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The World as a Harmony
Philolaus’ Metaphysics of Harmonic Structures and the Hierarchy of Living Beings

Laura Rosella Schluderer




1. Introduction


Over the last few decades, there has been a growing recognition of the importance of fifth-century thinkers such as Philolaus and Archytas in the formation of a Pythagorean philosophy, as well as the beginnings of an appreciation of their contribution to early Greek thought.1 In support of this development, my paper studies Philolaus’ explanatory model based on musical harmonia, arguing for its analytical power and potential breadth of application. I attempt to do so by extrapolating from the extant texts a reconstruction of Philolaus’ metaphysical system and how it might have worked when applied to both the micro- and macrocosmic ontological levels. A good deal of what follows is, therefore, speculative and very much open to discussion. Yet I believe that exploring the theoretical implications of what Philolaus explicitly says is a worthy enterprise, which goes some of the way towards doing justice to his contributions to the development of ancient metaphysics.

I focus on a number of Philolaus’ fragments (DK 44 B 1, B 2, B 6, B 6a, B 7, B 13) and testimonia (A 16, A 17, Anon. Lond. 18. 8–29 Manetti = A 27),2 as well as some of Aristotle’s reports on Pythagorean cosmogony whose connection to Philolaus’ writings has been definitively established (fr. 201 Rose, Phys. 4. 6, 213b22–6, Metaph.Ν. 3, 1091a15–18).3 In particular, I shall start from B 13 and its intriguing hierarchy of living beings, and move on to the other texts where Philolaus’ analytical schema of limiters, unlimiteds, and harmonia is outlined, and finally propose an interpretation of how this schema may have applied to the scala naturae of B 13. In connecting B 13 to the whole of Philolaus’ metaphysical and ontological apparatus, I have the following goals in mind: (1) to show the metaphysical structure underlying the hierarchy of living beings, faculties, and organs in B 13; (2) to demonstrate how Philolaus’ conception of living beings is deeply integrated with the rest of his metaphysical and cosmological view; and more importantly, (3) to show how, by employing a peculiar notion of harmonic, mathematical structure modelled on musical harmonia as a paradigm for cosmological harmony, Philolaus possesses a rather sophisticated explanatory framework, which could fairly well account for the structure of the cosmos and all living beings in it.4 I suggest a way in which such an account could have worked, and how, in the light of this interpretation, Philolaus’ cosmos may be analysed in terms of increasingly complex harmonic structures, formed of interconnected substructures, covering the whole micro-macrocosmic range, from cosmogony and cosmology down to embryology and the taxonomy of living beings.5

Let us then consider B 13:


καὶ τέσσαρες ἀρχαὶ τοῦ ζώιου τοῦ λογικοῦ, ὥσπερ καὶ Φιλόλαος ἐν τῷ Περὶ ϕύσεως λέγει, ἐγκέϕαλος, καρδία, ὀμϕαλός, αἰδοῖον· ‘κεϕαλὰ [sc.ἀρχὰν ἔχει] μὲν νόου, καρδία δὲ ψυχᾶς καὶ αἰσθήσιος, ὀμϕαλὸς δὲ ῥιζώσιος καὶ ἀναϕύσιος τοῦ πρώτου, αἰδοῖον δὲ σπέρματος καταβολᾶς τε καὶ γεννήσιος. ἐγκέϕαλος δὲ [sc.ἔχει] τὰν ἀνθρώπω ἀρχάν, καρδία δὲ τὰν ζώου, ὀμϕαλὸς δὲ τὰν ϕυτοῦ, αἰδοῖον δὲ τὰν ξυναπάντων· πάντα γὰρ ἀπὸ σπέρματος καὶ θάλλοντι καὶ βλαστάνοντι’. (DK 44 B 13)6

And there are four principles of the rational animal, as Philolaus says in his book On Nature, namely, brain, heart, navel, and genitals: ‘The head [contains the archē] of intellect, the heart that of psuchē and perception, the navel of rooting and first growth, the genitals of the sowing and generation of seed. The brain [contains] the archē of the human being, the heart that of the animal, the navel that of the plant, and genitals the archē of all these together, for it is from seed that everything flourishes and grows’.7

The fragment is noteworthy for a number of reasons. First of all, while scholars have often pointed to a microcosm-macrocosm pattern in Philolaus, in the form of a general analogy between his cosmogony and his embryology,8 this is the only surviving text in which Philolaus explicitly addresses the nature of living beings, if one discounts the embryological testimony preserved in the medical papyrus Anonymus Londiniensis (Anon. Lond. 18. 8–29 Manetti = A 27). It is therefore unique within the corpus, so much so that its authenticity has sometimes been questioned.9 Secondly, the fragment sketches a plant-animal-man hierarchy, which, though it might not seem uncommon,10 is actually uniquely complex and stratified. Indeed, the fragment not only establishes a hierarchy of beings, but also distinguishes each of them by a specific organ and faculty. Moreover, its description of these various hierarchical relationships pivots on the key term archē, which requires clarification.11

First of all, it is unclear whether archē is to be interpreted here as a temporal beginning or as an explanatory principle, or perhaps as both, and so in what sense the brain possesses, or is, the archē of the human being, or the heart the archē of the animal. Secondly, it seems important to understand in what way each archē relates to the lower, subordinate ones, since at every step in the hierarchy each archē seems to be somehow subsumed under the level that is ‘above them’ in the scala (since it is clearly not the case that, on the appearance of e.g. brain, the heart disappears, and so on). Finally, we may wonder whether this ‘stacking’ or layering of archai one over the other applies to the development of individual organisms, or to the development of the species as whole (that is to say, whether the fragment describes the ontogenetic or the phylogenetic level), or again to both.

My proposal for reading B 13 within the broader context of Philolaus’ fragments rests on two facts. First, the key term archē also appears in the crucial B 6, where it is specifically used to characterize limiters and unlimiteds, i.e. what Philolaus regard as the cosmos’ ultimate constituents. Second, in B 1 and B 2 Philolaus insists that not only the cosmos as a whole (ὅλος ὁ κόσμος), but also all the things in it (καὶ τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ πάντα), and so presumably all living beings too, are constituted from the combination of limiters and unlimiteds. Such an approach entails an overall reconsideration of Philolaus’ framework. I shall first clarify the relations between limiters, unlimiteds, and harmonia (Section 2); I shall then elucidate Philolaus’ specific notion of harmonia with particular reference to the musical fragment B 6a (Section 3) and clarify the nature of limiters and unlimiteds (Section 4); finally, I shall suggest how such an analysis might work (Section 5), by then applying it to the cosmos as a whole and the hierarchy of living beings outlined in B 13 (Section 6).




2. The logical relations of limiters, unlimiteds and harmonia


Let us begin with fragment B 6:


περὶ δὲ ϕύσιος καὶ ἁρμονίας ὧδε ἔχει· ἁ μὲν ἐστὼ τῶν πραγμάτων ἀΐδιος ἔσσα καὶ αὐτὰ μὰν ἁ ϕύσις θείαν τε καὶ οὐκ ἀνθρωπίνην ἐνδέχεται γνῶσιν πλάν γα ἢ ὅτι οὐχ οἷόν τ’ ἦν οὐθενὶ τῶν ἐόντων καὶ γιγνωσκομένων ὑϕ’ ἁμῶν γεγενῆσθαι μὴ ὑπαρχούσας τᾶς ἐστοῦς τῶν πραγμάτων, ἐξ ὧν συνέστα ὁ κόσμος, καὶ τῶν περαινόντων καὶ τῶν ἀπείρων. ἐπεὶ δὲ ταὶ ἀρχαὶ ὑπᾶρχον οὐχ ὁμοῖαι οὐδ’ ὁμόϕυλοι ἔσσαι, ἤδη ἀδύνατον ἦς κα αὐταῖς κοσμηθῆναι, εἰ μὴ ἁρμονία ἐπεγένετο ᾡτινιῶν ἂν τρόπῳ ἐγένετο. τὰ μὲν ὦν ὁμοῖα καὶ ὁμόϕυλα ἁρμονίας οὐδὲν ἐπεδέοντο, τὰ δὲ ἀνόμοια μηδὲ ὁμόϕυλα μηδὲ †ἰσοταχῆ†12ἀνάγκα τὰ τοιαῦτα ἁρμονίᾳ συγκεκλεῖσθαι, εἰ μέλλοντι ἐν κόσμῳ κατέχεσθαι. (DK 44 B 6)


Regarding nature and harmony the situation is as follows: the being of things, which is eternal, and nature itself admit of knowledge that is divine and not human, except that it was impossible for the things that are and are known by us to have come to be if the being of things from which the world-order was constituted did not exist, both the limiters and the unlimiteds. But since these archai existed, being neither alike nor akin, it would have been impossible for them to be ordered if a harmony had not supervened, in whatever way it came to be. Things that are alike and things that are akin did not need any harmony, but it is necessary that things that are unlike and not akin and not of [the same speed] be bound together by harmonies, if they are to be held in an order.

Limiters and unlimiteds are termed archai immediately after being referred to as that without which (μὴ ὑπάρχουσαι) it would have been impossible for the things that are and are known by us to have come to be. It is undetermined here whether we should take archai as indicating temporal, logical, or ontological priority, or whether huparchein should be taken as ‘being present to’ or as ‘being already present, pre-existing’.13 But at this stage all that is necessary is to take huparchein in its use as ‘existing’, which is neutral with regard as to whether they also pre-exist, and interpret the counterfactual claims as stating necessary conditions:14 if limiters and unlimiteds did not exist, the world as we know it and all the things in it would not exist. B 6 thus makes clear that limiters and unlimiteds are responsible for the fact that the world is as we know it and accordingly suggests that the term archē is something that is endowed (at least) with a causal and explanatory role as well.15 Fragment B 2, indeed, might lead us to think that Philolaus’ claim about limiters and unlimiteds is stronger than mere necessity:


ἀνάγκα τὰ ἐόντα εἶμεν πάντα ἢ περαίνοντα ἢ ἄπειρα ἢ περαίνοντά τε καὶ ἄπειρα· ἄπειρα δὲ μόνον οὐκ ἀεί. ἐπεὶ τοίνυν ϕαίνεται οὔτ’ ἐκ περαινόντων πάντων ἐόντα οὔτ’ ἐξ ἀπείρων πάντων, δῆλον τἆρα ὅτι ἐκ περαινόντων τε καὶ ἀπείρων ὅ τε κόσμος καὶ τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ συναρμόχθη. δηλοῖ δὲ καὶ τὰ ἐν τοῖς ἔργοις. τὰ μὲν γὰρ αὐτῶν ἐκ περαινόντων περαίνοντι, τὰ δ’ ἐκ περαινόντων τε καὶ ἀπείρων περαίνοντί τε καὶ οὐ περαίνοντι, τὰ δ’ ἐξ ἀπείρων ἄπειρα ϕανέονται. (DK 44 B 2)


It is necessary for the things that are to be either all limiting or all unlimited or both limiting and unlimited; but not in every case unlimited only. Now, since it is manifest that neither are they from limiting things only, nor from unlimited things only, it is clear then that the cosmos and the things in it were fitted together from both limiting and unlimited things. Things in their actions16 make this clear too. For some, coming from limiters only, limit; others, coming from both limiters and unlimiteds both limit and do not limit; and others, coming from unlimiteds only, will manifestly be unlimited.

In the first sentence, Philolaus sets out the logical possibilities for the ‘things that are’ (τὰ ἐόντα). With Huffman, I take ‘the things that are’ to be not all the individual things in the world,17 but their basic constituents.18 Philolaus is thus here presenting three options: the basic constituents consist in (i) only limiters; (ii) only unlimiteds; or (iii) both limiters and unlimiteds. He also makes a point of specifying that such basic constituents are not ‘in every case/at all times unlimiteds only’, possibly because unlimiteds are attractive candidates as the only principles,19 and many of Philolaus’ predecessors conceived them as such20—a view Philolaus specifically wants to reject. On the other hand, he does not need to add here the parallel claim ‘nor limiters only’,21 since there had not ever been support for the view that limiters were the only archai.22



In the second sentence, Philolaus then develops his argument by shifting from basic constituents to individual things.23 After setting out the possibilities for the basic constituents, he turns to the structure of the world-order and all the things in it, and argues that, given what we commonly observe, we must conclude that these were fitted together from both limiters and unlimiteds, and thus that the basic cosmological constituents comprise both limiters and unlimiteds.

Two points are worth raising here: (1) at first glance, one might think that according to B 2 limiters and unlimiteds are not only necessary but also jointly sufficient for the world to exist as it does. And (2), in both B 2 and B 6 the composition of the cosmos and things in it from limiters and unlimited is expressed by the ambiguous preposition ek (ἐκ περαινόντων τε καὶ ἀπείρων, B 2; ἐξ ὧν συνέστα ὁ κόσμος, καὶ τῶν περαινόντων καὶ τῶν ἀπείρων, B 6), which raises the same question that applies to archē: is this use of the preposition ek constitutive or derivative? Are limiters and unlimiteds ‘items’ the world and all things in it are made of, right now, or are they the original ‘items’ the world and all things in it come from?24 To settle these issues, we must turn to the pivotal notion of harmonia. For once we include harmonia in the picture, it becomes clear that (1) limiters and unlimiteds are not all that is needed for the cosmos to come to be, even though they are in fact its only constituents; and that (2) both the constitutive and derivative senses of ek, and accordingly of archē, are in play. Let me explain how. Recall the second sentence of B 6, explicitly stating that the composition of the world-order requires a third indispensable factor:

But since these archai existed being neither alike nor akin, it would have been impossible for them to be ordered if a harmony had not supervened.

Such a harmonia, however—and this must be emphatically stressed—is not to be understood as a further archē, or as a constitutive element of the same sort as limiters and unlimiteds: its ontological status and role are essentially different, as we shall see.



To clarify this, it is important to note at this point that the fragments let us glimpse two senses of harmonia. On the one hand, the lines just quoted prompt an interpretation of harmonia as an additional principle acting upon the other two, which pre-exist it. On the other, consider ll. 2–3 of B 2 (above) and B 1:


ἁ ϕύσις δ’ ἐν τῷ κόσμῳ ἁρμόχθη ἐξ ἀπείρων τε καὶ περαινόντων, καὶ ὅλος <ὁ> κόσμος καὶ τὰ ἐν αὐτῷ πάντα. (DK 44 B 1)


Nature in the world-order was fitted together from unlimiteds and limiters, both the world-order as a whole and all the things in it.

Here, it appears that each and every combination of limiters and unlimiteds is a harmonia, for each and every time that a limiter and an unlimited, being unlike and not akin, are held together, it is because they are harmonically combined (ἁρμόχθη). Thus the cosmos and all things in it, inasmuch as they are unified compositions of the unlike limiters and unlimiteds, just are harmonic combinations, harmoniai: indeed, they cannot be anything else, if they are thus held together in an orderly composition. This is further confirmed by the fact that in B 1 and B 2 harmonia does not appear as a third entity, but is expressed by a verb (ἁρμόζειν, B 1; συναρμόζειν B 2), indicating the harmonic way in which limiters and unlimiteds are fitted together. So harmonia appears to be both an extra intervening factor, binding opposite components into unity, and each combination of limiters and unlimiteds that results from this binding.25 I submit that precisely this ambivalence26 is essential to Philolaus’ notion of harmonia and may be exploited to exhibit its effectiveness as an explanatory model in cosmology and metaphysics.


3. The ontological status and nature of harmonia

The key for grasping harmony’s special ontological status and function lies in the notion of musical harmonia, which Philolaus develops in B 6a. First, a word on the relation between B 6 and B 6a: the musical fragment is widely considered to be continuous with B 6, concerning the cosmological harmonia, and the two have traditionally been printed together.27 But more relevantly for my point, Huffman has put forth a strong argument against the objection that the two fragments cannot be continuous due to different notions of harmonia being in play.28 This transition, Huffman maintains, is indeed the key move in Philolaus’ theoretical enterprise. The role of B 6a is precisely that of characterizing cosmological harmonia in terms of the ratios of numbers that structure the diatonic scale, a move in turn that makes perfect sense in light of Aristotle’s report that the Pythagoreans recognized that harmonics is governed by number and were consequently willing to conceive of the whole cosmos as a harmony.29

The musical B 6a specifies precisely how we are to interpret the magnitude of the harmonia according to which limiters and unlimiteds combine to form the whole world and all things in it (B 6, B 1, B 2). Moreover, if we thus connect B 6a with B 6 and the other cosmological fragments, we may plausibly conclude that the same numerical structure that governs musical harmony may be found in all existing individual things, since it is only by being harmonically fitted together from limiters and unlimiteds in this way that they exist, and exist in the way they do.

Thus, as others have already stressed, musical harmony works for Philolaus as an explanatory paradigm, which can be generalized from music to apply to other phenomena.30 If this is correct, it follows that what we discover about the structure of the attunement revealed in B 6a may be applied to the structure of ‘the whole cosmos and all the things in it’ (B 1, B 2), and that what is true of the musical model can function for every other harmonia inhabiting the world. Indeed, this is what I shall pursue in what follows: after elucidating the numerical pattern of the scale as expounded in B 6a, I shall bring out its character of complex, internally articulated arrangement, formed of many lower-order structures. This model will subsequently be explored as an explanatory schema for all other harmoniai, i.e. the whole cosmos and all beings in it. Further, I shall make explicit a distinction that is inherent in the notion of a mathematically structured musical scale and use this distinction to make sense of the two meanings of harmonia that appear to be at play in the fragments (as suggested above) and thereby showing how they can be exploited in metaphysics and cosmology.

Both these moves are very much open to challenge, as neither is explicitly theorized by Philolaus. Yet I believe that by choosing to work out a specifically mathematical characterization of musical harmony as a model for his cosmology, Philolaus had at least some grasp of the explanatory potential of structures conceived mathematically. And if this hypothesis is correct, then his theoretical manoeuvre is worth following through, as it was a momentous one.

Let us then take a little detour on the nature of musical harmonia, though stay tuned, as it will all fit together.


ἁρμονίας δὲ μέγεθός ἐστι συλλαβὰ καὶ δι’ ὀξειᾶν· τὸ δὲ δι’ ὀξειᾶν μεῖζον τᾶς συλλαβᾶς ἐπογδόῳ. ἔστι γὰρ ἀπὸ ὑπάτας ἐπὶ μέσσαν συλλαβά, ἀπὸ δὲ μέσσας ἐπὶ νεάταν δι’ ὀξειᾶν, ἀπὸ δὲ νεάτας ἐς τρίταν συλλαβά, ἀπὸ δὲ τρίτας ἐς ὑπάταν δι’ ὀξειᾶν· τὸ δ’ ἐν μέσῳ μέσσας καὶ τρίτας ἐπόγδοον· ἁ δὲ συλλαβὰ ἐπίτριτον, τὸ δὲ δι’ ὀξειᾶν ἡμιόλιον, τὸ διὰ πασᾶν δὲ διπλόον. οὕτως ἁρμονία πέντε ἐπόγδοα καὶ δύο διέσιες, δι’ ὀξειᾶν δὲ τρία ἐπόγδοα καὶ δίεσις, συλλαβὰ δὲ δύ’ ἐπόγδοα καὶ δίεσις. (DK 44 B 6a)


The size of harmonia is a syllaba [fourth] and a di’ oxeian [fifth]; and the di’ oxeian [fifth] is greater than the syllaba [fourth] by an epogdoic [ratio 9:8, a tone]. For from the hypatē [lowest note] to the mesē [middle note] is a syllaba [fourth], and from the mesē to the neatē [highest note] is a di’ oxeian [fifth], but from the neatē to the tritē [third note] is a syllaba [fourth], and from the tritē to the hypatē is a di’ oxeian [fifth]. Between the mesē and the tritē is an epogdoic [ratio 9:8], the syllaba is epitritic [is the ratio 4:3], the di’ oxeian is hemiolic [is the ratio 3:2], and the dia pasan is duple [is the ratio 2:1]. Thus a harmonia is five epogdoics [9:8 ratios, tones] and two diesies [two smaller semitones], the di’ oxeian [fifth] is three epogdoics [9:8 ratios] and a diesis, and the syllaba [fourth] is two epogdoics [9:8 ratios] and a diesis.31

In what follows, I will leave aside the finer technical details of this piece of musical theory,32 and focus on those aspects that are relevant to my overall presentation of Philolaus’ system. Philolaus is here working with what was envisaged as the most fundamental system of notes spanning one octave, made up of two tetrachords separated by a tone.33 Each of the two tetrachords spanned a perfect fourth and was bound by two ‘fixed’ notes (hypatē and mesē framing the bottom tetrachord: tritē and nētē framing the top tetrachord):34 the relations between these fixed notes was ‘invariable, and they form[ed] an unchanging framework for the whole’.35 In this system, while the basic framework was unchangeable, the two notes within the two tetrachords were ‘movable’, and the shifts in their positions and in their relation to the boundaries of the tetrachords determined the genus of the scale: diatonic, enharmonic or chromatic. Less significant shifts produced changes from one variant or shade of a genus to another.36 Philolaus does not mention here the movable notes, but only fixed notes invariably framing the two tetrachords. However, given the pattern of intervals we may extract from his mathematical presentation, explained below—in ascending order: tone, tone, semitone, tone, tone, tone, semitone—Philolaus’ harmonia appears to be a diatonic scale covering the range of an octave,37 as represented in the following diagram:38

[image: image]

First, it is crucial to note that the technical term harmonia here refers to the ‘attunement over an octave’ and not the ‘interval of octave’, as some have thought.39 This is made evident by the first sentence, which programmatically announces the size of harmonia as being formed by the joining of the fourth and the fifth, and is confirmed by Philolaus’ peculiar musical terminology: by keeping the name dia pasōn for the interval of octave, and reserving the unusual harmonia for the overall attunement,40 he is consciously distinguishing the two.41

The second crucial feature is that Philolaus makes a clear point of characterizing this overall attunement in precise mathematical terms.42 Although Philolaus calls the fourth and the fifth with names derived from musical practice—syllaba or ‘grasps’, instead of dia tessarōn, and di’ oxeiōn or ‘through the high-pitched [strings]’, instead of dia pente—he then introduces the idea that the difference between the fourth and the fifth does not depend on their position on the lyre, but on their numerical relations: first, he says that the fifth is greater than the fourth by a 9:8 ratio, corresponding to a tone;43 then he identifies the fourth with the ratio 4:3, the fifth with the ratio 3:2, the octave with the ratio 2:1.44 He refers to all these ratios by their technical mathematical name: epitritic, hemiolic, double. Therefore, as the second sentence says, a syllaba is not only the interval between hypatē and mesē at the bottom, but also that between tritē and nētē at the top, because both are the ratio 4:3. A di’ oxeiōn is not only the interval between nētē and mesē at the top, but also that between hypatē and tritē, because both are the ratio 3:2. Indeed, it does not matter where they are located: those intervals exhibiting the same mathematical relation are just the same interval. Finally, the last sentence restates in mathematical terms the opening pronouncement about harmonia: the fourth is two epogdoics (two tones, two 9:8 ratios) and a diesis (= 256:243),45 and the fifth is three epogdoics (three tones, three 9:8 ratios) and a diesis: their sum produces harmonia, five tones (five 9:8 ratios) and two dieseis properly arranged according to the substructures constituting the fourth (tone, tone, diesis) and the fifth (tone, tone, tone, diesis).46



Thirdly, it is worth noting that the octave-long attunement in the diatonic genus outlined here by Philolaus was considered as the basic or core harmonic framework which became the principal norm for harmony in later writers—a simply beautiful ‘Pythagorean’ diatonic attunement—on the basis of which one can then begin to fine-tune by shifting the movable notes.47 Just to mention one example, Archytas, who developed a much more complicated theory of proportions, envisaged his predecessor’s simpler harmonic pattern as a mathematical representation of a basic tuning procedure by which musicians established the basic pattern for their attunements, but which was then modified in practice to obtain the more specific relationships they sought.48 Thus Philolaus’ pattern works as a fundamental theoretical framework that leaves room for the realization in practice of differing attunements within that unchanging pattern—diatonic, enharmonic or chromatic—depending on where the movable notes are then placed.

Now, I suggest that we may extrapolate two key aspects from this account of mathematically structured musical harmony, which are worth carrying over to the cosmological sphere, so as to explore how the paradigm of musical harmony, so specified, could have accounted for the ontology of the world-order and the complex hierarchy of beings in B 13.

The first aspect concerns the internal architecture of Philolaus’ musical harmony, which I suggest can be analysed as a complex structure formed from substructures. As we saw from our diagram, Philolaus’ harmonia is a one-octave attunement, which results from the interlocking of concords (i.e. the concordant intervals) of a perfect fourth and a perfect fifth,49 combined with one another in accordance with specific mathematical relations to form a whole. But interestingly the concords themselves may be seen as combinations of harmonic structures. Let me explain. First, it seems possible to analyse single notes as themselves combinations of a limiter and an unlimited in accordance with a specific ratio, i.e. as harmoniai in the sense of B 6: for example, as a stop on a string produces a determinate sound in the musical continuum. But a concord, in turn, was seen as a pair of notes standing in a specific mathematical relation to one another, so that when they are played together, they blend to form a single unified sound, a new harmonic whole different from the two original notes.50 Each concord of a fourth and a fifth, in other words, can be analysed as a combination of other harmoniai (the single notes); and since the overall attunement discussed in B 6a is said to result from a concord of a fourth and a fifth joined in accordance with the proper mathematical ratios, this overall attunement turns out to be a sort of a superordinate harmonia formed from ‘stacked’ lower-level harmonic structures. This suggests that the harmonic model can be iterated and applied at many structural levels. It seems worth exploring, then, the picture that emerges if we were to apply this explanatory model of iterated harmoniai to cosmological entities. In fact in Section 6 I shall attempt to provide just such an account, by showing how the cosmos as a whole and the scala naturae expounded in B 13 can be thus analysed.

The second aspect of musical harmony I want to develop is even more speculative. It is certainly a distinction that Philolaus did not explicitly make in the texts, but since it appears to some extent to be intrinsic to the very notion of musical harmony, mathematically conceived, it seems worth bringing out, so as to clarify the implications of Philolaus’ central intuition. So let us consider that in music, when we speak of an attunement, say, a diatonic scale in key of C (in contemporary terms, for simplicity), we might equally be referring to either the abstract pattern of interval relations that structure the diatonic scale; or each and every audible sequence of notes that are played in that pattern, namely, in this case, the sequence C-D-E-F-G-A-B-C. Similarly, it seems to me that the harmonia outlined in B 6a may describe both the abstract pattern of intervals spanning one octave, distributed in an orderly fashion along the concords of a fourth, a fifth, and an octave (in ascending order: tone, tone, semitone, tone, tone, tone, semitone), and each audible sequence of notes that embodies that pattern, whichever key they are played in (C-D-E-F-G-A-B-C in the key of C; G-A-B-C-D-E-F#-G in the key of G, etc.). Both the abstract and the audible harmonia exhibit the same mathematical relations between notes and intervals. Indeed, what makes an audible sequence of notes musical (and specifically in this case, musical in the diatonic genus), and not a mere jumble of sounds, is precisely the fact that it embodies that abstract pattern of mathematical relations between intervals, which is thus normative.

So if we return now to our original question about the two senses of harmonia that seem to be at play in the fragments, we might advance the hypothesis to the effect that harmonia is used to refer both to the pattern of harmonic proportions that the limiting and unlimited components must respect if they are to form a compound, and to each complex and structured compound that embodies that harmonic pattern. Indeed, as we are told in B 6, limiters and unlimiteds can constitute an orderly whole (κοσμηθῆναι, l. 8; ἐν κόσμῳ κατέχεσθαι, l. 12) if and only if they are fitted together in harmonic fashion (ἁρμονίᾳ συγκεκλεῖσθαι, B 6. 11–12; συναρμόχθη, B 2. 7; ἁρμόχθη, B 1. 3), that is, according to specific mathematical ratios, e.g. those of the diatonic scale expounded in B 6a, following Huffman’s interpretation.51

For simplicity’s sake, I propose to call the abstract harmonic structure ‘harmonia1’, and any complex harmonic compound that embodies it ‘harmonia2’.52 Pursuing this reading further, we may identify three relationships in play:




1. that between a harmonic compound (harmonia2) and the structural pattern it embodies (harmonia1);


2. that between the constituents (the limiters and the unlimiteds) and the compound they form (harmonia2); and


3. that between the structural pattern (harmonia1) and the constituents of the structured compound (limiters and unlimiteds).



Relationship (1) is the normative relationship holding between an abstract model and its instantiation: each structured compound (harmonia2) is what it is in virtue of instantiating a specific structural pattern (harmonia1), for as long as it does so53—just as a sequence of notes is musical if and only if, and for as long as, it respects the constraints set by the harmonic pattern of intervals or, even better, just as a sequence of notes constitutes a diatonic scale if and only if, and for as long as, it embodies the mathematical relations structuring its abstract counterpart. Such a structural pattern (a) is repeatable by many structured compounds; (b) can be abstracted from them; and (c) sets a standard. Moreover, in musical harmoniai the concords forming the octave are the fixed skeleton of the harmonic structure, but there are a number of notes that can be shifted to differentiate various genera; similarly, each harmonia1 prescribes a set of basic rules that must be followed if a compound is to be the kind of compound it is, while variations in genus or sub-genera are also allowed.

