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Preface



It was in 1932 that André-Jean Festugière compiled his exiguous catalogue of references to Aristotle in early Christian literature, thus illustrating, to his own bewilderment, the failure of the Church Fathers to see the merits of a system which was to bring such rigour and clarity to the disputations of the Middle Ages.1 David Runia, augmenting and refining this enterprise half a century later, cannot deny the paucity of named citations from Aristotle, but argues that his influence is detectable even where it is not acknowledged, and adds that it may have been purposely concealed for fear of seeming to grant authority to some other source than the Scriptures.2 Studies of Clement, Origen, and Gregory of Nyssa in recent decades have shown that their debts to Aristotle, whether latent or avowed, are apt to be most discernible when they are meeting heretics or philosophers on ground already chosen.3 These enquiries have been stimulated and assisted by the discovery, amongst students of ancient philosophy, that the development of Aristotelian thought in the Roman era was not so sterile or inconsequential a process as it was deemed to be so long as his successors remained unread. An all-but-complete translation of the Aristotelian commentators, under the indefatigable tutelage of Richard Sorabji, has brought works into the public domain that were hitherto inaccessible, even in Greek, to all but a handful of researchers. Alexander of Aphrodisias has become the subject of ample monographs in a number of languages, and no-one ought now to be ignorant of the seminal role of Proclus and John Philoponus in the formation of Western philosophy and science. Hence, it has become possible for David Bradshaw to fill the lacunae in previous histories in his Aristotle East and West, which plots the narrative from the times of Aristotle himself to those of Thomas Aquinas and Gregory Palamas.4

In this more detailed study of the Christian appropriation of Aristotle in Late Antiquity, I have given due prominence to those pagan authors (Alexander, Plotinus and Porphyry) who rendered his teachings more accessible by their lucidity and more palatable to the Church by their attempts to reconcile his mundane ontology with a more popular form of religion and the pursuit of eternal goals. Since, however, the evolution of Christian theology is my subject, I have taken no more than a passing notice of those who do not appear to be either mentioned or imitated in Christian sources. My terminus is the first half of the sixth century, when Aristotle’s logical works were adopted without disguise as a foundation for Trinitarian and Christological reasoning by Boethius in the West and John Philoponus in the East; it will therefore be necessary to ascertain how much either of these thinkers borrowed from Ammonius of Alexandria, whom one had heard and the other had surely read. On the other hand, it will not be necessary to examine the defence of Proclus against John Philoponus by Simplicius the Neoplatonist, or to count the expiring breaths of the pagan schools in either Athens or Alexandria. In fact, we are in no want of excellent studies on these topics, whereas there seems to be no book, in English at least, that undertakes to explain the supersession of Plato by his pupil as the Church’s favourite amongst pagan thinkers.

Plato was at once the Kant and the Shakespeare of the Hellenic world, an unsurpassable model whom one was all the more bound to quote because he could not be imitated; moreover, his school survived to produce another great philosopher in Plotinus and to maintain an eloquent opposition to Christianity after all the other sects had fallen into oblivion. Aristotle, by contrast, has a gnomic and disjointed style which resists quotation even where it does not defy comprehension. Hence, it is easier and more gratifying to pursue the reception of Plato in the Christian tradition, from which indeed he is seldom absent before the Reformation, even if no orthodox writer is wholly comfortable in his harness. Nevertheless, it was Christian students of Aristotle who set the precedent of writing commentaries on the works of pagan authors – in part, no doubt, because Aristotle stood in need of the same stylistic amelioration that other Christian writers of Late Antiquity were applying to the Scriptures. The same pains were not bestowed, so far as we know, on Epicurus or on the Stoic Chrysippus, and even pagans were loath to quote their inelegant prose except to hold it up to mockery. Scholars have not, for that reason, declined to write histories of Stoicism and early Christianity, while remaining fully conscious that they are dealing for the most part with citation at second hand and with influences that may have been not only unacknowledged but unobserved.

As Aristotle prescribes, we must now say something of first principles. Although we may speak by necessity of influence and dependence, it will be obvious throughout the present volume that I no more believe in Christian Aristotelianism than I believe, except in one or two instances, in Christian Platonism. These expressions have their own validity now that the pagan schools are extinct and their names betoken only a selective coercion of ancient postulates into modern systems. The ancient Aristotelian or Platonist was bound to uphold the doctrine that he professed, in its wholeness and purity, against the strictures of every rival school and also against a host of spurious claimants to the same patrimony. Certainly, the adoption of terms and tenets from without was not forbidden if they contributed to the elucidation of passages in the founder’s works that would otherwise be incongruous or obscure; these importations, however, were warranted only by their utility, and did not confer any independent authority on the source from which they were borrowed. Plotinus has been called an Aristotelianizing Platonist but never a Platonizing Aristotelian: the second appellation is proved untenable by the fact that, whenever Aristotle and Plato disagree, he writes with the ire of a partisan on the side of Plato. So too in Christian thought, it is legitimate to consult the secular disciplines on merely quotidian matters and to apply philological tools to the resolution of ambiguities in the Scriptures; on the other hand, there is no appeal against the sacred text, and there is no supplementary revelation with respect to the nature of God, the age of the cosmos or the origin and destiny of the soul.

It is these theological topics that provide the material for this study. It will therefore never be possible to ignore the fact that Christian authors approached the text of Aristotle with interests and concerns that were seldom shared by their pagan neighbours. Aristotelianizing was sustainable only when the prime mover of Metaphysics 12 was assumed to be the same Lord of Hosts to whom we owe our creation and redemption; a Christian who equated hypostasis with first ousia was still bound to bring Christ under two descriptions, one of which constituted the second ousia of humanity, while the other set common logic at defiance. The same paradox, that God is one and yet the name ‘God’ is predicated severally and collectively of three, constrained the application of Aristotelian logic to the Trinity. Our theme is the uneasy, though unavoidable, integration of theology with philosophy in early Christian literature; we shall never have occasion to abstract one from the other, legitimate though this exercise is in manuals of dogma and in works addressed primarily to classicists, such as Richard Sorabji’s monumental surveys of ancient thought on matter, motion, space and time.5

Like Sorabji and Bradshaw, I have written this book alone, although we live in an age that favours collaboration. A sharing of expertise would have produced a more learned project, but also an episodic one which would have offered glimpses rather than the whole vista of a terrain still largely untrodden. Moreover, collaboration now entails funding, and I am not convinced that the future of the humanities is best secured by making them as expensive as the sciences: let us save our budgets for libraries and our vacations for writing rather than for conferences. Having the good fortune to live in Oxford, I have benefited from the advice and assistance of Irini Viltanioti, Christopher Pelling, Lydia Schumacher, Johannes Zachhuber, Vito Limone, Giulio Maspero, Claudio Moreschini and Anna Marmodoro. They bear no responsibility for the demerits and omissions of this work, although it may be hoped that some will play their part in the reconnoitring of the many paths that have not been taken here.


Notes

1    Festugière (1932: 222–263).

2    Runia (1989).

3    M. D. Barnes (2001); Clark (1977); Ramelli (2014).

4    Bradshaw (2000).

5    Sorabji (1983, 1988).







1    The philosophy of Aristotle




Aristotle was born around 384 BC in Stagira, a Greek colony on the peninsula of Chalcidice, which at that time was under the rule of Macedonia.1 On the death of his father Nicomachus, who was physician to King Amyntas, he lived as the ward of a family friend named Proxenus in the city of Atarneus in Asia Minor. At the age of 18, he made his home in Athens, and remained there for some 20 years as a member of Plato’s circle.2 He returned for a time to Atarneus, perhaps to enjoy the company of Hermias (his friend and father-in-law, who governed the city on behalf of the Persians), or perhaps because he had failed to achieve recognition as the true successor of Plato. After the revolt and subsequent execution of Hermias, he was invited to the court of Philip of Macedon to act as tutor to his son Alexander. In 335, however (when Alexander was 21), he returned to Athens to found a school of his own in a gymnasium which, because of the proximity of the temple of Apollo Lyceius, was known as the Lyceum. The portico, or peripatos, in which he taught his students while walking gave rise to the custom of styling his followers Peripatetics. His own epithet, ‘the Stagirite’, is derived of course from the place of his birth, which was also the place of his death in 322, a year after he had found that Athens was no place for a Macedonian sympathizer in the wake of Alexander’s death. His lectures to his pupils were preserved, though only as notes, and it is only on their account that any interest attaches to the supposed discovery of his tomb.

The corpus

In the Hellenistic era, it would seem that Aristotle was not as well known by the ‘esoteric’ works which he had delivered at his school in the form of lectures as he was by the ‘exoteric’ writings which were sufficiently polished in style and sufficiently unexacting in argument to be read as literature. If we can believe the Greek polymath Strabo,3 who wrote in the late years of the first century BC, the esoteric works remained concealed for two centuries, together with those of Aristotle’s pupil Theophrastus, in the town of Scepsis on the Aegean seaboard of Asia Minor. Early in the first century, they were purchased by the bibliophile Apellicon of Teos, who had them transcribed and made infelicitous efforts to emend them. While the appearance of these new copies checked the decline of the Peripatetic school, students were led astray by the imperfections of the text, and it was fortunate that this library fell into the hands of the roman general Sulla. When he brought them to Rome, a grammarian named Tyrannio arranged for their distribution, but the booksellers exercised no discernment in their choice of scribes. When the historian Plutarch takes up the story around 100 AD,4 he relates that through the offices of Tyrannio a Rhodian named Andronicus came into possession of various copies, which he made public and catalogued under the title Pinakes. He implies that this redaction was still current, and two centuries later it furnished a model for Porphyry’s edition of the works of his master, Plotinus. Eschewing the chronological arrangement, Porphyry says that he followed the precedents set by Apollodorus of Athens, who gathered the comic plays of Epicharmus into ten volumes, and the Peripatetic Andronicus, who divided the compositions of both Theophrastus and Aristotle into treatises.5 The meaning of this statement is unclear, as that of the next clause, which is often taken to mean that Andronicus juxtaposed texts which were related in subject matter. An Arabic book professing to reproduce a certain Ptolemy’s appraisal of his labours reports that the alphabetical sequence of titles was followed in certain parts of the corpus, and that Andronicus added treatises of his own in defence of his editorial policy and the ascription of the texts to Aristotle.6

Scholars would now hesitate to endorse the ancient judgements on the decline of the Peripatetics, savouring as they do of a post-apostolic age when in most Greek schools the spirit of free enquiry had been deadened by the continual repetition of the same thoughts that had stirred it into life. It is also widely agreed that until the last 20 years our debt to Andronicus was exaggerated. He is not credited in antiquity with any textual criticism of Aristotle’s writings, and he was evidently not the first to name or enumerate them. Diogenes Laertius appends a list of about 100 works to his life of Aristotle, of which perhaps one tenth (allowing for the vagaries of nomenclature) can be identified with items in our present corpus.7 Cicero is acquainted, by hearsay at least, with the Nicomachean Ethics, but suspects that it is so called because Nicomachus was the author rather than the dedicatee. His Topics is based, he tells us, on an Aristotelian treatise of the same name, although it is plainly not ours.8 If he had witnessed the republication of Aristotle’s esoteric writings, it is remarkable that he mentions Tyrannio yet says nothing of them.9 Before him, the Stoics had raised objections to Aristotelian logic which appear to bespeak some knowledge of texts that now compose the Organon. The Metaphysics, as we now style it, is a collection of short texts which were thought to be fit to come after the Physics: the collator is not likely to have been Andronicus, as was once assumed, for a proposed correction of this work was attributed to Eudorus of Alexandria, a Pythagorean or Platonist who was scarcely, if at all, his junior.10

Nevertheless, it is in this compilation that the works of Aristotle have come down to us. The commentaries, from the second century AD to the sixth, expound a selection of texts from the canon, which for the most part are also those most often laid under contribution in Christian writing. The following review of his philosophy will consequently have nothing to say of Aristotle’s rhetoric, his poetics, his political philosophy, his zoology or his minor works on ethics, some of which at least receive as much consideration in modern textbooks as his logic, his cosmology, his physics, his metaphysics and his psychology. I shall also lay most emphasis on those portions of each treatise which were to play a role in the shaping and refinement of ecclesiastical teaching on creation, incarnation, the Trinity and the immortality of the soul.

Logic: The categories

Aristotle’s logical writings constitute the Organon. The title of the first text, the Categories, is the Latinization of a Greek word which signifies not categories in the common English sense, but acts or modes of predication. While we are apt to speak as though the work posits ten orders of being or possible subjects of discourse, it might be more apt just to say that it begins with ousia, or substance, as the subject of predication, and that it then goes on to divide the possible predicates into nine classes.11 To be more accurate still, it begins by distinguishing the ‘synonymous’ or univocal use of terms, as when we speak of each of two persons as a man, from the ‘homonymous’ or equivocal use of terms, which permits us to apply this term not only to a man of flesh and blood, but to the statue which differs from him in its formula of being (1a1–6). Next, we learn to differentiate predication ‘according to the subject’ (kath’ hypokeimenon) from predication ‘in the subject’ (en hypokeimenôi): an instance of the first type would be to say that X is a man, while an instance of the second would be to say that something is true of X which might be cease to be true without destroying his identity (1a20–1b9).

Any coupling of a subject with a predicate is a composite expression. The expressions which are not composite are substance, quantity, quality, relation, place, time, position, state, action and affection (1b). Of these ten, substance is the one that cannot be predicated of another if it is taken in its primary sense denoting an individual. Such terms as ‘man’ and ‘animal’ are substances in a secondary sense (2a13), and predicable of the individual (as we have already seen) kath’ hypokeimenon. It is possible to predicate not only ‘man’ of a certain man like Socrates, but ‘animal’ of ‘man’ (as when we say ‘man is an animal’): we arrive at the species by the successive addition of differentiae to the genus, so that ‘man’ is that species of animal which is differentiated by two-footedness and a capacity for knowledge (1b.15–19). The species is more properly a substance than the genus, and no substance can be predicated ‘en hypokeimenôi’ (2a29).

The other nine terms, however, are predicated in this manner (2b–3a). An example of quantity is ‘two cubits long’; an example of quality is ‘white’ or ‘grammatical’; and an example of relation is ‘double’ or ‘greater’. In contrast to qualities, substances have no contrary, while on the other hand they admit of contrary predicates (3b–4b); in contrast to ‘white’ or ‘grammatical’, ‘man’ and ‘animal’ carry with them some reference to a primary substance. A quantity may be either discrete or continuous (4b20), but in neither case will it either have a contrary or admit of contradictory predicates (3b29–30; 5b11–12). A relative term is one that is predicated of one subject but understood only with reference to another (6a36–38). Thus, one mountain is ‘greater’ by comparison with another mountain, ‘virtue’ is always the virtue of some agent, and a slave belongs to the person whose slave he or she is. Some relations have contraries, as vice is contrary to virtue, and contrariety sometimes admits of gradation, as there are degrees of equality and inequality: in the case of ‘double’ or ‘triple’, there is no contrary, but a correlative relation is implied, for if X is the double of Y, Y must be the half of X. Similarly, the master’s existence entails that of the slave (6b15–32).

At the end of the treatise, Aristotle classifies what we have here called correlatives as mutually implicative contraries, distinguishing them both from simple contraries and from instances of privation, which is merely the absence of a certain property rather than the presence of some real property which is opposed to it (12b15–14a25). He proceeds to note five senses of priority: in time, as when one man is older than another; in necessary sequence, as one comes before two in the sequence of numbers; in learning or demonstration, as we master the alphabet before we are able to recognize syllables; in honour or affection, as when we say that those whom we love ‘come first’; and in causation, since we take it as an axiom that the cause precedes the effect (14a25–14b23). He also enumerates six kinds of motion: generation, destruction, increase, diminution, alteration, and change of place (15a13–15b17); in other texts, these are reduced to four by allowing generation and increase to subsume the obverse processes of destruction and diminution.

The six predicables which follow relation in Aristotle’s catalogue are treated more summarily, and continue to puzzle experts in ancient philosophy. The difficulties which they raise, however, are of less consequence for our study of Christian thought than those which concern the purpose and scope of the work and its place in the Aristotelian corpus. Commentators have differed from ancient times as to whether the Categories is an essay in ontology or in the proper use of language.12 To many, it has seemed obvious that his discussion of ousia pertains to the nature of substance itself and not only to the proper employment of words; yet if this is so, his implication that only the individual, the concrete instantiation of form in matter, is a true substance cannot easily be reconciled with passages in the Metaphysics equating substance in its primary sense with eidos or form.13 The latter position is also that of the Platonists, if this form is understood to be that of the species rather than the individual, and the Platonist may repudiate the Categories or elect to harmonize the two philosophies by surmising that the priority of the concrete in this work is epistemic while the priority of the form in the other is ontological. Aristotle’s anatomy of the concept of priority lends some colour to this opinion; his failure to announce the scope and purpose of his treatise at the outset and his decision to commence instead by illustrating the difference between a homonym and a synonym have puzzled both his admirers and his detractors from his own time to the present.

Logic: Other treatises

The sequel to the Categories, which bears the title On Interpretation, is an essay in logic, prefaced by definitions of the noun, the verb and the sentence. Once these have been established, the principal object of the first half of the work is to distinguish the cases in which two propositions are contradictory from those in which they are contrary. The contradictory proposition to ‘all human beings are white’ is ‘some human beings are not white’, and it is evident that (granting the existence of human beings) one of these must be true and the other false. The contrary to ‘all human beings are white’ is ‘no human beings are white’, and while it is clear that both cannot be true at once, it is possible for both to be simultaneously false (17a25–18a11). Since they appear to be inescapable, these conclusions have given rise to little theological controversy; Aristotle, however, goes on to canvass the possibility that a different logic governs those statements which we should now call modal.14 If I say of some event that it happened in the past or is happening now, this statement of mine is either true or false at the time of its utterance – that is, either ‘p took place’ or its contradictory ‘p did not take place’ must be true. On the other hand, if I say of some future event ‘it may happen’ and another retorts ‘it may not happen’, it appears that both assertions can be true because both are entailed by the statement ‘p is possible’ (18b5–9). At the same time, it is not possible for the statements ‘p will happen’ and ‘p will not happen’ to be true concurrently. Since, therefore, time will show that either ‘p will happen’ or ‘p will not happen’ is true, should we not infer that if ‘p will happen’ is true it is impossible for p not to happen? And does it not follow from this that whatever will happen is predetermined and that hence there is no such thing as freedom (18b1–17)?

If the assertion ‘p may happen or p may not happen’ simply expresses my ignorance of the future, it involves no contradiction. If it means ‘whether p occurs or not, there is no natural or logical law that forbids the opposite outcome’, no contradiction will be felt by the majority of speakers. But if I declare ‘I know that p will happen’, I cannot allow that not-p will remain possible in any of these senses: my knowledge that p will happen excludes not only my ignorance but the occurrence of not-p, since it is a logical entailment of knowing that what is known is true. Aristotle therefore opines that we cannot have definite knowledge of the future (18b26–19b4). In the ensuing discussion, he concludes that whatever is necessary is actual, whereas this is not invariably true of what is potential. He divides all entities into three kinds: the actual which has no potentiality and is consequently eternal; the potential which has been actualized; and that which remains for ever potential without actuality (23a20–26). He seems in this case to accord true ousia
or substance only to the first of these kinds – that is (in the nomenclature of the Metaphysics) only to the form or eidos rather than to the concrete individual or its matter.

The Prior and Posterior Analytics are the most technical of Aristotle’s writings, and continue both to tax and to temper the subtlety of logicians. For our purpose, the seminal passages are the opening of the Prior Analytics, in which an apodictic or demonstrative thesis is defined as one which asserts one of two contradictories (24a21–25),15 and the opening of the Posterior Analytics, which lays down the maxim that all learning is built on knowledge that we already possess (71a1–11), thus leaving us to ponder the origin of our most primitive knowledge. Today, the least valued writing in the Organon is the Topics, a collection of resources for argument which in its time did excellent service to rhetoricians and novices in philosophy.16 We may note a passage which militates against the widespread view that Aristotle was an atheist, since it pronounces those who refuse to worship the gods to be worthy only of punishment rather than instruction.17 This was perhaps his defence for repeatedly shunning the theological paradoxes that were later to be canvassed by both pagan and Christian exegetes of his thought.

Natural philosophy: The Physics


The eight books of the Physics, a secular scripture for mediaeval Christendom and nascent Islam, make far more use of philosophical – even, we might say, of theological – reasoning than we should look for today in a textbook of this title. With its subject matter being the whole of nature, the student’s first task is to ascertain whether the arkhai – that is, the origins or principles – of nature are one or many (184a10–184b24). Some say that all is a unity and identify this with being; if, however, by being they mean substance, do they mean to say that qualities have no being? In that case, when we assert that a substance is white, we predicate non-being of being, and thus fall into an insoluble paradox (186a10–32). Moreover, substance is not one, since the ousia which we call animal is divisible (for instance) into bipeds and non-bipeds (186b32–34). Those who maintain that the principles of nature are more than one must suppose them to be finite, as there cannot be an actual infinity (187b7–188b4). But how, if they posit merely contrariety, will they explain the coming to be of, say, a musical man from an unmusical one? Here we must distinguish between the musical proficiency which supervenes upon its opposite, the state of ignorance, and the man himself, who exists first in one state, then in the other. To explain his perdurance, we must posit matter as the substrate which sustains his human form throughout time while it also sustains successively the antithetical forms of the unmusical and the musical (189b30–190a4). In one sense, it is true, and in another sense it is false that nothing comes from nothing: by the privation of that which was before, a thing comes to be from what-it-is-not, but it cannot proceed from what-is-not, that is from absolute non-being (191b35–192a16).


To put this another way, nothing comes to be without a cause, and causation is therefore the subject of the second book. Nature, though sometimes identified with matter, is more properly identified with the forms of the beings which populate the world (193a28–193b13). Nature is apprehended both as matter and as form, as a doctor must grasp not only the nature of health but the nature of bile and phlegm (194a22–26). As this analogy indicates, the contents of the physical realm are subject to change, and those who fix their thoughts instead on Plato’s immutable forms or ideas are seeking to reduce physics to mathematics (193b23–194a6). In the realm of the mutable, there are four types of cause: the material cause, from which a thing is produced; the formal cause or archetype, which dictates its form; the agent of change or cessation; and the end to which change or cessation is directed (194b23–195a3). Chance and mechanicity (to automaton) are also reckoned as causes by those who recognize no divine ordinance in the invariable development of the seed into a flower (196a31–35). They are wrong, however, to cite a chance event as an example of an act without an intention, for when a man seeks money but finds it where he was not seeking it, his intention coincides with that of another person to produce a result that neither has foreseen (196b33–197a4).

The topic of the first half of Book 3 is motion or change (kinêsis), which is predicable of all categories of being (201a3–8), although the discussion turns chiefly on the change of a substance from the potential to the actual. While this transition presupposes three states – the potential, the actual and the coexistence of the potential and actual – the contents of the natural world are usually capable of both potential and actual existence. Thus, the buildable has its own actuality, but realizes another when it is formed into a building (201b9–15). In any such realization, there is an agent and a patient, and the change which occurs in the patient is the concurrent actualizing of its capacity to change and the agent’s capacity to change it (202a12–16). While the locus of actualization is the same for agent and patient, they do not realize the same actuality: the teacher realizes his capacity to teach when the student realizes his capacity to learn (202b1–23).

In both instances, the actuality is finite, and Aristotle now undertakes to dispose of the false belief in an actual infinity.18 The infinity of time and of mathematical quantities may be readily granted; the notion of an infinite magnitude, however, is fallaciously supported by the arguments that division can be carried on to infinity, that there must be an infinite substrate to sustain the unending cycle of coming to be and passing away, and that, if every body is limited by another, whatever is beyond the outermost of these limited bodies must be unlimited (203b15–24). To the first of these arguments, Aristotle replies that if the infinite were divisible, the absurd result of dividing it would be a plurality of infinites (204a20–25); the second and third, he contends, will lead to absurdities greater than those that they hope to forestall. An infinite magnitude must be either composite or simple. If it were composite, none of its elements could be infinite without ousting all the others (204b13–205a7). On the other hand, the parts of a simple infinite body, being infinite, would have no proper place, and hence could neither rest nor undergo any proper motion (205a13–36). That which is spatially infinite can never be traversed, and hence is that to which more might always be added: only a finite world, therefore, can be complete and whole.

Considerations regarding topos or place occupy the first half of Book 4. Place is neither the matter of a body nor its form, since both of these are inseparable from the body (209b18–31). It is that which contains the body, illustrating the strictest of many possible uses of the preposition ‘in’ (210a13–27). In a looser sense, we say that the part is in the whole, the whole in the parts, the species in the genus, the genus in the species, the form in the matter, the affairs of a state in its ruler and the rationale for a thing’s being in its end. The place is neither greater nor less than the body that it contains, and, being no part of it, can be abandoned by the body (211a3–4). The mathematical point is not properly said to occupy place; bodies which have extension, on the other hand, cannot occupy the same place (212b24–25). When a body expands, it occupies new space, but this space is not the void that has been imagined by other thinkers. If the void is defined as that which contains no body, it will also have no dimension, and there will also be nothing to halt the motion of the body once it begins to occupy it (214b18–34). Motion would thus be in no natural ratio to time, on which there now follows a long and difficult excursus. Time is made up of the past, the present and the future, yet it is experienced as ‘now’ (218a1–8). Thus, ubiquitous now is never the same from moment to moment: it is not so much time itself as a boundary between past and future. Since we are always in motion from past to future, time has been equated by some with motion, or particularly with the revolution of the world itself. The fact that motion can be fast or slow, while neither adjective can be predicted of time, suffices to prove that time is not motion absolutely, but only motion in so far as it submits to number (218b1–219b2). Nor is time number, but rather that which is numbered (219b7–8), and while it measures motion, it is equally true that motion measures time (220b15–221a7); the ‘now’ which we experience as its rolling limit is at once its divisor and the guarantor of its continuity.

In the last four books, Aristotle pursues a number of technical questions, which continue to be of great interest both to historians of science and to students of mathematics. They are less germane to the present study, however, than the lesser works on natural philosophy, amongst which the modern reader may be surprised to find the treatise On the Soul.

Natural philosophy: On Coming to Be and Passing Away (De Generatione et Corruptione)

We have noted that in the Categories Aristotle distinguishes four kinds of change – generation, increase, alteration and locomotion – adding also corruption and diminution as the opposites of generation and increase. In the treatise On Coming to Be and Passing Away, he maintains that these converse processes can occur only because the world contains more than one body, since otherwise we could speak of nothing more than the alteration of that body. All thinkers affirm the emergence of something from nothing to be impossible (317b30), and the standard theories equate generation with the aggregation of lesser bodies and corruption with their dispersal. Aristotle argues that no body is in principle indivisible, since we can always imagine the half of it and the process of bisection would always yield some magnitude even when continued to infinity; on the other hand, since an actual infinity (as opposed to a mathematical infinity) is impossible, there are indeed bodies in the world that admit of no further division (315a26–317a31). Nevertheless, the combination of atomic magnitudes cannot account for unqualified generation – that is to say, the emergence of a new substance – because so long as each magnitude preserves its character as a substance, it can undergo nothing more than augmentation (317a18–32). Many have conjectured that the new substance with all its properties is present potentially in the original substance, but this is to assign being to that which has not yet come to be (317b18–33). The continuum that persists when one substance gives way to another is thus not a body but matter itself, the universal substrate, which acts as the receptacle of all properties but is the subject of none (318a1–320a8).

It is not, however, bodies alone that come into being, but magnitudes and qualities, and in these latter cases the body itself is the substrate for growth and alteration. Growth is an augmentation in the quantity of matter, but we must not suppose that this matter is a separable reality which occupies its own place. It cannot occupy any determinate place because it has no proper magnitude; still less can its home be the void, for that would mean that it exists nowhere. Matter can exist only as a concomitant of the body to which it is acting as a substrate, and has neither magnitude nor properties other than those of that body (320b1–25). A question has been raised as to whether the contact which gives rise to locomotion involves two entities of like or unlike character (323a12–34): the solution is that they are alike in kind (or else neither would affect the other) but unlike in so far as certain of their properties are contrary (or else A would have no more effect on B than B on A). The argument that motion requires a void assumes the void to be a thing in itself – though even its partisans define it as non-being – whereas in fact it is the place occupied by a body (325a28; 326b19–21). The notion of void within bodies cannot explain but rather precludes the action of one body upon another, for this would not take effect upon the whole of the second body unless it were a continuum (324b26–326b28).

A certain contrariety is also a prerequisite of the combination of substances to form mixtures. Having observed that a drop of wine becomes imperceptible in an ocean of water, whereas other substances fuse to form a third substance (328a24–328b14), Aristotle embarks in his second book on a long exposition of the consequences that ensue when one of the properties constituting any of the four elements is succeeded by its opposite. These elements are the first determinations that matter undergoes in the course of receiving the form of a natural body: the hotness and dryness of fire give way to the hotness and moistness of air, this to the coldness and moisture of water, and this to the coldness and dryness of earth. Each of these transitions is reversible, and Aristotle concludes that the only motion which is sustained for ever without change of direction is that which follows a circular path (336a13–337a33).

Natural philosophy: On the Heavens (De Caelo)

The conclusions of the treatise On Coming to Be and Passing Away furnish the presuppositions of Aristotle’s treatise On the Heavens. The rotation that we perceive in our observation of the celestial luminaries is necessarily that of a body, since it is only bodies that exhibit motion. Each of the elements has its natural motion – earth to the centre, fire to the furthest distance from the centre, air and water to intermediate localities. The motion of the heavens, being continuous, must be natural; being circular however, it cannot be comprised of natural elements, and a fifth element must therefore be postulated (268b11–269b18). Since there is no countervailing motion to this element’s rotation, we have no reason to think that the rotation will cease or come into being (270a13–271a34). Being the source of life and of nourishment for all other beings, the heavens cannot be subject to generation, since there is nothing outside them to bring them into being, and they are equally immune to diminution or growth, since there is no place from which matter might accrue to them or to which it might be lost. Those who posit a void outside the heavens forget that, by their own definition, a void is that in which bodies undergo motions which are measurable by time; since, however, the heavens contain all bodies and time is measured by their rotation, that which transcends them must enjoy an existence equally free of time and motion – a blessed existence, as Aristotle avers, invoking universal beliefs about the gods (279a13–279b4).

On the other hand, it cannot follow from these considerations that the heavens are infinite in magnitude: the fact that they revolve is proof to the contrary, for every part of an infinite body would itself be infinite, and hence it would be impossible in a finite time for any one part of it to move from its own place to that which was occupied by its neighbour (271b1–273a6). Still less can there be a heaven outside the heavens, as we might conjecture if we held with the Platonists that whatever exists instantiates a Form which presides over an indefinite multitude of particulars (277b26–278a23). It is also held by some – that is, by Plato in the Timaeus – that the world, though indestructible, is subject to generation; to appraise the truth of this claim, we must first observe that ‘generated’ has three senses, as there are three corresponding senses of ‘ungenerated’ (280b7–20). The world is not generated in the sense that it has come to be from a state of non-existence, or in the sense that it is merely capable of coming to be. The third sense, which implies a constant process of becoming, appears to be accepted by Aristotle, since he admits that all hold the world to be generated (279b13–14); he does not say, however, which of the three positions he attributes to Plato himself.19 Nor does he try to reconcile the infinite duration of the cosmos with his denial that there can be an actual infinity.20

Natural philosophy: On the Soul (De Anima)

The treatise On the Soul, divided into three books, declares at the outset that no other topic of comparable interest and sublimity is to be found in the study of nature. At the same time, it is one of the most obscure, for we must commence by asking whether soul falls properly under any of the categories; if it does indeed fall under the category of substance, we must then discover whether it inhabits one species or many, whether it is divisible into parts, whether the understanding of its parts precedes or follows the understanding of its functions, and whether it is subject to affections independently of the body (402a1–403b19). When definitions are sought from previous theorists, we find that many regard the initiation of movement as the chief function of the soul, while others hold that its prime activity is awareness (403b25–28). Aristotle does not reject either opinion, but he cannot agree with those who hold that the soul is perpetually moving itself. To be moved is to be displaced from one’s natural position; if, then, the soul is constantly moving itself it is in perpetual contradiction of its own nature (406b10–14). Furthermore, motion implies both spatial location and difficulty; to impute the first to the soul is absurd, while the second would rob it of beatitude (407a3–407b4). It is true that the soul experiences emotions, and would therefore appear to be mobile; at the same time, the power of intellection seems to be immune to the bodily perturbations which produce anger or distress (408a33–408b32). Even the soul’s experience of corporeal affections does not prove it to be a composite of the physical elements, as some conjecture (404b7–405b31). We are conscious of having one soul, or at least one mind, which is present to all parts of the body (411b5–30); hence, the soul cannot have the corporeal attribute of divisibility, nor can it be a harmony of elements, since then there would be as many souls as there are different mixtures within the body (408a14–18). Moreover, if the soul itself were a subtle body permeating the visible ensemble of flesh and bones, this would have the impossible consequence that two bodies would be coexisting in one place (409b3).

Aristotle notes near the end of his first book that an aggregate of elements or atoms will not suffice to produce an ensouled being, let alone a sentient one (410b8–9). In the second book, he proposes that the dependence of the soul upon a body from which it is none the less distinct is to be explained by reflection on the three senses of the term ‘substance’. In the first sense, it denotes the form of an entity, in the second its matter and in the third the composite of both (412a6–13). ‘Soul’ is ousia or substance in so far as it is the form or ‘entelechy’ of an organic body (412a17–412b24).21 Although one modern commentator, Abraham Bos, understands an organic body to be an instrumental body not identical with the visible integument,22 Aristotle illustrates his own meaning by defining the leaf and pericarp as organs of a plant (412b1–2). It is the organism, not the organ, that is ensouled: hence, there is no soul of an axe (412b13–15). In all, the functions which a soul may actualize are five: the nutritive, the appetitive, the perceptive, the locomotive and the cogitative. Of these, a plant has only the first and humans alone have the fifth (414a29–415a13). Hence, the nutritive soul, whose functions include reproduction, is proper not only to plants but to animals and human beings; the appetitive, perceptive and locomotive faculties, which every animal soul is able to exercise in different measures, are all dependent on the possession of sensory organs, by means of which a subject is able to grasp the form of an object without its matter. The most universal of the senses is touch (415a5), and the noblest is sight.

Repeating that the soul is characterized above by its power to originate motion and by its capacity for thinking, Aristotle devotes his third book to the second of these powers, which amongst embodied beings is peculiar to humans. We advance from perception to knowledge by three stages: the first is the formation of an image or phantasma by the senses;23 the second is the judgement that the image corresponds to some object; and the third is the recognition of the object through the apprehension of the immanent form which determines its membership in a certain species (427b7–429a9). In the first stage, no deception is possible (429a18–19); the others admit of error by a misuse of the same faculty which enables us to acquire knowledge. In a true act of cognition, the mind becomes one with the form of its object (429a13–430a9) – a process which requires both an active cause and a material subject whose potentiality to grasp its object is actualized by the cause (430a10–13). Aristotle appears in fact to distinguish two intellects: one which is capable of becoming all things and one which is the maker of all, impassible and separable, and hence alone eternal and immortal (430a13–25). Coupled as it is with the observation that the intellect appears to come from without, this elliptical passage has been a riddle for every commentator from ancient times to the present.24 Should we speak, without Aristotle’s authority, of a passive or potential intellect?25 Does he in fact postulate two intellects or one intellect, first in potency then in act? Does the active intellect bring about an actuality, the first energeia of the potential intellect, or its second energeia, the activity of thinking?26 Is it the active intellect that enables us to know ourselves as percipients, distinct from the thing perceived?27 Does it then know itself as the percipient, or only as a separable and eternal entity? If it is thus exempt from matter, can there be more than one active intellect? And is it by chance that many of the questions to which this passage gives rise will greet us again when our summary of the Metaphysics brings us to Aristotle’s discussion of God?

The Metaphysics


Aristotle may be the unwitting inventor of metaphysics, but his own terms for the study of first principles were ‘theology’ and ‘first philosophy’.28
Ta meta ta physika means ‘the things after the Physics’, and the book that bears this title is commonly held to be an assemblage of short treatises, which was appended to the Physics by Andronicus or some other compiler who felt that they embodied the studies to which a pupil ought to proceed after mastering that work. The first of these fourteen treatises, in the order of Ross’s edition, announces its aim as the satisfaction of that desire for knowledge which is both universal and peculiar to the human race. That knowledge which we call wisdom concerns the causes of being (981b25–982a1), which are said here, as in the Physics, to be of four kinds (982b24–33). The unity of the cosmos is reasserted, as is the necessity of positing some cause other than the material and the impossibility of equating matter with any one element. Now follows a long excursus against the Platonists, who regard the ideal forms as ultimate causes. Since these forms are by definition immutable and unique, they cannot be the cause of variation or plurality in the phenomenal realm (987a28–988a8). If the form is alleged to be the archetype by virtue of which the members of a class resemble one another, must there not be a ‘third man’ by virtue of which each member resembles the form itself? And if the form is that which explains the unity of species, must there not be forms for every object of science, including even the science of negation (990b9–17)? Against the Pythagoreans, who conceive the forms as numbers derived from the monad and the dyad, Aristotle argues that in fact they are maintaining the priority of number and are thereby making relation anterior to substance. Furthermore, a number may be the product of many numbers, but a form is not the product of many forms (991b9–28).

The second treatise argues that the first cause must be eternal, since if we postulate only a succession of finite causes, we shall fall into an infinite regress (994a1–19). The third contends, against the Pythagoreans, that mathematical entities cannot act as intermediaries between transcendent forms and concrete particulars. Such a theory commits us to an infinite sequence of intermediaries (997b12–25), it requires us to ascribe real being to entities other than concrete particulars (999a24–999b24), and it fallaciously assumes that numbers and magnitudes can be engendered by the same process (1001b7–19). Answering a problem raised in this treatise, the fourth asserts that there is a special science of being:29 it goes on to explain that while to be is to be a unity, it does not follow that all being is one. We must distinguish being as a substance from the being which we attribute to the predicates of a substance if we are not to conclude that a man who is white is at the same time a man and not a man (1006b34–1007a9).

Treatise 5 divides causes into the proper and the accidental (1013b28–1014a25), and then performs similar operations on the concepts of an element, nature, necessity, unity (1015b17–1017a7), being, sameness, priority, the potential and all ten of the categories. Treatise 6 contrasts the other two theoretical sciences, physics and mathematics, with the highest of all, which takes being for its subject (1025b1–1026a32). This seminal classification of the orders of knowledge is followed in Treatise 7 by a distinction between three notions of priority – in definition, in knowledge and in time – with a view to ascertaining the scope and purpose of definition (1028a32–1028b8). Aristotle concludes that as substance is prior to its attributes, it precedes them also in order of definition (1030a6–27). At the same time, it is definable with regard to its essential rather than its accidental characteristics. A complete account can be given of the properties which bring an individual under a genus, and repeated division will lead us from the genus to the lowest species to which he can be assigned. Thus, a definition of ‘human’ might begin by adding the differentia ‘biped’ to ‘animal’, thus dividing the genus of animals into those with two feet and those with many (1037b6–1039a23). This simple expedient has no analogy in the theory of forms, since it is not maintained that a form can be produced by fissiparation (1039a24–1039b19). It is equally impossible for a substance in its primary sense as a concrete individual to be composed of other substances; it is only in its secondary sense as species or genus that substance can be adequately defined (1041a6–20).

Yet matter too is ousia, or substance, as Aristotle concedes at the start of his eighth treatise: it is that in potentiality which the object becomes in actuality when it acquires a form. Thus, form and matter are not discrete actualities: substance is that one thing which results from the actualizing of the potentiality (1042a24–1043a12). It is also that which undergoes change in time: we do not say that whiteness has come into being but that the object has become white (1044b21–29). Treatise 9, after rehearsing many points relating to potency and act that were already canvassed in the Physics, concludes with the observation that ‘being’ and ‘non-being’ may be predicated not only of subjects falling under each category, but also of their potentiality and their actuality, and thirdly of truth and falsehood in propositions (1051a34–1052a12). Treatise 10, resuming a number of questions that have arisen regarding the concept of unity, declares that this is most properly affirmed as a measure of quantity and secondly as a measure of quality, though a contrast is to be drawn between that which is one absolutely and that which is so ‘inasmuch as it is one’ (1053b4–9). Although, for example, each number has its own unity, the number one has unity absolutely: to solve the paradox that, although a thing has only one contrary, the one is opposed to the many, Aristotle argues that the opposition is that of the measure to the measurable (1052b32–33). The equal is opposed to the great and small, on the other hand, by way of negation or privation, the equal being that which is neither greater nor smaller than its comparandum (1056a23–30). The eleventh treatise recapitulates a number of the foregoing discussions, but Aristotle’s reasoning seems to take a new course in Treatise 12.

After a preface in which he recapitulates the three senses of ousia or being – the sensible particular, the immutable form and the substrate (1069a18–1069b3) – Aristotle reminds us that there are two senses in which an object might be said to proceed from non-being, even after procession from absolute non-being has been excluded. We may say that it comes from its opposite – that is, from what it is not – or that its existence is the actualizing of a potentiality (1069b3–1). Since the potentiality resides in matter, and is never actualized completely in the phenomenal realm, an object in this realm will be a composite of form, privation and matter (1069b27–34). These three elements, however, complete the sum of causes necessary for the production of the object: we must also ascertain the cause of the movement from the potential to the actual. The actual must precede the potential in time as in the order of being, for otherwise there would be nothing to act upon the potential or serve it as an end (1071b3–1072a18). An ascending series of intermediate movers brings us at last to the universal source of motion in the cosmos, the pure actuality which we call God. Since this description excludes all potentiality, God must be eternal and immutable (1073a3–13); because he is untrammelled by matter, his thought will at all times achieve that perfect union with its object which in our case is impeded by the presence of a body (1072b13–27). The objects of his thought, however, will never be such as to unite him with anything less perfect than himself. Only by being at once the subject and object of his own thought can he be eternally active yet never other than himself (1074b15–1075a12). It follows that, although he moves the world, he does so, not in the demiurgic manner imagined by Plato, but only as the beloved moves the lover by awakening desire (1072a25–35).

Some commentators regard this famous, but hardly typical, exercise in theology as a youthful attempt to escape from the theory of separable forms without entirely rejecting its presuppositions.30 To ancient commentators, it was the coping stone to a body of thought which repeatedly affirmed the divine ordination of the cosmos, the priority of form to matter in the order of knowledge, and the natural immunity of mind to the visible flux of generation and corruption. None of them could have held, with Pierre Hadot,31 that the esoteric lectures are too circumscribed by the purpose and occasion of their delivery to be pressed into a system; still less could they endorse the thesis of Daniel Graham, that Aristotle has two ontologies, one of which treats first and second ousiai as logical entities without reference to its hylomorphic rival,32 in which entity is the inseparable union of the two ousiai which we call matter and form. Those who sought to reconcile Plato with Aristotle – more numerous then than now – could urge that some providential and demiurgic activity must be ascribed to God not only to furnish an efficient cause of motion, but also to justify Aristotle’s repeated dictum that the actual has a two-fold energeia or entelechy, its characteristic actuality being accompanied always by a characteristic activity in relation to other beings. The insistence of some modern scholars that intellection must have an object other than itself33 was anticipated by those Platonists who, under Aristotelian influence, spoke of the forms as thoughts in the mind of God.

Other works by Aristotle

Further assaults on the theory of forms and the postulation of mathematical intermediaries in the last two treatises of the Metaphysics need not detain us, interesting though they are to modern scholars who wish to determine whether the criticisms are aimed at Plato himself or only at some of his disciples.34 Aristotle’s lucubrations on the parts, the motion, the natural history and the generation of animals were all consulted freely by early Christians, but can be omitted from the present survey of the use of his works in the exposition or formulation of doctrines fundamental to life and faith. Few of his books are more widely read today than the Poetics, but few attract so little comment from early Christians. The precepts of the Rhetoric are tacitly observed by Christian orators, who will also have learnt much from its profound and subtle analysis of the passions, but although we shall consider one alleged borrowing in Tertullian, it is not a text invoked by combatants in the great theological disputations. It is hard to discover how much use was made of the exoteric works, which addressed the world outside the Lyceum in a more polished style than Aristotle thought fit to cultivate in his lectures.35 The lost Protrepticus, or Exhortation to Philosophy, seems to have supplied little more than a title to Clement of Alexandria,36 and the many Christian arguments from the harmony of the world to the existence of God may not have drawn directly on the treatise On Philosophy. Surviving fragments suggest that this work represented God as an efficient, and not only a final, cause of natural motion;37 it may also be the source of the widespread assumption – not so clearly warranted in the extant writings – that Aristotle denied the action of divine providence below the moon. In the discussion of Origen, we shall also notice an otherwise unattested work, On Prayer, which is said to have hinted that God is superior even to intellect.38

Because ethics is not our subject, little reference will be made to the Nicomachean Ethics, although this has been for many years the text most likely to be read on a university syllabus. It will suffice here to note that, while they regularly accept that eudaimonia or happiness is the goal of moral endeavour (1097a), Christians joined the Platonists and the Stoics in denouncing Aristotle’s caveat that we cannot be happy without some viaticum of external goods and public esteem (1099a–b). They were also on the side of the ‘friends’, or fellow students of Plato, from whom he took leave when he argued that there can be no single Good as the end of all actions.39 His penetrating analyses of volition (1109b–1113a) and the causes of moral weakness (1146b–1150a) were seldom echoed in Christian casuistry, and no sense that could reasonably be given to his tenet that virtue lies in a mean would sit well with the adamantine teaching of the Sermon on the Mount (1106a–1109b).40 His principles of justice, whether distributive or retributive (1130b–1131a), were at best provisional, for all would have their due in the kingdom with no further need for reparation. The two books on friendship, commending the pursuit of the Good as the only proper ground for association, were unobjectionable, but when the friend was God (a possibility that Aristotle denied), he was no longer a second self but the glorious countenance before which we unveil our own. His praise of the contemplative life as the sole existence fit for the gods (1177b–1178a) could certainly be adapted to the vindication of the ascetic life,41 and it would not be denied that we become virtuous by the sustained performance of virtuous acts (1103a–b). Any Christian who was aware of his distinction between energeia and kinesis
42 would agree that communion with the Lord falls under the description of 
energeia as a continuous activity enjoyed for its own sake rather than in the hope of some further end (1174a–1177a). For all that, it is Plato’s sublime account of the growth of love, not his pupil’s reflections on virtue and happiness, that blend with the scriptural image of the bridegroom in Christian commentary on the Song of Songs.43

As we shall see, the Christian appropriation of Aristotle was made possible by the accentuation of elements of his teaching that we should now regard as barely Aristotelian. He denies the existence of transcendent objects – with the possible existence of that being on whom the cosmos depends for its unity and continuance (if not for its creation) and to whom, in contrast to Plato, he unequivocally gives the name God. He can therefore hardly entertain the prospect of life after death – unless he accords this to the rational soul, or intellect. He was no more willing than Christians to believe in a world of self-subsistent forms, but he may have been willing to accommodate these forms in the mind of God, and thus to credit him with a knowledge of and interest in things lower than himself which could not be attributed to Plato’s Form of the Good. At the same time, his doctrine that the soul is inseparable from the body was more compatible with the Christian belief in resurrection than the aspiration of the Platonic soul to eternal severance from matter. The very fact that his logic and his physics looked no higher than the phenomenal world ensured that they did not compete with any Christian dogma regarding God or the world to come. And so after all, the reconciliation of Aristotle with Christian thought was not inconceivable, so long as one could retain those elements of his philosophy which supported the Church against Plato while purging it of those against which the Church and Plato had made common cause.
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2    Aristotle in the second century



Commenting in the previous chapter on ancient charges that the Lyceum declined because it mislaid the founder’s books, I observed that the first disciples of Aristotle would not have agreed that their only task was to expound what he had written. In his school, as in that of his master, Plato, the marmoreal phase of reverence was preceded by a mimetic one, still filial but not servile, in which students who were also original thinkers treated his writings as an invitation to wrangle with him posthumously, as they might have done in class. The writings of Theophrastus, his immediate successor, include a Metaphysics and an Inquiry into Plants, which are not scholastic annotations but renewals and extensions of enquiries to which he himself had been a party during Aristotle’s life. Other Peripatetics of the first generation were Aristoxenus, author of a treatise entitled On Music, which has no predecessor in our Aristotelian corpus, and Dicaearchus of Messana, who is best remembered for his thesis, in the Life of Greece, that progress in civilization comes at the price of moral corruption. The third head of the Lyceum, Strato of Lampsacus, was so far from mistaking the works of Aristotle for his last will and testament that he questioned the necessity of positing a fifth element to explain the imperishability of the heavens.1 It is possible that his criticisms were levelled, not at the treatise On the Heavens (in which Aristotle’s teaching remains elusive), but at the cosmology of the exoteric writing On Philosophy. There can be no doubt, however, that Xenarchus of Seleucia, an author of the first century BC, was contesting a doctrine that had been taught by Aristotle within the Lyceum when he denied that valid argument had been offered for the perpetual rotation of the heavens.2 Aristotle had argued that there are two forms of continuous motion, the linear and the cyclic; when Xenarchus added a third, the spiral motion, he was evidently conscious (whether or not he had read the texts in our present corpus) that he was contradicting the man whom he acknowledged as his master in philosophy.

It is probable that his thought was in fact more widely disseminated, for (as we shall learn in Chapter 8) the same three forms of perfect motion are ascribed to God by Dionysius the Areopagite at the beginning of the sixth century. In the mean time, the resurrection of the esoteric writings, if they were ever lost, did not turn every Peripatetic into a Scholastic. Boethus of Sidon did not attempt to harmonize the two definitions of ousia or substance in the Categories with the three that are entertained in the Metaphysics; his preference for the Categories was no doubt widely shared in the Roman era, when logic was almost the only topic of debate between the Stoics and the Peripatetics.3 He himself, by report at least, was a pupil of Andronicus, who had placed the Categories at the beginning of the Aristotelian corpus. Arguing that its purpose was to furnish a proleptic sketch of logical terms for neophytes, he pronounced it unfair of the Stoics to deplore the absence of more technical definitions in the treatise. Rejecting their proposal to conflate the final category of ‘having’ or ekhein with that of hexis or state, he hesitated as to whether form and soul should be assigned to quality, quantity or some other category. His denial that soul and form inhere in their subjects as attributes may have prompted the dubious inference that he maintained the immortality of the soul.4 It also appears that Andronicus, perhaps in response to the Platonist (or Pythagorean) Eudorus of Alexandria,5 had set ousia apart from the other categories as that which exists absolutely, while subsuming all or some of the others (quality included) under the category of relation. Eudorus demurred, as Platonists could not concede a more absolute existence to ousia, in the Aristotelian sense of a concrete particular, than to the forms of qualities.6 The rejoinders of both Andronicus and Boethus foreshadowed Porphyry’s contention that the Categories has only the sensible world in view, resigning the intelligible world to faculties of a higher order.7

Two critics of unknown allegiance from this period are remembered without approbation by Simplicius. The followers of Lucius, urging that a full system should account for the intelligible, denied that this could be achieved by the postulation of ten homonymous categories, as eternal things are not subject to affection (pathos) or even to relation in the common sense, since this is always assumed to be contingent upon and dissociable from the subject.8 They also challenged the definition of substance as that which cannot be in another thing, protesting that a Socrates must exist in time and place. Adopting, at least for argumentative purposes, a Platonic stance, they asked to which of Aristotle’s categories the monad should be assigned.9 The followers of Nicostratus were not willing to grant that all the other categories were merely adjectival to the first, on the grounds that quality is more germane to substance than relation. They declared the excursus on homonyms and synonyms redundant, and they asked why there were no categories for articles, negations or conjunctions.10 While both of these critics assumed that some taxonomy of real beings is the object of the Categories, the Stoics Athenodorus and Cornutus criticized the work as an exercise in the parsing of expressions. Since they deduced this, as Simplicius tells us, from the prefatory observations on homonymy and synonymy, they found the rest of the treatise sadly deficient in the analysis of figurative usages, as also in the analysis of syntactic connectives, conditionals such as ‘if p, then q’, and disjunctions such as ‘either p or q’.11 It was in response to such cavils that it was subsequently characterized by Alexander and Porphyry as a ‘study of terms in so far as they signify’.


Plutarch’s Aristotle

Plutarch of Chaeronea was a polymathic philosopher, biographer and essayist, who exhibits in his work a reverent, though by no means servile, attachment to Plato. His liberal quotations from the great Athenian in writings such as On the Procreation of the Soul in the Timaeus are complemented in other works by tendentiously faithful excerpts from the Stoics and Epicureans whose inconsistencies he professes to be exposing. If there are no such excerpts from Aristotle, the reason is that he is neither Plutarch’s master nor his enemy, though he is often a silent ally.12 The titles of his lost commentaries on the Topics and Categories suffice to show that he was not ignorant of the Aristotelian corpus.13 He intimates obliquely that the biological writings were a mine of anecdotes illustrating the cleverness of animals in his treatise of that title.14 His testimony that Aristotle gave up the theory of the tripartite soul for a strict dichotomy between the rational and irrational soul may be based upon his own comparison of the exoteric and esoteric writings.15 Some of the former he characterized as Platonic, and he evidently read them with discernment, as he questions the provenance of a text entitled On Justice.16 In all 260 quotations or echoes of Aristotle that have been detected in Plutarch’s oeuvre,17 the works laid under contribution include the Physics, the Topics, the Metaphysics, the Politics, the Nicomachean Ethics, On the Heavens
18 and On the Soul.

Plutarch believes that Aristotle’s philosophy coincides at many points with that of Plato. Thus, he accuses Strato, the third head of the Lyceum, of betraying his master when he opposes Plato’s views on ‘motion, intellect, the soul and generation’.19 On the other hand, he rebukes the Epicurean Colotes for ascribing to Aristotle a Platonic theory of transcendent forms.20 He himself credits Aristotle with the postulation of immanent forms, the relation of which to transcendent forms (as he opines) is analogous to that of species to genus.21 Here, we see the germ of the later argument that Plato and Aristotle do not disagree because the former seeks the metaphysical causes of the mundane phenomena which the latter took as his domain. This is not a position that he can hold at all times, conscious as he is that Aristotle departs from Plato both in ousting providence from the lower world and in making the deity the sole object of his own thought. He is not sure that the word ‘aether’ had the same denotation in Plato and Aristotle, and implies that if they do not we must side with Plato.22 He generally assumes that Aristotle concurs with Plato in regarding the soul as a thing distinct from the body.23 Thus, he understands the definition of soul as the form of a soma organikon to mean that it uses the body as an instrument (as in Plato’s First Alcibiades),24 and Aristotle seems to be his authority when he claims that the soul acquires knowledge in sleep because it has been set free. He follows Aristotle rather than Plato (perhaps without knowing it), when he writes that the soul is dispersed throughout the body rather than concentrated in one place.25 He knows, but does not appropriate, Aristotle’s term ‘entelechy’,26 and never expressly prefers him to Plato in ethics, even when he contends that virtue lies between extremes, that it is cultivated by practice, and that acts performed against our inward bent are of less worth than those which flow spontaneously from our dispositions.27 The book On the Procreation of the Soul maintains that even in logic Plato had nothing to learn from Aristotle, as careful scrutiny will reveal his acquaintance with all ten categories. Here, as everywhere, one is the master and one the pupil, and the latter can be commended only for passing on what he received.28

Platonists for and against Aristotle

After Plutarch, Platonism began to eclipse the other schools and gradually assumed a scholastic character as it strove to wrest from the Dialogues a coherent and normative system which would be immune to Aristotle’s strictures. This process was crowned by the emergence of Neoplatonism in the third century; in most second-century Platonists, it remains at best inchoate, and there is little evidence of it in Numenius, the most salient predecessor of Plotinus. In the Handbook of Alcinous – the provenance and date of which are strictly unascertainable now that he is no longer identified with Albinus29 – Aristotle’s definition of virtue as a mean is endorsed (184.13–15 Hermann), while his categories are treated as part of the common deposit of logic (159.43–45). He does not, however, question the separability of soul and body, and while he contrasts the active and passive intellects in his discussion of the first principle (164.15–23), he does not reduce his God to a final cause or argue from his eternity to the eternity of the world.30 His cosmos, as in the Timaeus, is ensouled, and the Aristotelian distinction between the products of nature and those of art is pressed into service against the view that there can be forms of artificial objects (163.23–27).31 A trickle of alien thought is not a confluence of philosophies; we should hardly know that a confluence of Platonism and Aristotelianism had been envisaged were it not for the protests of Atticus in the later second century. And yet, as we shall see, it is this same Atticus who, in urging the inconsistency of the two thinkers, finds himself aping the style and strategy of the pupil whose secession he condemns.

