology in Aristotle,” Apeiron
XXII no.2 (1989): 106.
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To the extent that one approaches the argument with a formal or
propositional understanding of the principle of non-contradiction, Aristo-
tle’s procedure will seem mistaken and confused. In particular, Aristotle will
appear to be confusing a subjective principle of logic with an objective prop-
erty or attribute of beings. But if one accepts from the start the central tenet
of Aristotelian psychology—the actual identity of thought and intelligible
form—the procedure appears consistent and coherent in its own right, hav-
ing been placed in its proper philosophical context. From Aristotle’s per-
spective, the principle does belong primarily and pre-eminently to substances,
and is merely a subjective expression of the self-contained and indivisible
unity of form and essence.” The primacy of the substantial application of
the principle is reflected in the fact that it requires no qualifications of time,
respect, potency or actuality. The broader statement of the principle, which
includes these qualifications, only comes into play in I'.5 when Aristotle
extends his treatment to the material and accidental dimensions of sensible
substances.

Among his philosophical predecessors, Aristotle finds numerous ex-
amples of thinkers who seem to deny the principle of non-contradiction and
assert that all things are both ‘so and not so.” For example, there are the
Protagoreans who maintain that all opinions and appearances are equally
true and the Heracliteans who claim that nothing can be truly affirmed or
denied due to the absolute flux of nature. Some of these men are simply
sophists, while others fall into this error because of genuine gporia about the
sensible (1009al171f). The latter class of men we can easily cure (10092a19).
Some thinkers, because they see that contraries come to be in the same sub-
ject, infer that the entity in question must somehow ¢ both at once, and
that it must be the case, as Anaxagoras maintains, that all things are mixed
(1009a22-28). This is only a partial truth: there is a sense in which a thing
can be both X and not-X, but not in the same respect (00 xota TaOTO,
1009a34). We must distinguish between being as ‘potentiality’ and being as
‘actuality.” To say that Socrates is both musical and unmusical can mean only
two things: Socrates is now musical, whereas he was formerly unmusical, or
Socrates is actually musical, but potentially unmusical (i.e., he could forget
his musical training). In other words, the claim that a subject both is and is
not X must be qualified either with respect to time, or with respect to the
ontological difference between potency and act.

24. At Post. An.1.10, Aristotle explains that the axioms are common only by analogy (xotva:
Kot GvoAroyiov, 76a38-39), having a special application within each genus of substance.
Cleatly, Aristotle does not regard the axioms as logical abstractions, but as attributes, condi-
tioned by the essential differences between substances.
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Other thinkers, who follow Protagoras in equating ppévnoig with
aicbnotg, present a different sort of challenge to the principle of non-con-
tradiction, one based on the relativity of perception. They argue, for exam-
ple, that what appears sweet to one man may appear bitter to another due to
differences in their respective bodily states (1009b2—6). These perceptual
relativists are also impressed by the fact that one’s own senses may, at differ-
ent times, convey different appearances. However, Aristotle counters that
there is never any question about the proper objects of perception in any
given instance: if we sense sweetness we do not suppose, at the same time,
that we are also sensing bitterness. Doubt can arise only in determining
whether the underlying substance is really sweet or bitter (1010b19-21). In
short, it appears that the way to save the principle of non-contradiction
from relativistic analyses of perception and accidental change is to make use
of various qualifications—of respect, perspective, time and so on—which
compensate for the indeterminacy of matter and change. These qualifica-
tions are necessary in order to overcome dialectical objections (Aoytidg
dvoyxepeiog, 1005b22), stemming from the appearance of contradiction in
change and motion, and the conflicting data of sensory cognition.

However, Aristotle’s primary concern in I'.5 is clearly not to vindi-
cate the coherence of accidental being: indeed, the fact that we are forced to
introduce these qualifications is presented as a reflection of the imperfection
of material nature. Matter, as indeterminate, fails to provide an adequate
basis for the principle of non-contradiction. Aristotle repeatedly says that
the best thing we can do for these men is draw their attention away from
sensible things in which the nature of the indeterminate (1} 100 dopictov
¢votg, 1010a3-4) is ever-present and show them that there is a different
type of substance which does not admit of change, becoming or corruption
(1009a36-38, 101023235, C£.1005a31-b2). Aristotle’s procedure is to show
them that there must be a purely actual and determinate substance which is
the implicit ground of the indeterminate, ceaseless motion of the sub-lunary
world.” The unchanging substance to which Aristotle points is no doubt
the formal essence, which he has already established as the foundation for
intelligible discourse. But he also seems to allude to the divine actuality,
suggesting in fact that the investigation of the principle of non-contradic-
tion belongs properly to the theologian: ‘Since there is a thinker above the