Relationship (2) is the compositional relationship between the structured compound and its components, captured by the phrase ‘from limiters and unlimiteds’ (ἐκ περαινόντων καὶ ἀπείρων) considered earlier (Section 2), which now emerges as a form of composition. Exactly which model of composition may be impossible to determine, but at least we can say that each harmonia2 seems to be irreducible to the mere sum of limiters and unlimiteds: it is something new and distinct from them, endowed with different properties, which arises from their combination according to specific ratios (a specific harmonia1 pattern).54 The preposition ek (ἐκ) in the formula ἐκ περαινόντων καὶ ἀπείρων seems thus to be both derivative and constitutive: things derive from limiters and unlimited since limiters and unlimiteds are entities from whose combination new compounds originate; but things are also constituted of limiters and unlimiteds, for these are the only components involved in their formation.

Relationship (3), between the abstract pattern and the concrete compound’s components, is the source of the normative force that a harmonia1 exercises over limiters and unlimiteds so that a certain compound, with certain properties and dispositions, comes to be from them (ἐξ ὧν, B 6). The last sentence of B 2 seems to establish some sort of connection between that from which a thing is constituted and derives, and at least some of its observable properties, capacities, or features:



Things in their actions [τὰ ἐν τοῖς ἔργοις] make this clear too. For some, coming from limiters only, limit [περαίνοντι]; others, coming from both limiters and unlimiteds both limit and do not limit [περαίνοντί τε καὶ οὐ περαίνοντι]; and others, coming from unlimiteds only, will manifestly be unlimited [ἄπειρα ϕανέονται].55

Following Huffmann, I interpret the difficult phrase τὰ ἐν τοῖς ἔργοις as ‘things in their actions’,56 and take erga57 in its broad meaning to include anything that is not mere logos or theory:58 that is, actions, deeds, behaviours, properties, facts, indeed anything that characterizes the way an object operates or functions in the world. The upshot is the following: if something is from (ἐκ) limiting constituents only, it will only ‘act as a limiter’ (περαίνειν); if something is from (ἐκ) unlimiteds only, it will manifestly be unlimited (ἄπειρα ϕαίνεσθαι); and if something is from (ἐκ) both limiting and unlimited elements, it will act as a limiter in some respects, but not in others (περαίνειν τε καὶ οὐ περαίνειν). What we can infer from this difficult sentence is that at least some of the powers (e.g. ‘acting as limiter’) or features (e.g. ‘being manifestly unlimited’) that ‘things’ display are transmitted to them from their constituents or their combination.59 Among the ‘things’ that are from limiters only, i.e. whose sole constituent is a limiter, and are thus capable only of limiting, we can, with Huffman, place e.g. shapes; among the ‘things’ that are from unlimiteds only, i.e. whose sole constituent is an unlimited and so have the feature of being unlimited, we may perhaps count e.g. the hot; and as third, we may identify the whole cosmos and individual things in it as ‘things’ which are from both limiters and unlimiteds, harmonically combined, and so display both limiting capacities and unlimited features, though in different respects. I shall say more about this below, suggesting some example of limiting action and of unlimited disposition to be limited in the next section.

A further intriguing possibility, which the text does not mention but allows us to suppose, is that at least some properties might also be seen as resulting from (ἐξ ὧν) the action of a limiter upon an unlimited according to specific ratios, i.e. as harmoniai. Size and weight would be obvious examples, but to a Greek mind this analysis would equally well apply to colour and temperature, which were both conceived of not as points on a spectrum but as mixtures of opposites according to specific ratios: black and white for colours,60 and hot and cold for temperature.61 Following this line of reasoning, individual things might then have certain capacities to set limits (περαίνειν); some aspects that are manifestly unlimited (ἄπειρα ϕανέονται); and some properties that are a harmonic combination of both limiters and unlimiters.

With this hypothesis in mind, let us now turn to the nature of limiters and unlimited.




4. The nature of limiters and unlimiteds


On my interpretation, unlimiteds are not merely what lack boundaries, and limiters what set them:62 the latter are also capable of ‘acting upon something’, the former are in themselves unable to act but suitable to be affected. This is already suggested by B 2, as we just saw, but by expanding on the semantic implications and the grammatical forms of the terms Philolaus chooses for his ontological principles, we can further reinforce this point. As others have noted, the neuter pluralsπεραίνοντα and ἄπειρα signal that Philolaus has in mind concrete entities of various kinds rather than abstract principles.63 It is worth pointing out, then, that by choosing the form περαίνοντα Philolaus emphasizes agency as a defining feature of limiters.64 More than that: as a present participle can be used to ‘represent a quality in action’,65 I suggest that περαίνοντα denotes all those items in the world that are now, at this moment actively limiting something,66 and therefore that something qualifies as a limiter in virtue of its actually performing a limiting action, and for as long as it does so.67

Furthermore, recall the meaning of περαίνω, originally that of ‘passing through something from end to end’, and thus ‘accomplishing’ and ‘exhausting’ (note the semantic connection with τελέω and τέλος).68 Keeping these remarks in mind, if we then turn to ἄπειρα, we may suppose that the contrast here is meant to be with (a) the active agency of περαίνοντα, and (b) the verb περαίνω rather than the noun πέρας.69 Accordingly, ἄπειρος is ‘what does not have limits or completion’, or even better, ‘what cannot admit of being completely traversed or accomplished’.70 Take time, for example, one of the unlimiteds mentioned in Aristotle’s fr. 201, quoted below. It can receive the action of a limiter, say, by being divided into years, yet is still liable to further division into days, hours, minutes, etc. The action of a limiter on an unlimited determines it in some respect, but does not thereby eliminate its endlessly unlimited nature: this indeed persists within the harmonic compound,71 endowing it with the potential to be changed into something with different properties.72



A corollary to this view is that the same thing can function now as a limiter, now as an unlimited, depending on the functional role it has within a certain concrete structure, as Huffman has already noted.73 Here the distinction I made explicit between harmonia1 and harmonia2 comes in handy: for it would be difficult to justify such a reading, with functionally specified limiters and unlimiteds, if not within a harmoniai2, i.e. a concrete compound, which, as a harmonic combination of limiters and unlimiteds, can act both as a limiter and as an unlimited, in virtue of different aspects. Yet it is also clear that in talking about harmonia in B 6 and B 6a, Philolaus also has in mind a mathematically characterized pattern of relations, and this harmony, i.e. harmonia1, will hardly display both limiting capacities and unlimited aspects—perhaps because it does not itself include unlimited components.

How items can function now as a limiter, now as an unlimited can be seen in the examples of air (πνεῦμα) and void.74 Consider the following testimonia from Aristotle:75


ἐν δὲ τῷ Περὶ τῆς Πυθαγόρου ϕιλοσοϕίας πρώτῳ γράϕει, τὸν μὲν οὐρανὸν εἶναι ἕνα, ἐπεισάγεσθαι δ’ ἐκ τοῦ ἀπείρου χρόνον τε καὶ πνοὴν καὶ τὸ κενὸν ὃ διορίζει ἑκάστων τὰς χώρας ἀεί. (Arist. fr. 201 Rose = Stob. Ecl. 1. 18. 1c)


In the first book of his work On the Philosophy of Pythagoras, he [Aristotle] writes ‘The heaven is one, and from the unlimited time and breath were brought in, as well as void, which distinguishes the place of each thing in each case.’


εἶναι δ’ ἔϕασαν καὶ οἱ Πυθαγόρειοι κενόν, καὶ ἐπεισιέναι αὐτὸ τῷ οὐρανῷ ἐκ τοῦ ἀπείρου πνεύματος ὡς ἀναπνέοντι καὶ τὸ κενόν, ὃ διορίζει τὰς ϕύσεις, ὡς ὄντος τοῦ κενοῦ χωρισμοῦ τινὸς τῶν ἐϕεξῆς καὶ [τῆς] διορίσεως. (Arist. Phys. 4. 6, 213b22–6)


The Pythagoreans also held that void exists, and that it comes into the world from the unlimited breath, the world breathing in also the void, which distinguishes the natures [of things], as a sort of separation and division of things, one after the other.

Here air and void are said to come from the unlimited (and therefore to be unlimiteds, by B 2), but void, once it has been brought in, is also said to distinguish (διορίζειν) the natures of things or their places (Phys. 4. 6, 213b22 ff. and fr. 201 Rose, respectively), a clear example of limiting action. Similarly, air is here an unlimited, but it also acts as a limiter on the animal body’s excessive heat in Philolaus’ embryology:76


μ̣ε̣[τὰ γ(ὰρ)] ϕ̣(ησίν), τὴν ἔκτεξιν εὐθέως {τὸ} | τὸ ζῷον ἐπισπᾶται τὸ ἐκτὸς πνεῦμα | ψυχρὸν ὄν· εἶτα πάλιν καθαπερεὶ χρ̣έος | ἐκπέμπε̣[ι] αὐτό· διὰ τοῦτο δὴ καὶ ὄ̣ρεξις | τοῦ ἐκτὸς πνεύματος, ἵνα τῆι | ἐπεισάκτωι τοῦ πνεύματος ὁλκῇ θερ̣μό|τ ε ρ̣α ὑπάρχοντα τὰ ἡμέτερα σώματα π(ρὸς) αὐτ(ο)ῦ | καταψύχηται. καὶ τὴν μ(ὲν) σύστασιν | τῶν ἡμετέρων σωμάτ(ων) ἐν τούτοις ϕ(ησίν). (Anon. Lond. 18. 21–9 Manetti = A 27)


Immediately after birth, the animal breathes in the external air, which is cold; then it sends it out again like a debt.77 Indeed, it is for this reason that there is a desire for external air, so that our bodies, which were too hot before, are thereby cooled by the air’s being brought in from outside. He [Philolaus] says, then, that the constitution of our body depends on these things.

The bodies of the ‘animal in the process of being constituted’ (κατασκευαζόμενον ζῷον, l. 16)—the foetuses—are here said to be ‘too hot’. The hot receives the cooling action of the air, as signalled by the form καταψύχηται, making it evident that it is the cold which acts upon the hot, and not vice versa.78 The air’s coldness intervenes against the body’s excessive heat, and their harmonic combination produces a temperature appropriate for life. Something analogous happens in the birth of the cosmos, where air is evidently an unlimited with regard to extension, but (we infer by analogy with embryology) is a limiter with regard to temperature. This is confirmed by Philolaus’ cosmogony, which also shows us how harmonic compounds can still have unlimited aspects liable to receive a limiting action:


τὸ πρᾶτον ἁρμοσθέν, τὸ ἓν ἐν τῷ μέσῳ τᾶς σϕαίρας, ἑστία καλεῖται. (B 7)


The first thing fitted together, the one in the centre of the sphere, is called the hearth.79


ϕανερῶς γὰρ λέγουσιν ὡς τοῦ ἑνὸς συσταθέντος, εἴτ’ ἐξ ἐπιπέδων εἴτ’ ἐκ χροιᾶς εἴτ’ ἐκ σπέρματος εἴτ’ ἐξ ὧν ἀποροῦσιν εἰπεῖν, εὐθὺς τὸ ἔγγιστα τοῦ ἀπείρου ὅτι εἵλκετο καὶ ἐπεραίνετο ὑπὸ τοῦ πέρατος. (Arist. Metaph.Ν. 3, 1091a15–18)


For they clearly say that after the one had been constructed, whether out of planes or surfaces, or a seed, or out of they know not what, then immediately the nearest part of the unlimited began ‘to be brought in and limited by the limit’.

‘The one in the centre of the sphere … the hearth’ in B 7 is arguably to be identified with the one cosmos (ὁ κόσμος εἷς ἐστιν) whose beginning ‘from the middle’ (ἀπὸ τοῦ μέσου) is described also in B 17,80 as well as with the central fire mentioned in the testimonia on Philolaus’ astronomical system (πῦρ ἐν μέσῳ, A 16; τὸ πῦρ μέσον, A 17) from which and around which the cosmos starts.81 Since the key verb harmozein is used in B 7, we infer that an unlimited-limiting pair must be involved; and a limiter and an unlimited are indeed involved in the notion of ‘central fire’,82 since the centre of the sphere functions as a limiter upon an unlimited aspect of fire, namely, its spatial extension. The resulting structured compound is the central fire,83 a harmonia2 with various dispositional and active causal powers generated by the limiting action of the centre upon the unlimited extension of fire: e.g. its definite size, mass, shape, position, and the ability to draw in material and to expand. This central fire, at the same time, lacks certain other definite properties: for instance, like a new-born animal, it is still unlimited with respect to its heat. The latter endows it with the disposition to be cooled and to receive the action of a limiter, and we may reasonably suppose that the air drawn in at a further stage of cosmic development, as described in fr. 201 and Phys. 4. 6, 213b22 ff., works as a limiter in this respect.

We thus have the closest thing to an example of how the same entity can count now as a limiter, now as an unlimited. For air, which with regard to quality is cold and acts upon the fire’s unlimited heat, with regard to quantity is an unlimited that, like time and void, receives boundaries from the cosmic sphere that draws it in and also from the new-born animal. So it is not the case that in virtue of some intrinsic feature certain entities are always, in every circumstance and in every respect, limiters (e.g. shapes), while others are always, in every circumstance and in every respect, unlimiteds (e.g. ‘stuffs’).84 Rather, whatever, in a specific circumstance or in a certain respect, functions as a limiter and acts as a limiter upon something else, is a limiter (in that circumstance/respect); and whatever, in a specific circumstance or under a certain respect, functions as an unlimited and is liable to receive limits from something else, is an unlimited (in that circumstance/respect).

Philolaus’ cosmogony and embryology thus show us that (a) cosmic components acquire their taxonomic status as limiters or unlimited in virtue of the function they perform within a certain compound, and (b) something that is a harmonic compound, such as the cosmic one or the animal embryo, can still have an unlimited aspect liable to be paired with a limiter. This, we might suppose, is what endows composites with the potential to be modified and further develop: for instance, in the example of cosmic generation and development just illustrated, a further limiter-unlimited pairing in accordance with proportions (i.e. a further harmony) endows the initial cosmic compound with a new property, i.e. a determinate, appropriate temperature it did not previously have. The same applies to the animal at birth, as we shall see in Section 6.

This recursive iteration of harmonia may sound too remote from Philolaus’ actual words to appear plausible. But it might just be one of the implications of using musical harmony as a paradigm for cosmology. As I previously suggested, Philolaus’ musical harmonia can be seen as a complex architecture formed of substructures, since from the combination of single notes in the appropriate mathematical relations, a concord results; and from the combination of two concords, a fourth and a fifth, an overall harmony results. So the cosmos too might be a compound resulting from, and analysable in terms of, such iterations of harmoniai.
 
The following may be a further parallel. We saw that the basic framework provided by the fixed notes bounding the two tetrachords can be modified by inserting new stops on yet undivided strings so as to produce scales in the diatonic, enharmonic, or chromatic genus; and also that additional, smaller modifications of interval relations can further turn these into other subgenera. Then a similar progression of modifications may perhaps apply to cosmological entities too, which start off as simple compounds of a limiter and an unlimited (like the cosmic original one), and then are capable of becoming increasingly complex, as further combinations intervene.




5.
Harmonia as explanatory model: an ontological application


Before turning to the hierarchy of living beings, it is worth attempting to analyse a composite entity using the analytical schema of limiters, unlimiteds, and harmonia as interpreted above. I submit that, when its implications are developed and expanded upon, Philolaus’ framework has the explanatory resources to offer something like the following account. Let us take the unexciting example of an artefact, e.g. a mug: it is, at a first level of analysis, a harmonia of a limiter, i.e. its shape, acting upon something unlimited, i.e. the material of which it is made. This limiter and this unlimited are the two archai of the mug at the first level of analysis, from whose harmonic combination the structural whole results.85 The action of the limiter takes place ‘at the beginning’, when the imposition of limits on the shapeless material generates the mug, but also continues throughout the existence of the compound. The limiter component of the harmonia2 mug is alone responsible for certain properties of the compound, while the unlimited—in this case, the material—accounts for some of its dispositional properties. For instance, if a certain amount of heat is applied to a plastic mug, the change the mug undergoes is due to its disposition to melt at a certain temperature, which it possesses due to its being made of plastic, which in turn received the limiting action of the mug-configuration with regard to shape, but is still liable to be acted upon in numberless respects.

Not just any unlimited is apt to receive the mug-shape: sound, time, heat, or sawdust would not do, for instance. So it may seem that it is the limiter that dictates the range of suitable unlimiteds. On the other hand, cheese, pumice stone, or papier-mâché would receive the limiting action of the mug-shape without thereby producing a mug. To be a mug, something must be able to hold liquids, withstand a certain temperature, be non-toxic, water-resistant, etc. So it is the structural paradigm ‘mug’ that dictates which unlimiteds and which limiters, and indeed which combinations of these, are suitable for supplying the relevant properties. The material’s hardness, the surface’s smoothness, the cavity’s size, etc. can all be analysed as harmoniai of limiters and unlimiteds, combined according to mathematical ratios: the clay’s right texture, for example, may be said to result from a certain amount of water limiting the unlimited hardness of the earth according to the ratio, say, of 4:3 (e.g. four parts of earth to three of water), and this combination produces a first-level harmonic compound that is the right lump of clay, i.e. the one that, under its yet unlimited aspect of shape, can provide the unlimited material component for the mug. The same analysis can be applied to the many other lower-level archai and their harmonic combination involved in the constitution of the mug, up until the formation of the complex architecture, the emerging super-order harmonia the mug as a whole is.

All in all, this account suggests that what I called harmonia1, the abstract structural paradigm, is a complex normative pattern that prescribes a ‘set of rules’, so to speak, which include (a) both the limiters and the unlimiteds necessary to constitute the corresponding physical compound (which I dubbed harmonia2), and (b) the mathematical ratios according to which limiters and unlimiteds must combine to confer on it the properties that make it the harmonic compound it is. In the next section, I shall explore the application of this model to living beings too.

I am aware of the risk of projecting backward Aristotle’s hylomorphism and his notion of hypothetical necessity here. However, I suggest that there is at least a possibility that the opposite is true: namely, that with his analytical schema of limiters, unlimiteds, and harmonia, Philolaus began to grasp the distinction between the formal and the material cause, which was then up to others to develop, and that this is precisely what justifies some of Aristotle’s assessments of Pythagorean metaphysics. In many passages of MetaphysicsΑ Aristotle draws attention to the fact that the Pythagoreans adumbrated the distinction between the formal and the material cause with their two archai,86 but did not fully grasp the formal cause because they misunderstood the limiter as an element (στοιχεῖον) of things just like the unlimited, rather than as a regulative principle.87 If my reconstruction is along the right lines, then this Aristotelian assessment would apply to Philolaus rather well. In distinguishing between limiters and unlimiteds as archai, and introducing harmonia as a mathematically structured notion, Philolaus did adumbrate the distinction between the material and the formal cause: although he placed limiters on the same ontological footing as unlimiteds and saw them both as constitutive elements of things, just as Aristotle says, he also sensed the need for a regulative principle (albeit perhaps obscurely and implicitly) insofar as he made evident the indispensability of a further factor, harmonia, specified in terms of a normative mathematical structure such as that of musical harmony.

Indeed, by using the distinction I extrapolated from Philolaus’ use of musical harmony as a model, one may say that it is not limiters, but harmonia1, i.e. harmony understood as the normative abstract pattern of mathematical relations, that fulfils for Philolaus a role analogous to that of the Aristotelian formal cause, while unlimiteds fulfil a role similar to that of Aristotle’s material cause as potentiality.88 This, in turn, might explain what Aristotle means when he claims that previous thinkers spoke of the archē as matter and that for the Italians this role was played by the apeiron or unlimited.89

True, whether he was aware of it or not, Philolaus was ambivalent in his use of the notion of harmonia, and so Aristotle was justified if he did not see that, while missing out on the correct characterization of limit, the Pythagorean potentially had another available notion to fulfil the regulative role. On the other hand, even if he had realized it, Aristotle would have probably criticized Philolaus in the same way as he did Empedocles in De anima 1. 4. Indeed, as observed above (Section 3 n. 52), the two senses of harmonia that seem implied in Philolaus’ account recall the two types Aristotle distinguishes in that passage, namely, (i) as a ‘combination of magnitudes’ (τῶν μεγεθῶν ἡ σύνθεσις, DA 1. 4, 408a6–7) and (ii) as a ‘proportion’ (ὁ λόγος, 408a9). Aristotle then goes on to criticize Empedocles (408a19–28) for merging the two in his account of soul and love. Clearly, in Aristotle’s view, the two senses are mutually exclusive, so that he would have hardly accepted that both were in play in Philolaus, just as he did not accept that both were in play in Empedocles.90 I would suggest, however, that Philolaus’ peculiar characterization of harmonia as mathematically structured musical harmony could have provided him with the resources to resist this charge. If pressed by Aristotle, Philolaus might have argued that what he had in mind was primarily a formula of mathematical proportions (harmonia1), a logos in Aristotle’s terms, which he also uses to refer to a concrete compound (harmonia2) insofar as the compound instantiates it. And it is this pattern of mathematical proportions that in a way anticipates the notion of a formal principle.91




6. The cosmos as a harmonic structure and the hierarchy of living beings


It is now time to suggest a way in which the explanatory model that I have tried to reconstruct might have worked when applied to cosmogony and to the scala naturae in B 13. Some of this was already accomplished in the discussion on the nature of limiters and unlimiteds in Section 4. We saw that at its first stage of formation, the cosmic nucleus results from the harmonizing of two archai, the limiting action of the centre on the unlimited extension of fire, which produces a harmonia2 with certain specific properties: position, shape, size, and apparently the ability to draw in material and expand. This initial harmonic compound then acquires new properties and causal powers in the subsequent steps of its development. For instance, it acquires a determinate temperature, thanks to the unlimited hotness of fire being limited by the coldness of air. It also presumably starts acquiring some internal articulation, thanks to the introduction of time and void, which are acted upon by the limiting action of the sphere, with void then in turn acting as a ‘separator’ of things. Thus there is a development in various stages through which further archai (limiters and unlimiteds) combine to form new levels of harmonia, and thus produce a more complex and internally articulated harmonic compound. The pattern of iterated harmonies outlined in relation to the diatonic scale of B 6a now appears as a possible cosmological model: for the cosmos now can be understood as a complex, super-order harmonic structure resulting from the fitting together of many other harmonic substructures, which not only gave rise to it diachronically, from its beginning throughout its various stages of development, but also constitute it synchronically, at the present time (recall here the ek-relationship of derivation and constitution outlined above).

Indeed, we can imagine that the process of harmonic iteration repeats itself in time until the cosmos becomes the complex system of individual things, themselves harmoniai2, that it is now, passing through various stages such as the formation of the ten planets around the central fire (cf. A 16–17), the various life forms, and, finally, human beings (B 13).

We are now in the position to see how the scala naturae in B 13 can be analysed in terms of additional levels of harmoniai of limiters and unlimited, that is, of archai, which give rise to different living beings, understood as increasingly complex harmonic compounds that differentiate at each step of the hierarchy and yet share some basic structures.

Each living being is distinguished by one faculty and one organ. At each new step in the hierarchy, marked by the intervention of a new faculty and organ, a new organism originates: man/intellect/brain; animal/psuchē-perception/heart; plant/rooting-growth/navel. At each step of the hierarchy, but also of phylogenetic and ontogenetic evolution, as we shall see, a new harmonic compound arises, a more complex structure that subsumes the other substructures under itself.

As logic suggests, and as the doxographer’s introductory sentence also signals, when Philolaus says that the archē of man is brain with intellect (νοῦς), he is surely not affirming that man is constituted only of that, but rather that the brain is the archē that appears last in the development and which one needs to refer to first when explaining man’s nature: when this is harmonically joined together with the existing structure composed of the heart with psuchē and perception, the navel with nutrition and growth,92 and the genitals with the power of generation, it transforms it into a new being. Such a more complex harmonic structure is endowed not only with the faculties that characterize plants and animals, but also with the human-specific faculty of intellect. The same point applies at each step of the hierarchy.

My interpretation of psuchē will make my proposal clearer.93 Let us turn again to the embryological passage quoted in Section 4. As seen earlier, the heat of a new-born animal must be tempered by cold air breathed in from the outside in order to reach the temperature suitable for life. The verb used, we saw, is katapsuchein, which Philolaus almost certainly considered the etymological root of psuchē.94 Thus it is only upon birth, when the first breath of air appropriately cools the original excessive heat, that the organism acquires psuchē,95 which, on this account, appears to be a harmonia of a limiter (cold air) acting upon an unlimited (heat) in accordance with a specific proportion.96 Thus prior to being born, the organism does not have psuchē, and since psuchē is explicitly said to be the archē of animals, the embryo is not an animal, but a plant. This is perhaps not so striking, as a similar view was apparently held by Empedocles, who did not see the embryo as an animal since it does not breathe in the womb;97 by Alcmaeon, who assimilated the embryo to a sponge;98 and by various medical writers.99 Indeed, the plant-life as it is characterized by Philolaus in B 13 seems to apply well to the embryo in the womb: it has the faculties of plants that Philolaus calls ‘rooting’ (ῥιζώσιος, B 13)—a term that captures both its anchoring to the mother without possibility of locomotion and its feeding through the umbilical cord100—and the ‘initial growth’ (ἀναϕύσιος τοῦ πρώτου, B 13). But it does not yet have psuchē, with respiration and perception.101

A confirmation of this view is that for the operations of vegetative life of this sort only heat, which Philolaus argues to be the only original constituent of the embryo,102 was commonly considered necessary: many an account in the Aristotelian and Hippocratic corpora present growth, nutrition, and reproduction as depending solely on the action of fire or heat.103Psuchē, on the other hand, characterizes animal life, which involves the higher faculties of respiration and locomotion, with which the general capacity of perception (αἴσθησις) is coupled.104 Indeed, air as animating force, on which perception and movement of the limbs depend, is to be found, not just in Anaximenes, but also in Diogenes of Apollonia (DK 64 A 19, B 4), whose insight is developed by the author of De morbo sacro,105 as well as in several Aristotelian passages.106 Diogenes’ parallel, in particular, is all the more significant since he entertained very similar views to Philolaus about the embryo as being ‘without psuchē’ (ἄψυχον), constituted only of the hot, and drawing in ‘the cold’ (τὸ ψυχρόν) only at a later stage (DK 64 A 28).107

In conclusion, let me quickly explore how Philolaus’ explanatory schema, as reconstructed here, and in particular the use of harmonia for both the normative structural pattern (harmonia1) and the compound that embodies it (harmonia2), might work for the scala naturae of B 13.

On this reading, four normative structural patterns, four harmoniai1, would correspond to the four beings listed in B 13: man, animal, plant, and living being. As with our mug example, each of these structural patterns would prescribe a set of rules that must be reproduced if some x is to be a harmonic compound (a harmonia2) instantiating that abstract model. Thus the harmonia1 for e.g. ‘animal’ collects the set of basic rules that this particular x and this particular y must follow in order to qualify as animals, i.e. the rules that prescribe that both x and y have psuchē, locomotion, and perception, in addition to nutrition, generation, and growth. Within this fixed pattern, some internal variations will be allowed. Returning to our musical model, we may say the ‘set of rules’ of the harmonia1 ‘animal’ are its ‘fixed’ notes, which any concrete instantiations, any corresponding harmonia2, any physical animal, must respect. At the same time, within this harmonia1, a number of ‘movable notes’ will be allowed, which grant the possibility for an animal to be a horse, a dog, a bee, etc., just as within the fixed framework of the two tetrachords the internal notes may be shifted to allow for the scale to be diatonic, enharmonic or chromatic (Sect. 3). The same analysis would apply to the harmonia1 for ‘plant’, dictating those rules that guarantee that an organism capable of rooting, growth, nutrition, and generation arises (the ‘fixed notes’ of this harmonia1), while allowing for some internal variations corresponding to species differentiation.

The new-born’s case illustrated above provides us with an example of a concrete compound that first corresponds to the harmonia1 for ‘plant’, and then upon birth instantiates the harmonia1 ‘animal’. For prior to drawing its first breath of cold air, the embryo is a compound whose compositional structure endows it only with the powers of rooting, nourishing, and growing; in receiving the limiting action of cold air on its unlimited heat, it acquires the additional causal power of drawing in air from outside and the related faculties of locomotion and perception, associated with the heart, thus getting to embody the abstract pattern harmonia1 for animal. Thus, just as we saw in cosmogony, the initial compound that the embryo is, is modified into one with different properties through the intervention of limiting air upon unlimited heat, and turns into a different, more complex entity in virtue of a further harmonic combination. The iterative model of harmonia seems at least partly applicable here too.

Moreover, as rooting, nourishing, and growth are associated with the navel, this clarifies why Philolaus envisages the navel as the archē of plants, and the heart, with which he associates respiration, locomotion, and perception, as the archē of animals. Each new level of the hierarchy, in differentiating each kind of living being from the lower one, makes reference to the latest archē in the organism’s development and the first in explanation, i.e. the one we need primarily to refer to in order to explain its specific nature and its difference from other kinds of living being.




7. Conclusion


This concludes my attempt at reconstructing a plausible version of Philolaus’ metaphysical system. My goal was to extrapolate as much as possible from Philolaus’ own words, so as to explore how his harmony-based explanatory system might have worked. I have tried to elucidate Philolaus’ notion of harmonia, taken from the musical field, strongly characterized in mathematical terms, and tested it by applying it to the ontology of the cosmos as a whole and living beings within it. While requiring a certain amount of speculation, perhaps more than one would wish, the reconstruction illuminates a number of aspects of Philolaus’ framework which I regard as plausible in its main features, even if certain details may be contestable. I regard the following as the main results of this investigation, some of which inevitably build on the work of other scholars.

Philolaus holds that in order to account for the way the cosmos as a whole and all things in it are, we need to posit two basic cosmological archai, the limiters and the unlimiteds, which are equally necessary and on the same ontological footing, together with a further indispensable unifying factor: harmonia. He characterizes this harmonia in terms of musical harmony; and while others had invoked musical harmony as a model before, Philolaus is unique in deploying a specific analysis of it as a complex mathematical structure.