This is evident in the passages that were excerpted from his writings by Eusebius of Caesarea, with the first being the exordium, where, after dividing philosophy into ethics, physics and logic, he extols Plato as the first thinker to bring the three disciplines together into one system (Fr. 1.2.1–12 Des Places). Yet this division is not (as he implies) a truism but a Stoic invention: its one known antecedent is the designation of mathematics, physics and theology as the three speculative sciences in the sixth book of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. In the spirit of the same work, Atticus now awards laurels one by one to Plato’s predecessors, each of whom did service to philosophy, but only in his own field. In the second passage, which alludes to this taxonomy but asserts that the end of all philosophy is eudaimonia or happiness (2.4.1), we observe another fusion of Plato’s doctrine with Aristotelian terminology. In this case, the purity of the doctrine is not impaired, for eudaimonia, once reduced to virtue, is pronounced to be independent of all external goods and proof against all misadventure, from illness and poverty to disgrace and crucifixion (2.4.16).32 The third passage, accentuating an element in Plato’s thought which remains elusive in many of the Dialogues, maintains that the pursuit of eudaimonia is inseparable from a belief in providence. Here, the statement is understood to mean that God – otherwise ‘the gods’ or the divine nature – assists the righteous in the present world and distributes rewards or punishments in accordance with our merits after death (3.5.3–5). To deny this is to fall into the Epicurean blasphemy of denying the gods any traffic with the world; in fact, whereas Epicurus extruded his gods from the world altogether, Aristotle committed the greater impiety of installing his gods in the heavens like idle spectators in a theatre (3.5.12). It is possible that Atticus has barbed his polemic here with a conscious parody of Aristotle’s comparison of a badly ordered universe to an episodic play (Metaphysics 1076a).

Undoubtedly, his appeal to friends misled by Aristotle in the fourth excerpt (4.6.3 and 6) is an ironic echo of Nicomachean Ethics 1096
, which affects to balance the claims of friendship against those of truth. In this case, the dispute concerned the nature of the Good. Here, once again, it is the doctrine of providence that is imperilled by the denial of a temporal beginning to the world. Any Greek who knows his own language sees that in the Timaeus Plato posits just such a beginning (4.6.3–4). If, therefore, the Peripatetics maintain as a law of nature that that which has no beginning must be imperishable, a Platonist will add that God is able to outdo nature by conferring imperishability on his own handiwork (4.6.7). If a sculptor can bring into being that which hitherto existed only in his own preconception, and can also prolong the existence of an artefact which has fallen into decay, can we imagine that the architect of the cosmos is incapable of sustaining his own creation (4.6.12–14)? This analogy, though foreshadowed in the Timaeus, is more reminiscent of Aristotle’s illustration of the formal cause in the Metaphysics. His physical treatises furnish the principal arguments in the fifth excerpt, where Atticus purports to refute the notion of a fifth element. Plato, says Atticus, saw that the only elements are earth, air, fire and water, since these exhaust the binary combinations of the four contraries – the dry with the cold, the moist with the hot, the dry with the hot, and the moist with the cold (5.7.1–2). Furthermore, in positing matter as the constant substrate, he can account for the transformation of one element into another, whereas Aristotle confers upon a fifth material element the properties of that intellectual substance, which is exempt from time and change (5.7.6). Atticus here forgets that it was Aristotle who gives the name of matter to the ‘receptacle’, which has no name of its own in Plato’s myth.

Atticus escapes from Aristotle in the sixth excerpt, rejecting his contention that ‘above’ and ‘below’ are univocal terms for everything in the cosmos (6.8.11), and arguing that a fifth element without properties, being weightless, would remain immobile rather than undergo perpetual rotation (6.8.9). The seventh excerpt attacks the root of Aristotle’s natural philosophy, accusing him of a failure to grasp that all visible motion must be the product of an invisible soul (7.9.10–11). Having denied the soul its own substance, distinct from that of any material element, Aristotle cannot explain our capacity to learn that which we do not already know; by postulating a mind which survives the dissolution of both soul and body, he shows himself incapable of grasping Plato’s teaching on the inseparability of mind and soul (7.9.13–14). Not for the first time, Atticus betrays his susceptibility to the religious temper of the second century by suggesting that this doctrine of immortality constitutes the whole system of Plato. And when he extends the argument from motion to the cosmos in the eighth excerpt – that we cannot say that nature does nothing in vain unless we endow her with a soul – he makes no attempt to explain how a soul which, according to Plato, is naturally immortal can animate a cosmos which would perish if nature were not counteracted by the will of God (8.12). Divine volition yields to metaphysical necessity in the ninth excerpt, which asseverates that nothing can be good if it does not participate in a transcendent form (9.12.5). Adapting his master’s own words, Atticus grants that it is not easy either to fathom or to formulate his opinions on this topic,33 and he seems to borrow Aristotle’s example of the sculptor once again when he says that the Demiurge contemplates the forms eternally before shaping their temporal copies in this world.34

Atticus therefore felt the influence of Aristotle, though he countenanced neither an Aristotelian reading nor an Aristotelian refutation of Plato. Making all due allowance for the bias of our Christian informant, it would seem that he shared with the Church of his day a belief in the supremacy of God, the immortality of the soul, and the divine administration of the cosmos. He urges, of course, that these are the tenets of Plato, and here again many Christians would have concurred, not least in reading the Timaeus as a pagan testimony to a temporal creation. Yet in this he differs, as he confesses, from some of his fellow Platonists, and few of those who accepted his position would have defended it by affirming the superiority of God to nature. Again, when crucifixion is numbered amongst the likely sufferings of the righteous, the first thought of the reader – even a pagan reader – would surely not be of Spartacus or the citizen inadvertently immortalized by Gaius Verres. (See Cicero, Against Verres 2.5.57 on the citizen who vainly protested civis Romanus sum ‘I am a Roman citizen’ as he was being crucified). Pagan citations of Atticus make it clear that he was no Christian,35 and he did not need to know the New Testament to say that God brought into being that which was hitherto ouk onta or non-existent. Nevertheless, as a pagan representative of the milieu in which Christian thought was fermented and diffused, he holds positions and uses terms which were more easily assimilated than those of Plato himself to the current language of the Church.

Atticus by no means spoke for all Platonists; neither he nor any other member of the school could gainsay Aristotle’s reasoning that if it was good to create at all it was good to create at all times. The Timaeus, even read as myth, was patently inconsistent with his view that God is the final, not the efficient, cause of the physical cosmos; nor could it be denied that in this dialogue the cosmos is gen(n)êton or generated. But in the light of Aristotle’s remarks on the ambiguity of the term ‘generation’, a skilful grammarian like Calvisius Taurus could distinguish the terms genêtos and gennêtos, contending that Plato employed the former to signify not that the world has a beginning but that it depends for its existence on the forms.36 The contrast between becoming and being must be upheld, but need it be more than a contrast between the temporal mobility of nature and the changeless stability of the ideal realm? Plato’s arguments for the immortality of the soul in the Phaedrus might be thought to entail that no soul, least of all that of the world, has a temporal origin, and in the Timaeus itself time is described as the eternal though moving image of the eternally unmoved.

If it was not certain that Plato affirmed the temporal origin of the world, it was still less certain that Aristotle denied the sublunary operation of providence. Indeed, it is actually asserted in his name in a treatise entitled On the World, which, if authentic, is our one surviving specimen of his exoteric works.37 Addressed in the original Greek to Alexander of Macedon, it purports to be the first book to present an anatomy of the whole universe rather than of a single topographic feature. The subjects that it encompasses for this purpose include the rotation of the heavens, the retrograde motions of the planets, the composition of bodies from the five elements, the vicissitude of the seasons, the causes and properties of the winds, and the division of the land mass into continents. All is banal, until we come to the unseen origin of the visible harmony and motion of the cosmos. This is none other than God, whose image on earth (though far below him in dignity) is the great King of Persia (6.8–16). As a Darius or Xerxes sits in state in Persepolis, Susa or Ecbatana while from province to province his satraps carry out his ordinances, so the Ruler of all never breaks his repose, never stoops from the eminence that the poets call Olympus (6.30), but governs all things through his superhuman vassals. What a general is to his army, what the choirmaster is to his choristers, such is the master of the cosmic harmony, stirring himself no more than a puppeteer who is called upon from time to time to adjust the strings (6.34–35). If we speak of fate, of destiny, of necessity, of our portion or lot, or of retribution, all is God, invisible to us because he is inextricably present in all phenomena (7.5–6), just as the sculptor Phidias impressed his own lineaments upon a shield from which they could be erased only by the destruction of the whole artefact (6.29–30).

Here, then, the gods of popular myth and cult, so seldom noticed in the esoteric works of Aristotle, have become the active ministers of providence in the human realm, while the highest God, though aloof, is ever watchful and is prepared from time to move the world in some other way than as the beloved moves the lover. It seems indeed that all motion in the natural world is governed by a concordant hierarchy of efficient causes, rather than by the tendency of the potential to seek fulfilment in the actual. The peroration includes a long citation from an Orphic Hymn to Zeus, for which no congener can be found in the esoteric works (7.4); on the other hand, the Derveni Papyrus proves that such verses were current and subject to philosophical scrutiny in the fourth century BC.38 In defence of the authenticity of the work, we might ask whether a forger writing after Alexander’s conquests would have likened the immutable reign of God to the fallen empire of Darius; Celsus, however, writing under the not dissimilar polity of Rome in the second century AD, finds the simile apposite enough.39 If Aristotle is indeed the author, it would seem that his exoteric and his esoteric writings represent two distinct philosophies; of its currency in the Peripatetic school we can say nothing, but the Latin adaptation ascribed to Apuleius makes no secret of its epigonal character, naming Aristotle and Theophrastus as its precursors and substituting ‘my son Faustinus’ for ‘Alexander’ in the dedication.40

Apuleius is credited with a short paraphrase of Aristotle’s work On Interpretation. Its authenticity has been impugned on the grounds that we know him to be a Platonist;41 but even if we deny him the Latin rendering of the Aristotelian treatise On the World, his other works give more evidence of his rhetorical versatility than of any fixed intellectual allegiance. We shall have occasion later in this book to consider Porphyry’s introduction to (i.e. the Isagoge) and his commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, neither of which has been thought to cast any doubt on his fidelity to the teachings of Plotinus. The text ascribed to Apuleius is certainly not the exposition of Platonic logic which he promised in the one work which he devoted to that philosophy, but the loss of one work does not preclude his writing of the other. As a philosophical document, this paraphrase was of little interest even in antiquity, although mediaeval students were introduced to the distinction between contradiction and contrariety by studying the ‘Apuleian square’ in which those statements which are strictly contradictory are diagonally opposed. As it is of no theological interest, this text calls for no further comment here, except as an example of the ubiquity of Aristotelian logic in the early Roman world.

Alexander of Aphrodisias

The first Peripatetic of the Roman era whose works are extant is Alexander of Aphrodisias, who reveals his date by dedicating his book On Fate to Septimius Severus (193–211). The first and most seminal of the many Greek commentators on Aristotle, he propounds a number of theses under his master’s name which might have won him a high reputation for originality had he issued them under his own. The chronology of his writings and the true scope of his contribution to the history of ideas are much debated, but in the present study we may limit ourselves to those writings which are of paramount interest to the historian of Christian thought. Some fall under this description because they were quarried, openly or surreptitiously, by his Christian readers, others because they define positions which were set up thereafter as pagan foils to Christian teaching. The most interesting of his works under both descriptions is the aforesaid treatise On Fate, in which he upholds the Peripatetic understanding of freedom by discursive argument rather than by the elucidation of any one Aristotelian text.

The opponents of Alexander are unmasked as Stoics42 by his jibe at their multiplication of technical terms for different species of cause (192.18–22 Bruns). As a Peripatetic, he recognizes only four – the efficient, the formal, the material and the final. These are illustrated by the case of the sculptor, who acts as an efficient cause by imposing a form on the stone in accordance with his own purpose of earning his fee or bestowing honour (166.22–167.16). Where no free agent is at work, the efficient cause is nature, and this, if anything, is fate (169.20). If nature were all, the Stoics would be right to posit an inexorable chain of causes, none of which has failed of its effect since the beginning of the world (191.30–193.2). By contrast, while the products of human choice and deliberation can always be traced to a cause, we cannot know in advance what events will prove to be causes until we have witnessed the exercise of choice (194.8–17). One paradoxical consequence of determinism is that it leaves no room for chance, that other enemy of human freedom, for chance, as Aristotle explains in his Physics, is the coincidence of two intentional acts to bring about a result that was not intended by either of the agents. It is no reply to ascribe a chance event to the operation of a hidden cause, for according to common usage – which is the high court of appeal throughout the treatise (165.15–19) – we reserve this term for outcomes which, although not causeless, have no specific causes in addition to those which produced their antecedents (179.21–28). As always, the example is that of a man who while digging a field unearths the treasure which had been hidden there by another (172.25–30). This misuse of the term “cause”, however, is not the worst error of the Stoics, for their doctrine of fate contravenes the three axioms to which we must all subscribe as moral agents in society: our accountability for our own deeds and characters, the exceptional position of humans in the natural order, and the providential activity of the gods.


	
The argument from the administration of justice is the one that would carry the most weight with the emperors Severus and Caracalla, to whom Alexander addressed the preface and the conclusion of this treatise. It is manifestly admitted, he urges, by the Stoics themselves whenever they upbraid a wrongdoer (190.17–19) and whenever they make efforts to convert others to their own doctrine, as though fate required their eloquence to effect what it must already have decreed (188.17–189.4). And, needless to say, it is ratified both by popular opinion and by the practice of courts, not least when we dispense a criminal from the usual penalty on the grounds that he was deprived of the power of choice by external constraint or by some accident of fortune (189.12–25). Everyday observation also teaches us that those who are in the habit of blaming fate for their misfortunes are equally quick to claim the laurels for their successes (166.8–13). As for the Sceptic who smilingly pronounces that the arguments of the Stoics and the Peripatetics are equally balanced, he forgets that it is the business of philosophy to provide us with rules of conduct. If fatalism is true, we lose nothing (because we can alter nothing) by maintaining our belief in free will; but if this belief is true, its rival is not merely false but pernicious, since it tempts us to think that nothing depends on us and hence to neglect the good of others and our own (191.2–26; cf. 186.20–187.1).


	
Alexander makes much of a premise on which he and the Stoics were in firm agreement – that human beings are set apart from beasts by their capacity for reason.43 Another common premise is that nature does nothing in vain (179.18–24): what then will be the purpose of this faculty if it never directs our actions? A stone, when its fall is not impeded, is borne to the earth by its weight (181.21–30); likewise, an animal, when an impression stimulates its appetite, cannot but follow the impetus of desire. A human agent, by contrast, has the capacity to subject the impression to reason, and thus to judge its truth or falsehood (186.6–12): of us, and of us alone, it is therefore true that we are the authors of our own conduct (189.19–21). It cannot be denied that many humans, on many occasions, act as though they were puppets of appetite and natural forces; nevertheless, the few who exemplify the power to determine their own behaviour show that this is the prerogative of our species, and hence its defining attribute (198.19–23). Virtue in such persons is a habit or disposition, but this must not be thought to entail that we are either vicious or virtuous by nature (197.3–19): a disposition is not a congenital state but the result of a deliberate orientation of the will through conduct which is freely chosen (197.26–198.7). ‘Freely’ here means ‘rationally’: to say that the licence to follow our natural bent is the whole of our freedom and that deliberation never opposes nature is to reduce us to the level of stones and brutes (205.1–21).


	
Aristotle may in fact have entertained no doctrine of sublunary providence. Although he says twice in the Topics (105a3–4) that those who refuse to worship the gods are worthy of punishment rather than instruction, Metaphysics Lambda postulates only one god, who does nothing in this world for good or ill because his perfection allows him to contemplate nothing inferior to himself. The gods of Alexander, like those of Plato and the Stoics, reward our prayers and admonish us through prophecy, neither of which would be possible of they were subject to fate (188.12–17; 190.26–191.1). They also make laws for our welfare, but – assuming that one is not fated to argue badly44 – only a sophist will identify fate with law, which never compels us to perform what it commands (209.26–30). Nor is there any cogency in the argument that since the gods are omniscient they must know the future and hence the future must be predetermined. That which is impossible is not properly an object of knowledge, and hence it is no denial of their omniscience to say that the gods cannot take the measure of the infinite (201.10–11); still less do we disparage them by saying that they possess no definite knowledge of the future, since no statement about the future is definitely true or false (201.13–26; cf. 177.22–178.1).




Rehearsing similar arguments in his less bellicose Mantissa, Alexander adds another, which is thoroughly Aristotelian in tenor if not in formulation. The future is that which is not, to mê on (170.13), or, as we might say in the idiom of the Physics, a hitherto unrealized potentiality. Our liberty consists in the fact that the power to realize this potentiality lies with us. Non-being is thus a condition of our freedom to deliberate and hence of our being human; it is not simply an ontological deficit or a prerequisite of differentiation and change in the realm below the moon. The question of divine foreknowledge does not arise, perhaps because Alexander wrote the Mantissa for his own school and because it was never the ambition of Peripatetics to reconcile their austere theology with vulgar polytheism.

Further remarks on providence

One of Alexander’s most lucid reflections on the nature of God is the twenty-fifth piece in the first book of his Problems and Solutions, which is entitled ‘Considerations on Providence’. He begins with the remark that of the substances or ousiai recognized by Aristotle one is incorporeal, the separable and immaterial form of a body, an actuality (energeia) wholly free of potentiality (dunamis); and this, he declares, is nous in its perfect actuality, always thinking and always the proper object of its own thought (39.9–20 Bruns). This last assertion follows from the Aristotelian definition of knowledge as the union of the intellect with is object. The intellect being incorporeal, no such union is possible unless the object itself is incorporeal; when we are said to have knowledge of a material object, therefore, the true object is not the thing itself but the form which intellect has abstracted from the substrate. When the object is wholly free of matter, however, it becomes entirely one with the perceiving intellect, which in turn becomes actual by perceiving it; so long as it is not perfectly united with its object, the intellect may be said to be only partially actualized. But what is wholly free of matter? Nothing, says Alexander, but the intellect itself (39.20–40.3), to which he now attributes that eternal activity of self-reflection which is said in the Metaphysics to constitute God.

In the corporeal realm, the closest approximation to the incorporeal is the revolving heaven, whose motion is inspired by its desire for assimilation to God himself (40.10–23). At the same time, the spheres which compose the heavens are subject to a second, countervailing motion, which arises from the necessity of there being, in addition to the divine and eternal body, another body which is subject to generation and corruption (40.23–41.4). There are two definitions of providence: according to one, which encompasses both the eternal and the mutable, all that is moved by its proper object is subject to providence, while, according to the other, the object of providence is that for the sake of which the rest are moved. In this second sense, providence governs only the bodily realm below the moon (41.4–15). Alexander appears to know nothing of the doctrine that only things above the moon are subject to providence, which was commonly ascribed to Aristotle outside the Lyceum. In the second book of his Problems and Solutions, the twenty-first question is whether the world is a primary or an accidental object of divine governance. The notion of accidental providence is dismissed at once as a contradiction in terms (65.25–29); on the other hand, it is also agreed that if it were the function of ‘the divine’ to exercise providence in this world, it would exist for the sake of the world – a patently impious conclusion – and would be obliged to trouble itself with a host of matters that fall below the dignity of a supernal intellect (69.28–70.6). One can only wonder whether this animadversion is aimed at the Christians or the Stoics.

Mixture

The Stoics are Alexander’s chief interlocutors in his essay On Mixture; for this reason, it was impossible to handle the question as though it pertained to physics alone, without reference to philosophy. He disposes summarily of the Presocratics, but devotes a few more words to the Epicureans, who maintain that it is only the atoms of wine and water that mingle, not wine and water in their inchoate form (214.27–215.7). Thus, they fail to grasp, says Alexander, that it belongs to the definition of a mixture that its elements are heterogeneous rather than all of a piece (215.19–22). Chrysippus, who understands this, has distinguished three types of mixtures. The first is parathesis, or mere juxtaposition, like that of two species of grain in a heap; Stoics and Peripatetics agree that a perfect dissociation of the elements in this mixture is feasible. The next is sunkhusis, a complete coalescence of two bodies (most often liquids) which admits of no reversal. The third is krasis di’ holôn, the interpenetration of two bodies in such a fashion that it remains possible to reverse the transaction and separate the bodies once again (216.14–217.2). This Alexander pronounces to be irreconcilable either with logic or with the common notions to which the Stoics themselves appeal. The interpenetration of solid bodies belies the meaning of the word ‘solid’: if it is maintained that the infused body enters through pores in the other body, these must either be filled or open. If they are filled, they are solid and thus impenetrable; if they are empty, the body that fills them does not in fact penetrate the other body, which will be merely its receptacle, and the result will be merely a case of juxtaposition (218.15–219.4). The absurdity of the Stoic doctrine is compounded by their refusal to admit that the addition of the new body to its host will result in an increase of weight or dimension (220.3–6). According to them, the composite body occupies only the space initially occupied by the host, and nothing fills the void that the infused body leaves behind (215.29–32).

Now comes the application of the argument to God. The Stoics hold that he himself is a material entity, who is present in every part of the world by interpenetration. Is he then one of the elements, or a product of the four elements, or, as some Stoics go on asseverating without attempting to answer their critics, a rarefied fifth element (225.3–10)? All of these theories imply that God is posterior to matter, which is to say that he is not the prime mover of the cosmos. They argue that he works upon the cosmos from within, contrasting his activity with that of the artist who imposes an extrinsic form onto his object. Alexander retorts that, in nature as in art, the source of motion must be external to the thing moved (225.25–30). After arguing that if God were the form of matter as soul is the form of the body he would be subject to mutability (226.10–24), he proceeds to rebut a supposed example of interpenetration, the suffusion of iron by fire. This phenomenon, Alexander maintains, is possible only because of the presence of moisture in the iron; once the moisture has been consumed, the fire proceeds no further (227.17–228.4). When we consider Origen’s application of this simile to Christ, we must remember that it is not Alexander’s invention but a commonplace which he holds up to ridicule.

The soul

In his treatise On the Soul, Alexander once again raises questions about the gods that would seem not to have occurred to Aristotle. In his proem (1.1–2.4), he states that the goal of his enquiry is to fulfil the divine injunction ‘know thyself’, which a reader of this age was most likely to have encountered in Plato’s Apology on behalf of Socrates. For all that, Alexander, who is writing avowedly as a Peripatetic, accepts Aristotle’s definition of soul as the eidos or form of a physical body possessing organs. He is conscious that in thus defining the object of his study, and in representing the study itself as a contribution only to our understanding of nature, Aristotle set his face against any notion of a self-subsistent and separable soul which could undergo rewards and punishments after death. For him, too, it is a maxim that the soul acts only through the body, and hence that the body must always be its host (12.21–22). As Aristotle perceived, it is not in the body as the captain is in a ship, or as the part is in the whole, for neither of these similes will account for the presence in every part of the body of a single animating principle (14.3–11; 15.13–17). Both imply, on the other hand, that the soul could be removed and implanted again without impairing the body’s structure or its natural operations, whereas we know that the immediate and irreversible consequence of its removal would be death (21.5–8).

The Stoic theory according to which the soul and its host are two perfectly interpenetrating bodies, the one being superimposed upon the other without addition to its weight or volume, is quickly dispatched by arguments which were developed at greater length in the treatise On Mixture (20.6–19). The conclusion that the soul is in the body as form is in matter is established not only by the elimination of these competing theories, but also by the argument that if it is not the form of the body, then some other form must be posited as the source of the body’s physical cohesion and the interdependent working of its members (17.16–18.3). To suppose that that which confers form on a body is itself a body in need of form will entail an infinite regress, which can be avoided only by acknowledging the incorporeality, though not the separability, of the soul. This reasoning, as Alexander knows, would seem less cogent to those who argue, with the Stoics, that the soul is not a body with a definite form but an element, fire or spirit (26.15–17), and thus, in Alexander’s terms, a ‘simple body’, the most rudimentary determination of matter. He anticipates this reply in the opening pages of his treatise, where he contrasts the products of nature with those of art. The artist, when he takes up a finite mass of stone or bronze, is a beneficiary of nature’s imposition of form on matter; she herself, on the other hand, begins with the elements in their formless state – that is, that state in which they lack shape or individuation (4.22–27). Even in this condition, they are characterized by properties – the lightness of air, for example, or the liquidity of water. So long as the element is not yet actualized as a body, its eidos is its characteristic property, potential rather than actual, a dunamis rather than an energeia (5.4–18).

The body which the soul animates, by contrast, is always composite, yet its status as the form of this body is once again that of a dunamis rather than that of an energeia, the first, not the second, of the two entelechies distinguished by Aristotle (16.7–18). More properly, we should speak of it not as a single dunamis but as a taxis or orchestration of particular dunameis (28.10–11), the most basic of which is the power of growth (38.12), although even in plants this is closely entwined with the power of reproduction, while in animals we must add to these the powers of locomotion and perception. All of these powers the soul retains, even when they are not being exercised: we cannot be always sitting and always walking. Properly speaking, again, the energization of a dunamis is not the work of the soul itself but of the agent, since it is not the soul itself that walks or sits, and in fact any motion that it undergoes is merely a by-product of the changes that it instigates in the body (22.7–22). Such changes as growth, reproduction and locomotion can be predicated only of the body; the act of perception, however, though it cannot be performed without the use of the bodily organs, involves a transition in the soul itself from the potential to the actual, since perception is understood by Peripatetics as the union of the soul with the form of the object. If this is to be possible, the soul itself must possess the malleability of matter, being in its own nature none of the things with which it undergoes union, since to have one form by nature would preclude it from adopting any other form. To actualize is always to bring something into existence from that which it hitherto was not; once, however, the soul acquires the form of a certain object, it retains it as a phantasm and is able to retrieve it when some external stimulus acts upon the memory (68.4–69.47). The phantasma or residual impression of the object, therefore, is not always delusive so long as our recollection of it is not confused with the presence of the object. Alexander reserves for his treatise On Fate any further discussion of the role of the phantasm in exciting action;45 in his work On the Soul he undertakes no contrast between human agency and that of beasts, though he hints that if gods have souls, then the latter are merely homonymous with ours (28.27–28).

And so we come to intellection itself, the supreme activity of the rational soul, which is present only in humans. By common consent, the most cryptic chapter in Aristotle’s work On the Soul is the one in which, for the only time in his writings, he speaks of the role of the nous poiêtikos – not so much ‘active’ as ‘productive’ intellect, or ‘maker mind’ – in the acquisition of knowledge. Knowing involves a determination of a plastic capacity for knowledge, and this determination is the intellect itself in energeia united with and hence identical with its object. In this process, however, the nous poiêtikos is not the intellect in fact but that which activates it, the noetic counterpart of the sun in so far as this is the source of the light which renders other things visible to the eye in the physical realm. Alexander’s commentary (greatly amplifying the text and further expanded in his Mantissa) assumes that what is true of perception is true of intellection. Just as in the former a potential for union is succeeded by an actual union of the percipient soul with its object, so in the latter a potential for union is succeeded by an actual union between the knowing subject and the thing known, by virtue of which the knowing subject is also conscious of itself (86.20–23).

The knower, however, is not by nature identical with any one thing that is knowable, for in that case there would be no potentiality for union with any other object and hence no knowledge other than self-knowledge. Nor, on the other hand, can we say of the knowable that its nature is to be known, for it is only its form that unites with the intellect, not the whole composite of form and matter (84.19–22). By contrast, if an entity were identical with its form, as incorporeal entities are, it would be at all times not only a potential but an actual object of knowledge. There is one such entity, intellect itself. Being knowable by nature, it is by nature one in actuality with its own knowing (88.3–5), and we cannot say this either of the potential intellect or the intellect which successively unites with different forms. Nevertheless, it is usual to construe the active intellect in this treatise as the realization of the material or potential intellect rather than as a distinct and transcendent source of agency. In the portion of the Mantissa which is entitled ‘Of the intellect’, it appears to act upon the potential intellect from above (110.4–30). This, for Alexander or his pupil,46 is the meaning of Aristotle’s dictum that intellection is ‘from without’.47 A comparison is drawn with the artist who works sometimes with and sometimes without his instruments: when it brings about a discrete act of intellection, the nous poiêtikos makes an instrument of the potential intellect, but it has no need of an instrument when it contemplates itself (112.23–29). In Aristotle’s philosophy, of course, there is only one intellect, which requires no material substrate, and its thinking is entirely self-reflexive: this nous, which he calls theios or ‘divine’, is thus to be found, Alexander continues, at the summit of being and not, as the Stoics imagine, in its dregs (113.12–18).

God in the Metaphysics


Robert Sharples discovers two accounts of the causative action of divine intellect in Alexander.48 In the Mantissa, often though not invariably supposed to be the earlier of the two, it is the paradigm which we contemplate in performing the work of abstraction; in the treatise On the Soul, it is the source of intelligibility, the exemplar to which our thought approximates – not unlike the form of the Good in Plato. Since Plato explains the presence of the form in the particular both by imitation and by participation, it is possible that Alexander saw no contradiction: it was Aristotle, after all, who had chosen to adapt the Platonic simile of the sun. Alexander agrees with Plato and the Stoics against Aristotle in attributing a tutelary interest in our affairs to higher agents; for all that, he was always by profession a Peripatetic, and Christian readers took his statements on the active intellect to mean that it was identical, not with any sublime abstraction, but quite literally with God.49 Yet if this was ever his doctrine, it was not so when he wrote his Commentary on the Metaphysics, where he clearly and repeatedly differentiates the divine intellect from ours.50 The finite nous, contingently attached to an individual, is potentially identical with the eidos or form of all that it is capable of knowing; only at intervals, however, does it attain that active state, the energeia of noêsis or knowing, which unites it with the form, and even then this union is not identity, since every other form remains a potential object of union and knowledge (712.3–15). Noesis being its characteristic activity, the nous is actualized by its own noesis, and hence cannot fail to be conscious of itself; this consciousness, however, is always incidental to that of its proper object (689.7–9; 698.5–9), except when it is consciously engaged in introspection (698.4). The immaterial nous, on the other hand, possesses no unrealized potentiality (699.8): both nous and noêsis are thus identical with their object, the noumenon (713.37–714.2), and in fact its sole mode of knowing will be self-knowledge, at once the most pleasant and the best mode (699.12). As it never undergoes any transition from potential to actual knowing, it comprehends itself in a single, timeless act and not by parts or stages (714.5–15), and its exercise of knowledge is never arduous, as ours is for us, since it never involves the translation of its potentiality into something other than itself (712.6–7).

The finite nous, being capable of survival after its severance from the body, is also capable of this simultaneous apprehension of the divine nous in its wholeness (714.31–34); for that reason, we cannot imagine God to be infinite51 any more than we can say of divine noesis that ‘there was when it was not’. It was half a century later that Plotinus attached the epithet apeiron (‘infinite’) to a unitive principle superior to thought and being; in this, he was followed by Gregory of Nyssa, but a more Aristotelian strain in Christian speculation is represented by Origen, who concurs with Alexander in ascribing an infinity of power, but not of essence, to his first principle. When Origen says of the Son that ‘there was not when he was not’, he would seem to have borrowed this locution from Alexander, though the latter (of course) had no conception of a Second Person in the Godhead. Nor had he any doctrine of creation out of nothing with regard to the Second Person or the cosmos; nevertheless, his Commentary on the Metaphysics yields further illustrations of his willingness to treat ‘not being’ as a condition of both being and action. Plato had demonstrated in the Sophist that ‘to be’ is to be a definite thing, and therefore ‘not to be’ is to be some other entity, and Aristotle had taken this up as a presupposition of logic in his On Interpretation. It is Alexander, however, who goes so far as to set sterêsis or privation as a fourth cause beside the formal, the material and the efficient, temporarily ignoring the final cause (680.18; 681.5). He also contends that sterêsis, rather than matter, is the true contrary of form,52 and that nothing which exists can be antithetical (as the Platonists and Pythagoreans imagine) to that perfect actuality which we call God (712.32–28).

Conclusion

The age of the Severans (190–235) was rich both in philosophy and (as the following chapter will show) in Christian speculation. It is no surprise that religious questions should preoccupy Christians, or that solutions to these questions should be sought in the interrogation of texts that had acquired a canonical status. Yet exegesis had not been the characteristic mode of Christian writing in the second century, any more than it had been typical of the pagan schools, where the names of the founders were invoked more frequently than their words. Alexander is the first known philosopher whose work consists preponderantly of commentaries, and he may be said to have set the norm for Plotinus (who certainly read him) and for Origen, who resembles him at least in the assiduity of his scriptural exegesis. But in contrast to Plotinus, Alexander shares with Plutarch and other recent predecessors a desire to reconcile his philosophical understanding of first principles with the presuppositions of popular religion. Since this goal could not be achieved by commenting on an esoteric work by Aristotle, he composed an original treatise On Fate, in which the discussion of divine foreknowledge can be labelled ‘Peripatetic’ in so far as it takes the position that Aristotle might have taken in a conversation pre-empted by his death.

In fact, there was much in his reasoning, and even in his vocabulary, that might be appropriated by Christian thinkers, and much also against which Christians would feel obliged to argue. He cannot, for example, be credited with a Christian doctrine of providence, yet neither can he be charged, as Aristotle was always charged in Christian circles, with denying all divine concern for affairs below the moon. On the one hand, he pronounces it inconsistent with the dignity of the first principle to entertain thoughts of mean or trivial objects (712.16–36); on the other hand, in his remarks on the origin of myth he asserts as a fact that nature and the gods vouchsafed the ibis to the Egyptians as a means of restraining the population of snakes, and that this was the reason for the reverence that was accorded to this bird (710.17–24). In the course of the same discussion, he opines that the anthropomorphic statues of Greek gods were designed to teach us that murder is a violation of the theion eidos, or divine form, that is shared by all human beings (710.15). If this all-but-verbal echo of Genesis 9:6 affords no evidence for Alexander’s knowledge of the Old Testament, we may wonder why weaker parallels are still so often alleged to prove the indebtedness of Christian thought to pagan antecedents.


The religious turn in Platonism after Plotinus also entailed at first the adoption of vehicles other than commentary, but after Iamblichus almost nothing proceeds from the Academy, or from the Aristotelians whom it subsumes, but paraphrase and commentary. We shall see that in the sixth century the war was not merely one of text against text but came to involve the annexation by Christianity of texts that had hitherto been the exclusive patrimony of pagans. And we shall also see that Alexander himself becomes not only a clandestine influence on Christian thought but a public interlocutor, though where he is named he is almost always thrown into an antagonistic role.
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In keeping with all polite culture of the second century, Greek apologists freely exploit the eloquence of Plato and shun the barbarous technicalities of his pupil. For Tatian, Aristotle is the man who limited providence, gainsaid the immortality of the soul, and affirmed the necessity of external goods to happiness;1 the last tenet, we may imagine, was peculiarly unpalatable to the founder of encratism. Athenagoras, pressing the usual charge that he admits no sublunary providence, adds the curious information that his God is a composite being whose body is the celestial aether.2 Justin Martyr records, in a satirical account of his education, that his first lesson when he approached the Peripatetics was a demand to settle his fee (Dialogue with Trypho 2). Had he done so, his peregrinations might have had a different outcome, for the Platonism which he adopted as his last philosophy was overthrown by Peripatetic arguments.3 The first of these was a dilemma: if the soul has come into being, it must perish, and if it has not come into being it should retain some memory of its previous lives. It would seem that the first to broach this objection was Strato, the successor to Theophrastus. When Justin protests, with Plato, that the soul, being life, cannot play host to death, he is told that life is not after all the essence of soul but an accident, which can easily be parted from its bearer. While it is unattested before Alexander of Aphrodisias,4 this argument is likely to have been a Peripatetic commonplace. There is thus nothing novel in these criticisms of Plato’s doctrine; we must look beyond the apologists to find evidence of intellectual traffic between Christianity and the Lyceum.

Tertullian in Athens

The writings of Tertullian give little evidence of a close reading of Aristotle; nevertheless, one cannot deny the bellicose precision of his references to the work On the Soul in his own book of the same title, where he undertakes to show that the soul is a corpus or body capable of surviving in its own place until the last judgement after quitting its first abode of flesh and blood. His argument is a medley of quotation from Scripture and empirical reasoning, which is fortified by appeals to the medical writers and to the Stoics, although Aristotle takes his place beside Zeno in a list of rejected opinions at On the Soul 3.1. Here, he is said to define the soul as a tenor, a word that corresponds to hexis or state in Greek; in fact, he reserved this term for the habitual dispositions of the soul, while he characterized its relations to the body by the terms eidos or ‘form’, energeia or ‘actuality’ and entelecheia, his own neologism, which Tertullian reproduces with disdain at On the Soul 32.3. The Christian pugilist is also aware that Aristotle distinguished five parts – or as he amends his report, five faculties – of the soul (14.1), and implies that he for once agrees with Scripture in locating the highest, or hegemonic, faculty in the heart.5 He knows that Aristotle ascribes our knowledge of phenomena in this world to the passive intellect, whose potentiality to become all things is realized only in co-operation with the active intellect;6 he is not the only commentator to wonder how the latter can be immortal and impassible, and thus separable from the body, while at the same time participating in every metamorphosis of the passive intellect (12.3).

Whether or not he has read the short treatise On Dreams, Tertullian knows that Aristotle ascribes the intrusion of ‘phantasms’ or false images during sleep to a contraction of the blood around the heart (43.1). He also attributes to Aristotle the view that most dreams are deceitful (46.3) and reports on his authority that a hero, or lesser deity, in Sardinia, made a habit of withholding visions from those who slept in his temple (49.2). A tantalizing passage in On the Soul apostrophizes Aristotle: ‘I shall reserve my laughter for the one who thinks himself able to persuade us that Saturn dreamed before all others, unless he also lived before all others. Aristotle, pardon my laughter’ (46.10).7 The ironic description of Aristotle as a friend of Plato (5.1) evokes a passage from the Nicomachean Ethics, in which Aristotle warns that we must not sacrifice truth to friendship. According to Apology 8.15, he was no true friend to anyone, betraying Hermias and flattering Alexander of Macedon. The scoffing tone persists at On the Banning of Heretics 7.6, where Aristotelian dialectic is ridiculed as the art of building up and tearing down, which is productive only of quibbling and vexatious to its own practitioners. The Scriptures reveal a God who transcends our notions of the possible, and hence the most paradoxical acts ascribed to him will be those that a true believer will proclaim to be true in defiance of philosophy. Tertullian’s most famous, and most often misquoted, dictum, ‘it is credible because it is incongruous. . . . It is certain because it is impossible’ is not a charter for irrationality, but a logical deduction from the first axiom of his faith (On the Flesh of Christ 5.4).

James Moffat, who was one of the first to perceive the rationality of this argument, went so far as to suggest that it was inspired by a statement in Aristotle’s Rhetoric that implausible claims will often succeed in court because a liar would not have the courage to fabricate them.8 But this is not the reasoning of Tertullian: on his view, it is only of God, not of ordinary persons, that the improbable, or rather the impossible, is to be predicated as a matter of course. Most scholars now hold that Moffat’s generation was too quick to discover evidence of Tertullian’s supposed training as a lawyer;9 fewer still agree with Adolf von Harnack in proposing a forensic origin for his Trinitarian nomenclature, in which substantia represents what is common to the three personae, Father, Son and Spirit.10 The translations of substantia as ‘property’ and persona as ‘individual with a legal right to property’ cannot be reconciled with the usage of either term in Tertullian’s Against Praxeas, which is the fullest exposition of his doctrine. The dispute is now between those who maintain that substantia derives its sense from common parlance and those for whom it is a technical term of philosophy; since ‘common parlance’ can mean only that of educated speakers, the second position may be only a more precise formulation of the first.

But what philosopher’s lexicon would have furnished Tertullian with the word substantia? After the Nicene Council of 325, the Greek term for that which is common to all three persons of the Trinity is ousia, while substantia was its semantic, though not its etymological, equivalent in Latin. If substantia in the work Against Praxeas is already a translation of ousia, no antecedent can be found either in Scripture or in Christian writings of the second century. We need not be surprised that attention has turned to Aristotle’s Categories; it is no more possible, however, to reconcile Tertullian’s vocabulary with the content of this work than with the language of the courts. Suppose, for example, that the substantia is the second ousia of the Godhead, and that each of the personae is a first ousia. This would be good theology if substantia always denoted that which each of the persons possesses as a property; on the other hand, it would be heresy in those cases where the substantia is that which God is, for God in Tertullian is a definite subject, not a class or a shared universal.11 Suppose instead that God, and hence the substantia which is God, is a first ousia:12 the Categories will then supply no equivalent for persona. Nor does Aristotle’s ousia, either in the Categories or in the Metaphysics, possess the dynamic character which Tertullian ascribes to his substantia, by virtue of which he can argue that the Son, as the one who derives his substance directly from the Father, must be in his own right eminently substantial.13 In other words, it is because he is from the First Person that the Second Person is at once a distinct being in his own right and a being of the same nature. A similar formula was derived by Pamphilus, the biographer of Origen, from Hebrews 1:3, where the Son is the kharaktêr of the Father’s hypostasis, that is to say the impression in flesh of his invisible reality. In the Latin Bible, hypostasis becomes substantia; the source of this term in the Trinitarian thought of Tertullian, therefore, is not Aristotle but a disciple of Paul.

Perhaps we should linger over one consequence of this dynamic character of substantia – that the Father never exists without his Son (Against Praxeas 10.1–4). When Eric Osborn sees here an application of Stoic logic,14 he endorses the common assumption that Tertullian was peculiarly inclined to this philosophy. That may be true of his teaching on the soul, but in the ancient world psychology was a branch of physics rather than theology, and Tertullian acknowledged no guide in theology but the Scriptures. He concurs with the Stoics in holding that God is a corpus, but since for him this is a platitude – ‘Who will deny it?’, he says to Praxeas – he must mean simply that God is a concrete entity, not that he is composed of matter.15 God himself is the author of matter, according to Tertullian, and is anterior and superior to creation (Against Hermogenes 8.1); the Stoic view, at least as he and other Christians interpreted it, was that God is a rarefied element, which is coeval with and immanent to the perishable cosmos. If then we must seek a philosophical precedent for his maxim that a father cannot be a father without a son, we should not assume that the Stoics are a likelier source than Aristotle. We must also reckon with the possibility that for him it was merely one of the things that we know by the common exercise of reason – as it was indeed for both these pagan schools.

Hippolytus, Basilides or another?

A more knowledgeable, though less than candid, reading of Aristotle is preserved in the Refutation of all Heresies, discovered in 1851, which is commonly attributed to the turbulent cleric Hippolytus of Rome. For this author, it is a truism that moral turpitude, while it fosters heresy, cannot father it without the aid of one of the pagan sects. Each of his refutations is therefore prefaced by an account of the school that inspired it: where we can test his statements against the extant works of a thinker, they prove to be of only desultory value, but he has at least enhanced our stock of quotations from the Presocratic authors Empedocles and Heraclitus. He also appears at times to be reproducing information from epitomes and textbooks, which as pedagogical devices made an important contribution to the development of Greek and Christian thought in the Roman era. Thus, when he purports to trace the teaching of the heresiarch Basilides to Aristotle, his errors and distortions are all the more interesting to historians if they illustrate not his own ignorance but the freedom with which Greeks of this epoch handled their intellectual patrimony.

Hippolytus commences not with the summary of first principles, which would be usual in a doxography, but with a philippic against the Aristotelian notion of substance. Correctly noting that the term ousia embraces the genus, the species and the individual, he is also correct in saying that the individual – that is to say, the concrete whole consisting of form and matter – is the only one of the three that can be properly said to exist (7.18.1). On the other hand, when the genus is defined as a soros – literally a heap – of individuals (7.15.2), this is not a faithful representation of Aristotle’s theory but a preamble to the assault on Basilides, who employs the same noun soros on half-a-dozen occasions in this author’s excerpts from his writings. Now follows the fatal charge against Aristotle: notwithstanding his conception of the genus as a heap of individuals, he does not accord to it the ontological status that he accords to each of these, although he represents it as the hypokeimenon, or substrate, of their existence (7.18.3). This is true if by the word hypokeimenon we understand only that which is logically presupposed in a full description of the individual. Hippolytus, on the other hand, illicitly takes it to mean the material substrate which, for Aristotle as for his precursors in philosophy, is that ‘out of which’ (ex hou) an entity derives its being. He can now conclude exultantly that for Aristotle that from which all existence proceeds is ouden, or nothing (7.18.4) – or rather, in an echo of the Fourth Gospel, oude hen, no single thing (7.16.2).16

Only now does Hippolytus undertake a comprehensive review of Aristotle’s philosophy with a change of tone that may bespeak the adoption of a new source. The corpus of his writings can be divided, he says, into three parts: the lectures on physics, the Metaphysics and a treatise on the fifth element (7.19.4). The first two, as he describes them, have little in common with their surviving namesakes, while the third is either a lost work or a caricature of the treatise On the Heavens. Having so far evinced little knowledge of the author whom he is denouncing, Hippolytus now refers with unexpected precision to three books on the soul (7.19.5): no doubt he is quoting another person’s judgement when he scoffs that the Aristotelian definition of soul is easily rehearsed but impossible to understand (7.19.6). And the same jibe may be levelled at his God, whom he defines as the thought of thoughts, thereby denying him any content, as though to say that the cause of all does not exist (7.19.7). Passing abruptly to the Ethics (and thus surreptitiously annexing another text to the three into which he at first divided the corpus), Hippolytus concedes that he imparted some moral gravity to the character of his hitherto worthless pupils (7.19.8).

Now follows the proof that Basilides is no Christian but a Peripatetic. The overture to his cosmology, and hence the root of his error, is that in the beginning there was ouden, ‘nothing’. Grammatical usage (the heretic continues) may oblige us to make the pronoun ouden the subject of the verb ‘to be’, but we cannot infer that this ouden was a thing that enjoyed its own form of existence. The meaning of ‘there was nothing’ is that no subject existed of which the verb ‘to be’ could be predicated. We are this in the realm ‘above all that can be named’,17 in which there is nothing to be spoken of; but once again, we must beware of treating the adjective arrhêton, or unspeakable, as though it were a predicate when in fact it implies the absolute impossibility of predication. From this state of absolute non-existence, in which there was no matter, no substance (ousia) and no insubstantiality (anousion), no simplicity and no composition, no intelligible or sensible, no man, no angel, no deity – from this mêlée of contradictions the non-existent God brought forth the world whose seed he harboured within, in so far as absolute emptiness can be said to harbour that which does not exist. Even the ‘willing’ to which we ascribe this act is so called only by accommodation to our vocabulary (7.21.2). Hippolytus goes on to transcribe or paraphrase an account of three successive creations, none of which he professes to find prefigured in Aristotle; nevertheless, the shared conceit of a non-existent God has sufficed to unmask Basilides as a secret adept of the Lyceum.

In Basilides, we scale vertiginous levels of ineffability,18 far beyond the reach of Aristotle and equally far beyond the ingenuity of Hippolytus. For this reason, we may be confident that he gives us a fair account of the heretic’s teachings; but where did he find the lampoon on Aristotle which exposes the genealogy of these teachings and thus proves them inimical to the rule of faith? Three hypotheses may be considered: (a) that he derived it from Basilides; (b) that he constructed it for himself; and (c) that he followed a pagan source – or more than one – as he certainly follows Alexander Polyhistor in his summary of Pythagorean doctrines.


a    The strongest evidence for the first position, as we have hinted, is the occurrence of the word soros, which we know to be characteristic of Basilides19 but not of Hippolytus or the pagan critics of Aristotle. On the other side, we must take into account the manifestly polemical and parodic tenor of these chapters in Hippolytus, and we must ask what Basilides stood to gain, in the eyes of Christians or pagans, by concocting a resemblance between two systems that were so patently antipathetic.20

b    For this reason, we must surely credit Hippolytus himself with the importation of the word soros. On the other hand, his strictures on Aristotelian logic are not crude blunders but able sophistries that evince a philosophical aptitude that he never displays elsewhere. Moreover, if Hippolytus were the sole author, we should not expect to see evidence of the coupling of two sources, on which I have commented above.

c    We should therefore accept the scholarly consensus21 that a pagan intermediary (or, as I would guess, more than one intermediary) has been consulted: suspicion has fallen naturally on the Sceptics, as they are considered the masters of eristic disputation in Late Antiquity.22 Yet none of the distinguished scholars who hold this view has yet brought to light an attack on the Peripatetics by the Sceptics, whose principal enemies were their Hellenistic coevals, the Stoics and the Epicureans.

d    At all times in the Roman era, the most acerbic critics of Aristotle were Platonists. In 1990, I observed that Plato’s Timaeus is the source of the quip, made twice in successive paragraphs, that Aristotle’s tenets are easily stated but difficult to understand.23 I also remarked that, while Atticus had not accused him of denying existence to the first principle, he had urged that the logical outcome of his psychology is that body is no body and soul no soul. Two years later, Jaap Mansfeld concluded that, whether he used one handbook or many, Hippolytus had been introduced to a series of doctrines peculiar to Aristotle and for that reason assailed by Atticus in his condemnation of ‘Aristotelianising middle Platonists’.24 Ian Mueller in 1994 arrived at results consistent with these inferences, and it therefore seems in the present state of our knowledge that a Platonist (we need not call him Atticus) is likely to have furnished the sketch for this invidious portrait.



Frivolous and hostile as this portrait is, we should hardly expect it to throw new light on the thought of Aristotle himself, whose genuine works are far from scarce. Abraham Bos has none the less pressed it into service, arguing from the sarcastic animadversions on the theory of the soul that the author took this to be the eidos or form of some more tenuous body than our visible envelope of flesh and bone. In fact, however, Hippolytus simply adds a Platonic sneer to his quotation of the familiar definition of soul as the form of a ‘natural organic body’ (or a ‘natural body with organs’);25 skirmishing of this kind would not have given rise to insights that escaped the Peripatetic commentators and the mass of Aristotelian scholars up to the present day.

Clement of Alexandria

Next to Hippolytus, Clement of Alexandria is the most informative witness against Basilides, though he has not so much to say of his metaphysics as of his moral licence and his aversion to martyrdom. He does not charge him with dependence on Aristotle, but his allusions to this philosopher are so sparse as to raise a doubt about his competence to pass such a judgement. This reticence may be contrasted with the 600 quotations from Plato which have earned him his familiar label as the first Christian Platonist; we may add, as further tokens of his learning, his citations from the Stoics and the Presocratics and, as a reminder of his primary allegiance, 1200 appeals to the slender canon of Paul’s epistles. It is not unlikely that Clement shared the ignorance of Aristotle’s esoteric writings which was typical of this period; on the other hand, his 21 quotations from the exoteric works26 suggest that his choice of texts may have been determined by their merits as literature. Amongst the works that he cites are the recondite treatises On Fish
27 and On Man and Woman;28 on the other hand, the passages that he takes from the more familiar Protrepticus are so trite that scholars reconstructing this lost masterpiece make no use of his testimony.29 There are two citations from On Philosophy,30 one from On the Pythagoreans,31 one from the Eudemus,32 two from works on nature,33 and five from works on the constitutions of particular cities.34 In three instances, he names Aristotle but not a particular writing,35 and in two he repeats a statement that is ascribed to Aristotle by other authors.36 He believes inaccurately that Aristotle himself coined the phrase ‘meta ta phusika’, ‘beyond physics’, as a synonym for theology;37 he had reasons both as a Christian and as a Platonist to deplore the Peripatetic denial of providence and the reckoning of material goods amongst the conditions of happiness. If it is true, as Elizabeth Clark and others surmise, that his moral teaching draws without acknowledgement on the Nicomachean Ethics, it invites comparison with that of Alcinous, who also betrays a tacit predilection for this one work.

As Clark has noted, many of the most characteristic positions of Aristotle in moral philosophy have their origins in Plato. On this ground, she herself rejects the thesis of Reinkens that the differentiation of the rational from the irrational soul in Clement is sufficient proof of his debt to Aristotle.38 Yet similar objections could be urged against her own claim that he pressed the arguments of the Lyceum into service when refuting the supposed determinism of the Gnostics. We cannot describe all Christians before Augustine as Peripatetics because they regarded it as a heresy to say that our election or reprobation are already determined at birth; it was Plato, after all, who declared that our lot in a future life is determined not by the whim of God but by our own choices, and it was Justin who quoted this with approbation as an echo of an unspecified saying of Moses. It is true that Aristotle produced a long discussion on encrateia, or continence, which Clement commends as a necessary virtue in humans and angels;39 his equation of encrateia with sophrosunê, or temperance, however, is not so redolent of the Nicomachean Ethics as it is of Plato’s Charmides. There is one compelling proof of Clement’s reliance, either at first or at second hand, on the very words of Aristotle: his three-fold division of wrongdoing into that which proceeds from constitutional ignorance, that which proceeds from adventitious ignorance, and that which proceeds from the vices of one’s own character is a faithful transcript of the Nicomachean Ethics.
40 As Clark admits, however, Clement reasons quite independently of this work in other passages, where he argues that all ignorance which leads to sin is culpable41 and assumes that all voluntary acts originate in prohairesis, or reasoned choice.42

Clement knows that Aristotle placed virtue in the ‘mean’, understanding by this not the middle but the contrary to each of two antipodal extremes.43 He admits the moderate exercise of the passions to his definition of ‘life according to nature’ in defiance of the Stoics, who coined this expression.44 When he numbers laughter amongst our natural propensities, he is taking note of a property which Aristotle too had pronounced uniquely characteristic of the species, though by no means essential to its definition.45 These concessions to human frailty, however, are countermanded in other passages by strong injunctions to cultivate apatheia, the extinction of every carnal passion, in order that we may love more selflessly and serve the lord without fear.46 Clark suggests that Clement regarded metriopatheia, or moderate exercise of passion, as an apprenticeship in virtue which would be superseded in maturity by apatheia.47 This might have been described in the pagan schools as a progression from Aristotelian to Stoic morality, Platonism being perhaps the only discipline that embraced both stages. Clement himself would no doubt have preferred to characterize it as a transition from the psychic to the spiritual state, or from pistis to gnosis. Clark observes that the Gnostics had disparaged pistis, or mere belief, that was uninformed by knowledge, and that Plato too regards pistis as a state of vulgar delusion, from which only the quest for supra-sensual knowledge can deliver us. By contrast, she observes, a Peripatetic means by pistis the conviction produced by argument,48 and is not ashamed to include the koinai ennoiai, or common opinions, amongst the factors that ought to be accommodated in any such argument.