25. On the other hand, it is certainly not the case that Aristotle denies the validity of the
principle of non-contradiction in the material world, as J. Lukasiewicz suggests: “Thus accord-
ing to Aristotle, the perceptible world, the world of generation and decay, may, since it has
merely potential being, contain contradictions” (“Aristotle on the Law of Contradiction” 59).
Atistotle’s point is just that there are different modes and degrees of application—he never
denies that the principle is universally valid.
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physicist (for nature is one genus of being), the inquiry concerning these
matters must also belong to the one who theorises universally and is con-
cerned with primary substance’ (mpdytnv ovoiov, 1005a33-b1). The lan-
guage is strikingly similar to the closing lines of E.1, where Aristotle identi-
fies ontology and theology, in virtue of the focal primacy of divine sub-
stance. The implication here, strange though it may sound to contemporary
cars, is that the principle of non-contradiction belongs pre-eminently to the
super-celestial substance. There are other theological allusions as well. Aris-
totle says, at one point, that it would have been more just if the relativists
had acquitted (0 dmoym¢ilecbar) the corruptible, sub-lunary world, in-
stead of condemning (10 xotoymdilecBor) all of nature and with it the
blameless, incorruptible heavenly bodies which disclose the reality of change-
less substance (1010a28-32).

It is clear that Aristotle conceives of primary and derivative applica-
tions of the principle of non-contradiction and that this distinction is based
on categorical distinctions within entities, primarily the difference between
their substantial and accidental modes of being. The focal or Tpog &v struc-
ture of the ontological categories underlies the entire procedure. The notion
that non-substances depend essentially for their being on substances, exist-
ing only as inherent attributes, carries the implication that there are degrees
of actuality and unity. Whereas substance is a 163€ T, non-substances are
defined (like the paradigmatic ‘snub’) as ‘this in that’ (163 €v 1®d¢, see
7.4-5). The qualities and quantities of a substance do not enjoy the same
degree of self-relation, fixity and permanence as its essential attributes. In
short, Aristotle does not consider the principle of non-contradiction from
an abstract or 4 priori perspective but presumes, throughout the discussion,
the ontological distinctions between substance and accident, and actuality
and potentiality.

CONCLUSION

There can be no doubt that Aristotle regards metaphysics as the most
general and, in some sense, most abstract of the sciences. In investigating the
categories of entity the philosopher prescinds from the determinate kinds
and species of entity that are studied in the special sciences, and studies
entities only in their fundamental modes of being and unity. But we must
resist the temptation to equate the ‘abstractness’ of the science of being with
a philosophical method that is detached from the world as it is objectively
given. The notion that metaphysics is a second-order inquiry is not Aristo-
tle’s: it is part of the Kantian heritage of our contemporary analytic tradi-
tion, which consciously limits philosophical investigation to the introspec-
tive clarification of language and concept.
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Abstraction (dgoipnotic, see e.g., 1077b9-10), for Aristotle, is pri-
marily a mathematical concept, which describes the process by which the
sensible qualities and matter of a substance are stripped away in order to
focus exclusively on the quantitative dimensions. This methodological fea-
ture has an analogous application in the other sciences. In any scientific
sphere, one must abstract those aspects of an entity that fall outside of the
level of investigation, as delimited by the ‘gua’ operator. For instance the
biologist demonstrates about living substances, gua living substances, and
draws conclusions that apply to all living substances in general or as such.
Yet surely no one would be tempted to claim, on this basis, that generic
conclusions about living substances gua living substances are less scientific
or more ‘conceptual’ than the conclusions drawn in the specific branches of
biology, like zoology or botany. The fact that Aristotelian genera are only
potential realities, existing in and through their specific members, does not
imply that they have a merely conceptual significance.

Likewise, then, the generality of metaphysics does not have the im-
plication that it is a second-order science, less rigorous in its structure and
method than the empirical sciences. Its difference from the other sciences is
a matter of degree, not of kind. Moreover, the primacy of metaphysics, for
Aristotle, is not only a consequence of abstractness—the fact that it deals
with the widest kinds of entitcy—but follows also from the focal universality
of its primary object, substance, which functions as the explanatory ground
for all other modes of entity. Metaphysics is universal in this way, because it
is first (kaB6Lov oVtwg 6Tt Tpdtn, 1026a30-31), the first and most au-
thoritative of the demonstrative sciences.