Philolaus regards this mathematically structured harmonia as paradigmatic for cosmological entities, which are also seen as harmonies of limiters and unlimiteds. Accordingly, some aspects belonging to the structure of musical harmony as expounded in B 6a may be carried over to cosmology.

Among such aspects, I have suggested two in particular that may help to flesh out how Philolaus’ framework might have been applied: (1) the fact that musical harmony in B 6a is a complex structure formed of substructures (the iterative model of harmonia); and (2) that implicit in the notion of mathematically structured harmonia, as well as in the way Philolaus employs this notion in the fragments, is a distinction between two senses of harmonia: harmonia as an abstract, normative, mathematically characterized structural pattern (harmonia1), and harmonia as the concrete compound embodying that structural pattern (harmonia2). This distinction applies to musical items as well as to cosmological entities.

Limiters and unlimiteds are archai for they are the only constituents of individual entities, understood as harmoniai2: things are both derived from, and constituted of, limiters and unlimiteds, given that they ‘emerge’ as new, different compounds from the harmonic combinations of limiters and unlimited (derivation), and that no other constituent but limiters and unlimiteds is involved in their formation (constitution). Harmonia is not an archē as limiters and unlimiteds are, but in its sense of harmonia1 stands on a different ontological footing and performs a distinct metaphysical function.

Insofar as Philolaus explicitly theorized a mathematical structure for musical harmony, and envisaged the latter as a paradigmatic model for cosmology, he was at least beginning to grasp the importance of an abstract, regulative principle that worked at a different metaphysical level from the actual constituents of things. In extrapolating the distinction between harmonia1 and harmonia2 from his account, I have tried to make explicit this insight and elucidate its potential.

It is possible that, if this reconstruction is along the right lines, Philolaus indeed anticipated the notions of the formal and the material cause, as Aristotle himself emphasizes about the Pythagoreans. However, Philolaus anticipated the formal cause not because he posited limiters, which he regarded as constituents of things, but because he conceived of harmonia as a mathematically structured pattern with a normative function (my harmonia1), i.e. as a formal principle. While he showed some confusion, or ambivalence, in talking about harmonia both in relation to cosmological entities and to the abstract pattern of relations of musical attunement, which might have exposed him to the same criticism Aristotle addresses at Empedocles at DA 1. 4, the fact that he brought in this mathematical analysis and made it central to his fundamental metaphysical notion shows that he intuited the need for such an abstract, structural, normative principle and tried to give it an explicit theoretical account.

Applied to cosmogony, cosmology, and the hierarchy of living beings exposed in B 13, this musical harmony-based explanatory model turns out to be a rather sophisticated theoretical tool, potentially capable of accounting for the micro-macrocosmic ontological structure of the world as a whole and of all living beings, possibly down to some of their properties, causal powers, and dispositions. In particular, the musical framework supplies a model of iterated harmonies that form increasingly complex wholes, useful to account for the birth and the development of the cosmos as well as of the new-born animal. It also implies a distinction between a normative, abstract, mathematical pattern and the concrete compounds that instantiate it, which Philolaus could exploit to analyse the differentiation between genera and species.

All in all, I hope to have brought some evidence in support of the view that sees Philolaus as a rather advanced theoretician, by suggesting that he was capable of developing, or at least outlining in its main features and crucial insights, a potentially effective explanatory framework that anticipated some key notions in later metaphysics. Certainly, Philolaus should have done more theoretical work if he were to satisfy Aristotle’s requirements for the discovery of form. Yet we may perhaps grant that he took a meaningful step in that direction, one that possibly even Plato directly exploited in the Philebus, when he acknowledges his debt to certain ‘forefathers’ who lived closer to the gods (Pl. Phileb. 16 c 7–8) before moving on to deploy his own metaphysical division of limit, unlimited, good mixture, and cause (Phileb. 23 c–27 c).108 Exploring the line that might join Philolaus’ metaphysics of limiters, unlimiteds, and harmony with Aristotle’s explicit elaboration of form and matter, passing through Plato’s Philebus, which would perhaps help us to understand better Aristotle’s own assessment of ‘Pythagorean’ metaphysics as closely related to that of Plato, would indeed be a worthy enterprise. But that is another story waiting to be told.109


Rome, Italy
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 Huffman, Philolaus, 103 ff.



19
 Perhaps this is because they seem able to exist separately from limiters, for example, in a pre- or extra-cosmic state: cf. a number of Aristotelian reports (Metaph.Ν. 3, 1091a15 ff.; fr. 201 Rose = Stob. Ecl. 1. 18. 1c; Phys. 4. 6, 213b22 ff., all quoted below, Section 4) suggesting that the Pythagoreans—and Philolaus (see below, n. 84)—envisaged the region outside the heavens as a reservoir of unlimiteds; see Huffman, Philolaus, 212. See also Arist. Phys. 3. 4, 203a4–8, a passage especially devoted to the study of the unlimited as archē, reporting that the Pythagoreans held that what is ‘outside the cosmos is unlimited’ (τὸ ἔξω τοῦ οὐρανοῦ ἄπειρον, a7–8).



20
 Consider Anaximander with his ἄπειρον (DK 12 B 1), Anaximenes with air (DK 13 A 1 = D.L. 2. 3, A 6 = Ps.-Plut. Strom. 3) and Anaxagoras asserting that all things were together unlimited (ἄπειρα, DK 59 B 1) in respect of both number and smallness.



21
 I follow Huffman, Philolaus, 101, 104, in regarding Diels’ supplement <ἢ περαίνοντα μόνον> as unnecessary, contra Burkert, Lore, 250, and Barnes, Presocratic, 386.



22
 This is in line with the fact that the notion of ‘limit’ is inherently dependent on that of unlimited: it is self-evident that limiters cannot exist by themselves and so cannot be the only archai. Cf. Barnes, Presocratic, 387 and Nussbaum, ‘Eleatic’, 98. Cf. B 3, which also rules out the possibility that all things consist solely of unlimiteds.



23
 For this analysis of the argument, see Huffman, Philolaus, 103–5.



24
 Cf. the vexed question in relation to Milesian archai: see Barnes, Presocratic, 38 ff., for the Material Monism view (supported by Aristotle in Metaph. Α), against the Generative Substance Theory introduced by Stokes, One, 30 ff. and developed by D. W. Graham, Explaining the Cosmos (Princeton, 2006).



25
 The reader will already be alerted to the similarity of this with Empedocles’ Love, as reconstructed and criticized by Aristotle in DA 1. 4; see below, n. 52 and Section 5 n. 90 for further discussion.



26
 Huffman, Philolaus, seems to be aware of the ambiguity, as he generally calls harmonia a ‘third principle’ (e.g. 158), but also recognizes that it is not an archē in the same way as limiters and unlimiteds (e.g. 140 ff.); however, he does not offer an interpretive solution.



27
 On B 6a as belonging together with B 6, and Philolaus’ primary concern being on cosmology, see A. Boeckh, Philolaus der Pythagoreers Lehren nebst den Bruchstücken seines Werkes [Philolaus] (Berlin, 1819), 65; Burkert, Lore, 1972; Huffman, Philolaus, 158; McKirahan, ‘Philolaus’, 217 ff. Stobaeus quotes the two fragments as continuous (Ecl. 1. 21. 7d); Diels separates them by only a dash.



28
 See Huffman, Philolaus, 158–60 contra P. Tannery, ‘À propos des fragments philolaïques sur la musique’ [‘Musique’], Mémoires scientifiques, 3 (1904), 220–43 at 238.



29
 Arist. Metaph.Α. 4, 985b31–986a3: ‘… since, again, they saw that the attributes and ratios of the harmonia are found in numbers [ἔτι δὲ τῶν ἁρμονιῶν ἐν ἀριθμοῖς ὁρῶντες τὰ πάθη καὶ τοὺς λόγους] … they supposed that [ὑπέλαβον] … the whole heaven is a harmonia and a number [τὸν ὅλον οὐρανὸν ἁρμονίαν εἶναι καὶ ἀριθμόν]’ (trans. A. Barker, Greek Musical Writings, Vol. 2: Harmonic and Acoustic Theory [Musical] (Cambridge, 1989)). See also the doctrine of the harmony of the spheres, attested in Arist. Cael. 2. 9, 290b12 ff. On Philolaus’ conception of the doctrine, see C. H. Kahn, ‘Pythagorean Philosophy before Plato’ [‘Philosophy’], in A. Mourelatos (ed.), The Pre-Socratics (Garden City, 1974), 161–85 at 177.



30
 For B 6a as paradigmatic proof, see McKirahan, ‘Philolaus’, 232. For a similar use of musical harmony as a paradigm for cosmology in Heraclitus, see K. M. Shipton, ‘Heraclitus fr. 10: A Musical Interpretation’, Phronesis, 30 (1985), 111–30; but see below, n. 51 for some remarks on Philolaus’ peculiarity.



31
 With A. Barker, The Science of Harmonics in Classical Greece [Harmonics] (Cambridge, 2007), 264, I provide as literal a translation as possible, not only because the passage involves proper technical names but also because the unusual terminology should not be overlooked. Cf. McKirahan, ‘Philolaus’, 219.



32
 For these, I refer the reader to Barker, Harmonics; M. L. West, Ancient Greek Music [Music] (Oxford, 1992); T. Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre: Greek Music and Music Theory in Antiquity and the Middle Ages [Lyre] (Lincoln, Neb., 1999); S. Hagel, Ancient Greek Music: A New Technical History [Music] (Cambridge, 2009).



33
 This is the diezeugmenon (disjoint) system, so called because the upper note of the bottom tetrachord and the lower note of the top one are separated by a tone. Later theorists recognized an alternative attunement, called synemmenon (joined), in which the last note in one fourth was the beginning note of the next fourth, and thus fell one tone short of an octave. See Barker, Harmonics, 11 ff.; West, Music, 176–7; Mathiesen, Lyre, 401–2.



34
 A discussion of the names of notes and strings is in Hagel, Music, 102–5. The lowest note of the top tetrachord was usually called paramesē, but Philolaus uses tritē: this peculiar terminology makes clear that an archaic seven strings system is at stake, and thus vouches for the fragment’s authenticity; see Huffman, Philolaus, 155 and Hagel, Music, 113.



35
 Barker, Harmonics, 12.



36
 Barker, Harmonics, 12 ff., 129 ff.



37
 Unlike the seven-notes system of the synemmenon tetrachord; see above, n. 33.



38
 A similar diagram can be found in Mathiesen, Lyre, 401.



39
 Cf. Boeckh, Philolaus, 65. Contra: Tannery, ‘Musique’, 238; B. L. van der Waerden, ‘Die Harmonielehre der Pythagoreer’, Hermes, 78 (1943), 163–99 at 176; Burkert, Lore, 390; Barker, Musical, 37 n. 32; McKirahan, ‘Philolaus’, 219. Cf. Huffman, Philolaus, 161 ff.



40
 Cf. Aelian, ap. Porph. In Ptol. 96. 21 ff. Düring, quoting Theophrastus. Cf. Huffman, Philolaus, 151 for this testimony as crucial for authenticity, together with Aristides Quintilianus 1 (15 W-I). Contra, Frank, Plato, 273, already refuted by Burkert, Lore, 369–400, and F. Levin, The Harmonics of Nicomachus and the Pythagorean Tradition (Philadelphia, 1975), 96.



41
 In standard terminology, dia pasōn was used for both, Huffmann, Philolaus, 151.



42
 Cf. Huffman, Philolaus, 149–50, and McKirahan, ‘Philolaus’.



43
 Hagel, Music, 143, stresses that the deduction of the ratio 9:8 from the difference between a fifth and a fourth, 3:2/4:3, attests to the knowledge of how to deal with intervallic ratios properly; the same goes for the diesis, cf. below, n. 45. Contrast this with the mathematical shortcomings of the account presented in ‘Philolaus’ DK 44 A 26 = Boeth. Inst. mus. 3. 5, 276. 15–277. 18 Friedlein and B 6b = Boeth. Inst. mus. 3. 8, 278. 11–17 Friedlein, whose authenticity is highly disputed, cf. Hagel, Music, 144. Huffman, Philolaus, 364, judges A 26 to be spurious and B 6b doubtful.



44
 For a discussion of the ‘concords’ (i.e. concordant intervals) of fourth, fifth, and octave as ratios in Pythagorean harmonics, see Barker, Harmonics, 25–9; on certain intervals, e.g. the perfect fourth, as concordant, see 108–9; on the number of existing concords in Aristoxenus’ Elementa Harmonica, basing himself also on his predecessors, see 125–7.



45
 For diesis in Philolaus see Huffman, Philolaus, 152–3; Barker, Harmonics, 268–70: it is also a ratio (256:243) though Philolaus does not say so. See McKirahan, ‘Philolaus’, 228–9 for the proof.



46
 With Hagel, Music, 137, we might suppose that the greater the elegance of a numerical account, the greater the suspicion that the pursuit of mathematical beauty has overcome the interest in representing practical music.



47
 See Hagel, Music, 112 with n. 24; 113–14; 135–7.



48
 Barker, Harmonics, 49–52.



49
 For the focus of the fragment being ‘on the way in which fourths and fifths as interlocking to form the octave-long attunement’s integrated and symmetrical skeleton’, see Barker, Harmonics, 277.



50
 This was the standard view shared by a whole series of writers, including Pl. Tim. 80, a 3–b 8, Arist. De Sensu 7, 448a8-10, Nicomachus, Harm. 12. 262. 1–6, as Barker, Harmonics, 344–5, points out. Interestingly, at De sensu 3, 439b31–440a3 Aristotle proposes a parallel between the concords and ‘the most pleasing colours’, as they both result from the blending of basic components (black and white in the case of colours) according to certain mathematical ratios. See Barker, Harmonics, 339–40 for a discussion.



51
 Philolaus’ notion of harmonia seems thus to combine aspects of Heraclitus’ conception of a harmonia as a unified composition of opposites (DK 22 B 51, B 54, B 8, B 10) with the normative value Empedocles deploys (DK 31 B 27, B 96). Both thinkers had already used harmonia as an explanatory model: see in particular K. M. Shipton, ‘Heraclitus’, who argues for a specifically musical conception of harmonia in Heraclitus in terms of tetrachords employed as a paradigm for the unity of opposites doctrine. Even so, what would remain distinctive in Philolaus’ conception is the marked stress on the numerical character of musical harmony and the elaborate account in terms of the diatonic scale, cf. Huffman, Philolaus, 138–40. For the view that Philolaus took inspiration from Heraclitus, see M. M. Sassi, ‘How Musical was Heraclitus’ Harmony? A reassessment of 22 B 8, 10, 51 DK’, Rhizomata, 3 (2015), 3–25; though cf. Shipton, ‘Heraclitus’, 120–1 with nn. 33 and 34, stressing that Heraclitus himself was echoing earlier ‘Pythagorean’ ideas. For the development of the notion of harmonia, see G. S. Kirk, Heraclitus, The Cosmic Fragments (Cambridge, 1954), 207 ff.; C. H. Kahn, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus (Cambridge, 1979), 196 ff. For the place of Philolaus in this philosophical tradition, cf. Huffman, Philolaus, 8 ff.



52
 Compare the two types of harmonia Aristotle distinguishes at DA 1. 4, 408a5–9, to then criticize Empedocles for merging the two: ‘Further, when we speak of harmony [ἔτι δ’ εἰ λέγομεν τὴν ἁρμονίαν] we observe two different type [εἰς δύο ἀποβλέποντες]: the primary type is the combination of magnitudes, in the case of things possessing movement and a location [τῶν μεγεθῶν ἐν τοῖς ἔχουσι κίνησιν καὶ θέσιν, τὴν σύνθεσιν αὐτῶν], when they are harmonized [συναρμόζωσιν] in such a way that they do not admit of anything of the same kind between them, and the derivative type is the proportion of things that are mixed [τὸν τῶν μεμιγμένων λόγον]’ (trans. F. D. Miller, Aristotle, On the Soul and Other Psychological Works (Oxford, 2018)). See below, Section 5 for discussion.



53
 Precisely these relationships might be the basis for Aristotle’s various accounts of the Pythagorean thought that things are numbers (Metaph. Α. 5, 986a3, 986a21; 6, 987b28; Μ. 8, 1083b17), or display a resemblance (ὁμοιώματα) to numbers (Metaph.Α. 5, 985b27, 986a1), or exist as an ‘imitation’ (μίμησις) of numbers—this being only verbally different from Plato’s notion of participation (Metaph.Α. 6, 987b11–13)—keeping in mind that ἀριθμός here, in Aristotle’s exact words, is equated with ἁρμονία (Arist. Metaph. Α. 5, 986a2–3: τὸν ὅλον οὐρανὸν ἁρμονίαν εἶναι καὶ ἀριθμόν). Contrast Huffman, ‘Number’, 5 ff. and G. S. Kirk, J. E. Raven, and M. Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 1983) 330–1, according to whom Philolaus is not Aristotle’s source for the doctrine that ‘all things are numbers’. For an assessment of the central role of Philolaus’ B 6 in Aristotle’s reports in line with my interpretation, see more recently Schofield, ‘Emerging’, 163–6. Further points of contacts between Philolaus’ metaphysics and Aristotle’s reports are mentioned below, Section 5.



54
 Thus we may exclude the ‘supervenience’ model proposed by D. Lewis, Parts of Classes (Oxford, 1991), an ‘unrestricted mereological composition’ in which the structure the parts embody is not essential to the whole, and think of less ‘ontologically innocent’ relations like some form or other of emergence: cf. e.g. the supervenience emergentism of B. McLaughlin ‘Emergence and Supervenience’, Intellectica, 25 (1997), 25–43; the ontological emergentism of M. Silberstein and J. McGeever, ‘The Search for Ontological Emergence’, Philosophical Quarterly, 49 (1999), 182–200; or again emergence as fusion. For contemporary discussions, see e.g. P. Clayton and P. Davies (eds.), The Re-Emergence of Emergence (Oxford, 2006); J. Kim, ‘Emergence: Core Ideas and Issues’, Synthese, 151 (2006), 347–54.



55
 Full Greek text and translation above, Section 2.



56
 Huffman, Philolaus, 111–12, contra those who take the whole formula as equivalent to τὰ ἔργα, whether construed as ‘things’, W. A Heidel, ‘Notes on Philolaus’, American Journal of Philology, 28 (1907), 77–81 at 80; or ‘facts’, Barnes, Presocratic, 386; or ‘actual experience’, Nussbaum, ‘Eleatic’, 97.



57
 Cf. Burkert, Lore, 254 n. 79: erga is so broad it is impossible to tell what specific sense it has in the text.



58
 Cf. the common contrast logos-ergon in Philolaus’ days: between words and deeds (Thuc. 2. 65; Eur. fr. 360. 13 Nauck), what one says and what one does (Soph. El. 357–8), or theory and what in fact is the case (Thuc. 2. 65). Other references in Huffman, Philolaus, 112.



59
 As David Sedley pointed out to me, this does not seem too different from the transmission theory of causation arguably held by Plato, for which see D. Sedley, ‘Platonic Causes’, Phronesis, 43 (1998), 114–32. As Sedley notices, Plato’s principle that ‘It is because of the F that F things are F’ is essentially the same as the ‘like causes like’ principle, tracing back to Anaxagoras (DK 59 B 10), and forward to Aristotle (esp. Metaph. Z. 9). It would not be so surprising to find an instance in Philolaus, then.



60
 See Plato, Tim. 67 c–68 d, and Arist. De Sensu 3, 439b18–440b23 (cf. n. 50).



61
 That this was the case for Philolaus is proved by Anon. Lond. 18. 8–29 Manetti, below, where the right temperature for life results from the embryo’s excessive heat being limited by cold pneuma. Cf. also Hippocratic texts quoted in n. 96, and Pl. Phileb. 26a, where the fine climate is a mixture produced from the right ratios of hot and cold.



62
 Cf. Huffman, Philolaus, 47 and ‘Limite et illimité chez les premiers philosophes grecs’ [‘Limite’], in M. Dixsaut (ed.), La fêlure du plaisir: études sur le Philèbe de Platon, vol. ii: Contextes, (Paris, 1999), 11–31 at 30.



63
 Cf. Huffman, Philolaus, 39 ff., 101 ff. and ‘Limite’, 18.



64
 Contrast with πεῖρας at Xen. DK 21 B 28; πείρατα at Her. DK 22 B 45; πεῖραρ at Parm. DK 28 B 8. 26, 30–1, 42–3, 49; πεπερασμένα at Zeno DK 29 B 3.



65
 W. R. Smyth, Greek Grammar [Grammar] (Cambridge, Mass., 2002; 1st ed. 1920).



66
 Smyth, Grammar, 414.



67
 Cf. K. Reinhardt, Parmenides und die Geschichte der griechischen Philosophie (Bonn, 1916), 65 n. 1; R. Scoon, Greek Philosophy before Plato (Princeton, 1928), 140; Burkert, Lore, 253.



68
 Cf. Arist. Phys. 3. 4, 203b7 ff.; 6, 207a9 and Plato Phileb. 24 a 6– b 8.



69
 Cf. the etymology proposed by C. H. Kahn, Anaximander and the Origins of Greek Cosmology (New York, 1960), 231 ff., building the adjective ἄπειρος, -ον from the α- privative attached to the verbal root *per- represented in περαίνω, πείρω and περάω, rather than to the nouns πέρας or πεῖραρ. Contra: LSJ and P. Chantraine, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque (Paris, 1968), s.v.



70
 Cf. Arist. Phys. 3. 4, 203b7 ff.



71
 Cf. Burkert, Lore, 255, contraR. Scoon, ‘Philolaus, Fragment 6, Diels: Stobaeus I. 21. 460’, Classical Philology, 17 (1922), 353–6, at 354.



72
 Cf. Arist. Phys. 3. 4, 203b18–19.



73
 Huffman, Philolaus, 47; contra Barnes, Presocratic, 387 ff.



74
 Burkert, Lore, 35 n. 36, calls this a logical difficulty, which this interpretation explains away.



75
 The translations of Aristotle, here and in what follows, are mine.



76
 Cf. the limiting action of pneuma differentiating flesh into distinct members during the embryo’s development at Hipp. Nat. Puer. 17.



77
 The idea here is that sending out air again is re-establishing a balance, e.g. the balance between hot and cold suitable for life, which presumably has its own harmonic formula; see Section 7 and Huffman, Philolaus, 46.



78
 See Huffman, Philolaus, 289; Sedley, ‘Phaedo’, 24.



79
 I accept Huffman’s punctuation (Philolaus, 229), with no comma between τὸ ἕν and ἐν τῷ μέσῳ. This makes for better Greek and is philosophically more convincing, as τὸ ἕν is not interpreted as arithmetical unit but, in Presocratic fashion, as the original unified whole; cf. below, nn. 81, 83.



80
 ‘The world-order is one [ὁ κόσμος εἷς ἐστιν]. It began to come to be right up at the middle [ἄχρι τοῦ μέσου] and from the middle [ἀπὸ τοῦ μέσου] <came to be> upwards in the same way as downwards and the things above the middle are symmetrical to those below [ἔστι τὰ ἄνω τοῦ μέσου ὑπεναντίως κείμενα τοῖς κάτω]. For, in the lower <regions> the lowest part <for the upper regions> is like the highest and similarly for the rest. For both <the higher and the lower> have the same relationship to the middle, except that their positions are reversed’ (B 17).



81
 Cf. also Arist. Cael. 2. 13, 293a18 ff. and fr. 204 Rose. With Huffman, Philolaus, 202 ff., I take B 7 to be concerned with cosmogony; whether Philolaus also thought the generation of the cosmos to be identical to the generation of numbers (on which, see C. H. Kahn, ‘Philosophy’, 173 and Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans: A Brief History (Indianapolis, 2001); H. S. Schibli, ‘On “The One” in Philolaus, Fragment 7’, Classical Quarterly, ns 46 (1996), 114–30 at 115 ff.) need not concern us here. For a robust rejection of the centrality of number in Philolaus’ philosophy, see Zhmud, ‘Notes’ and Pythagoras, esp. 294 ff.



82
 Huffman, Philolaus, 42 ff.



83
 I agree with Huffman, Philolaus, 205 ff. that the one in the centre of the sphere is a compound, and not to be identified with the limiter only (see also Burkert, Lore, 36 n. 38; Stokes, One, 245, 338 n. 27 and cf. Arist. Metaph. Α. 5, 986a17, fr. 199 Rose); however, in my reading this would not preclude the possibility of it (or an aspect of it) acting as a limiter.



84

Pace Barnes, Presocratic, 387 ff. This might also explain why Philolaus never provides specific examples of limiters and unlimiteds, like e.g. fire, air, sphere, etc. Of course it is possible that he did, in some writings now lost; but with Burkert (Lore, 237) and Huffman (‘The Role of Number in Philolaus’ Philosophy’ [‘Number’], Phronesis, 33 (1988), 1–30; Philolaus; and ‘Limite’), I take Aristotle’s report at Metaph.Ν. 3, 1091a15 ff., quoted above, to be a direct reference to Philolaus’ book, and here it is the source that Aristotle is using which is unable or unwilling to specify exactly which entities make up the first harmonized unit. Cf. also Metaph.Μ. 6, 1080b16 ff., Phys. 3. 4, 202b36 ff. and Metaph.Α. 5, 987a13 ff.: the Pythagoreans, like Plato and unlike other physiologoi, regarded the limited and unlimited not as attributes of other things, but as substance (οὐσία) themselves; what is essential to their role as archai is their very nature of limit and unlimited, not their inhering in something else (‘fire or earth or anything else of this kind’, Metaph. Α. 5, 987a17). Cf. Simpl. In Phys. 9. 453 Diels.



85
 Many other lower-level archai and their harmonic combination are involved in the constitution of the mug, but let us consider this level of analysis for the sake of simplicity.



86
 Cf. Metaph. Α. 5, 986a16–17, 987a13, 987a20. This is e.g. W. D. Ross’ interpretation (Aristotle’s Metaphysics, a revised text with introduction and commentary, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1924), i. 147 ff.) of these difficult passages. For Aristotle’s understanding of Pythagoreanism as importantly anticipating Socratic and Platonic metaphysics, see Schofield, ‘Emerging’, 163–6. See also above, n. 81 and n. 84.



87
 Cf. Metaph. Α. 5, 986b6 ff.; 6, 987b20 ff.



88
 Cf. matter as potentiality (Metaph. Η. 5, 1045a2–5) and means to the telos which is the form (Phys. 2. 2, 194a27 ff.; 2. 7, 198a32 ff.); form as the end or ‘that for the sake of which’ (Phys. 2. 7, 198b4; 2. 8, 199a32), that by reason of which this kind of matter becomes this definite thing, that for the sake of which the matter is (Metaph.Ζ. 17, 1041b7–8, 27–8). Pace Burkert (Lore, 255–6), my reading is more in line with Barnes (Presocratic, 396), who praises Philolaus for ‘the discovery of Aristotelian form’. See also Huffman, Philolaus, 52. On the formal cause in the Pythagoreans, see H. F. Cherniss, Aristotle’s Criticism of Presocratic Philosophy (Baltimore, 1935) 224 ff., and in Philolaus, A. Burns, ‘The Fragments of Philolaus and Aristotle’s Account of Pythagorean Theories in MetaphysicsΑ’, Classica et Mediaevalia, 25 (1964), 93–128, at 123.



89
 While for Anaxagoras it was the unlimitedness of the homoeomeries (ἡ τῶν ὁμοιομερῶν ἀπειρίν) that fulfilled this role, Metaph. Α. 7, 988a28.



90
 For an analysis of Aristotle’s criticism of Empedocles as implying that the two senses or types of harmony are mutually exclusive, and for his failure to understand Empedocles, see D. O’Brien, ‘Life Beyond the Stars: Aristotle, Plato and Empedocles’, in R. A. H. King (ed.), Common to Body and Soul (Berlin, 2006), 49–102.



91
 Contrast Huffman, Philolaus, 51–2, for whom Philolaus’ interest in structure and form is represented by his including limiters among the basic constituents of the world.



92
 On the faculties associated with ‘rooting’, see below in this section.



93
 I leave psuchē untranslated as neither ‘soul’ nor ‘life’ (without qualifications) will do here. With A. Laks, ‘How Preplatonic Worlds Became Ensouled’ [‘Preplatonic Worlds’], Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 55 (2018), 1–34 at 2, I think psuchē should be fundamentally understood in terms of ‘breath’ and ‘life’ for archaic thinkers, and so consider ‘soul’, with its Platonic or quasi-Platonic ring, misleading. However, I resist translating it with ‘life’ tout court since, as we shall see, in Philolaus at least psuchē seems to describe a specific kind of life, i.e. that of animal organisms but not of plants. See below in this section.



94
 The connection between the verb psuchein (‘to cool’) and its cognates and psuchē is not just common in Homer and medical authors, for which see J. Jouanna, ‘Le souffle, la vie et le froid: remarques sur la famille de ψύχω d’Homère à Hippocrate’, Revue des Études Grecques, 100 (1987), 203–24, but also justifies Plato’s and Aristotle’s reports (Pl. Crat. 399 d; Arist. DA 1. 2, 405b28 ff.) according to which some thinkers gave psuchē its name in virtue of its cooling power (κατάψυξις). This etymological interpretation is further supported by the etymological connection between phlegma and phlegein that Philolaus himself establishes on the basis of heat a few lines below, cf. Sedley, ‘Phaedo’, 24.



95
 This is in line with Laks’ understanding of the ‘Pythagoreans’, focusing on breathing and respiration as the origin of cosmic and animal life (‘Preplatonic Worlds’, 24–6).