It must be remembered, however, that when Clement avers that everyone take something on authority before engaging in any form of argument, the authority that he wishes to commend is that of Scripture, which in his day was the oracle of a sect, contemptible if not pernicious in the eyes of the majority. Aristotle’s reasoning from common opinions leads him to declare that those who refuse to honour the gods are too depraved to be worthy of rational dissuasion.49 Of course, the only god for whose existence he himself argues is an incorporeal and immutable intellect, whose sole energeia, or actuality, is the ceaseless contemplation of this same actuality. Clark is not the first to propose that, when Clement transmutes the transcendent forms of Plato into thoughts in the mind of God, he is the heir to a convergence between Platonic and Aristotelian theology. This would be almost an inescapable conclusion if it were proved beyond a doubt that the forms are the proper content of divine thought in Aristotle’s own Metaphysics, but this position, despite the advocacy of distinguished scholars, has not been universally endorsed. We cannot even be certain that Alexander of Aphrodisias endorses it in his Mantissa, although he is cited by Arthur Hilary Armstrong as a precursor to the Neoplatonic doctrine that the intelligibles are one with the demiurgic intellect.50 In our present state of knowledge, we cannot say whether Clement would be obliged outside the Platonic tradition for antecedents to his own doctrine, which in any case he would surely have regarded as a philosophical postscript to the biblical doctrine of a divine omniscience. His notion of faith implies not only that all that we know of God is written in Scripture, but that no true knowledge can be acquired from any other source.

Clark has demonstrated that certain theses held by Clement are more compatible with Aristotelian teaching than with that of any other pagan school, but she seldom pretends to have established even his reliance on the Peripatetic tradition, let alone his first-hand knowledge of the esoteric works. She understands Clement’s theology too well to agree with those who have turned to the Aristotelian lexicon to explain his description of Christ as the energeia of God the Father.51 Then the word energeia in Aristotle does indeed designate both the actuality and the activity of God; in both these senses, however, energeia is that which cannot coexist with dunamis, or mere potentiality. For Clement, by contrast, Christ is both the energeia of God and his dunamis because, in keeping with biblical usage and with that of his fellow Christians, he means by dunamis not potentiality but power. We shall see in the chapter on the Cappadocians that the equation of dunamis with energeia, in conscious rebuttal of the more Aristotelian notion of Christ’s birth as a transition from one to the other, became the linchpin of Catholic teaching on the Trinity after the Council of Nicaea.

Origen the Peripatetic?

Origen, by scholarly convention, is the foremost of the Christian Platonists of Alexandria. His eminent tutor Ammonius is generally assumed to be Ammonius Saccas, a Platonist who published nothing but taught Plotinus and thus became the Socrates of Neoplatonism. Although in fact the most distinguished Ammonius of the early third century was a Peripatetic,52 it scarcely matters which of the two was Origen’s teacher, for, if we may judge by the seminars of Plotinus, even Ammonius Saccas would have introduced his students both to Aristotle and to Alexander’s commentaries on him. It is all the more surprising, therefore, that in his reply to Celsus, where he quotes liberally from Plato, he cites not a single passage from Aristotle (Against Celsus 2.12, 3.13).53 Paul Koetschau indeed finds Aristotelian parallels to no fewer than 22 passages in the Contra Celsum, but Origen himself draws no attention to them, and for all we know he had not opened even one of the dozen treatises that figure in Koetschau’s index. At times, the name of Aristotle, like that of Epicurus, serves to swell a list of heterogeneous doctrines held by those who presume to speculate without divine assistance.54 The peculiar tenets ascribed to him are that the soul is mortal (2.12), that names are bestowed by custom and not by nature (4.45), and that the aether is a fifth, immaterial element (4.56). This information could easily have been gleaned from one of the handbooks which epitomized the doctrines of the various schools; the last, if it is truly Aristotelian, must have been attested only in the exoteric writings, which are now lost. Origen notes that Aristotle resembles Epicurus in having written ‘much to the discredit’ of oracles (7.3; cf. 1.24); each drew the erroneous inference that God does not care for the universe, though Aristotle is judged to be the less impious (1.22), and Origen notes that neither possessed the incontestable evidence of Christ’s own miracles (8.45). It is not forgotten, however, that his godlessness gave such offence to the population of Athens that he was forced to make a new home in Macedonia (1.85). Whatever else it indicates, Koetschau’s index reveals that Origen was familiar with the Peripatetic tradition, if not with the writings of its founder; even the Peripatetic Alexander of Aphrodisias (Chapter 2) made little use of them when he undertook to refute the fatalism of the Stoics.

Origen had reason to be wary of Aristotle, since his denial of providence below the moon implied that God does nothing in this world to reward the just or educate the wicked. From the panegyric of Gregory Thaumaturgus, we learn that, while he taught philosophy as a preface to the interpretation of Scripture, he refused to teach the atheistic creed which eliminates all divine tutelage from mundane affairs.55 When Origen approximates to Aristotle’s teaching on the nature of God, he is careful to append the biblical truth that this teaching omitted. It is in Metaphysics Lambda, not the Timaeus, that nous is identified with the supreme divinity,56 and when Origen adds the caveat that he may be higher than nous or even beyond both nous and being,57 the precedents are to be sought not only in the Republic of Plato but in the exoteric treatise On Prayer which is ascribed to Aristotle by Simplicius.58 The fullest elaboration of this tenet, in the opening chapter of Book 1 of the First Principles, gives theological import to Plato’s coupling of the term ‘henad’ and the term ‘monad’, but its principal aim is to counteract a materialistic reading of the biblical aphorisms that God is fire and that God is spirit. The salient properties of intellect in this chapter are invisibility and impassibility – both prerequisites (as Origen holds) of God’s omnipotence, which in Scripture means his ability to order all things for the sake of the elect.59


The erroneous view that Origen sets limits to this omnipotence rests on a failure to grasp the Aristotelian premises of his statement at First Principles 2.9.1 that God could not have created an infinite world. An actual infinity being logically impossible, we cannot ask even a God of infinite power to create one; we can ask only that he should have the power to bring into being a world of any finite magnitude. The transition from the potential to the actual in Aristotle always involves the conversion of the apeiros or indefinite into that which is defined by a peras or limit. As I hope to have shown elsewhere, however,60
dunamis in early Christian thought is not so much potentiality as it is power, most often the power of God to work upon his creation, and the adjective apeiros therefore acquires the positive sense of ‘infinite’ rather than ‘indefinite’. Origen can substitute infinite power in God for indefinite potential because his Scriptures permit what Aristotle and Plato forbade, the union of the demiurgic function with supreme divinity.

As we have seen, the mê on, or indefinite being, is the precondition of voluntary action in Alexander of Aphrodisias, freedom being defined as the possession of a hitherto undetermined potentiality together with the unobstructed power to realize it. Origen, on the other hand, believed that God created the world from nothing – that is, from absolute non-being – and even entertained some doubts about the existence of matter. Thus, he had no place in his own metaphysics for the merely indefinite being which Alexander styles the mê on.61 The two concur, however, in regarding freedom of action as the mark of a rational agent and the desideratum of reward and punishment. This is an Aristotelian axiom also, and when Origen issues precepts for the cultivation of virtue at First Principles 3.1, he clearly endorses the teaching of the Nicomachean Ethics that a character is shaped by performing the acts consistent with that character.

Aristotle, however, lived at a time when the freedom of the will had not been seriously contested.62 Its most persuasive adversaries in the Roman world were the Stoics, inveterate critics of the Lyceum, and the astrologers, whose pretensions to science were widely held to have been overthrown by the Sceptics. Origen’s innovation, in his longest surviving essay on the subject, is to answer the fatalism of the second school with arguments akin to those deployed by Alexander against the first. As ever, his problem commences with a text: if the sun and moon were given as signs, as Genesis 1:14 declares, does it follow that what they signify will inevitably come to pass (Philokalia 23.1)? This question seldom troubled the Peripatetics, but we may be sure that their first response, like that of Origen, would have been that such a doctrine, by robbing us of ‘that which lies with us’ (to eph’ hêmin), leaves us with no rationale for punishment and reward. The corollary, that exhortation is useless, was also pressed by Alexander in his rebuttal of the Stoics, and, although he himself had used it only in jest, he could hardly have quarrelled with Origen’s serious application of the Epicurean argument that if determinism is true the determinist cannot know this, as he will know that he believes only what he is fated to believe (Philokalia 23.2).


Nevertheless, since Origen and Alexander start from different questions they do not argue to quite the same end; here, as in all Christian philosophy, the elements of pagan thought undergo a new permutation, and the heaviest emphasis falls on a topic that his predecessor deemed barely worthy of an aside. For Alexander himself, divine foreknowledge underwrites the case for free will in so far as it enables the gods to answer our prayers and thus to initiate a new chain of causes. When his opponents urge that the foreknowledge revealed in prophecy implies predestination, he replies that definite knowledge of the future is impossible, and therefore even the gods cannot possess it. The prophecies which furnish the stuff of tragedy, if not fictitious, came true only because they were self-fulfilling and not because the events that they prefigured were unconditionally fated to occur. No prescience can be attributed to the highest god, as the contents of his knowledge are eternal. Origen, by contrast, holds that the deities of pagan cult are demons; consequently, he denies them any knowledge of the future (23.21) while imputing to them the malicious propagation of the false doctrine that the stars are causes and not merely signs (23.6). Yet signs they are, because God cannot be ignorant of the future, as reflection on the concept of divinity teaches us even in the absence of the Scriptures (23.4). For those who require empirical proof, the anticipations of Christ’s coming in Daniel, Isaiah and the First Book of Kings will suffice;63 the treachery of Judas was foreseen not only by Christ on earth but by the Psalmist, who was writing under inspiration centuries before. Both Stoics and astrologers reasoned that if what is foretold is necessarily true the event itself is necessary: a Peripatetic can deny the premise, but a Christian, while denying the validity of the inference, takes the premise as an article of faith.

The solution lies for Origen, as for Alexander, in Aristotle’s antithesis between the necessary (anagkaion), which could not have happened otherwise, and the possible (endekhomenon), which could have happened otherwise until the agent’s choice determined the outcome. With Alexander, he makes it a test of liberty not to act like all other members of one’s species in identical circumstances. The crime of Judas, like all historical facts, is now unalterable and hence in one sense necessary, but not in a sense that shows it to have been predetermined (23.9). Just as our awareness of past choices which are now irrevocable does not render these choices inevitable at the time when they were made, so too God’s infallible knowledge of the future, which is analogous to his own knowledge of the past, does not impair the freedom of those who populate this future because it is one thing to witness an act and another to cause it (23.3).64 Origen does not explain how God sees the future or ask whether he should be said to will acts of which he is cognizant when he does not choose to prevent them; it seems to be enough for him to argue that, if we can predict a person’s future conduct from his character, it should be possible for God to do as much at all times (23.8). He strays into hyperbole – or so Alexander would say – by crediting God with an ‘as it were’ infinite knowledge of both past and future contingents (23.20); the qualification is needed because he himself, as we have seen, denies elsewhere that there can be any actuality which is infinite.

The symmetry of past and future furnishes Origen with the strongest part of his case against the astrologers. They admit that a person’s destiny is, in part at least, the product of antecedents which are woven into the causes of the astral configurations which predict these antecedents; these configurations therefore bear infallible witness to the past, but it would be absurd to argue that they cause it (23.5). They do in fact signify both past and future: the only written evidence for this is an extra-canonical text, the Prayer of Joseph (23.19), but it is reasonable to assume that the God who sets the way of life before us in Scripture should communicate his ordinances to the angels through this medium (23.21). The words of Genesis 1:4 on which Origen is commenting imply that God makes use of the heavenly bodies as a cipher, just as on another occasion he made Pharaoh a sign to the nations – though again it must be understood that he hardened the heart of Pharaoh only in so far as he attempted to persuade him by miracles, knowing in advance that they would fail of their effect (23.20). To ordinary denizens of this world, the heavenly alphabet is illegible, since knowledge of the future would induce lassitude or despair (23.10); the pretensions of the astrologers are false because they presuppose an accuracy that no human can attain (23.17). That which God foresees in his omniscience, by contrast, cannot fail to occur (23.8), but that is a consequence of the logical relation between all knowledge and truth, not an index of any necessity in things themselves.

We see then that, while Origen may be the heir to some of Alexander’s debating points, he is certainly not his disciple. His point of departure is a biblical crux, not the common opinion concerning fate; his intellectual adversaries are astrologers, not Stoics; and the argument that taxes his ingenuity credits God with an absolute knowledge of the future which is forbidden both to him and to lesser deities by Alexander’s doctrine. This is one consequence of the disparity between the Christian God who is the agent of creation out of nothing and the Peripatetic god, who is merely the final cause to which the potential tends in its pursuit of actuality. According to the Catholic understanding of God’s omnipotence, he brings the world into being not from himself, as the Gnostics imagined, nor from an independent substrate, as a literal reading of the Timaeus implies, but from absolute nothingness by a free and sovereign act of will. In the First Principles, Origen shows himself perfectly acquainted with the Aristotelian definition of matter as the unqualified receptacle of qualities; he opines, however, that if it must be posited, we must suppose it to be the first of God’s creations out of nothing. He is also our earliest witness to the thesis that there is no such thing as matter – that is, no substrate is required to sustain the properties that make up the material phenomenon.65 Porphyry, as we shall see, is sometimes thought to have maintained that an individual is a mere ensemble of properties, yet we know that his cosmology, like that of Plotinus, cannot dispense with matter. Hitherto, no pagan source has been quoted against Myles Burnyeat’s argument that idealism is foreign to Greek philosophy,66 and it may be that Origen can entertain it only because, like Bishop Berkeley, he held that the will of God sufficed to confer existence onto the objects of his own cogitation.

While Alexander did not ascribe the creation of matter to God or to the gods, he and Origen are not far from agreement in their understanding of divine intellection. Whereas many would hold that the God of Aristotle thinks only of himself, Alexander makes it an axiom that eternal intellects have eternal objects, extending this logic to the first cause when he identifies it not only with intellect (nous) but with the active intellect. Origen surmises at First Principles 1.4.5 that all genera and species (genê kai eidê) have existed since the beginning in the mind of God, together with the preconceptions of all future individuals.67 While the first clause reminds us of the Categories – though the terms are not uniquely Aristotelian – the second implies a view of divine omniscience which Alexander, as we have seen, could not reconcile with the freedom of human agents. In this respect, Origen differs also from the Platonists Atticus and Alcinous, who depart from a literal reading of the Timaeus when they conclude that the mind of the Demiurge is the seat of the forms which serve him as a model. Here, as elsewhere, the philosophical nomenclature of Origen must not be allowed to disguise the fact that his God is the God of the Bible.

Origen thus appears to be no more in debt to Alexander for his doctrine of God than for his doctrine of matter or his doctrine of providence. The Peripatetic heritage must be sought, if anywhere, in the vocabulary which enables him to give intellectual form to the ebullitions of inspired but unlettered prophets and apostles. For example, we observe in him the beginnings of a distinction between the ousia, or essential nature, of God and the perigraphê (circumscription) of that nature in each of the three hypostases. Again, when Origen has to explain the adjective epiousios, which is applied to bread in the Lord’s Prayer, he derives it from ousia and sets before us two contrasting definitions of this term: while the first is Platonic, the second, which represents the Stoics, appears to be coloured by a Peripatetic criticism of their theory of mixture.68 We cannot be certain that this Peripatetic was Alexander; still less, of course, can we credit him (or Origen, for that matter) with a doctrine of one divine ousia in three hypostases. He does, however, foreshadow one of Origen’s most striking locutions, subsequently endorsed in the ecumenical proclamation of the divinity of Christ, when he says of the world οὐκ ἦν ὁτε οὐκ ἦν, ‘there was not when it was not’.69 Origen, who denied this of the world, applies the same phrase to the second person of the Trinity,70 and when the Alexandrian presbyter Arius was thought to have contradicted him, the Nicene Council of 325 anathematized the tenet that ‘there was when he was not’. If Origen took this phrase from Alexander, he was surely aware that the latter affirms what he and the Church deny.

Intellectual structures

Might Aristotelianism and Origen’s Christianity be like two buildings, wholly unlike in shape and façade, which none the less reveal a common scaffolding when one looks behind the brickwork? We may note here a number of points that have been adduced to demonstrate this, which are all plausible enough if one remembers that it is one thing to use the same tools of lexicography and logic, but another to make the same use of those tools:


	
In a work On the Resurrection, now surviving only in fragments quoted with hostile intent, Origen wrote that the soul after death retains a tenuous envelope which is the eidos or form of the body that goes to the grave.71 This is no doubt the spiritual body whose survival he affirms in the fifth book of his reply to Celsus. If our reports are accurate, the noun eidos in the lost treatise was synonymous with morphê, or visible form, as it is at times in Aristotle.72 We have noted, however, that in the opinion of most commentators it is not in this sense that the soul is described by Aristotle as the eidos of an organic body, but in the sense of an incorporeal form impressed on matter. Even if he adopted the alternative reading, Origen is not using the word on this occasion as Aristotle employed it, for here it is the body that supplies the eidos, which never becomes in any sense the form of the soul itself.


	
Origen contends at On Prayer 15.1 that the Son cannot receive the prayer of adoration because he differs from the Father not only in ousia but in hupokeimenon. In the Commentary on John, he regrets that some imagine them to be numerically one, not in ousia alone but also in hupokeimenon.73 His orthodoxy can be preserved in retrospect if we follow the usage of the Categories, taking ousia to mean a concrete entity and hupokeimenon either as the individual substrate of qualities or as the individual subject of predication. Since, however, the eternal Son is never distinguished in these contexts from the incarnate Son, it is possible that we ought to take hupokeimenon in the familiar sense of matter, a sense which was common to Aristotle and the Stoics.74


	
In a famous passage alleging facts that can hardly have been verified by any ancient chemist, Origen compares the union of the two natures in Christ to the coalescence of iron with fire, which under great heat results in the total absorption of the iron (First Principles 2.6.6). As Ilaria Ramelli observes,75 the transaction is assumed to be irreversible, perhaps in opposition to the Stoic doctrine that a physical union can be resolved again into its primitive components. Alexander had adduced the same example in rejecting the Stoic position: is he therefore the true inventor of Origen’s Christological simile? The word ‘Christological’ should give us pause, for whether he knew the Stoic theory at first hand or through Alexander, it was Origen’s theology, not his natural theology, which forbids the separation of the elements from this fantastic alloy.


	
In refuting the argument of Celsus that divine foreknowledge entails predestination, Origen recalls the ‘lazy argument’ of the Stoics, according to which a patient who is destined to recover from an illness will recover whether he calls a physician or not, and can therefore secure the end without providing the means (2.20). At 7.15, he offers an analogous piece of reasoning: ‘If you are destined not to beget a son, you will fail to beget one whether or not you have sexual intercourse’. He also attributes the following dilemma to the Stoics: ‘If you know that you are dead, you are dead; if you know that you are dead you are not dead; therefore, you cannot know that you are dead’. Any reader of Aristotelian literature would meet numerous rebuttals of these arguments; for that reason alone, we cannot be sure that Origen derives them from Alexander, as he was capable of reading other Peripatetics or the Stoics themselves.76


	
What we call Origen’s allegory is described by him, at least in his Commentary on the Song of Songs, as the recognition of homonymy in Scripture.77 The terms in which we speak of the outer man, the embodied self in the world, are not to be construed in their literal sense in Solomon’s masterpiece, for they refer to the inner man, the hidden self that is known to God. This is more than the artificial likeness between a man and his statue in Aristotle’s example of homonymy; the bridge between the categories and Origen is perhaps the philosophical conceit, derived from the Symposium, according to which the soul is to be honoured like the figure of a god.




Parallels could be multiplied, but they have no weight unless we have reason to think that Origen might have written otherwise had he not read Alexander. Thus, he suggests that God has a soul, but the evidence for this conjecture is biblical, and to his mind enigmatic. By equating the soul of God with the Word or Second Person, he offers a solution that is peculiarly Christian, incommensurable with Alexander’s suggestion that the souls are attributed homonymously to humans and to gods. Again, he denies that the substance of God is either fire or pneuma in the sense of ‘air’ or ‘breath’ (First Principles 1.1.1); he is arguing, however, against false inferences from scriptural passages, one of which certainly antedates the Stoics, whose similar errors regarding God and the soul are denounced by Alexander. The Peripatetic philosopher also rejects the Stoic view that soul is pneuma of a certain quality; but if Origen’s derivation of psukhe from psukhein, ‘to cool’, implies that soul is a modification of pneuma, he certainly understood both to be incorporeal and he owes his etymology, though not his doctrine, to Plato’s Cratylus.78 These are typical instances of the principle that affinity in language does not always signify concurrence in thought.

Thus, traces of a Peripatetic education in Origen are at best subliminal; no-one is ever likely to speak of the Christian Peripatetics of Alexandria. Might we not hope, however, to find some evidence that the first Christian to expound the Scriptures verse by verse had taken for his model the first known author of a running commentary on a Greek philosopher. It was customary for the ancient exegete to compose a preface setting out the plan of his commentary, and Origen displays a somewhat eclectic familiarity with this custom in the proem to his own Commentary on the Song of Songs, where he undertakes to discuss the authorship of the work, its place in Solomon’s corpus, its literary form, its dramatic personae, its title, and its use in moral instruction. Alexander, too, composed prefaces to define the scope of the work that he was expounding, and he had learnt from critics of Homer to make the author his own interpreter, to choose between lexical variants, to emend a term that seemed uncharacteristic of Aristotle, and to introduce each new section of his commentary by a lemma or excerpt from the corresponding part of the text. These are features of Origen’s exegesis also, as Guido Bendinelli demonstrates,79 but they are not so rare as to prove his dependence on this one precursor. Even if we confine our search to philosophers practising linear exegesis, it was Philo of the synagogue, not Alexander of the Lyceum, who taught Origen to interrogate the text for hidden senses that were not disclosed by the lexical apparatus. Aristotle’s commentators, however they differed, agreed that his text had only one sense and that lexical analysis was the proper means to its discovery.

Conclusion

Plato overshadows Aristotle in Christian writing of the first three centuries – largely, no doubt, because to know one too well was as much the mark of an outsider as to be ignorant of the other. Greater familiarity did not bring him favour, as he seemed to fall short of Plato in his reasoning on the afterlife, the origin of the world, and the divine allocation of justice. Alexander of Aphrodisias gave a religious turn to arguments which were taken up in Origen’s defence of human liberty; for all that, his Christian principles led Origen to conclusions which could not have been entertained in his time by any Peripatetic. He himself would have been astonished by the career of Anatolius, a native of Alexandria who became Bishop of Laodicea, but who also wrote a treatise on arithmetic in his capacity as an Aristotelian scholarch.80 If he founded the school, as Eusebius implies, he may have contributed indirectly to the fusion of two philosophies which will be shown in the following chapter to be the hallmark of that great experiment known today as Neoplatonism.81
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4    The Neoplatonic reaction to Aristotle



As we have seen, the Categories was the work of Aristotle most often subject to external criticism, and hence the one on which commentaries were most often written, within and outside the Peripatetic school. It was also, as we shall see, the work most closely perused by Christian writers of Late Antiquity, who clearly found in it nothing inconsistent with the temporal creation of the world, the immortality of the soul or the special providence of God. From the fourth century onwards, it was common practice to approach the Categories through a preface, the Isagoge or Introduction of Porphyry, a notorious detractor of the Church who, as it was thought, was not to be feared so long as he entered the curriculum under the neutral flag of logic – neutral, it seems, in retrospect at least; it might be truer to say that it was Porphyry who gave safe conduct to Aristotle by tempering Plotinus’ denunciation of the Categories as an incoherent prologue to an impoverished philosophy of being. Porphyry’s vindication of Peripatetic logic cannot be understood without some account of the objections that made it necessary, and these objections also have an interest of their own for the student of early Christian thought if it is possible, as the next chapter will suggest, to catch echoes of them in fourth-century reflections on infinity and filiation within the triune God.

Beyond ontology

It is in his conception of the highest principle that Plotinus differs most from Aristotle, and perhaps also from Plato if his reading of the Parmenides is as fanciful as it seems to the majority of today’s scholars. Plato in the Republic had defined the end and origin of all being as the Good, which he pronounced to be superior to all essence (epekeina tes ousias). Since his forms or ideas, which act as archetypes to the fleeting and imperfect phenomena of the present world, are always identical with the determinate properties that their names denote, it can be argued that ousia in this famous utterance signifies only determinate being, the being of the Just, the Equal, the Beautiful, or (as in the Timaeus) some natural kind. The Good could thus be identified with absolute or unqualified being, perhaps (like the Christian God in Scholastic thought and its derivatives) with that being whose essence is simply to exist. Existence can therefore be predicated of Plato’s highest principle; of Aristotle’s God, this is still more evidently true, for he is the perfect actuality to which all potentiality aspires, which is to say that of all beings he is the one who is fully identical with his essence. Since essence or ousia is that which the mind apprehends by stripping away the adventitious properties of the thing that it contemplates, and since the intellect grasps this essence only by uniting with it, the essence of God is identical with God’s thinking of his essence; whether or not the knowledge of the divine intellect includes knowledge of the forms, and whether or not it is possible for God to have collateral knowledge of things in the phenomenal realm, there is certainly nothing in Aristotle’s ontology to this self-thinking thought.

Plotinus endorses Aristotle’s equation of perfect being with the object and content of divine reflection. In contrast to other Platonists, he maintained that the realm of forms which serves as paradigm for creation in the Timaeus is not external to the demiurgic nous or intellect; it will not suffice for him even to say with some of his predecessors that the forms are the thoughts of God. To know an essence is to be one with it; the intellect which fully comprehends the forms is therefore fully united with them, and no potentiality remains in it which has not been made actual through this knowledge by union. In short, it is coextensive as subject with the forms as object; on this ontological plane, it is true, as Aristotle said, that the object of intellection is the intellect itself. At the same time, this self-knowing intellect cannot be the Good of the Republic or the One of the Parmenides, for that which is at the same time subject and object of its own knowledge cannot possess in itself the principle of unity which (as Aristotle himself concedes) is the presupposition of being. Nothing is truly itself (and therefore nothing is truly existent), unless it is one: so long as knowing and knowledge are distinguishable even in conception, intellect is not one but one-many, and its unity must be sought in a higher principle. Since, however, intellect is the plane of being – not only of determinate, but absolute being also – the ground of its unity must be superior even to absolute being, and can no more be said to exist than it can be said to exemplify any of the predicates whose essence resides in nous.

While this is a traditional and widespread understanding of the Plotinian One, it now stands in some need of defence against distinguished scholars who have argued that, although it transcends every species of determinate being, the One has an absolute being of its own which may be described, like that of the Christian God, as its essence. Texts which do not sit well with this position can be culled from a number of treatises, but the most extensive refutation of it is found in one of the later writing of Plotinus, a long critique of Stoic and Peripatetic logic which Porphyry allotted to the sixth Ennead after dividing it into three treatises under the common title On the Kinds of Being. The first contends that Aristotle’s taxonomy lacks coherence while the Stoics have failed to make good their pretence of doing away with incorporeality. The second undertakes to prove the necessity and sufficiency of the five genera posited in Plato’s Sophist. In the third, the corollaries of this thesis are examined and objections are raised, some of which are resolved.



On the Kinds of Being I: Against Aristotle

Enneads 6.1 opens with a somewhat disdainful allusion to the ancient controversies as to whether being is manifold or one. Plotinus derives his information wholly from Aristotle, whose division of being into ten kinds is the primary object of scrutiny in this treatise. Anticipating modern scholars who argue that Aristotle has two incompatible systems, he observes that, while ousia is treated a single category, and prior to all the others, the term has three senses in Aristotle, denoting sometimes a form, sometimes the matter in which it inheres and sometimes the composite of both (6.1.2.9–10). In the Categories, the composite is the first ousia in contradistinction to the second ousia, which, being the form of the species rather than the individual, cannot subsist alone (6.1.2.14–15). It might be proposed that these different senses admit of arrangement in a descending series, just as the Heraclids, though distinct, share a common name by virtue of their descent from a single forebear (6.1.3.1–4); if, however, ousia is to be predicated of every possible subject of the verb to be, we shall find it in all ten categories, for do we not also use this verb of the properties and affections of an individual subject (6.1.3.8)? Thus, there cannot, on Aristotelian principles, be one category of being.

Plotinus now turns to the category of to poson, ‘how much’ or ‘quantity’, under which the Peripatetics subsume both numbers and magnitudes. Yet number is the quantity of the discontinuous, magnitude of the continuous (6.1.4.1–8): moreover, we mean by both at once a measurement and the thing measured. A continuous figure, as we know it in this world, is not a magnitude until it is measured and the same holds good of place, which the Peripatetics also assign to the category of to poson (6.1.4.11–18). By contrast, number, considered strictly as number, is an ousia, and is therefore amongst the things that can be counted; but is the number employed in the counting of numbers any less an ousia than the numbers being counted? But then it would be an error to say ‘ten oxen’, because the substance ‘ten’ is not predicable of another substance (6.1.4.25–31). Moreover, if the true quantities are numbers, the things that are measured or counted will belong only in a secondary or incidental sense to the category of to poson (6.1.4.31–35). The same is true of time and speech, neither of which is constituted by the act of measurement, though both are amongst the things measured (6.1.5). How, then, can number and magnitude, the measurement and the thing measured, fall under a single category – a category which will not even include the great and the small, since these, on Aristotle’s reasoning, are instances not of quantity but of relation (6.1.4.48–50)?1

This category (to pros ti) is once again a miscellany, encompassing relations of similarity (as of equal to unequal), productive relations like that of father to son or active to passive, possessive relations like that of master to slave, and merely contingent relations such as being to the left or to the right (6.1.6.7–13). What, Plotinus, wonders can these have in common, when some exist simply by virtue of juxtaposition, whereas others are grounded in the possession of some common property? We must also distinguish cases in which the subjects of the relation can be defined in other terms (as a soul has other properties not entailed by its relation to the body) from cases in which the subject is constituted by the relation, as when we speak of the double or the half (6.1.7.28–39). It is common for a relation to be comparative, as when one man is said to be uglier than another (6.1.9.16–20); the relation in this instance is constituted by their differing degrees of participation in the Beautiful, the extreme case of which would be that in which one participates and the other does not participate (as the half, for example, is the strict antithesis of the double). But how can two things be brought under a single genus by the failure of one to participate in that which defines the other (6.1.9.35–39)?

There is no more uniformity in the category of quality (to poion). What is the one thing common to a state, a disposition, a passive quality, a figure and a shape which would warrant our bringing them under this one category (6.1.10.5–7)? We might say that what is common to them is that they are powers, but this cannot be asserted of shape or figure (6.1.10.7–12). Moreover, we must distinguish between those qualities which are dissociable from the substance (ousia) and those which are intrinsic to it – between, for example, virtue in a human and the rationality which arises from virtue (6.1.10.17–180). Health and beauty might be described as powers, but this would be a curious term to use of disease and ugliness, though it seems to be a rule that if one of two contraries is a quality, so the other is too (6.1.10.28–44). Again, we must distinguish the manifest quality from the disposition which is not always evident, such as the fighting skill of a boxer (6.1.10.52–54). This too, we might say, is a power, since it is cultivated by art and displayed at will, but can we also characterize the dispositional properties of an inanimate object as powers (6.1.12.34–37)? Again, we must recognize that there are qualities peculiar to the body and others peculiar to the soul, and indeed (if we follow Plato’s analysis of the soul) to each of its parts (6.1.12.1–130). Now the unstated assumptions which have stolen into the argument from time to time are marshalled without disguise as Plotinus asks how one can predicate the same qualities univocally of both intelligible and sensible objects: it is agreed that wisdom is ‘there’ no less than here, but, if this term is to have only one sense, one realm must be collapsed into the other (6.1.12.44–51). But of course the discrete existence of the two realms is not open to contestation in the school to which this treatise is addressed.

The fifth and sixth of Aristotle’s categories, the pote or ‘when’ and the pou or ‘where’, are now shown to be redundant. If ‘today’ and ‘yesterday’ are parts of time and if time falls under quantity (to poson), why is it necessary to create a new category to explain what we mean by saying ‘this happened today’ or ‘yesterday’ (6.1.13.1–6)? As for place, the locutions which are reserved for this category, such as ‘at Athens’ or ‘in the Lyceum’, are no more indicative of a thing’s position than the adverbs ‘above’ and ‘below’, which belong to the category of relation (6.1.14.1–12). There follows a long and tortuous discussion of the categories of agency and passivity, which are represented in the text of Aristotle by the infinitives poiein, ‘to do’ or ‘to make’ and paskhein, ‘to experience’ or ‘to suffer’. Plotinus suggests that poiein is the instantiation of poiêsis, activity, just as poion, a thing of a certain kind, is an instantiation of poiotes or quality (6.1.15.1–11). If for poiesis we substitute the noun energeia, we may no longer have reason to make two categories of agency and passivity, for in Aristotle’s usage the same energeia which is exercised by the agent is experienced by and realized in the patient. Plotinus, as a Platonist, thinks kinesis a better term, making light of the distinction drawn by Aristotle between a true kinesis, such as cutting, which is not performed until it has been completed, from an energeia like walking, which is no less complete at one moment of performance than it is at another (6.1.16).

Against unnamed interlocutors who propose to reduce all agency and passivity to the category of relation, he argues that the relation between the producer and the product is not synonymous with the activity of the former but is brought into being by it: the agent precedes the activity, and the activity is the ground of the relation (6.1.17.5–11). He goes on to maintain that the suffering of the thing that is acted upon is not merely the obverse of the activity but a supervenient state which no longer depends upon the presence of the agent (6.1.19.24–45 and 6.1.22). Thus, he restores the difference between the two categories without subscribing either to the terminology or to the reasoning of Aristotle. As for hexis (state), once we perceive that this is simply a reification of the verb ekhein, ‘to have’, we shall see that the category to which this name was given by Aristotle is nothing more than an arbitrary selection from the subjects of this verb, which we also employ when we speak of ‘having’ magnitude or disposition (6.1.23). The category of disposition includes a handful of participles, such as ‘sitting’ or ‘lying’, which, since they connote position, are subject to all that has been said with regard to place (6.1.24).

Although he has yet to determine whether place is amongst the categories, Plotinus now feels ready to turn his logical artillery on the Stoics. They recognized four genera or categories – substance, quality, disposition and relative disposition – but the error which poisoned all, Plotinus argues, was to identify substance with matter (6.1.25.13). Since that which is primordial cannot be of the same genus as that which follows it, Stoics are bound to deny true being to physical objects, which for them are merely pathê or affections of the one existent substrate (6.16.1.25.26). Even if it were not patently absurd, to anyone reared in the schools of Aristotle or Plato, that the potential should precede the actual in the order of being (6.1.26.1–8), the Stoics themselves should be able to see that if matter, as they suppose, exists from the first in three dimensions, then it cannot have the simplicity of a first principle (6.1.26.24–27). It is evident that the many must proceed from the one and not the one from the many; otherwise, the sect that chides its rivals for deriving the existent from the non-existent will find itself deriving the non-existent from the existent (6.1.27.34–40). The suppositious being whom they call God is a body and therefore an epiphenomenon of matter – not the author of the cosmos into which he has been introduced to avert the charge of blasphemy (6.1.27.5–16). They are guilty of a double fallacy, first imagining only the phenomenal to be real, then positing, as the necessary substrate of the phenomenal, an abstraction which is equally obscure to sense and intractable to reason (6.1.28). Confident that he has routed both the living school opposed to his own, Plotinus is ready to show that what is partially true in their systems was already present, without their errors, in the ontology of Plato.


On the Kinds of Being II: The five genera and the One

The primacy of substance or being remains unchallenged, and so does the necessity of making some provision for the presence or absence of all the relations, qualities, states and affections that are governed by the verb ekhein. It has been proposed that a category might be set apart for activity, or rather for movement, and nothing has been decided regarding place, except that it includes position. The five great kinds or genera distinguished in Plato’s Sophist are being, sameness, otherness, movement and rest. The subject of enquiry in this portion of the dialogue is the intelligible world, and, as Plotinus has the authority of both Plato and Aristotle for identifying that which truly is with the object of divine knowing, his deduction of the five genera is grounded in reflection on the nature and activity of nous. At the same time, he must attempt what is not attempted anywhere in Plato’s dialogues – the fusion of this speculative ontology with the theory of forms (which may be more than one theory) and the antithesis between the One and the many which is posited, though not with the same objectives and corollaries, in both the Parmenides and the Philebus. He begins with the affirmation that although, as he grants at 6.2.7.16, there is a genus of being or substance, it cannot be said that all being is one. To be in the present world, as Plato demonstrates in the Sophist, is to have certain properties and not to have others, to be one thing and not its contrary; to assign all entities of this kind to a single genus of being would be to say, absurdly, that being includes not-being (6.2.1.23–24). This would be to ignore the first observation of the categories, which is that Socrates and his statue differ in logos tês ousias (6.2.1.25). To deny that being is one does not imply that it is a number or that it is infinite, but that a full account of existence in this world requires the postulation of a number of genera, which, if they are to have any explanatory value, must be regarded as arkhai, or principles of being (6.2.2.1–28). Since this number cannot be indefinite, and it cannot be by chance that the genera have this common character as genera, this plurality must be brought under a unity: we must posit, in other words, a transcendent one (6.2.3–15).2

Now oneness is all but synonymous with being in both Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysics. The unity to which this reasoning leads us, however, surpasses even that of nous, in which we locate the plenitude of being (6.2.311–13). All the more, therefore, does it surpass that of any object in this world, although whatever has any share in existence here must also share in this transcendent unity (6.3.3.23–31). A stone, as an elementary determination of matter, is potentially divisible to infinity (6.3.4.18–22). The soul, on the other hand, is incorporeal and therefore simple, so that the life which is its essence is one with its being, its mere existence, as a soul (6.4.4.22–27). As an incorporeal entity, the soul has its origin in the ‘noetic cosmos’ or intelligible realm (6.4.4.28–29), and the substance and life which are always present in soul (6.2.6) are also present in nous, as the matter of stones is not. At the same time, substance and life are not identical: the activity of soul consists in the logoi or forming principles which it exercises according to its substance, while the substance is the dunamis or potentiality of these principles (6.2.512–14). Hence, while the life of intellect and that of soul form a single genus of movement (6.72.7.1–6), this genus remains distinct from that of being (ousia) in the sense of substance (6.2.7.6–7). As the actuality or energeia of being, it is neither inferior nor superior to it, but a concomitant genus (6.2.7.16–20); we must therefore posit another concomitant genus of rest, as the unity and stability of being are more apparent in rest than in movement (6.2.7.25–32). In intellect, then, contemplated as pure intellect, we see being, movement and rest – three genera which are intertwined and yet distinct, and which therefore manifest at once their sameness as genera and their difference in so far as they are three genera, not one (6.2.8).

Thus, we arrive at the total of five genera; should we add the One as a sixth (6.2.9.4)? If we speak of that which is in all respects One, to which nothing can be added, it cannot be predicated of any other thing (as then it would become more than one) and hence cannot be a genus (6.2.9.6–9). The one which accompanies being and the one which accompanies movement are inferior to the One as absolute, which is prior to being and not its genus (6.2.9.23–43). A genus admits of differentiation into forms, but no differentiation can be attributed to the One (6.2.9.34; 6.2.10.16). An army and a chorus are one, but in form they are multiple, and hence cannot fall under the One as a genus (6.2.10.1–4). Aristotle himself perceived that the One is not a number (Metaphysics 1088a6) and that therefore the One cannot be the genus of number (6.2.10.14–16). To be is to strive for unity, and hence for the Good (6.2.11.27–31), and the nearest approach to the One is the unified being of the Whole (6.2.11.34–38); the One, however, is no more the genus of any existent thing or sum of existents than the point is the genus of the line (6.2.10.35–38). Here, Pythagoras meets Aristotle; Plotinus goes on to argue that magnitude cannot be a genus, because the continuum owes its magnitude to number and the One is not the genus of number but its origin (6.2.13). Quality, too, is excluded because the four genera other than substance are not mere categories of predication, but the prerequisites to the completion of being as substance. The same may be said of relation, disposition and position (6.2.16.1–4 and 13–14); activity and passivity are functions of movement, and as time is a measure of movement while place has no meaning amongst the intelligibles, we may dispense with ‘when’ and ‘where’.


What of the Good, the Beautiful and knowledge? The Good, conceived in itself and not as a quality, is before being, not in being (6.17.7–9), and, as Plato says, superior to being (6.2.17.23). Here it appears, as elsewhere in Plotinus, to be identical with the One, but Plotinus goes on to say that if it is conceived as the One in being, the absolute One will be its good and the object of its energeia according to nature (6.2.17.27–28). Beauty in its primal form is nothing but the Good (6.18.1–3); if instead we conceive it as being itself, we can say of it what we have said of substance (6.18.5); if it is conceived in relation to us, its energeia is an active striving towards the One which once again falls into the genus of movement (6.2.18.5–6). Knowledge is movement terminating in rest (6.2.18.8–10). It remains to ask how each of the four genera other than being is divided into a plurality of forms (6.2.19). The answer lies, somewhat obscurely, in the relation of the one intellect to the individual intellects, which mirrors that of particular knowledge to universal knowledge (6.2.20.6–9). The one intellect (divine or demiurgic nous) is in actuality all the particular intellects and in potentiality each of them, while each particular intellect is in actuality what it is but potentially the whole (6.2.20.9–23). The intellect is not multiple but one-many; multiplicity becomes evident in soul (6.2.22.21–23), and the objects shaped by soul are still more remote both from the One and from finite number, so that, as Plato says, they admit of division to infinity.3


On the Kinds of Being III

In Enneads 6.3, Plotinus returns from the intelligible to the sensible, enquiring how far the categories of Aristotle elucidate this lower realm of being. Repeating his observation that the term ousia designates sometimes the form, sometimes the matter, and sometimes the composite, he wonders how it is possible to bring all three of these under a common genus (6.3.2.8–10). Can the simple and the composite share a genus, and can that which is always in flux possess the reality of being (6.3.2.1–5)? While matter and form are not one, it may not always be easy to differentiate them, for if matter is the substrate of the form, the form or composite is more properly the substrate of predication (6.3.4.26–29). Recapitulating his arguments in Enneads 6.1, he admits no more than four categories – quality, quantity, relation and movement (6.3.3.28–32). Even now, we have not exhausted all possible subjects of the verb ‘to be’, for what do we mean when we say that fire exists? One response might be to attribute being to qualities and quantities, remembering that if we can say ‘X is white’, then we can also say that ‘the white is X’, or ‘the white exists’ (6.3.6.20–25).

Those who retort that matter is real and the form merely supervenient have failed to grasp that the things of this world have being only in varying degrees, and that form exhibits being in a higher degree than matter (6.3.7.12). It is by the eidos or species that we differentiate one individual from another: it is not the composite Socrates who imposes a human form on matter, but the form that imparts humanity to the composite which is Socrates (6.3.9.28–30).4 It has been the custom of some to distinguish the elements by wetness and dryness, coldness and heat (6.3.10.1–3), while no-one can say readily what is left when all quantity and quality is subtracted from the material particular (6.3.8.20–23);5 Plotinus goes so far as to intimate that the Particular may be no more than a bundle of perceptible attributes (6.3.10.15–16). Even the distinction between a qualitative and a quantitative attribute raises difficulties, for the great or small in this world is so called by comparison with other objects, and thus these terms which appear to signify quality become applicable only as a result of quantification (6.3.11.11–32). Numbers, one might argue, are united by their membership of the genus of magnitude (6.3.13.16); the same might be said of the straight line (6.3.15.1–2), notwithstanding the objection that the magnitudes of arithmetic are discrete while those of geometry are continuous (6.3.14). Aristotle’s statement that the Equal and the Unequal pertain to magnitude is plausible, but if triangles which are congruent are said to be ‘like’, then we may once again be obliged to ask how quality and quantity are related (6.3.16.1–8). Next, Plotinus takes up his own proposal in the first treatise to distinguish corporeal qualities from the vices and virtues which have no other matter than the soul (6.3.17–18). A longer disquisition rebuts the claim that change is logically anterior to matter (6.3.21–23); a chapter devoted to rest concludes that in this world it denotes the suspension of motion and is therefore merely homonymous with the genus of that name in the intelligible realm, where rest and motion are in eternal counterpoint to one another (6.3.27).

Soul and entelechy

The principal error of Aristotle, therefore, is to ignore the incorporeal and to identify being with the composite rather than the simple. The proposal to allot different categories to soul and body is not beside the purpose, because it is through the consideration of the soul that we can begin to grasp that unity of being which is at once concealed and presupposed by the changeful multiplicity of the cosmos. We are conscious of individual souls attached to particular bodies, but it would be a mistake to suppose that the soul is a prisoner of its body, or that its sojourn in matter wholly isolates it from its fellow souls, let alone from the one hypostasis of soul which is neighbour to nous (Enneads 4.3.4.12–21; 4.3.11.23–27). Matter, having no properties to confer, cannot be the origin of differentiation; the individuation of the soul in fact commences in the intelligible realm, where every soul is the logos or expression of a distinct nous (Enneads 4.3.5.6–18). Now nous, even in its distinctive manifestations, is always one, for its proper object is the whole universe of forms; accordingly, all souls which regain their liberty are penetrated by the same vision of noetic beauty (5.8.10–11). The soul, too, in its undescended state is one with all soul and with every soul; the descent of a soul to a body entails a certain fissiparation and may indeed be described as an act of tolma
or temerity (5.1.1.4; 5.2.2.6), yet at the same time it is in the very nature of soul to descend in order that matter may be illuminated from above and receive the image of the intelligible form (4.3.17.13). We rightly say that embodiment is the cause of the moral disparity between one soul and another, yet we must add that the soul itself is charged with the fashioning of matter and that its fall consists not so much in its embodiment as in its failure to remain mindful of its source (4.3.15.5–7; cf. 3.9.3). In the absence of body, soul cannot go forth (4.3.9.20–22), yet there is a part of every soul that remains unfallen (4.3.12.5), and even the self-benighted and incarcerated soul remains united to all other individual souls, to the hypostasis of soul and to its ‘sister’, the eternally embodied yet unfallen soul of the world (4.3.6.11–17).

As all soul is one and all souls are one, though in neither case is the oneness a perfect unity, so we can say of the individual soul that it exists and acts as one although its acts are manifold. The tripartite division proposed in the Republic is true only of its experience in the embodied state (4.7.12.8–11) and only when parts are understood as powers. So much is obvious from the phenomena of sensation, for, while a pain in one part of the body is not felt by another, our consciousness of pain or of any other feeling is indivisible. If, as the Stoics imagine, soul were a body, even the rarefied body that they call pneuma, pain would affect it locally and would not reach the centre of feeling unless it were transmitted by a series of contiguous sensations, in which case what was felt would no longer be the pain of the body (Enneads 4.7.7). This is but one of the many objections that can be brought against their position, though all arise from the same admitted fact that every body is both a continuum and a composite. It follows, says Plotinus, that a corporeal soul would have no internal principle of unity and that another soul would be required to maintain its physical shape (4.7.3). Again, it would have no capacity to apprehend anything but an immediate datum of perception; even the entirety of a face, let alone an intellectual concept, would be beyond its comprehension (4.7.6.19–26). It would not possess any qualities, for matter has none and magnitude, not quality, is the necessary concomitant of body (4.7.8a.11–22). It would exercise one force at a time on one part of the body, in contrast to the incorporeal soul, which exercises a variety of powers simultaneously on the whole (4.7.4.21–34). The soul can add one memory to its present stock without giving up another, but if it were corporeal each new memory would take the form of a physical impression, which would be obliterated by the next (6.7.37–49).

Nor can the soul be a harmony supervening on the conjunction of the bodily parts as the melody supervenes upon the playing of the lyre. The integrity of the lyre is not the result but the precondition of the harmony (4.7.8d.5–6); the activity of the musician is the analogue to the soul’s fashioning and sustaining of its material tenement (4.7.8d.17–21). These strictures on the Stoics and Pythagoreans prepare us for a short polemic against the notion of entelechy, which, like the identification of soul with body, invites the objection that if a part of the body were amputated the soul itself would suffer a change of form (4.7.8e.1–9). Plotinus also finds it no more capable than the Stoic theory of explaining how the soul can act uniformly upon the whole body rather than serially or locally on its parts: sensation might occur in a piecemeal manner, but not perception (4.7.8e.12–15). The Peripatetics are bound to confess that the soul receives impressions which do not have their seat in the body, or else they could not explain how it can accommodate new impressions (6.7.8e.19–22). In fact, they posit a separable soul or intellect, which they allege to be immortal (6.7.8e.16–17). Plotinus is thinking here no doubt of Aristotle’s remark that the intellect seems to have come from without. His own view is that, far from being the eidos or form of the body, soul communicates form to the substrate and must therefore exist before it undergoes any particular embodiment. Aristotle cannot explain how a partless entelechy can be present in the discrete parts of the body (4.7.8e.35–36), and if the soul can be the entelechy of only one body, then it cannot migrate from one host to another (6.7.8e. 4.7.8e.36–39), though this is a necessary consequence of its being the one self-mover in the cosmos and hence the source of all other motion (6.7.9.1–13). Soul must precede the bodies that it animates as cause must precede effect; since its nature is to move itself, there can be no natural cessation of its motion from body to body. Plotinus holds, however, that the strongest proof of its temporal immortality is its comprehension of truths which are strictly eternal and thus exempt from the linear flow of time (4.7.8e.4–11).

Is the relation of time to eternity purely antithetical? So it appears at first when Plotinus undertakes to define and contrast them in Enneads 3.7. Eternity is a concomitant of supreme and authentic being, yet not identical with this being, as it enfolds the sum of things in their entirety and not, as being does, in their particularity (3.7.2.15–18). Again, it cannot be rest, for that term by itself does not connote either unity or perpetuity, both of which are inseparable from the Eternal (3.7.2.31–36). If we speak of its being at rest, we mean by this that it is ceaseless and immutable; but this very ceaselessness and immutability are the properties which belong to it as the life of the intelligible world, the serene and unified activity by which being communicates itself to the manifold without losing its integrity and repose (3.7.3.11–23). Having neither past nor future, it brings nothing into the realm of generation, in which everything strives for the future until it perishes as it was born (3.7.4.24–34). Eternity, in short, is nothing less than God (3.7.5.18–22); conversely, the work which Plato ascribes to God as Demiurge cannot take place in time (3.7.6.50–52).6

Thus, we are prepared for the investigation of time, which Plato had defined as the moving image of eternity and which Aristotle had defined as the number by which motion is measured. Plotinus agrees with both that time cannot be motion itself, for motions cease whereas time does not (3.7.8.7–8), and, while the heavens are regulated by diverse motions, no-one posits a diversity of times (3.7.8.10–19). If time were a measure, as Aristotle opines, it could not be the measured magnitude (for this is motion), but neither can it be the measuring magnitude, as this would determine nothing unless it was numbered, just as a ruler tells us nothing until it is calibrated (3.7.9.26–42). Aristotle therefore terminates his enquiry with number, but we cannot, for the reckoning of time requires not just a succession of numbers but a temporal succession of numbers (3.7.9.55–61). Time is that which is manifested by motion, but is itself a manifestation of the eternity – that is, the life – of the intelligible realm through the medium of soul (3.7.11). By clothing itself in time, the soul introduces to the lower sphere a movement that is partial and intermittent, an image (as Plato says) of the eternity which knows no before and after and no cessation (3.7.11.15–20). Being a function of soul, it is also present in our own souls as an instinctive regulator of physical motion (3.7.13.53–62): as Augustine was to say, we know, without thinking, what time is.7

The treatises on matter: Enneads 2.4 and 1.8

Once again, Aristotle has failed to give a cogent account of the sensible realm because he neglects the intelligible realm together with the soul that acts as a bridge between the two. His abuse of the term ousia also vitiates his understanding of matter as the substrate of the sensible. When he styles it to apeiron, the indefinite or infinite, he means that it has no form and that there is no point at which it ceases to be divisible. Yet even to employ this term as a predicate is to treat matter as a subject capable of bearing properties (2.4.15.1–8); it is not so much ‘the infinite’ or ‘the unmeasured’ as mere infinity or immeasurability (2.4.15.24), a something that is not even a thing, at the farthest remove from being and hence so destitute of goodness that it is no misnomer to call it the prôton kakon, or prime evil (1.8.14.51). At the same time, it cannot bring about any diminution in the goodness of the soul, unless the soul becomes an accomplice in its own fall (1.8.14.44–49); nor can it be absolutely evil in itself, as there is no such thing as absolute non-being.8 Indeed, if Denis O’Brien has rightly explained a contested passage,9 it owes its very origin to soul, which, in order to shed its illumination at the extremities of being, produces matter by emanation in order that individual souls may cover it and imbue it with a form.

Plotinus has his own use for the term apeiron, when he postulates, as the source of the intelligible matter which is a necessary substrate to the forms, an apeiria in the One itself (2.4.15). This is not present in the One, but the One is its cause; thus, Plotinus reconciles the Timaeus with the Philebus, where the apeiron, with its counterpart peras or limit, stands between the first cause and the generated cosmos.10 As a philosopher in his own right, he argues that the plurality of forms would be inexplicable unless there were some antecedent principle which subsumed them as a genus while admitting of division into species. The soul, too, must partake of the apeiron, since its power is infinite. Failing to grasp the nature of the soul and of being, Aristotle has naturally misunderstood the grammar of the term ‘infinite’. Plotinus no doubt learnt much from Aristotle, accepting his equation of being with nous and his contention that creation by an eternal agency must itself be eternal; for all that, however, it was only his successors not he, who were willing to say that as Aristotle assists us in the elucidation of Plato’s physics and logic, so the thought of the master helps us to fill the lacunae in the ontology of his pupil.

The Isagoge


Porphyry of Tyre came to Rome from Athens in 263 at about the age of 30, and he remained for five years as a pupil of Plotinus, though at the time of the latter’s death in 270 he was in Sicily, recovering from an attack of melancholia.11 Plotinus is his acknowledged master in the four books On Abstinence, and in many of his Sententiae, or Launching Points, he quotes or paraphrases the texts which have bene preserved by his editorial labours. On the other hand, his own religiosity and a more eclectic taste in classical literature are apparent in On the Cave of the Nymphs, the Commentary on Ptolemy’s Harmonics, his Life of Pythagoras and the Letter to Marcella. His lost works, which greatly outnumber those that survive, included both a Harmony of Plato and Aristotle and a treatise on the differences between the two philosophers. Now that scholars no longer claim to be able to trace the development of Porphyry’s thought,12 it cannot be persuasively argued that one work was a recantation of the other, as though he had been taught first to defend Aristotle in Athens, then to disparage him in Rome. As George Karamanolis has maintained, the contradiction can be resolved if we suppose that one work undertook to demonstrate the agreement of Plato and Aristotle in their essential doctrines while the other was a review of points on which they diverged, or at least appeared to do so.13 There is certainly no evidence of hostility in Aristotle in Porphyry’s extant treatises on logic. One of these is his Isagoge, the other the shorter of his two commentaries on the Categories. These should suffice, together with what can be reconstructed of the lost commentary, to prove that Porphyry held the teachings of Aristotle to be consistent with, if less profound than, those that both the Athenian and the Roman school attributed to Plato.14

The most widely read of Porphyry’s works, from his own time to the early Renaissance, was his Isagoge or Introduction. Although this title is sometimes thought to mean that it was an introduction to Aristotle’s Categories (a view that gains some support from the opening sentence), the consensus of ancient witnesses was that Porphyry intended the book as a general introduction to philosophy, or at least to the philosophy of logic.15 The novice in philosophy to whom it is addressed, one Chrysaorius, is striving to master Aristotle’s theory of predications, and Porphyry assures him that he will skirt the more profound difficulties while gathering the opinions of the best of the ancient teachers, above all the Peripatetics (1.15–16). In the course of the exposition, it becomes apparent that Plato is an authority both for Porphyry and for his reader – indeed, it is the method prescribed by Plato that renders Aristotle perspicuous – and the Isagoge therefore functions also (whether this was its purpose or not) as an exercise in the harmonization of the two great minds.16

Whether genera exist outside the mind, whether they are corporeal or incorporeal, and whether they are separable from the sensible particulars of which we predicate them – all these difficulties are set aside at the outset in favour of an instrumental definition of genos, eidos, diaphora, idion and sumbebêkos (1.10–15; 2.19–20). Before we can define genos, we must resolve an ambiguity, for the term has a genealogical sense as when we speak of the Heraclids as a genus by virtue of common descent from Heracles (1.20),17 as well as a taxonomic sense familiar to logicians (2.11–14). Porphyry explains that amongst philosophers a genus is neither a man’s birth nor the whole brood of his descendants, but ‘that under which a species falls’. Either genus or species can be predicated in answer to the question ‘what is it?’, in contrast to difference, property and accident, which would figure in an answer to the question ‘what kind of thing is it?’ (3.17–20). Since the species or eidê are divisions of the genus, the genus would be most commonly predicated of two members of different species, as when we say that both a horse and a man are animals, whereas the species would be predicated only when both were members of that species, as when we say that Socrates and Plato are both men (2.23–3.1). Eidos, in its primary sense a shape, is that which falls under the genus by a process of dividing, which can be sustained until we reach an eidos which admits no further division. Thus, ousia is a genus, below which falls body, below this animate body, below this animal and at last the human being (4.22–32). Below this fall the atoma, the individual humans such as Socrates and Plato, but these are not produced by a division of the eidos, for, unlike the number of eidê in a genos, the number of members in an eidos is not fixed and is potentially infinite (6.16). By sharing in the species, the many human beings are one;18 conversely, the species, though one, exists as many in its concrete instantiations (6.22.24).

Porphyry seems to endorse the ten categories of Aristotle and to follow him in admitting not only particulars but genera and species to the category of ousia (6.6–10). At the same time, he acknowledges that the verb ‘to be’ has some application in all ten categories. He turns now to difference (diaphora), which, without deciding whether it is a genus, he pronounces to be of two kinds, the separable and the inseparable, with the rider that of the inseparable differences there are some which set one species apart from another and some which set apart members of the same species (9.7–20). The difference that sets one species of a genus apart from another is of greatest consequence to the logician. In this sense, it is that by which the species exceeds the genus and also that which answers the question ‘what kind of thing is X?’ (10.21–11.13). Thus, we divide living creatures into those which are merely animate and those which are percipient, the percipient into the rational and the irrational, and the rational into the mortal and the immortal: the combination of mortality and rationality constitutes the human species in contradistinction both to the immortal gods and to the irrational horse (10.11–15). Porphyry does not say how long this serial bifurcation must be continued if a horse is to be distinguished from a dog.

Properties are those characteristics of species which do not constitute them as species and which may therefore be termed ‘accidental’. Some may be peculiar to the species but not universal (e.g. the capacity to write in human beings); some may be universal but not peculiar to the species (as humans, but not only humans, are biped); some are universal and peculiar but not at all times (e.g. the greying of hair in humans); and some are universal and peculiar at all times (e.g. the human capacity to laugh) (12.11–22). Logical parlance distinguishes the property from the accident, reserving the latter term for those traits of an individual subject which could be removed without destroying the subject. These include both separable accidents such as being asleep and inseparable accidents such as the blackness of Ethiopians, for even without his colour the Ethiopian would survive (12.25–13.3). Apart from the allocation of distinct senses to terms that others might use synonymously, there is little that would be new here even to a Chrysaorius; it seems, however, that Porphyry has stumbled into novelty when he explains, in his discussion of genus and species, what it means to be an individual member of the species:19 such things, then, are called individuals (atoma) because each is constituted from properties (idiotêtes) which would never occur as exactly the same conglomerate (athroisma) in any other. Plotinus, as we saw, hints that an individual may be a concourse of properties added to matter; later, he ignores matter, whether by negligence or by design. Porphyry, however, may be the first Greek known to have said expressly (if he intended what his own words mean) that an individual is the sum of all their specific and accidental properties.20

The Concise Commentary on the Categories


Porphyry’s extant commentary on the Categories takes the form of a commentary in which he replies to the questions of an unnamed interlocutor. The first question concerns the nature of the work: is it a preface to the Topics, as some contend,21 or (as the polemical title of the three treatises by Plotinus might suggest) a discussion of the ten kinds or genera of being (56.15–33)? Porphyry endorses the position of Alexander of Aphrodisias22 that the subject of the Categories is neither the nature of being nor the use of words considered simply as elements of language:23 it is the classification of words in so far as they are employed for the purpose of signification (57.6–13). Distinguishing the ‘first imposition’ of words, by which we refer to the contents of the world, from the ‘second imposition’, in which the word itself is the subject (57.25–58.1), he argues that only the first imposition is treated in the Categories, the second being postponed to its sequel On Interpretation (58.30–37). When his questioner notes that Aristotle none the less begins by distinguishing synonyms from homonyms, he replies that this is a necessary precaution against ambiguity in the first imposition of predicates (34.25–28). Homonymy, when it is not fortuitous, may arise in four ways: from likeness (as between a man and his picture), from analogy (as ‘origin’ does not mean the same thing when applied to a stream and a family but connotes the same relation), from association (as when both a man and his writing are said to be grammatical) and from unity of end (as when both walking and the physical state to which it conduces are described as ‘healthy’) (65.25–66.15). Homonymy differs from metaphor in that metaphor is used in preference to another term which properly designates the object, whereas no such term could be substituted for a homonym (67.4–34).

Aristotle, according to Porphyry, writes that homonymous subjects differ not only in their logos but in their logos tês ousias
24 because it might not be otherwise evident that the intended sense of this polyvalent term is ‘definition’ (65.24–28). Synonymous terms, in his usage, are those which indicate membership in the same genus; where more than one term can be used to denote the same entity – the same ‘primary substance’, in Aristotelian parlance – this entity is said to be polyonymous (68.30–32). Porphyry’s example – ‘sword, brand, blade’ (69.2–4) – was to be taken up by Augustine and Boethius in their writings on the Trinity, as we shall see. The chief difficulty for Porphyry as a Platonist is that Aristotle appears to regard the Particular, not its form, as the primary substance, relegating the Universal to secondary status. He maintains in response that, as the subject of Aristotle’s treatise is not being but the function of words as signifiers, the secondary substance is not the Platonic form but the mind’s abstraction of the concept from the phenomena, and that it is indeed true, so long as we concern ourselves with phenomena alone, that the observable particular is more real than the mental abstraction (91.14–28).

Having now to explain the terms diaphora and idion, Porphyry agrees with his own Isagoge in defining the former as that which is predicated of individuals by virtue of their membership in a species. Our rationality is not an accident, but a differentia of the human species which could not be removed without depriving us of our humanity (87.30). By contrast, to be two-footed is idiomatic (that is, proper) to humans, but not only humans; rhetorical aptitude is peculiar to some but not to all humans; the capacity for laughter is peculiar to all humans, but is not a differentia of the species (94.5–10). All humans share in the chief peculiarity of substance: a receptivity to contradictory predicates while remaining one and the same (98.5). Virtue and vice and health and sickness are predicable of different humans or even of the same human at different times, and hence are equally predicable of humanity as a species (99.20–30). No alternation of predicates is possible in the other nine categories: what we predicate of a quality or quantity, for example, will remain true so long as this quality or quantity is the subject of discussion. In making an exception for eternal objects, which cannot receive new predicates (99.13–15), Porphyry is not appealing from Aristotle to Plato, for the treatise On Interpretation makes the same proviso. Thus, we see that Aristotle sometimes concurs explicitly with Plato and sometimes, while concurring with him implicitly, directs his explicit teaching to different ends.


Porphyry’s discussion of the Relative (pros ti) proved to be of some consequence for Christian reflection on Sonship and Fatherhood in the Godhead. In such a pair, one can no more be a father without being father ‘of’ a son than the other can be a son without being son ‘of’ a father (118.7–17). But if such symmetry were universal, it would follow that, since knowledge is ‘of’ the thing known, the latter could not exist unless there were knowledge of it (120.22–121.4). Again, if the head is always the head ‘of’ a body, it seems to follow that the hand, though part of the body and grammatically a substance, is also an accident to the body – which is absurd because no substance is composed of its accidents (122.1–9). Aristotle escapes these infelicities by positing a stricter definition of the Relative as that whose very existence implies relation to another (123.30–32): by this criterion, ‘son’ is a relative term but ‘hand’ is not.25 The inference to be drawn is that a relation can never be an internal quality, constitutive of the substance, but is always external to the substance of which it is predicated (125.25–29).26 We shall see in the following chapter what corollaries arise for the Cappadocians when they argue that the Father and the Son are distinguished by no other predicates than their relations.

Dexippus

Porphyry’s longer Commentary to Gedalius is lost, as is that of his pupil Iamblichus; both were quarried, together with the works of Alexander of Aphrodisias, by an author named Dexippus, of whom we otherwise know nothing. If Porphyry was the only source, as many suppose, the Commentary to Gedalius must have differed profoundly in tenor and content from his extant writings. Dexippus, after examining the arguments of Sosigenes, the teacher of Alexander, concludes that the proper subject of the Categories is the predicate as an utterance which signifies a concept, though he allows that it has a secondary signification in so far as the concept represents a thing (9.23–10.2). Porphyry’s long commentary, whether at first or at second hand, is undeniably the quarry for his thesis that that which is ‘in’ a substance may be reckoned as a part of it;27 on the other hand, Simplicius indicates that he is following Iamblichus, not Porphyry, when he argues that the Categories begins with a discussion of homonymy because the term ‘category’ is itself applied homonymously.28 In explaining why Socrates is a man but not a species, Dexippus nods to Porphyry’s distinction between the two modes of imposition (26.30); there is, however, no known precedent for his contention that individuals (atoma) are so called not because they are physically indivisible but because they do not admit of further division into species (30.10–19).

He maintains, with Porphyry in his shorter commentary (86.22–24), that the number of categories is not excessive (30.35–32.1), but the continuation in the second book, where he insists that the number has been obtained by logical division rather than by mere enumeration, is also indebted to Iamblichus (39.10–40.5).29 The second and third books take up the animadversions of Plotinus, but sometimes in a form that finds no parallel, or only a vestigial one, in Porphyry’s own redaction of the three texts On the Kinds of Being. Scholars have surmised that he is acquainted with an oral tradition of Plotinus’ teaching,30 but it is also possible that he knew the edition of Eustochius, the physician of Plotinus, or the scholia which his pupil Amelius brought to Apamea, where Iamblichus was later to found his school.31

Plotinus had asked how matter, form and the composite can all be denominated by the term ‘substance’; Dexippus replies, in defence of Aristotle, that none of the three can be ‘in’ another subject (43.8–10). As a Platonist, he denies that the Particular is ontologically prior to the Universal, for if the latter is abolished the Particular too is abolished (45.15–28);32 he grants, however, that the Universal is secondary in logical order, since it is predicated ‘of’, though not ‘in’, the subject, whereas the primary ousia resists both modes of predication (45.32–46.7). The subsequent queries regarding the status and application of the differentia sit loosely to the known texts of both Porphyry and Plotinus. We see an oblique rejoinder to Plotinus in his argument that fire, although a substance, can be the opposite of water because these elements can be reduced in common speech for their differentiae (52.4–10). Plotinus had urged at Enneads 6.1.215–18 that to be receptive of contraries may be an idion or property of substance, but is not its definition: Dexippus explains that Aristotle is speaking of substance only in so far as it is composite (58.20–59.8). When Plotinus scoffs, at Enneads 6.3.8, that if substance is composite the prime instance will be matter, Dexippus rejoins that even the Physics shows substance in its true sense to be constituted by form (59.26–34).

At the beginning of Book 3, Plotinus is credited with the assertion, not to be verified from his extant works, that quality should precede quantity in the ordering of the categories (64.16–24). To a question that he certainly raised as to whether discrete and continuous magnitudes have one thing in common, Dexippus replies that both are subject to measurement (67.6–7). The contrast that Plotinus draws between number itself and the numbers employed in counting need not trouble a Peripatetic, for whom number is not a thing in itself, but only a concomitant of existence (68.20–69.4).33 On his own account, Dexippus holds the somewhat different position that a number is united with the thing numbered while retaining its own huparxis or existence (69.14–24). He now takes up the cryptic remarks in Enneads 6.1.5 which imply that logos or speech is not a quantity, although it possesses quantity (70.1–8 and 15–17); we cannot be sure what Porphyry contributed, if anything,34 to his affirmation that speech is a quantity since it admits of change in intensity and of measurement in time (70.9–14 and 17–32).

Conclusion

The fusion of Aristotelian with Platonic thought was almost brought to completion in the Enneads, except that Plotinus rejected the ontology which was implied by the logic of the Organon. Porphyry’s vindication of Aristotle is not to harmonize the definition of ousia in the Categories with Plato’s asseveration of the radical antithesis between being and becoming; it is rather to translate the inconsistency which Plotinus had exposed into a fruitful complementarity. Rather than denying that the logic of Aristotle implies an ontology, he argues that it was intended to govern only the world experienced by our senses, and that by this restriction he tacitly concedes that the realm of intelligible being had been sufficiently explored in the works of Plato. To us, this accommodation of the critic to the object of his criticism seems to belie the intentions of both thinkers; Porphyry shows us a precedent, however, in his Commentary on Ptolemy’s Harmonics, where he commends his author for bringing together the elements of truth in the competing traditions of Pythagoras and Aristoxenus, the first of whom sought the essence of music in numbers, while the second maintained that a note had no existence unless it is heard.35 In arguing that music is at once an intelligible and an acoustic discipline, Porphyry takes up Aristotle’s contrast between a definition, which states the formal properties of an object, and an apodeixis or demonstration, which reveals its properties as a phenomenon of the everyday world.36 Thus, he can cite not only the example of a distinguished predecessor but the authority of Aristotle himself for a manoeuvre which proved dexterous enough to silence the remonstrances of any stubborn adherent of the Lyceum – any Peripatetic Atticus, as we might say – who refused to accept the reconciliation of the two schools.


Notes

1    The distinction between the numbered and the numerable is traced to Moderatus of Gades by Slaveva-Griffin (2009: 52). Here and at 130–140, she differentiates the Plotinian thesis from the Neopythagorean approach of Porphyry, who leans heavily on Nicomachus of Gerasa.

2    A dispute persists as to whether the One (perhaps better translated as ‘unity’) is above all being or only finite being: see, for example, Rist (1973) and Armstrong (1973).

3    Enneads 6.2.22.13–14; cf. Parmenides 144b4–c1 and Philebus 16e1–2.

4    On the Particular as a conglomerate in which some properties have an essential status, see Remes (2007: 39).

5    Chiaradonna (2002: 126) explains that only by participation in the intelligible is an object perceptible, yet in so far as it is merely sensible it does not participate in the intelligible. The error of Aristotle (2002: 307–309) is not to perceive the dependence of the sensible on causes in the intelligible realm.

6    Remes (2007: 51–52) surmises that we experience both the successive time which Aristotle describes as a measure of motion and a dynamic time which enables us to experience this succession without dissolution of the self.

7    For philosophical criticism of Plotinus on time, see Clark (1944).

8    Hence, it cannot be denied that matter in some sense exists: 2.4.15.1–2.

9    See O’Brien (1993) on Enneads 3.9.4, 3.4.1 and 1.8.14.51: ‘If soul itself has generated matter’. For criticism, see Phillips (2009); and Narbonne (2011).

10    See further De Vogel (1959).

11    Life of Plotinus 6; cf. Eusebius, Church History 6.19.6.

12    See Addey (2014: 21–24) against Bidez (1913).

13    Karamanolis (2006: 253–254).

14    Against Chiaradonna (1996) and Evangeliou (1987), De Haas (2001) maintains that Porphyry and Plotinus do not disagree, since the latter admits that Aristotle was not propounding a theory of the intelligible (Enneads 6.1.2.30), while Porphyry’s postulation of ten genera rather than five implies acceptance of his master’s view that ‘genus’ is the Platonic equivalent of ‘category’. Cf. Strange (1987: 769–770) and Corrigan (1996: 323–330).

15    See J. Barnes (2003: xii–xiv) with De Libera and Segonds (1998: xii–xxvii).

16    See J. Barnes (2003: xix).

17    Cf. Plotinus, Enneads 6.1.3.3–4, but also Metaphysics 1028a29–31, as cited by J. Barnes (2003: 54).

18    On the difference between this common man and the Platonic form (notwithstanding Porphyry’s debt to Plato’s method of division in the Sophist), see J. Barnes (2003: 128–141). See also Isagoge 2.15, collated by Erismann (2011), with Aristotle, Physics 210a16–17.

19    7.22–26. De Libera and Segonds (1998: xxvii–xxvii) trace this concept of an athroisma to the Stoics.

20    See J. Barnes (2003: 150–154) as to whether the relation between Socrates and the sum of his properties is necessarily unique.

21    See further Strange (1992: 31, nn. 11–12).

22    For the evidence, see Strange (1992: 7).

23    On the two impositions, see Ebbesen (1990).

24    Porphyry’s authority established this as the true reading of Categories 1a2, although the words tês ousias were lacking in manuscripts known to Boethus and Andronicus: Dexippus, On the Categories 21.18–20, with Dillon (1990: 47, n. 62); and Strange (1992: 44, n. 59).

25    Aristotle might say rather that every son must actually have a father, whereas a hand may be only potentially the organ of a body. So too the knowable is potentially known before there is any actual knowledge of it.

26    For discussion, see Gyeyke (1979: 214); and J. Barnes (2003: 155–161).

27    23.14–24, with Dillon (1990: 50, n. 72), citing Simplicius, On the Categories 48.1–11. There is no trace of this argument in the Concise Commentary.

28    29.21–29; Dillon (1990: 40, n. 47) cites Simplicius, On the Categories 24.1–5.

29    Dillon (1990: 72, n. 4) cites Simplicius, On the Categories 61.19–62.6.

30    Henry (1973).

31    Brisson (1987: 805–810).

32    He imputes the rejected opinion to Alexander, on whom see Tweedale (1984). Dillon (1990: 83, n. 34) observes that Porphyry, On the Categories 90.33ff. seems to concur with Alexander.

33    Cf. Clark (1944: 344).

34    Dillon (1990: 122, n. 33) offers only his own suspicion.

35    Commentary on Ptolemy, pp. 76–80 Barker.

36    See especially Commentary on Ptolemy, p. 86 Barker.







5    Aristotle and the Trinity in the fourth century



Historians speak too readily of ‘dominant philosophies’, for philosophers seldom dominate even the intellectual life of an entire epoch. Nevertheless, we can scarcely deny that Platonism, in the form given to it by Plotinus and his successors, was the dominant philosophy of the pagan intelligentsia by the middle of the fourth century; for some, including the only pagan emperor after Constantine, it was even a religion. Professing Stoics and Peripatetics were far to seek – which is not to say that their principles died with them, for, as Porphyry admits in his Life of Plotinus, his harmonization of the Platonic dialogues was not achieved without some admixture of teachings from both schools, and the Metaphysics was a text that he set for study to his own pupils.1 As for the Epicureans, they were no longer to be found under that description, but the heirs to their scurrility, their irreverence and their contempt for ancient landmarks were the Christians, who were incontrovertibly dominant whether or not one granted their claim to be a philosophy. In pagan eyes, their best thinkers were plagiarists, and modern scholars have often agreed, except that they are apt to see Platonism where a Platonist of the third century was more likely to mock their indebtedness to the Stoics.2 Christians retorted that they were pupils of God, whose Scriptures had been secretly rifled by the Greek philosophers; while no-one now upholds the latter assertion, it is no longer common to argue that the Bible for them is merely a flag of convenience under which they carry out acts of intellectual piracy. No statement regarding God, the afterlife, the creation or the nature of being itself was credible unless it could be verified from this source: the usual method of construing a passage was to set it against an array of texts containing similar words or images, just as the scholars of Alexandria made it their rule to interpret Homer from Homer.3 ‘Scripture from Scripture’, however, is not only an exegetical rule but the basis of all theological reasoning, and Homer and Plato must also be interpreted from Scripture if they were to retain their authority in the Christian world.

All this being said, it would scarcely have been possible for exegetes to annex the resources of Greek thought without Greek thought exerting some reciprocal influence on the scope and character of their exegesis.4 Much was received subliminally from the ambient culture: thus four natural elements, four cardinal virtues, a spherical earth and a soul distinguishable from the body were general presuppositions of ancient thought which were endorsed by the majority of Christians, just as most modern Christian writings presuppose a mobile and rotating earth and the universal operation of gravity. Our ancestors did not, for these reasons, think of themselves as Platonists or Aristotelians any more than we are apt to think of ourselves as Copernicans or Newtonians. In other cases, a doctrine from a pagan school is consciously adopted to fill a lacuna in scriptural teaching or to dispel an obscurity that will not yield to the principle of interpreting Scripture from Scripture. For apologetic purposes, the testimony of an author of high standing in pagan culture might be sought, not because the Word of God was defective but because sin stood in the way of audience. The closer the agreement between the biblical tenet and its pagan counterpart, the more plausibly it could be argued that the latter was an unacknowledged tributary of the former.5 Thus a relation emerged between the idiom of the Church and that of the schools which could be described as dialectic: the Church adopted the tools of one sect after another to formulate beliefs which no sect would have found coherent, and in dialogue with the masters of the Greek tradition it gave a selective and tendentious form to their doctrines, rendering them at times more amenable to refutation and at other times more serviceable for the vindication of that which had been revealed.

Whose thoughts then were annexed by these Christian plunderers of Greek resources, and how did they exercise some reciprocal influence on the scope and character of their exegesis?. Without accepting Plato as their authority, Christians would applaud his testimony to their own articles of faith, and would accordingly begin to express those articles in terms derived from him rather than the Scriptures; Aristotle, by contrast, was perceived as a materialist who denied both providence and the immortality of the soul. The rise of Neoplatonism, however, reduced the distance between the two pagan schools while rendering Platonism less assimilable to Christianity: the One of Plotinus being no more conscious of the world than the God of the Metaphysics, no creation in time and no special providence is consistent with his understanding of the natural order. On the other hand, it was argued that the supposed materialism of Aristotle did not preclude the existence of a higher realm, of which he said nothing because he endorsed the teaching of his master. The consequence was that, when Christians of the fourth century undertook to defend the Nicene Creed by philosophical reasoning, the terms of greatest moment to them were ousia and dunamis (‘being’ and ‘power’ or ‘potentiality’), both of which occur only sporadically in Plato. To Christians, they were scriptural, but the meanings grafted upon them by all parties to theological controversy in this epoch are derived, by way of Plotinus and Porphyry, from the Aristotelian lexicon.

Aristotle and Nicaea

The adjective homoousios, ‘of one being’, is applied to Christ as Son of God in the creed which was imposed upon the bishops at Nicaea in 325. It was none the less regarded with suspicion for half a century, even by otherwise Catholic theologians, because it lacked biblical warrant and because it had hitherto been favoured only by authors with Platonizing sympathies and of dubious orthodoxy. At the same time, it was universally held that God is that subject who possesses being in its highest sense, existing only by virtue of his own existence, since he himself had vouchsafed this truth to Moses when he styled himself ‘I am’ and ‘He who is’.6 Hence, the Christian Trinity cannot be equated with the Plotinian triad whose first member is superior to all ousia; on the other hand, the coalescence of nous, the second member of this triad, with the god of Aristotle, and hence with the plenitude of ousia and energeia (‘essence’ and ‘actuality’), enabled Victorinus, as we shall see, to conceive of God’s threefold unity as an eternal interplay of energeia and dunamis within the triad of being, life and mind. A timeless translation of dunamis into energeia is also presupposed in the Neoplatonic understanding of nous as, on the one hand, the actuality to which all potentiality aspires in the lower cosmos and, on the other, as a concrete determination of the superabounding dunamis of the One. That the Son is the dunamis of his Father was a biblical tenet,7 but exegetes before Nicaea concurred in understanding this word to mean ‘power’ rather than ‘potentiality’. This power, however, is exercised over a cosmos that is not (as the logic of Platonism seems to dictate) eternal: indeed, the same Moses who teaches that God is being also implies that the entire history of this world is to be reckoned in millennia rather than Platonic aeons. Amongst the parties present at Nicaea, we can distinguish at least three attempts to reconcile the eternity of the Father with the temporal activity of the Son:


	
The most patently Aristotelian theory was that of Marcellus, Bishop of Ancyra, who opined that Christ was not always one of three persons in a Trinity, but acquired a distinct hypostasis only when he was born of Mary; before this, we can speak only of his eternal potentiality for existence, just as before its utterance a human word is potentially existent in the speaker’s mind. As doctrine this is not new – it was orthodoxy for most of the second-century apologists – but hitherto those who had chosen to express it in philosophical terms had employed the Stoic antithesis between logos endiathetos and logos prophorikos
8 rather than the Aristotelian watchwords dunamis and energeia.


	
Arius, like Marcellus, denied the eternity of the Son, but entertained no notion of a potential existence before he came forth ‘out of nothing’ by an act of the Father’s will. Whether the Scriptures style this event a creating or a begetting, it takes place akhronôs, ‘without time’. Scholars who take this word to mean ‘timelessly’ struggle to draw a line between the timeless and the eternal; its other meaning, already known to Galen, is ‘instantaneously’,9 and that, as we shall see in a later chapter, is the one accorded to it by Philoponus when he argues that the act of will which brought the world into existence out of nothing entailed no change in God. He acknowledges a transition from the potential to create to the activity of creation; the following chapter examines the Cappadocian rejoinder to Eunomius, who ascribes the begetting of Christ to the same transition, but does not admit that the Father’s potentiality for begetting or creating the Son implies the potential existence of the latter before this event. Here, the terms are more Aristotelian than their application, but the notion that acts of will are instantaneous is foreshadowed in the practical syllogism of the Nicomachean Ethics: a man grasps the major and the minor premise, ‘and straightway he walks’.


	
The position of Alexander of Alexandria, the victor at the Council, is subsequently expounded at length in the writings of his lieutenant and successor Athanasius. Just as Aristotle had maintained the perpetuity of the cosmos against those Platonists who subscribed to a literal reading of the Timaeus, so Athanasius urged that the Son is a product not of the Father’s will but of his nature and therefore one with him both eternally and in substance. In pursuit of this argument, Athanasius reminds his adversaries that the term ‘ingenerate’ has more than one sense; the polysemic character of the term genesis had been noted before him both by Aristotle and by Calvisius Taurus, though his own discussion is not a mere echo of either. Rather than postulate dependence, therefore, we may say that he was playing a role analogous to that of Aristotle in a controversy that mirrored the old debate on the temporality of the world.10




Eusebius and Athanasius

So far as we know, no reference to Aristotle was made by proponents of any of these positions in the first half of the fourth century. The one author who cites him repeatedly is Eusebius of Caesarea, but his aims are apologetic and his attitude is hostile, while his knowledge is desultory and almost certainly second-hand. In his Preparation for the Gospel, he finds the closest analogue to the Trinity in the Platonist Numenius of Apamea, a precursor of Plotinus who appears to have been less touched by Aristotle than by the Gnostic tendency in Christian thought. Aristotle’s opinions are of greatest interest to him when they concern the nature and origin of the physical universe.11 Having already urged, against Plato, that if the world is generated it must be perishable, he cites first Aristotle’s observation that if the world requires nourishment it is not eternal, and then the converse to this, that if it is eternal it requires no nourishment.12 Aristotle, he says, agrees with Plato in denying form and quality to matter, which both therefore believe to be exempt from generation and destruction.13 On the other hand, while he inherits his master’s notion of forms, he does not locate them in the mind of God, because he holds them to be inseparable from matter.14 To Plato’s four elements he adds a fifth, the aether, which he declares to be incorruptible in contradistinction to the other four.15 This world, as the theatre of the four passible elements – fire, air, water and earth – has no share in divine providence (Preparation 15.5); only in the ethereal heavens do reason and intelligence preside. Below the moon, according to this philosophy, the soul cannot attain happiness unless she tempers her virtue to the cravings of the body (15.3). These strictures are illustrated by long excerpts from the Platonic detractors of Aristotle, Atticus and Plato, which are paraphrased in Chapters 2 and 4 of the present study. A polemic against the definition of soul as entelechy is attributed to Plotinus at Preparation 15.10 and 22.16 Aristotle is praised incidentally in a vindication of free will culled from Alexander of Aphrodisias (6.9.1), and Aristocles’ defence of him is quarried for biographical information (15.2). The testimony of Clearchus, another Peripatetic, to Aristotle’s meeting with a Jew is quoted only to demonstrate that the contempt which Greeks display towards this people is undeserved (9.5.1).

Eusebius, though no Arian, was the author of an argument which was later associated with that heresy. The world, he maintained, is finite, the Creator infinite; it was consequently impossible for one to act on the other without a mediating instrument that would not be destroyed by contact with the divine.17 The Nicene champion Athanasius cogently retorted that if the mediator were finite he would be infinitely inferior to God, and hence would himself be in need of a mediator, who would in turn prove equally insufficient.18 This reasoning, we may say, displays an Aristotelian horror of infinity; but neither Athanasius nor Eusebius appears to have envisaged the possibility of a qualitative rather than a quantitative mediation. That is to say, Eusebius might have posited, between the uncreated and incorporeal, on the one hand, and the created and corporeal, on the other, an entity who had one property in common with each, being at the same time incorporeal and created. That is Origen’s argument for the necessity of a soul in the incarnation of the Word,19 and it is foreshadowed in the treatise On Generation and Corruption, where the transformation of fire (the hot and dry) into water (the cold and moist) can take place only by a transition through air (the hot and moist) or else through earth (the cold and dry). Just as Eusebius shows no acquaintance with this thesis, so Athanasius makes no use of Aristotle’s distinction in the same work between unqualified and qualified generation, where he asks which of four meanings of the term ‘ingenerate’ might be applicable to God the Son.20

Marius Victorinus and the marriage of Platonism with Aristotle

After 25 years of near desuetude, the Nicene homoousion was taken up as the indispensable touchstone of orthodoxy by Athanasius, whose zeal was further inflamed in 357 by the condemnation of the term ousia at the Council of Sirmium.21 Nevertheless, the most philosophical, and the most prolix, defender of the Nicene shibboleth was neither a Greek nor a bishop, but the African convert Marius Victorinus,22 who in his long career as a pagan teacher of rhetoric had acquired a detailed knowledge both of Porphyry’s philosophy and of cognate teachings current in Gnostic circles. In this capacity, rather than as a philosopher or a Christian theologian, he produced the first Latin translation of the Isagoge, dedicating it to one of his pupils.23 His Gnostic and Neoplatonic antecedents have been studied with close attention;24 it is not so often remarked that he was also the first to adapt the antithesis between dunamis and energeia to a Nicene model of the Trinity.

To construe the difficult thought of Victorinus, we must first acquaint ourselves with the Platonic triad of being, life and mind, which is commonly styled as the ‘noetic triad’. It seems to have originated with the Chaldaean Oracles, a collection of enigmatic verses probably composed in the late second century and supposed by Platonists of the next three centuries to be direct communications from the gods.25 The author or authors held that the Platonic forms were at once the eternal archetypes of being and the only proper objects of intellection: the question to be solved concerned the relation between the intellect as subject and the form as object – that is, between the knower and the known. This is a question, not only for the Platonist, but for those who entertain the Aristotelian concept of a self-thinking deity. Platonists and Peripatetics agreed that in the physical realm, where like is known by like, the intellect actualizes its capacity to know by becoming one with the eidos or form of its object, thereby actualizing the object’s capacity to be known. The knowing and the being known constitute one actuality, yet not an eternal one, for the knowledge remains potential until the knower extracts the form from its substrate. Cognition is thus the conversion of the potential for knowing, and of the potential for being known, into the energeia of knowledge. In the noetic realm, the form and the intellect are equally free of any material substrate, yet even in this case the Oracles seem to credit the object of knowledge (ousia or being) with a dunamis or capacity to be known which is realized by intellection. Hence arises the triad ousia-dunamis-nous (being-power-intellect), which was reproduced in Porphyry but modified by the Gnostics and Iamblichus to produce the triad ousia-zoe-nous, or being-life-intellect, which served as a paradigm for Victorinus.26

Homologous with this triad in Victorinus are the Aristotelian concepts of potentiality, first entelechy and second entelechy.27 According to this scheme, the Father represents dunamis, the Spirit represents the first energeia, or actuality, and the Son represents the second energeia, or characteristic activity of the divine. There is of course no temporal succession in the Trinity, no conversion by stages of the potential into the actual: divine matter (if we may call it such) is actualized eternally as the perfect entelechy of God, who is thus at once the agent and the patient of his own self-realization. The dunamis with which Victorinus equates the Father is best understood, not as a potentiality which is realized in one form by the Spirit and in another by the Son, but as the power to bring the Spirit and the Son into being as two determinations of his own Godhead. According to Victorinus, God as Father should be credited not with being in the common sense but with a ‘pre-existence’ (praeexistentia)28 prior and superordinate to the existence of all other subjects. We may describe this as ‘non-existence’ if we remember that in Greek (a more versatile language than Latin) four senses are accorded to the expression mê on, which negates the participle on, or ‘being’.29 It may signify that which is merely non-existent, that which was but is no longer, that which is not but is yet to be, and that which is one thing and not any other. The ‘meontic’ in all four senses stands in antithesis to the concrete actuality which is being as we know it in the domain of the material and contingent. If God, like us, were a prisoner of time, the meontic in him would assume the third sense of that which is not but is yet to be; because, however, power and potentiality are one in him, the distinction between his potentiality and his actuality is not chronological but merely logical. The Father is not in a state that is empty of being, but on the contrary in a state of being so full that it has yet to receive definition as one being rather than another. He is dunamis or potentiality only in the sense that, as Plotinus says, a substance is dunamis in relation to its own logoi or formative energies.

The Father in this Trinity is not said to be infinite, and he could hardly be so if he is to be consubstantial (homoousios) with the other two persons. For these two reasons, he should not be compared with the One of Plotinus, but with the second member of the Plotinian triad, supernal or hypostatic nous, which is potentially each of the subaltern intellects and hence in actuality all of them. Since Porphyry was accused by later commentators of substituting nous for the One itself in his metaphysics, it has been surmised that he had already set the example of positing esse – pure or indeterminate being – as his first principle. This claim has yet to be verified by arguments that are free from circularity, and when Cyril of Alexandria and Augustine suggest that one of Porphyry’s triads was constructed in emulation of the Trinity, the terms that they attribute to him are not those of Victorinus.30 We cannot doubt that Platonic (and indeed Gnostic) intermediaries have played their part in the shaping of his theology; at the same time, there is no previous version of the noetic triad in which being and dunamis were synonyms. His doctrine of the Trinity is not a calque but a synthesis, and one of its elements seems to be an independent reading of Aristotle.

Augustine as Aristotelian

Augustine was acquainted with the writings of Victorinus, which may have inspired his use of the mind as a paradigm for the Trinity, though he does not subject it to the same analysis. When he boasts of having read the Categories without a master in adolescence,31 we may assume that he availed himself of his predecessor’s rendering of this difficult text into Latin. Nevertheless, in his 118th letter, where he urges a young enquirer to shun the schools and pursue a Christian philosophy, Augustine does not trouble to warn him against the Peripatetics. His treatise On Dialectic,32 inspired by Cicero’s Hortensius,33 exhibits the prejudices of a rhetorician by asserting that words in the proper sense are sounds, and that writing can present only signs of words (On Dialectic 5). The word itself is also a sign, the function of which is to bring to mind that object in the world which it signifies (6). After some inconclusive remarks on the fitness of certain sounds to convey the sense that we attach to them, Augustine introduces his discussion of the causes of unclarity in speech with an analogy from painting. The cause of our failing to recognize a picture may be the obscurity of the subject, an impediment to our senses, or a combination of both (8); similarly, words may fail to convey a meaning to a particular audience either because they are too recondite, because they are ambiguous or because both conditions obtain.

Ambiguity will arise when a written word lends itself to two pronunciations, but even when this source of uncertainty is banished, the same noun (e.g. ‘animal’) may denote more than one species of a genus, and even the name of a species may encompass beings who fall under two definitions, as we predicate homo both of adult humans and of children (9). A special case of ambiguity is equivocation, which may originate either in art or in usage or in a combination of both. An example of the former would be the substitution of the word-as-signified for the word-as-signifier: you ask me ‘what is X?’ and I reply ‘X is a name’ (10). An example of the latter would be the use of a name to designate a man’s statue rather than the man himself. The first example reveals a familiarity with the distinction between the first and the second imposition of terms, which had been applied with rigour in Porphyry’s Commentary on the Categories. The second suggests some knowledge, either at first or at second hand, of Aristotle’s own definition of homonymity at the beginning of the same treatise. In neither case, however, is the enquiry carried further than is necessary for the avoidance of a solecism.34

It is in the excursus on time in Book 11 of the Confessions that we catch an echo of Aristotle, muted though it is by the stronger echo of Plotinus. According to the latter, as we have seen, time is a product of soul, the principle of vitality which is embryonically latent in the eternal. In order to shape a cosmos which accommodates motion, growth and generation, soul must take that which exists as one and at once in the realm of intellect and unfold it as a linear continuum: this cannot be experienced as a whole but only as a succession of moments, and therefore only by beings whose mental processes are subject to evolution. As the ‘moving image of eternity’ (to quote Plato), it admits of analysis only after the meaning of eternity has been brought to light in the first half of the treatise, and it is only when the soul is restored to eternity that it can be said to possess life in its fullness. Augustine, by contrast, approaches the discussion of time as an epilogue to his observations on memory in the tenth book of the Confessions, these in turn being prompted by his attempt to read the pattern of his own life and to fathom the purpose of God in shedding his blood for a sinner whose fall he had foreseen before he created him out of nothing. What does it mean, he enquires, to say that God created a temporal cosmos in his eternal Word – the very Word who was later to die for us in the flesh – and how are we to answer those who accuse him of being idle before the creation (11.12.14)? The clue to an answer lies in the famous paradox that we know what time is so long as no-one says to us ‘what is time?’ (12.14.17).


The root of Augustine’s perplexity is what we might call the ‘mystery of the elusive now’, which is familiar to any student of Aristotle, although Plotinus makes little of it in his reflections.35 We think, before we meditate, that time has three divisions – the past, the present and the future – and that memory can allot an accurate span of years to the past while prophecy has the same authority over the future. In truth, however, whatever is present in memory or in anticipation is not the past or the future, since neither of them is present and only the present exists for me (11.15.18; 11.18.23). Even the present, however, is not experienced as a determinate span of time, for the sound whose duration I hope to ascertain cannot be measured until it ceases, and when it ceases it is no longer there to be measured (11.26.33–27.34). Augustine here adopts a subjectivity which is foreign to Plotinus, for the latter, when he speaks of soul, has in mind the soul-hypostasis, of which every discrete soul is a manifestation. Augustine has no such concept, nor does it seem to him that any objectivity can be conferred on the notion of time by equating it with the motions of the heavenly bodies, which a Platonist would attribute to the world-soul. These motions, he says, could be accelerated or retarded, and thus cannot be said to subtend a fixed measure of time, much less to be identical with that measure (11.23.29). My own consciousness tells me that when I reproduce a succession of syllables, in a hymn or religious formula, I know when I am prolonging the short or shortening the long (11.27.35–36).

This is the inception of a famous argument,36 which we need not carry further, as it has already taken us far from the speculations of Aristotle on the ever-present now. It is evident that Augustine told the truth when he claimed to have practised philosophy without a master: he may have posed the question ‘what is time?’ in terms that were set by his predecessors, but for him it is not so much a philosophical exercise as a corollary of his faith in a biblical doctrine. Only Christianity required that God should be free to will or not to will the existence of other beings, and it is therefore as a Christian, in defiance of Aristotle and Plotinus, that he grounds his defence of a temporal creation on the incommensurability of divine wisdom with our linear experience of time.

Trinitarian questions

Augustine’s reflections on the human soul and its relation to God are dispersed throughout his writings, but it is his treatise On the Trinity, a magnum opus in 15 books, that has proved to be the richest mine for studies of his psychology, anthropology and philosophy of mind. In this work, he proposes various models of the intellect as mundane adumbrations of the Trinity, though he finds all of them imperfect and never attempts, as some allege, to deduce the dogma itself from introspection. In fact, the later books maintain the converse – that it is only by meditation on the co-inherence of the three divine persons that we learn what it means to be made in the image of God and thus arrive at a true understanding of our own humanity.


In one of Augustine’s models for the Trinity, the Father is represented by mens (intellect), the Son is represented by notitia (knowledge) and the Spirit is represented by amor (love). If God is intellect, it is in his nature to exercise knowledge; it is thus in his nature to know himself, and therefore it is in his nature to love himself as the supreme object of desire (On the Trinity 9.3.3ff.). Plotinus had posited only love of the One for itself, not its knowledge of itself, and even this only in one treatise, where he is testing the bounds of knowledge in his attempt to describe the inscrutable.37 On the other hand, nous is the one eternal and adequate object of its own knowledge, so that its knowing is coterminous with its being known, though not to the point of attaining a unity which annuls all duality. The God of Augustine therefore loves himself like the One of Plotinus and knows himself like the nous of Plotinus: and these are mutually implicative faculties if we follow Plato in holding that the stimulus to the soul’s pursuit of knowledge is the love that is kindled by an inchoate memory of the true object of desire. If, with Augustine, we equate the self-knowledge of God with the Son and his self-love with the Spirit, the Son can no more act without the Spirit than the Spirit can act without the Son.38

Augustine’s debt to Plato is evident in his characterization of the divine intellect as a memory in which nothing is lost or hidden from the reflexive exercise of love and knowledge.39 For all that, it is here that he parts company with Plotinus, in whose concept of the supernal nous there is no place for recollection; nor is the intellect said to love itself, this being the property that is tentatively assigned to the One as the cause of itself in a plane superior to thought and being. Edward Booth proposes that Augustine’s triad originates in a synthesis of Neoplatonic and Aristotelian theories of intellection. In Metaphysics Lambda, ‘the activity of thinking’ is ‘set in a cosmos in which everything is moved by desire’ for an unmoved mover who is equated with the noêton or intelligible.40 Although this theory is not to be found in the treatise On the Soul, this also posits a deliberate turning of the intellect’s attention to itself which can be likened to the ‘deliberate self-thinking’ of Augustine’s God.41 Booth is arguing for an eclectic use of Aristotle in the service of a theology which was foreign to him,42 rather than a sustained adoption of his teaching in preference to that of the other schools; even with this concession, however, and granting Augustine’s knowledge of On the Soul, there is more conjecture than demonstration in this thesis. Certainly, the Aristotelian nous resembles the God of Christianity in its ontological primacy, yet it also lacks almost everything that Augustine would find lacking in Plotinus. No exercise of memory can be attributed to it, even metaphorically, for it has no cognizance of any realm but the noetic and is unaware of any good or ill that befalls the inhabitants of the physical cosmos.43 Aristotle had no doctrine of providence, as every Christian knew. Moving all other agents as the beloved moves the lover, nous itself remains unmoved and therefore cannot be said without incongruity ether to love or to be the object of its own love.44


Nor can we be sure that he knew the provenance of an Aristotelian model for the Trinity which (erroneously in his view) represented the Godhead at once as the genus and as the matter of the three divine persons.45 Augustine was perhaps more conscious than any theologian before him that, in affirming the persons of the Trinity to be consubstantial, we not only attribute to them the common property of deitas or divinity but declare them to be identical with that being (deus or God) whom reason and Scripture prove to be the only one of his kind (On the Trinity 5.11.12). The Greek term for that which is common to the three is ousia, which, though commonly rendered in Latin as substantia or substance, is the etymological counterpart of essential or ‘essence’ (5.2.3; 7.6.11). None of these terms, however, can be understood to signify a class to which three persons belong, as Abraham, Isaac and Jacob all belonged to the class named ‘man’. A similar theory, as we shall see in the following chapter, is broached in the 38th letter of Basil’s corpus and upheld, with qualifications, in Gregory’s Letter to Ablabius. It would be uncharitable to impute to Gregory the view that ‘God’ is a class and each of the persons a discrete member of that class, but his argument may have reached Augustine through intermediaries. The Cappadocians do not afford a precedent for a second rejected hypothesis that the persons are three species of one genus. This fails, Augustine argues, because, although the genus animal is divisible into species, a single animal is not; hence, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit cannot be three species of the one entity who is God.46

Gregory’s Letter to Ablabius also draws a comparison between the three divine persons and three statues sculpted from the same gold. Augustine objects (again without naming an adversary) that this would imply a conversion from the potential to the actual, which is impossible in God, and it would not maintain the identity of all three with the one God, because ‘one statue is less of the gold than two’ (7.6.11).47 If there is one respect in which Augustine can be said to have followed Gregory,48 it is in his insistence that the attributes which distinguish the persons are relations rather than essential properties. In characterizing the Spirit as the love which binds the Father to the Son, he all but identifies the person with the relation, and he may be acquainted, as A. C. Lloyd suggests,49 with Plotinus’ argument that relations are more substantial than Aristotle would allow. At the same time, he distinguishes love as substance and love as activity,50 and we ought not to seek any final pronouncement on the meaning of ‘person’ from a text in which he disclaims any understanding of the term and in which his thoughts avowedly never come to rest.51

A theory of vision

The Categories, therefore, will not help us to grasp the logic of the Trinity. Augustine finds a more satisfactory model in the triad memory-understanding-will, three faculties which in a human mind must be added together in order to bring the whole of time within our purview; in God, however, for whom there is no present, past or future, each of these faculties (if we call them such) is coextensive with the other two, so that each by itself and all three together are equally representative of the one divine intellect. In Book 11 of On the Trinity, Augustine draws a comparison between the three persons of the triune God and the three desiderata of vision, which, though they differ in nature, converge in a single operation (11.5.9). The object of vision is, as it were, the parent of the image that it impresses on the consciousness, but this would not constitute an act of vision without the intentional conjoining of the image with the object by the mind. Thus, the object corresponds to the Father, the image corresponds to the Son, and the intent, or will, corresponds to the Spirit, with the caveat that the relation between the physical object and the internal image is a contingent one which cannot faithfully mirror the eternal Filiation. The Trinity is better represented by the internal act of recollection, in which the memory furnishes an image and the will unites this image, which in Greek would be called phantasia, to the form, or mental idea, which resides in the cogitative faculty (11.3.6).

Both of these triads seem to be variations on the analysis of vision in On Genesis according to the Letter, where Augustine distinguishes three orders of knowledge: the corporeal, the spiritual and the intellectual (12.11.24–26).52 The corporeal senses deposit an impression of the object in the spiritual faculty, and this impression is then correlated by the intellect with the ideal form, which enables us to recognize the object for what it is. Thus, there are three elements in cognition – the object, the impression and the ideal form under which the impression falls. When we understand a word, the reason is that the word is taught to us when we encounter the thing, and is therefore capable of awakening the spiritual impression. The three elements of verbal signification, then, are the object, the word and (once again) the impression. The latter is plainly the counterpart of Aristotle’s phantasia, and, since Augustine’s object in this discussion is to explain the source of dreams, he repeats the familiar warning that, as the phantasia renders it possible to think of the object in its absence, so it may be mistaken for the object in a dream or hallucination (12.15.31 and 20.42). This danger is all the more evident to Christians who are conscious of the maleficent activity of demons upon the soul (12.17–34.35).53

Augustine’s desire to find analogues to the Trinity is notorious; at the same time, his theory of signs is evidently indebted to Porphyry’s treatment of the same topic, which is endorsed (and thus preserved for us) by Boethius in his second and longer exposition of Aristotle’s work On Interpretation.54 Aristotle had stated that words when spoken signify passions of the soul, while the written word signifies the word spoken.55 Porphyry had introduced his own paraphrase of this dictum by distinguishing two schools of thought, one of which regarded the verbal utterance as a sign of the thing itself, that is, of the object in the world, while the other (exemplified of course by Plato) held that the utterance signifies not the concrete object but its intelligible form, or rather the form in conjunction with the object (Commentary 26.17–27.4 Meiser).56 We would not understand a reference to ‘this man’ if we were not already familiar with the word ‘man’ as a designation of the species. Yet even the Platonists differed, it seems, as to whether the proper object of the word is sensory or intelligible (27.4–5). Aristotle appears to dissent from both schools in asserting that the utterance represents not a thing external to the speaker but a passion in his soul; comparison with the work On the Soul, however, reveals that the passion in question is the phantasia (Latin imaginatio) which accompanies every act of intellection.57 The concrete form or appearance of the object leaves an impression (the phantasia) in the soul which retains its likeness; the intellect recognizes this impression as the concomitant of an intelligible form, and thus enables the speaker to produce the audible word which names the object (34.2–13; 35.3–8). This Peripatetic theory of signification explains how the same thought can be expressed in different tongues, the phantasia being common to all speakers, although the sounds that one language couples with the phantasia may be foreign to another (38.17–24). And thus it does not contradict the theory of Plato but supplies what we always seek in Aristotle: a quotidian correlative to the ideal.

Object, impression and ideal form are thus the three prerequisites of knowledge in Porphyry, as in Augustine’s commentary on Genesis; when the former proceeds to distinguish the word in the mind (that is the unspoken thought) from the word which is uttered and from the written symbol which represents it and thereby represents the object, this triad corresponds to what we have called above the three elements of verbal signification in Augustine. Since Porphyry is interpreting Aristotle, the latter maybe reckoned amongst the remote (and, for all we know, unremembered) forebears of the linguistic speculations which preoccupied this disciple of the Word. Speech is a leitmotif of the Confessions,58 and as Augustine reflects in Book 12 on the doctrine of creation out of nothing, he meets a problem which he resolves by drawing a parallel between the nature of speech and the relation of matter to form. Since God is the author of all, the formless chaos which precedes the birth of light at Genesis 1:2 must be the matter which God himself created as the primordial substrate; to exist without some form is, however, impossible, and such a product in any case would be unworthy of its Creator (Confessions 12.28.38–39).59 The difficulty vanishes, says Augustine, when we ponder an example of ontological priority which does not entail, and in fact excludes, priority in time. Suppose, he says, that I utter a note: I must also produce a sound, as sound is to note as genus to species, yet I do not produce first the sound and then the note (12.29.40). Here he avails himself of the analogy drawn by Aristotle himself between the determination of matter by a quality and that of the genus by a differentia – though it seems improbable that he could have traced it to Metaphysics 1024b8–9.

Cyril against the Eunomians60


The conversion of dunamis into energeia plays no part in Augustine’s doctrine of the eternal generation. With the exception of Marius Victorinus, it was those who opposed Nicaea who were apt to make use of this concept, and Gregory of Nyssa’s reply to Eunomius will be studied at some length in the following chapter. The Council of Constantinople in 381 made shipwreck of every theory that could be stigmatized as Arian, but almost half-a-century later61 Cyril of Alexandria devoted the second of seven books in his Dialogues on the Trinity to the refutation of another argument by Eunomius, which purported to show that the Father and the Son cannot share a single ousia. All properties of an incorporeal being are essential, since the absence of matter excludes all potentiality for change and thereby renders it impossible to distinguish accidental from essential properties. If, therefore, the Father is unbegotten, he is essentially unbegotten, and the Son whom he begets is, by the same principle, essentially begotten. Since they differ in an essential attribute, Eunomius concludes that they differ in ousia. This is Aristotelian reasoning, and Cyril undertakes to show that, if it is judged by Aristotle’s own principles, it fails.

As Ruth Siddals has pointed out,62 Cyril often demands (and purports to observe) an Aristotelian rigour of definition in his theological writings. In the Thesaurus, he echoes the Topics, prescribing that a definition should state ‘what the thing which is signified is according to its ousia’.63 In Book 2 of On the Trinity, he charges the Eunomians with incompetence in ‘the Aristotelian art’ when they define the Father’s ousia by a reified adjective, the ingenerate or agennêton. The category of ousia, he reminds them, contains the genus and the species, both of which are predicable of many,64 whereas the term agennêton is predicable of the Father alone. The terms which he employs to differentiate the three bearers of the divine ousia are said, with the Cappadocians, to be prosonta, or relative, rather than essential.65 While this distinction was now a commonplace, it is phrased elsewhere in a technical idiom: there are objects of speech which subsist in themselves and others which have their nature in some other being. He is able to discriminate not only (as here) between the first and the other nine categories, but, more abstrusely, between those predicates of a species which are essential and those which, as Porphyry says, merely happen to be idia, or proper, to every member of this species and no other. At one point, he notes that some of the predicates shared by humans belong to them generically, some specifically and some in the accidental manner explained by Porphyry. Siddals detects a Neoplatonic refinement of Aristotle when Cyril urges that an essence and that which partakes of the essence cannot occupy the same order of being (On the Trinity 719d Migne), and thus explodes the Arian claim that Christ is called Wisdom only because he partakes of the Father’s wisdom.66 Certainly, the Platonists were the chief mediators of Aristotelian logic in this period; on the other hand, we should remember that Justin Martyr had been weaned from his Platonism by the Aristotelian argument that if the soul partakes of life it cannot be life itself.

The truth of orthodoxy, according to Cyril, is proved by its adherence to koinai ennoiai or common notions (On the Trinity 726a), in contrast to the perversion of ennoiai, which is the stock-in-trade of heresy (716a). Having chosen this Aristotelian point of departure, he also selects as his mode of definition the conjunction of a genus with a differentia, as in the Categories and as in Porphyry’s Isagoge. The answer to the question ‘what is a human being?’ is not that a human being is an animal, for the names of all species falling under this genus are (in the Aristotelian sense) synonymous (726d–728d). Even to add that human beings are mortal differentiates them only from God and the angels; only when we say further that we are rational, or receptive of mind and knowledge, have we defined our peculiar status in the world. The Eunomians, however, propose to characterize the Father by one adjective, ‘unbegotten’: we must therefore ask them whether this signifies the genus or the differentia. If it signifies the genus, Cyril argues, it tells us nothing; there may be an echo here of the skit on Aristotelian logic which Hippolytus prefixed to his account of Basilides, and, just as Hippolytus had reduced the genus to a soros or heap of particulars, so Cyril protests that a genus of things unbegotten would be a heterogeneous class of which the Father was only one member.67 As he later observes, a stone may be unbegotten (171d): Athanasius, as we have noted, had offered a more systematic review of the senses which can be attached to the privative term agenêtos, ‘unoriginated’. Since this was a sufficient precedent for Cyril, his argument owed nothing to the inventory of the different senses of genesis in the Aristotelian treatise On Generation and Corruption.

It is hardly necessary for Cyril to argue that an ousia, in the sense of a species or a concrete being, cannot be identified by its differentia alone without any reference to its genus; in effect, this would be to treat the differentia as the genus, with the consequences that we have already seen. He does not expressly consider the possibility that ‘unbegotten’ might be not so much the differentia of a genus as the idion, or property, of a species – that is, the typical and peculiar characteristic which enables us to pick out all and only the beings which belong to that species. Yet he tacitly entertains and reject this thesis when he contends that if unbegottenness were the salient and peculiar characteristic of the Father, it would be as much a necessary truth that ‘the unbegotten is the Father’ as that ‘the Father is unbegotten’. By way of analogy, he adduces the adjective chremetôdes – hinnibile in Latin68 – which is the property of being able to neigh. This being the salient and peculiar property of the horse, it is as true to say that the hinnible is the horse as that the horse is hinnible (731c–d). For reasons that have been set out above, however, the unbegotten is a class that includes more than the Father, and hence the statement ‘the Father is unbegotten’ is not subject to the same logical inversion (717c–d). The true idion of the Father is to generate the Son (716d), and the term ‘unbegotten’ designates not a property but the absence of that property which the Son possesses in consequence of this generative act. Sonship and Fatherhood are therefore mutually implicative, as they are in the world and in Aristotelian logic (734a–b). Cyril thus proves himself to have been a careful and discerning student of the Isagoge, though we might hesitate to credit him on this evidence with any first-hand knowledge of Aristotle.