96
 See Sedley, ‘Phaedo’, 24 ff., contra: C. A. Huffman, ‘The Pythagorean Conception of the Soul from Pythagoras to Philolaus’ [‘Soul’], in D. Frede and B. Reis (eds.), Body and Soul in Ancient Philosophy (Berlin, 2009), 21–43. On the krasis of hot and cold that is necessary for growth, see Hipp. Nat. Puer. 26. 2; Aer. 12; Vict. 1. 7–8; cf. I. M. Lonie, The Hippocratic Treatises ‘On Generation’, ‘On the Nature of the Child’, ‘Diseases IV’ [Hippocratic] (Berlin, 1981), 235. On the function of krasis in preserving health, J. Schumacher, Antike Medizin, vol. i: Die naturphilosophischen Grundlagen der Medizin in der griechischen Antike (Berlin, 1940), 201. On musical harmonia, expressed in the same terminology as Philolaus’, as a normative model for health, L. Rosella Schluderer, ‘Imitating the Cosmos: The Role of Microcosm-Macrocosm Relationships in the Hippocratic Treatise on Regimen’, Classical Quarterly, ns 68 (2018), 31–52.



97
 Emp. ap. Aëtius 5. 15. 3, rejecting Diels’ deletion of μή with R. Sorabji, Animal Minds and Human Morals: The Origins of the Western Debate (London, 1993), 100 n. 32; B. Inwood, The Poem of Empedocles, a text and translation with an introduction, rev. ed. (Toronto, 2001), 190 n. 55; and Huffman, ‘Soul’, 32.



98
 Alcm. DK 24 A 17 = Aët. 5. 16. 3.



99
 E.g. Hipp. Nat. Puer. 27; Genit. 9–10; Oct. 3. 5–7.



100
 Cf. Empedocles’ view on the embryo rooted in the womb as trees are in the ground, with the umbilical cord keeping it anchored and transmitting nourishment (DK 31 A 70 = Aët. 5. 26. 4; A 79 = Soranus, Gynaec. 1. 57 p. 42); also Democ. DK 68 B 148; Nat. Puer. 22–7; Genit. 9–10; Oct. 3. 5–7. Cf. also Arist. GA 2. 7, 745b25 and Gal. De sem. 2. 4. For other botanical images in embryology: Nat. Puer. 17 and 21, cf. Lonie, Hippocratic, 211 ff.; Baldry, ‘Analogies’, passim.



101
 That plants did not breathe was indeed a common opinion, to which Anaxagoras is presented as the exception in Ps.-Arist. De Plantis (1. 2, 816b27); accordingly, Anaxagoras granted them the status of animals (1. 1, 815a18–20).



102

Anon. Lond. 18. 8–19 Manetti = A 27: ‘Philolaus of Croton says that our bodies are constituted out of hot. For he says that they have no share of cold on the basis of something like the following considerations. Sperm is hot and this is what constructs the animal. Also the place into which it is sown, the womb itself, is even hotter and like the seed. But what is like something has the same power as that which it is like. Since that which constructs has no share of cold, and the place in which the sowing occurs has no share of the cold, it is clear that the animal that is constructed turns out to be such.’ (Φιλόλαος | δὲ ὁ Κροτ[ωνιά]της συνεστάναι ϕ(ησὶ) τὰ ἡμέ|τερα σώμ[ατα ἐκ] θ̣ερμοῦ. ἀμέτ̣<οχ>α γ(ὰρ) αὐτ̣ὰ̣ (εἶναι) | ψυχροῦ, [ὑπομι]μνήσκων ἀπό τιν(ων) τοιούτ(ων)· | τὸ σπέρμ̣[α (εἶναι) θερ]μ̣όν, κατασκευαστικὸν δὲ | τοῦτο τ̣[οῦ ζῴ]ου· καὶ ὁ τόπος δέ, εἰς ὃν | ἡ κ(ατα)βολ ή, [μήτρ]α̣ δὲ αὕτη – (ἐστὶ) θερμοτέρα | καὶ ἐοικ̣[υῖα ἐκ]είνωι τὸ δὲ ἐοικός τινι ταὐτὸ δύναται ὧι ἔοικεν· ἐπεὶ δὲ τὸ κατα|σκευάζ[ον ἀμέ]τ̣οχόν (ἐστι) ψυχροῦ καὶ ὁ τόπος | δέ, ἐν ὧ[ι ἡ κ(ατα)βολ]ή, ἀμέτοχός (ἐστι) ψυχροῦ, | δῆλον [ὅ̣τι καὶ τὸ] κ(ατα)σκευαζόμενον ζῷον | τοιοῦτο[ν γίνε]ται.)
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 E.g. Arist. PA 2. 3, 650a3 ff.; DΑ 2. 4, 416b28; Resp. 8, 474a25–6, b10–11; 13, 477a11–12; 18, 479a29–30; for the claim that being alive depends on conservation of heat: De Iuv. 4, 469b18, and passim for the role of vital heat. Among the medical writers cf. fire as source of movement in e.g. Vict. passim; Carn. 2 ff., 6; Nat. Hom. 12.
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 We could name the vegetative life zōē, borrowing from the distinction attributed to Pythagoreans at D.L. 8. 28, where the difference between zōē and psuchē is explained in terms of the former partaking only of the hot, and the latter of both hot and cold. Cf. Guthrie, History, 201 n. 3 and K. von Fritz, ‘Νοῦς, νοεῖν, and their Derivatives in Pre-Socratic Philosophy II: The Post-Parmenidean Period’, Classical Philology, 41 (1946), 12–34 at 34, for this passage as containing elements of genuine Pythagorean doctrines.
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 Cf. Laks, ‘Preplatonic Worlds’, 9–13.
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 Arist. MA 10; DA 2. 8, 420a9 ff.; GA 2. 6, 744a2 ff.; 5. 2, 781a21 ff. Cf. F. Solmsen, ‘The Vital Heat, the Inborn Pneuma and the Aether’, Journal of Hellenic Studies, 77 (1957), 119–23, at 120.
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 Cf. the association of air, psuchē and aisthēsis at D.L. 8. 29; Critias DK 88 A 23 = Arist. DA 1. 2, 405b5–8; Hippon DK 38 A 11 = Anon. Lond. 11. 22. For aisthēsis as distinctive of animal life: Arist. DA 2. 2, 413b1 ff.; De Iuv. 1, 467b20 ff. But see G. E. R. Lloyd, Aristotelian Explorations (Cambridge, 1996), ch. 3, for some complications in the official view that plants do not perceive.
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 The connection of this with Philolaus’ system was popular among ancient commentators, e.g. Syrian. In Metaph. 9. 37 ff. Kroll; Damasc. Princ. 1. 101. 3 ff. Ruelle; Procl. In Tim. 1. 84. 4 ff., 1. 176. 28 ff., 2. 168. 29 Diehl; Theol. Pl. 1. 5, 3. 7 Saffrey-Westerink. For some contemporary explorations of this relation, see Huffman, Philolaus 52, and ‘The Philolaic Method: The Pythagoreanism behind the Philebus’, in A. Preus (ed.), Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy VI: Before Plato (Albany, 2001), 67–85; Palmer, ‘Pythagoreans’.
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 On the relationship of Platonic and Pythagorean metaphysics in Aristotle’s view, cf. above, nn. 53, 84, 86. On the Philebus’ limit and unlimited as in turn anticipating Aristotle’s form and matter see e.g. R. Hackforth, Plato’s Philebus, translated with an introduction and commentary (Cambridge, 1972; 1st ed. 1945) and J. C. B. Gosling (1975): Plato Philebus, translated with notes and commentary (Oxford, 1975), 186 ff.









The Timaeus as Vehicle for Platonic Doctrine

David Sedley




‘One, two, three, but where, my friend Timaeus, is the fourth?’, asks Socrates in the notoriously cryptic opening line of Plato’s Timaeus. From the ensuing exchange1 we learn that one member of yesterday’s audience, who was due to speak today, has unexpectedly failed to turn up. Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates, the remaining three, will be required to stand in for the missing person, making speeches on his behalf (17a6, ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἀπόντος).

Who is the anonymous absentee? Surely he is the person whose habitual absenteeism constitutes, paradoxically, a kind of indirect but overwhelming presence in the Platonic dialogues: Plato himself.2 This suggestion that the missing speaker is Plato, already voiced in antiquity by the Platonic scholar Dercyllides3 but more or less ignored by modern scholarship,4 rests on a compelling textual hint. The unexpected absence is explained by Timaeus as follows: ‘Some kind of sickness has befallen him, Socrates. For this is a gathering that he would not have missed willingly’ (17 a 4–5). Hardly by accident, this calls to mind Plato himself, who according to an almost unique explicit self-reference in the Phaedo (59 b 10) would absent himself even from Socrates’ final conversation because of sickness. If this is right, it is the habitual absentee Plato who is to be represented by the speech of Timaeus, among others.5

It has become common to speak, usually dismissively, of the ‘mouthpiece theory’, according to which the main speaker in each dialogue is a conduit for Plato’s own arguments and beliefs.6 Plato’s brilliance, it is suggested in reply to this, lies partly in the fact that he did no more than portray individual thinkers asking investigative questions, without necessarily committing even them, let alone himself, to any of the specific answers they entertain.7 I have no doubt at all that many passages in Plato, perhaps even some whole dialogues, fit that description. But it would be a mistake to infer that all do, in other words that Plato never develops and defends his own doctrines in the mouth of his main speaker. That Timaeus, for one, will indeed be voicing Plato’s own views seems to me to be very strongly implied by the covert authorial self-reference in the dialogue’s opening lines.8 Timaeus, we learn, will be speaking on behalf of the absent Plato.9

Timaeus will not simply be voicing what Plato himself might have said. His ensuing speech includes a highly mathematicized account of the world’s creation, and for this reason the numerological opening, ‘One, two, three, but where is the fourth … ?’ has itself been recognized as gesturing to the iconic Pythagorean tetractys, the number 10 represented in triangular form as 1+2+3+4.10 The fact that it is Socrates who utters these opening words means that he is in effect inviting and expecting the mathematicized teleology that is to follow. And that in turn establishes a key continuity with the earlier dialogue Phaedo, where Socrates in his last hours of life had confessed his inability to work out an account of the world as the product of intelligent causation, adding that he would still gladly become anybody’s pupil to learn such an account (99 c 6–d 2). In the Timaeus that wish is fulfilled by the authorial device of an imaginary philosophical gathering where Socrates becomes Timaeus’ appreciative auditor, and thereby learns how the world was intelligently created. Plato, as author, is thus conveying a double debt: his original Socratic heritage is now to be enriched with Pythagorean input. And it is this new philosophical synthesis of Socratic ideas and Pythagorean inspiration whose ownership is being claimed by Plato in those opening words, when Socrates invites Timaeus to expound it on behalf of the missing participant.11

Even for anyone who retains doubts about the presence of a coded self-reference, the Timaeus would still constitute a key text in the ‘mouthpiece’ debate. For what we in fact find in Timaeus’ speech is little short of a complete philosophical system, in which numerous theses defended elsewhere in the corpus by lead-speakers called Socrates, Parmenides, and the Stranger from Elea are prominently present as integral components. This fact is the proper starting point of any answer to critics of the mouthpiece theory: Plato, it turns out, did have a system of his own, having defended its major components piecemeal in a wide range of dialogues, each time through the voice of his current main speaker. In the Timaeus, and from the mouth of its eponymous speaker, we have a unique opportunity to see large areas of the doctrinal map being pieced together.12

It is not quite as simple as that, because those doctrines are readdressed in the Timaeus not in the primarily ethical and inferential modes employed in the other dialogues, but through the lens of physics and cosmology, the domain within which Timaeus’ speech itself falls. Indeed, there is a strong case for regarding Timaeus’ speech as Plato’s own contribution to the long-standing genre of treatises On nature (Περὶ ϕύσεως).13 To put it in the terms employed by a Middle Platonist source, usually identified as Eudorus, commenting on the recurrent goal of godlikeness, in the Timaeus Plato speaks about the same godlikeness theme as elsewhere, but addresses it phusikōs, ‘from the point of view of physics’.14 What I mean by this is well illustrated by a celebrated example of Aristotle’s in the De anima: ‘The physicist and the dialectician would differ in how they define each one of the emotions. For instance, what is anger? The dialectician will say “a desire for revenge” or something like that, whereas the physicist will say “a boiling of the blood and heat around the heart”.’15 In Plato’s case as much as in Aristotle’s, these twin modes should be expected to be not merely compatible, but constructively complementary.

Despite the difference of perspective between the physically orientated dialogue Timaeus and Plato’s more typical works of ethical, psychological, and epistemological inquiry, numerous theses defended dialectically by Plato’s other main speakers feature in the physics expounded by Timaeus, unmistakably as components of a system. We should conclude that Plato, whatever formative stages and changes of mind he may have undergone, did have or develop a global system, many of whose major components were conjoined in the speech put into the mouth of Timaeus, with the addition, as already noted, of a strongly Pythagorean colouring.16



Moreover, there is at least one case of a cosmological doctrine, made explicit uniquely in the Timaeus, which must nevertheless have been developed considerably earlier in Plato’s career, since he can be found already taking it for granted in a dialogue few would hesitate to date many years earlier. At Phaedo 72 a 11–d 5, Socrates argues for the cyclical reincarnation of souls on the ground that, were dying not reciprocated by a return to life, everything would end up dead. Why not argue instead that if dying were not reciprocated by a return to life, everything would already by now be dead? The fact that he does not argue in the latter way suggests that at the time of writing the Phaedo Plato did not assume the world and its inhabitants to have a temporally infinite past. For if the cosmos had always existed, and there had always been an irreversible diminution in the number of beings left alive in it, we might indeed wonder why the transition from alive to dead should fail by now to be complete—which indisputably it is not. Yet Socrates, by his use of verbal moods (72 c 8–9, ‘ … isn’t it absolutely necessary that all things should end up dead, and nothing alive?’), shows his meaning to be that without reincarnation life would eventually, at a future date, cease in the world, and that for some unstated reason this could not happen.17

What leads him to pose the argument in this far less self-explanatory way? He seems to be presupposing the notoriously asymmetric pair of doctrines showcased in the Timaeus. (a) The world, as the handiwork of a divine creator, had a temporal beginning, and has not always existed. (b) Although both the world itself and the souls that inhabit its resident species are in principle perishable, they must in practice endure for ever, thanks to divine favour: no one but their original creator is powerful enough to destroy them, and he, being supremely benevolent, would never be motivated to do so. This Timaean doctrine of divine protection is itself prefigured in the Phaedo (99 c 1–6), where Socrates wholeheartedly approves the thesis that the power of goodness, as exercised by a cosmic intelligence, holds the world together more enduringly than any merely corporeal foundation could have done.

It thus emerges as a doctrine common to Phaedo and Timaeus that the world and the souls that occupy it, because they are the products of divine craftsmanship, will on the one hand, like any artefact, have had a temporal beginning, but on the other, because the products of the best craftsmen are the most durable, must enjoy the absolute maximum of durability, and therefore be everlasting into the future. Many of Plato’s admirers, ancient and modern alike, have refused to accept that he meant this temporal asymmetry literally.18 The joint evidence of Phaedo 72 a–d and 99 c, if I am right, indicates that on the contrary he had already thought out and endorsed the asymmetric thesis long before he wrote the Timaeus.

The approach I am advocating is not anti-developmentalist. Plato certainly did not include in the Timaeus all the potentially relevant theses that his main speakers had defended elsewhere, and in some cases adopted positions ostensibly incompatible with them.19 Nor, conversely, do all Timaeus’ contentions have recognizable counterparts in other dialogues, unsurprisingly given how little Plato had written elsewhere about cosmology, biology, and kindred subjects. So the Timaeus must have been proposing plenty of new and rethought ideas. My point is rather the following. When we do find a topic from an earlier dialogue recurring in the Timaeus and looking significantly different there, this is not necessarily, as often assumed, a sign that Plato has changed his mind;20 it is at least as likely to reflect the fact that this time it is being viewed through the lens of physics.

Next I want to illustrate my assertion that in Timaeus’ speech we witness a complete cosmological system incorporating, in a guise appropriate to a physical treatise, major philosophical theses defended elsewhere by Plato’s other principal speakers. We may start with four familiar Platonic theses on which Timaean cosmogony is founded.

(1) The principle that god is the cause only of good things, never of bad, is formally defended by Socrates in Republic 2 (379 b 1–c 8), starting from the unquestioned premise that god is intrinsically good; and in books 2 and 3 the principle is applied widely to the construction of an educational system for Kallipolis, in particular to the theological cleansing of myths. It recurs in the Timaeus as the starting principle from which we are to work out the demiurge’s motive for creating the world: being good, he wanted everything to be as good as possible, and nothing bad, which meant imposing order on matter (29 d 7–30 a 7).

(2) The role of Forms as eternal paradigms is another key premise of the Timaean cosmogony (28 a 4–29 b 1, 30 c 2–31 a 1, 52 a 1–7): the demiurge, we learn, being a good craftsman, must have looked to the appropriate Form as his model. Although this equation of Forms with paradigms draws to some extent on the Parmenides (132 c 12–d 4), it owes more to a series of passages on craftsmanship in Gorgias (500 e 3–501 c 1, 503 d 5–504 a 5), Cratylus (389 a 5–390 e 5), and Republic 10 (596 a 5–597 d 7). The difference is that this time the craftsman in question is divine, and his product nothing less than the physical world, its structure, and its occupants.



(3) Next, consider which Forms are selected by the demiurge as his models. Earlier dialogues had concentrated largely on simple mathematical Forms, ethical Forms, and craft Forms, such as (respectively) Equality, Justice, and Table. In the Parmenides the youthful Socrates, representing Plato’s past self, is encouraged by the august main speaker Parmenides, representing Plato’s present and future self, to admit a much wider range, including the examples of Man, Fire, and Water.21 More than one view is possible on what is meant to distinguish this particular trio and place them under a single heading, but it is hard to doubt that they somehow represent the range of Forms needed by a demiurge building a world. For complex reasons explained by Timaeus (29 d 7–31 a 1), the demiurge found the generic Form of Animal to be the appropriate paradigm on which to model the world as a whole. And since this generic Form is said to include within itself all animal sub-genera and species (30 c 5–31 a 1), we can easily infer that, in addition to the generic Form of Animal and those of its sub-genera, there are specific Forms of Man, Horse, Frog, and so on, which the lesser gods charged with creating mortal beings must, as genuine craftsmen, have looked to as paradigms.

Thus it is in Plato’s physics, and not in the ethics and metaphysics that elsewhere all but monopolize his attention, that the need for Forms of natural species becomes inescapable. Likewise the divine craftsman’s reasoning for creating four elementary bodies (31 b 4–32 c 4), including Fire and Water, and his detailed geometrical design and construction of each of these (53 a 2–55 c 6), requires that there should be eternal paradigms of them too, a point made by Timaeus with explicit reference to the Form of Fire, and implicitly to that of Water as well.22

(4) Consider next the ‘Two Worlds’ thesis as this expression has come to be used in Platonic scholarship, namely the distinction of two radically separate realms—those of being and becoming, or of Forms and sensibles—accessed by distinct cognitive powers. It has become controversial whether the Two Worlds thesis is in fact present in the Republic (5, 476 d 4–480 a 13), as traditionally held,23 but in the debate little attention has been paid to its undeniable presence in Timaeus’ discourse (27 d 5–28 a 4, 37 b 3–c 5, 51 d 3–52 a 7). Again, as in the previous cases we have considered, it seems that a doctrine elsewhere defended dialectically by Socrates is reinvoked by Timaeus in a specifically cosmogonical context (see 28 b 2–c 3). Starting from an exhaustive metaphysical division between (a) intelligible beings (ὄντα) which entirely lack becoming (γένεσις) and (b) sensible, opinable subjects of becoming (γιγνόμενα) which entirely lack being, Timaeus places the cosmos in the latter class. He then infers that one of the respects in which the cosmos is subject to becoming will be with regard to its own coming into being. Therefore, the cosmos itself ‘has come to be’ (γέγονεν), and we are free to work out how it came to be—a reconstruction to which Timaeus’ entire ensuing discourse is devoted.

Timaeus’ opening argument leaves it unclear whether or not there is any inferential relation between the Two Worlds ontology and the dual epistemology, and if so which of these is inferred from the other. But later (51 d 3–52 a 7) it is made explicit that, although the ontology and the epistemology are in fact inter-entailing, Timaeus’ own direction of inference is from the dual epistemology to the two-world ontology. For the radical epistemological difference between the acquisition of perception-based doxa and that of real noetic understanding is cited as an independently grasped fact of cognitive psychology, which for that reason serves as a premise from which the two-world ontology can in turn be inferred: since the two radically diverse cognitive modes exist, there must be two kinds of entity—sensibles and Forms—to serve as their respective objects. This direction of inference corresponds closely to the Republic 5 argument, as traditionally read, where the separation of doxa and epistēmē as two distinct cognitive powers, taken as a given (477 d 8–478 a 2), is invoked as a premise from which the metaphysical dualism then follows (478 a 3–5).

We have now identified four key metaphysical principles, defended elsewhere by Plato’s main speaker, that are reinvoked by Timaeus in systematic support of his cosmogony. Consider next a series of further theses, all of them bearing on the soul.

(5) The cognitive defects of sense-perception as an autonomous guide to truth are a prominent theme of the Phaedo (65 a 9–d 3, 79 c 2–9). And these same defects reappear at least implicitly in Republic 6–7, where sense-perception is closely associated with the lower stages of the Line and Cave progressions, and continues to limit the intellective power of mathematical sciences in so far as these too fail to divorce themselves fully from the perceptible realm. If we scour these texts for the reasons why sense-perception is cognitively defective, the main answer will no doubt turn out to be the negative one that the senses have no access to the eternal Forms, where stable truth properly resides. Even the well-known ‘finger’ passage in Republic 7 (523 e 3–524 b 2) ties the inability of the senses to discriminate large from small to their lack of access to the Forms of Largeness and Smallness. Intellectual advancement lies in turning the rational soul from the realm of becoming, accessed through the senses, to that of being, which the intellect can fully grasp only when acting independently of the senses.

The Timaeus returns to this theme, but addresses it from a strictly physical perspective. Intellectual access to the Forms is achieved by circular motions in the head, reproducing in miniature the rotations of thought which the world itself manifests in the heaven. Both the world god and the intellectually advanced human being are thereby thinking eternal truths, the changelessness of their thoughts being physically embodied in their endlessly repeatable circular motions. The reason why this intellectual attainment is fraught with difficulty, and even in the best case takes many years to perfect, is that the naturally circular motions in our heads are from birth disrupted by the non-circular motions with which the senses receive their own input and transmit it to the rational soul (43 a 4–44 b 7). The process of intellectual advancement thus involves the gradual restoration of thought’s circular motions, and its reassertion of dominance over those sensory bombardments.



(6) In Republic 7, a sequence of five mathematical sciences is recommended by Socrates as providing an educational bridge from sensory to intellectual cognition, or, to put it in terms of their generic objects, from becoming to being. The final two which complete this transition are astronomy and harmonics (528 e 1–531 d 8). True astronomy will be attained only when the empirical content has been altogether left behind. In the Timaeus (especially 46 e 6–47 e 2, cf. 39 b 4–c 1) we learn how the educational starting point for our souls’ self-advancement towards philosophy has been built into the very fabric of the world by its designer. According to Timaeus, astronomy is the privileged discipline by which the soul can aspire to internalize the mathematics of complex celestial rotations, thus more or less literally sharing the thoughts of the world-god. Both in making the world soul’s supremely rational motions visible (cf. 39 b 2–c 1; Rep. 7, 530 a 6–8), and in giving us eyes to see them, our creator and his divine assistants have made possible the transition to philosophy, the greatest of all goods bestowed upon humankind. And as with astronomy, so too with harmonics: the faculties of voice and hearing were bestowed on us largely to make music possible,24 not for the sake of mere entertainment but above all to perfect the harmony within our own souls, thereby once again replicating the harmonic intervals that structure the world soul itself (47 c 7–e 2). Thus the design of the universe along with the matching design of the human being provides the cosmological basis for a vital educational transition, one that the Socrates of the Republic had outlined in purely cognitive terms.

(7) These disciplines are the proper route to truth. But how, Plato had long puzzled, could there be such a thing as false belief? His celebrated attempts to resolve this puzzle culminated in the Sophist (esp. 254 b 8–264 b 10). False belief about some subject x involves either or both of two confusions. (a) False belief about x treats items which in fact are different from x’s predicates as if they were the same as x’s predicates; and (b) false belief treats x as if it is things that it is not, i.e. that in fact are different from its predicates (esp. 263 b 11–12, d 1–4). Although the interpretation of this raises numerous difficulties, we may at least say that two distinct confusions are mentioned: (a) mistaking difference for sameness, and (b) mistaking difference for being.

The Timaeus likewise concerns itself with accounting for false belief,25 and offers (43 c 7–44 c 4) the physical counterpart of the Sophist’s explanation, specifically the explanation cast in terms of sameness and difference. I have already outlined how according to Timaeus false belief arises from disruption of the circles of thought. More specifically, it can now be added, the two circles in question are the circle of the Same and the circle of the Different. In the divine heaven, these two circles correspond respectively to the celestial equator and the ecliptic, and the reason why the world-god never forms a false belief (cf. 37 a 2–c 5), we may infer, is that the two celestial circles are never distorted in the slightest degree (as astronomers can confirm), so that same and different remain entirely distinct. But by the same token, a human soul, owing to the disruptions attendant upon embodiment, can have those two circles so misshapen as not to be fully distinct, and in infancy does so continually. We may conjecture, for example, that along at least some stretches the two lines fully coincide. The result is that, as Timaeus puts it, the orbits in the soul


ὅταν τέ τῳ τῶν ἔξωθεν τοῦ ταὐτοῦ γένους ἢ τοῦ θατέρου περιτύχωσιν, τότε ταὐτόν τῳ καὶ θάτερόν του τἀναντία τῶν ἀληθῶν προσαγορεύουσαι ψευδεῖς καὶ ἀνόητοι γεγόνασιν. (44 a 1–3)


whenever they encounter something external to the class of the Same or to the class of the Different, by calling that which is the same as something and that which is different from something by the opposite names to the true ones, prove to be false and lacking in comprehension …

This passage thus explains false belief in terms of the untrained soul’s failure to distinguish sameness from difference. The Sophist’s more prominent explanation of falsity in terms of being and not-being, with the latter in turn equated with difference, is not specifically present in the Timaean account. But we can be confident that the materials for locating it there have been provided, since Being is listed, alongside Sameness and Difference, as the third ingredient making up the rational soul (34 b 10–36 d 7). This leaves scope for a parallel physical analysis of falsity in terms of the untrained soul’s misconstruing what is in fact different from F as being F, i.e. its failure to keep difference fully distinct from being, as in the Sophist.

(8) In many dialogues, predominantly those usually dated comparatively late (notably Phaedrus 265 c 8–266 c 1, Philebus 16 b 4–19 b 4, Sophist, Statesman), Plato’s main speaker associates dialectical method with the twin processes of collection and division. This widespread practice finds a single brief counterpart in the Timaeus at 83 b 8–c 4, where collection and division are applied to the taxonomy of bodily disease, with a later indication that they could likewise be applied to the taxonomy of diseases of the soul, i.e. moral vices (86 b 2–4).

(9) Probably the best-known example of the pattern I am describing, and therefore not in need of much elaboration here, is Timaeus’ account of the tripartite soul (above all 69 c 5–72 d 8). The doctrine is argued for by Socrates in Republic 4, and put to work by him in Republic 8–10 and the Phaedrus myth (246 a 3–255 a 1). But where those dialogues deploy it primarily in the context of moral psychology, the Timaeus is of course concerned above all with what we can learn from a physiological approach to tripartition: the beneficently assigned location of each soul part in the human body, the distinctive motions that they undergo, and their functional relation to organs such as the liver and the intestine. In short, the new focus in the Timaeus is, as we would expect, the soul’s teleology.26

This concentration on its physiological aspects does not, however, mean that the tripartite psychology of the Timaeus is divorced from ethics. On the contrary, Plato’s established ethics is itself given ample space in the speech, with the tripartite psychology at its centre. But of course the ethics is itself, like everything else, viewed largely through the lens of physiology.



(10) Despite his endorsement of tripartite psychology, Timaeus preserves a degree of continuity with intellectualist-leaning dialogues like Protagoras (352 a 1–358 d 4), Gorgias (467 a 1–468 e 5, 509 e 5–7), and Meno (77 b 2–78 b 2), when he presents an adapted version of the old ‘Socratic’ denial of akrasia,27 the paradox that nobody does wrong willingly (86 d 5–e 3). The adaptation may well strike us as a dilution of the old Socratic intellectualism. Vices, Timaeus explains (86 b 1–87 b 9), are diseases of the soul, not willingly acquired by the soul but partly due to lack of proper education and partly forced upon it by rampant bodily pleasures and pains, themselves in turn physiologically explained: for example, porosity of the bones allows sperm to flow too freely, which in turn induces sexual akolasia. This idea of a soul forcibly constrained by excessive pleasures recalls the body-soul dualism of the Phaedo more than it does the Protagoras, Gorgias, and Meno, but actually its closest parallel in the corpus is in the short argument against the possibility of akrasia found in the Clitophon (407 d 2–e 2), a passage whose significance has gone virtually unnoticed owing to the widespread conviction—which I do not share—that the dialogue is not by Plato. Whereas the Protagoras had simply denied that you can be defeated by pleasure, the Clitophon, to be followed in this by Timaeus, had conceded that you can be defeated by pleasure, but not willingly, since the very notion of being defeated entails unwillingness.

(11) If Timaeus’ denial of akrasia is not strongly intellectualist, an intellectualist strand does nevertheless rise to full prominence as Timaeus’ speech nears its climax. Earlier in his speech we learnt that, as also maintained in Gorgias and Republic, justice is rewarded with eudaimonia (42 b–43 a); and we are now correspondingly advised to cultivate the orderly motions of all three soul parts (89 e 3–90 a 2), closely echoing the Republic account of justice and its rewards. But this time, Timaeus immediately adds that the highest kind of human eudaimonia, the one that offers us the maximum share of immortality, is the life of pure intellectual attainment, in which you identify the immortal rational part of your soul as the very core of your being (89 e 3–90 d 7). This corresponds to the concession made in Republic 7 (519 d 8–521 b 3) that an intellectual life, spent outside the cave, would be happier than the political life of one forced to return to the cave and govern. To accommodate it to his cosmological theme, Timaeus presents this intellectual eudaimonia as the restoration of the truly circular motions in the head, so as to resemble those of the divine cosmos, as manifested in the celestial rotations. This is, in effect, the physics of eudaimonia.

(12) The soul’s immortality (e.g. 41 d 4–43 a 6, 91 d 5–92 c 3) is the final item on my (admittedly incomplete) list of Timaean doctrines argued for by the main speakers in other dialogues. True, Timaeus’ monistic thesis that only the rational soul is immortal, while the appetitive and spirited parts are not, had nowhere else been formally defended. But the Phaedo’s arguments for immortality are naturally understood as applying to an incomposite soul (esp. 78 c 1–9, 80 a 10–b 5) which is in its own nature pure intellect; and in Republic 10, despite first arguing for the whole soul’s immortality (608 d 11–611 a 3),28 Socrates expresses doubts that something composite like a tripartite soul could in fact be indestructible (611 b 5–8, cf. 612 a 3–6). So Timaeus’ restriction of immortality to the rational soul alone is a doctrine well grounded in arguments propounded elsewhere by Plato’s Socrates, albeit with such hesitancy on Plato’s part that in the Phaedrus myth he would opt to make the whole tripartite soul immortal, before eventually, in the Timaeus, leaning the other way. Timaeus’ intellectualist version of immortality emerges fully formed as an integral part of the dialogue’s cosmology. Rotating within the approximately spherical human head, the rational soul shares a divine origin with the circles of the world-soul rotating within the perfectly spherical heaven. And the unbreakable causal laws which make the world-soul an everlasting divine product also make the human soul necessarily everlasting.



Clearly in the Timaeus Plato was faced with a choice, and could not, compatibly with the monistic stance for which he had opted, also retain the Phaedrus myth’s picture of composite immortality.29 Nevertheless, as we will see shortly, he did what he could to retain a role for some of the latter text’s insights as well.

I have tried under the above twelve headings30 to convey a sense of what familiar Platonic doctrines tend to look like when reframed in a cosmological setting, and of how Plato uses that cosmic recontextualization to work towards what we may dare call his own global philosophical system. But I hope that, in addition, the pattern I have illustrated can help us discover in Timaeus’ speech further doctrinal content that we might otherwise have overlooked. Consider a passage which immediately follows the demiurge’s creation of the mixture from which souls are to be made:


συστήσας δὲ τὸ πᾶν διεῖλεν ψυχὰς ἰσαρίθμους τοῖς ἄστροις, ἔνειμέν θ’ ἑκάστην πρὸς ἕκαστον, καὶ ἐμβιβάσας ὡς ἐς ὄχημα τὴν τοῦ παντὸς ϕύσιν ἔδειξεν. (41 d 8–e 2)


Having composed the whole mixture, he divided it into souls equal in number to the stars, assigned each soul to its own star, and, mounting the soul onto it as its vehicle, showed it the nature of the universe [τὴν τοῦ παντὸς ϕύσιν].

It seems clear that thanks to the privilege of this guided tour each soul, by the time of its first embodiment, would already know the nature of the universe.



We can surely recognize here the incorporation into Timaean physics of yet another Platonic doctrine defended in earlier dialogues, that of Recollection (ἀνάμνησις).31 The allusion is supported by the passing reference to the soul’s ‘vehicle’ (ὄχημα). This recalls the Phaedrus, where the whole disembodied soul is a ‘vehicle’ (247 b 1–3) and its rational part a charioteer, driving two horses around the perimeter of the heaven in a procession led by the gods. In the present passage too, the souls circle the heavens in a god-guided educational tour, this time each of them riding not a chariot but a star. The change of vehicle from a (metaphorical) chariot to a (presumably literal) star is natural enough given (a) that it is in keeping with the dialogue’s cosmological motif, and (b) that, as noted above, Timaeus does not follow the Phaedrus myth in making the two lower soul-parts, which the horses represent, capable of discarnate existence. There should be no doubt that an echo of the Phaedrus, and thereby an allusion to the recollection thesis, are intended.

It seems, then, that the doctrine of recollection occurs not in three Platonic dialogues—Meno, Phaedo, and Phaedrus—as commonly held, but in four.32

One significant difference from the Phaedrus is that, whereas there the soul charioteers crane upwards into the region beyond the heaven, where the Forms are, here in the Timaeus the rational souls, riding their stars, get to see what lies within the heaven. This difference need not reflect a doctrinal change on Plato’s part. Rather it reflects, in a way that should by now be familiar, the cosmological filter applied by Timaeus. Under heading (3), for example, we saw that the only Forms mentioned by Timaeus are those of natural kinds, not because Plato has changed his mind about the range of Forms but because those are the Forms of primary relevance to cosmology. And so too here, the soul’s prenatal grasp of cosmological truths is emphasized, rather than, as in other dialogues, that of primarily mathematical or moral truths, simply because these are the kind of truths that underlie physics.

That very difference does, however, confront us with an alarming novelty. In the Meno and Phaedo the buried knowledge that our souls bring with them at birth is exemplified by mathematical and moral knowledge, and at least in the Phaedo this is knowledge of transcendent Forms. There has been widespread agreement that Plato cannot mean to place all knowledge in this class, including knowledge of empirical, contingent, and changeable truths, such as, at Meno 97 a 9–b 3, knowledge of the route from Athens to Larissa. Rather, it seems, the sort of knowledge that one might hope to recover by recollection should be expected to be knowledge of truths which reflection leads you to see could not have been otherwise. Mathematical truths were always Plato’s paradigm of these, and he clearly expected moral definitions, once discovered, to belong to the same broad class.

By contrast, the nature of the universe may seem too empirical and too contingent to permit investigation by means of pure reason. Indeed, according to the Two Worlds epistemology of the Timaeus there is no knowledge at all of the sensible world, but at best true beliefs about it (37 b 3–c 5). Nevertheless, the present passage clearly hints that those true beliefs, or at least some of them, are subject to recollection. How could that be? I think the answer is as follows.

Down to this point in Timaeus’ discourse, the reasoning behind his cosmogony has in fact been remarkably a priori in character. Given the opportunity, an essentially good creator god was bound to tidy up any disorder present in the state of things, the argument goes, and in doing so he would naturally want to impose the maximum of orderliness; given this, it can be worked out from first principles that he will have fashioned the available materials into a single, spherical, and intelligent universe, composed of fire at the periphery and earth at the centre in order to ensure visibility and tangibility, with two geometrically proportional further elements in between; that world’s thinking will have been visibly structured in accordance with the best series of harmonic ratios; the supreme orderliness of its rotations will have brought measurable time into being; and so on and so forth. The most fundamental work of the cosmologist is thus primarily mathematical, and cosmology is explicitly presented by Timaeus, alongside astronomy, as a mainspring of intellectual progress towards philosophy (47 a 1–b 2). True, the initial prompt to pursue cosmogonic questions has come from our observation of the heavens—as Timaeus carefully points out in the same passage (47 a 1–4), thus helping bring to mind the familiar role of sense-perception as the initial trigger for recollection. But the amount of empirical data cited in these initial cosmogonic moves is otherwise minimal.

Timaeus does admittedly acknowledge, in a much-discussed passage (29 b 3–d 3), that a cosmological discourse is best served by seeking maximum likelihood (εἰκώς) rather than altogether determinate results, because its subject matter is the realm of unstable becoming, not that of being, and is a likeness of a paradigm, not the paradigm itself. Nevertheless, he seems to think, reconstructing the divine creator’s cosmogonic reasoning is an exercise that we can perform out of our own innate intellectual resources, following just an initial prompt from sense-perception. Seen thus, the nature of the universe is a potential subject for Platonic recollection.

In at least one respect, the nature of the universe does inevitably differ from other objects of recollection, such as the mathematical proof put on display in the Meno. Rather than working out this or that truth for ourselves, in cosmology we are reconstructing someone else’s reasoning, the reasoning exercised by the original creator. This may be one motive for Timaeus’ use of continuous discourse, in contrast with the more familiar Platonic practice of showcasing the reasoning in an interpersonal dialogue. With his superior understanding of the structure of the heavens (at 27 a 3–4 he is ἀστρονομικώτατος, the ‘supreme astronomer’, among those present), Timaeus is presumably relying on his own soul’s superior recall of the demiurge’s works and of the reasoning underlying them.33 It is hard at this point not to think of his Presocratic forebears: especially Parmenides, who in the second half of his poem had set out his cosmology without argument, as a series of tenets divinely revealed to him; and Empedocles, whose own cosmological exposition is likewise virtually devoid of argument, and probably based instead on his self-declared status as a wandering daimon, privileged to recall what he had learnt in numerous past incarnations. By comparison with these two forerunners, Timaeus’ analysis of the divine creator’s actual reasoning is impressive. But it is still not an exercise of dialectic: it could scarcely have been extracted by interrogation from an interlocutor not similarly versed in the relevant disciplines.

If Timaeus’ cosmogonic reasoning has an absolute starting point, consisting in a principle that is securely known in its own right, he leaves us in little doubt what that principle is. It is the essential goodness of god (29 d 7–30 a 6). For that is the opening premise—the ‘supremely authoritative principle’ (ἀρχὴν κυριωτάτην, 29 e 4–30 a 1)—from which the remainder of his creation narrative follows. And how, according to Timaeus’ own narrative, can he and his audience know with such security that god is essentially good?34 By recollection, I suggest, thanks to their souls’ direct prenatal acquaintance with god and his works.35

One surprise remains. After taking the newly created souls on a tour to learn the nature of the universe, the demiurge went on to teach them ‘the fated laws’ of transmigration (41 e 2–42 d 3): after incarnation as men, they learnt, they should expect either demotion to women or to whichever lower rank of the animal kingdom matched their current moral character, or, if they lived justly, promotion to eventual disembodied bliss. Are we to infer, from Timaeus’ narrative about the prenatal class our souls attended concerning the principles of transmigration, that these principles too are innately known, and available for us to recollect? I tentatively suggest that we are meant to infer this. Outside the context of physics, Plato might have put the point by saying that what is innate is the knowledge that virtue leads to happiness, vice to unhappiness—in other words, that this central contention of the Gorgias and Republic is hardwired into everyone, and can therefore be extracted by dialectical questioning, even from those who like Callicles vehemently deny it (cf. Gorg. 508 c 1–509 a 7). But because, in a Timaean context, moral theses are expounded from the perspective of physics, that ethical point is instead put in terms of souls’ prenatal understanding of a matching biological law, namely that the animal kingdom was to be so structured as to give concrete reality to the dependence of unhappiness on vice, and to that of happiness on virtue.

To end, let me return to the scene in which the demiurge showed the souls ‘the nature of the universe’. Which of Plato’s other three anamnēsis dialogues does it recall? What has prepared the ground for it is neither the Phaedo nor the Phaedrus, dialogues in which the discarnate soul learns and later recollects a specific set of metaphysical objects, the Forms. Instead, it is the doctrine’s first and most general introduction, in the Meno, that is most immediately evoked by Timaeus. In the Meno, no specific objects of recollection were singled out. Instead, Socrates remarked that there is no reason why having recollected one thing you should not go on to discover everything else, giving as his ground the twin facts that (a) the soul, being immortal, has been everywhere and seen everything, and (b) ‘all nature (ϕύσις) is akin’ (81 c–d). If we possessed only the Meno and Timaeus accounts, we would have little trouble in taking the Meno’s references to the soul’s travels and to the kinship of all nature as being directly picked up, and given an explicit cosmological content, by the Timaeus.36 As Timaeus might have put it, having recollected one thing, the perfect goodness of god, you can go on to discover everything else—that is, the nature of his entire creation.

There has also been much debate as to when and how the original learning by the soul can have taken place.37 In the Meno, Socrates concludes that the soul must be always—‘for the whole of time’—in a state of ‘having learnt’ (85 e 8–86 b 2). Problematically, it seems that this either endlessly pushes back in time any original acquisition of the knowledge, with the result that it can never have taken place, or makes knowledge the soul’s inalienable condition from infinite time past, in which case it becomes hard to see what role its pre-natal disembodiment is meant to play. The Timaeus account cuts through the obscurities by assigning to our souls a determinate moment of creation, before their first incarnation, and by dating the original act of learning to that same occasion. Since according to this dialogue, time itself began only with the completion of the world’s creation (37 c 6–39 e 6), and the first two events in time were the creation of star gods and of individual souls (39 e 3–41 d 8), the assertion in the Meno that the soul will be ‘for the whole of time’ in a state of ‘having learnt’ comes very close to being vindicated by the Timaean narrative.38

As for how our souls originally learnt, or at least how they learnt the nature of the cosmos, we might be tempted to interpret their guided tour of the universe as representing divine revelation. But it was not mere revelation. I have been urging that this pre-natal lesson is what provided our incarnate souls with their intuitive knowledge of god’s goodness and their consequent ability to trace his cosmogonic reasoning from first principles. If that is right, the demiurge will have used the occasion of the cosmic tour to enlighten the souls about the reasoning underlying his chosen structures.

On that ground, and because disembodied souls must in any case lack sense organs, we should take the divine revelation, if such it was, to have itself been a transmission of pure rational understanding, and to have included the learning process by which our souls were taught to comprehend the Forms of animal genera and species, those of physical elements, and so on. Outside the physical context of the Timaeus, Plato’s fuller description of this reasoned revelation would probably have included our souls’ learning of all the Forms, and quite possibly of a good deal else beside. But, to repeat my central point one last time, what we get from the Timaeus is, rather than a global conspectus of Plato’s philosophy, no more than a privileged glimpse into it from one important but incomplete perspective, that of the physicist.
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1

Ti. 17 a 1–b 2: ΣΩ.Εἷς, δύο, τρεῖς· ὁ δὲ δὴ τέταρτος ἡμῖν, ὦ ϕίλε Τίμαιε, ποῦ τῶν χθὲς μὲν δαιτυμόνων, τὰ νῦν δὲ ἑστιατόρων; ΤΙ. Ἀσθένειά τις αὐτῷ συνέπεσεν, ὦ Σώκρατες· οὐ γὰρ ἂν ἑκὼν τῆσδε ἀπελείπετο τῆς συνουσίας. ΣΩ. Οὐκοῦν σὸν τῶνδέ τε ἔργον καὶ τὸ ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἀπόντος ἀναπληροῦν μέρος; ΤΙ. Πάνυ μὲν οὖν, καὶ κατὰ δύναμίν γε οὐδὲν ἐλλείψομεν.

SOCR: One, two, three … but where, my friend Timaeus, is our fourth of yesterday’s guests, now due to be hosts? TIM. Some kind of sickness has befallen him, Socrates. For this is a gathering that he would not have missed willingly. SOCR. Well then, isn’t it your job, and that of these others, to play the missing person’s role as well, on his behalf? TIM. Certainly, and so far as we are able we will not fall short.

(All translations are my own. Greek quotations of Plato are taken from the current OCT editions, including volume 1 edited by Duke et al. and Slings’ edition of the Republic.)



2
 For some other concealed self-references by Plato, cf. n. 8 below.


3
 Proclus, In Plat. Tim. 1. 20. 9–11 Diehl. Dercyllides’ date is unknown. It is safe to say that he is a Middle Platonist, but for legitimate doubts about the surprisingly early terminus ante quem often conjectured—mid first century bc—see H. Tarrant, Thrasyllan Platonism (Ithaca and London, 1993), 11–13, 72–6.


4
 I have not been able to track down the modern proponents of this identification mentioned by A.E. Taylor, A Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus [Commentary] (Oxford, 1928), ad loc., nor have I met it in any of the scholarship postdating Taylor, other than in the literature on Dercyllides, on whose idea J. Dillon, ‘Dercyllidès ΡΕ 2’, in R. Goulet (ed.), Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques (Paris, 1994), ii. 747–8, at 747, bestows an exclamation mark: ‘Dercyllidès pense qu’il s’agit de Platon lui-même!’ However, since first drafting the above I have learnt that Dercyllides’ proposal is revived by Mary-Louise Gill (‘Plato’s Unfinished Trilogy: Timaeus–Critias–Hermocrates’, in G. Cornelli (ed.), Plato’s Styles and Characters (Berlin, 2015), 33–45, at 43–4), for very different reasons, although likewise appealing to the clue given by the sickness motif.


5
 Even if one accepted Taylor’s arguments (Commentary, 14–27) for a dramatic date of 421 bc (a dating more reliably defended by L. Lampert and C. Planeaux, ‘Who’s Who in Plato’s Timaeus–Critias and Why?’, Review of Metaphysics, 52 (1998), 87–125, at 93–5), when Plato was around seven years old, we should not exclude a covert allusion to him on that ground, as Taylor does, Commentary, 25: to do so would be to mistake the symbolic for the historical. Compare the Parmenides, set in 462/1 bc, when the ‘very young’ Socrates, chosen to articulate Plato’s earlier position on the metaphysics of Forms, was in fact aged eight, as is shown by J. Mansfeld, ‘Aristotle, Plato and the Preplatonic Doxography and Chronography’, in G. Cambiano (ed.), Storiografia e dossografia nella filosofia antica (Turin, 1986), 1–59 (repr. in J. Mansfeld, Studies in the Historiography of Greek Philosophy (Assen and Maastricht 1990), 22–83), at 41–5). Proclus’ objection to the identification with Plato (In Tim. 1. 20. 15–18 Diehl) is even weaker: he protests that this cannot be the bout of illness referred to in the Phaedo, because the latter occurred on Socrates’ last day. That Dercyllides did not mean this, but rather that the two occasions of absence due to sickness are pointedly similar to each other, is suggested by Proclus’ own wording, ‘Dercyllides [sc. thinks it is] Plato, because Plato also missed Socrates’ death due to illness’ (Δερκυλλίδης δὲ Πλάτωνα· τοῦτον γὰρ καὶ τῆς Σωκράτους ἀπολελεῖϕθαι τελευτῆς διὰ νόσον, In Tim. 1. 20. 9–11). See also n. 10 below.


6
 Those who hold this are not committed to making each main speaker a mere mouthpiece, with no other function. Undoubtedly Plato’s Socratic dialogues are also in some sense works about the historical figure Socrates, for example. In D. Sedley, The Midwife of Platonism: Text and Subtext in Plato’s Theaetetus (Oxford, 2004), I argue that the Socrates of the Theaetetus is decidedly not to be identified with Plato, but rather is portrayed as the midwife of major Platonic theses: even this, however, presupposes that readers are expected to know, from other dialogues, what Plato’s main philosophical beliefs are.


7
 Variously nuanced versions of this approach are developed by, for example, D. Nails, Agora, Academy, and the Conduct of Philosophy (Dordrecht, Boston, and London, 1995); R. Wardy, The Birth of Rhetoric (London, 1996), 52–6; J.M. Cooper (ed.), Plato, Complete Works [Plato] (Indianapolis and Cambridge, 1997), xvii–xxv; most of the contributors to G. Press (ed.), Who Speaks for Plato? Studies in Platonic Anonymity (Lanham, 2000); S. Peterson, Socrates and Philosophy in the Dialogues of Plato (Cambridge, 2011); and J. Frank, Poetic Justice: Rereading Plato’s Republic (Chicago, 2018). Arguments against some of those versions have been sketched by J. Beversluis, ‘A Defence of Dogmatism in the Interpretation of Plato’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 31 (2006), 31–85. In D. Sedley, ‘Divinization’, in P. Destrée and Z. Giannopoulou (eds.), Plato’s Symposium: A Critical Guide (Cambridge, 2017), 88–107, at 94–6, 106–7, I have sketched briefly the argument, set out at length in the present paper, for Plato’s ownership of the main Timaean doctrines.


8
 There is a contrived ambiguity as to whether or not the Timaeus conversation is being held the day after the Republic conversation: 17 c 1–19 b 2, summarizing yesterday’s conversation, obviously recounts the main conclusions of the Republic, other than in the patently false affirmation at 19 a 7–b 2 that it is a complete account; and at 21 a 2–3 we learn that today’s conversation, like the Republic’s, is being held during the festival of a goddess, who might in principle have been the same goddess Bendis (there is no evidence that the Bendidea did not continue for a second day), but does not seem to be (see e.g. F.M. Cornford (trans. and comm.), Plato’s Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plato (London, 1937; repr. Indianapolis, 1997), 4–5). Hence, if we were inclined to take Plato to be today’s unnamed absentee who was at yesterday’s encounter, there would be in the same opening exchange a further contrived ambiguity, as to whether Plato was present at the Republic conversation (if he was, it was as one of the ἄλλοι τινές at 327 c 2–3. His ambiguous presence at yesterday’s conversation was already symbolized by the unambiguous presence of his two half-brothers, the other two ‘sons of Ariston’, namely Adeimantus and Glaucon: at Rep. 4, 427 c 6–d 1 and 9, 580 b 9–c 5 the two main achievements of the dialogue are attributed by Socrates to ‘the son of Ariston’, meaning respectively Adeimantus and Glaucon, but with a clear authorial hint at Plato himself. Even those who doubt the web of allusions I am suggesting should surely recognize in this last point (on which see D. Sedley, ‘The Dramatis Personae of Plato’s Phaedo’, in T.J. Smiley (ed.), Philosophical Dialogues: Plato, Hume and Wittgenstein (Oxford, 1995), 3–26, at 4–5) evidence of Plato’s readiness to smuggle in covert self-references, thus licensing the interpretation of the Timaeus’ opening exchange proposed above. See also M. Rashed, ‘La mosaïque des philosophes de Naples: une représentation de l’académie platonicienne et son commanditaire’, in C. Noirot and N. Ordine (eds.), Omnia in uno: Hommage à Alain Segonds (Paris, 2013), 27–49, at 36–7, for the inspired proposal that the plane tree (platanos) present at the otherwise solitary conversation transcribed in the Phaedrus represents Plato as quasi-auditor. The same basic idea had been independently sketched in R. Zaslavsky, ‘A Hitherto Unremarked Pun in the Phaedrus’, Apeiron, 15 (1981), 115–16. Another authorial self-allusion is, I believe, Charmides 168 e 9–169 a 7, where Socrates acknowledges that in the present impasse a ‘great man’ is going to be needed, one who will go beyond what Socrates is capable of and determine which if any self-reflexive actions are possible, significantly including ‘self-moving motion’—a forward allusion to Plato’s metaphysics of soul in Phaedrus and Laws X.


9
 Not only Timaeus, of course, but also Critias and Hermocrates. I see no reason to doubt that all three speakers were in some sense to voice Plato’s views, but we can take the allusion to be primarily to Timaeus, who is after all chosen by Plato as the dialogue’s primary and eponymous speaker, and is the only one of the three who will deliver a full speech. Plato’s self-reference (like the examples in the previous note) should be read primarily as a concealed authorial allusion, no more than superficially warranted by the dramatic situation depicted.



10
 Thus for example M.F. Burnyeat, ‘First Words: A Valedictory Lecture’, Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society, 43 (1998), 1–20 (repr. in M.F. Burnyeat, Explorations in Ancient and Modern Philosophy, vol. ii (Cambridge, 2012), 305–26), at 15–16, a paper which should also be consulted for other interpretations of the Timaeus’ opening. Burnyeat’s own preferred decoding is that the chance absence of one participant symbolizes the incompleteness with which the created world will turn out to mimic its eternal model, thanks to the disruptive influence of the ‘wandering cause’ (48 a 7). I would happily incorporate this metaphysical motif too if I thought that Plato subscribed to such a doctrine on the intransigence of matter (against which see D. Sedley, Creationism and its Critics in Antiquity [Creationism] (Berkeley, 2007), 113–27). As regards the opening words, one can acknowledge their allusion to Pythagoreanism whether or not one agrees with L. Brisson, Le Même et l’autre dans la structure ontologique du Timée de Platon [Même] (Paris, 1974), e.g. 449, that the dialogue’s ensuing cosmology plays down Pythagorean arithmology in favour of spatial geometry.



11
 The above notion of partnership is hinted at in Socrates’ words, ‘Well then, isn’t it your job, and that of these others, also to play the missing person’s role on his behalf?’ (Οὐκοῦν σὸν τῶνδέ τε ἔργον καὶ τὸ ὑπὲρ τοῦ ἀπόντος ἀναπληροῦν μέρος, 17 a 6–7). This use of ‘also’ recognizes that Timaeus will speak for his own philosophical tradition and for Plato’s.



12
 Cooper, Plato, 1224–5, acknowledges that ‘Plato, as author of the work, is responsible for all Timaeus’ theories’, but warns against incautiously assuming them to represent Plato’s own current convictions, citing (a) Timaeus’ admission that cosmological theories fall short of certainty and (b) his partly rhetorical purposes, e.g. the wish to impress his audience. It seems to me that (a) is a matter of philosophical honesty, very far from compromising Plato’s doctrinal sincerity. As for (b), Timaeus’ concern at the opening (27 c 1–d 4) and close (Critias 106 a 1–b 7) of his speech is with pleasing not his human audience but the gods, who are presumably not fooled by insincerity.



13
 This point has been forcefully made by Stephen Menn in one or more as yet unpublished papers, and is illuminatingly substantiated by S. Broadie, Nature and Divinity in Plato’s Timaeus [Nature] (Cambridge, 2012), esp. chapters 3 and 4.



14
 Stobaeus 2. 49. 18–23 Wachsmuth-Hense, where we are told that Plato expresses the same doctrine of homoiōsis theōi in the Timaeus phusikōs (as well as Puthagorikōs, ‘Pythagoreanly’), in the Republic ēthikōs, and in the Theaetetus logikōs. The claim is thus the probably anachronistic one that the doctrine was distributed across the (primarily Hellenistic) threefold division of philosophy. Nevertheless, it seems to me, this application of the Aristotelian term phusikōs captures the purpose of the Timaeus better than any English equivalent.



15

DA 1. 1, 403a29–b1: διαϕερόντως δ’ἂν ὁρίσαιντο ὁ ϕυσικός τε καὶ ὁ διαλεκτικὸς ἕκαστον αὐτῶν, οἷον ὀργὴ τί ἐστιν· ὁ μὲν γὰρ ὄρεξιν ἀντιλυπήσεως ἤ τι τοιοῦτον, ὁ δὲ ζέσιν τοῦ περὶ καρδίαν αἵματος καὶ θερμοῦ.



16
 Although as early as the Gorgias (507 e 3–508 a 8), Plato had portrayed Socrates as leaning towards a Pythagorean world-view, and the philosophical importance of mathematics throughout his corpus needs no demonstration, it is probably uncontroversial that this outlook is significantly enhanced in Timaeus’ speech.



17
 According to a converse argument at Rep. 10, 611 a 4–9, if things could become immortal, since there is no reverse process of immortal things becoming mortal everything would (in the future) end up immortal (πάντα ἂν εἴη τελευτῶντα ἀθάνατα; cf. the wording at Phaedo 72 c 8–9 translated above: … τελευτῶντα πάντα τεθνάναι καὶ μηδὲν ζῆν). In neither passage is any reason given for excluding such a prospect, but I take the implication to be, both times, that that would be an irrational way to run a world.



18
 The most powerful defence of anti-literalism is M. Baltes, ‘Γέγονεν (Platon, Tim. 28 b 7): Ist die Welt real enstanden oder nicht?’, in K. Algra, P. van der Horst, and D. Runia (eds.), Polyhistor: Studies in the History and Historiography of Ancient Philosophy (Leiden, 1996), 76–96. Recent defenders of the literalist interpretation include Sedley, Creationism, 98–107 and Broadie, Nature. If I am right about the Phaedo argument, it provides further support for the literalist camp. For other indicators, outside the Timaeus, of Plato’s commitment to a literal creation, cf. A. Gregory, ‘Plato on Order from Chaos’, in E. Close, G. Couvalis, G. Frazis, M. Palaktsoglou, and M. Tsianikas (eds.), Greek Research in Australia: Proceedings of the Biennial International Conference of Greek Studies, Flinders University June 2007 (Adelaide, 2009), 47–54.



19
 Cf. n. 29 for one example.



20
 One of the aims of the present paper is to suggest that such diagnoses of Timaean innovations, widespread in the literature, are no more necessary than it is, under (7) below, to suppose that Timaeus’ physical analysis of false belief supersedes, rather than complements, the one in the Sophist. The point I am developing here is one I originally sketched in D. Sedley, ‘ “Becoming like God” in the Timaeus and Aristotle’, in T. Calvo and L. Brisson (eds.), Interpreting the ‘Timaeus’–‘Critias’ (Sankt Augustin, 1997), 327–39, at 337 = ‘The Ideal of Godlikeness’, in G. Fine (ed.), Plato 2: Ethics, Politics, Religion, and the Soul (Oxford, 1999), 309–28, at 327. It applies in some regards even to M. Rashed, ‘Plato’s Five Worlds Hypothesis (Tim. 55cd), Mathematics and Universals’, in R. Chiaradonna and G. Galluzzo (eds.), Universals in Ancient Philosophy (Pisa, 2013), 87–112, a brilliant study of Timaean mathematical ontology, but whose view that it includes a radical redrawing of the Platonic metaphysical map in response to the Parmenides’ participation and likeness puzzles seems to me unnecessary.