Cyril and his opponents also bandy numerous arguments from Scripture which would be of no interest to a Peripatetic. When he upbraids them, however, for their refusal to grasp the biblical distinction between the begetting of the Son and the creation of lesser beings, he raises questions which had exercised not only Aristotle and his followers, but their Platonic adversaries, who at length became their allies. Aristotle, for instance, thought it inexplicable that the simple nous, or intellect, which Anaxagoras postulates as the efficient cause of all things, should give rise to such a diversity of effects; the Eunomians likewise urged that the substance of God, which all agreed to be simple, could not engender the diverse properties which we associate with the Son. They were not afraid, on the other hand, to attribute the creation of the Son to the will of the Father, since this entailed no alienation or modification of his substance. The world was the subsequent creature of the Son’s will, as the son was a creature of the Father’s will; it followed in both cases that the one who willed was prior in existence both to the willing and to its product. Cyril’s rejoinder on behalf of the Catholic position is that the Son is a product of the Father’s nature, and thus eternal; the simplicity of divine substance, while it precluded materiality, did not preclude the possession of diverse attributes and the production of diverse effects. The relation of Father to Son in the theology of Eunomius is analogous to the relation of the Demiurge and the world in a literal reading of the Timaeus; Aristotle rejected this on the grounds that it would entail not only an origin of time but a change in God from the potential to the actual, and thus arrived at a notion of eternal causation comparable to the eternal begetting of the Son in Nicene doctrine. The Neoplatonists, in endorsing his argument, introduced an eternal emanation of nous from the One and of soul from nous, which Catholics found analogous to their own teaching on the Trinity; at the same time, they rejected the universal Christian premise that the world is a contingent and temporal product of God’s unconditioned will.

The Eunomians posed a dilemma to the Catholics: if the origin of the Son is not to be assimilated to that of the world, should we infer that the Father brought him into being involuntarily? Is it not a logical consequence of his being begotten by nature that the Father had no choice in his generation and hence had no freedom of the kind that humans daily exercise in choosing whether or not to have offspring? Cyril retorts that the application of such quotidian logic to any of the Father’s attributes would lead us to the conclusion that he is a prisoner of his own nature, since he was never in a position to choose to be other than he is. Such quibbling teaches us only that necessity and contingency have no meaning in relation to the first principle, and that Cyril was right to enter a caveat at the beginning against all human attempts to fathom the ineffable being of God. Here we are far from Aristotle but not from the Neoplatonists, who also affirmed the coincidence of freedom and necessity as a precondition of granting any form of will or activity to the One.69

Epilogue

All these authors have been described as Platonists, and, as this was the dominant school of the Roman era, it is probable that much in their work which strikes us as Aristotelian found its way to them through Plotinus and his successors. We have also remarked, however, that Victorinus translated the Categories, that Augustine read it, and that Cyril sometimes echoes Aristotle with an accuracy that suggests first-hand acquaintance with it. It is harder to detect any traces of him in the writings of the late fifth or early sixth century, which ascribe themselves to Dionysius the Areopagite. His intellectual sympathies, and the falsity of his claim to have been converted by Paul’s speech on the Areopagus, are revealed by modern inventories of the technical expressions and whole paragraphs of argument which he embezzled from the Athenian Platonists Proclus and Damascius. By contrast, he has barely a word in common with the passages from the Ethics and Metaphysics which are listed in the index to Suchla’s edition. His Aristotelianism is reducible to the truism that all things desire God, even those that are most deficient in being; and this was now, and perhaps always was, a Platonic truism also. It is thus all the more remarkable that when he describes the reciprocal inclination of God to the soul and the soul to God, Dionysius enumerates the three kinds of motion which Xenarchus, in his amendment to the treatise On the Heavens, declares to be perfect:70

The movement of the divine intellects is said to be cyclic when they are united to the uncaused and unending radiations of the Beautiful and Good; rectilinear when they come forth to exercise providence over the things that are subject to them, traversing the totality of things in a straight course; and spirally when, while also exercising providence over the things below them, they remain in sameness without procession, circling in their incessant dance the beautiful and good cause of sameness.



Can we take this as evidence of the survival of Xenarchus in the Athenian school of Platonism? Our records of this school are sufficiently copious to justify a demand for more compelling attestation. Many a thought lacks an owner, and the reading of books is never the commonest mode of dissemination even when the books survive. It is not the aim of this chapter to add a reference to the apparatus of some new edition of Dionysius; the conclusion to be drawn is that debates initiated by Aristotle or his followers will sometimes have had a long sequel in the ancient world which is now concealed from us partly by the eclipse of the Peripatetic school and partly by its failure to produce works in a style that was deemed elegant enough to deserve quotation.
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6    Gregory of Nyssa and Aristotle



One purpose of this study is to correct the widespread impression that, as the other schools declined, the only intellectual force that could operate upon Christianity from without was Platonism. And yet it has also shown this impression to be not wholly false, for all the authors whom we reviewed in the previous chapter are indebted to the Neoplatonic reception of Aristotle, whether they understand the Trinity (with Victorinus) as the two-fold realization of an eternal potentiality, or decline to follow Eunomius in construing the hypostatic attributes of the Son and the Father as essential properties. At most (as in Dionysius or as in Augustine’s discussion of time), we come upon the vestiges of a Peripatetic argument which has not been subsumed in the writings of Plotinus and his heir, but the route of transmission remains obscure, and direct acquaintance with the works of Aristotle is hardly to be surmised. The ascendancy of Platonism, therefore, must certainly be admitted, even if it does not amount to a monopoly; at the same time, we must not ignore the frequency with which Christians in the fourth century take up new presuppositions or modes of reasoning which, however they may have been mediated, have their origin in the Lyceum rather than in the Academy. As Christians themselves became the masters and custodians of the Greek philosophical tradition, they grew ever more aware of this Aristotelian patrimony, so that, as the last two chapters of this book will show at length, it was Aristotle and not Plato who furnished the texts for their earliest endeavours in scholastic commentary.

No doubt an education in Athens afforded the best opportunities for the first-hand perusal of Aristotle; we may therefore be surprised that quotations from this source are not more abundant in Basil of Caesarea when we consider that the most ponderous of his dogmatic works, a treatise Against Eunomius, rebuts an attack upon the Nicene doctrine of the Trinity which is expressly framed in Aristotelian terms.1 His enterprise was continued and completed by his younger brother Gregory of Nyssa, who was his equal in erudition but whose schooling we know precious little about; again, his quotations from Aristotle are scarcer than the occasion seems to warrant, and they are scarce indeed when set against the recurrent appearances of Plato in his voluminous corpus. Little weight, however, need be attached to this last observation, as fourth-century canons of eloquence were not hospitable to the gnomic diction and gangling syntax of the esoteric treatises. There can be no doubt that the argument with Eunomius was leavened throughout by Aristotelian principles, even if the purpose was to show, in the spirit of Porphyry, that the axioms which govern the contingent and corporeal do not hold when we abstract from time and matter. In the present chapter, we shall follow the transformation of Aristotelian teleology and logic in the arguments of Gregory of Nyssa, not because such arguments are lacking in Basil but because the latter’s inchoate revision of Aristotle was fully subsumed and amplified in his brother’s work.

After a brief synopsis of Eunomius’ critique of the Nicene doctrine, this chapter will examine the grounds and consequences of Gregory’s counter-argument that dunamis and energeia coincide in the Godhead.2 We shall find that the unknowability of God is a cardinal premise of his reasoning, and hence that, like Plotinus, he does not share Aristotle’s horror of infinity. It will then consider his celebrated attempts to meet the objection that to give the name ‘God’ to each person of the Trinity is to fall into tritheism, and will suggest that some apparent infelicities in his reasoning can be dispelled by assuming that he read the Categories through a Porphyrian lens. We shall also ask whether the attributes that distinguish the three hypostaseis in Gregory’s thought fall under Porphyry’s concept of an inseparable relation. In the conclusion, Gregory of Nazianzus, the third Cappadocian, will bear witness by the vigour and informality of his polemics, to the wide currency of the Aristotelian protest against Nicaea. In a tentative appendix, I shall consider Gregory of Nyssa’s use of the term hypokeimenon, which seems worthy of a more technical analysis than it has hitherto received.

The challenge of Eunomius

The Council of Nicaea had declared in 325 that the Second Person of the Trinity was ‘from the ousia’ of the First and that, being true God from true God, he was homoousios with the Father. None of these formularies can be said to have represented the collective mind of the Church before this date. Homoousios was a contested term, if not a proscribed one; the phrase ‘from the ousia of the Father’ was a substitute for the older and more common ‘from the hypostasis’, which had been understood by Origen and Tertullian3 to imply that the Son inherits from the Father both his nature and his status as a hypostasis, or discretely existent being. The adoption of the noun ousia excludes the teaching of Arius, the Alexandrian presbyter, that the Son is ‘out of nothing’; this tenet is the subject of an anathema subjoined to the creed, which follows two others denouncing the assertions that ‘there was when he was not’ or that ‘before he was begotten he was not’. The second of these at least can be attributed to Arius, and the Council was generally understood to have ruled that the Second Person, like the First, has enjoyed a hypostatic existence from all eternity. There was, on the other hand, no consensus regarding the meaning of the term homoousios: decades after the Council, Athanasius of Alexandria was to urge that it signified the communication of divine attributes in a manner analogous to the communication of human attributes by a father to his offspring; by contrast, our only witness who was present at the Council, Eusebius of Caesarea, finds it sufficient to say that it sets the Son apart from all creatures, leaving open the question as to whether his divine attributes are conferred on him by nature or by the will of God the Father.4

We associate the Cappadocian Fathers with the doctrine – sometimes now styled ‘Neo-Nicene’ – that the Father, the Son and the Spirit are three coequal, coeternal and consubstantial persons of the Holy Trinity, which is identical with the one God. This is undeniably the position of Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa, although Basil falls short of both in his reluctance to affirm the divinity or the consubstantiality of the Holy Spirit.5 To all three, the proclamation that the Son is ‘true God from true God’ entailed that the Son is by nature all that the Father is, except that one is the cause of the other’s existence.6 This asymmetrical relation, which might be characterized in Plotinian terms as an eternal begetting, does not imply that the Son is a contingent being or that he is inferior to the Father. The subtlest and most protracted of their arguments for this position were framed against Eunomius, temporarily Bishop of Cyzicus7 but in their eyes a Neo-Arian, who contended that the very language used by the Nicene party proved the Son unlike the Father not only in origin but in essence. The Son, they averred, is gennêtos or begotten, while the Father is both agennêtos (unbegotten) and agenêtos or unoriginated. Refining these second-century terms, and inverting the usage of Calvenus Taurus, they hung their entire Christology on a consonant, maintaining that gennêtos, when applied to the Son, connotes only ontological dependence, and reserving genêtos for things that have their origin at the time appointed by the will of God.8

Eunomius, who acquired a reputation as a hair-splitting Aristotelian,9 presents his adversaries with a logical dilemma. Do we arrive at the statement ‘God is unbegotten’ by the method of separation and division – that is, by the method set out in Porphyry’s Isagoge – and thus make God a member of a genus logically anterior to him (Apology 9.8–10)? If instead we insist upon the incommunicability of his properties, is this not to say that he has a peculiar property, an idiom, which he shares with no other being (9.2 and 11–13)? Certainly, he cannot share it with the Son, whose biblical designation implies that he is begotten (12.9). That the Son is immaterial is no proof of his being unbegotten or uncreated, as God is capable of creation out of nothing (16.1–6); on the other hand, a corollary of the immateriality of God is that his nature is wholly free from composition (11.1–3). Hence, the Unbegotten cannot be two beings, for then it would be a composite of elements which are prior even to the Unbegotten; yet surely that which is unbegotten can be second to none (46.13). The one who is begotten comes into being from the me on, the state of not-being; if therefore he were eternal, his existence and his non-existence would be coexistent – an absurdity on which we need not linger (14.15–21). Nor would it have been possible for him to alienate any portion of his essence to the Son, for that would introduce pathos (suffering) into a nature which is agreed by all to be impassible (16.9).

It follows that there is a state, if not a time, in which the Father was without a son, though we cannot suppose that he ever lacked the capacity to beget. Although he does not commonly distinguish the energeia of God from his dunamis, Eunomius appears to have implied on one occasion that the energeia which gave rise to the Son was the realization of a latent potentiality.10 Eunomius now departs from Aristotle by denying that the realization of this potentiality follows inevitably from the simplicity and eternity of God. If that were so, the product would be eternal (23.1–6), a conclusion repugnant to reason and Scripture alike. A Peripatetic would argue that the mind which is free of matter will never fail to actualize itself by actualizing the object of knowledge, and hence that the demiurgic action of this mind, when there is no matter to impede it, will also be eternal. Christians did not draw this conclusion with regard to the creation of the cosmos, and Eunomius, following Arius, extends the same principle to the generation of the Son. Begetting is an activity that is not essential to the Unbegotten; when the Father elects to produce his offspring, therefore, this is a manifestation not of nature but of will (24.1–3).


Dunamis in Gregory

Eunomius deploys Aristotelian or Porphyrian logic to prove that the Son and the Father cannot be of one essence. At the same time, he avails himself of a Christian conception of willing which permits a disjunction between the Father’s essence and his activity; moreover, having substituted the antonyms ‘begotten’ and ‘unbegotten’ for the biblical terms denoting paternity and filiation, he has circumvented the argument of Tertullian that an eternal Father implies an eternal Son. We need not be surprised that the Cappadocians appeal to the scriptural names without drawing from them the implications that Eunomius derives from the term ‘begotten’; we need not be surprised that they deprecate any claim to know the essence of the Godhead and any assimilation of the Son to the world which the Father creates from nothing. His capital error, they urged, was to mistake the truth that is thus vouchsafed to our limited understanding for the unattainable knowledge of God’s own nature. Basil and his brother Gregory never tire of repeating that agennêtos is a privative, not a positive term, revealing not the essence of God but rather our inability to define that essence except by denying its likeness to all that lies within our own domain of knowledge. If Scripture has many names for him, says Gregory, that is because his true appellation is hidden from us:11 ‘The Lord in himself is whatever he is by nature, but when he is named by the differentiation of his energies, he does not have one designation, but receives a name according to each concept which accrues to us from the energy’.


In his Letter to Ablabius, Gregory argues that the doctrine of the Trinity does not entail three gods because the nouns theos (‘god’) and theotês (‘divinity’) are derived from the verb theasthai, ‘to contemplate’,12 which characterizes not the essence of the Godhead but its providential exercise of oversight as creator and sustainer of the cosmos. The ‘energy’ of seeing is ascribed to all three persons in the Scriptures; while it is true that all divine acts originate with the Father, proceed through the Son and are perfected by the Spirit, the three remain so inseparably united that no act can be attributed uniquely to one of the Persons. Since, therefore, they are one in operation, there is no legitimate plural of the term theos which is derived from the operation. As Gregory insists elsewhere, the nature is adumbrated in the energies, yet continues to surpass our comprehension;13 the agent is revealed through the activity,14 but not, as Eunomius thinks,15 in such a manner that one is synonymous with the other.

This contrast between the essence and the energies of the Godhead is not original to Gregory, or even to his older brother: Philo anticipates them by three centuries,16 and Plotinus too can be credited with a doctrine of two energies in the noetic realm, one being the actuality of nous itself as essence and the other being the inseparable activity which accompanies the essence.17 He is visibly indebted to Aristotle, though the latter admits no second energeia or entelechy in divine nous, whose actuality coincides with the activity of thinking. Philo and his Christian heirs depart from both in assigning an essence to the highest principle but setting it above thought.18 Gregory may seem to depart from Aristotle also in affirming that in God, as in other subjects, energeia is a realization of dunamis, for the treatise On Interpretation states that there can be no potentiality in that which is incorporeal and eternal. As we shall see, however, this was as much an axiom to Gregory as it was to Aristotle himself, and one that he could turn against Eunomius by equating the Father’s dunamis with the Son. In this sense, the word denotes not potentiality – which no-one but Eunomius would ascribe to the incorporeal – but the infinite power which, as Plotinus held, is proper to incorporeal natures but transmissible only in finite measures to the corporeal realm.

Gregory concedes that every creature of the visible world, and even those denizens of the invisible world who are not begotten but created, are the fruits of a limited exercise of divine power. The very fact, however, that the highest of these are acclaimed in the plural as dunameis or powers of God is evidence that they do not share the monadic nature of the three divine persons.19 The Son we know, by contrast, to be the dunamis and wisdom of the Father;20 if instead we postulate an intermediate dunamis, distinct from the Father’s essence, as the instrument of his creation, then that dunamis, not the Father, is his author.21 Absurdity is compounded if we introduce energeia as a third term, distinct from any of the hypostaseis; for, having no hypostasis of its own, it could produce only a work commensurate with its own nature, that is, a work without substance (1.253–260; GNO I.100–102). Unless we confess that the Son is the offspring rather than the creature of the Father, issuing directly from his essence rather than any ‘partial dunamis’, we shall fall into the blasphemy of reckoning the fount of being amongst the things that are not.

Dunamis in God cannot be distinguished from energeia; neither, if we grant to Eunomius that the simplicity of divine beings precludes the separation of properties from the essence, is it any more possible to distinguish the Father’s dunamis from that which he is in himself. In short, it is he, by the mere fact of being the Father, who brings the Son into being, not an energeia distinct from himself, a decantation (as it were) of his power or essence. Gregory has been credited with a new understanding of dunamis, and certainly he would seem to have been the first to bring this notion into his teaching on the Trinity. Similar notions, however, can be found in his Greek precursors, none of whom is likely to have been better known than Porphyry in the second half of the fourth century.22 Two passages in the commentary of Proclus on the Timaeus reveal that Porphyry defined a real power as one that acts not intermittently or through instruments, but by its mere proximity to the substrate (Proclus, In Timaeum I.393.1–8 Diehl). Rejecting the opinion of ‘those around Atticus’, who maintain that God could exist without creating, Porphyry urged that, since the dunamis of God is inseparable from his essence, he will exercise this dunamis unceasingly by virtue of his essence: a Demiurge who failed to create would no longer be the Demiurge, just as the soul, if it failed to sustain the vital operations of the body, would no longer be a soul. In the second passage, he contrasts the Demiurge of the world with the artisan who, for want of mastery over his substrate, is obliged to make use of tools; if his mere existence furnished the necessary power, the form would immediately supervene upon the matter without the assistance of any tool.23 If it is true, however, that Gregory had been reading Porphyry, then he had found a dangerous bedfellow, for Porphyry thought it a logically ineluctable conclusion that the world must be eternal. Christians, of course, denied this inference, and were therefore bound to admit that even a God who was not circumscribed by any other entity might set limits to his activity when the ergon was the product of his will. On the other hand, Porphyry was a safer guide to the logic of the Trinity if one held, with Athanasius, that the Son was a product of the Father’s nature.24 When a timeless and immaterial being works by nature, there is nothing to prevent the full conversion of the potential into the actual; on this view, which was warmly embraced by the Cappadocian Fathers, the exercise of paternal dunamis was not only uninhibited and unmediated but, as Porphyry would contend, inevitable.

Divine infinity

Who is more Aristotelian, Eunomius or Gregory? Eunomius can ascribe demiurgic activity both to the Father and to the Son without imperilling the simplicity of the Godhead because in his view only the Father is truly God, and, although the same verb is predicated of both, it does not denote the same operation. Nevertheless, he has still to explain how the Father can be free of potentiality when his exercise of dunamis is preceded by a state in which he possesses but has not yet exercised it. For Gregory, the Son is not a product of dunamis but the very dunamis of the Godhead, eternally generated by the Father and therefore never evolving from the passive to the active state. The word here signifies the active power to which Aristotle would have given the name energeia. Gregory thus concurs with Aristotle in denying potentiality to that which is eternal and incorporeal; his own metaphysics, for all that, is a hybrid in which the characteristic activity of the Godhead – the energeia which for Aristotle would be the eternal concomitant of the essence – is not the generation of the Son but the joint activity of the three persons in the world. This world has a finite history, not even a very long one, yet it is only on account of the workings of the three persons in this limited sphere that we can speak of them at all.25 Their superintendent energeia is manifest in all things, but of their infinite and inscrutable essence we can know nothing.

This argument can hardly have seemed more cogent in its own day than in ours. Its dubious etymology of the noun theos does not resolve but evades the paradox involved in the assertion that three beings, however we style them, are jointly and severally identical with one being yet not identical with one another. It is hard to see how this paradox can be made an item of knowledge by declaring the essence of God to be unknowable: if we cannot know what he is by nature, how can we be sure that he is the coequal, coeternal and consubstantial Trinity of the Cappadocians? Moreover, notwithstanding its excellent pedigree in Gnostic, Jewish and Christian thought, the postulation of an unknowable essence would have been mere nonsense to Plato and Aristotle, both of whom regard the essence of a thing as that which is properly amenable to knowledge. Because God reveals himself as ‘He who is’, the one whose very name means ‘I am’ at Exodus 3:14, a Christian could never embrace a negative theology which removes him entirely from the realm of being. It follows that, whatever might be admissible for Plotinus or the Gnostics, any Christian who ascribed infinity to the highest principle would find himself or herself defying the Aristotelian embargo on the assertion of a real infinity. Since this is the cornerstone of Gregory’s theology,26 whether mystical or dogmatic, it will be useful to ask how far he concurs with Aristotle and how far he departs from him in his doctrine of the infinite before we proceed to study his appropriation of Aristotelian logic in defence of the Church’s teaching that the three divine persons are a single God.

The term apeiron, whether it means infinite in magnitude or indefinite in form, can never be predicated of an actual being in Aristotle’s ontology, let alone of that supreme actuality which he calls God. If the sequence of numbers is infinite, this entails not that an infinite set of numbers is to be found somewhere in the world, but that any finite number is capable of increase. By the same rule, an infinite magnitude is one that, not being limited by necessity, will admit of any increment that might be proposed, although at any given time both magnitude and increment will be finite. If an object is infinitely divisible, this signifies that the process of division might be continued for ever; yet wherever this process ceases, the result will be a finite number of parts and, however long we persevere, no infinite number will be attained. If matter is apeiron, then it has no qualifying predicates, and for this very reason it cannot be credited even with existence until it receives at least the rudimentary form of an element. For Aristotle, as for many Greeks, apeiron was all but a synonym for aoristos or unlimited, the property of the dyad in contradistinction to its source or eternal counterpart the monad in Platonic and Pythagorean arithmology. It is only in Plotinus that the term apeiron is predicable not only of the base but of the summit of all existence, denoting now not the absence of those attributes which are requisite to being, but superiority to all attribution and hence to all conditioned being if not to being itself.

Origen, a generation older than Plotinus, agreed with Aristotle in denying that there is anything in creation which is infinite. In a passage which was often misunderstood (and not only in ancient times),27 he contends that God could not have created an infinite world, as such a world would be incomprehensible even to God himself. This argument presupposes an equation of the infinite with the indefinite, and hence with the unknowable; it does not place any limits on the omnipotence of God, for the meaning of infinite power, on this view, is the ability to create a world of any finite magnitude. The creation of infinite magnitudes, being logically impossible, is impossible for God also, but on Aristotelian premises his power to create is infinite so long as there is always something that he might have added had he wished. Aristotle himself, of course, does not posit this infinite power to create, as his God is a final, not an efficient cause. Origen, however, hints that neither Plato’s God nor the God of the Metaphysics can satisfy a Christian when he writes, perhaps with an echo of the work On Prayer ascribed to Aristotle, that God is not only nous or intellect but superior to nous, and again (expanding a famous dictum from the Republic) that he is epekeina nou kai ousias, superior to intellect and being.28 In a simile which cannot be commended for its logical rigour, he explains the revelatory function of God the Word by comparing him to a statue of finite dimensions which enables us to comprehend its infinite prototype. We do not, however, find in his works a positive affirmation of God’s infinity to anticipate Gregory’s dictum in the Letter to Ablabius that ‘the absolutely infinite is not defined in one way and undefined in another, but infinite eludes definition in any form of words’. For good measure, Gregory adds that what we conceive as aoristos must be loftier, as Paul says, than any name.

If this were the only instance of its kind, we might suspect him of hyperbole, for he shows none of Origen’s diffidence in applying the term apeiros to lesser beings. He can speak of the infinite ocean (GNO IX.199.3), of the infinite expanse of the land, of infinite troops of angels (IV.2.210.22) and of the infinite host of stars (III.1.86.21). When he states it as a truism that human beings are infinite in number although they are one in ousia, we might take him at his word if he meant, as Aristotle would have meant, that the virtual set of all the humans who have ever lived is infinite (II.183.6), though the actual set of those who are living at any one time must be finite. When, however, he celebrates Christ’s deliverance of an infinity of souls from Hades (V.14.7.12), he must be speaking of souls that exist at the same time and hence – with rhetorical licence – of a finite set; indeed, no Christian who holds, against Aristotle, that the world has a finite history could believe the sum of all humans over time to be infinite.29 When God is his subject, however, we may be sure that he used the adjective apeiros with all the accuracy that is possible when the truth lies beyond expression. The marrow of his case against Eunomius is that the latter mistakes epinoia or human perceptions for ennoiai or true conceptions of the divine;30 the Arian who so confidently distinguishes the essence of the Father from that of the Son has not understood that the essence of God is simply to be (as he revealed to Moses on Sinai) and that consequently the three persons of the Godhead can share no essential properties with the contingent products of their own creation. Gregory holds, with Clement of Alexandria,31 that philosophy teaches us only what God is not, and therefore, with Origen, that we know what we know of him only by his self-disclosure in Christ.

The divine nature, Gregory tells his interlocutor, is unbounded and therefore infinite (II.226.29); the divine life is wholly uniform with itself, infinite, eternal and in no way bounded with regard to the indeterminate (I.363.21). In contrast to the mere sempiternity of mortal creatures, who can hope for life everlasting but can never lack a beginning, it is the character of the infinite to have neither end nor beginning (I.281.24). It cannot be otherwise, for God is good and the Good is by nature unlimited; the Unlimited is by necessity the Infinite, and to set bounds to the Unlimited or the Infinite is the height of foolishness (I.77.20). At the same time, to be infinite is a condition of simplicity, since the Finite is always divisible (I.96.6). So much Eunomius too might grant to the Father, but since he also affirms that the Son is God, he must say as much of the Son, unless he can imagine one infinity to be smaller than another (I.96.2). This mathematical reasoning, universally cogent before the publication of Georg Cantor’s theories, is pressed against the notion of a gap or diastêma between the First and Second Persons. If this gap is finite, the beginning of the Father will precede that of the Son by a measurable interval, and the Father will not be, as Gregory and Eunomius both hold him to be, ingenerate. If the gap is infinite, the Son will be as distant from the Father as his human creatures, whom all agree to be infinitely far from God as a consequence of sin. According to Gregory, evil alone can subtract from the Good; his assertion that sin itself can spread to infinity, however, belongs to oratory rather than philosophy, for sin in his view is nothing but a deficiency of goodness.

Porphyry and Cappadocian logic32


Gregory’s theology blends the conceptual resources of Plotinus and Aristotle with consequences that are neither Aristotelian nor Platonic. For him, the sole repository of divine truth is the Scriptures and the Catholic exegesis of these, as witnessed by the liturgy, the Council of Nicaea and the recognized proponents of this Council. Yet here he strikes a hard place, for these same witnesses assure him that the God who is perfectly one is also three, and that the Son who owes his existence to the Father is at the same time the Father’s equal and true God. If this were not paradoxical enough, a new antinomy is forced on him by his own precept that we can speak the truth about God only when we say what he is not. How, then, can we know that he is a Trinity, or that the Son is so by nature and not in some elusive sense? While this is not a riddle that arises in the thought of Aristotle, Gregory found that it could be solved or at least evaded by adopting semantic principles akin to those of Porphyry in his reading of Aristotle’s Categories.

Because he co-opts a number of terms from Aristotle’s Categories, Gregory has been credited with the manifestly untenable claim, in his Letter to Ablabius, that the persons are related to the essence of God as first to second ousia, so that God or the Godhead (theotês) is simply the common description under which the three persons fall.33 The conventional title of this work, On not Three Gods, should remind us by its strangeness that every Christian in antiquity believed on the authority of Jesus himself that ‘God is one’ – or, to put it in more philosophical terms, that he is an entity who constitutes his own species. This is a case where bad ontology is the misbegotten product of good logic, for while God is not a species, ‘God’ is the common appellation of the three persons who make up this set of one. To confine himself to logic was the natural choice for one who held that knowledge of God’s nature is unattainable; we should not suppose, for all that, that the signified is wholly lost in Gregory’s parsing of the signifiers. A strict divorce between logic and ontology was not the rule in the ancient world, where both are often subsumed in what we should now call epistemology; the relation between all three was a topic of much debate amongst Aristotelian commentators, not least when they were Platonists who believed that ousia was one thing in his philosophy and another in that of his master.

For ancient readers of Aristotle’s Categories, the first question to be asked was: ‘Is this a text about words or about the objects that the words signify?’ Proclus took the polemical stance that was typical of the more scholastic Platonists, reproaching Aristotle for his failure to grasp the difference between ontology and logic – the very charge, as A. C. Lloyd observes, that the Peripatetics were wont to bring against the Stoics.34 It might seem that Aristotle had forestalled it once and for all when he wrote that ‘the name and the definition are necessarily predicated of the subject’ (Categories 2a19–20); nevertheless, as Lloyd35 observes again, he goes on to speak of words, having learnt many centuries before Charles Peirce and Jacques Derrida that the attempt to reveal the meaning of a sign can never be more than another sign. It would not be a calumny, therefore, to say that the Categories is a study of words, so long as we add the rider, which Porphyry adds in his famous commentary, that it studies words in so far as they are used to signify.36

Nouns, according to Porphyry, have a double signification, in parsing which we must distinguish between the first imposition, the use of the noun to signify an object, and the second imposition, where the subject of reference is the noun itself. From the sentence ‘John is a man’, we learn a fact about John; from the sentence ‘man is an animal’, we learn that every object of which we can predicate the term ‘man’ is also an object of which we can predicate the term ‘animal’. John, as a prôtê ousia, or primary substance, is undoubtedly a being in the world; the deutera ousia which the term ‘man’ subtends in the second imposition does not exist in the world except as a subject of discourse.37 This logical stipulation does not exclude the possibility that the term which denotes a linguistic universal in the present world might also denote the transcendent form or archetype of the species in a higher plane of being. Aristotelian logic, in other words, may be a propaedeutic to a Platonic ontology, as Porphyry himself appears to have argued in his lost Harmony of Plato and Aristotle.

If logic, then, is the study of words in so far as they signify, it may be regarded as a necessary precursor to metaphysics. With this point granted, the 38th letter in the Basilian corpus, which purports to explain the distinction between ousia and hypostasis by laying down rules for the usage of the terms, may not be chargeable with a confusion of ontology and logic.38 The author does not ask how three can be one or how one can be three; still less does he enquire, in the technical idiom of the modern theologian, how three self-subsistent persons can be severally identical with one God yet not identical with each other. He introduces his ‘brief exposition’ by pointing out that ‘man’, as a common noun, denotes the phusis or nature that all human beings share, without particularizing the referent as one man distinct from others.39 By contrast, the appellations Paul and Timothy have a ‘more particular meaning’, as circumscriptions of a particular thing, the genus of which they do not specify in so far as they are mere names. It would be a fallacy to construe the names Paul, Silvanus and Timothy as designations of three different ousiai; the one term that denotes the ousia of Paul is common to Timothy and Silvanus. He concludes that ‘when, having learnt what is common, one turns one’s scrutiny to those things which individuate, through which one is separated from the other, it is no longer the case that the term by which one is known will agree in all respects with that which pertains to the other, even if in some respects it is found to possess what is common’.

I have not followed John Deferrari in speaking of a ‘common element’ or of ‘individuating characteristics’,40 for such amplifications too easily mislead us into reading a semantic truism as a metaphysical one, and hence into superimposing an analysis of being onto a recipe for the application of words. The author goes on to say that the object of specific reference is the hypostasis and that the object of common reference is the ousia;41 this again is a lexical ruling, not an ontological taxonomy. We are not to infer that any individual, least of all any person of the Trinity, is constituted by his peculiar attributes, but that these are the attributes by which we identify his hypostasis, in contrast to his ousia. Scholars have compared this account to Porphyry’s account of the atomon or individual, the final term at which he arrives in the logical tree which branches by continual subdivision from the genus. It is often said, and Porphyry’s own words in the Isagoge seem to imply, that the idiotêteis or peculiarities of which he speaks are the qualities which constitute a real object.42 Yet even the commentators who attribute this position to him judge it philosophically inept, and at the beginning of the treatise he introduces the atomon as a thing predicated and not as the subject of a predication.43 Thus it can be argued that the properties which compose the atomon are not real constituents of an entity in the world, but elements of a semantic construct which identifies it as this particular entity and no other.

Whether it is a construct or a real entity, Porphyry’s atomon is never characterized in his writings as a hypostasis. For all that, if we set aside an oblique remark by Origen,44 he was perhaps the first metaphysician to draw a contrast between the terms ousia and hypostasis. The hypostasis, he explains, is an inclination (rhopê) of the ousia which enables it to manifest itself in a lower plane with a concomitant lessening of its inherent power.45 This is an ontological tenet, not a merely semantic one, and of course the ontology is not that of Letter 38. On the other hand, it was uncommon practice for Christians to adapt the philosophical vocabulary to uses for which it had never been intended. For example, Dionysius of Alexandria, in a passage that Basil reproduced with qualified applause in his book On the Holy Spirit, had represented the Trinity as a triad derived by expansion from the monad.46 The author of Letter 38 may have felt that he could perform two cures at once if he baptized the terms hypostasis and ousia to produce an account of the Trinity which avoided the indiscretions of his saintly predecessor.

Returning to the text of the letter, we find that the author continues to tell us not so much how the three hypostaseis differ as how they are differentiated in our knowledge.47 Whatever our mind conceives to be the ousia or substance of the Father, this we conceive to be also the substance of the Son and of the Spirit; at the same time, we acknowledge this substance to exceed our powers of speech and comprehension. When we discriminate one of the three from the others, we say nothing of the shared substance, but look only for that factor which will enable us to form a clear and unalloyed ennoia or concept of the hypostasis. At the same time, he adds, the divine instruction that reveals to us the distinct character of each will not permit us to contemplate any of them without the other two. The Spirit must be conceived as the inseparable companion of the Son; the token by which he is known is that he succeeds the Son in the order of procession.48 The Son, who makes him known, is known in his turn as the one who shines forth as the unbegotten radiance of the Father. The Father is known, if knowing it can be called, as the one who is not derived from any other principle. Because all three are equally incorporeal and inscrutable, they are not marked off by the intervals or boundaries that separate the objects of perception in the lower world; to apprehend one is to apprehend all three. The terms of the discussion are epistemological, not ontological; even to say that two persons, human or divine, are homoousioi is not to say that they are one in ousia, but that one definition (logos) circumscribes the ousia of both.49


Inseparable relations

We have argued so far that Letter 38 is not confusing logic with ontology but using logic according to Porphyry’s definition of it as the study of words in so far as they signify. We have noted that an author who insists so strongly upon the unknowability of God could scarcely go any further; indeed, we might expect him to confess that logic is not so serviceable in these matters as in the investigation of the sublunar realm. And this he does indeed appear to confess when, in the last section of the letter, he addresses the objection that to speak of three hypostaseis is to contradict the Apostle, who at Hebrews 1:3 describes the Son as the radiance of the hypostasis of the Father, as though the Son possessed no hypostasis of his own.50 His answer, consistent with his previous reasoning, is that Paul (as he takes the writer of the epistle to be) has accommodated his language to our capacity for discernment. The Father and the Son are distinct hypostaseis, but the likeness of the image to the archetype is so perfect, the skhêsis or relation between them so intimate, that there is nothing to separate them but the skhêsis itself, and their glory appears to us to be undivided. As a further admonition not to make too much of the words that have been vouchsafed to us, we are reminded that the terms Father and Son are predicated skhêtikôs,51 that is to say, of the relation, not of the essences. It is all too plain not only that our knowledge is merely predicative, but that the science of predication is incomplete.

Once again, however, a peculiar feature of Porphyrian logic may be of use in the resolution of the difficulties that arise when one affirms that the Son and the Father are differentiated only by their relation. In the world that we know, a relation between two things is seldom if ever thought to constitute the identity of either; even when a relation, once established, is indefeasible, such as that between parent and offspring, the parent has an identity of her own which precedes the act of procreation. Moreover, parent and child will be distinguished by other properties – for example, their occupation of different spaces at any one time – which enable us to tell them apart even when we are unaware of the relation. A relation, in short, is generally accidental, not essential, to the subjects of which it is predicated; the three hypostaseis of the Christian Trinity, however, are eternally distinct in a manner that cannot be deemed contingent, so that the thing which sets them apart must be inseparably, if not essentially, bound up with the identity of each. Before Porphyry, an inseparable accident was a logical oxymoron; his Isagoge is the first text in which they are introduced as lawful subjects of predication. Modern logicians have not dealt kindly with this postulate,52 but in Gregory’s time the Isagoge was a textbook, and the inference from the inseparable accident to the inseparable relation was facilitated by the very obscurity of its terms.

Since the names Father and Son disclose a relation between two subjects whose shared essence remains ineffable, the relation itself, however, imperfectly known, must be a metaphysical fact. In his Letter to Ablabius – a text that advances warily from logic to metaphysics – Gregory of Nyssa characterizes this relation as a causal one, the Father being the cause of the Son and the Spirit proceeding from the same cause but not without the one caused. It was generally regarded as a necessary premise of homoousian theology that the Son and the Spirit should owe their divinity not to mere participation in a generic essence, but to their common derivation from the Father. As Gregory of Nazianzus observed, the biblical triad of Adam, Eve and Seth affords a more judicious analogy than three men chosen at random. Tertullian had already argued that the Son’s being ‘of the substance of the Father’ simultaneously entails both the duality of persons (since he issues from the Father) and the community of substance (since the Father is the one from whom he issues).53 The comparison with the protoplasts had already been drawn by Origen. But for all this unanimity, it was left to Apollinarius, in his correspondence with Basil, to give a name to this ‘genarchic’ unity which is neither that of an overarching species nor of an underlying substrate, but of the family which receives its name from a common ancestor:54

In this way, two things and more are called one in substance (ousia), as we human beings are one Adam and the son of David is David, as being the same with him. And in this manner, you rightly say also that the Son is what the Father is according to his substance. For in no other way could the Son be God, it being confessed that the Father is the one and only God. Just so there is one Adam, the progenitor of humanity, and one David, at the head of the race of kings.



The Apollinarian model of the Trinity may be contrasted with the ‘homoiousian’ doctrine according to which the Son and the Father share a nature not because one is the other’s offspring, but because they are equal members of one genus. The heretic Eunomius and the eccentric Catholic Marius Victorinus both regard the Son’s dependence on the Father as the shibboleth of the homoousian party; before, Plotinus had argued that equality and filiation cannot be brought under a single category, while both he and his pupil Porphyry distinguished between a genus by descent, like that of the Heraclids, and a genus according to Aristotelian usage. Aristotle nevertheless contends that the Platonists saw the form or idea as the first member of the class that participates in it, and A. C. Lloyd considers this to be true at least of the Neoplatonic ontology to which Aristotelian logic, in Porphyry’s view, was merely a preface.55 Porphyry himself was not deterred by the ‘third-man argument’ from treating the form as the primordial bearer of those attributes that he also predicates of the particular. In the Apollinarian model, the Father has a status corresponding to that of Heracles at the head of his clan, but also exercises the function of a Platonic form, since all the attributes of divinity reside in the other two persons only by virtue of their antecedent presence in the Father. Gregory of Nyssa, according to Johannes Zachhuber,56 did not apply this model to the Trinity, perhaps because, although he acknowledged the universal descent of humans from Adam, he regarded him as the material cause, not the formal or ontological cause, of racial unity. The consequence in his Letter to Ablabius, however, is that the reader remains in doubt as to whether he grasps that the three hypostaseis are not merely partakers of a common essence but identical, singly and jointly, with the one God.57

At any rate, we have seen that it would be unfair to charge Gregory with an evasive substitution of philology for ontology, as he had good precedent for employing one as a propaedeutic to the other. Since Porphyry could hardly have denied that the Metaphysics is a study of ousia, he must have ascribed a pedagogical motive to the reticence of Aristotle in his logical writings; allusions to his lost works suggest that, rather than attributing contradictory definitions of ousia to Plato and Aristotle, he argued that the latter acknowledged two realms, the intelligible and the sensible, but chose to confine his own discourse to the latter. Porphyry’s formula ‘words in so far as they signify’ may be equally applicable to Gregory and to Aristotle, but in Gregory’s case there can be no second work – no Metaphysics, as it were – in which the signified reality becomes the subject of investigation. The intelligible being which Plato regards as the proper object of the soul is, in Gregory’s view, nothing less than God himself, of whom nothing is known to us but his unknowability until he sets the saint on the infinite path from glory to glory after death.

Further elements of Cappadocian theology

We must not take leave of Gregory without reminding ourselves that he was the younger brother of Basil, who, while his works may not lend themselves so often to philosophical analysis, was not ashamed to make use from time to time of his Athenian education. In his work On the Holy Spirit, he exploits what some modern commentators on Porphyry call his ‘logic of prepositions’, listing the diverse uses of the preposition ‘with’, just as the Tyrian had explained the relation of accident to substance in the Categories by elaborating Aristotle’s remarks in a different work on the versatility of the preposition ‘in’.58 Here, the resemblance may be adventitious, as Basil’s grammatical observations were forced upon him by his opponents; on the other hand, he is obviously following not only the terminology but the structure of the Categories when he argues in his eighth letter that, since nothing in the categories of magnitude and quality can be predicated of God, we cannot reduce the sameness (tautotes) of substance in the Godhead to an arithmetic unity or the sharing of common properties. Perhaps, indeed, he sees more clearly than Gregory that a rigorous attempt to construe the doctrine of the Trinity in Aristotelian terms can only expose the illogicality of the doctrine, or (as he would prefer to say) the insufficiency of Aristotelian logic. Nevertheless, it would seem that in one instance, at least, both Basil and Gregory have allowed an Aristotelian formula, adopted with fidelity to its original use, to shape not only their reading of the Scriptures but their understanding of the Nicene faith.


It is well known that both Basil and Gregory speak of a common logos tês ousias (rationale of being) which unites the three hypostaseis of the Godhead and sets them apart from the creation.59 At Categories 1a3, these words denote what is lacking in an image as compared to the living man, when both are designated by the term anthrôpos. It is also well known to historians of dogma that the Cappadocians do not apply the word eikôn or image to the Second Person of the Trinity before the incarnation; that is to say, they interpret Paul’s description of him as the eikôn of the invisible God (Colossians 1:15) with reference to his visible appearance in the flesh. By contrast, earlier champions of Nicaea – Athanasius and Hilary of Poitiers, together with Alexander of Alexandria before them – were prepared to maintain that even within the Godhead the Second Person is the image of the Father. Hilary adds that the truest replication of a father is his natural son, while Athanasius argues that even a statue of an emperor enjoys parity of honour with its prototype, so that Christ must be worthy of the same devotions which the Church accords to God.60 The Cappadocians, on the other hand, perceived that a mind formed in the school of Aristotle – and Eunomius was, in their view, a subtle doctor of this school – would be apt to deduce, as an unintended corollary of the Athanasian simile, that the Son and the Father are not alike in logos tês ousias and that consequently only one is God. They feared, in other words, that to characterize the Son as the image of the Father would be taken to imply that he received the name ‘God’ by mere homonymy.

The Cappadocians also reject the analogy between the Son and an image because an image differs from its original not only in definition but in matter – or perhaps the matter is already implied in the definition. Origen, in his treatise On Prayer, had urged that we should not offer prayer in its fullest sense to the Son, because he is unlike the Father in ousia and hypokeimenon.61 His usage of both terms here is not easily squared with the theology of his other works, unless they refer to the nature that the Second Person assumed in the incarnation. On the other hand, Origen never expressly asserts that the Godhead is united by a common ousia; the Cappadocians, for whom this is an axiom, would never have said that the Father and the Son were either like or unlike in hypokeimenon, for what could this mean except that they possessed a material substrate? Both Origen and the Cappadocians questioned the necessity of positing a substrate devoid of qualities as the precondition of physical existence; Origen contemplates the possibility that entities in this world are constituted by their qualities alone,62 while Basil and Gregory seem to conceive of matter as the product of qualities rather than of the unconditioned substrate.63 Both, we may surmise, felt that the creation of matter by God as an intermediary between absolute nothingness and concrete being would be superfluous, while the notion of uncreated matter threatened to abridge his sovereignty.


Conclusion

For every book on Basil in English, there are four or five on his brother. As reasons for the greater popularity of Gregory we may cite the allure of his mystical writings, the greater availability of translations, the existence of a fine critical edition of his whole corpus and the recent compilation of a lexicon to his Greek in nine stout volumes. There are no such resources at hand for the study of Gregory of Nazianzus, the close friend of Basil and Gregory whom we count as the third of the Cappadocian Fathers; nevertheless, it is he who goes by the name of ‘Gregory the Theologian’ not because of his close engagement with the philosophers, but because he proclaims the orthodox faith with unrivalled precision, avoiding the snares that from time to time had tripped up both Basil and Gregory while maintaining a lofty and seamless orotundity that was not surpassed even in that golden age of rhetoric. The arguments which Gregory of Nyssa has developed at length are the portable commonplaces of Nazianzus. In the third of his Theological Orations, he rejects the analogy with human willing that might lead us to posit a dunamis antecedent to the fathering of the Logos;64 he scoffs that if ‘ingenerateness’ were the essence of the Father, then it would also be Adam’s essence and there would be but a single, unbegotten human (Oration 29.11); when the heretics ask whether ‘Father’ is the name of an energeia or an ousia, he replies that it designates neither of these things but a relation between two bearers of the one essence (29.16). He also cites the Aristotelian principle that where there is energeia we shall find the energoumenon,65 and he deplores the suggestion that theos may be a term applied homonymically (29.13–14), and thus with differing import, to the Father and to the Son. In short, a cultured acquaintance with the thought of Aristotle is now a condition of orthodoxy for the Christian intellectual, though there is no concomitant duty to acquire a technical mastery, or even a first-hand knowledge, of his works.
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Appendix: Hypokeimenon in Gregory of Nyssa’s doctrine of the Trinity1

Brill’s Dictionary of Gregory of Nyssa contains a long entry on hypostasis, another on ousia and another on prosôpon.2 Nothing less, of course, was to be expected, for the differentiation of hypostasis and ousia in the Godhead was the most celebrated legacy of the Cappadocian Fathers, and occasional experiments with prosôpon, the Greek equivalent of persona, were not excluded by the strictures of Nazianzus on the indigence of the Latin vocabulary.3 Learned and stringent articles on the Cappadocian usage of these terms were current before the publication of the Dictionary: Jean Pépin has noted a correlation between hypostasis and hyparxis, which implies, in accordance with God’s own revelation of himself at Exodus 3:14, that existence is the one predicate which is true of him without qualification – and, properly speaking, true of him alone.4
Hyparxis has no place in the Dictionary, and neither (a fortiori, one might say) has hypokeimenon, though this was another word that was thought to be germane to the definition of existence. It is none the less a salient term in Gregory’s writing on creation and the Trinity, and one that he could employ for either purpose with a novelty not easily captured by the lexicographer. This appendix will confine itself to the Trinitarian usage, though the texts in which it appears to differentiate the matter of the cosmos from the formless substrate might not be foreign even to this discussion if it were pursued at greater length. Some readers might be puzzled that it has any place at all in speculation on the nature of the Godhead, and, as we shall see, this perplexity may not be dispelled when Gregory’s usage is compared with that of Aristotle, whose Categories on other occasions served as his logical guide.

Here, as in much else, Origen set the precedent; yet Gregory would not have endorsed his dictum in the treatise On Prayer that the Son should not receive the same devotions as the Father because he differs from him in ousia and hypokeimenon.5 Even in Origen, a clear assertion of two ousiai in the Godhead would be anomalous,6 while the coupling of this noun with hypokeimenon might suggest a Stoic ontology, were it not that this is rejected in the same treatise.7 Perhaps we have here an instance of the imperfect separation of Christology and Trinitarian thought which is characteristic of theology before the Cappadocians; it is clear enough, on the other hand, that the passages from Gregory’s work which we have to consider in the present study pertain to Christ as the Second Person of the Trinity and not as incarnate saviour. It will be convenient first to note the three senses of hypokeimenon as they appear in Aristotle, and then to consider how far the relevant texts conform to this anatomy.


The Aristotelian background

Liddell and Scott’s Greek Lexicon distinguishes three senses of hypokeimenon, which are all attested in the writings of Aristotle:


a    In the Physics and the Metaphysics, the hypokeimenon is the substrate, generally called by Aristotle the ‘matter’, on which a universal form is impressed to constitute a particular object. It is the presence of this substrate that enables one object to act upon another and which makes possible the persistence of the one that is acted upon, notwithstanding the change of properties.

b    At Categories 1a20–21, etc., the hypokeimenon is the particular object, compounded of form and matter, to which properties are attributed. These properties, which cannot subsist without the material substrate, are said by Aristotle to be predicated en hypokeimeno.

c    At Categories 1a 20 and 1b10, etc., the hypokeimenon is the logical subject of those terms which, though they are predicated of it, are not present in it; for example, when we say ‘X is a man’ or ‘X is a creature’. In this case, predication is kat’ hypokeimenon.



Although they are distinguished in the lexicon, it would seem that (b) and (c) represent not two different kinds of hypokeimenon but two different modes of predication, one of which treats the object as a particular thing in the world, and one of which treats it as a logical subject. Both, on the other hand, are clearly distinct from (a), in which the hypokeimenon is not the object itself but the condition of its existence.8 According to Aristotle and his successors in both the Peripatetic and the Platonic traditions, the hypokeimenon in this sense has only potential, not actual existence, and, being a mere receptacle to the properties which constitute the form of the object, cannot itself be the subject of any predicate, unless the negation of properties counts as such. While Gregory of Nyssa gives ample proof of his familiarity with this use of the term, it does not figure (except perhaps by analogy) in his teaching on the Trinity: whether or not he had read his brother’s correspondence with Apollinarius,9 he did not need the Laodicean to persuade him that there is no matter in the Godhead, and hence that the common ousia of the three persons cannot be understood as a substrate. It may be that he was not so hostile as Apollinarius to the understanding of the ousia as a common genus. The question, though, is of some interest to this study, for if he conceived the ousia as a universal of which the hypostaseis are instantiations, the hypostasis would be analogous in one respect to the particular object as defined in (b) above, though it would differ in not owing its particularity to a material substrate. The hypostasis would therefore correspond to the hypokeimenon if the latter were understood in sense (b); it could also be a logical subject of predication and therefore a hypokeimenon in sense (c).


Yet, even if he sometimes appears to treat the common divinity of the three persons as a genus, Gregory holds as an article of faith that there is one God and not three. Thus, it would be equally possible for him to consider God as an individual bearer of properties or as a logical subject of predication. Again, we must add the caveat that the particularity of God is not the result of a differentiation of form by matter, and hence a strict application of sense (a) is always precluded. At the same time, we must observe that not only God but his essence, the common ousia, might legitimately be a logical subject and hence a hypokeimenon in sense (c). Could it be so in sense (b) also? No, we might say, for the Godhead is incorporeal, and the distinction between the substance and its accidents holds only in the case of things composed of form and matter. Yet once more a qualification must be entered, for while it is true that neither the Godhead nor any of its hypostaseis has a property which is merely accidental, in the sense of temporary or contingent, a distinction can be drawn between the ousia of the hypostasis and the property which identifies it as that hypostasis. As is well known, Gregory does not concede to his adversary Eunomius that all properties of the hypostaseis are essential; to be ingenerate or generated, to be Father or Son, are neither essential nor contingent properties, but might be assigned, to borrow a term from Porphyry, to the rare class of inseparable accidents.10 Thus, the possibility arises of employing the word hypokeimenon in sense (b) to denote the common ousia of the Trinity in opposition to the peculiarities of each hypostasis.

In the course of the following enquiry, we shall find evidence that this is so, but none of it will be unequivocal. There are times when ‘logical subject’ seems to be an apt translation of hypokeimenon; at others, the ousia is certainly the thing denoted, though we may hesitate as to whether it is the ousia of the whole Godhead or of each hypostasis, or even of one hypostasis alone. If we ask how a hypostasis can possess its own ousia, the answer is that Gregory is obliged to expound not only the Nicene doctrine but that of an opponent who contends that each member of the supernal triad is distinct from the others in essence. In canvassing the senses of hypokeimenon, we may find ourselves entertaining the possibility that, while it cannot mean matter in the usual sense, it may signify the ousia as that which is differentiated by the inseparable accidents of the three hypostaseis. I can seldom, if ever, pretend to have got beyond the mere entertaining to establishing the truth of any hypothesis, though this may not be impossible for those who have devoted more time to the question or who possess a better grasp of the logical tools.


Contra Eunomium 3.5.55–58: An ambiguous case

We may begin with a double occurrence of the term hypokeimenon in the same argument, where, as often, it stands for that which remains ineffable in God when we have come to the end of speech. Contra Eunomium 3.5.55 is only one of Gregory’s numerous declamations on the inadequacy of all words to the majesty of the God whom no-one has seen at any time, who withheld his very name from Abraham and Moses, and who even now is veiled in invisible light which none can approach. To suppose that his infinite nature can be captured in our vocabulary is as foolish as to imagine that a cupped hand can accommodate the ocean.11 He hastens to add that this sense of our insufficiency is not a pretext for scepticism or dogmatic nescience:

In saying this, we do not deny that the Father exists ingenerately, nor do we refuse to affirm at the same time the generation of the only-begotten Son: on the contrary, the latter is generated and the former is not generated. But what in his nature the one who exists without generation is, and what he is who is held by faith to be generated – this we have not been taught by the terms that signify being generated and not being generated. For saying that this one is generated or is not generated, we give shape to a two-fold thought through the expressions, looking towards the hypokeimenon by the indication of its logos, but learning through the terms ‘generated’ or ‘ungenerated’ the notion superimposed on the hypokeimenon. It is thus one thing to think of that which is and another to think of the notion superimposed on that which is.

(GNO II.180.14–24 = Contra Eunomium 3.5.56)



What does Gregory mean by the indication of a logos, which enables us to look towards the ineffable hypokeimenon? He proceeds to argue that any term which we apply to the divine nature – for example, ‘just’, ‘incorruptible’, ‘immortal’ or ‘ingenerate’ – carries with it the presupposition that he is, so that even where this verb is omitted the notion of God’s existence must be supplied if the names that we give to him are to be more than empty sounds. Only when the naming is accompanied by this premise of his existence will there be any force in what is said because only then is it understood with regard to that which is. The predicate itself, however, reveals not what it is for God to be God, but what he makes known to us through his active manifestations:

Thus, when we call him judge, we apprehend through judgement a certain energy of his, but we fix our mind on the hypokeimenon through [the notion or predication of] being, having clearly learnt through this not to suppose that the logos of being is the same as the energy. Likewise, by saying ‘he is generated’ or ‘he is ingenerate’ we divide our thought into two distinct concepts, being conscious of the hypokeimenon through [the notion of] being, but comprehending through the terms ‘generated’ and ‘ingenerate’ that which belongs in addition to the hypokeimenon.

(GNO II.181.13–21 = Contra Eunomium 3.5.58)



The confident assertion of God’s existence is a corollary of his revelation to Moses of the name Yahweh, which was always understood in antiquity to mean ‘He who is’. Gregory’s position is that while the bare fact of God’s existence is revealed and hence incontrovertible, we are given no authority to say anything else with regard to him as he is, but only with regard to his manifestations. The predicates which denote these manifestations have a limited truth and are properly attached to the hypokeimenon, but not as essential properties. If we ask whether the noun hypokeimenon signifies the ousia of the Godhead, the Godhead itself or the discrete persons, we shall find little illumination in Gregory’s reasoning, for the one known attribute of the hypokeimenon, its existence, can be predicated of all with equal truth. Of the four terms which represent divine energies, ‘just’ is a positive predicate, ‘incorruptible’ and ‘immortal’ are negative predicates, and all three pertain with equal truth to the Godhead, to its substance and to the persons. ‘Ingenerate’, on the other hand, is the epithet of the Father, from which we may certainly infer that he is a hypokeimenon, but not that this participle is inapplicable to the Son, the common ousia or the one subject whom we call ‘God’.