21

Parm. 130 c 1–e 4. Parmenides explicitly reprehends Socrates only for rejecting Forms of hair, mud, and dirt, but there is a strong implication that a fortiori his hesitation about man, fire, and water is mistaken.



22
 Timaeus’ speech does not merely make clear the necessity for there to be Forms of physical entities like fire and water, but also, by introducing the receptacle, seeks to explain how likenesses of these paradigms come to be present in the cosmos (51 b 2–52 b 7), thus addressing, phusikōs of course, the nature of the ‘participation’ relation, the most central of the issues raised by Parmenides in the opening pages of the Parmenides.



23
 This is principally due to the influential work of Gail Fine, esp. ‘Knowledge and Belief in Republic V’, Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie, 60 (1978), 121–39, repr. in G. Fine, Plato on Knowledge and Forms [Forms] (Oxford, 2003), 66–84, and ‘Knowledge and Belief in Republic V–VII’, in S. Everson (ed.) Epistemology (Oxford 1990), 85–115, repr. in Fine, Forms, 85–116. She does, in n. 3 of the former article, acknowledge the possible presence of the Two Worlds view at Timaeus 28 a–29 c, albeit without mention of the two other passages cited above.



24
 The benefits provided by hearing and sound in making logos possible are praised too, 47 c 4–7, although elsewhere Timaeus reaffirms from Theaetetus 189 e 6–190 a 8 and Sophist 263 e 3–264 a 2 (cf. Philebus 38 c 9–39 b 2) the equation of thought itself with silent internal conversation (on whose importance for Plato see A.G. Long, Conversation and Self-sufficiency in Plato (Oxford, 2013)), this latter being the mode of truly divine thought (37 b 5–6).



25
 With the following compare the invaluable analysis in G. Betegh, ‘Cosmic and Human Cognition in the Timaeus’, in J. Sisko (ed.), Philosophy of Mind in Antiquity (London, 2019), 120–40, and cf., for an earlier discussion linking the Sophist and Timaeus analyses of falsity, Brisson, Même, 431–8. As far as I have been able to find out, the large modern literature on Plato’s explanations of falsity has remained silent about the contribution made in Timaeus.



26
 See esp. T. Johansen, Plato’s Natural Philosophy [Natural] (Cambridge, 2004), 153–9, where he helpfully expresses the difference between the psychology of Republic and that of Timaeus as one of emphasis, not disagreement.



27
 In fact it is the only Platonic passage to equate the Socratic paradox that no one does wrong willingly with the denial of akrasia (or at any rate its variant akrateia, 86 d 6). In Laws 5, 731 d 3 and 734 b 5 the terminology of akrasia recurs, but this time without reference to its elimination from the explanation of wrongdoing. These latter two contexts do nevertheless attest (see 731 c 2–3, 734 b 4) that ‘No one does wrong willingly’ was itself a thesis maintained by Plato after the Timaeus, albeit—as shown by M. Schofield, ‘Injury, Injustice, and the Involuntary in the Laws’, in R. Kamtekar (ed.), Virtue and Happiness: Essays in Honour of Julia Annas (= Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, supplementary volume (2012)), 103–14, at 103–6—without its original intellectualist basis.



28
 E. Brown, ‘A Defense of Plato’s Argument for the Immortality of the Soul at Republic X 608 c–611 a’, Apeiron, 30 (1997), 211–38, at 217, 221–2, shows that the vices of the soul which according to this argument cannot destroy it are those diagnosed in book 4, based on the complex soul.



29
 Nor, for that matter, could he compatibly include the reason for immortality set out in the Phaedo’s Last Argument (102 a 9–107 a 1), where the soul is not just maximally durable but metaphysically and/or logically immune to destruction: it would follow that not even god can destroy it, a capacity which the Timaean Demiurge importantly does have. Plato having canvassed a diverse a range of ideas on the soul’s immortality (cf. D. Sedley, ‘Three Kinds of Platonic Immortality’, in D. Frede and B. Reis (eds.), Body and Soul in Ancient Philosophy (Berlin, 2009), 145–61), the Timaeus is our best indicator of how in retrospect he discriminated among them.



30
 The above does not purport to be a complete list. For example, one could add: thought as silent speech (see n. 24 above); the physical analyses of desires, fears, pleasures, and pains, with comparisons to Phaedo and Philebus (the proposed reading of Timaeus as physicalizing, rather than refashioning, earlier doctrines could I think be applied to the material very helpfully examined by H. Lorenz, ‘The Cognition of Appetite in Plato’s Timaeus’, in R. Barney, T. Brennan, and C. Brittain (eds.), Plato and the Divided Self [Self] (Cambridge, 2012), 238–58, and J. Moss, ‘Pictures and Passions in the Timaeus and Philebus’, in Barney, Brennan, and Brittain, Self, 259–80). See also n. 22 above. Even doctrines not finally endorsed in earlier dialogues may win qualified approval in Timaeus, for example, 72 a 4–6 (brought to my attention by Gábor Betegh), where two of the Charmides’ rejected definitions of sōphrosunē are endorsed as nevertheless correctly capturing necessary features of it.



31
 This possibility is recognized by Johansen, Natural, 173–4, although he rejects it on the ground that Timaeus’ epistemology does not elsewhere repeat or develop the point. Part of my reason for offering the present survey is to show that such brevity is no obstacle: cf. items (8) and (10), where a well-established Platonic and/or Socratic doctrine is likewise included just in passing, and we are left to work out its applicability elsewhere in Timaeus’ discourse.



32
 For the attractive possibility that the Philebus is a fifth dialogue to allude to Recollection, see N. Iwata, ‘Plato’s Recollection Argument in the Philebus’, Rhizomata 6, (2018), 189–212. By saying that Recollection ‘occurs’ in a dialogue, I mean that the doctrine is stated or alluded to there, not just that it can be thought to be silently presupposed, as has been said about, for example, the Theaetetus and even the Republic. For suggestions that recollection is silently presupposed by Timaeus’ cognitive psychology, cf. Taylor, Commentary, 267, and Brisson, Même, 440.
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 If most people recall this lesson less clearly, if at all, it will be because of the varying degrees of impurity in the mixture from which souls were created, 41 d 4–7.



34
 The Two Worlds epistemology of the Timaeus permits me to speak of knowledge, and not just true opinion, that god is good, because Plato’s demiurgic god is an intelligible being, in fact ‘the best of the intelligibles’ (37 a 1–2). But the details of his cosmogony, belonging as they do to the sensible realm, must be objects of true opinion only.



35
 It is true that the ‘supremely authoritative principle’ is one that we are advised to ‘accept from wise men’ (παρ᾽ ἀνδρῶν ϕρονίμων ἀποδεχόμενος, 30 a 1). This acknowledges the principle’s venerable history, which after all went back at least to Xenophanes, and had been channelled through the Xenophontic Socrates in particular, but it seems unlikely that the anonymous sages’ endorsement is meant to be the sole source of its authority. Indeed, the world’s supreme goodness is connected to the fact of its maker being ‘the best of the intelligibles’ (see previous note), and the relevant act of intellection, of god as the best being, is one that we are ourselves being invited to perform or endorse.



36
 For Forms as themselves ‘in nature’ (ἐν τῇ ϕύσει), cf. Phd. 103 b 5, Rep. 10, 597 b 4–598 a 3, Parm. 132 d 2.
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 E.g., most recently G. Fine, The Possibility of Inquiry. Meno’s Paradox from Socrates to Sextus (Oxford, 2014), at 110 and elsewhere.



38
 I do not mean to push this correspondence too far, since the two expositions, as is typical of Platonic myths, use different imagery, and should be allowed to retain a degree of autonomy. For example, at Meno 81 c it is because the soul ‘has been born many times’ and ‘seen the things here, those in Hades, and all things’ that its state of learning is complete, whereas the Timaeus narrative places all the learning in a single original lesson.









Plato on Pleasures Mixed with Pains:
An Asymmetrical Account

Mehmet M. Erginel




Scholarly opinion regarding the relation between the various treatments of pleasure within the Platonic corpus tends to focus on the ways in which the Philebus advances beyond Plato’s earlier views, this dialogue’s own problems notwithstanding. This assessment is, to a large extent, justified: the Philebus does, in many ways, advance well beyond what precedes it. It is the most detailed and sophisticated account of pleasure that Plato puts forward. The observations that even bodily desire belongs to the soul, and that pleasure may have truth-value as a propositional attitude, for instance, clearly reflect a greater degree of sophistication about desire and pleasure. But the undeniable progress seems to have obscured the lines of continuity between the relevant dialogues, and the debt of the later works to the earlier ones has not been sufficiently appreciated.1



What I wish to focus on in this paper is the extent to which Plato’s views concerning pleasure and pain remain consistent throughout the relevant dialogues, in ways that have not been adequately brought to light in the literature. It has been acknowledged that versions of what has been called the ‘replenishment’ or ‘restoration’ model of pleasure can be found in the Gorgias, the Republic, the Timaeus, and the Philebus. Yet the full extent of the continuity between these versions of the model has gone unrecognized, in particular with respect to the psychological account of pain, and therefore of impure pleasure—pleasure that is mixed with pain. I aim to show that Plato’s last extended treatment of pleasure in the Philebus preserves, in more sophisticated form, the core psychological account that was operational in the Gorgias, the Republic, and the Timaeus, which arguably mark different stages in the maturation of the same model.2 More specifically, I shall argue that, contrary to the scholarly consensus, all four dialogues agree that a necessary condition for pain is a state of imbalance or disharmony rather than a process of destruction or deterioration. Given that the restoration model takes pleasure to be possible only during a process of restoration, it follows that the model’s account of pleasure and pain are strikingly asymmetrical. Crucially for Platonic moral psychology, it also follows that impure pleasures can be mixed with pain not only sequentially but also simultaneously. This consequence is of great significance for a range of views that Plato defends, most importantly the thesis that pure pleasures are always more pleasant than impure pleasures. I hope to establish that the reading defended here is not only better supported by the textual evidence but also more charitable, attributing to Plato a more sophisticated and compelling set of views about pleasure, pain, and desire.




1. Whence cometh pain?


The Republic and Philebus stand out among the four works, since in these two dialogues Plato offers an account of pleasure and pain, as well as a discussion of the role of pleasure in a good life (the latter dialogue doing so in a significantly more detailed way).3 The Gorgias and the Timaeus, on the other hand, have a more narrowly circumscribed interest in pleasure and pain, Plato’s purposes being served without a full-fledged account.4 In both the Republic and the Philebus Plato draws a distinction between impure and pure (καθαραί) pleasures—pleasures that are mixed with pain and not mixed with pain, respectively. The distinction is important for Platonic moral psychology since it is important for Plato, in both works, to establish that pure pleasures are superior to impure pleasures qua pleasures, because they are pure.

In the Republic, this discussion occurs in the context of Plato’s third proof of the central thesis that the just man is happier than the unjust: in what he regards as the ‘greatest and most decisive’ (9, 583 b 6–7) argument for this thesis, Plato offers two distinct criteria for the evaluation of pleasure, the first on the basis of purity and the second on truth. According to both criteria, Plato argues, the pleasures of the philosopher—who has earlier in the Republic turned out to be identical to the just person—are the most pleasant.5 The criterion of purity yields this result by showing that only the philosopher’s pleasures are pure, all others being impure, i.e. mixed with pain. For the purposes of this paper I leave aside the criterion of truth, except to note that it ranks pleasures with respect to their truth, or reality, on the basis of the ‘degrees of reality’ theory, a component of the theory of Forms put forward in the central books of the Republic.6

Given the absence of the Forms in the Philebus—whether or not because they have been abandoned—it is unsurprising that this approach to evaluating pleasure does not figure in it, although the Philebus introduces other ways of speaking of the truth of pleasures, most interestingly by treating pleasures as propositional attitudes bearing truth-value.7 This has been fertile ground for scholarship, though again, I leave it aside to focus on the purity of pleasure, and the way in which it may be mixed with pain.8 Having introduced and discussed the pleasures that are mixed with pains (45 a–50 d), Plato raises the possibility of pleasures that are not so mixed—pure pleasures—at 51 b–52 d. Here he compares the two kinds of pleasure, and declares the pure pleasures to be superior in that only they belong to the class of things possessing measure or limit (τῶν ἐμμέτρων, 52 d 1). The crucial upshot of this is as follows:


καὶ σύμπασα ἡδονὴ σμικρὰ μεγάλης καὶ ὀλίγη πολλῆς, καθαρὰ λύπης, ἡδίων καὶ ἀληθεστέρα καὶ καλλίων γίγνοιτ’ ἄν.9 (53 b 10–c 2)

any pleasure that is unmixed with pain, however small in size or number, would be pleasanter, truer, and more beautiful than impure pleasure that is great in size or number.

The ranking of the goods at the end of the Philebus (66 a–67 b), moreover, makes room only for pure pleasures, excluding all others from the list.10

In both the Republic and the Philebus, therefore, Plato makes bold claims of great significance for the dialogue’s primary concerns, about the superior pleasantness of pure pleasures compared to pleasures that are mixed with pain. It would seem rather important for the interpretation and assessment of these claims, then, to investigate the nature of pain, and the precise manner in which it comes to be mixed with some pleasures. Yet scholars have shown surprisingly little interest in pain in these works, and most of what has been written follows a line of interpretation that, I believe, misrepresents Plato’s thought.11 This misrepresentation, moreover, is uncharitable to Plato, as it saddles him with an implausible view of pain and renders his claims on the subject much less appealing. We would do well, then, to heed Plato’s own instruction that ‘we cannot adequately examine pleasure separately from pain’ (Phileb., 31 b 5–6).

The received view of Plato’s thought on pain has been endorsed most prominently in Frede’s influential work on the Philebus. On her interpretation of the Philebus, pleasure and pain are ‘identified with’ the processes of restoration and destruction or disintegration, respectively, of the natural and harmonious condition of a living organism.12 The key passage on which this identification rests is 31 a 8–32 b 4, especially 32 a 9–b 4:


τὸ ἐκ τῆς ἀπείρου καὶ πέρατος κατὰ ϕύσιν ἔμψυχον γεγονὸς εἶδος, ὅπερ ἔλεγον ἐν τῷ πρόσθεν, ὅταν μὲν τοῦτο ϕθείρηται, τὴν μὲν ϕθορὰν λύπην εἶναι, τὴν δ’ εἰς τὴν αὑτῶν οὐσίαν ὁδόν, ταύτην δὲ αὖ πάλιν τὴν ἀναχώρησιν πάντων ἡδονήν.

Whenever the natural combination of the unlimited and the limit that forms a live organism, as I explained before, is destroyed, this destruction is (a) pain, while the return towards its own nature, this general restoration, is (a) pleasure.13

Frede takes this passage to mean that pleasure and pain are opposed processes, moving towards, and away from, the harmonious condition, respectively.14 She notes that a number of qualifications are introduced later in the dialogue, namely that these processes must be perceived for there to be pleasure and pain (a point to which I will return shortly) and that memory and desire play an important role in these processes. Pleasure and pain are therefore not identical to, and cannot be defined as, simply the processes of restoration and destruction. Frede leaves it unclear whether she ultimately endorses a qualified definition or identity statement, yet a crucial feature remains constant in her interpretation, concerning the necessary conditions for pleasure and pain: the processes of restoration and destruction are necessary conditions for pleasure and pain, respectively. On this symmetrical analysis of pleasure and pain, pleasure occurs only during the process of restoration while pain occurs only during the process of destruction.

The pleasure component of this view is undoubtedly of great interest, but it is the pain component that is the main concern of the present paper. This view of pain may be called the ‘process’ view of pain, since on this view pain occurs only during a particular process: that of the destruction of the natural state.15 Frede’s interpretation of pain in the Philebus as a process has not been challenged in the recent literature as far as I am aware, and it has been endorsed by those who have addressed the issue. Thus Evans, Arenson, Fletcher, Harte, Whiting, and Price take it as evident that pain should be understood in accordance with the process view.16Against this view, I would like to put forward what we may call the ‘state’ view of pain, according to which the necessary condition for pain is not a process of destruction but rather a state of disharmony, the absence of the natural and harmonious state. On this alternative interpretation, pain may occur during both of the processes of destruction and restoration since the state of imbalance or lack of harmony obtains in both cases. Given the traditional view of pleasure as occurring exclusively during processes of restoration, the state view of pain construes pleasure and pain asymmetrically: it pairs the process of restoration not with the process of destruction, but rather with a state of disharmony.17 I aim to show, in what follows, that the scholarly consensus around the process view of pain is untenable, and that it is rather the state view of pain that we find in the Philebus as well as in the earlier works tackling the subject, namely the Gorgias, the Republic, and the Timaeus.



To clarify the contrast between the process and state views of pain, we may consider what they entail with respect to one of Plato’s favourite examples in this context: thirst. On the process view, the pain of thirst may exist only while we are ‘emptying’, getting increasingly thirsty, given that the relevant process of destruction is a necessary condition for any pain. In other words, it is not possible to experience the pain of thirst while we are drinking and thereby restoring our body’s harmonious state, during which process pleasure alone may exist. The state view, on the other hand, allows the pain of thirst both while getting increasingly dehydrated and while we rehydrate. It follows from this that pain does not have to cease suddenly when we begin to rehydrate.

It should be obvious that these two views about pain also yield very different results about the nature of mixed pleasures: on the process view, pleasure and pain cannot be experienced simultaneously with respect to the same condition, given that the former can only be experienced during the process of restoration, while the latter can only be experienced during the process of deterioration. The process view allows, of course, the simultaneous mixture of pleasures and pains that arise independently, due to the processes of restoration and destruction occurring with respect to distinct conditions or natural states.18 It does not allow, however, the simultaneous mixture of a pleasure and the corresponding pain, resulting from the processes of restoration and destruction with respect to the same natural state, given that one cannot undergo both processes with respect to the same natural state at the same time.19 Consequently, mixed pleasures can be mixed only in the sense of pain preceding and following the corresponding pleasure, that is, as sequential mixtures.20 On the state view, on the other hand, the pleasure and the corresponding pain can coexist during the process of restoration. Mixed pleasures, therefore, may consist of pleasures that are not only sequentially but also simultaneously mixed with the corresponding pain.21 The significance of this difference will become clearer below.22




2. Fundamentals of the restoration model



Any attempt to understand Plato’s account of pleasure and pain in terms of restoration and destruction needs to address two basic issues: the extent to which this model occurs in Plato’s dialogues, and the further condition that the restoration or destruction in question be perceived.23




2.1. The restoration model in the Platonic corpus


The account of pleasure and pain in terms of restoration and destruction, respectively, is found not only in the Philebus, but also in the other works mentioned above—the Gorgias, the Republic, and the Timaeus—at varying degrees of sophistication. ‘The restoration model’, as we may call it, appears in the Timaeus in virtually identical form to what the Philebus offers:


τὸ μὲν παρὰ ϕύσιν καὶ βίαιον γιγνόμενον ἁθρόον παρ’ ἡμῖν πάθος ἀλγεινόν, τὸ δ’ εἰς ϕύσιν ἀπιὸν πάλιν ἁθρόον ἡδύ. (Timaeus 64 c 8–d 2)


An unnatural affection that occurs within us violently and suddenly is painful, while a sudden return to the natural state, is pleasant.24

Leaving aside for the moment the question whether pain should be understood in terms of the process or state view, it seems clear from this and surrounding passages that pain occurs in the absence of the natural state (ἀλλοτριούμενα μὲν λύπας, 64 e 6–65 a 1), while pleasure occurs during the restoration of, or the return to (καθιστάμενα δὲ εἰς τὸ αὐτὸ πάλιν ἡδονάς, 65 a 1), the natural state.25 This framework for explaining the nature of pleasure and pain is in complete agreement with the model we find at 31 a 8–32 b 4 and elsewhere in the Philebus. In the Gorgias and the Republic, on the other hand, we find what may be considered relatively rudimentary versions of the model, in terms of ‘filling’ (πλήρωσις) rather than restoration. In the Gorgias, the model appears briefly, in the context of Socrates’ argument against Callicles’ hedonism. In the course of this argument (to which I return below), Socrates obtains Callicles’ consent regarding two theses that capture the filling model: (a) the filling (πλήρωσις) of a lack, such as drinking when thirsty, is pleasure (496 e 1–4), and (b) every lack (ἔνδεια) and appetite is painful (496 d 3–4). In Republic 9, similarly, we find that (a) being filled (πληροῦσθαι) with what is proper to our nature is pleasant (585 d 11), while (b) hunger, thirst, and the like are a kind of emptiness or emptying (κένωσις)26 related to the body’s state (585 a 8–b 1). Every pleasure, Plato argues in the Republic, results from a filling (πλήρωσις, 585 b 9), which involves an empty vessel that is being filled (τὸ πληρούμενον, 587 d 7), while pain results from the loss of the fullness of this vessel.27

While we may plausibly take Plato to operate with the same restoration model throughout, the Timaeus and the Philebus offer a more advanced version of that model than what we find in the Gorgias and the Republic. To be sure, Plato treats pleasure as a plērōsis in the Timaeus (e.g. 65 a 3–4) and the Philebus (e.g. 31 e 8, 42 c 9–d 3) as well. Yet it is important that this is not the only concept at his disposal, since the ‘filling’ model is not equally appropriate for all cases, and construing pleasure and pain in terms of the restoration and destruction of a natural state makes better sense of many cases, such as the pain caused by extreme heat and the pleasure of being cooled. It is evident that, in such cases, describing the pain and the pleasure in terms of a lack and a filling, respectively, is rather metaphorical and not sufficiently explanatory: being too hot is not helpfully described as a lack, and likewise for describing cooling down as a filling. It should be clear that what has been said here is compatible with both the process and state views of pain.

We may see in the above passages the basis for the standard view that ‘although Plato’s theory of pleasure clearly evolved over time, his overall understanding of pleasure as replenishment remained unchanged’.28 Thus the standard view has been that the restoration model is meant to account for all pleasure, in all the works where it occurs. Yet a number of scholars have denied that Plato takes a single model to be applicable to all kinds of pleasure.29 In this paper, however, I refrain from tackling this thorny issue, since I am interested in the psychology of pleasure and pain as understood in Plato’s restoration model: if indeed he believes that some pleasures fall outside the scope of the restoration model, these also fall outside the scope of the present paper.

I am, moreover, concerned primarily with the restoration model’s construal of pain and pleasure that is mixed with pain, whereas the purported cases of non-restorative pleasure are typically pure pleasures. Critics of the standard view also point out, however, that Plato does not, in the Philebus, apply the restoration model to non-bodily pleasures and pains, adding that it does not seem ‘appropriate’ to do so.30 While it is true that Plato’s treatment of the impure pleasures and pains belonging to the soul at 47 d–50 d does not explicitly apply the restoration model, it is far from obvious that we are not expected to extend the model to cover the psychic cases. Explaining such cases as the pain of malice and the pleasure of malicious laughter in terms of the destruction and restoration of a natural psychic state would not be a stretch for Plato, given that he would classify a malicious (i.e. non-virtuous) person as being in a sub-optimal psychic state. In fact, the text of the Philebus strongly favours extending the restoration model to psychic pains and impure pleasures, given: (a) the seamless transition at 47 d 5 from the treatment of impure bodily pleasures as restorative to the impure pleasures of the soul, without any indication of leaving behind the restoration model; (b) the explicit reference at 47 d 8–9 to the earlier remark about the existence of completely psychic impure pleasures, which occurs in a context where the restoration model was clearly being employed (46 b 8–c 1); (c) the treatment of all impure pleasures—including the psychic ones—as a family or tribe (συγγενεῖς, 46 b 5), to be offered a common explanation; and (d) the complete absence of an alternative account or model for impure psychic pleasures. Whether or not some, or all, pure pleasures are non-restorative, therefore, it seems fair to conclude that the nature of the competition—impure pleasure, both bodily and psychic—depends on how pain is understood by the restoration model.31




2.2. The perception condition


What I have said so far does not represent a complete description of pain according to the process and state views, for the same reason that pleasure is not simply the process of restoring the harmonious condition. This is because Plato imposes a further condition on both pleasure and pain, that the phenomenon in question be perceived by the soul. It is a well-known feature of the Philebus that Plato introduces the perception condition at 43 b–d, where we are told that it is not any ‘downward and upward’—destructive and restorative—change that causes pain and pleasure, respectively, but rather such changes that are also sufficiently large or strong (μεγάλαι).32 The reason for this is that, of the many changes they undergo, living organisms perceive (αἰσθάνεται) only those that are sufficiently large or strong, while the moderate and small or weak ones (μέτριαί τε καὶ σμικραί) escape our notice. Plato’s example of an unperceived change sheds light on his taxonomy: we do not perceive growing (αὐξανόμενοι, 43 b 2), presumably because it happens too gradually, indicating that the magnitude in question concerns both the size of the change and the time it takes. It follows that even if everything is always in flux—as the wise men mentioned at 43 a claim—we will experience neither pleasure nor pain (thus being in a neutral state) when the change occurring is too small and/or too slow to be perceived.33

It is worth noting that the perception condition for pleasure and pain was also in place in the Timaeus. When Plato sets out to explain the causes of bodily pleasure and pain, he explains how perception of changes in the appropriate body parts take place, as follows:


τὸ μὲν γὰρ κατὰ ϕύσιν εὐκίνητον, ὅταν καὶ βραχὺ πάθος εἰς αὐτὸ ἐμπίπτῃ, διαδίδωσιν κύκλῳ μόρια ἕτερα ἑτέροις ταὐτὸν ἀπεργαζόμενα, μέχριπερ ἂν ἐπὶ τὸ ϕρόνιμον ἐλθόντα ἐξαγγείλῃ τοῦ ποιήσαντος τὴν δύναμιν. (64 b 3–6)


When what is easily moved by nature is contacted by even a small affection, the affection is passed on in a chain reaction, one part affecting another in the same way as it was affected, until it reaches the center of consciousness and proclaims the property that produced the reaction.

In line with the Philebus account, moreover, we are told that changes that are intense and sudden are perceived, whereas those that are ‘mild and gradual’ (ἠρέμα καὶ κατὰ σμικρόν) are not (64 d 2–3). Less widely recognized, however, is that an embryonic version of the perception condition can be found in Republic 9. In the context of explaining the difference between pleasure and the cessation of pain, Plato argues that both pleasure and pain are, as they arise in the soul, a kind of motion, whereas the intermediate state between them is a calm state (ἡσυχία) where no such motion exists (583 e 9–584 a 2). Even a bodily pleasure or pain, Plato suggests, involves a psychic motion, which we may reasonably understand as referring to perception, though the dense account in Book 9 has no room for the details.34

At this point, we may state the difference between the process and state views with greater clarity, as alternative views of the conditions under which pain can occur. Given the common understanding that pleasure occurs only when the process of restoration is perceived, the former view takes pain to occur, symmetrically, only when the process of deterioration is perceived. The latter view, by contrast, takes pain to occur only when the absence of the natural state is perceived, whether the process of destruction or restoration is taking place.35 On the state view, therefore, impure pleasures can consist of a simultaneous mixture of pleasure and pain because pleasure results from the perceived restoration while pain results, at the same time, from the perceived distance from the natural state.36 It is worth emphasizing that the alternative views are not construed as definitions of pain, since a variety of definitions are possible under each view.37 I leave aside, for the present purposes, what Plato takes the definition of pain to be, focusing rather on a particular necessary condition of pain and whether it should be understood in terms of a process or a state.




3. General considerations in favour of the state view



In this section I put forward, before addressing the textual evidence in each of the four dialogues separately, two general considerations in favour of interpreting Plato as endorsing the state view of pain.




3.1. The principle of charity


The first general consideration that I would like to raise in favour of attributing to Plato the state view of pain derives from the principle of charity: all other things being equal, we ought to prefer interpreting Plato as holding this view, since it is by far the more plausible view of pain. The notion that we experience pain only during the process of deterioration strikes me as implausible, since it seems implausible that pain disappears completely as soon as restoration begins. According to the process view of pain, my pain of hunger—which would actually be the pain of getting increasingly hungry—ceases completely as soon as the process of filling my stomach begins, even if I had been starving to death. To be more specific, on this view the pain ceases as soon as the perceived process of getting emptier comes to an end, whether or not I have started to perceive a process of filling or restoration. Consider, moreover, cases of severe pain, such as being stretched on a rack or exposed to extreme heat. The process view would have us believe that the pain in such cases ends as soon as the person is no longer deteriorating perceptibly, for instance, because the tension of the rack is being gradually reduced, or the temperature is dropping slowly. There would also be no pain at all if the person could be kept at the same level of destruction or even further deteriorating but with too little variation in the level of destruction to be perceived.38 Plato’s model, moreover, applies to all kinds of pain, including pains involved in bodily injury, which can only be painful while the injury (i.e. the destruction process) is taking place according to the process view. In a case of spraining one’s ankle, for instance, this view takes pain to exist only during the brief moment when the spraining occurs, while the lengthy healing process, which begins immediately afterwards, is supposed to be painless. As anyone who has torn a ligament knows, however, there is much pain on the path to recovery.

It may be pointed out, on the other hand, that the process view does more justice to many ordinary pleasures of satisfying a desire, which may appear extremely, or even purely, pleasant. Having a wholesome meal when moderately hungry and at the speed one wishes, for instance, one may think that the pleasure far outweighs the pain, or that the experience contains no pain at all. On such matters we may encounter a clash of intuitions, and I do not intend to adjudicate between them here. It should be pointed out, however, that there is a concrete difference between the arguably counterintuitive entailments of the state and process views: Plato is well aware of the lure of impure pleasures, and makes significant effort to explain why people may mistakenly believe that impure pleasures are extremely pleasant or even purely pleasant (e.g. at Rep. 9, 583 d–584 d and Phileb. 45 b–c). By contrast, he has no interest in defending the claim that pain disappears completely whenever restoration begins. Supposing that we face a psychologically counterintuitive result on either view, we ought to attribute to Plato the one that he is prepared to defend—whether successfully or not—rather than treating him as unaware of, and unprepared to defend his position against, the counterintuitive consequences of the view.