Whatever we take Gregory’s hypokeimenon to be, we have still to determine whether it is so called as an actual bearer of properties, a logical subject or in some analogical sense a substrate. Let us suppose, for example, that the adjective ‘ingenerate’ is added to the ousia of the Godhead: it is not in this case predicated kat’ hypokeimenon, but it might not be incongruous to regard the ousia as, so to speak, the matter on which aggenesia is impressed as a form to constitute the hypostasis of the Father. On the other hand, in so far as the ousia is God himself, it might be styled the bearer of aggenesia, which would thus be predicated of it en hypokeimenoi. If the hypokeimenon were the hypostasis of the Father, it might be maintained that since to agenneton is a synonym for this one being, the adjective is predicated kat’ hypokeimenon. Even this non liquet, it might be objected, rests on a specious abuse of Aristotle’s nomenclature, for the very notion of predication en hypokeimeno, and hence the contrast between this and predication kat’ hypokeimenon, implies the separability of the predicate from the object, which, as we have said, is not to be found in God, his hypostaseis or his ousia.


Contra Eunomium 3.8.23–25: Hypokeimenon as the individual

By contrast, at Contra Eunomium 3.23–25 we can argue with some confidence that the hypokeimenon is an individual bearer of predicates, rather than a substrate or a logical subject. In this text, an argument from a common hypokeimenon to a common ousia is prefaced by an invidious comparison of Eunomius with Sabellius: both, we are told, have fallen into Judaism, the one by honouring only the Father with the essential predicate of divinity, the other by bestowing on the Father alone the names of all three persons. Eunomius, in fact, has gone so far as to deny the very existence of the only-begotten God; since, however, it would be weary and sordid work to examine all his blasphemies, we need lose no time in setting out the ‘superior mode of reasoning’ which is:

Not to suppose ingenerateness (agennesia) and generation (gennesis) to be the same thing in essence (ousia), but to recognize both their presence in the hypokeimenon and the hypokeimenon itself as something else beside them in its proper definition. In this, no difference is found because the difference with regard to the generate and the ingenerate has been separated from the essence. The absolutely necessary consequence is to predicate jointly of both the same incomparable ousia.

(GNO II.248.1–7)



The generate and the ingenerate certainly differ, but not in essence, because these antonyms have been shown in previous arguments to stand for relative rather than essential attributes. It appears indeed that they stand here for the attributes distinguishing the Son and the Father as persons of the Trinity, the conclusion being that since these persons share one undifferentiated substrate (hypokeimenon) they are one in ousia or essence. The argument is elliptical, and the parsing of it requires us to ascertain which of three possible senses of the word hypokeimenon is to be understood:


a    It is possible that ousia and hypokeimenon are synonyms in this passage. Certainly, their relation is not that of form to matter, for if it were it could not be said of the Father and Son that because they share the same hypokeimenon they share the same ousia. On the other hand, if they were synonyms, the inseparable accidents would be present in the ousia; but, being contradictory, they cannot both be present in the ousia which is common to all the hypostaseis, and even in the particular hypostasis the ousia is that which is shared with the others, not a unique ensemble of predicates.

b    If hypokeimenon signified ‘logical subject’, predication would be kat’ hypokeimenon; in that case, one could not speak of the presence of ingenerateness and generation in the hypokeimenon or of the latter as something else beside them. Furthermore, the assertion that the begotten and the unbegotten are the same logical subject, while it lends itself to an orthodox reading in so far as both the Father and the Son are God, would be equally consistent with the heresy of Sabellius, which makes the Father and Son a single person.

c    There is no bar to understanding the hypokeimenon as the substance – Aristotle’s first ousia – of which the inseparable accidents are predicated. While we have observed that God in his unity has as much claim to the status of a first ousia as any of the hypostaseis, it is evident in this case that the predicates do not belong to God in as much as he is God. Since it is equally evident that they do not both pertain to one hypostasis, the term hypokeimenon must be understood distributively, the one term (agennesia) being predicable only of the Father and the other (gennesis) only of the Son.




Contra Eunomium 3.1.70: Hypokeimenon as ousia?

In an earlier passage, the sense of hypokeimenon is determined by the adversary’s lexicon. The argument of Eunomius is that the absence of matter precludes a distinction between the potential and the actual and hence a distinction between essential properties and those which are accidental or contingent. The Father and the Son are both incorporeal, possessing no matter which might have been ordered otherwise: it follows that if they differ in that one is ingenerate and one generated, they are different, and indeed contrary, in essence. The relation that holds between the Son and the Father must therefore hold between their essences, their ousiai, and there can be no common essence of the Godhead. Gregory’s response is that when the ousia of the Son is said to be generated, half of this locution touches the origin (‘that from which’), and the other half auto to hypokeimenon, to which the hypostasis that is from the origin belongs:

Just as in this passage [John 16:21] we understand from the Gospel two distinct conceptions, one being the bearer whom we have apprehended through the act of generation, the other that very subject which comes into being from the bearer (for the bearer is not the man, but the man is through the bearer): so here, when Eunomius professes that the ousia is generated (gennethenai ten ousian) by the preceding word [gennethenai], we have been taught that it has an origin [to ek tinos], while by the one that comes next we have apprehended the hypokeimenon itself [auto to hypokeimenon] which has its hypostasis from the origin.

(Contra Eunomium 3.70 = GNO II.29.4–112)



This is a rare conjunction of hypokeimenon with hypostasis, the latter word here signifying actual, as opposed to potential, existence. The argument now proceeds as follows: if we grant the ousia is something other than generation, it will be fallacious to argue from the fact that the Father generates the Son to a distinction between their essences; in other words, there will be no logical inference from the conflict of names to the nature of the things. Just as in John’s parable of the woman in childbirth (16:21, above), we grasp that the man who is born is not identical with his generation, so we grasp in the reasoning of Eunomius that the generated ousia of the Son is not identical with its generation, and hence (as we can infer) that it may be identical with the ousia of the Father. Gregory now corroborates this inference by contrasting the ingenerate hypostasis of Adam with the generated hypostasis of Abel, triumphantly pointing out that, notwithstanding the difference of origin, the ousia of Abel is universally held to be one with the ousia of Adam.

Whether we think this reasoning sound or sophistic, the passage quoted above, in which Gregory strives for clarity of formulation, applies the participle hypokeimenon to the ousia which the Son receives from the Father. For Gregory, this ousia is the divinity that is common to all three persons; for Eunomius, it is the property that sets the Son apart from the other persons. Our choice between the three senses of hypokeimenon – substrate, actual substance and logical subject – will depend on our choice between these definitions:



a    If we follow Eunomius, the ousia of the Son is simply that which the Son is, except that the name ‘Son’ carries the implication of actual being, which is not present when we speak only of his ousia. For this reason, ‘substrate’ does not seem to be a possible meaning, for it does not accord with any known Greek usage that a substrate should become a substance, or first ousia, by the superimposition of mere existence. At the same time, we cannot equate the ousia, as Eunomius intends it, in this passage as first ousia, for then he would be saying only what Gregory holds, that the Son himself owes his origin to the Father. In so far as Eunomius regards the fact of being begotten as the simple essence of the Son, and regards the Son himself as an incorporeal being, it can be argued that for him the generation of the Son is predicated kat’ hypokeimenon.

b    It might not be so absurd, if we follow Gregory, to take the common ousia of the Godhead as the substrate which is determined as three persons or hypostaseis by the superimposition of different properties. Yet even if we do not insist that the Godhead must be identical with God himself, and hence as much a first as a second ousia, it is obvious that Gregory cannot hold this opinion. If he did, he would be admitting that the Son and the Father are constituted as beings by the properties which determine their relations, and this is the heresy that he has undertaken to explode. Still less would it be possible to predicate generation kat’ hypokeimenon of this sublime ousia. Could generation, therefore, be construed as a property which the Son bears en hypokeimeno, differentiating him from the Father but only as a dispositional, not an essential property? Again, it might be doubted whether a precedent for this usage is supplied by the Aristotelian tradition.



If we return to the quoted passage, one natural deduction from the appeal to John 16:21 is that, just as the fruit of a woman’s parturition is her child, so the fruit of generation within the Trinity must be the Son. The analogy that is subsequently drawn between the persons of the Trinity and the progeny of Adam would appear to confirm this reasoning. So long as we take hypostasis to mean ‘actual being’ rather than ‘an actually existent thing’, we can hardly doubt that in Gregory’s mind the Son himself is the hypokeimenon who derives his hypostasis from his origin. This is certainly not the logic of Eunomius, who speaks of the ousia as that which the Son possesses, not that which he is; but of course, it was not an uncommon trope, in Gregory or in any of the Cappadocian Fathers, to substitute one’s own premises for those of an opponent. If, therefore, the hypokeimenon is the existent, the first ousia, and hypostasis its existence as first ousia, the riddle is not so much what Gregory means as whether he holds himself answerable to the Aristotelian trichotomy that was set out at the beginning of this appendix.



Contra Eunomium 1.225–228: Hypokeimenon and hypostasis


Our difficulties are compounded by another passage in Contra Eunomium where ousia, hypostasis and hypokeimenon are interwoven in such a way that ‘one hypokeimenon’ sometimes appears to mean one ousia rather than two and sometimes one hypostasis rather than three. The lemma from Eunomius at Contra Eunomium I.225 asserts that each ousia in the divine triad ‘is purely simple and wholly one in being and conception according to its own status’.12 In the opening sentence of his rebuttal, Gregory concedes that there is one heresy which cannot be laid at the door of a man who holds this erroneous tenet:

If therefore his purpose, in asserting the mutual dissimilarity of the ousiai, is to make it clear that he does not subscribe to the impiety of Sabellius by attaching three names to a single hypokeimenon,13 we too agree and none of those who think piously contradicts his teaching, except that he seems to err merely in nomenclature and the application of language by referring to ousiai rather than hypostaseis.

(GNO I.92.25–93.6 = Contra Eunomium I.226)



Gregory proceeds to draw his familiar, and perilous, analogy between the three persons of the Trinity and three human beings. Peter, James and John are all one in the logos tes ousias, that is, in the definition of being, since each is a man; they differ none the less in the idiômata or particular traits which characterize the hypostasis of each. In the Trinity, as in the human realm, the hypostasis is the individual member, while the ousia is that which all three share as a condition of membership; it is not germane to the argument at this point to observe that the class of divine beings is unlike the class of humans, in as much as it is limited to three persons who are jointly and severally identical with a single God. The error of applying the names of the three hypostaseis to one hypokeimenon is equated with the assertion of one prosopon,14 and again it is said that the doctrine of Eunomius would be commendable if his goal were to avoid this solecism. In fact, Gregory continues, no such apology can be offered:

This, however, is not his object, and he is not saying that the hypostaseis are distinguished from one another by the peculiar properties that are reckoned to them, but rather constructing an argument that the very underlying essence (hypokeimenen ousian) is foreign to the other or rather to itself. On this account, he names many ousiai, each foreign to the others in its own peculiar way, and for this reason I say that his argument is without head or beginning, not constructing its blasphemy in due sequence from any agreed premise.

(GNO I.93.15–24 = Contra Eunomium I.228)



In this case, the participle hypokeimene qualifies the noun ousia not as an accidental property but as that which is implicit in the sense; ousia, understood as Aristotle’s second ousia or essence, is that which underlies a thing as the cause of its being a thing of a certain kind. Gregory is obliged to speak equivocally, since for him the ousia is that which all three persons have in common, while for Eunomius it is that which is peculiar to each of them. But although it will therefore follow for Eunomius that ousia and hypostasis are coterminous, it will be as true for him as it is for Gregory that the term ousia denotes a set of attributes (in this case, a set of one), not the mere fact of existing or of being this particular existent. Unless we are to adopt a fine distinction between the neuter, to hypokeimenon, and the feminine, hypokeimene, it would seem that in the course of Gregory’s argument the same term represents first the logical subject and then the shared essence of three logical subjects. It might not be just to say that the reference changes, since the single logical subject in the first case is only a putative one, a figment of Sabellius, but there is a visible, though unnoticed, change of sense.


Contra Eunomium 2.591–604: Hypokeimenon and privation

On the other hand, ‘logical subject’ is the least plausible rendering of hypokeimenon in a passage defending the principle that we can never say truly what God is but only what he is not. Eunomius had replied with a distinction between the chôrismos or prescinding from the better, which he takes to be merely privative in force, and the apostasis or detachment from the worse, which is indicative of the true character of God:

The concept of privation is not an indifferent median: we should rather use the term ‘privation’ of prescinding from the greater, but ought not to signify by this name the detachment from the worse.

(Contra Eunomium 2.591 = GNO I.399.4–8, adapting the syntax)



His point, if we can exhume it from the sarcasms that have been heaped on it by Gregory, appears to be that when we deny that God is wise or just we do not assert that he is unwise or unjust, but only that our lexicon contains no words commensurate with the properties that we inaccurately describe as wisdom or justice; on the other hand, when we assert that God is immortal or imperishable, we state something that is absolutely true. Thus, the immortality of God is not the mere absence of mortality but the quality which renders him superior to all that is mortal. In the language of Dionysius the Areopagite, whom he strikingly anticipates, it is truer to say that God is not mortal than that he is not wise. Gregory’s first retort is the familiar accusation that his adversary has mistaken words which tell us what God is or what he is not for a definition of his essence (auto to einai);15 his second is to ridicule the distinction between prescinding from the better and detachment from the worse. Both, he insists, are equally negative, and the principle that when we negate a term we affirm the contrary of that term applies with equal truth to both. To affirm the immortality of God is to deny that he is mortal; if immortality were to be anything else than the negation of mortality, it would be possible for the immortal to coexist with the mortal, and hence we would be obliged to ascribe mortality to God.

In the course of this masterful exercise in petitio principii, Gregory twice employs the participle hypokeimenos. Contrasting his own opinion that the adjective ‘incorruptible’ is a mere privative with the teaching of Eunomius that it represents a ‘detachment from the worse’ and hence a true property, he scoffs that the heretic falsely supposes the very being of God (auto to einai) to be signified through the hypokeimenon.16 The argument terminates with the active verb: if immortality is not the negation of mortality, or incorruptibility of corruption, then God is liable (hypokeimenos) to mortality and corruption. In the second case, we can hardly deny that God is perversely represented as an entity who is corruption, a hypokeimenon in the sense of a possible bearer of properties. It is not so easy to attach any of the common meanings to hypokeimenon in the earlier sentence, for when does this term signify the instrument of predication rather than the thing to which the predicate is attached? What is intended, perhaps, is that Eunomius imagines the privative epithets to be significant in so far as they signify the essence of God, in contrast to Gregory, who maintains that they signify only his manifestations. If that is so, hypokeimenon in the mouth of Eunomius seems to be the Son’s underlying essence, of which we have spoken above: to him, this is ontologically, though not logically, identical with the hypostasis, whereas to Gregory hypostasis and ousia are always complementary terms.

Some further passages

The ambiguity that we encounter here is a recurrent one, and not only in the treatise against Eunomius. In his work On the Holy Trinity, addressed to Eustathius, Gregory declares that all the concepts and appellations that befit God are alike in honour because they designate the same hypokeimenon. It is not that the epithet ‘good’ is predicated of one hypokeimenon and that the epithets ‘wise’, ‘potent’ or ‘just’ of another; on the contrary, all the names that are affirmed of the divine nature are equipollent with regard to the hypokeimenon that they denote.17 Again, he assures us in the Catechetical Oration that ‘whatever word or name is found to denote the hypokeimenon, the thing signified is one without distinction’.18 In both of these instances, since every property of God is also a property of his nature, the hypokeimenon could be understood as the essence or substance of the Godhead or as the Godhead itself conceived with respect to its unity; it would not, however, be possible to take either the Son or the Father as the logical subject of predication, for the hypokeimenon would not then be one. The same observations apply to many other texts in the treatise against Eunomius: at 2.477, for example,19 we learn that when ‘the one who admits of no such notion is termed immortal or incorruptible’, this does not entail a division of the hypokeimenon; again on the following page,20 no loss of integrity in the hypokeimenon is entailed by the application of differing terms.

There is no more light to be gleaned from Contra Eunomium 2.513,21 where we read that what is proper to the hypokeimenon of the Father and the Son is that it exceeds all definition, whereas when we predicate some notion of the hypokeimenon, our speech has only the concept as its referent, not the hypokeimenon itself. The latter, in so far as it is what it is, transcends all language and conception, and to speak of its being causeless or incapable of not-being is only to say what it is in relation to our understanding.22 Here, it would be equally true to say that the Son and the Father, as entities or as logical subjects, are indefinable, and to say this of the common essence. If, however, ‘logical subject’ is taken to be the meaning of hypokeimenon, we must add the caveat that causelessness, which is offered here as one instance of an accommodatory term or epinoia, is predicable only of the Father. For a passage in which ‘logical subject’ must be the meaning of hypokeimenon, we must turn to Contra Eunomium 2.538, where Peter and Simon are two names that betoken one hypokeimenon, that is, two designations of the same man.23 A personal appellative is predicated, one must assume, kat’ hypokeimenon. The same may be true at 2.353, where the Son is said to be one in hypokeimenon,24 and at 2.356, where the one hypokeimenon is that of the Lord;25 either of these locutions, however, might be used instead to affirm the unity of the Son as a bearer of common or distinctive attributes.

Conclusion

If we can trust the results of this analysis, there is no sense – none, at least, of the senses defined by Aristotle – that can be uniformly assigned to the word hypokeimenon in Gregory’s teaching on the Trinity. One reason, as we have noted, is that where there is no matter there is no substrate, and no detachable properties which, in Aristotle’s nomenclature, would be predicated en hypokeimeno rather than kat’ hypokeimenon. If that were the only difficulty, we might conclude that two or three of the Aristotelian senses of the word were simultaneously applicable; but while that might be true of certain instances, there are others in which it seems that the Stagirite can offer no elucidation. If we prescind from Aristotelian usage, and ask ourselves what a typical occurrence of hypokeimenon might convey to the unphilosophical reader of Gregory’s works, I would suggest that it often points to the hidden actuality of the divine, to that which God or a person of the Godhead is in contradistinction to the notions that we formed of him, whether these be orthodox or heterodox. Although some scholars would argue that the equation of the real with the hypokeimenon is a distinctive tenet of Stoicism,26 we need not surmise that Gregory was peculiarly indebted to this philosophy for his practice. For one thing, he did not agree with the Stoics in regarding either matter or body as coextensive with reality; for another, Aristotle does not deny that there is a lawful sense of ousia which is synonymous with a lawful sense of hypokeimenon. Perhaps we should not expect that Gregory’s usage should be grounded in that of any pagan school, for no pagan school, not even that of Plato, held a doctrine of the Trinity. No semantic casuistry in the pagan world would allow one to say that three hypostaseis, not identical with each other, were all identical with the one being who is God; no classical definition of persona, as Augustine knew, will account for the application of this term to Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Perhaps, then, Greek philosophy has only an ancillary role to play in explaining Gregory’s juggling with the term hypokeimenon, a full understanding of which can be acquired only by immersion in his theology, and hence by an acceptance of his caveat that human words can give us only human ideas of God.
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7    Aristotle and the Christological controversy



As we have seen, the Aristotelian principles invoked in Trinitarian controversies of the fourth century took a form that had already been impressed upon them in the metaphysics of Plotinus. As Gregory of Nyssa and Marius Victorinus inherited them, the terms energeia and dunamis were no longer confined to the sphere of generation and corruption, but had come to represent an eternal cycle of procession and return, whereby the One becomes objective in nous and the Intelligible becomes subsistent in the Particular, while conversely the Particular owes its integrity to the Intelligible and nous derives its unity from the One. In this case, the harmony of the two schools is achieved by the abstraction of temporality from the dynamics of the Aristotelian cosmos. The Categories, on the other hand, offers no secure expedient for the reconciliation of divine unity with the individual unity of the three persons: we cannot distinguish the Godhead from the persons as a species from its particulars or as a genus from its species, though we can distinguish the predicates that are common to all three from those that pertain to one alone. In this case, the Neoplatonists could accommodate Aristotle only by arguing that he purposely confined his account of being to the phenomenal world as a complement to Plato’s teaching on the transcendent forms. This armistice, disdained by Plotinus himself, was of no more service to the logic of the Trinity, in which nothing is phenomenal; by contrast, the incarnation, as the visible and tangible epiphany of the Godhead, might seem to offer good auspices for a marriage of the two ontologies.

The logical implications of the claim that God became man have been debated since the beginning of Christianity.1 Does it entail that God was born when the man was born and that God suffers when the man suffers? If God comes down from heaven to be a man, can we say that the man came down from heaven? If his human acts are also acts of the Logos, can he be credited with an autonomous human will? Ecclesiastical synods addressed these questions chiefly by fiat and proscription, denouncing Apollinarius in 381 for denying Christ a human mind, upholding against Nestorius in 431 the ecumenical acclamation of Mary as Mother of God, balancing this decree in 451 with a condemnation of the ‘Eutychian’ (or ‘Monophysite’) position which suppressed Christ’s human nature, and pronouncing a final anathema in 553 on ‘Antiochene’ disputants (now long dead), who were thought to have made one person of God the Logos and another of Christ the man.2 Given that theological ordinances were answerable only to the Scriptures and the Church’s traditions of worship, Aristotle was never quoted at these assemblies. His logical terminology, however, was employed with increasing frequency in the literature that preceded and followed the statement of Chalcedon in 451 that Christ was one person in two natures. ‘Miaphysite’ opponents of the Council in the course of the following century believed this formula to be inconsistent with the repeated assertion of Cyril of Alexandria that Christ is ‘one nature of the Word enfleshed’.3

Cyril, some of whose writings had been canonized at Chalcedon,4 could not be lightly accused of error. Defenders of Chalcedon therefore argued that his formula implied the coexistence of two natures, in as much as Cyril himself had acknowledged the use of ‘human nature’ as a synonym for ‘flesh’ by his interlocutors.5 The enfleshment of the one nature was the assumption of humanity by the Word, whose eternal nature remains unimpaired, and this is as much as to say that Christ possesses two natures.6 The Miaphysites replied that, even if the Chalcedonian Definition was composed with orthodox intentions, it conceded too much to those who divided the Saviour into two persons. As vehemently as any Chalcedonian – and as vehemently as Cyril himself – they denied that the incarnation entailed a conversion of the Godhead into flesh;7 at the same time, they clung to Cyril’s shibboleth as a perfect summary of the creed and the Gospel, implying as it did that all humanity is as intimately related to the Word as each of our bodies is related to its soul. In their efforts to prove the philosophy of Chalcedon as defective as its theology, they deplored the incoherence of ascribing two natures to a concrete subject; since the terms ousia and phusis were commonly deemed to be synonyms in discussions of the Trinity, the issue could be resolved into the question of whether Christ possesses one ousia or two. Some modification of Aristotle’s vocabulary was required to yield an answer, and some scholars maintain that its application to Christ gave rise to a new conception of individuality which foreshadowed the modern notion of a person.8 This is a bold conjecture, which is not easily reconciled with the equally common observation that in their parsing of the term ousia Christians said little that was new.

If there was innovation, the present chapter can reveal at most its incipient stages. It is generally agreed that no other Christian approached the originality of Philoponus, whose engagements with Aristotle were so numerous as to deserve a separate, and more ample, chapter in this volume. This brief survey of his predecessors and contemporaries will show, however, that while he excelled them in knowledge and intrepidity, they were equally persuaded that the Organon furnished tools for the elucidation of the most sacred mysteries – and this notwithstanding the fact, which was as clear to them as it was to him, that its author knew nothing of creation or the providential governance of the world.


Philosophical soundings before the great controversy

The first sustained application of philosophy to Christology is to be found in the erudite treatise On the Nature of Man by Nemesius of Emesa. Little is known of his life, and he has no reputation as a theologian; none the less, he deserves to be better remembered, if only as the first Christian who openly made use of pagan thought as a corrective to errors in dogma. As he indicates in his preface and throughout the work, his purpose is to refute the Christologies of Apollinarius and Eunomius,9 the first of whom had substituted the Word himself for the reasoning part of the soul in Christ, while the second had reduced the incarnation to a loose conjunction of powers. To understand what it is for Christ to be man, we must know what is meant by human nature; since this is a topic that falls outside the explicit teaching of the Scriptures, we are entitled to seek the opinions of philosophers. While he inclines to Plato’s view that the soul is incorporeal and consequently immortal, he does not take up any position without considering the alternatives, and his work is therefore laced with references to Aristotle. While many of his comments are perfunctory and may be derived from handbooks,10 the fundamental teaching of Aristotle on the nature of the soul captured his interest more than the details, and his criticisms testify to an intelligent perusal of texts that still excite debate.

Thus he observes, for example, that the bifurcation of soul into the rational and the irrational in the Nicomachean Ethics is inconsistent with the statement in the treatise On the Soul that it has five faculties – namely, the physical, the sensitive, the locomotive, the appetitive and the dianoetic or contemplative.11 When he ascribes to Aristotle the doctrine that soul is mortal (31.5–6), he does not say whether he takes this to include the rational soul: his object at this point is not to resolve a Greek controversy but to exacerbate the errors of Eunomius, whose description of the soul as a creature (430.18) would surely be unobjectionable were it not the anthropological analogue to his denial of Christ’s divinity. Nemesius is familiar with the conjecture in On the Soul and On the Generation of Animals that the intellect comes from without;12 nevertheless, he performs his own work of synthesis by identifying the soul with the eidos or form of the body, conceived as its first entelechy, and the exercise of knowledge in contemplation with its second entelechy, or energeia.13 The editors of the most recent English version of Nemesius’ work remark that Aristotle himself does not restrict the term energeia to the exercise of knowledge, but couples each entelechy with its own energy.14 Nevertheless, Nemesius is fairly representing the doctrine of Aristotle, if not his nomenclature.

Elsewhere, he rehearses in passing the most notorious doctrines of Aristotle – that aether is a fifth element (52.20), that the mother contributes nothing to the soul,15 that the bodies of animals are composed of blood,16 and that a memory is the phantasia or impression which remains in the soul as the aftermath of sensory perception.17 He praises the observation in the 
Nicomachean Ethics that ‘what we learn by doing we do having learnt’.18 He repeats what every Christian knew, that Aristotle attributes the regulation of mundane affairs to nature, not divine providence (113.15–16). His reference to Book Zeta of the Nicomachean Ethics puzzles his editors, but Robert Sharples and Philip van der Eijk can cite three passages in which, as he claims, the sun and the signs of the zodiac are held to be responsible for the generation of individual animals and plants.19 When Nemesius imputes to Aristotle the doctrine that nature determines the health and fortune of individuals, his source may be Alexander of Aphrodisias;20 he may, on the other hand, be misconstruing what is said of tukhê or chance in the Physics, just as he misconstrues (or misrepresents) the Peripatetic notion of substance when he accuses Aristotle of denying an ousia to the soul.21

The chapters which are most pertinent to subsequent Christological disputes are those on mixture, a topic discussed in Aristotle’s Physics which had been refined over many generations by the Stoics and their Peripatetic interlocutors. The most famous piece of flotsam that Nemesius has preserved from the wreck of antiquity is ascribed to one Ammonius, who, as the teacher of Plotinus, may have been a pioneer in the fusion of Aristotle with Plato:22

Ammonius the teacher of Plotinus solved the question in this way: he said that the intelligibles are of such a nature that on the one hand – like the things that lose their identity [in mixture] – they are united with that which is able to receive them, while on the other – like things that [mingle by] juxtaposition – they remain unconfused and undestroyed even when they are united.

(On the Nature of Man 39.16–20)



Thus, the unconfused co-mingling proposed by the Stoics is possible, but only if we posit a realm of intelligible entities which neither they nor their Peripatetic opponents would allow. For Nemesius, this is the most judicious model for the union of the divine Word with the flesh; Eunomius, by contrast, wrongly imagines the incarnation to be a union of the dunameis or faculties of the body with those of the Godhead, and follows Aristotle in equating these bodily faculties with the senses (3.16–44.3). As Nemesius’ translators note, this is a calumny, at least on Aristotle, who had said long before Nemesius that without a soul the body feels no sensation.23 In this case, the scholar has given way to the polemicist, who is merely following custom when he draws his opponent into the orbit of a pagan thinker whom some suspected of atheism.

Antioch and Alexandria

The Chalcedonian formula, ‘one person in two natures’, was designed to exclude two heresies, one of which failed to predicate the fullness of the Godhead and the fullness of humanity of the same person, while the other maintained the unity of person without affirming that he was at once fully God and fully man. Since the real or alleged adherents of the first error were all at some time resident in Antioch, while the real or alleged adherents of the second professed to uphold the doctrine of Cyril of Alexandria, it is customary to label the first Antiochene and the second Alexandrian. In its most fanciful version, the older theory alleged an inveterate (though undocumented) rivalry between the two patriarchates, which extended even to their choice of philosophical mentor. Plato (by convention) being the idol of Alexandria, Antioch was made over to Aristotle, sometimes with the explanation that students of his logic would be inclined to stress the concreteness of Christ’s manhood, whereas Cyril and his followers held that when the Word became flesh he assumed not so much a human identity as an ideal human nature.24 Exponents of this dichotomy did not, it seems, feel bound to furnish evidence of Plato’s hegemony in Alexandria: it sufficed, at most, to name Plotinus and Origen, forgetting that both died long before Cyril’s consecration as bishop and far from Egypt. Still less was it thought necessary to excavate a flourishing school of Aristotelian studies in Antioch, let alone one whose ontology was distinguished by an emphasis on the concrete to the exclusion of the ideal. The one representative of the Antiochene school whose works survive in Greek is Theodoret of Cyrus, a native of the city and a resolute defender of Nestorius even after his condemnation. He was also an apologist for Christendom against a paganism which he himself admitted to have been moribund: it lived, if at all, in the writings of its philosophers, whom he therefore undertook to refute, both singly and collectively, in his Cure for Greek Distempers. Here, if anywhere, we should expect him to reveal his predilection for Aristotle by quoting him often, accurately, and as an ally rather than as an enemy. Analysis of the text, however, refutes this expectation on all three counts.

Theodoret quotes liberally from Plato and often with qualified approval. While some of his excerpts cannot be identified, and while the majority of those that are authentic had already appeared in Clement or Eusebius, he clearly finds much in Plato that reminds him of the Gospel. He sees nothing of the kind in Aristotle, whom he invites us to judge by the two biographical anecdotes that he relates on the authority of a Pythagorean named Lyco. One relates that he sacrificed to his dead wife (8.34), the other that when his ship was searched by excisemen, they found it loaded with culinary ware (12.51). He does not quote even the passages that he might have filched from his Christian precursors, and he officiously repeats the Platonic charge that when Aristotle betrayed his master’s teaching it was always for the worse (5.46–47). Thus, he added material goods to virtue as a precondition of happiness (12.52), denied the immortality of the soul (5.67, 5.69) though not of intellect (5.28), and, while he needlessly posited an imperishable fifth body as the outermost sphere (5.18), did not acknowledge any providence below the moon (6.7). Following the doxographer Aetius, Theodoret says that Aristotle held the three archai or principles of the physical world to be matter, form and privation;25 without commenting on the eternity of the cosmos, he denounces the notion of a ‘somatic’ matter coexistent with God himself (4.13, 4.46).


He rightly asserts that chance is only an incidental cause for Aristotle (6.15), that he located in the heart the functions that others assigned to the brain (5.22), that he distinguished five activities of soul – appetitive, nutritive, perceptive, locomotive and ratiocinative (5.20) – and that his concept of a zoon, or living being, did not include plants, because they lack a sentient soul (5.24). The definition of soul as ‘the entelechy of a physical and organic body, potentially having life’ (5.17) is once again taken from Aetius.26 In many cases, ‘the Stagirite’ or ‘the son of Nicomachus’ is simply one in a list of wiseacres who were put to shame by the fishermen of Galilee (5.68, 5.82, 8.2). At one point, his place of origin is cited as proof that the most illustrious thinkers of whom the Greeks boast were not their own compatriots (1.24, 1.50). Theodoret grants him one insight – that pistis or faith is a criterion of truth – but he relies here on the unverified authority of Clement.27 The dictum that ‘where friendship and truth conflict we must choose the latter’ is attributed to Plato and not traced to its prototype in the Nicomachean Ethics, where Plato himself is the rejected friend.28 Perhaps Theodoret fails to cite this or other books because no books were current: who now, he scoffs, upholds the teachings of the Stagirite (5.65)?

Is there more Platonism in Cyril than Aristotelianism in Theodoret?29


Alexandria was the foremost centre of Aristotelian scholarship, and its Peripatetics, unlike its Platonists, had no rivals in Athens. The Christians of Alexandria will have learnt from Athanasius (and also, if they read Latin, from their contemporary Augustine) that however closely Platonists might approximate to a doctrine of the Trinity, they could not entertain the thought of an incarnation. The same no doubt was true of the Aristotelians, but at least they could furnish a model for the union of God and man in Christ by their insistence, against the Platonists, on the inseparability of soul and body. Both parties in the Christological controversy availed themselves of this model, the Antiochenes dwelling more upon the distinctness, and the Alexandrians more upon the synergy, of the two natures. At the same time, they differed from the Lyceum in maintaining that soul and body are distinct substances, the latter lingering briefly after death while the former survives alone until they are reunited on the last day. As Ruth Siddals has shown in the article quoted in the last chapter, Cyril gives an account of the dual character of Christ which preserves at once the difference, the union and the asymmetry. His attributes, whether divine or human, are idia, that is proper, to the Logos or Word: because, however, his human individuality came into being only when he assumed the flesh, his human attributes have the status of accidents, whereas those that he has by virtue of his divinity are inseparable and eternal.30 The term idion therefore has its Porphyrian sense when, as it were, it designates the properties of God as a species; the human properties, on the other hand, whether they are essential to his humanity or accidental to this particular man, are all contingent with respect to the Logos, and would therefore have been described in the Isagoge as his idiômata.


This deviation from Porphyry’s usage may suggest that Cyril is an amateur in philosophy, as scholars whom Siddals opposes have maintained; more probably, it indicates that he was carefully aligning his vocabulary not with that of any pagan school, but with that of the ecumenical doctor Athanasius, who was also his episcopal predecessor. Athanasius repeatedly affirmed that the Son is idion to the Father in a sense that exceeds the mere parity of honour which was conceded by certain heretics; Cyril too is writing against a man who will admit nothing but a parity of honour between the manhood and the Godhead of Christ, and so he adapts the Trinitarian parlance of Athanasius to this new phase in the defence of orthodoxy. If this is so, a search for Aristotelian antecedents (other than those which had entered the philosophical vulgate of the time) is beside the purpose. Cyril does not undertake any exposition of his Christology in Aristotelian terms, because he is not responding to the syllogisms of Eunomius but (as he thinks) to a violent repudiation of formulae hallowed by the Catholic tradition. To prove that he has not falsified this tradition by confusing the flesh with the spirit in Christ, he gives dogmatic rather than philosophical precision to a simile that Origen had borrowed from the Greeks:31

For it was necessary that his flesh should partake of his immortality. It would, after all, be most absurd that fire should be able to impart to its matter the sensible quality of the energy which belongs to it by nature, and all but transmute into its own form the things in which it is present by participation, and yet the Word of God who is above all should not be thought capable of energizing its proper good in the flesh, which is to say life.

(Commentary on John 95c)



The Stoics had affirmed that the interpenetration of fire and iron does not destroy the essential properties of either. Alexander of Aphrodisias had argued that the fire occupies the pores of the iron and that this is therefore an instance of juxtaposition. When he adapts this putative observation as a Christological simile, Origen permits the fire to swallow the iron – a patent impossibility in his time, which is added only to render the simile more perfect; Cyril introduces the qualification that the matter is ‘all but’ transmuted into fire. When he stipulates that the fire is present only by participation, he must have in mind the distinction that Athanasius had drawn between the essential divinity of Christ as Word and the participation in God which humans enjoy when they have grown perfect in his likeness. This differentiation of the human and the divine may bring him closer to the Stoics, but it is motivated only by his desire to be orthodox, not by his fidelity to any Greek school of thought.

Severus of Antioch

If geography were a determinant of religious allegiance in late antiquity, we should be puzzled to explain the career of Severus, son of the Bishop of Sozopolis in Pisidia, who migrated to Alexandria after his father’s death to study grammar, rhetoric and philosophy. After studying at the famous school of law in Beirut, he took up the ascetic life in Constantinople. There he won the favour of the patriarch Anastasius, who appointed him to the See of Antioch after the deposition of Flavian.32 He disappointed his patron by inveighing against the Council of Chalcedon and the ‘Antiochene’ theologians whom it was thought to have vindicated by its refusal to condemn them. In common with other opponents of Chalcedon, he extended his criticism to the Tome of Leo, Bishop of Rome, which had been declared at the Council to be consonant in all respects with Cyril. In his rejoinders to Sergius the Grammarian and John of Caesarea (now extant only in Syriac), Severus defends his conviction that the language of Chalcedon cannot be reconciled with that of Cyril or with the integrity of Christ’s person.

In his first letter, Severus rejects the dictum of Pope Leo that ‘each form does what is proper to it in conjunction with the other, the Word performing that which is proper to it and the flesh that which is proper to the flesh’.33 The Council of Chalcedon, when it canonized his Tome, had augmented the Formula of Reunion with another of Leo’s novelties, ‘the characteristic (proprietas) of each nature being preserved’.34 Following Cyril, Severus asserts that a nature is characterized by certain properties and activities, and on this premise he undertakes to show that while the God-man is ‘from two natures’ – a phrase repudiated by Leo35 – he cannot be ‘in two natures’ after the union, as Chalcedon affirmed in deference to the Tome. When Christ acquires a body, the properties which characterize his nature remain unchanged, but they become the properties of the whole Christ, just as the rationality which characterizes the human soul is the property of the whole man, soul and body.36 A human is also mortal, and therefore falls under two descriptions; Christ too falls under two descriptions hitherto antithetical, and is therefore rightly said to be ‘from two natures’. If we say, however, that he is in two natures after the union, his divine and human properties will be predicated not of a single subject but of two.37 Hence, we destroy his unity as an agent, treating his flesh as though it were autonomous and not the flesh of God.

The true model for the Christological union, as Severus avers in his second letter to Sergius, is that of body and soul,38 which constitutes a single human nature, notwithstanding the diversity of the two elements when we separate them in thought. So too it is only in thought that the divine and human natures of Christ can be parted after the union; at the same time, this residual possibility is the guarantee that they are not confused. Severus can quote Cyril on the three kinds of mixture – juxtaposition (parathesis), mingling (mixis) and mixture (krasis) – though he seems to think none of them adequate to the mystery.39 He is willing to endorse the term sumphuia, which was favoured by his correspondent Sergius; he differs, however, in that for him man and God remain distinct ousiai even when they constitute one nature. Sergius does not admit a union of ousiai, but only of qualities. According to Severus, this is an abuse of the term sumphuia, which the Church has received from Gregory of Nazianzus, with the clear provision that the flesh remains flesh as the Word remains divine.40 When the Word united another ousia hypostatically to himself,41 he acquired (though he did not become) a visible body: if instead the visible were subsumed by the invisible, how will we see Christ when he comes again in judgement?42 It is only in the second letter to Sergius that he openly disclaims the inference from one nature in Christ to one ousia, but even in the first he can write that, since Christ has assumed only the traits which belong to the ousia of flesh, he remains exempt from sin.

As God, the Word is simple; as Christ, he is the composite of his ousiai, by which we must understand not merely an aggregate of qualities, but that in which the qualities inhere. Christ cannot be a congeries of mixed qualities, as Sergius imagines, any more than a man could be constituted simply by rationality and blackness.43 Blackness is chosen here, on the authority of Jeremiah 13:23, as an inseparable accident of the Ethiopian; Severus, however, will not descend to the pedantry of philosophers, who say what everyone knows when they identify risibility as the idion of a human and hinnibility as that of a horse.44 The nature or ousia of the God whom Christians worship is not one to which an idiom can be assigned.45 In his third letter, Severus quotes the Aristotelian definition of ousia as an entity, for example a man or a horse.46 If nature and ousia are synonymous, then to be in two natures is to be two ousiai: Christ the Word, however, is one ousia, whose nature is immutable even when he makes the flesh which is our nature to be his own flesh.47

Existence in two natures after the union is thus excluded, although even after the union Christ may be said to be from two natures.48 At times, Severus employs the nouns phusis and hypostasis interchangeably, but perhaps the more accurate statement of his position would be that the properties which constitute the nature are predicated of the hypostasis, and cannot subsist except when it supports them. One hypostasis cannot instantiate two ousiai, and Severus appears to take the term ousia only in its concrete sense. Even if he had admitted a second sense of the term, he would have been at one with Aristotle in maintaining that a first ousia can never instantiate more than one second ousia. At the same time, his sumphuia, in which the parts remain discernible after an irreversible union, does not fall under any Peripatetic concept of mixture. Yet neither is it the interpenetration of bodies posited by the Stoics, for only one ousia in the God-man is corporeal, and once the two ousiai are united they can be separated only in thought, not in fact.

Leontius of Byzantium

The most industrious critic of Severus is the Leontius whom most scholars today agree to call Leontius of Byzantium. Born most probably in Constantinople around 480, he appears to have been an ascetic, but we know of him otherwise only from his writings.49 He is credited in some quarters with an innovative doctrine of enhypostasia, according to which the uniqueness of Jesus consists precisely in his being the only member of our race who was fully united with the Godhead; thus, there can be no conflict between the two natures because it is only ‘in’ the hypostatic union with the divine that he acquires the particularity which is a precondition of his being human.50 The prevalent view today, however, is that this reading gives a false prepositional sense to the prefix en-, which is in fact nothing more than the antonym to the negative prefix a- and which therefore signifies only that Christ has his own hypostasis, saying nothing as to the how. Again, it has been argued that Leontius represents an Origenist strain of thought,51 but in his own time, that term encompassed a number of heterodox positions, none of which can be securely attributed to him. There is no doubt of his allegiance to Chalcedon, and there is little reason to doubt that Severus is the interlocutor whom he censures in one treatise as a Eutychian (that is, Monophysite) and in another as an Acephalus, that is, one who lacks a head because he has ceased to be a member of the Church.52

Severus as Eutychian

The treatise Against the Nestorians and Eutychians commences with a Eutychian challenge: if it is agreed that a nature cannot subsist without a hypostasis, how can two natures subsist in Christ unless each has its own hypostasis (130.10–11 Daley)? In response, Leontius concedes that a hypostasis cannot be anousios, that is, without a phusis, and in doing so reveals that he takes phusis as a synonym for ousia in one of its senses. His answer to the Eutychians commences with a tu quoque: if they assert ‘one nature enfleshed’, must they not regard the flesh as a second nature superadded to this divinity, and will not their own premises then require them to furnish this nature with its own hypostasis (130.20–28)? They can escape this absurdity only by granting that the hypostasis is not synonymous with the enupostaton, or hypostatic (132.19–20). To say that the phusis, that is the ousia, is hypostatic rather than anhypostatic (anupostatos) is to say that it subsists in an individual and that it is true that no nature can subsist otherwise. But, whereas the ousia confers the eidos or form on the subject, the hypostasis is the subject itself, subsisting as this individual; the ousia gives the katholikon pragma
53 – the thing taken universally – its kharaktêr or distinctive mark, but we speak of the hypostasis in distinguishing the individual from the universal (134.5–9). A hypostasis may be one of many individuals, sharing one nature but differing in number, or a composite of two natures, which (as with soul and body) cannot subsist alone, although neither belongs to the definition of the other (134.18–19). The hypostasis is common to both natures, yet each nature has its own logos (134.20) – a conscious echo, no doubt, of logos tês ousias in the first sentence of the Categories, just as the enupostatos approximates to the first ousia when it is defined as that which does not exist as an accident or in another subject (132.22–23). Since the logos in Aristotle is that which differentiates a statue from its original, it is fitting that the humanity of Christ should differ in logos from the divinity of which it is the perfect image and likeness; the intimation that neither soul nor body subsists alone would also suggest an Aristotelian anthropology, were it not that Leontius evidently believes in the immortality, if not the pre-existence, of the soul.54

As every hypostasis, therefore, is enousios (that is to say, a representative of a universal substance), so every ousia, if it has a place in our world, is enupostatos or hypostatic.55 The adjectives, like the nouns, are complementary, one universalizing the individual and one individuating the universal. At a later point in time, a more technical version of the Eutychian argument is attributed to the Nestorians. If neither the hypostasis of the Godhead nor the hypostasis of the assumed man is deprived of its perfection or completeness in the union, why should we not affirm two discrete hypostaseis rather than a confusion of two (144.9–12)? Leontius takes this to mean that if each nature in Christ retains the idiômata or properties which set him apart as Logos from other persons of the Trinity and as Jesus from the rest of humankind, then he will possess at once a divine and a human ensemble of idiômata, each constituting its own hypostasis. As we have seen above, the notion that individuals are constituted by their idiômata has been ascribed to Porphyry; if that was indeed his belief, Leontius was still no Porphyrian, for he retorts that his interlocutors fail to distinguish between the property and the subject in which the property inheres. Once this distinction is made – once we perceive that the idiôma which distinguishes Christ from the Father is a property of the hypostasis, not the hypostasis itself (144.22) – we cannot deduce from the double inventory of properties that Christ possesses two hypostaseis.

This argument is if anything reinforced by the reply to another Eutychian scruple: if two natures, why not three, as a human being is made up of two antithetical natures, flesh and spirit (156.16–20)? The rebuttal is that flesh and spirit are not two parts of Christ but of the humanity which is his second nature (158.10–12); the Eutychians are in no position to quarrel, for they themselves adduce the union of flesh and spirit to form a single human nature as an analogue to the union which they style the ‘one nature of the Word enfleshed’ (158.24–31). Leontius accepts that all humans are said to share ‘one nature’; in his submission, however, this signifies only that we are all members of one species, not that flesh and spirit come together in each of us to form one nature. Phusis is here equated tacitly with the second ousia of Aristotle. The Christian author stands on common ground with him again when he has to answer the Nestorian objection that, if Christ is one hypostasis, the divine Word will incur the same indignities as the soul, becoming subject to the afflictions of the body (140.6–9). Leontius replies that the soul, being passible by nature, suffers the motions which are proper to its epithumetic or appetitive element (142.11–22); the Godhead, being impassible by nature, remains unmoved (140.12–17). We might say, then, that the Godhead corresponds to nous, in contradistinction to the irrational soul in Aristotelian psychology; on the other hand, Plato too locates the unreasoning passions in the third, or epithumetic, portion of the tripartite soul, and it was evidently he, not Aristotle, who taught the Nestorians to regard the soul as the prisoner, rather than the form, of the body.


Hints of an Aristotelian teleology may be discernible in another specimen of Nestorian reasoning.56 If a human being is a combination of two elements, hitherto incomplete but now completed by their union, should we not regard Christ too as a combination of two elements, neither of which was Christ before the union, though each possessed some existence in its own right (134.21–136.2)? The existence of the Word before the union is, after all, universally acknowledged. This comment (which seems by analogy to entail a Platonic rather than an Aristotelian concept of the soul)57 yields the advantage to Leontius, who can reply that his own comparison of the union to that of soul and body never implied the pre-existence of the man Jesus (136.11–12). The Word, of course, is eternal, and complete from the beginning; what he assumes is not an incomplete man but human nature, of which neither incompleteness nor completeness may be affirmed, as these are terms to be predicated only of concrete individuals. The man Jesus is complete from the moment he comes into being through the Word’s assumption of flesh; what is brought to completion by this event is neither the man nor the Word but a new relation between the Word and the human species (138.10–16). The term ‘relation’ (skhesis) is of course found in the Categories, but the application is not, since Aristotle assumes that the parties to every relation are individuals, though they are described by their universal appellations. By contrast, the relation of which Leontius speaks, deriving the word from Gregory of Nyssa,58 joins the Godhead to human nature (anthrôpotês) in its totality (138.15). There is no relation, in Aristotle’s sense, between the Word and Jesus of Nazareth, for these are two names of one hypostasis; to say otherwise would be rank Nestorianism.

The other cavils recorded in this treatise Against the Nestorians and Eutychians can be silenced without the help of the philosophers. It is alleged, for example, that if we posit two natures, neither of which is fully identical with Christ, then Christ must be or possess a third nature; those who say this do not understand that ‘Christ’ is not the name of a nature or entity, but a title bestowed on the one hypostasis which is perfect man and perfect God (158.11–23). Again, there are some who think themselves too pious to meddle in linguistic niceties (162.22–30), but who can be too pious to grasp the importance of a controversy which touches the very root of our salvation (164.23–26).

The solutions in answer to Acephalus

The adversaries of Leontius were ready with objections, which he attempts to resolve in a series of answers addressed to a certain ‘Acephalus’. The first question posed by Acephalus raises an issue that Leontius has not hitherto considered:59 is the nature assumed by the Word to be conceived of as an eidos or as an atomon, as a form or as an individual (270.15–16)? The second usage is foreign to Aristotle, for whom, as Alexander of Aphrodisias notes, the term phusis can designate either the form of an individual or his or her matter but not the individual him or herself. When the Orthodox respondent asks how phusis can have both meanings, Acephalus replies that one is predicated of many, while the other is predicated of one (270.17–19). The Orthodox replies that it would be possible for the same kind of nature sometimes to be predicated of many and sometimes to be predicated of one. The nature assumed by the Word is individuated only in so far as one individual assumes it, but it is the nature that is predicated of every other member of the same species (270.20–272.5). Challenged by Acephalus to differentiate nature and hypostasis, Leontius replies that the hypostasis is that which makes one a bearer of a nature allos or other than the rest, but not alloios, of another kind (270.9). The cause of otherness is the idiôma, or property, and the idiômata which distinguish the Word from the Father and the Holy Spirit are not those which distinguish him from other members of the human species (272.16–20). In Christ the incarnate Word, the term ‘nature’ pertains to the merê or parts, that is, his divinity and humanity. The properties determine the extremes (that is, his two individualities), and in this respect he is said to be homoousios: Chalcedonians would take this to signify that he is consubstantial as man with all other humans and as God with the two other persons of the Godhead. Regarded, on the other hand, not as one member of either species but as the sum of his own divinity and humanity, he is heteroousios, or of different substances (272.22–26).

Leontius holds, therefore, that while a nature may be individuated by a hypostasis, nature itself is always generic: there are no particular natures of the kind that we shall encounter in Chapter 9 on John Philoponus.60 Acephalus now puts a second thesis to his interlocutor: as one is not two, a monadic hypostasis cannot be reconciled with a dyad of natures (272.27–31). The Orthodox, perhaps drawing on Plotinus, retorts that number is not the same thing as the numerable: an arithmetic series is an abstraction, which does not necessarily represent a plurality of objects in the world, for the four which is the sum of two pairs is a unity as surely as the pairs into which we divide it are two in number (274.1–18). From this, we are to infer that it is as possible for one hypostasis to be dual in nature as for one nature to be present in two discrete hypostaseis. Hypostaseis are produced by division or separation in quantity, natures by a diaphoron or difference in quality (276.1 and 17), the diaphora being that which marks off a particular eidos or species within the genus for Aristotle. While, therefore, no phusis exists without hypostasis, the two are not identical. No hypostasis of the Trinity is anousios, or insubstantial, as all instantiate the one nature or ousia, yet this plurality of substantial persons does not entail a plurality of ousiai (276.4–8). Conversely, the two natures of Christ are equally hypostatic, as both reside in the same individual, but we cannot infer two hypostaseis from the presence of two hypostatic natures (276.11–15). Here, again, Leontius innovates on Aristotle and on Porphyry, for, while the latter admits that objects which are numerically discrete may exemplify the same diaphoron, neither thinker admits the converse, that the same individual might fall under two species, each with its own diaphoron.


The third thesis of Acephalus commences with an adage from Gregory of Nyssa,61 implying that such a novel event as the incarnation demands a new nomenclature (276.22–27). The Orthodox will have none of this: the classification by genera and species, which is applied without exception to every class and to each of its members in the Categories, is acknowledged to be equally germane to the inanimate and the animate, to the corporeal and to the incorporeal: had the Cappadocian Fathers adopted a different nomenclature in relation to the Trinity, their usage would have been arbitrary, and so too had they not extended it to the incarnation (278.7–280.5). Acephalus demurs that, while they followed convention in speaking of the Trinity, they were so innovative in their language regarding Christ that the terms ‘hypostasis’ and ‘nature’ are interchangeable (280.6–11). The Orthodox replies that the Fathers made use of every literary trope, including the substitution of part for whole and whole for part, as for example by using ‘man’ to signify sometimes the outer, sometimes the inner man. To argue from the substitution of names to the identity of nature and hypostasis in Cyril62 is to mistake a synecdoche for a definition (280.23–282.2).

The fourth thesis accuses the Orthodox of failing to acknowledge the distinction between a composite and a single nature, thus misrepresenting the Acephali as heretics who deny the human attributes of Christ (282.16–20). The Orthodox enquires as to whether he attaches the epithet ‘composite’ to the elements that are combined, to the combination, or to the product of combination (284.1–2). In the first case, there is more than one nature; in the second, the process rather than the product is the subject; in the third, where the product is the subject, it is more properly styled a hypostasis than a nature (283.3–14). By contrast, the Severans equated nature with hypostasis:63 in his fifth thesis, Acephalus urges in support of this position that an object which is unique in its kind, like the sun, is said to be single also in its nature (284.18–20). It is tacitly implied that Christ has only one nature because there is only one Christ. The Orthodox challenges his premise, the sun being of the same nature as the stars (284.21–22). This nature is defined, as always, by the qualities of the constituent elements or by Porphyry’s method of binary division; a proper name, on the other hand, denotes a unique representative of the nature, which is characterized by its idiômata, whether the entities bearing such names are the sun and the moon or Peter and Paul (284.29–286.5).

The relation between the uniqueness of a Christ as an entity and the unity of his nature has not been carefully examined by either party to this exchange. Aptly enough, the sixth thesis of Acephalus is that dogmatic usage has been too loose to serve as a test of orthodoxy. While we may concur, there is little of philosophical interest in this contention, and we may pass on to the seventh thesis, in which Acephalus puts into Christian terms the Aristotelian principle that existence is instantiated only in the concrete. If the natures of Christ are real, he argues, each must have a hypostasis. If the Orthodox believe that two hypostaseis can be united in one hypostasis, why should two natures not form a composite nature (288.15–26)? This is in fact an imputation of heresy, the formula ‘two hypostaseis’ having been proscribed explicitly by Cyril and implicitly by Chalcedon. The Orthodox shields himself with the Aristotelian distinction between existence in actuality (kath’ energeian) and existence in concept only (kath’ epinoian). According to the Chalcedonian teaching, the natures once united continue to exist in actuality, though a division reversing the union is now possible only kath’ epinoian, not kath’ energeian (290.17–21). The error of Severus and his party is to imagine that an indissoluble union must fuse the natures, stripping them of their specific properties; but such a fusion could take place only conceptually, not in actuality, and hence they are positing an unreal union – unless they believe the natures themselves to be nothing but figments, as when we fabricate hippogriffs and centaurs (290.4–6 and 14–17). To this fallacy, they add the blasphemous rider that this change occurs ‘after the union’ (297.27–31), as though the union were not everlasting.