In evaluating the plausibility or otherwise of Plato’s position, we should also keep in mind the distinction between a variety of pleasures and pains that may co-occur during what appears to be a single experience, such as drinking or getting thirsty: when Plato discusses thirst and the concomitant pain, he has in mind solely the perceived dehydration of one’s body (31 e 10–32 a 1). Parallel to this pain, we may experience a pain associated with the fear that we may die of dehydration, which would disappear altogether as soon as we have found a source that supplies water (even if the source provides water slowly and it will take time to quench our thirst). There may be, therefore, some pain related to dehydration and rehydration that ceases completely as soon as the restoration process begins. But to claim, as the process view must, that the pain of thirst or dehydration also ceases at this point is an altogether different matter.39




3.2. The ancient medical tradition


The second point I would like to raise is interpretive in a broad sense: it concerns not the ideas found in Plato’s texts as such—to which I turn in the following sections—but the genealogy of those ideas. The restoration model that, as we have seen, Plato employs consistently across the relevant works appears to be based on widely held views in the ancient medical tradition, with which he would have been familiar. Taylor represents the commonly held view in arguing that the restoration model has its roots in Alcmaeon’s doctrine that health consists in the balance of bodily opposites.40 In a similar vein, Cornford contends that the account in the Timaeus of bodily health and disease largely follows the medical views of the time: ‘the fundamental notion of nearly all Greek medicine was that health depends on a due balance of proportioned mixture of the ultimate constituents of the body. Where the schools differed was on the question, what these ultimate constituents are’ (1935, 332).

That Plato’s restoration model is rooted in the ancient medical tradition appears plain enough, but it has not been recognized that this connection provides further reason to reject the process view of pain. Crucially for our purposes, disease and the attendant pains were understood in this tradition as resulting from a lack of balance and not some process of destruction of the balanced state. The author of Diseases IV, for instance, offers a version of the restoration model and explains the pain caused by an imbalance (excess) of phlegm:


εἰ δὲ ἐν τῇ κεϕαλῇ μείνειε, πολλὸν ἂν πόνον παράσχοι τῇ κεϕαλῇ, ἐν τῇσι ϕλεψὶν ἐόν· εἰ δὲ ὀλίγον, οὐκ ἂν ποιήσειε τοῦτο.41 (35. 20–2)


If [much of it] were to remain in the head, it would cause the head much pain, being in the veins; while it would not do this if the quantity were small.42

Philistion of Locri, on the other hand, maintains that we consist of the four elements—fire, air, water, and earth—each of which has its own power: hot, cold, moist, and dry, respectively. Diseases, accordingly, result from an imbalance of these powers, such as an excess of heat, and not from the process of becoming too hot.43 While this thesis is about diseases, which lead to pains, the hot and the cold are taken up explicitly in relation to pain in the Hippocratic Ancient Medicine:


ὃν μὲν ἂν δήπου χρόνον μεμιγμένα αὐτὰ ἑωυτοῖς ἅμα τὸ θερμόν τε καὶ ψυχρὸν ἐνῇ, οὐ λυπεῖ. κρῆσις γὰρ καὶ μετριότης τῷ μὲν θερμῷ γίνεται ἀπὸ τοῦ ψυχροῦ, τῷ δὲ ψυχρῷ ἀπὸ τοῦ θερμοῦ. ὅταν δ᾽ ἀποκριθῇ χωρὶς ἑκάτερον, τότε λυπεῖ. (16. 3–7)


So long as the hot and cold in the body are mixed up together, they cause no pain. For the hot is tempered and moderated by the cold, and the cold by the hot. But when either is entirely separated from the other, then it causes pain.44

Here we find that pain is absent when the hot and the cold are mixed, but present when they are separated. Pain does not, then, occur only during a process of destruction—getting too hot or too cold—but rather during the state of imbalance, whether one is moving away from balance or returning to it. It seems safe to conclude, therefore, that the precursor of Plato’s restoration model in the medical tradition construes pain as occurring in a state of imbalance, during the processes of restoration and destruction alike, as the state view maintains.




4. Gorgias


In the Gorgias, Socrates presents a complex and remarkable argument against Calliclean hedonism at 496 b–497 a, which turns out to contain the core of what I have called the state view of pain. The argument proceeds as follows, the translation reconstructed from the original format of questions and answers, by Socrates and Callicles, respectively:




1. Doing well and doing badly are opposites (τοὐναντίον, 495 e 2–4).


2. Opposites do not exist in the same thing at the same time, nor does the same thing lose opposites at the same time (495 e 6–9).45




3. Hunger and thirst are, themselves, painful (πεινῆν αὐτὸ ἀνιαρόν … καὶ τὸ διψῆν, 496 d 1–2).


4. Every lack and desire, therefore, is painful (ἅπασαν ἔνδειαν καὶ ἐπιθυμίαν ἀνιαρὸν εἶναι, 496 d 3–4).46


5. The filling of a lack (πλήρωσις τῆς ἐνδείας), such as drinking when thirsty, is pleasure (496 e 1–4).47


6. During the filling of a lack we experience a pleasure and a pain, in the same place and at the same time (λυπούμενον χαίρειν … ἅμα, 496 e 4–6).


7. But it is impossible to do well and do badly at the same time (496 e 9–497 a 1).


8. Therefore, pleasure and pain are not the same things as doing well and doing badly (497 a 3–5).



This is then supplemented with the following:




9. Moreover, desires and the pain they involve cease at the same time as (ἅμα παύεται) the pleasure of satisfying the appetite (497 c 6–d 1).


10. But it is impossible for goods and evils to cease together (497 d 1–3).


11. Therefore, once again, pleasures and pains are not the same things as goods and evils (497 d 4–5).



We encounter here, among other things, a clear and explicit rejection of the process view of pain, and an endorsement of the state view (at least insofar as the pains involved in the desires in question are concerned).48 Socrates’ anti-hedonist argument turns on the understanding that pleasure and the related pain coexist and cease at the same time, the pain of hunger and the pleasure of eating coexisting, for instance, and ceasing together when fullness is achieved. This, according to the argument, is precisely why hedonism is wrong, since doing well and doing badly, being opposites, cannot coexist in the same thing at the same time, nor can they be acquired or lost by the same thing at the same time.49

It can be seen that the model put forward in the course of this argument contains two fundamental theses about desire that jointly entail the falsity of the process view of pain and confirm the state view:


The pain thesis: all desires (such as hunger and thirst) are painful.50


The lack thesis: all desires are lacks.

It follows from these two theses that desires persist as long as there is some lack, even if some filling has begun, and that since all desires are painful, pain too persists during the filling process, thus contradicting the process view. The first thesis is stated explicitly at (4), as following from the agreement at (3) that hunger and thirst are painful. It is less obvious from those lines (496 d 1–4), however, that the second thesis is being affirmed, since Socrates could conceivably have meant that all lacks and all desires are painful, without implying that all desires are lacks. But this would be very odd, given that he presents the joint general statement (that every lack and desire is painful) as following from the painfulness of hunger and thirst, which are desires that are obviously lacks. Insofar as we can generalize from the cases of hunger and thirst, Socrates seems to suggest, desires are lacks, affirming the lack thesis. The outstanding feature of this argument for our purposes is that the state view of pain entailed by the two theses is stated explicitly in the following lines, at (5)–(6), where Socrates argues that thirst, and the concomitant pain, continue while we take pleasure in drinking, which constitutes a filling of the lack in question. At (9), moreover, Socrates reaffirms that when the pleasure of satisfying an appetite ceases, so does the appetite itself, along with the pain that it involves.51

An interpretive difficulty regarding this passage is that Plato does not specify the scope of the desires (ἐπιθυμίαι) in question. It is possible, in principle, that the analysis offered here is meant to apply to all desire, and not any particular subset.52 Such a thesis would be bold but also rather unappealing, due to both its implausibility as a psychological thesis and its inconsistency with what Plato says elsewhere. It would be implausible, I believe, to claim that all desires are painful lacks, since at least some intellectual desires appear to be painless. The decisive point, however, is that in Republic 9, there clearly are pure pleasures resulting from the satisfaction of painless desires (filling painless lacks), namely the desires of the rational part of the soul.53 As scholars have noted, the Gorgias does not provide sufficient evidence to determine the precise scope of the desires intended in this argument.54 But it is important to recognize that this vagueness does not pose a threat to Socrates’ argument, since even a small subset of painful desire—the satisfaction of which involves the coexistence of pleasure and pain—would suffice to refute the hedonistic thesis at issue. Given the dialectical role of the argument, and that no claim is made to offer a general account of pleasure and pain (or desire), the argument succeeds as long as it appeals to the pleasures (and pains) with which Callicles is familiar, and obtains his consent that pleasure and pain coexist, and cease together. More importantly for our purposes, the process view of pain is rejected regardless of the scope of the desires in question, since this view categorically rules out the possibility of pain occurring during the restoration process. The state view, on the other hand, is confirmed here even if the analysis is meant to apply only to a subset of desire: this view maintains that pain may occur during the restoration process, not that it always does.55 It seems evident, therefore, that the state view of pain is employed within the Gorgias. What remains to be seen is whether in later dialogues, Plato continues to operate with this understanding of pain, or abandons it in favour of the process view, as scholars tend to suppose.




5. Republic



Plato’s discussion of pleasure and pain in the Republic is markedly different from what we found in the Gorgias: by contrast with the limited goal and unclear scope of the analysis in the earlier dialogue, here Plato offers a general account in the course of developing the third and most decisive proof of the central thesis that the just man is happier than the unjust. Yet the Republic passage contains several indications that Plato means to remind the reader of the Gorgias. One of these indications is the remark at 9, 586 b 3–4 that those who pursue the inferior kinds of pleasure—such as the appetitive pleasures of eating, drinking, and sex—are trying in vain to fill a leaking vessel. This strongly echoes the metaphor employed at Gorgias 493 b–c, where Socrates argues that the part of the soul where the insatiable appetites (ἐπιθυμίαι) of fools are located is like a leaking jar, such that the quest to fill it is hopeless. Second, as noted earlier, the simplistic version of the restoration model in terms of filling (πλήρωσις) a lack, which features prominently in the Republic (585 a–e), makes an earlier appearance in the Gorgias passage that we have examined.

The most complicated reference to the Gorgias, however, is also the earliest one: at the beginning of the third proof, Socrates claims that pleasure and pain are opposites (583 c 3–8), when the argument against Calliclean hedonism turned precisely on pleasure and pain not being opposites. This could be taken to mark a shift in Plato’s position (or reveal an inconsistency), but it seems, rather, to make a more nuanced point: prior to this remark Plato mentions (583 b 4), and in what follows introduces (584 a 12–c 1), a class of pleasures that he had not addressed in the Gorgias: the pure pleasures that belong to the rational part of the soul. These pleasures, unlike those discussed in the Gorgias passage, do not coexist with pains, nor do they cease together with pains. The reasons, therefore, why the pleasures addressed in that argument—those of eating and drinking—could not be opposites of pains do not apply in the case of pure pleasures. The pleasures that are mixed with pain, which had failed to be opposites with pain in the Gorgias argument, are in Republic 9 claimed to be impure and inferior pleasures (586 a) that are, given the criterion of truth, also less trustworthy and less true (ἀπιστοτέρας ἂν ἡδονῆς καὶ ἧττον ἀληθοῦς, 585 e 4). Rather than indicating a retraction of his earlier view, then, Plato’s claim that pleasure and pain are opposites signals the introduction of pure pleasures, and is perfectly consistent with the treatment of impure pleasures in the Gorgias.56



It is worthwhile, I believe, to note the references to the Gorgias and trace the lines of continuity between the two works, not only for its own sake but also because it helps us recognize also the continuity with respect to the state view of pain. While the treatment of pleasure and pain in Republic 9 is denser, the text provides us with sufficient evidence that Plato maintains the same view of pain here.57 I take the most salient pieces of evidence for this interpretation to be the following.




5.1. A mistake about pleasure


Having identified pleasure and pain as opposites, Plato notes that there is, midway between them, a neutral or calm state (ἡσυχία, 583 c 7–8). On the basis of this distinction between three hedonic values—positive, negative, and neutral—Plato proceeds to explain two kinds of mistake that people commonly make about pleasure: (a) thinking that the cessation of pain (παῦλαν λύπης) is pleasure (584 b 1–3); and (b) thinking that liberation from pain (λύπης ἀπαλλαγήν), i.e. impure pleasure, is pure pleasure (584 b 9–c 2). Leaving the second mistake aside for now, a consideration of the first mistake reveals a grave difficulty for the process view. Plato explains that people make this mistake because we evaluate our experiences by comparison with our experiences immediately preceding the current one: he points out at 584 a 7–9 that the neutral state appears pleasant when it is next to a painful experience (παρὰ τὸ ἀλγεινόν) while the same neutral state appears painful when it is next to a pleasant experience. But this explanation makes sense only if we assume the state view of pain, for only on this view does arriving at the neutral state constitute a cessation of pain, for instance, the pain of hunger ceasing when we reach fullness, which yields a neutral state on Plato’s model. On the process view, by contrast, the process of filling or restoration does not contain pain, so reaching the neutral state resulting from fullness would constitute not the cessation of pain but rather the cessation of pleasure. The neutral state, therefore, cannot on this view follow a painful experience, at least in the ordinary cases of bodily filling on which Plato’s discussion draws.

A defender of the view could point out that a painful experience could be followed by the neutral state if a process of destruction is reversed but the restoration is so gradual as to be imperceptible. But this cannot be what Plato has in mind when he writes about mistaking the cessation of pain for pleasure. First, the perception condition is implied by the claim at 583 e 9–10 that all pleasure and pain is a movement (κίνησίς τις) in the soul, but nothing is said, here or elsewhere in the Republic, of the conditions under which perception may or may not occur. More importantly, the example that Plato does provide is clearly not of this kind and is inconsistent with the process view: a common example of people mistaking the cessation of pain for pleasure, Plato argues, is that of people who are ill claiming that nothing is more pleasant than being healthy (583 c 10–d 4). The painful experience preceding the neutral state evidently corresponds here not only to the process of destruction but also to that of restoration, encompassing the entire episode of illness, lasting until the harmonious and healthy state is restored.58 Plato’s explicit example, then, confirms the understanding that mistaking the cessation of pain to be pleasure occurs when the neutral state follows a process of restoration during which the pain continues—an experience that is possible only on the state view of pain.




5.2. The deficiency of non-philosophers’ hedonic experience


To shed light on both of the mistakes noted above, Plato offers a spatial metaphor of being located in a lower region, an upper region, or the middle between them:




οἴει οὖν ἄν τινα ἐκ τοῦ κάτω ϕερόμενον πρὸς μέσον ἄλλο τι οἴεσθαι ἢ ἄνω ϕέρεσθαι; καὶ ἐν μέσῳ στάντα, ἀϕορῶντα ὅθεν ἐνήνεκται, ἄλλοθί που ἂν ἡγεῖσθαι εἶναι ἢ ἐν τῷ ἄνω, μὴ ἑωρακότα τὸ ἀληθῶς ἄνω; (584 d 6–9)


Do you think that someone being carried from the lower region towards the middle would suppose anything other than that he was being carried up? And standing in the middle and looking at the place from which he was carried, would he think he was anywhere other than the upper region, as he hasn’t seen what is truly up?

Reaching the mid-point after climbing out of the lower region and thinking that one is in the upper region is an apt metaphor for mistaking the cessation of pain to be pleasure. Likewise, moving upwards in the lower region towards the middle and thinking that one is really moving upwards is a helpful representation of thinking that the liberation from pain is pure pleasure.59 A key point in the explanation afforded by the metaphor is that those who make these mistakes do so because they have not seen what is truly up, i.e. they have not enjoyed pure pleasure. This point is so important for Plato that he repeats it three times in the course of such a terse account: we are told at 584 e 3–4 that all these (mistakes) would happen due to the person’s lack of experience (διὰ τὸ μὴ ἔμπειρος εἶναι) with what is truly up, middle, and down. Again, at 585 a 3–5 mistaking the cessation of pain for pleasure is likened to misjudging grey by comparing it with black, without having experienced white (ἀπειρίᾳ λευκοῦ). Finally, towards the end of the third proof, Plato argues that those who spend their lives pursuing ‘feasts and the like’ always look downward like cattle, reaching only as far as the middle, ‘never ascending beyond this, never looking up at, or being brought to, what is truly up’ (586 a 1–5). Crucially, we are told explicitly that this amounts to never enjoying any stable and pure pleasure (586 a 6).

The emphatic claim that those who live in the pursuit of impure pleasures (non-philosophers) have no experience of pure pleasure at all is important for our purposes, because it can be meaningfully defended only on the state view of pain. For on the process view impure pleasures involve merely a sequential mixture of pleasure and pain, each restorative process itself being ‘purely pleasant’.60 Every instance of impure pleasure, accordingly, contains a purely pleasant episode, even if it is preceded and followed by pain. It would make little sense to claim, then, that non-philosophers overrate their pleasures because they have no experience whatsoever of pleasure without pain. While they would lack experience with pleasures that are neither preceded nor followed by pain, this would not suffice for Plato’s purposes, since the spatial and chromatic metaphors suggest that non-philosophers have no idea how pleasant—how much more pleasant than impure pleasures—pure pleasures actually are. On the process view, however, non-philosophers know quite well how pleasant pure pleasures are, since all their pleasures contain episodes of pleasure without pain, even though episodes of pain occur before and/or after them. Although their pleasures follow and/or precede pain, in other words, the phenomenology of pleasure that is unadulterated by concurrent pain is not unfamiliar for non-philosophers on this view. Someone with abundant experience of such pleasures would, contrary to Plato’s claim, have a fairly good sense of what it would be like to enjoy pleasures that consist entirely of the pleasant episodes, without the preceding or following pain. By contrast, Plato’s claim makes good sense on a particular version of the state view involving the stronger thesis that all impure pleasure is necessarily mixed with pain not only sequentially but also simultaneously.61 Non-philosophers who have not experienced pure pleasure, on this view, have never experienced any episode of pleasure unadulterated by pain, arguably having no idea how pleasant that can be.62




5.3. Two theses about non-rational desire


We saw, in the Gorgias, two fundamental theses concerning desire, jointly confirming the state view of pain. These theses may be observed in Republic 9 as well, now in a more qualified form since Plato has distinguished between the desires (ἐπιθυμίαι) of the three soul-parts, informing us that only those of the rational part are painless.63 The theses, therefore, must now be stated as being only about non-rational desires.


The pain thesis*: all non-rational desires are painful.


The lack thesis*: all non-rational desires are lacks.

We do not find an explicit statement of the pain thesis* in Republic 9, possibly because Plato considered it to be too obvious to need stating. Earlier in Book 4, however, he cites hunger, along with cold, as a condition that one might suffer at the hands of someone. Moreover, one would be angry about being subjected to hunger and cold if one believes one is being treated unjustly (440 b 9–d 3), presumably because these are painful conditions. Far from abandoning his view of bodily desire as painful, in fact, Plato continued to hold it in the Philebus: at 31 e 6 it is established that hunger is a kind of disintegration and pain (πείνη μέν που λύσις καὶ λύπη), and at 31 e 10 that thirst too is a destruction, disintegration, and pain (δίψος δ’ αὖ ϕθορὰ καὶ λύπη [καὶ λύσις]).



As for the lack thesis*, we have strong textual evidence at Republic 9, 585 b 1–3, where desires such as hunger and thirst are said to be some kind of emptiness (κενώσεις τινες) of the body, and likened to foolishness and ignorance, which are some kind of emptiness (κενότης) of the soul. One may suppose that κένωσις refers to the process of emptying, since nouns generated from verbs with the suffix -σις often refer to processes. However, this is not always the case, as many scholars have noted.64 There is actually good reason to read κένωσις as emptiness, since the term is often used in this way in the ancient medical tradition, on which Plato’s restoration model is based.65 This is confirmed in the present context by Plato’s treatment of the term as interchangeable with κενότης, which undoubtedly refers to a state of emptiness and not a process of emptying.66 It seems, therefore, that the passage supports the lack thesis*, which, in conjunction with the pain thesis*, shows that non-rational desires involve pain as long as the deficiency exists, during both the emptying and filling stages.




6. Timaeus


In the Timaeus, Plato leaves behind the simplistic construal of the restoration model in terms of fillings and emptiness, showing much greater interest in the physical description of how pleasure and pain occur, in the context of an extended discussion of the physical world and the human body. Given the context, it is understandable that Plato’s interest in pleasure and pain is restricted here to those involving the body (64 a).

Let us remember the passage, mentioned above, where Plato indicates how pleasure and pain should be understood: ‘An unnatural affection that occurs within us violently and suddenly is painful, while a sudden return to the natural state, is pleasant’67(64 c 8–d 2). This passage has been taken to support the process view of pain (Wolfsdorf, Pleasure, 56), because it seems to describe pain in terms of an unnatural change, which presumably corresponds to a process of destruction. While it is undoubtedly consistent with the process view, I do not see the passage as inconsistent with the state view either: the passage does not offer a definition of pain, and need not be taken as providing a complete list of the conditions under which painful experiences can occur. It may be taken, rather, as describing the onset of pain, the conditions under which pain arises, from the painless natural state as the starting point.68 On both views, of course, pain arises as a result of the destruction process, which leaves this passage neutral with respect to the two views of pain. In what follows, however, we find passages that are considerably more favourable to the state view.

(i) At 81 e 1–2 there is another general statement about pleasure and pain: ‘All that is unnatural is painful while all that occurs naturally is pleasant’ (πᾶν γὰρ τὸ μὲν παρὰ ϕύσιν ἀλγεινόν, τὸ δ’ ᾗ πέϕυκεν γιγνόμενον ἡδύ). This statement about what is painful, in striking contrast to the passage above, takes all that is unnatural to be painful.69 In the light of the perception requirement introduced at 64 b–d, this must mean that every unnatural condition of a body that is perceived is painful, regardless of whether one is undergoing destruction or returning to the natural state.70 While the restoration process is a movement towards the natural state, someone undergoing this process is, by definition, not yet at the natural state and hence still suffers from being in an unnatural condition.



(ii) The explanation of bodily diseases offered in the Timaeus is significant, given the strong link between disease and pain (81 e, 84 e):


τὸ δὲ τῶν νόσων ὅθεν συνίσταται, δῆλόν που καὶ παντί. τεττάρων γὰρ ὄντων γενῶν ἐξ ὧν συμπέπηγεν τὸ σῶμα, γῆς πυρὸς ὕδατός τε καὶ ἀέρος, τούτων ἡ παρὰ ϕύσιν πλεονεξία καὶ ἔνδεια … στάσεις καὶ νόσους παρέχει. (81 e 6–82 a 7)


The origin of diseases is, I suppose, obvious to all. Since there are four kinds that the body is composed of—earth, fire, water, and air—disorders and disease arise from the unnatural excess or deficiency of these.

As noted earlier, the account of health and disease in the Timaeus follows the ancient medical tradition in construing health in terms of a balance of the body’s constituents and disease in terms of the lack of this balance. Insofar as diseases are painful, the explanation of disease in terms of an imbalance, rather than a process of destruction, suggests that pain too occurs as a result of the lack of natural balance, regardless of whether the condition is in decline or recovery.

(iii) As Plato elaborates on bodily diseases, we find more explicit reference to the conditions under which diseases leads to pain. One of the passages that stand out is 84 e 2–7:


πολλάκις δ’ ἐν τῷ σώματι διακριθείσης σαρκὸς πνεῦμα ἐγγενόμενον καὶ ἀδυνατοῦν ἔξω πορευθῆναι τὰς αὐτὰς τοῖς ἐπεισεληλυθόσιν ὠδῖνας παρέσχεν, μεγίστας δέ, ὅταν περὶ τὰ νεῦρα καὶ τὰ ταύτῃ ϕλέβια περιστὰν καὶ ἀνοιδῆσαν τούς τε ἐπιτόνους καὶ τὰ συνεχῆ νεῦρα οὕτως εἰς τὸ ἐξόπισθεν κατατείνῃ τούτοις.

And often, when flesh disintegrates inside the body, air is generated there and is unable to get out, causing as much pain as the air that comes in from outside. The pain is most severe when the air surrounds the sinews and the veins there and by swelling up strains backwards the tendons and the sinews attached to them …

What is remarkable here for our purposes is that the cause of pain is described as the presence of an excessive (and unnatural) amount of air trapped inside the body, exerting pressure on the surrounding body parts. No mention is made of a process of destruction in relation to the pain, nor does it seem relevant whether such a process or its reverse is taking place. This approach to disease and the concomitant pain can be observed in numerous other passages, including 86 c 3–6, where we are told that ‘when a man’s seed grows to overflowing abundance in his marrow … he is in for a long series of bursts of pain … ’.71 Here too, the pain is caused not by a process of deterioration, moving farther from the natural state, but rather by an overabundance of a man’s seed, regardless of the direction in which the condition is moving.

In the Timaeus, Plato’s approach to bodily health and disease, as well as bodily pleasure and pain, is based firmly on the restoration model, as adapted from the work of his predecessors. In keeping with that tradition, the relevant passages suggest, Plato’s focus is on the presence or absence of balance, construing pain too as resulting from an absence of the natural, balanced state.




7. Philebus



The Philebus presents Plato’s most comprehensive and sophisticated account of pleasure and pain, as the rich secondary literature on the dialogue demonstrates beyond any doubt. It is clear that here Plato introduces important insights, fruitful distinctions, and compelling, if not entirely convincing, criteria by which to evaluate pleasures. Yet the psychological core of Plato’s account, and the corollary distinction between pure and impure pleasure, remain committed to the state view of pain, for which the Philebus also contains the greatest amount of evidence.




7.1. The state vs. the process of destruction


After the early passages of the Philebus, where Socrates and Protarchus’ discussion of hedonism takes a methodological and metaphysical detour, at 31 b 8–9 Plato turns to the genesis of pleasure and pain. They arise, Plato writes, in the kind that was earlier identified as the combination of the unlimited and the limit, which includes health and harmony (ἁρμονία). This provides the metaphysical foundation for Plato’s claim that, when the harmony in living beings has disintegrated (λυομένης), a disintegration of their nature (λύσιν τῆς ϕύσεως) and an onset of pain occur at the same time (31 d 4–6). Pleasure, on the other hand, arises (γίγνεσθαι) when the ‘harmony is regained and the former nature restored’ (31 d 8–9), in accordance with the restoration model with which Plato’s readers are familiar from his earlier work. These remarks introducing the restoration model in the Philebus are recapitulated at 31 a 8–32 b 4, where we are told, as we saw, that the phthora or destruction of the natural combination of the unlimited and the limit is pain, while the return to its own nature is pleasure.

The way in which the restoration model is presented here may be taken, as Frede takes it, to support the process view of pain, given that pain seems here to correspond to the process of disintegration or destruction of the natural, harmonious state.72 However, the passages in fact fail to provide evidence for the process view, since they contain neither a definition of pleasure and pain nor an exhaustive account of the conditions under which pleasure and pain occur. This is plain because, as indicated earlier, Plato will later add perception as a condition for the existence of pleasure and pain (43 b–d). More importantly, the passages do not stipulate that a process of disintegration or destruction is a necessary condition for the possibility of pain.

For Plato initiates the discussion by asking about the genesis of pleasure and pain (τῆς γενέσεως αὐτῶν, 31 b 8–9), and the following answers are cast accordingly, in terms of how pleasure and pain arise. As in the Timaeus passage discussed above (64 c 8–d 2), here Plato explains how, taking the natural state as the starting point, pain arises when this state is disrupted, and pleasure arises when there is a return to that state. But this is compatible with the state view of pain: starting from the natural state, pain arises, on both views, only if a process of disintegration begins. It is consistent with this to maintain that pain continues even after the disintegration process ceases, once a return towards the natural state has begun or a stable state of destruction is reached. It may be argued that the recapitulation at 31 a 8–32 b 4 avoids this ambivalence, since it links destruction or phthora with not merely how pain arises but what pain is. Yet this key passage fails to provide the process view with the support it needs, since the Greek phthora has the same ambiguity as the English ‘destruction’, referring either to a process, or to a state, of destruction.73 Indeed, Plato tends to use phthora in the latter sense, referring clearly to states of destruction or death at Timaeus 21 d 6 and 23 c 4, Phaedo 106 d 3–4, and Laws 3, 677 b 1.