Acephalus, ignoring the quibble, submits his eighth and final thesis: the bearer of any nature exhibits both the generic properties of the nature and its own attributes as this particular bearer. It is these that constitute the hypostasis: must not the God-man, therefore, if he has the particular attributes of the Word and the particular attributes of Jesus the man, possess two hypostaseis as surely as (on the Chalcedonian view) he possesses two natures (296.17–24)? Or should we suppose that certain characteristics of one or both hypostaseis are extinguished by the union (296.24–26)? In his reply, the Orthodox (quoting Gregory of Nazianzus)64 contrasts three kinds of mixtures: in one, there is no true union of the natures, in the second the union is so intimate that each nature loses its properties, while in the third the natures retain their properties though the union is complete (302.1–304.3). All three were known to the Stoics and their opponents, as we saw in our review of Alexander of Aphrodisias in Chapter 2. Where Nestorius allowed merely a juxtaposition, Eutyches confused the natures, but the Chalcedonian definition proclaims a third mode of union, to the silent discomfiture of the Peripatetics. Nevertheless, Leontius now avails himself of Peripatetic logic as he argues that, whereas the properties of a nature are essential, the attributes that mark out one hypostasis, or discrete instantiation, of a nature in this world are accidental in the sense that they might be subtracted from the hypostasis without vitiating the nature (308.22–23). The accidents (also called the idiomata)65 pertain only to the subsisting individual; hence, it is nonsense to speak of the extinction of any accident of the man Jesus before he is constituted by the union of human nature with the Word. He has never existed except in union with the divine hypostasis (306.29–31),66 and each of his two natures is accompanied by the attributes which distinguish him either as this man and no other or as this one person of the Trinity. These attributes pertain not to either nature but to Christ as that one hypostasis which is both God and man (310.1–4).

This, the strict Aristotelian would say, is curious reasoning. Certainly, attributes are predicated of the concrete individual, or first ousia: we predicate both four-footedness and hinnibility of a particular horse. At the same time, four-footedness is that which sets the species ‘horse’ apart from others in the genus ‘animal’, while hinnibility is the universal and peculiar characteristic of all individuals which fall under that species. Thus, these predicates of the first ousia also pertain to the specification of the second, and every first ousia is an instance of one and only one second ousia. Thus, Socrates is (logically) a first ousia instantiating the second ousia which we call humanity before he can be the subject of those traits, such as being snub-nosed, which pertain to him as this one specimen of humanity. Dirk Krausmüller suggests that, when Leontius is at his most precise, we should understand the enupostaton to be that which acts as an ‘unqualified substrate’ to the nature and the hypostasis, where ‘nature’ is understood as the concourse of attributes that are common to the species and ‘hypostasis’ as the concourse of attributes characterizing this one individual.67 Although he finds some warrant for this nomenclature in the commentary of Philoponus on the Categories,68 the hypostasis according to this speculation can no longer be the first ousia, or even the aggregate of its predicates, for these, on the Peripatetic view, would encompass the common predicates of the second ousia, or species, of which the first ousia is an instance. As for the enupostaton, it appears to be that in which the otherwise anhypostatic properties of Christ’s humanity, whether they be common or individual, acquire the hypostatic mode of being. Dirk Krausmüller seems reluctant to identify this with the Word himself, which would be to restore the discarded opinion of Friedrich Loofs; but whether it be a receptacle for two natures or the bearer of one nature receiving the properties of another, it will not be easy to find its counterpart in Aristotle.

Leontius and the Categories


In a supplementary treatise handling certain arguments in a more technical manner, Leontius reiterates the Plotinian distinction between a number and the thing numbered. If number were inevitably a cause of division (diairesis), he contends, it would be impossible to unite what can be counted or to count what has been united (316.17–21). The first clause strikes against the Severan usage of phusis to designate one member of a species, the second against the confession of two natures before the union. Leontius adds a new coda: it would be absurd that number should have such power, when it determines only how great (poson) an object is, not what kind of nature (poian phusin) it has (316.21–24). The poson and the poion are Aristotelian categories, but in his twenty-ninth thesis Leontius assigns to the poson not only absolute number but the greater and the smaller (330.17); once again, he is following Plotinus, whereas Aristotle allotted these comparative terms to the category of relation on the grounds that a quantity has no opposite. In Leontius’ twenty-seventh thesis, he reminds Severus that Cyril regarded ‘Christ’ as a titular designation, and hence did not accord to it the same onomastic function that we accord to such nouns as ‘ox’, ‘horse’ and ‘human being’, each of which can indeed be said to denote a single phusis, when we mean by this a particular member of an 
eidos or species (328.10–15). This formulation couples the Aristotelian word for a species with the Severan nomenclature for an individual while avoiding all mention of first or second ousia.

The thesis that is most obviously indebted to Aristotle begins from the platitude that contradictory propositions represent incompatible states of affairs. Thus, the statements ‘Paul is an apostle’ and ‘Paul is not an apostle’ cannot be reconciled because the facts which they purport to convey are irreconcilable. How, then, can one phusis be reconciled with two (322.6–10)? Severus would reply that he does not profess to hold concurrently that ‘Christ is one nature’ and that ‘Christ is two natures’, but only that ‘Christ is one nature’ and that ‘Christ is from two natures’. Shifting his ground before he can be challenged, Leontius contends that his adversaries have confessed two natures in principle once they have coupled a denotative phrase, ‘the nature of the Word’, with another formula – ‘the flesh ensouled with a rational and intellectual soul’ – which is in fact nothing but a horos or definition of human nature (322.12–14). The soul and flesh are admitted to persist after the union: since, then, one of the two components of Christ is admitted to be the nature of God and the other is tacitly shown by its definition to be our human nature, it is quibbling to deny the presence of two natures after the union. For Severus, however, the question would be, not whether flesh and soul are present in Christ, but whether they become the nature of the Word when he assumes them as his own. The fact that a nature is always the nature of something indicates that what is nature in X might not be nature in Y: accordingly, the flesh which is our nature might become the flesh of Christ but not his nature, just as if the house which is B’s home were bought by A, it would become A’s house but might not become his home.

Conclusion

This thesis, therefore, is not an impressive specimen of logic, as it ignores the relativity of the term ‘nature’ and fails to distinguish expressly between the propositions ‘Christ is two natures’ and ‘Christ is from two natures’. Just as in thesis 27 stock instances of first ousia are cited without any reference to this category, so here the rules of Aristotelian logic are bent to accommodate propositions which could not have been formulated in the Lyceum. Whatever advances Leontius may have made on the Christology of his precursors, it can hardly be maintained that they result from a close perusal of Aristotle. Richard Cross, who attributes to him a pregnant distinction between a particular nature and an individual nature, does not find any warrant for this in the Aristotelian commentators,69 and does not credit him with any consciousness of his own originality. Krausmuller too arrives at a position which could not be accommodated by the Organon or its pagan commentators. The Church had begun to handle the tools of Peripatetic logic, but only to abuse them or to abandon them for those of its own contriving, which it had not yet learnt to wield with skill and patience. Among the Greeks, only Philoponus, as we shall see in the following chapter, has given us a clear measure of the distance between his mature thought as a Christian and that of the school in which his mind was formed.
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8    John Philoponus

Theologian and apologist



If this were a full history of the Peripatetic tradition, we ought by now to have lingered briefly over the paraphrases of the rhetorician Themistius,1 the appropriation of Aristotle by Proclus the Neoplatonist and the reconciliation of Aristotle with a species of Platonism by Ammonius of Alexandria.2 All this we can omit here because, in contrast to the works of Alexander and Porphyry, these men’s writings afforded Christians few or no tools for the building, vindication or refinement of their own doctrines. Nevertheless, the career of the Alexandrian controversialist and scholar John Philoponus – the ‘labour-loving John’,3 who preferred the sobriquet John the Grammarian – brings Proclus and Ammonius into our ambit, for he was a pupil of one and wrote his most famous work against the other. What he owes to Ammonius, and how little he was prepared to learn from Proclus, we shall see in the course of this chapter; at the same time, he has a new claim on our interest as the first Christian to produce commentaries on the Aristotelian corpus. Like his Latin contemporary Boethius, who is the subject of the next chapter, he displayed much originality both in these texts and in his theological writings; in contrast to Boethius, however, he did not become the sole authority on Aristotle in his own half of the Empire, and was not even regarded as a good Christian. In recent times, historians have taken less notice of his theological or philosophical efforts than they have of his physics, for he discovered excellent arguments against Aristotle’s denial of the void and against his theory that an object requires a continual force from without to sustain its motion.4 As the inventor of a theory of impetus which anticipated Newton’s first law of motion, he is certainly entitled to more esteem than anyone can hope to gain by denying the unity of the Godhead, however subtly; once again, however, I mention these facts only to justify their omission from this volume. While it has been suspected that his innovations in physics have some relevance to his theology, nothing short of a monograph would suffice to address the current state of the question; the present chapter will therefore be limited to texts and teachings whose theological import cannot be gainsaid.

The texts of this kind by Philoponus seem to represent two periods of his thought, or at least two opinions as to the reconcilability of Plato and Aristotle.5 In one group, which is assumed to be the earlier, it is argued that where Plato and Aristotle appear to differ, the latter has been misinterpreted, or else that his quarrel is not with Plato himself but with a certain reading of him. Aristotle’s God is also credited with an interest in this world, although it is presupposed that he and Plato hold it to be eternal and hence (at least in Christian parlance) uncreated. In the second group of texts, however, Plato is an advocate of creation in time and the notion of an eternal cosmos is his pupil’s heresy. The treatise Against Proclus On the Eternity of the World, in which Philoponus argues as a Christian, is generally held to be the earliest specimen of this second group, but it should not be inferred that the writings in the first group were written without any Christian object. The tenets which they force upon Aristotle are as consonant with Christian teaching as they are with Platonic teaching; if they are indeed earlier, it is possible that Philoponus, as a young believer, was not yet bold enough to affirm his faith in other terms than those employed by his pagan master. It may not be an accident that he dates his own lucubration Against Proclus On the Eternity of the World to 529, the year in which Justinian issued the decree which is commonly said to have suppressed the Athenian schools.6

Philoponus: Disciple of Ammonius

Philoponus was not a timid thinker. We have noted that he foreshadows the science of a much later period in his departures from Aristotelian kinetics; we shall see that in his defence of the contingency of the world he impugns the received conception of matter as a substrate devoid of properties. Again, we shall see that in his expositions of Christian doctrine he admits only one sense of the term ousia, thus embracing a theological heterodoxy which was outright heresy for a Peripatetic. It is all the more remarkable, then, that his commentary on Aristotle’s Categories should raise no objection to the received antithesis between first and second ousia, and in fact takes no position, whether Christian or Platonic, which was likely to give offence to any Peripatetic teacher of this epoch. The fact that this work has also been ascribed to his master Ammonius is a measure of its neutrality, which will serve in turn as a measure of the originality of the other writings that demand our attention in the present chapter.

The Categories

The survey of Aristotle’s works which introduces the commentary on the Categories makes no pretension to originality. It divides the corpus into exoteric and esoteric texts, the former couched in dialogue for outsiders while the latter communicate Aristotle’s teachings to his own students without rhetorical artifice. The esoteric writings (also called ‘autoprosopic’, as they were written in his own person) can be further sorted into three groups: the theoretical, the practical and the organic – a trichotomy which will be found to correspond to the Stoic division of philosophy into physics, ethics and logic (3.11–21 Busse). Some propose that study should begin with the physical writings, as these are the most perspicuous (5.15–18); others maintain that the logic which is presupposed in all the other writings ought to serve as a foundation (5.18.23); others again, on the argument that the proper exercise of intellect is a function of character, prescribe the Ethics as reading for the novice (5.23–33). Whatever the order of study, it must be understood from the outset that the philosophy of Aristotle has one end, namely the knowledge of the one source of all things as a single, incorporeal and demiurgic cause (5.34–6.2).

Turning to the Categories itself, Philoponus cites the familiar rule – we shall meet it again in Boethius – that a commentator has six points to consider: the skopos or principal subject of the writing, its utility, the reason for its title, the order of reading, the division of topics and its authenticity (7.1–5). Those who imagine the subject of the Categories to be words alone, or things alone, or concepts alone are corrected by Iamblichus, who perceived it to be ‘words as they signify things by means of concepts’ (9.14–15). He is therefore judged superior to Porphyry, who is said to have defined the skopos as the noêma or concept (9.4–8), notwithstanding his own definition of it as ‘words in so far as they signify’ and his comments on the relation of words to concepts in his exposition of the second text in the Organon. The utility of the Categories is self-evident, since without this preparation neither thought nor the action grounded in thought will be possible (12.12–16). The title acknowledges the division of being into genus, species and particular, each of these being predicable of the one below and subject at the same time to predication from above (12.17–27). The order of reading is also clear: we must reach a certain point in theory before we proceed to action, and we advance from simple expressions, such as Socrates, to complex expressions (‘Socrates is running’), which correspond to more complex states of affairs (9.34–10.8).

What, then, are the things which are signified by means of concepts? In his comments on the two senses of ousia, Philoponus replies like a faithful pupil of the Platonizing Ammonius. When Aristotle designates the concrete particular as the first ousia and the eidos or form as the second, he is recognizing the primacy of the concrete particular in the order of knowledge and in popular discourse. The Metaphysics shows, however, that Aristotle himself accorded primacy to the form in the order of being (50.23–30). Even in the Categories, he states that while the particulars are known as first ousiai, they subsist (huparkhousin) in the forms.7 First and second ousia are not two species of the genus ousia, for the successive bifurcations of the genus give rise to classes which are mutually exclusive (e.g. the rational and the irrational in the genus ‘animal’),8 whereas the two ousiai are predicated respectively of the form and of the individual which instantiates it. Philoponus contends that in its primary sense ousia signifies form and that in its secondary sense it signifies the concrete individual, but he argues that Aristotle reverses this order in deference to the common person, who attaches no meaning to the terms ‘form’ and ‘matter’ and knows only the composite product of the two which appears as an object to the senses (34.20–31).


This is Platonism, not Christianity; it is generally true that Philoponus in his commentaries is content to be an expositor. He does indeed pause at 145.10–20 to argue that God, being capable of effecting whatever he wills, must also will whatever he is capable of effecting; he must therefore be incapable of evil, as it is certain that he does not will it. Again, when endorsing Aristotle’s statement that good is the contrary of evil, he is careful to add that this is not true of the superessential goodness which belongs to God alone and to which there exists no contrary (171.2). At 51.29–31, he ascribes to Plato the dictum ‘what God is I know not, but what he is not, I know’,9 and goes on to explain that God has in common with matter only the property (if we call it such) of being identical with nothing that we can conceive. The difference is that God escapes predication because he transcends all finite being, whereas matter does not transcend but falls short of finitude, being no thing because it is nothing. These passages augment but do not contradict the implied ontology of Aristotle’s logical works; it is only in his apologetic and theological works that exegesis is consistently at the service of polemic – of polemic against the doctrine named in the title of his treatise Against Proclus On the Eternity of the World, against the necessity of external propulsion in On the Creation of the World, and against the reality of universals in his heterodox effusions on the Trinity and the personhood of Christ.

Creation versus eternity10


It should not be inferred that Philoponus held a view of the commentator’s task which restricted him to paraphrase and precluded criticism of his author. We have only to look at his commentary on the third book of the Physics, where he breaks into a discussion of eternity to accuse Aristotle of contradicting himself when he denies the world a temporal beginning.11 The topic of creation was of supreme importance to Philoponus, and he upheld the biblical doctrine in extensive refutations of both Aristotle and Proclus. Of these, the former survives now only in fragments,12 but the treatise addressing the eighteen theses of Proclus is almost intact, and it confirms the reputation of its author as one of the most intrepid minds of late antiquity. In contrast to his arguments for the reality of the void and the perpetuity of motion, his speculations on the corporeality of matter and the timelessness of willing are designed to support the uniquely Christian doctrine of creation out of nothing. They testify that although he was by temperament a philosopher and not a biblical exegete, he was wholly at one with Origen and Philo in regarding no proposition of the schools as incontestable if it failed to corroborate the word of God.


The Treatise Against Proclus on the Eternity of the World13

The first pages of the manuscript, which contained the first thesis of Proclus, are lost; the tenor of this thesis, however, would seem to have been that if the power of God is infinite (as all will confess, if they do not wish to fall into absurdity), the exercise of this power must also be infinite and therefore we can set no temporal bounds to the creation. Against the objection that every cause must precede its effect, and that hence every work of God must be posterior to him in time, Proclus drew a simile from the sun, which radiates light by virtue of its mere existence and cannot be imagined to have existed, even for one primordial instant, without this conversion of its potentiality into act (14.24–28). In his reply, Philoponus accepts the first premise but argues that the finitude of the world would imply no want of power in God, since it belongs to the very nature of causality that the product is inferior to its producer. He adds that to postulate infinite time before the present entails that the number of humans who have existed before us is infinite, in defiance of Aristotle’s demonstration that an actual infinity is impossible.14 The analogy with the light of the sun is defective because it fails to distinguish the radiance which is essential to the sun from the emanation which illumines the world below it; the radiance is indeed inextinguishable, but the emanation may be obscured or intercepted, so that the world is darkened while the sun itself suffers no decay (22.10–15).

The second thesis of Proclus is that if it is of the essence of the paradigm in the Timaeus to be a paradigm – and therefore to be a paradigm of something – then the eternity which is ascribed to it in this dialogue must also be ascribed to the physical cosmos which is its image (24.1–16). Philoponus begins his reply by noting that this deduction is not supported by the plain sense of the Timaeus, which he upholds at all times in this treatise (26.23). It is certain, on the other hand, that Plato held a theory of ideas as eternal archetypes, and this is the very theory – not, as some think, an erroneous statement of it by his disciples (26.26–27.7) – that is rebutted by Aristotle (29.8–16). Neither Plato nor Aristotle gives us warrant for arguing that it is of the very essence of an idea to act as a paradigm; it is therefore possible that the ideas are eternal while their copies have an origin in time (33.6–35.12). Appealing in Aristotelian fashion to common notions (37.16–17), Philoponus goes on to argue that the true seeds of creation are not immutable archetypes but dynamic logoi or principles which (as Plotinus knew) unfold in the time allotted to them by God.15

In his third thesis, Proclus lays down the Aristotelian principle that activity (energeia) is always the realization of a dunamis or potency: God being changeless, his dunamis is eternal and his energeia will also be eternal. If we posit instead a temporary energeia supervening upon an eternal dunamis, we are bound to posit a god above the Demiurge, since Aristotle teaches that whatever exists in dunamis cannot actualize itself but must be actualized by that which already exists in energeia (43.8–24). Philoponus answers Aristotle from Aristotle: the Metaphysics distinguishes two kinds of dunamis, receptivity and habit. It is true that a boy who is merely receptive to knowledge cannot learn without a teacher, but the teacher who already possesses the knowledge may elect either to exercise it or not to exercise it, requiring in both cases no other agency than his own will (41.3–42.17). This second 
dunamis, or hexis, is also the first energeia, or actuality, of its possessor, which makes possible the exercise of the second energeia or activity (48.25–49.6). Thus, while his eternal capacity for creation does entail that God is eternally the Creator, it does not entail the eternity of the cosmos, because it is one thing to be the creator in actuality and another to exercise the creative activity (49.20–24). Philoponus proceeds to argue that even the actualizing of a receptive dunamis need not depend on a being that possesses the actuality: a newborn puppy does not require an older dog to teach it how to bark (55.3–5). Should anyone reply that nature in general is its teacher, a quotation from Aristotle’s On the Heavens will expose this intellectual solecism.16

But does the teacher remain unchanged when he teaches? In his fourth thesis, Proclus identifies the Demiurge with the unmoved mover of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, and maintains that, since he cannot undergo change or movement (kinêsis), he cannot begin to cause that of which he was hitherto not the cause (55.25–56.14). If, on the other hand, we suppose that the mover too is subject to kinêsis, we must conclude that its energeia has hitherto been atelês or imperfect, since (as Aristotle points out) the perfect cannot become more perfect and would not allow its perfection to be impaired (56.15–22). Again, the response of Philoponus is to distinguish the energeia which consists in actuality from that which consists in activity: when the one who possesses the actuality exercises the activity, a change takes place indeed, but only (as Aristotle tells us)17 in the object of the action. The builder is not always building; when he does so, he does not become either more or less a builder, but the change occurs in the matter on which he works (66.12–16). From Aristotle, we also learn that the supervenience of the form on the matter is not a process but a consummation which occurs instantaneously (akhronôs at 63.4–5 and 65.19–21). Since God creates the matter with the form by a sovereign act of will, his activity and the instantaneous completion of his activity coincide. It follows that he is subject to none of the four kinds of kinêsis which are distinguished by Aristotle, for the common feature of generation, locomotion, growth and alteration is that all take place in time (68.23–74.23).

The premise of the fifth thesis is that, as time is a measure of heavenly motions, time must be coeval with the heavens (103.1–12). But time, continues Proclus, must be infinite, for if we were to suppose that there was not time in the past or that there will be no time in the future, we shall be forced into the paradox that there has been, or will be, a time when there is no time. It follows that, as time itself is infinite, the heavens too are infinite in duration. Although a Platonic definition of time is presupposed here, the rebuttal by Philoponus makes tacit use of the Aristotelian logic of predication, in which the adverb pote, ‘when’, occupies a category by itself. Therefore, Philoponus reasons (not so much following as co-opting Aristotle), it does not subtend a segment of linear time but temporality itself in contradistinction to eternity. The proof is that we could not say ‘there was a time when’ if this amounted to the absurd proposition ‘there was a time in time’. What is true of the adverbs is true of the associated verbs: when we say ‘there was when time was not’, we affirm the priority of eternity to time, not that of time to itself (116.1–15); conversely, when we read of God that ‘he is’, we understand that eternity is his habitat, as time is ours.

This is a point at which we glimpse the theological hinterland behind the philosophical controversy. When Arius declared that ‘there was when the Son was not’, he was contradicting Origen, who was echoing Alexander of Aphrodisias. The Platonists of the third century denied this to be true of the world, and the Church of the late fourth century declared that it could not be true of the Son. Of the world, however, it must be true, or God could not be said to create us freely; Philoponus, in this respect a good Christian, refuses to dissociate God’s energy from his will in all things that touch the created order. To him, it is no less a heresy to affirm that the world is eternal than to deny this of the three beings to whom we give the appellation ‘God’.

The discussion of the sixth thesis is one of a number in which Philoponus affirms the plain sense of a passage in the Timaeus which the Platonists read differently by appealing to a more comprehensive skopos. At Timaeus 32c, the Demiurge proclaims the world indissoluble by fiat; since it is therefore imperishable in fact, if not by nature, it must also be ingenerate, says Proclus, for whatever has a beginning is bound to perish.18 Philoponus retorts that in the same work the world is emphatically stated to be gen(n)êton or generated (125.6–135.8). Calvisius Taurus takes this term to signify nothing more than ‘caused’ or ‘dependent on a higher principle’ (145.8–147.25), and Porphyry makes it a synonym for ‘composite’ or ‘produced by God’ (148.2–155.4), while Proclus holds that the world is generated in the sense that it is the everlasting theatre of generation and corruption. The very multiplicity of solutions shows that none is the true solution; and since the question put by Plato is whether the world ‘has existed for ever’ or ‘has a beginning’, the answer that it is generated clearly implies that the second of these alternatives is true and the other false (158.24–162.3). Aristotle, a pupil of the living Plato, assumes the literal reading of this text when he undertakes his own refutation (166.26–168.2); and whereas his pupil Theophrastus likens the Timaeus to a diagram in which certain things that are false are assumed to be true for the sake of clarity, he himself declines to handle a question of genesis with such latitude.19

Christians, of course, maintained the immortality both of the new creation and of the human soul, attributing both to the benign omnipotence of God. In his seventh thesis, however, Proclus invokes the Platonic argument that the soul, as the self-moving agent of all other motion, cannot have been brought into being by any other agent and must therefore be eternal. Since it belongs to its essence to cause the motion of a body, we are bound to infer the eternity of the heavens, which are moved by the soul of the world (243.1–18). Philoponus, invoking a belief that Christianity shares with Platonism, argues that if the soul is separable it cannot be of its essence to animate a body (249.25–250.9). Even the Platonists, he continues, do not suppose the body that is animated by any particular soul to be eternal (252.8–10). Without denying the cyclical motion of the heavens, he observes that if we ascribe this to the world-soul, then it is the one soul that is incapable of initiating a motion that is against nature.20 Nor is it true that the heavens are the cause of all other motion: to suppose that they move all things from without defies analogy, as the nerves that move the body are within it, yet we cannot say that they cause motion from within unless we hold that one body can penetrate another (280.14–17). Having imperilled some fundamental assumptions of both Aristotelian and Platonic physics, Philoponus briefly considers the spiral motion proposed by Xenarchus (274.5), but dismisses it as a hybrid of the circular and rectilinear motions, which has therefore no claim to be primordial.

The eighth thesis asserts that a body can be destroyed only from without, but, since the universe is ‘the all’, it would be nonsense to posit anything outside it (294.1–8). So too if it came into being it would come into being, as Plato explains in the Phaedo, from its contrary, but what can exist that is contrary to the all?21 We may say the privation of being; we know, however, that the world will not fall into privation from its present state of order, and if that is impossible, we know how much more impossible it must have been for it to emerge into its present state of order from privation (294.20–295.21). To the first premise, Philoponus replies that the causes of dissolution may also be internal (302.16–303.13); against the second premise, he argues (as ever, on Aristotelian principles)22 that it is true of qualities but not of substances that they come into being from their opposites. The sophistry that follows is exploded simply by reaffirming Plato’s testimony that the world is sustained by the will of its creator.23 The Christian, who knows that whatever God wills he will perform, is assured by Scripture that the present cosmos is not only destructible but will one day be destroyed.

In the ninth thesis, Proclus contends that the cause of a thing’s destruction is its own evil, not its own good or some indifferent factor. The world itself, however, being a god, contains no evil and consequently no seed of its own destruction (313.3–16). Once it is ascertained that it cannot perish, familiar arguments prove that it cannot have had a temporal beginning (313.17–21). Philoponus, as the heir to five centuries of apologetic, derides this claim that the world is a god as a fancy of the poets. Plato feared the populace,24 but he rebukes his own timidity by expelling the poets from his ideal commonwealth, while Aristotle enjoins us not to treat Plato himself as a better friend than truth.25 Philoponus goes on to challenge the dictum of the philosophers that nothing comes into being from absolute nothingness. On the contrary, he avers, a true account of the workings of nature will show that what comes into being is not the matter or the composite but the form, which (as we have seen) is realized instantaneously at the end of the generative process, and which cannot be said to emerge from or fall back into a more inchoate state.26 But if nature can bring the form into existence out of nothing, it must follow that the Creator, whose power excels that of nature as hers excels that of any human workman, is able to confer an instantaneous existence on form and matter without a substrate (340.25–341.23). Instead of setting Aristotle against his master, Philoponus sets both against the true doctrine of creation from nothing, thus producing a theological counterpart to his philosophical case for the reality of the void.

The tenth thesis rests on two presuppositions, which would be granted by most philosophers: all the constitutive elements of the present cosmos are in their natural places, and no tendency in these elements to quit their natural places has been discerned (380.20–381.14). If, then, the present cosmos had a beginning, its elements either occupied their natural places prior to this beginning or they did not. If they did, there was a cosmos before the cosmos; if they did not, some agent of dislocation must be identified, as the natural place is the one that a body will occupy until it is displaced (351.15–23). Indeed, one may doubt the coherence of asserting that they occupied an unnatural place throughout the infinite time that preceded the origin of the cosmos, for we define the unnatural only by reference to the natural (35.2.3–8). Philoponus protests that if all things were eternally in their natural places we could hardly account for the presence of any motion in the cosmos (385.23–386.1; 390.1–8). Nor can we be sure that they are not subject to any change other than locomotion, for it may be that they decay at a rate that escapes our observation (395.6–396.19). Even if we grant that the only kinesis to which they are subject is the rotation of the heavens, it remains possible that this cycle has a beginning and an end in time (399.6–16).

The eleventh thesis commences with the truism that matter cannot subsist unless it has acquired some form. So long, then, as there is matter there will be a cosmos (404.1–30); if matter came into being at some arbitrary moment, however, it would exist by chance and without the form to which it aspires (403.20–21). Moreover, since all coming to be and passing away requires matter as a substrate, the genesis or extinction of matter itself would necessitate a second matter, with the absurd corollaries that this entails (404.21–28). Philoponus retorts that the formless matter assumed by Proclus is a myth. All that we see exists in three dimensions, and these three dimensions remain so inseparable from body as to constitute its essence. If body is ‘from matter and form’, both matter and form are its elements (423.9–10), and hence it must be matter that contributes magnitude. Adapting the Peripatetic case against the interpenetration of bodies, he adds that if we suppose that matter has no magnitude, then we cannot say how much matter will occupy a particular space, and that all the matter of the world could be condensed into one cup (429.17–430.2).

In the twelfth thesis, Proclus observes that all things that come to be require matter, and that if a thing fails to come into existence we must blame either the insufficiency of the matter or the impotence of the efficient cause. But matter and God are alike unalterable, and hence there was never an impediment to the creation of the cosmos (466.1–5). Philoponus contests the first assertion, as even Platonists number the soul amongst the things that come to be (in the sense that it has a transcendent cause) but do not admit that it requires matter as a substrate (468.17–29). As for the assumption that creation must occur when there is no impediment, this is not the teaching of experience, for the mere combination of hewn stone and a skilful artisan does not suffice for the erection of a house (474.12–24).

In the thirteenth thesis, Proclus embraces Aristotle’s teaching that the heavens are a fifth body. This is a deduction from the cyclical motion which the Demiurge has imparted to them, for if he had made them from any of the four regular elements, they would been either heavy or light and thus by nature liable to upwards or downwards motion (477.19–478.1). If destruction is understood to mean the conversion of an element into its contrary, the fifth element which has no contrary cannot incur destruction (478.6–10). Philoponus rejoins that this cannot be a valid argument for one who holds, with Proclus, that the rotation of the heavens is caused by a soul, for it is the property of a soul to counteract the natural motion of the body (487.20–488.8). Aristotle’s objections to the theory that the heavens are composed of fire are for Aristotle to answer, as they could be pressed with equal force against his own claim that a ring of fire, or hupekkauma, divides the heavens from the upper atmosphere.27

The fourteenth thesis alludes to Timaeus 53a, where Plato speaks of the agitation of the receptacle by the vestiges of the forms. Proclus, taking this movement to be identical with the violence and disorder that the Demiurge finds in the substrate in the first part of the narrative (Timaeus 30a), contends that, since no craftsman purposely renders his own materials intractable, it would be absurd for God to introduce these vestiges or to permit their introduction by some other agent (539.1–27). It is easy for Philoponus to show that this inference does not entail the eternity of matter; moreover, he can cite a rival exegesis from Porphyry, who argues that the vestiges are inchoate apparitions of the ideal forms in bodies (544.25–547.13).

The fifteenth thesis argues that, if the paradigm is simple, complete and eternal, the cosmos as its image must present analogues to all three properties. Simplicity can be predicated only of the heavenly bodies, and completeness can be predicated of the all but not of all that it contains. It can be said, however, that in all its parts the cosmos presents an analogue to eternity by existing for the whole of time, by which we are to understand (if the image is to be perfect) not only an infinite future but an infinite past (549.7–550.20). Philoponus points out that the linear passage from ‘then’ to ‘now’ which we experience in the physical realm is excluded from the paradigm, so that the image cannot be said to duplicate all its attributes (557.20–558.2).

In the sixteenth thesis, Proclus suggests, by way of hypothesis, that the Demiurge wills two objects, the repression of disorder and the imposition of order. If these objects were consecutive rather than simultaneous, the mind of God would experience succession and change, which we know to be impossible (560.1–20). Furthermore, the repression of disorder is a higher end than the imposition of order, and hence it would be incongruous if God were to leave disorder unrepressed before the creation yet subsequently impose an eternal order by rendering the cosmos indestructible (562.1–20). Philoponus replies that, if two things are willed simultaneously, it does not follow that they will happen simultaneously. God, we must presume, is aware not only of the present but of the future and the past; it does not, however, follow that his knowledge of the past lies in his own past or that his knowledge of the future lies in his future (568.6–569.7). As to the assertion that the repression of disorder is more germane to God than the imposition of order, the contrary is more likely to be true (586.11–589.30).

The seventeenth thesis repeats Aristotle’s principle28 that whatever has a beginning is certain to perish, whereas whatever has no beginning must also be imperishable; hence, Proclus reasons, the world which Plato declares to be imperishable cannot have a beginning (589.5–590.8). Remarking that his objections to the sixth thesis are also fatal to this thesis (592.11), Philoponus retorts that this maxim is true of that which is naturally imperishable, but not of that which is saved from perishing by the will of God (598.10–18). It would be more cogent to infer that because the world has a beginning it is perishable by nature, as in fact both Plato and the Church contend.29

The eighteenth thesis once again touches only the interpretation of Plato. It is an undisputed axiom in his school that the Demiurge, being the most divine of all beings, must also be immutable; how, demands Proclus, can this truth be reconciled with a literal construction of the myths in the Timaeus and the Statesman, in which he is now absent and now present, now imposing order on chaos and now allowing the world to fall back into its elements (606.9–22)? After reaffirming his previous arguments for the literal reading of the same myths, Philoponus finds an ally in a book composed by Proclus himself against Aristotle’s criticism of Plato (620.20–628.27). His own view is that Plato’s myths expressed his deepest thoughts without disguise, although at times, in fear of the court and the mob, he employed the term ‘god’ homonymously to designate something lower than the first cause (636.4–638.6).

Once again, a comparison can be drawn with the stratagems of Christian authors in their internal controversies. Arius upheld the literal sense of Proverbs 8:22, in which Wisdom proclaims, according to the Greek, that the Lord created her in the beginning. Athanasius prefaces his own study of the same text with a descant on the sublimity of Wisdom, which precludes any notion that there might have been some time when she was not an attribute of the Father (Against the Arians 2.44–45). Thus, it is decided in advance that the word ‘created’ cannot pertain to her in her aspect as a person of the Trinity, and when three verses later she is said to have been begotten, we must take this to connote not that she is subordinate or posterior to the Father, but only that she too is by nature God and hence eternal. What Arius held to be true of the Son all Christians held to be true of the world, and thus it is the Christian Philoponus who, in his refutation of Proclus, upholds the literal against the allegorical, the plain sense against the a priori appeal to metaphysics.


Anthropology and the soul

We have seen that Philoponus accepts the Platonic reconciliation of Aristotelian logic with the theory of forms; we have seen that, while he believes that no Greek thinker speaks in harmony with the Scriptures on the origin of the world, he finds a closer approximation to truth in Plato than in Aristotle. Christians before him had also favoured Plato’s anthropology, in so far as he acknowledged two characteristics of the soul, its immortality and its separability from the body, which had nowhere been affirmed by Aristotle. On the other hand, they concurred with Aristotle in holding that every human being was properly neither soul nor body but a composite of both. Philoponus may have scrupled to affirm the resurrection of an individual body, and for that reason he is all the more emphatic in affirming the immortality of the soul, both in his tract On the Making of the World, where he writes as a Christian, and in his commentary on the Aristotelian treatise On the Soul, where his principal aim is to show that Plato and Aristotle hold the same doctrine. In this case, therefore, he was not required to choose between Athens and Jerusalem, or even between the two great lights of Athens; no doubt, he was conscious that, in adopting the exegetical principles of Ammonius, he was also making Aristotle a patron of the doctrine to which he himself subscribed.

Aristotle is named some 15 times in On the Making of the World. As an authority on such intramundane topics as the cause of winds (63.1; 66.2 Reichardt), the configuration of the seas (168.12; 171.3) and the constitution of celestial bodies (185.25; 196.10–14), he is equal to any other, even where he is not explicitly commended. His maxim that the organic body cannot function without a soul nor the soul without a body is cited as a truism (277.25; cf. 278.3–4), though Philoponus distinguishes this soul at all times from the separable intellect. The notion that the aether is a fifth element is noted without disapproval (19.14–15; 118.3), and Philoponus professes to share both Aristotle’s indifference as to the number of the heavenly spheres and his certitude that, whatever this number may be, there is but a single universe (114.13; 116.4). His definition of the Good as that which all desire is assumed to be incontestable (293.15–16). In many of these cases, he is cited against some other Greek, though Philoponus, as a Christian, never professes to be his disciple.

Philoponus also tacitly subscribes to a number of tenets which are patently Aristotelian – as, for example, that darkness is not a substance but the privation of light;30 that the earth, the planets and the cosmos itself are perfect spheres (16.11–14; 129.6–7; 130.13; 163.14); that there is nothing outside the cosmos; and that the earth does not fall because all things fall towards it as the heaviest of the elements (67.14). In celebrating the properties of the number six, he argues that bodies are of six kinds, arriving at this number by a division of all bodies apart from matter into the soulless and the ensouled, then dividing the latter into three groups (the plants, the zoophuta and the animals), and then dividing animals into rational and irrational (305.9–29). Only the method, not the outcome, is redolent of Porphyry or the Aristotelian Organon, and in characterizing matter as a body, albeit one devoid of properties and which cannot subsist alone, Philoponus is ratifying the conscious departure from Peripatetic teaching which he had announced in his treatise On the Eternity of the World. He refers to this work more than once, but on one occasion he cites Aristotle rather than the Platonists as a champion of the false view that the world has no beginning in time (82.10; cf. 157.15–16).

In the course of this work, Philoponus declares the first heaven to be incorporeal (16.19–18.25), assuming no doubt (with all Platonists of his time) that Aristotle recognized the existence of the intelligible realm in his Metaphysics. He also finds that Plato’s definition of philosophy as the cultivation of likeness to God through moral and intellectual discipline matches his own understanding of the ‘likeness to God’, which is predicated of human beings at Genesis 1:26,31 and he is equally glad to quote the testimony of the Timaeus to God’s rejoicing at the spectacle of creation.32 Denouncing Plato’s doctrine of the pre-existent soul, with its corollary that all knowledge is recollection (286.26–288.11), he none the less maintains the separability of the intellect and its ability to survive the dissolution of the body, which owes its form to the inseparable soul.

Alexander of Aphrodisias, as we remarked in Chapter 2, had spoken of a divine image in the soul. Nevertheless, in his commentary on Aristotle’s treatise On the Soul, Philoponus seems resolved to make war on Alexander, without disowning the Peripatetic tradition or making any explicit appeal to Christian doctrine. He commences by distinguishing the knowledge that a thing is so, which we have by doxa or unexamined perception, from the knowledge of the reason for its being so, which we come to learn through dianoia or discursive reason. The immortality of the soul is amongst the objects of doxa; the exercise of dianoia supplies the rationale for its immortality (1.18–2.4). We possess a knowledge superior to this in our immediate consciousness of the incorporeal and eternal, which is proper to nous or intellect (2.8–12). This faculty the nous owes to its nature on the principle that like is known by like. In its embodied state, however, the intellect is blinded by the senses, and the first stage in its rediscovery of the higher realm, as Plotinus says, will be the study of mathematical figures (3.12–13). Aristotle likewise differentiates the nous which is its own object from the passive nous, which cannot engage in thought without an image (11.5–11). These are furnished by the sensitive soul, which, like the vegetative soul, is inseparable from the body of which it is the form; Philoponus agrees with Abraham Bos that Aristotle means by this a pneumatic vehicle, not the visible tenement of flesh (12.18). The intellect itself requires no substrate: to say, with Alexander (10.3), that the whole of the soul is mortal is to ignore the clear assertion, in the On the Generation of Animals, that the nous appears to have entered from without.33 Again, we read in the treatise On the Soul that nous is a soul of another genus, and that only a certain kind of soul is amenable to physical enquiry.34 This enquiry, which occupies the commentary on the first two books, does not lie within the scope of the present volume; the theological interest of Philoponus becomes apparent, however, in his exegesis of Book 3, where he takes Alexander to task for equating the active intellect with God himself, and thus denying immortality to any part of the individual soul. We shall follow here the Latin translation, which has been judged to represent a text more primitive than the extant Greek text.35

The Latin commentary, covering Chapters 4 to 8 of the third book, proceeds lemma by lemma, skirmishing all the way without joining battle until it reaches Aristotle’s observations on the nous poiêtikos, or active intellect, in Chapter 5. At this point, it becomes clear that the leading aim of Philoponus, already foreshadowed in his frequent asides against Alexander of Aphrodisias, is to refute the latter’s contention that the active intellect is God himself (p. 3.14 Corte). On Christian premises, this has the dangerous consequence of denying to the human soul any element which Aristotle would grant to be immortal. Although Alexander is almost his sole interlocutor in his discussion of this topic, Philoponus notes that his is only one of four views that merit consideration. The arguments in favour of each he summarizes as follows:


	
Adherents of Alexander’s position urge that we cannot credit humans, or any beings inferior to God, with an intellect that is perpetually engaged in its proper activity, never lapsing into mere potentiality; still less can we say of the human intellect that it is not merely cognitive but causal, enabling the potential intellect to become all things in a manner analogous to that of the light which enables the eye to see.36 In paraphrasing this theory, Philoponus substitutes conditor (creator) for the theos of Alexander, not only out of reverence (he is not afraid to use the term deus elsewhere), but also to maintain the ontological gulf between God and his creatures. Thus, he forestalls the reply that Alexander might be speaking of a nous which is divine yet consubstantial with our own.


	
Others note that Aristotle has likened the active and causal intellect not to the sun, the natural and customary emblem of the deity, but to light, which is merely a product of solar emission. Accordingly, they have postulated an intermediate source of illumination which, although it lacks the universality of the creator’s intellect and is therefore nearer to our condition, transcends any faculty that we possess by virtue of being human (p. 30.16–29 Corte).


	
The Platonists, for whom the human being is a composite of two elements, soul and body, distinguish the potential from the active intellect but hold that both are present in the human soul. Not finding clear authority in Plato for this opinion, they deduce it from his own axiom that the soul is always in motion, which they take to entail that it is always active. Hence, it contains that intellect which Aristotle declares to be ceaselessly active and free of unexercised potentiality. Their error, says Philoponus, is to equate the perpetual motion of the soul in Plato with the cognitive faculty rather than with the zoogonic faculty by which it imparts life to its host (p. 30.30–31.6 Corte).


	
The fourth opinion, and the true one, is that the active intellect is the potential intellect once it has passed from the potential to the actual state by identifying itself with a particular object of knowledge. This transition is implied in the very notion of a potential intellect, which is all things in capacity, since a capacity is realized only in an act. Aristotle’s statement that the active intellect is a part of our soul precludes the first two theses, according to which it has its whole being outside us. The first is also precluded by Aristotle’s question as to whether the active intellect is separable, for who would ask such a thing about the creator? To be separable, moreover, is to be at some point a constituent of the soul, which is defined by Aristotle as the entelechy or form of an organic body; manifestly, no such soul can be ascribed to the incorporeal God. We are told, moreover, that in the intellect, as in all discrete entities, the potential precedes the actual in time, but in God there can be no temporality. Nor could one draw an analogy, as Aristotle does, between the union of the intellect with its object and the union of a sensory faculty with the object of sense. And even if the theology which Alexander’s view implies were tenable, why should Aristotle make this sortie into theology when the soul falls under physics, the branch of philosophy whose domain is the natural world.




In the course of his exposition, Philoponus disposes of the numerous objections to his thesis:


a    It is admitted that the potential cannot actualize itself but requires the stimulus of that which is already actual and active. And so it is true that no potential intellect becomes active until another intellect acts upon it; this, however, need not be the divine intellect or an intermediary, but that of a human teacher. We might say that one intellect engenders another as a vine engenders a vine (33.5–19).

b    It is asked how it can be said of the human intellect that it is always active (28.26–35). One answer would be that we characterize an entity by its final and most honourable state, so that what Aristotle says is true of intellect only when it is separated (35.30–36.15). Another would be that the proposition is true not of any finite intellect but of the world as a whole, in which some exercise of the active intellect is always to be found (35.15–29).

c    The intellect is said to be impassible, yet a human intellect evidently undergoes some change in the transition from potentiality to actuality. This difficulty is solved when we understand that the possibility which Aristotle excludes is that which brings about a transition from better to worse. The intellect, on the other hand, suffers no change for the worse in its transition from passivity to activity, any more than the geometer suffers a change for the worse when he wakes from sleep and thus recovers his hitherto dormant knowledge (22.21–23.35).

d    Aristotle himself states in the seventh chapter of this book that there can be no knowledge without a phantasma, that is to say without a mental image; such images, however, are corruptible simulacra of the material objects which we first encountered through perception. Philoponus replies that we all possess knowledge which depends on no such image, as for example the understanding of a logical proposition and its entailments; it is therefore clear that Aristotle’s statement appertains only to practical reasoning and cannot be applied to the highest mode of intellection (69.28–70.7).

e    Aristotle says that both the objects and the operation of the active intellect are indivisible, but that our own processes of reasoning are discursive. Philoponus admits that we can indeed be conscious of the time required to utter a proposition, that we can number the divisions of a continuum, and that we can break down a whole into parts; nevertheless, the act by which we grasp the proposition as one proposition, the continuum as a continuum, and the whole as a whole is a timeless apprehension of these objects as they are in actuality, our consciousness of linear succession being the outcome of our voluntary reduction of the actual to the potential. The act itself is prior to the analysis, not the sum of the parts produced by the analysis, just as a line is not an aggregation of points but the whole from which we elicit the points by division (44.19–60.27).

f    Again, it is asked how a faculty which is capable of many diverse operations can possess the simple unity that Aristotle attributes to the active intellect; but this is no more of a riddle than that a single point can be the intersection of many lines (70.20–28).

g    How, we may enquire, can the active intellect be aware of the God who, on this hypothesis, will be infinitely its superior? The answer is that we know the things above us only in an iconic or representative manner, whereas we know the things below us in an archetypal manner superior to their own mode of being (58.43–59.4). Even itself the intellect knows only as a corollary of its knowing the intelligibles: it is not, like that of God himself, the proper object of its own intellection (15.27–32).

h    If the active intellect is a part of the soul, it seems impossible that it could also subsist in abstraction from the soul. Yet Aristotle himself, Philoponus argues, is the author of both positions, and we must therefore understand him to mean by ‘part’ no more than we mean when we speak of light as a part of the sun (2.23–28). It is equally fallacious to infer, from the fact that the intellect as we know it operates only in conjunction with a body, that the intellect and the body form a composite: there can be no spark without ashes, but the ashes are one thing and the spark is another (14.33–15.9).



The Church thus claims the suffrage of Aristotle to its doctrine of the afterlife – at some cost, as Philoponus would argue, to the integrity of his own system. If the world (as he held) has no beginning, and if every human being who has been born into this world over an infinite span of time has had an immortal soul, the number of extant souls must now be infinite, and indeed must always have been so. This, however, contradicts the Aristotelian principle that there can be no actual infinity (26.27–33). A Platonist can obviate this reasoning by holding a doctrine of metempsychosis according to which each generation of the departed bequeaths its souls to another. No such expedient being available to Aristotle, his teaching on the active intellect, coupled with his embargo on a numerical infinity, points against his will to a temporal origin of the world.

Philoponus as dogmatician

No innovation in natural philosophy excited the disapproval of the early Church if its object was to demonstrate the veracity of the Scriptures. On the other hand, neither his motives nor his genius would excuse an author when he employed the same talents in contesting the pronouncements of an ecumenical council. Philoponus could espouse neither the Nicene teaching on the unity of the Godhead nor the Chalcedonian teaching on the duality of Christ’s natures; in contrast to his apologetic and philosophical essays, his writings on the Trinity and Christology survive today only in Syriac, the smugglers’ den for almost all Greek heresies from the fourth century to the sixth. Enough remains at least to explode the thesis that philosophy is the universal parent of theological deviation, for in order to sustain his advocacy of three natures in the Godhead and one nature in Jesus Christ, he was compelled to borrow his terms from Aristotle while ignoring the double usage of these terms which had hitherto been axiomatic in the Peripatetic tradition from Aristotle to Philoponus himself.

Essence and Trinity

According to Photius, the Byzantine patriarch and polymath, Philoponus was noted for his redundancy in argument and for his tendency to error when he turned from philosophical to theological problems.37 He is too indignant to paraphrase the work in which Philoponus denied the resurrection, so we can only guess that it argued for the immortality of the rational soul without affirming the restoration of a body. By contrast, attestations of his false teaching on the Trinity are legion, though some witnesses distinguish an orthodox phase in which he wrote against the Arians from his later experiments in polytheism. The longest excerpt of an orthodox character convicts the Arians of a mistake in logic when they tax the orthodox with the invidious question of whether God begot an existent or a non-existent son.38 To this, he retorts that there is no forced choice between these alternatives, as God may have begotten no son at all: the true contradictory statement, therefore, to ‘God begot an existent son’ is ‘God did not beget an existent son’. Orthodoxy embraces the first proposition if the act of generation is understood to be eternal, and it embraces the second if the preterite tense is thought to connote a process with a beginning and an end. The assertion that Christ, as the firstborn of creation, must himself be a creature, is similarly equivocal: it is true when applied to Jesus the Word incarnate as the new creation, but it is false when it is used to support the ludicrous claim that the Word is the first of the things that he himself brought into being. Least of all can it signify that Christ, as Word, was the first of the Father’s creatures, for the orthodox deny that the Word is created while the Arians hold that he alone was created by the Father to be the creator of everything after him. The true doctrine is that the Son, as the eternal dunamis of an eternal ousia, can no more come into being or pass away than his divine progenitor.

The noun dunamis is employed here in its Christian sense of ‘power’ and not in its Aristotelian sense of ‘potentiality’. By contrast, the heresy for which Philoponus is infamous rests explicitly on his own permutation of Aristotelian logic.39 For all that, there is little evidence of a shift in thought, for he never described himself as a tritheist and he never renounced the two principles which he laid down in his confutation of Arius – that divine ousia or substance is nothing over and above the three hypostaseis, and that that which the three hypostaseis have in common is not strictly denumerable (Fr. 1.1 Van Roey). The first of these is universally orthodox, while the second is anticipated in the eighth letter of Basil of Caesarea. Philoponus, however, is the one who underwrites it with the Peripatetic doctrine that the second, or universal, ousia is nothing in the world and has a referent only when it is predicated of some concrete particular, or first ousia.40 We may say that it exists as a mental idea, yet this idea has no number, or rather is one and many at once in so far as it cannot be divided in thought yet is parcelled out to an indefinite multitude of particulars (Fr. 1.3). If we extend this reasoning to the theotês or divinity which is ascribed to all three persons, we have said that this is not something in addition to the hypostaseis, yet no-one will contend that it is nothing. What is real is the concrete entity, in this case the hypostasis of Father, Son or Holy Spirit, and God is each of them, not a fourth thing extracted from them; and thus the real divinity of each is his own divinity, not the universal which we abstract from them (1.5a). Divinity is ascribed severally, not generically, and hence there are three ousiai and three natures, though they are of a single species; the error of the Sabellians is to conflate the three persons, while that of the Arians is to allot each of the three concrete natures to its own species. We may wonder how much of the argument is merely terminological, but it sufficed to make a heretic of Philoponus, even if the opprobrious term ‘tritheist’ is undeserved.41

The one nature of Christ

The novel identification of person and nature is carried over into the Christological writings of Philoponus, the longest of which, the Arbiter, survives only in Syriac. As the title implies, it undertakes to mediate between those who affirmed one nature in Christ and those who upheld the Chalcedonian dogma of one person in two natures. The argument begins with a stipulation which was unlikely to be challenged – that Christ was one being and not two.42 Conceding that the term is not a proper name but a participle meaning ‘the anointed’, he contends that none the less we use such terms to denote the person to whom they pertain, and rejects the proposal (which he imputes to Nestorius) that the term might be used homonymously of two contiguous entities.43 Thus Christ is for us the name of a particular being – or, as Aristotle would say, one entelechy44 – and every such being is characterized by a horos, or definition, in which the species is distinguished by the addition of a qualifying term, the differentia, to the genus.45 Porphyry is not mentioned by name, but the Isagoge has evidently coloured the reading of the Categories when Philoponus explains to his Christian readers that what they mean by a hypostasis is in Aristotelian terms a definition qualified by certain predicates which in combination ‘circumscribe’ (perigraphei) one individual being and no other.46

We pass from this common ground to a logical quicksand when Philoponus, as though he were saying only what is self-evident, informs us first that phusis is synonymous with ousia, and then that the condition of existence as a real object is identical with one’s phusis. It is certainly true that phusis and ousia are more often identified than they are distinguished in Christian writing on the Trinity in the fourth century, but in every case ousia signifies that which is predicated of all three persons, never the prôtê ousia of Aristotle. Philoponus writes, however:47

Therefore each nature is called what it is not in a single but in a twofold manner: in one way, when we look at the common intelligible content of each nature on its own . . . in another way when we look at the same common nature which exists in the individuals and assumes a particular existence in each of them.



We have already encountered this particularization of common nature in the teaching of Philoponus on the Trinity. Gregory of Nazianzus styles the Son himself a phusis, at least in verse,48 but his favoured noun in prose for a single person of the Trinity is hypostasis, never ousia. ‘Nature’ does not figure in Aristotle’s Categories, but one of the senses assigned to it in the Physics answers well enough to deutera ousia. In Aristotle’s system, it is impossible for one entity to fall under more than one deutera ousia; Philoponus, who would certainly concur with this position, adds the further objection that since a thing is not other than its nature (in his own second sense),49 the Chalcedonian Christ who is ‘in two natures’ will be identical at the same time with two things which are not merely different but unlike each other.

But Christ, the objector will urge, is not a common individual, since as God and man he falls under two definitions. Philoponus protests that this does not warrant talk of two natures, for are not all human beings of one nature, notwithstanding the fact that each of us consists of a physical body and an incorporeal soul? What is said of me is sometimes predicable of the soul alone and sometimes of the body alone, but I remain this one person in either case.50 The argument has an excellent Christian pedigree, and the hylomorphic account of personhood that it implies is more redolent of Aristotle than of Plato. It is not, however, easily derivable from his logic, which tells us simply that the word anthrôpos is predicable, as a deutera ousia, of all individual men and women, without undertaking any further analysis of the nature which all men and women share.

As Philoponus deploys the simile, the counterparts to soul and body are not two different beings – the Second Person and the man Jesus – but the divinity and humanity of the one Christ.51 Orthodoxy is thus preserved, but only at the cost of vitiating the analogy, for divinity and humanity are abstractions, whereas a body is a substance, or ousia, in the sense that Aristotle considered primary, and so, for every Christian of this epoch, is the soul. Even if one was not a Platonist, no other theory accounted for the survival of the dead between the interment of the body and the day of resurrection; for this reason, if for no other, Philoponus himself adopts the Neoplatonic reading of Aristotle’s On the Soul, according to which it is only the irrational soul that acts as the form or entelechy of an organic body, while the intellect is separable and exempt from death.52 On the Neoplatonic principles that Philoponus brought to the Categories, it might be argued that even such terms as ‘divinity’ and ‘humanity’ might denote transcendent archetypes or embedded forms, both of which were ousiai for this tradition. This is not a position expressly taken by Philoponus, but his sympathies are evident both in his definition of oneness as ‘participation in unity’ and in his strong asseveration of the preponderance of soul over body in the human person.53 For all that, he is not a Platonist, for both his Christological and his anthropological reasoning assume that the human being is identical not with his soul (as the Platonists held) but with the conjunction of soul and body. From Plato and Aristotle alike, Philoponus borrows no more than is required to win assent for his own position on a contested point of dogma.

Despite the misgivings of his interlocutors, Philoponus is prepared to assert that Christ is one composite nature.54 This may be an echo of Porphyry’s hint in the Isagoge that a concrete individual is the aggregate of his or her properties. His sharp disjunction between the second ousia, as an abstracted universal, and the Platonic form is also reminiscent of Porphyry and of all Neoplatonic logic after him. His teaching on the individuation of natures, however, with its consequence that each person of the Trinity is identical with his own concrete divinity and that Christ is identical with his own composite nature, is a deviation from the Platonic norm, which enters his writings only for the elucidation of some point of doctrine. In some respects, he anticipates the nominalism of the late Middle Ages,55 which escaped the condemnation that he incurred although it has long been out of fashion in the Roman Catholic Church. What has not gone out of fashion is the strong belief in the freedom of the divine will, with its corollary that creation and redemption are contingent acts of love and not, as Platonists taught, an unwitting superabundance of divine goodness. This tenet, which we associate above all with John Duns Scotus and William of Ockham, was the linchpin of the argument of Philoponus against Plato and Aristotle on the eternity of the universe, and was taken up with zeal by his Muslim admirers late in the first millennium. This we may therefore designate as his most pregnant contribution to philosophy, long before Western science was ready to embrace his theory of impetus and his arguments for the reality of the void.
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9    Boethius and Aristotle



‘Only one, but a lion’ was the lioness’s retort when a vixen mocked her for bearing only a single cub. The Latin Church in late antiquity cannot boast a succession of Aristotelian commentators, or even of theologians who made use of the Organon in their vindication of the great credal doctrines. In Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius, however, it can boast of its own Philoponus – a Philoponus who incurred no suspicion of heresy and whose glosses to his own translations of Aristotle, being uncontradicted, carried all the authority of the Greek prototype. His imprisonment by Theodoric the Ostrogoth in 523, on a charge of intriguing with the more orthodox emperor of the East, was no disgrace but a testament to the sincerity of his religion.1 It was also the occasion for the writing of his most celebrated work, the Consolation of Philosophy. It is in this masterpiece that we find a seminal discussion of the relation of time to eternity and one that, as the present chapter will undertake to show, should leave no doubt that Boethius died a Christian. I shall hope to prove, in a brief perambulation of his earlier works, that the end was of a piece with the beginning, since he adds many a Christian rider to the pagan textbook on logic, but departs from Aristotle without misgiving when his task is to uphold the catholic teaching of the Church.

The Christianization of Porphyrian logic

Boethius was the author of two commentaries on the Isagoge (the first based on the Latin of Victorinus and the second on his own), a translation of the Categories with a commentary, and a translation of the work On Interpretation with two commentaries, one addressed to novices and the other to more advanced students. The corpus of works attributed to him also includes translations of the Prior Analytics, the Sophistic Refutations and the Topics, together with a commentary on the Topics of Cicero and a handful of logical dissertations, the Greek originals of which (if they once existed) have not survived.2 It was after his discovery of the shortcomings of Victorinus that he resolved to use no version of a Greek text but his own.3 While Samuel Brandt opines, however, that he completed his work on Porphyry before turning to Aristotle,4 Monika Asztalos points to evidence that his rendering of the Categories precedes the second commentary on the Isagoge.5 On all hands, it is agreed that he had little to say on the Categories that was new, although the thesis that he relied entirely on Porphyry6 is contested by scholars who claim to detect some echoes of Iamblichus,7 and it has even been maintained that he relied on the marginal scholia to Greek texts which he acquired from the school of Athens.8 He certainly adopts Porphyry’s distinction between the first and second imposition of terms, and reads the Categories in the Neoplatonic manner as a work of limited scope which requires the Metaphysics as its supplement. There are signs that he expounded, or hoped to expound, this higher ontology in a sequel,9 as he does in his handling of On Interpretation. If so, the second commentary is lost, and the aims of the present study are best served by reviewing his two attempts to accommodate the Isagoge to Christian teaching on the transcendence and simplicity of God.

The first commentary

In the discussion of any work, says Boethius at the beginning of his first commentary on Porphyry’s Isagoge,10 we must consider first its content, then its utility, its ordering principle, its authenticity, its title and finally to what branch of philosophy it pertains (4.17–5.10). In content, it is a discussion of the primary terms or elements from which by nature ‘all things flow, as from a kind of spring’ (5.16). These he at once enumerates as the substance which is called by the name of genus; the species (always more than one in number) which fall under the genus; the differentiae which set apart one species from another; the properties which characterize the species; and the accidents which, while they cannot subsist apart from substance, are the necessary conditions for the concrete presence of substance in the world (5.17–6.9).

The utility of the exercise is clear, as it is a preface to philosophy, ‘the study and as it were befriending of wisdom’ (7.12–13), the study of which is nothing less than the study of the divine and the cultivation of the mind’s loftiest faculties (7.19–20). Boethius states that all philosophy is of two kinds, the theoretical and the practical, each of which admits of division into three branches. The branches of theoretical philosophy are theology, which contemplates God, the incorporeality of the soul and the sublime truths of philosophy; the study of intelligible natures in both the supralunar and the sublunar realms; and lastly physiology, or the study of corporeal entities in the sublunar realm (8.16–9.12). Practical philosophy can be divided into the moral, the political and the social (9.13–22), and the discipline of logic is equally useful to the study of all six branches, since without it we should not be able to formulate this taxonomy, to name the differentiae and properties of each branch or to determine which of many contingent objects would be most eligible for study (10.8–19). Grammarians, too, make use of genus, species and differentia when they distinguish eight parts of a speech, and so do rhetoricians when they define three modes of oratory according to the occasion and purpose of delivery (10.19–25).


Boethius now explains the ordering principle of the Organon, the Aristotelian corpus to which the Categories is a preface. While the crown of the Organon is the dialectical reasoning of the Topics, this cannot be understood without the preliminary discussion of syllogisms in the Prior and Posterior Analytics. As syllogisms, however, are composed of propositions, the Analytics presuppose the treatise On Invention; to this in its turn the Categories is a necessary overture, which assigns to their logical rank the terms of which the syllogism is composed. Before they can be ranked, however, the terms must be elucidated, and this is the object of the Isagoge (12.23–14.8). The prolegomenal character of the work is sufficient evidence that Isagoge, or Introduction, is its proper title, and that its function is to introduce the Categories alone, and not the entire philosophy of Aristotle (15.2–4). The question of its authorship is summarily dispatched with the assertion that its style is of a piece with that of Porphyry’s other writings (15.6–9). The final question, concerning its place in the philosophical syllabus, no longer awaits an answer, but has already been determined by the foregoing argument.

Detailed exposition now commences with a quotation of Porphyry’s opening statement of purpose, which is addressed in the Latin of Victorinus not to Chrysaorius but to an otherwise unknown Menantius (16.13). Boethius notes that in Aristotle’s Categories the genus is predicated of the species but not the species of the genus, and that the term denoting the genus is employed ‘univocally’ when we say that a man is an animal and when we say that the horse is an animal (18.1–12 cf. 60.26–61.4; 66.1, etc.). As ‘univocal’ stands here for the synonymous usage in Aristotle, so ‘equivocal’ (aequivoca) stands for the homonymous usage according to which we apply the name Venus both to a divinity and to a statue (32.5–33.18). Since it also occurs, as we have seen, in Augustine’s treatise On Dialectic, this observation seems to have been of particular interest to Latin Christian writers. Boethius also reminds us that the Categories distinguishes the primary substance, the concrete entity in the world, from the secondary substance, which we know only through its instantiation in this entity (19.2–6). For all that, there is no existence without a species, and no species without a genus; definition will lead us back at last to a genus which falls under no larger genus, but it would be absurd to argue that, because the ‘most generic genus’ cannot be defined by genus and differentia, these terms are never of use in definition (20.1–7). On the contrary, they are commonly indispensable, and where they have no application, differentiae and properties suffice. Thus, we can say of the genus of substance that its differentia is to be the subject of all predications (43.19.23). We can say of the equine species that its property is to be ‘hinnible’ or capable of neighing, and of the human race that its property is to be risible or capable of laughter (21.18–22). In both of these cases, the species is coterminous with the property, so that ‘human’ may always be substituted for ‘risible’ and ‘risible’ for ‘human’, and the same holds for ‘equine’ with ‘hinnible’ (99.20–100.5). By contrast, the accident never contributes to a definition (20.18–19).


Each category, so defined, is a genus in its own right; indeed, we can speak of genera and species in every category, not only in that of substance, as, for example, when we call white a species of colour (64.22–65.4). By way of analogy, taking up the distinction between the genus as clan and the genus as class, Boethius observes that while every nation traces its ancestry from one eponymous founder there is no one figure whom every nation claims as its progenitor (36.22–37.15). To this analogy, he adds the rider that the posterity of an ancestor may be born at different times, while this is not true of the species which fall under the genus (38.19–23). He himself, as a Christian, surely believed that all humanity has a common father in Adam; in this work, however, his religion is so studiously concealed that he not only ignores the scriptural genealogies but thanks nature, rather than God, for the moral and intellectual faculties which have raised us above the beasts (84.1–11). On the other hand, he refrains from correcting the Romans when they trace their descent from Mars (73.11). Nor does he challenge Porphyry’s division of the genus of animate beings into the rational and the irrational, with a further subdivision of the rational into the mortal and the immortal (27.3–21). Thus, he creates a class for God (and the angels) which is commensurate with the class of rational and mortal beings that humans occupy alone. He qualifies this solecism only once, when he argues that the term ‘rational’ tells us only what kind of being a human is, not what a human is, and that with this proviso it is not absurd to apply the same word to God (93.27–94.1).

There are no grounds for suspecting that Boethius’ Christianity predisposed him to take the ‘Platonic’ position when the existence of the things signified by Porphyry’s five terms was called into doubt. He himself maintains this as a necessary deduction from Porphyry’s manner of framing the enquiry in his preface; for why, having asked whether they exist or not, would he go on to ask whether they are corporeal or incorporeal if he were willing to entertain a negative answer to the first question (26.13–15)? For the same reason, he argues, we must surmise that Porphyry held them to be incorporeal; otherwise he would not have wondered whether they are conjoined with sensible objects, for that would be to ask whether the corporeal is conjoined with the corporeal (29.16–22). The conclusion of Boethius is that the incorporeal referents of the five terms have only the substance that we ascribe to abstract concepts when conjoined with the corporeal, but that when they are conjoined with the incorporeal they possess the real and self-sufficient existence that belongs, for example, to the human mind (30.17–21). At the same time, as we cannot ascribe the same kind of being to quality as to substance, ‘genus’ and ‘being’ cannot be univocal terms when predicated of the categories themselves (74.21–75.6).

The second commentary

Boethius introduces his second commentary with an encomium of the intellect, which sets us above not only the vegetative but the sentient creation by enabling us to imagine things that are absent and discover things that were hitherto unknown (137.7–8). The concentrated exercise of intellect is philosophy; endorsing the conventional division of philosophy into theoretical, practical and logical categories, Boethius maintains that logic is studied both for its own sake and as a preparation for the other two (142.18–28). At the same time, the science of reasoning differs from that of numbers in that a mathematical theorem, if valid, must be true, whereas an argument may be logically valid yet correspond to nothing in reality (139.18–139.1). Repeating Cicero’s praise of Aristotle as the master of both the practical and the theoretical disciplines (139.21–140.12), he proceeds to comment on his own translation of Porphyry’s text, which preserves the original dedication to Chrysaorius (147.5). Noting that Porphyry urges the necessity of mastering the five terms, he surmises that in this case the necessity is not absolute but relative – that is, it is possible to forgo this study, but not if we wish to grasp the logical presuppositions of philosophy (149.10–151.9). Since Porphyry writes that his treatise will be useful for definition, demonstration and division (147.9–10), the student must know how these terms differ in meaning. Definition requires us to identify the species as a combination of genus and differentia (153.27–154.2). Demonstration proceeds from the known to the hitherto unknown, and, since what is prior in knowledge for us may not be what is epistemically prior by nature, Boethius adds that in the Isagoge demonstration commences with that which is prior in nature, namely the genus (157.17–158.6). Division is the process by which logic derives the species from the genus; since, however, a genus is wholly present in the species, whereas a typical object in the present world (a house, for example) is not wholly present in its parts, there is not an exact homology between the logical and the physical process (156.14–18). Having thus observed an asymmetry which he ignored in his previous essay, he takes up a prominent topic from that essay by augmenting Porphyry’s list with a fourth expedient, the description, which characterizes the species not by genus and differentia, but by the property alone (153.10–17).

He now adds rigour and detail to his argument for the incorporeality of the genus, which again he believes to exist both by itself and in conjunction with the material particular. He is conscious that this raises a dilemma which was initially formulated by Alexander of Aphrodisias (164.4). A genus cannot be many, for if it were so it would not exist unless it were unified by some higher genus; on the other hand, it cannot be one, for it is present as a whole in an indefinite plurality of subjects (162.2–16). Boethius replies that even in this world we are familiar with incorporeals which cannot exist by themselves but can be abstracted in thought from the objects in which they inhere. Thus, we can abstract the line from the figure, and we do not deny the existence of the line because it cannot subsist alone (165.16–20). The genus and species as supernal entities must be distinguished from the enmattered genus or species, which undoubtedly exist in so far as no individual could subsist without containing both, but can be separated from the material substrate only by an act of thought. He closes this discussion with the rider that he, like Porphyry, is conversant with genera of both descriptions, having read both Plato and Aristotle, and therefore when he sets himself the task of expounding the Peripatetic doctrine, the reader must not assume it to be his own (167.12–20).

The second book justifies an apparent departure from the Isagoge, where Porphyry had lucidly differentiated the genus as clan from the genus as class and both from the logical genus, which was to be the subject of his introduction. Boethius had tacitly conflated them in his first commentary, saying nothing in his defence; in the second, however, he undertakes to prove that he has not been unfaithful to Porphyry, as the terms in which the latter demarcates the three genera show them in fact to be logically intertwined. A genus in the first sense is a collection of many particulars which possess a common relation to some one thing and, by virtue of this one thing, a common relation to one another (171.23–172.5). A genus in the second sense is a group of persons united by descent from a single forebear (174.3–13). As Porphyry adduces the relation of the Romans to Romulus to illustrate both senses (173.10), it is easy enough for Boethius to demonstrate that the second is no more than a special instance of the first (176.23–25), with the proviso that a line of descent in which a single father was always succeeded by a single son would never in fact amount to a multitude (173.20–23).

A genus in the third sense is that under which a species falls (178.14–18) – or as we might say, quitting ontology for the safer ground of semantics, it is that which is predicated of a multitude of particulars which differ in species and with respect to what the particular is (181.14–15). This is related, we might say, synecdochically to the first sense, in as much as every genus is said to comprehend a multitude of particulars, and at the same time metonymically to the second, in as much as the relation of the genus to the species, according to Porphyry, is analogous to that of a human ancestor to his descendants. (179.10–16). This formula also serves to distinguish the genus from the species, which is also predicated of a multitude, but of one whose members differ only in number. The other three of Porphyry’s five terms – differentia, property and accident – fall outside the definition of the genus because they indicate not what the particular is, but only what kind of thing it is. The differentia is predicated of many particulars which differ in species, the property of those which differ in number but not in species, the accident of both, but without in any case designating an attribute which belongs to the particular alone (187.1–21). We need not follow Boethius in his subsequent permutations, except to note that at one point he acknowledges the distinction between the first and the second imposition of terms by contrasting the statements ‘X is an animal’ and ‘animal is a genus’ (182.20–183.4).

In the third book, Boethius, following Porphyry, has to disengage the philosophical meaning of the term ‘species’ from the customary use of it to denote the physical aspect of a person (199.13–19) or the quality shared by members of a group (200.8–10). In its philosophical sense, the species is always a division of a genus (203.9–15); at the same time, since it also contains the description of the genus, it may act as a subaltern genus to species of narrower extension. As the most generic genus, of which no genus can be predicated, stands at the top of the ontological chain, so at its foot we find the species which is not subdivided into lesser species, and which can be predicated only of individuals (207.6–12). Whereas the species that make up a genus are always finite in number, there is no fixed number of individuals falling under the ‘most specific species’ (218.15–19), because, however many or few they are, the species is present in each one as a whole (215.19–20).11 Nor would the death of all the individuals be the destruction of the species, as the extinction of all the species in a genus would destroy the genus itself. Boethius is here following Alexander of Aphrodisias, perhaps unaware that Porphyry had maintained the opposite view in his Commentary on the Timaeus.12 He raises a topic of special concern to Christian theologians when he goes on to urge, even in the anomalous case of the phoenix or the sun, that even if an existent proves to be the sole member of its species, the species remains potentially a class of many, not of this one alone (219.14–20).

He also takes up an Aristotelian truism which had been widely employed by Christians when he urges that, just as there can be no son without a father or a father without a son,13 so there can be no genus without a species or a species without a genus (199.1–4). In this second commentary, he no longer follows Porphyry in assigning God to the immortal branch of the genus ‘animal’:14 the deity who falls into this category is now said to be the visible one whom philosophers identify with the world (208.22–209.1). He now addresses the argument (broached by Aristotle himself in the Metaphysics) that, as all the categories exist in some sense, they are united by the mere property of being (221.15–222.7). The above-mentioned Christian writers would say that being (Latin ens) is the property common to all the categories, tacitly assuming ens to be a univocal term. Boethius, who has already maintained that ‘being’ and ‘genus’ are both univocal terms, begins his reply with the Aristotelian truism that ‘to be’ always means ‘to be one’: thus, a univocal attribution of being to all the categories would entail a univocal attribution of unity, resulting in the absurdity that the categories would fall under two genera at once (224.3–17). The conclusion, that being cannot be the genus of all genera, is Plotinian rather than Christian, and while Boethius seems to distance himself at one point from the ‘ancient theology’ (221.11), he appears to think that the premises of the new theology can be set aside in a treatise on logic.

The incorporeality of God is reaffirmed in Book 4, where Boethius takes up Porphyry’s division of differentiae into the koina, the idia and the idiôtata. The koina – in Latin those which are true communiter (generally) – are those which are not always true of the subject and predicable of more than one species of subject, as when we say that an individual runs or sits (242.6–8). They are therefore separable, whereas the idia (proprium or specific) and the idiôtata (magis propria or more specific) are inseparable from the subject (240.7–8). The idia of a species, however, are only accidentally inseparable, in as much as, while they always in fact accompany the member of the species, they do not constitute its identity, and could be removed without destroying it: an Ethiopian who was not black would still be an Ethiopian (282.3–19), as Porphyry had observed (Isagoge 12.23–13.8). The most proper differentiae, by contrast, may be defined as those which ramify the genus, or conversely as those which constitute the species to which the subject belongs (243.13–27). Thus, the genus of animal may be ramified into the rational and the irrational, and the rational into the mortal and immortal,15 or conversely we may define (a) god as that animal which is rational and immortal (271.11–13). The use of the plural dii, as in Porphyry’s text (270.9), implies that the god in question is not the transcendent deity. As a logician, Boethius is most exercised by Porphyry’s assertion that the genus contains the differentiae of all its species, but in potential and not in act (262.11). The solution is that the genus contains the species, but the species are determined by a descending sequence of antitheses: it might seem then that, whereas the species is either rational or irrational, mortal or immortal, the genus is simultaneously the subject of all of these contradictory predicates, and therefore is at once itself and the opposite of itself (263.8–21). The Aristotelian difficulty yields to an Aristotelian solution: the genus contains the antitheses potentially, but only one of the antithetical predicates is actualized in any given species (264.5–21). If there are any corollaries that might be of interest to the theologian, Boethius has elected not to pursue them.

We need not examine the fifth book, which, like the Porphyrian text that it expounds, is simply an exercise in comparison, each of the five terms being paired in turn with one of the others until all permutations have been exhausted. Throughout this commentary, only the occasional interjections of Boethius have suggested that he finds Aristotle’s ontology defective. Against Aristotle’s logic he has nothing to say, nor does he have anything to add to it as a Christian theologian. He does even note, for example, that, in declaring the entire substance (tota substantia) of the genus to be in the species, he is echoing the dictum of Tertullian that the whole substance of the Godhead is in the Father. And he can say, with Porphyry, that all human beings are properly one without remarking that his Christian predecessors had held the human race to be one in so far as the inner man was always identical with the one image of God and the outer man always identical with the flesh of Adam’s flesh.

Ammonius, Boethius and the Foreknowledge of God

As a speculative philosopher, Boethius was remembered primarily for his attempt to reconcile divine foreknowledge with human liberty. He addresses this problem both in his Consolation of Philosophy and in his exegesis of Chapter 9 of Aristotle’s On Interpretation. In neither place does he say that he is arguing as a Christian, and Pierre Courcelle maintained that his reasoning adds little to that of Ammonius, the Alexandrian teacher of Philoponus, in his comments on the same Aristotelian text.16 As all historians now agree,17 however, he has much to add because the question of divine foreknowledge raises problems for a Christian that would not have troubled a pagan like Ammonius, and he is therefore arguing to a different end.


The difficulty posed by Aristotle’s interlocutors is as follows. Aristotle opines, and few would doubt, that when we know or truly assert a thing to be true it necessarily follows that it is true. If it is also granted that true statements can be made about the future, it follows that these statements are necessarily true and hence that the event that these statements concern will necessarily occur. Aristotle replies that such reasoning threatens to annul not only the freedom of the will but the occurrence of chance events, which on his definition are the unintended consequences of a freely intended act. Boethius concurs with him, and with his disciple Ammonius, in regarding this as a consequence so unpalatable that it proves the invalidity of the argument. Had he also endorsed the solution of Ammonius, he would have been what he is often accused of being – a Neoplatonist making ornamental use of ecclesiastical formularies. We must therefore preface our study of the Consolation by testing this hypothesis of his dependence on the Peripatetic teacher, just as we tested the hypothesis of Origen’s dependence on Alexander of Aphrodisias (see Chapter 3). It will not be forgotten that Origen thought himself obliged to differ from Alexander because the Scriptures accord to God precisely that knowledge of future contingents that Aristotle held to be impossible without logical contradiction.

Ammonius on the predictability of the future

Ammonius commences his discussion of future contingents by distinguishing conditional from absolute necessity. If a universal statement is true, it is true at all times and hence necessarily true; conversely, if false, it is false at all times and hence necessarily false (129.10–26 Busse). Moreover, the necessary truth of the statement entails the necessity of the fact or state of affairs to which it refers, while if it is necessarily false there is necessarily no such fact or state of affairs to which it might refer (130.1–9). On the other hand, a particular thing or state of affairs must be contingent, which is to say that it may either be or fail to be, and therefore neither the affirmation nor the negation of it can be logically precluded. At the same time, it is logically impossible that the contingent should exist and fail to exist at one and the same time; in fact it is an inviolable rule that if p is true, necessarily not-p is false (141.19–25). The necessity lies, however in the logical disjunction of p and not-p: no absolute necessity attaches to either of these contradictory propositions.

Suppose that we say correctly ‘p is true’: it necessarily follows that the state of affairs subtended by the proposition p obtains at this time (141.1–5). But what, then, if I say correctly ‘you will reap’? Does it not follow necessarily from the truth of the statement that you will reap, and hence that your reaping is, at the present time, predetermined (125.25–27)? Necessarily, the statement is either true or not true, and the same holds of any other statement regarding a future contingency. It follows that there is a set of true statements completely describing the events of tomorrow, and hence that the coming events which these statements subtend cannot be averted. Aristotle’s reply was to deny that humans can possess definite knowledge of the future; Ammonius agrees that, because we suffer from this limitation, the one who predicts that a future event will come to pass contingently speaks more truly than one who predicts that it will come to pass necessarily, even if the event does in fact occur (145.13–15). We cannot, however, return the same answer to those who ask how divine foreknowledge meshes with human freedom, for if gods too possess no definite knowledge of future contingents, it is madness to pray and the many tales of their providential care for us must be lies (134.8–26).

The conflict between the religious sensibility of the student and the ineluctable reasoning of the master is even more acute in the work of Ammonius than in that of Alexander. His answer had been that even the gods possess no definite knowledge of the future, since the future is not amongst the things to be known. Ammonius, who is as much a Platonist as a Peripatetic, cannot agree to set such limits to their capacity, but follows Proclus, the most distinguished commentator on Plato, in crediting them with a knowledge of contingents which is more holistic than ours, not supervening on the phenomenon but preceding it in as much as it has for its object the timeless cause in which the phenomenon is seminally present.18 They know contingents, he argues, by a preconception excelling the nature of the contingents themselves (136.12–15), and when that knowledge is vouchsafed ambiguously in oracles, the purpose is to evoke a free response (137.13–138.11). If providence seems to fail, then the fault lies only in our recalcitrance, just as the sun cannot be accused of withholding its light if we choose to shut our eyes (132.25–133.2).

The one point of logical merit in this question-begging exercise is a distinction between material necessity and logical entailment:19 what is known must indeed be true, not because the knowledge causes it to be true but (on the contrary) because if it were not already true it could not be known. This reasoning, though sound, is incomplete, as it does not pre-empt the objection ‘how can we know the proposition to be true before the occurrence of the event if the event is not predetermined?’ Ammonius, however, is content to go on with his paraphrase of the Aristotelian text, concluding that finite intellects can have no definite knowledge of future events, but only indefinite knowledge of the form ‘it is necessary that there either will be or will not be a sea battle tomorrow’. For all that, he has arrived at a different position from that of Aristotle and his faithful disciple Alexander, for he has admitted that future contingents may be known in a manner that is not defective, although such knowledge is reserved for higher intellects than ours.

Future contingents in On Interpretation 920


Boethius, like Ammonius, holds that future events are not necessitated, and that knowledge of them would not entail their occurrence in any other sense than that in which it entails the occurrence of a past or a present event. With regard to the former class, it is universally understood that:21



a    While it is necessarily true that either p or not-p must be true where p and q are strict contradictories subtending a past or present state of affairs, it does not follow either that p is necessarily true or that not-p is necessarily true.

b    While it is necessarily true that if p is either known or truly asserted then p is true, it does not follow that if p is either known or truly asserted then p is necessarily true.



With regard to predictions of the future, likewise:22


a    While it is necessarily true that either p or not-p will be true when p and not-p are strict contradictories subtending a future state of affairs, it does not follow either that p will necessarily be true or that not-p will necessarily be true. Neither does it follow that either statement is necessarily true at present.

b    While it is necessarily true that if p is truly asserted of the future p will be true in the future (and, if suitably phrased, is true at present), it does not follow that if p is truly asserted of the future then p will necessarily be true in the future (or that p is necessarily true at present).



What then is the status of p at present, when its truth has yet to be verified or refuted? The answer is that, whereas any statement about the present or past is definitely true or false at the time of utterance, statements about the future are neither definitely true nor definitely false (125.7–25). They have at best a provisional or contingent truth or falsehood. This judgement (which adds nothing of substance to Aristotle’s argument) is reaffirmed in the second commentary and augmented by a dialogue with the Stoics, in which Boethius firmly associates himself with the Peripatetics. They agree with us, he concedes, in holding freedom to be the unimpeded exercise of the will; in contrast to us, however, they regard the inclination of the will to be a product of necessity, whereas we hold that its inclination can be formed by reasoning and deliberation (195.2–10). Boethius issues the customary challenge: what distinguishes us from brutes if not the capacity for the free exercise of reason, on account of which we are moved not by mere will and imagination but by the judgement that we pass on these stimuli, thus making ourselves the proper subjects of our actions (196.17–197.2)? Since he is acquainted with both Porphyry and Alexander (219.17 and 29), he may be imitating similar descants in their lost commentaries; certainly, it is easy enough to find passages of the same tenor in Alexander’s treatise On Fate.

He arrives, though slowly, at a more measured reply to another Stoic animadversion, that, if one of two contradictory propositions is always true and the other false, it would be absurd to deny both truth and falsity to both of two contradictory propositions about the future (208.2–7). The first reply is that Aristotle does not mean to say that neither is true or false but that either may be true or false (208.6–10); the next is that he does indeed deny the definite truth of any proposition about the future, but not their contingent truth or falsehood (208.10–18); and the third is that, once the future comes to pass, a true statement about it will necessarily correspond to the actual state of affairs, but only because that state of affairs will cause it to be true.23 In other words, any knowledge of the future would be symmetrical with knowledge of the present (212.1–3). Boethius now enumerates four possibilities which he takes to be exhaustive and decides that only one is tenable. The law of contradiction forbids us to argue (a) that the foretold event will both occur and fail to occur or (b) that it will neither occur nor fail to occur. It is not the case (c) that, since it will either occur or not occur, the prediction that it will occur is either definitely true or definitely false at the time of utterance. It follows therefore (d) that, while it will either occur or not occur, the prediction that it will occur is neither definitely true nor definitely false at the time of utterance (213.18–214.2). This is a fair, and therefore not surprising, paraphrase of Aristotle, and the interest of the subsequent discussion lies primarily in responses to it by other philosophers, some now lost, who entertained a different view of the possible and the necessary.

So far, we have witnessed the revolutions of a familiar carousel, which, however it turns, leaves Stoics and Peripatetics standing just where they began. The new matter, and a clear indication of the Christianity of this self-styled Peripatetic, is the question regarding God’s foreknowledge of discrete events. Once more, he betrays some inconsistency, hinting at one point that there are contingencies unknowable even to nature and at another that nature knows what is known to God although it is inscrutable to us. Of the prescience of God, however, there can be no doubt, though Boethius appears not to hold that he ever discloses his knowledge. Divination, which pagans also practise, tells us not what is sure to happen but what will surely happen if some condition is fulfilled (22.5.4–9). This is an observation that fits both pagan and biblical prophecy, and to be able to reason ‘if I do X, Y follows’ is the basis, as Boethius says, of all free reasoning and deliberation (221.15–26). It is clear in fact that Boethius attributes more than this hypothetical knowledge to God, who knows the contingent future as that which might have come to pass otherwise, but will in fact come to pass as it does through the voluntary choices made by human beings (226.9–15). To maintain that they are necessary because God, as it were, elects to know them is in fact to say that if the events were not necessary he would not know them (225.10–16); the argument here may be purposely elliptical because it is aimed at Augustine, but the premise appears to be that if knowledge causes an event then it must also cause the event to be necessary, since otherwise it would be merely an object of belief. If, however, we endorse the conclusion that all future events which are known to God are necessary, God himself will be subject to necessity; this is to take away his free will, in which case he is no longer to be praised for any good that he bestows (226.15–22). Here, the question rests with the assurance that God knows all future contingents, but with no demonstration that their contingency is in fact compatible with his knowledge.


Time and foreknowledge in the Consolation of Philosophy


It has often been doubted whether the Consolation is a Christian work, and sometimes a negative answer to this question is thought to imply that it is not even the work of a Christian. It contains no explicit citations from the Scriptures to be set against its occasional mention of Plato and Aristotle and its recurrent evocations of pagan mythology. It upholds one doctrine that every Christian held – the existence of a single, benign and omniscient God who rewards or punishes every creature according to its deserts – but it says nothing of the Trinity, the incarnation of the Second Person, his reversal of the fall by his obedience, his atonement for sin on the Cross, his resurrection or the general resurrection of believers. All this being said, and granting that exegesis was the foundation of almost all theology before Boethius, it had never been deemed illicit, when the Scriptures were ambiguous, to seek the arbitration or at least the assistance of philosophy. Augustine himself had done so when, in support of his doctrine of predestination, he had urged that any spontaneous decision by the human will to accept or reject the offer of grace would compromise the sovereignty of God.

Boethius wrote at a time when Gaul and Africa were debating how this doctrine was compatible with some freedom of choice on our part once the will was divinely enabled,24 and Boethius reveals his own acquaintance with this dispute when he declares that a benevolent God would not create a vessel with the intention of destroying it, thus echoing the very text which persuaded Augustine that God in his eternal wisdom had destined some of his creatures to glory and others to reprobation.25 Boethius, in taking the contrary view, is not appealing from the revelation of God to the Platonic a priori, but restoring an interpretation of this Pauline verse which had been all but universal before Augustine, and which had satisfied Augustine himself in the days of his theological apprenticeship. According to this interpretation, God ordains the glory or reprobation of the creature in the light of its foreseen rejection or acceptance of grace. It is by taking this position that Boethius finds himself obliged to commence his famous enquiry into the relation between God’s knowledge and his will. And this, we should note, is a question that could not be phrased in these terms by a disciple of either Plato or Aristotle. Aristotle’s God has plenary knowledge of himself and perhaps of the forms. We might guess that the same is true of Plotinian nous, while the One may be characterized, with some straining of language, as a product of its own will.26 Only the Christian holds, however, that just as the knowledge of God extends to contingent as well as to necessary truths, so his will extends not only to the laws of nature but to the destiny of every creature, determining in the light of his inscrutable wisdom that that which comes to pass at one time will not come to pass at another. This is the doctrine of special providence, which was entertained by Plutarch and Numenius but not by Plotinus, who mocks his erstwhile colleagues the Gnostics for holding it in defiance of Plato and hence in ignorance of their true position in the world.27


The argument of Book 4 begins from Plato’s premise that rational beings will not seek ends or undertake actions which they cannot represent to themselves as good (4.1.30–35). For many, this was a truism, and even Augustine, who founded his doctrine of sin on the exceptions, agreed with Plato in equating goodness and being, thus implying that no real object of desire can be wholly evil. Philosophy easily persuades Boethius that if only the Good can be sought, then the good are more capable of attaining it (4.2.45–70); it follows that the good must enjoy the felicity which is possible only for those who have what they seek. It may appear that the wicked often enjoy the happiness of escaping the punishment that is due to them and which sometimes falls unjustly upon the good; in reality, however, the mere possession of virtue even in affliction is its own reward (4.3.1–8), while the impunity of the wicked is its own punishment, since it allows them to descend further into depravity until they lose every attribute that sets humanity above the beasts. This is the meaning of Plato’s fabulous doctrine of transmigration and of Circe’s transformation of the companions of Odysseus into swine (4.3). Philosophy also hints at rewards and punishments after death which are not fabulous, but leaving this revealed knowledge aside she takes up a new objection, which again betrays the Christian in Boethius: why would a benevolent God allow the lots to fall so unequally, rather than arranging the scheme of providence to vindicate the just (4.5.1–22)? Those who imagine this to be so, Philosophy answers, opine that human affairs are ruled by fate: but fate is merely the temporal bailiff of providence, which issues its decrees in accordance with the simplicity of the divine intelligence before entrusting the execution of them to the temporal nexus (4.6.25–42). Thus, everything has its reason, whether or not it is visible to us. The wicked are punished as an example to others and spared in order that they may repent (4.6.162–167); the good who appear to be cut off prematurely will not be called to account for the sins that they might otherwise have committed (4.6.133–140). Whether God works through personal intermediaries, through the course of nature or through the soul – and this we need not determine – we may be sure that nothing occurs by accident or through an automatic process which is capable of frustrating his design.

In Book 5, the discussion turns to chance, which in the common view is no less inimical to human liberty than fate, since, whereas fate is an inexorable chain of external causes, a chance event is one that cannot be traced to any cause. Philosophy reminds Boethius that Aristotle defines chance as the unintended confluence of two intentional actions (5.1.35–38): such an outcome, unforeseen though it is, is the intelligible corollary of acts which are free and purposeful, and thus no proof that our destiny lies outside our control. The true enemy of freedom is choice itself when we surrender ourselves to vice and allow our reason to be swallowed by animal passions (5.1.20–27). But now a new difficulty arises: how can we be free if our actions have been foreseen by God since before the beginning of the world? Boethius is aware of the usual answer, that the knowledge is not the cause of the event but the event is the cause of the knowledge: be that as it may, he protests, the fact that God knows now what I shall do in the future entails that I am not able to influence my own future and hence am not free (5.16.16–40). Philosophy rejoins that to reason thus is to assume that God is a prisoner, as we are, to the linear succession of events. We know what is past or present because it has taken place: our knowledge is not the cause of its taking place, and the fact that ‘if the event is known it must be true’ is never felt to compromise either our freedom to act or our freedom to know (5.4.28–51). To God, all times are one, the future no less than the past: his knowledge of the future is at once no less definitive, and no more determinative, than our knowledge of the past. It is we who act and he who knows our actions: it is only we who speak of his foreknowledge, which in fact is no different in kind from any other knowledge that we ascribe to him (5.4.46–56).

To understand how such timeless cognition is possible for God yet unattainable for us, we must return to the distinction between the intelligible and the rational, which is already adumbrated in the logical works of Boethius. Our senses perceive the material phenomenon, imagination grasps the material object in its totality, while reason abstracts the universal form which gives us a knowledge of its essence (5.5.26–38). To apprehend the form itself as an object of immediate contemplation is reserved for intellect. The higher faculty comprehends the lower but is not comprehended by it; our ways as rational creatures are perfectly known to God but his intellectual vision remains unfathomable to us (5.5.46–56). For the same reason, even if we concede to Plato and Aristotle that the sensible cosmos has no beginning and no end, we cannot join them in styling it eternal, for to be eternal is to be exempt from the flow of time (5.6.31–40). God therefore is eternal, the world perpetual: the events that unfold in the future of the world will be contingent in themselves, as they are products of free agency, but in so far as God knows them – or, as we wrongly say, foreknows them – it is necessarily true that they will occur (5.5.59–72).28

Trinity and incarnation29


The few dogmatic treatises which are attributed to Boethius have exerted an influence out of all proportion to their length. This is true above all of the essays on the Trinity and the two natures of Christ, the second of which is sometimes thought to have come from a different hand. One of the principal reasons for disputing its authenticity, however, is also a proof of its antiquity, for the formula “from two natures and in two natures” is not in fact the decree of any council but a conflation of Pope Leo’s “in two natures” with the Greek phrase which he condemned in his Tome to Flavian. Only temporarily, at any early stage in the oecumenical council of Chalcedon in 451, was it proposed as a diagnostic of orthodoxy. A Latin author who understood, or wished, it to be canonical, must have been often in the company of Greeks at a time when Cyril’s star was firmly in the ascendant – in other words, he was in the situation of Boethius himself. Whether or not both treatises are genuine, they have the common purpose of extending the logic of Aristotle to objects for which he could have found no place in his own ontology. A follower of Porphyry, maintaining a strict dichotomy between the corporeal and the incorporeal, could allot the former to Plato and the latter to his pupil; a Christian philosopher was forbidden to hesitate between two masters, for how could he then explain the coming together of these contradictory orders of being in the incarnate Word?

Essence and person in God

Porphyry reconciled Aristotle with Plato not by arguing that they taught the same ontology but, on the contrary, by arguing that each shaped his ontology for a different order of being. In his treatise On the Trinity,30 Boethius prepares us for his baptism of Peripatetic logic by invoking the preface to Metaphysics 6, in which philosophy is divided into mathematics, physics and divinity (On the Trinity 2.5–16). The last is the highest because it takes for its subject form without matter. A form is by definition what it is, which is to say that all its properties are essential (2.20–21). Although this is indeed the character of the form in Plato, it is also the Greek etymology of the name of the biblical God, who is the only named denizen of this incorporeal realm in the treatise (2.30–31). Boethius goes on to urge that, since a form becomes subject to accidents only when united with matter, no accidents can be predicated of forms which are exempt from matter and hence from all potentiality for transformation (2.42–46). When a man is just, the man is one thing and his justice is another; when we say of God that he is just, however, he and his justice are one (4.36–41). By the same reasoning, God cannot occupy place, for place is related only contingently to its occupant; to say that he is everywhere is to say that all place is equally present to him (4.54–59). To be, as we have remarked, is of his essence; so then, on the Aristotelian principle that to be is to be one, is unity (2.55–57). So far, the exposition rests, as it will continue to rest, on premises that are wholly Platonic or Aristotelian; and yet it is already evident that the faith defended here is one that neither of these philosophers entertained.

Can three be one? Boethius follows not only Aristotle but Plotinus in distinguishing between number as an arithmetic quantity and number as a property of the objects to which arithmetic is applied (3.8–9). This contrast between the numerable and the numerator plays its role in other writings by the great Alexandrian, and it also informs Augustine’s reflections on the nature of time; neither of these authors, however, foresees the corollaries which were to be drawn from it by Boethius. The arithmetic unit, he contends, can be added to others to make a plurality, so that as a mathematical proposition it is true that 1+1+1 = 3 (3.9–10). In the realm of substance, on the other hand, no multiplication of unity is possible: to affirm that each of the persons who is God is also a unity is as though one were to say ‘sword’, then ‘blade’, and then ‘brand’ (3.19–22). This, of course, is Porphyry’s example of homonymity, which permits us to apply three distinct terms to an identical object. And yet, this is not the logic of the Trinity, as Boethius concedes, for while we hold that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are a single God, we do not hold that they differ only in name (3.49–53). Since they are of one essence, which is nothing less than the unity of the Godhead, they cannot differ in their essential qualities. Quantity cannot be predicated of incorporeal subjects, and hence it is only the category of relation that can set one apart from another (5.1–5). The relations of eternal and unchanging objects cannot be contingent, as they are in the world of material particulars; at the same time, it remains as true of the higher world as of the lower that the essence is independent of relation (5.17–34). God, who is identical with his own essence, cannot differ from God with respect to his divinity, and it is consequently the one God who is identical with Father, Son and Holy Spirit (5.42–57). Nor can these persons occupy different spaces, as otherwise identical particulars do in our world (5.49). It is the very predication of relations, and this alone, that constitutes the numerability (numerositas) of the Trinity, while the unity consists in the indifferentia, or indiscernibility, of the essence (6.1–7). Such is the peculiar logic of incorporeality, which we apprehend by intellect, not by the senses or the imagination, and thus, as Boethius intimates, by the science of divinity but not by those of physics or mathematics.

In another text, Boethius contends that whereas that which exists can participate in another thing, this is not true of being itself (How Substances Are Good 31–34). Again, that which is may have a property distinct from itself, but of being itself this cannot be said (35–37). That which is may exist of itself or in another subject; in the second case, it is an accident (38–40). Yet even that which exists of itself does so by participation in that which makes it the thing that it is, namely its essence (41–44). Only that which is simple (that is, free of accident, matter and potentiality) can be said to be one with its essence; when that which is is complex, it is another thing than its essence (45–51). And yet, since all things strive to overcome discord, that which is strives for unity with its essence, and it is by this striving for unity with its essence that it is a thing of a certain kind (49–52). The teleological reasoning, and the premise that to be is, properly speaking, to be one, are Aristotelian; when, however, Boethius carries the argument into the incorporeal realm, he follows Plato rather than Aristotle by treating goodness as a predicate which is different in kind from others. Equating the logical predication of attributes with ontological participation, he contends that if that which is good merely participates in the Good as the white participates in whiteness, its goodness will be a mere accident (62–74). If, on the other hand, we affirm that its goodness is not an accident but its essence, no distinction will remain between the contingent entity and God, who is the sole and supreme Good (75–85).

Both the assumption that God is the highest principle31 and the horror of identifying any other entity with him betray the Christianity of Boethius, who goes on to make the identity of goodness with the first principle the basis of his solution. It is indeed true that any being inferior to God, however good it is, possesses some other property than goodness and that therefore its being what it is is not synonymous with its being good (100–111). It is good in so far as it receives this property from the first principle – that is, from God – and this is possible only in so far as God wills it to be so. It is equally true that white things are white because God wills them to be so, but the ground of his willing is not the same. God is that one thing which is identical with goodness and nothing else; all that exists therefore partakes of his goodness in so far as it exists. But neither God nor any other entity is identical with whiteness and nothing else, and hence there is no thing that is white in so far as it exists (117–121). Even the righteousness of a creature does not proceed from the essence of God, for, while his righteousness is indefeasible, it is not his essence but the act which accompanies his essence (165–171). While God is not our essence, we cannot possess our essence without existing, or exist unless we are informed by being itself. Being itself is God, who is identical with his own goodness: goodness, therefore, being more universal than righteousness, is more germane both to our existence and to our being that which we are.

An experiment in Christology

While Platonists affirmed the universality of the Good, they agreed with Aristotle against the Christians in denying that the first principle brings about anything in this world by an act of volition. Equally foreign to both traditions is the tract Against Eutyches and Nestorius, which purports to have been inspired by an ecclesiastical council at which the bishops, without understanding what they said, had acclaimed the Christological formula ‘from two natures and in two natures’.32 This is (as we noted) the prototype that was set aside at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 in favour of the dogma that Christ is one person in two natures, and Boethius’ object is to show that the alternatives condemned on this occasion are logically untenable. His definition of the term persona became canonical, and his work is an excellent specimen of the total immersion, almost to the point of drowning, that Aristotle suffered when his logic was, as we like to say, baptized.

He begins by proposing three definitions of nature. The first comprehends whatever exists in any sense, on the understanding that in some sense existence is attributed not only to concrete subjects but to their predicates, and that in another sense it is attributed even to God, who is more properly said to subsume existence than to exemplify it (1.7–14). On the other hand, although something is denoted by the term nihil or nothing, this something cannot be credited with any form of existence (1.15–17). If we restrict the definition to substance, a nature is that which is capable of acting or of being acted upon (1.23–25). Having borrowed the nomenclature of the Categories and the Metaphysics for his first definition, Boethius draws his second definition from the Physics, in which nature is the principle of all motion that is proper rather than extrinsic to the moving subject (1.39–40). Here, the Latin 
natura represents its proper Greek equivalent phusis, whereas in the first definition (as Boethius later concedes) it corresponds to ousia in the widest usage permitted by Aristotle. According to the third definition, nature is the differentia which stamps a thing as a member of a species (1.54–55). Here, the corresponding term would seem to be idion (property), as this was employed in Porphyry’s Isagoge, and Boethius admits as much when he later defines a nature as ‘the specific property of a given substance’ (4.7). The complement to natura is persona, which, according to Boethius, initially signified a dramatic character who is recognized on stage by his voice, just as his Greek counterpart, the prosôpon, is recognized by the face which he brings pros opa, before the eyes (3.7–16). Whatever the etymology of these words, the person of Christ is in Latin his substantia and in Greek his hypostasis, both denoting the concrete individual which Aristotle styles either the ‘first ousia’ or, when conceived as the subject of properties, the hypokeimenon (cf. 2.55–66).

Pursuing the method, if not the exact terminology, of Porphyry’s Isagoge, Boethius divides corporeal substances into the living and the non-living, the living into the sentient and non-sentient, and the sentient into the rational and the irrational (2.18–23). The term persona, predicable only of rational beings (2.28–36), has the converse definition to that of natura: ‘the individual substance of a rational nature’ (naturae rationabilis individua substantia).33
Substantia is here understood to signify the concrete subject of properties, in contrast to subsistentia, which signifies that which requires no properties for its existence. Genera and species are examples of subsistentiae, and so is God, that is the undifferentiated Godhead, in contrast to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, who are called substantiae not because they are differentiated by their accidents but because they provide the world with its ontological foundation (3.87–98). In God alone subsistentia and substantia coincide (3.87–90). After this parenthesis, the author returns to his task of striking a middle way in Christology between two extremes which arise from a confusion of nature and person. At one extreme, Nestorius deduces that if the natures are two there must also be two persons, while at the other Eutyches cannot preserve the unity of person without supposing one nature to be absorbed into the other. The philosophical rejoinder to Nestorius is that Christ, if he is to be real, must be one, yet he cannot be one if the natures are merely juxtaposed without constituting a person; the consequence would be no Christ and therefore nothing (nihil), which, as we have seen, cannot fall within the realm of nature (4.16–28). Here, both the first and the third definitions of nature appear to be in play; the rebuttal of Eutyches, by contrast, rests on an axiom of the Physics that there cannot be change from one thing to another except where there is a common material substrate (6.23–25). To imagine an assimilation either of the divine nature to the human or of the human to the divine is to involve the incorporeal in a process to which only the corporeal can be subject (6.74–79). The right path therefore lies where virtue always lies according to Aristotle – in the mean (7.73–74).


In neither case does the author wield his philosophical tools as deftly as he employs his theological sanctions. Nestorius has fallen into the inadvertent heresy of denying a true assumption of humanity by God, and hence has robbed the fallen creature of his salvation (4.95–110). Eutyches is suspected of denying that the flesh of Christ has its origin in Mary, in which case it would follow that, whatever is saved, the progeny of Adam have been abandoned to their sins (5.42–65). Philosophy serves at most to expose the incoherence of error; it can do us little service in the construction of the true doctrine. Boethius does indeed promise more when, after distinguishing various kinds of mixtures (6.82–95), he argues that nature and person are able to coexist because they belong to different orders of being, just as the original gold coexists with the crown into which it has been moulded (7.10–22). The simile has its origins in Gregory of Nyssa, but had been disavowed by Augustine. Perhaps for this reason, Boethius goes no further: he does not, for example, remind us of the analogy that Aristotle had drawn between genus and matter, or make use of his own opposition between substantia and subsistentia. Even when he expressly undertakes to show how two natures can be present in the one person of Christ (7.96–97), he at once addresses the different task of explaining how Christ could share our nature yet remain free from sin. As he commenced by distinguishing three senses of nature, now he posits three kinds of human nature, one of which belonged to Adam in paradise, another to all humanity after the fall, and the third to humanity as it would have been had Adam remained unfallen (8.36–46). Christ assumed the venial frailties of the first nature, the mortality of the second and the sinlessness of the third. This interesting excursus, in a territory that offers no foothold to Aristotelian logic, is succeeded by a coda which implies that the argument is now complete.

Conclusion

Boethius was at all times a Christian, even in his Aristotelian commentaries and in the more Neoplatonic Consolation of Philosophy.34 Following Porphyry both in his exposition and in his vindication of Aristotelian logic, he endorses Porphyry’s caveat that this logic captures only the use of terms with reference to the phenomenal realm and cannot be applied to the incorporeal domain in which the existent is one with its essence. For him, in contrast to the Neoplatonists, that which is fully existent and hence identical with its essence is the one God of the Bible and the Church, and he is therefore bound, in his writings on divine foreknowledge, to argue that whatever has or will come to pass is known to God and therefore in some sense authorized by his will. Against the Aristotelian objection that foreknowledge implies the necessity of the thing foreknown, his answer – though he states it with less perspicuity than his modern interpreters35 – is that, while the future is necessarily known to God, it is not necessarily bound to occur except in so far as ‘p is true’ is a logical entailment of ‘p is known’. As we might say now, it is one thing to say ‘p is known; hence necessarily p is true’ and another to say ‘p is known; hence p is necessarily true’.

He is far from having disposed of every tortuous corollary which has subsequently been drawn from this conclusion, but his desire to uphold the doctrine of special providence is as evident in his commentaries as it is in the treatises which expressly handle ecclesiastical doctrines.36 These works evince a desire to be not only Christian but orthodox, even at the cost of offending an emperor whom he is bound to regard as a heretic; in the Consolation, too, he is committed to upholding a notion of freedom which he and Origen believed to be scriptural, even at the cost of gainsaying Augustine. For this purpose, he avails himself of the Neoplatonic thesis that all divine knowledge is synoptic rather than linear, and hence that what we call the future is in the proper sense known to God but not foreknown. Nevertheless, the position at which he arrives is one that could not have been maintained by any Platonist. His method, like that of every other Christian philosopher, is to adapt the teaching of the pagan schools to the defence of beliefs which are already held as articles of faith.
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Afterword



Aristotle the atheist, the materialist, the denier of providence and immortality, Aristotle who resolutely points down in Raphael’s famous painting (‘The School of Athens’) while the finger of his master Plato directs his gaze to heaven – so long as we take this for his full-length portrait, we can barely understand how Aristotle came to be the philosophical preceptor of the Catholic, Jewish and Islamic worlds in the Middle Ages. The dominant representation even now elides those elements in his thought which imply the primacy of the form to the particular, the eternal actuality to the fleeting potentiality, the deity to the cosmos and the life of the gods to the happiness that we experience in the body. Tendentious as all these readings are, they have an ancient pedigree: Alexander of Aphrodisias cannot extrude the question of divine foresight from his disquisition on fate, he hesitates to argue that the concrete individual is more real than his or her eidos or form, and he appears to maintain not only the immortality but the divinity of the active intellect. Origen, writing a generation later, continues to suspect Aristotle himself of denying providence, but can reason on fate and freedom in a manner reminiscent of Alexander. He cannot, of course, impose on the knowledge of God the limitations that Alexander imposes on lesser beings in deference to his master; but if we doubt that he read Alexander at all, we must explain how he comes to apply to the incarnation the simile of iron in fire which had already been considered by the Peripatetic philosopher as a possible analogue for the soul-like action of God in the world.

Alexander had not arrived at the notion of a mingling of corporeals with incorporeals which was borrowed by Christian thinkers from Ammonius Saccas, the teacher of Plotinus, onwards. The incorporeality of the divine (if we waive the unusual sense that Tertullian gives to corpus) was an axiom of Christian thought, since otherwise there would be no grounds for affirming the eternity, the omnipresence or the impassibility of God. For this reason, an ontology which admits the reality only of concrete particulars was as antipathetic to Origen or Gregory of Nyssa as it was to Plotinus, the pupil of Ammonius; between Origen and Gregory, however, stand the Isagoge and commentaries of Porphyry, who may not have been the first but was undoubtedly the most convincing proponent of the thesis that the Categories are purposely restricted in scope to the sensible realm, without implying any denial of the pure actualities whose existence is affirmed only parenthetically in the tract On Interpetation, but openly and at length in the Metaphysics. Porphyry’s espousal of the view that Aristotelian logic pertains to words as signifiers rather than to realities as signified made possible the application of terms denoting first and second ousia to the Trinity; ‘God’ is a catholic designation and ‘Father’ is a particular one, but we need not attribute to Gregory, and more than to Tertullian, the heretical claim that God is a class of three.

Gregory, presented by Eunomius with the antithesis between actuality and potentiality, declares them to be identical in God, and in this respect is a thoroughgoing Aristotelian. By contrast, his ascription of infinity to God, his insistence on the primacy of eternity to time and his reluctance to posit a matter devoid of properties are all redolent of Plotinus, whose Aristotelian reasoning frequently led him down paths where the Stagirite could not follow him. In the pagan schools of late antiquity, where the reigning voice was now always that of Plato as interpreted by Plotinus, the Platonization of Aristotle was carried to, and perhaps beyond, its legitimate consummation. Philoponus did not need to adopt the stance of a Christian to maintain, against Alexander, that even that soul which Aristotle describes as the form of the body is incorporeal; by contrast, he is consciously defending his faith when he writes against Alexander’s equation of the active intellect with God, and his magnum opus is a refutation, on principles which are partly Aristotelian, of the arguments for the eternity of the world which even Platonists had been unable to elude. In common with his contemporaries, he adapts the vocabulary of Aristotle to his own account of the union of two natures in the one person of Christ, and he resembles Severus of Antioch, another Miaphysite, in his conviction that an ousia must be coterminous (if not identical) with the hypostasis that instantiates it. This early precursor of nominalism leads him into heresy not only in his Christology but in his doctrine of the Trinity, which posits not so much a sharing as a reduplication of the divine ousia which seems to entail the existence of three gods.

Boethius, his contemporary, is perhaps the first Latin Christian to approach Aristotle directly and not, with Augustine and Marius Victorinus, through the lens of Porphyry. His famous attempt to prove the compatibility of human freedom and divine omniscience would no longer have seemed incongruous to a pagan expositor of Aristotle, as we see from Ammonius’ handling of the same issue. Nevertheless, Boethius is clearly not a disciple of Ammonius, and he is just as much his own man in his commentaries on the logical texts of Aristotle and Porphyry, where he is always at pains to remind us that no taxonomy can capture the essence of God. He is not afraid to make use of the categories in his own vindications of the catholic teaching on the Trinity and the person of Christ, but is also not ashamed to purchase orthodoxy by introducing new assumptions for which no warrant can be derived from Aristotle. As I said in the Preface, no Christian of the patristic era is strictly an Aristotelian; conflicts between philosophy and Scripture merely exposed the limitations of philosophy, and hence there were no dilemmas such as a mediaeval thinker might encounter when he found the Church and Aristotle to be at odds with one another.

Such, in epitome, is the argument of the present study. It terminates at a point which any knowledgeable reader will perceive to be a beginning, for the transfer of the Middle East from Byzantine to Islamic dominion did not put an end to the reading of Aristotle; on the contrary, it magnified his authority, since his writings were made available in Arabic translations, while there were no such efforts on behalf of Plato. A full account of his influence would be bound to include the partial but creative exploitation of his thought by Ibn Sina, Ibn Rushd and Moses Maimonides, the return of his works to the West through the execrable Latin of William of Moerbeke, his condemnation and subsequent exoneration in the universities of Europe, the synthesis of philosophy and theology under his auspices in Thomas Aquinas, the undoing of that synthesis by the Franciscans, the apparent defeat of Aristotle by a coalition of Platonism and Bibliolatry, and the serial resurrections of Aquinas in the teachings of Thomas Caietan, Francisco Suarez, Antonio Rosmini, Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Étienne Gilson, Jacques Maritain, Henri De Lubac and even a few friends of the analytic method who are either Roman Catholics or philosophers of religion. All this would be necessary to the completion of the narrative, and so it is obvious that it must stop here.
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