An examination of the context, moreover, turns up no evidence in favour of the more restrictive and, I have argued, less plausible process view. After offering the basic framework of the restoration model at Philebus 31 b–d, Plato illustrates the model through the examples of hunger, thirst, and excessive heat and cold. At 31 e we are told that hunger is a case of disintegration and pain, while eating, the corresponding refilling, is a pleasure. Thirst, similarly, is a destruction, disintegration, and pain, while the filling of what is emptied out is pleasure. These references to ‘disintegration’ (λύσις) and ‘destruction’ (ϕθορά) are ambiguous with respect to process and state readings, as are the analyses of excessive heat and cold: Plato explains that ‘heat causes an unnatural separation and dissolution (διάκρισις καὶ διάλυσις) of elements that is painful, while a cooling restoration to the natural state is pleasure’ (32 a 1–4). Similarly, excessive cold is painful because it ‘produces an unnatural coagulation of the fluids in an animal’ (ἡ παρὰ ϕύσιν τοῦ ζῴου τῆς ὑγρότητος πῆξις, 32 a 6–7). The key terms here—separation, dissolution, coagulation—may, in Greek as well as in English, refer to either processes or states. The pain in these cases, then, can be explained in terms of how far we deviate from the harmonious or natural condition of the body, and not in terms of a process of disintegration or destruction.74 Plato’s discussion of examples, therefore, provides no evidence against reading the following statement of the restoration model at 31 a 8–32 b 4 as associating pain with the state of destruction (ϕθορά), which emerges when the natural balance is destroyed (ϕθείρηται, 32 b 2) and continues until balance is restored.75 Accordingly, the process of destruction is a necessary condition not of pain as such, but rather of the onset of pain with respect to a condition that was previously harmonious and therefore painless.76




7.2. Two theses about non-intellectual desire


The two fundamental theses entailing the state view can be identified in the Philebus as well, though in the absence of the Republic’s tripartite psychology, the relevant desires are no longer classified as belonging to the non-rational soul-parts. Here those desires may be classified, roughly, as ‘non-intellectual’ desires, encompassing bodily desires and those associated with various emotions, such as love, anger, and malice (to which I return below).77


The pain thesis**: all non-intellectual desires are painful.


The lack thesis**: all non-intellectual desires are lacks.78

As I point out above, the Philebus confirms the pain thesis**, at 31 e 6 and 31 e 10, where hunger and thirst, respectively, are claimed to be pains.79 We may now observe that the text confirms the lack thesis** explicitly as well (independently of the above interpretation of phthora as a state, of which hunger and thirst are said to be species): at 34 e 9–12, Socrates obtains Protarchus’ agreement that to say of a thing that ‘it is thirsty’ (διψῇ) means that ‘it is empty’ (κενοῦται). As the LSJ indicates, the key verb here, κενόω in passive form, has the meanings of ‘to be emptied, made or left empty’, pointing towards a state of emptiness rather than a process of emptying. Indeed, instances of the verb elsewhere refer consistently to the state of emptiness, and never, as far as I can see, to a process of emptying. Thus the verb is translated by Fowler as ‘being empty’, by Taylor as ‘the creature is suffering a depletion’, by Gosling as ‘he is deprived’, and by Waterfield as ‘he has a lack’, all of which endorse the lack thesis**.80 Frede, on the other hand, translates it as ‘he is getting empty’, which rejects it.81 In her translation to German, Frede also has ‘it becomes empty’ (daß dasjenige leer wird), while the alternate sense is captured by Georgii’s ‘it is empty’ (es ist leer), confirming the lack thesis**.82 Frede’s translations to both languages appear unwarranted, coloured by her interpretation, and the text seems to favour the confirmation of the lack thesis**. It follows from the combination of the pain thesis** and the lack thesis** that pain may occur, as the state view of pain has it, during the processes of both disintegration and restoration, since the possibility of pain depends not on the direction of the change but rather on the occurrence of a lack.83




7.3. A paradox about desire?


We have seen that the pain thesis** is, at least in the case of bodily desires such as hunger and thirst, endorsed in the text unequivocally. Granting this premise alone, in fact, renders the process view of pain indefensible. For given that non-intellectual desires are painful, taking pain to exist only during the process of disintegration or destruction—as the process view does—leads to the conclusion that the desires in question disappear as soon as process of restoration begins. This means, for instance, that our thirst disappears as soon as we start to drink and the process of rehydration begins.84 Yet Plato makes it clear that we wish to drink only as long as we are thirsty, since thirst just is the desire to drink (34 e 1–35 a 2). It follows, paradoxically, that as soon as we begin to satisfy the desire in question, we lose all motivation to do so. Plato becomes unable, then, to make sense of how anyone could be motivated to drink enough water to be rehydrated, and why anyone engages in the activities ordinarily associated with satisfying a desire, such as drinking a full glass of water, or having a complete meal. To be sure, the view at hand allows one to keep drinking water, but not as a single process, and not as satisfying the same thirst: one could have a sip of water, then stop because one is no longer thirsty, then feel thirsty again when one perceives further emptying, have another sip, and keep repeating this sequence. Clearly, this is an absurd view of what happens when we drink water (or satisfy our other bodily desires), and there is nothing in Plato’s text to suggest that he might endorse it. The process view of pain, then, makes nonsense of Plato’s theory of desire in the Philebus, which is rightly appreciated for recognizing the role of the soul and memory in desire and rejecting the notion that it is the body that desires food or drink.




7.4. The prevalence of emotional pains


One of the extraordinary features of the Philebus is its extended discussion of pleasures pertaining to the emotions, which Socrates brings up in the course of examining ‘the whole family’ of pleasures that are mixed with pains (46 b 5–7). In other dialogues concerned with pleasure, Plato either ignores pleasures of this kind altogether, or acknowledges their existence but does not elaborate, as in Republic 9’s acknowledgement of the pleasures of the spirited soul-part. In the Philebus, by contrast, we have three pages devoted to the mixed pleasures of the soul (47 d–50 d), where Plato’s analysis begins with the claim that wrath, fear, longing, lamentations, love, jealousy, malice, and the rest are all ‘a kind of pain within the soul’ (47 e 1–3).85 Plato then argues that these conditions are full of amazing pleasures, resulting in pleasures that are mixed with pain (47 e 5–48 a 2) and reaffirms this claim at 50 b 7–c 3, repeating the entire list of emotions. The key point here, however, is that it is these conditions themselves that are said to be painful, and not the corresponding processess of deterioration, such as ‘getting angry’, ‘becoming jealous’, and so on. It is obvious, of course, that the items on the list are conditions that persist independently of whether one is experiencing a process of destruction or deterioration or the reverse: one has ‘anger’ in one’s soul whether one is getting angry (or angrier) or calming down.

Insofar as these emotions are construed as kinds of desire, the pain thesis** and the lack thesis** are here confirmed in the case of non-bodily (and non-intellectual) desires as well. Given Plato’s consistent treatment of pleasure as associated with the satisfaction of a desire, and the claim that the emotions involve pleasures, it seems safe to conclude that Plato construes each as being, or involving, a desire. Irrespective of the question about desire, however, what we find in this passage is that a disharmonious psychic condition that persists is painful independently of any process of deterioration, which is possible only under the state view of pain. This point is reaffirmed in Plato’s detailed examination of malice (ϕθόνος) and the pleasures involved in laughing at others, where he argues that these pleasures are mixed with pain (48 a–50 a).86 The key point for our purposes is that the pain involved in this mixture is due to malice itself: we are told at 48 b 8–9 and again at 50 a 7–8 that malice is a pain in the soul (λύπην τινὰ ψυχῆς), whereas no mention is made anywhere of becoming malicious or any related process of deterioration.87






7.5. The simultaneity of emotional pleasures and pains


A second point emerging from Plato’s treatment of emotional pleasures is that these experiences involve simultaneous mixtures of pleasure and pain: speaking of the pain of malice and the corresponding pleasure of laughter, Plato writes ‘on these occasions both occur simultaneously’ (ἅμα γίγνεσθαι δὲ τούτω ἐν τούτοις τοῖς χρόνοις, 50 a 8–9). This phenomenon is easily understood on the state view of pain, as the pain of being in the inharmonious condition of malice causes pain while the malicious laughter amounts to a partial restoration and hence causes pleasure. On the process view, by contrast, we saw that there can be only sequential mixtures of pleasure and pain with respect to the same natural state.

It might be objected that the coexistence of pleasure and pain during malicious laughter can also be explained from the process perspective, by extending Plato’s analysis of the mixed pleasure of scratching an itch: at 46 d–47 b Plato explains that in cases of itching, the cause of the irritation may be beneath the surface, such that scratching, or applying heat or cold to the skin, produces only a superficial restoration, leaving the internal condition unaltered or even aggravated. In such cases, the restoration on the surface generates pleasure, while the internal condition continues to cause pain, simultaneously. It is possible, in those cases, for a simultaneous mixture of pleasure and pain to occur even on the process view of pain, since it is possible for a process of restoration to take place in one part of the body while a process of destruction takes place in another, adjacent yet distinct part. It might be argued, therefore, that in the case of emotional pleasures too the simultaneous mixtures of pleasure and pain arise not because pain can occur during restoration but because the pleasure results from a restoration in one part of the soul while the process of destruction continues in another part (analogously with the bodily case above).

The strategy here would be to reconcile the process view with the simultaneous psychic mixtures of pleasure and pain by claiming that what appears to be a single psychic condition, such as malice, actually covers distinct psychic parts such that opposite processes may be taking place in different parts. Yet this strategy is untenable, since there is no evidence, here or elsewhere, that Plato construes the soul as having so many distinct parts, or that emotions are spread over multiple soul-parts, some of which may undergo restoration while the others do not.88 If Plato indeed came to understand the soul and the emotions in terms of such micro-partitioning, we would expect him to give some indication of this, especially since this model bears no resemblance to anything Plato has said on the subject before.89 One might respond that the strategy does not require psychic partitioning in any significant sense: it is sufficient for emotions to involve (at least) two conditions, one undergoing the process of destruction while the other is being restored to its natural state. Yet this is hardly better, given that Plato proceeds to apply the analysis of mixed pleasure involved in malicious laughter to all the mixed pleasures of the soul, repeating the list of emotions from 47 e 1–3 and arguing that they all contain the same kind of mixture of pleasure and pain (50 b 1–e 2). It would follow, therefore, that all emotions involve two related conditions such that one deteriorates whenever the other is being restored. Some emotions might indeed involve this kind of duality, but it defies plausibility to deny the existence of simple emotions and to insist that every emotion involves two such related psychic conditions that move in opposite directions (with respect to the natural state) whenever the pleasure relevant to that emotion arises. More importantly, there is no evidence anywhere in the Platonic corpus for such a bold psychological thesis.






7.6. The possibility of emotional complexity


The impure pleasures based on our emotions provide, arguably, the most compelling cases demonstrating the implausibility of the process view of pain. For it seems rather counterintuitive and unconvincing to claim that the pain involved in malice, anger, or longing occurs only during the process of deterioration, and that it disappears completely as soon as the corresponding pleasure begins. Yet given our observation above that Plato does not construe emotions as distributed over a range of miniature soul-parts, this is just what the process view of pain entails. If a man consumed by anger at his boss for constantly treating him disrespectfully were to enjoy keying his boss’s car as an act of revenge, the process view would take this man’s pain to disappear completely during his moment of enjoyment. In all such cases, I believe, the notion that no pain occurs during the restoration process is unrealistic and fails to do justice to the complexity of our emotional lives. By contrast, we have a much more plausible account of such cases on the state view, as involving a simultaneous mixture of pleasure and pain because the partial restoration generates pleasure while the persisting lack of harmony continues to generate pain.

The state view also provides better insight into such pleasures as those involved in laughter, helping us see the complexity and bittersweet nature of many cases. Plato argues at 48 a–50 b that in the cases of both laughter mixed with weeping in watching tragedies, and malicious laughter, we have a mixture of pleasure and pain. In both kinds of case, the state view entails the more plausible position that as we laugh, the underlying pain is diminished but may nonetheless continue, whereas the process view denies the existence of any pain during laughter. An emotionally complex experience that might shed light on this contrast occurs in a memorable scene in the Phaedo: in the final hours of Socrates, we are told, his companions experience a strange mixture of pleasure and pain as they alternate between laughter and tears (59 a).90 Although they are about to witness the death of a friend, their tears are interspersed with laughter because, as Halliwell explains, ‘Socrates’ noble serenity set an example which tempered his friends’ impulses to grief and pity’.91 On the process view, however, the pain of grief is not tempered but rather eradicated during the episodes of laughter, which makes little sense in the context. Given the tragedy involved in the imminent death of a friend, feeling no pain at all even during brief episodes of laughter would require particularly callous ‘friends’, which is certainly not how Plato describes Socrates’ companions in this scene.

We may conclude our discussion of the Philebus with a point raised at the beginning, regarding the superior pleasantness of pure pleasure. Plato argues, as we have seen, that ‘any pleasure that is unmixed with pain, however small in size or number, is pleasanter, truer, and more beautiful than impure pleasure that is great in size or number’ (53 b 10–c 2). Armed with the state view of pain, we can read this claim as having a stronger psychological or phenomenological component: pure pleasure is more pleasant than the impure not merely because the objects of pure pleasure are superior or because pure pleasure does not contain falsity: pure pleasure is more pleasant (also) because it alone provides an experience of pleasure unadulterated by pain, impure pleasure being, at least typically, mixed with pain at all stages and failing to offer a taste of pure pleasure at any stage. Insofar as Plato aims to appeal to the hedonist with the hedonic superiority of the philosophical life, the stronger psychological claim to greater pleasantness under the state view would better serve the dialogue’s purposes.




8. An apparent problem in the Phaedo


Although it is not one of the dialogues where we find the restoration model, the Phaedo presents an apparent problem for the state view of pain, in the context where Socrates has been released from his bonds and describes his experience (60 b–c). He seems to argue that pleasure and pain are opposites that do not coexist, but necessarily follow one another like two beings that were joined at their heads by a god, just as the pain caused by his bonds was followed by pleasure when they were removed. This approach to pleasure and pain may also appear to anticipate the cyclical argument that follows (70 e–72 d), that opposites must always balance each other by alternating, forever yielding to one another as if going around in a circle. This approach is, of course, inconsistent with not only the state view but also indisputable elements of Plato’s thought on pleasure and pain, such as the existence of pure pleasure, which is not followed by pain. We would, therefore, be facing a severe interpretive challenge if this were actually Plato’s position in the Phaedo. I believe, however, that the inconsistency is merely apparent, as the approach sketched above is not endorsed in the Phaedo either.

We should begin by noting the extent to which Socrates qualifies his statements and distances himself from the approach that is expressed in this passage: it is what seems (ἔοικε) to be the case with what people call (ὃ καλοῦσιν οἱ ἄνθρωποι) pleasure, that pain seems to be (δοκοῦν) its opposite, that these two are disinclined (μὴ ἐθέλειν) to coexist, and that this seems (ἔοικεν) to be happening to him, that pleasure appears (ϕαίνεται) to be following pain now that his bonds were removed (60 b 3–c 7). To be sure, Platonic dialogues often involve statements of how things ‘seem’ to be the case without meaning to cast doubt on it, but here we have an extraordinary concentration of references to how things are seemingly so. The tentativeness in this passage is appropriate, given that elsewhere in the Phaedo we find corrections and qualifications to the approach being entertained here: the distinction between better and worse pleasures, absent in this passage, comes to the rescue later on, just as it resolved the apparent inconsistency between the Gorgias and Republic 9 above. At 64 d–65 a, Socrates describes the pleasures of eating, drinking, and sex, as well as others concerned with the body, as so-called (καλουμένας) pleasures that the philosopher does not at all value (except insofar as they are necessary) and despises. Such bodily pleasures (and the corresponding pains) are condemned throughout the Phaedo, especially because ‘each is another nail that rivets the soul to the body’ (ὥσπερ ἧλον ἔχουσα προσηλοῖ αὐτὴν πρὸς τὸ σῶμα, 83 d 4–5). This point is obviously not applicable to non-bodily pleasure (or pain), as Plato acknowledges. Although the distinction is not always explicit, it is clear towards the end of the dialogue that the pleasures one should avoid are those of the body, while the pleasures of learning ought to be pursued (114 e). The text provides us with sufficient indications, then, that the ‘pleasure’ resulting from Socrates’ shackles being removed is of an inferior kind, and that any account of the relationship between pleasure and pain must observe the distinction between the inferior and superior kinds of pleasure. Borrowing details of this distinction from Republic 9, for instance, we could point out that the inferior pleasure Socrates experiences in fact coexists with pain—the pleasure is mixed with pain simultaneously as well as sequentially.

The tentative and muddled thoughts being entertained at 60 b–c are not, I believe, pointless. A recurrent theme against bodily pleasure and pain in the Phaedo (e.g. 65 a–c) is that these experiences interfere with philosophical activity and make it harder for the soul to grasp the truth. Since Socrates has just been relieved of bodily pain and is experiencing bodily pleasure at 60 b–c, these ill-formed thoughts may be seen as illustrating the philosophical impairment caused by bodily pleasure and pain, from which Socrates recovers after some time and starts to think more clearly.




9. Conclusion


There is an abundance of evidence in Plato’s works that he takes pleasure and pain to be of utmost importance for ethics. This is due to the role of pleasure and pain in ethical development as well as in motivating us at all stages of life, potentially luring us into bad forms of life, or deterring us from making the right choices. Naturally for an ancient Greek ethical thinker, Plato’s response to this danger is not to insist that we ought to live well and make the right choices despite the alternatives being more pleasant or less painful, but rather to argue that the most pleasant and least painful life is, in fact, the virtuous and philosophical life. The response, then, addresses committed hedonists as well as people pursuing pleasure and avoiding pain without such a theoretical commitment. At the heart of this argument is his distinction between two kinds of pleasure, the better kind being a proper constituent of a good human life, while the other, worse kind, is to be experienced only insofar as it is necessary for our embodied lives (and avoided completely if unnecessary). The argument and the distinction appear most prominently and explicitly in the Republic and the Philebus, with some variation in the criteria by which the better and worse pleasures are classified. The unvarying feature of the classification, however, has been that the better kind of pleasure is not mixed with pain whereas the worse kind is mixed—pure vs. impure pleasure. Even in dialogues where Plato addresses the inferior kind of pleasure without discussing the contrast with the superior kind, such as the Gorgias and the Phaedo, it is an essential feature of his view that these pleasures are inferior because they are inseparable from pain. Understanding precisely how the impure pleasures come to be mixed with pain is, therefore, crucial for understanding a fundamental tenet of Platonic ethics. The nature of this mixture, as I emphasize above, in turn depends on the nature of pain, and the conditions under which it occurs.

We have seen that in all the dialogues where Plato offers an account of pleasure and pain—the Gorgias, the Republic, the Timaeus, and the Philebus—he does so in terms of the restoration model, which he inherits from the ancient medical tradition. Although the model develops and gains sophistication in its later incarnations, I have argued that core features of the model, as captured by the state view of pain, have remained constant. This reading of Plato’s view of pain is significant not only for our evaluation of his comparison between the pleasantness of pure and impure pleasures, but also for understanding his account of desire and of emotional pleasures, such as those involved in love, anger, and malice. On all these issues, the unorthodox interpretation I have defended is more charitable to Plato than the alternative, as it attributes to him a more compelling argument for the hedonic superiority of the good life, and a far more realistic picture of our desires and complex emotions. Despite the scholarly consensus behind the process view of pain, what I hope to have offered in this paper is a different interpretation that improves our understanding of the relevant texts as well as revealing the continuity in Plato’s thought on pleasure and pain.
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1
 The high regard in which the Philebus is held is generally coupled with a dismissive treatment of Plato’s views in his earlier works, especially in the much-maligned Republic 9. The received view takes the Philebus to offer a vastly superior account of pleasure than Republic 9 because the earlier work was inferior not merely relatively, but inferior simpliciter, as it were. See, for instance, N. R. Murphy, The Interpretation of Plato’s Republic (Oxford, 1951); R. C. Cross and A. D. Woozley, Plato’s Republic: A Philosophical Commentary (London, 1964); J. C. B. Gosling and C. C. W. Taylor, The Greeks on Pleasure [Greeks] (Oxford, 1982); D. Frede, ‘Rumpelstiltskin’s Pleasures: True and False Pleasures in Plato’s Philebus’ [‘Rumpelstiltskin’], Phronesis, 30 (1985), 151–80; D. Frede, ‘Disintegration and Restoration: Pleasure and Pain in Plato’s Philebus’, in R. Kraut (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Plato (Cambridge, 1992), 425–63 at 455; M. McPherran, ‘Love and Medicine in Plato’s Symposium and Philebus’, in J. Dillon and L. Brisson (eds.), Plato’s Philebus, Selected Papers from the Eighth Symposium Platonicum (Sankt Augustin, 2010), 204–8, at 208; and J. Whiting, ‘Fools’ Pleasures in Plato’s Philebus’ [‘Fools’], in M. Lee (ed.), Strategies of Argument: Essays in Ancient Ethics, Epistemology, and Logic (Oxford, 2014), 21–59. I have argued in detail elsewhere that this assessment of the account of pleasure in Republic 9 is based on an uncharitable reading of the text that fails to appreciate Plato’s account, and I will not revisit the matter here. See M. M. Erginel, ‘Plato on a Mistake about Pleasure’, The Southern Journal of Philosophy, 44 (2006), 447–68; ‘Inconsistency and Ambiguity in Republic IX’ [‘Inconsistency’], Classical Quarterly, ns 61 (2011), 493–520; and ‘Plato on the Psychology of Pleasure and Pain’ [‘Psychology’], Phoenix, 65 (2011), 288–314, where I offer a detailed assessment of the account of pleasure in Republic 9. Recent work on the account of pleasure in Republic 9, such as D. C. Russell, Plato on Pleasure and the Good Life (Oxford, 2005); J. Warren, ‘Plato on the Pleasures and Pains of Knowing’ [‘Pleasures’], Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 39 (2010), 1–32; and J. Warren, ‘Socrates and the Patients: Republic IX, 583 c–585 a’ [‘Patients’], Phronesis, 56 (2011), 113–37, has been more charitable.


2
 Here I assume a conventional dating of the dialogues, listing these works in chronological order as Gorgias, Republic, Timaeus, Philebus, though it would not pose a threat to my interpretation even if the debated position of the Timaeus were different.


3
 I follow the convention of translating lupē as ‘pain’, though ‘pain’ arguably has a narrower meaning in English than what the Greeks meant by lupē. Thus J. C. B. Gosling (trans. and comm.), Plato, Philebus [Philebus] (Oxford, 1975) prefers to translate the word as ‘distress’.


4
 In the Gorgias, Plato’s interest in pleasure and pain appears limited to the goal of refuting the hedonism of Callicles, who has a rather impoverished view of the variety of pleasures that may be pursued. In the Timaeus, on the other hand, the treatment of pleasure and pain concerns only the pleasures and pains of the body (64 a).


5
 Frede, ‘Rumpelstiltskin’, has argued that the two criteria yield inconsistent results: the criterion of truth is considerably more exclusive than the criterion of purity, the former resulting in a much smaller class of superior pleasures than the latter. I argue in Erginel, ‘Inconsistency’, that this criticism is unfounded.


6
 For a discussion of this theory, see G. Vlastos, ‘Degrees of Reality in Plato’, in R. Bambrough (ed.), New Essays in Plato and Aristotle (New York, 1965), 1–19 (repr. in G. Vlastos, Platonic Studies (Princeton, 1981), 58–75); and G. Santas, ‘The Form of the Good in Plato’s Republic’, Philosophical Inquiry, 2 (1980), 374–403 (repr. in J. Anton and A. Preus (eds.), Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, vol. ii (Albany, 1983), 232–63).


7
 It should be noted that, as in Republic 9’s criterion of truth (my reading of which is in Erginel, ‘Inconsistency’), in the Philebus (51 b–53 c) too Plato takes the pleasantness of a pleasure to depend on the nature of its object. In the latter case, however, there is no apparent reference to the theory of Forms.


8
 D. Frede (trans. and comm.), Plato, Philebus [Philebus] (Indianapolis, 1993), xlvi and T. Irwin, Plato’s Ethics (Oxford, 1995), 329 take impure pleasure to be a species of false pleasure, though this characterization has been disputed, for instance by Whiting (‘Fools’). Other recent discussions of the truth and falsity of pleasure in the Philebus include V. Harte, ‘The Philebus on Pleasure: The Good, the Bad and the False’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 104 (2004), 111–28; and M. Evans, ‘Plato on the Possibility of Hedonic Mistakes’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 35 (2008), 89–124.


9
 I have used the current OCTs of Plato’s dialogues for the Greek text (Duke et al. for vol. I, Slings for the Republic, and Burnet for the rest), with the exception of the Gorgias, for which I use E. R. Dodds, Plato, Gorgias, a revised text with introduction and commentary [Gorgias] (Oxford, 1959). Translations of the Philebus are based on Frede, Philebus, with modifications. All other translations are mine unless otherwise noted.



10
 Plato identifies pure pleasures as having the fifth rank, mentioning a sixth position but leaving it unspecified what would occupy the position. It has been argued that Plato had in mind the impure but necessary pleasures, but refrained from identifying them because they are not good. See Frede, Philebus, 76 n. 2; R. Hackforth, Plato’s Examination of Pleasure, A Translation of the Philebus, with Introduction and Commentary [Examination] (Cambridge, 1945), 128; and P. M. Lang, ‘The Ranking of the Goods at Philebus 66 a–67 b’, Phronesis, 55 (2010), 153–69 at 153. See also E. A. Austin, ‘Fools and Malicious Pleasure in Plato’s Philebus’, History of Philosophy Quarterly, 29 (2012), 125–39, who argues that the impure pleasure of ‘philosophically refuting fools and the self-blind’ in particular belongs in the best life.



11
 Even in such a comprehensive work as Gosling and Taylor, Greeks, and despite their extended discussion of pleasures that are mixed with pain, no account of pain itself can be found. M. Evans, ‘Plato and the Meaning of Pain’ [‘Pain’], Apeiron, 40 (2007), 71–93, offers a detailed examination of pain in the Philebus, though he focuses on a different aspect of pain than what I discuss here. D. Wolfsdorf, Pleasure in Ancient Greek Philosophy [Pleasure] (Cambridge, 2013) devotes significantly more space to pain than is typical, though I disagree with his reading, as I explain below.



12
 Frede, Philebus, xlii–xliv. She writes that the dialogue offers a ‘general definition of pleasure and pain as restoration and destruction, respectively’ (xliv). Likewise, we find in D. Frede, Platon, Philebos, Übersetzung und Kommentar [Philebos] (Göttingen, 1997), 229 n. 13: ‘The summary at 32 b brings this uncertainty [about pleasure and pain] to an end. It explains the processes of destruction and restoration themselves as pleasure and pain.’ (Die Zusammenfassung von 32b macht dieser Unsicherheit jedoch ein Ende. Sie erklärt die Prozesse von Auflösung und Wiederherstellung selbst zu Lust und Unlust.)



13
 A crucial difference from Frede’s translation here is my addition of indefinite articles in parentheses, which captures the possibility of reading the Greek as merely making a claim about one kind of pain (and pleasure). I will address the significance of this possibility in Section 7.



14
 Plato refers to the condition in which the natural combination of the limit (πέρας) and the unlimited (ἄπειρον) occurs as a ‘harmony’ (ἁρμονία) at 31 c 11 and 31 d 4.



15
 In what follows, ‘the process view’ refers to the process view of pain, though the symmetrical analysis discussed above takes pleasure to be a process too, and could be taken to involve a process view of pleasure. This view of pain may also be characterized as ‘unidirectional’ (as I do in my ‘Psychology’) since on this view pain occurs only during one of the two opposed processes, moving in only one direction. On the symmetrical analysis, both pleasure and pain are unidirectional in this sense, each occurring only during one of the two opposed processes.



16
 Evans, ‘Pain’, considers alternative ways to formulate Plato’s theory of pain in the Philebus, all of which require the animal in pain to be undergoing a ‘destructive process’ with respect to the animal’s body or soul, however the other conditions are to be specified. Thus he begins with the thesis that ‘for any animal A and any destructive process D, if A is undergoing D, then A is undergoing pain’, and all following formulations involve as a necessary condition the existence of some destructive process. K. E. Arenson, ‘Natural and Neutral States in Plato’s Philebus’ [‘Natural’], Apeiron, 44 (2011), 191–209 at 196, similarly, takes restorations and destructions or depletions to be ‘processes that are required in order to experience pleasure and pain’. In the light of the perception requirement, she argues that it is not merely restorations and destructions ‘that constitute pleasure and pain, respectively, but perceived changes—perceived restorations and destructions’ (197). E. Fletcher, ‘Plato on Pure Pleasure and the Best Life’, Phronesis, 59 (2014), 113–42 at 115–17, argues that at 32 a–b, Socrates associates pleasure and pain with ‘specific changes in the condition of a living organism, processes of restoration in the case of pleasure, and processes of destruction in the case of pain’. Likewise, V. Harte, ‘Desire, Memory, and the Authority of Soul: Plato, Philebus 35 c–d’ [‘Desire’], Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 46 (2014), 33–72 at 37, claims that Socrates identifies pleasure and pain ‘as consisting in processes in which an animal’s natural harmonious condition undergoes destruction (pain) or restoration (pleasure)’. On Whiting’s (‘Fools’, 26) reading, bodily pleasures and pains ‘involve departures from and returns to harmonious conditions that are natural to the organisms subject to these pleasures and pains’. A. W. Price, ‘Varieties of Pleasure in Plato and Aristotle’ [‘Varieties’], Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 52 (2017), 177–208 at 178, also maintains that in the Philebus, ‘two opposite movements or processes’ give rise to pleasure and pain: ‘a restoration of the harmony’ of living creatures, and ‘a disruption of the harmony’, respectively. Wolfsdorf seems to belong in this camp as well, insofar as his reading takes any instance of impure pleasure, by itself, to be mixed with pain only sequentially and not simultaneously, simultaneous mixture being possible only when a destructive process is accompanied by a distinct source of pleasure, such as the pain of hunger and the pleasure of anticipating a meal coexisting (Pleasure, 55, 79, 85). (I will have more to say on the two kinds of mixture shortly.) It should be noted that many of the scholars who endorse the process view of pain do not appear to have much at stake regarding this issue. Their interpretations, I believe, could be brought in line with the alternative view I defend without great difficulty and would benefit from doing so.



17
 In line with the reasoning in n. 15 above, this view may be characterized as ‘bidirectional’ (as in my ‘Psychology’). This characterization, however, seems to suggest that pain occurs only during one of the two opposed processes, and may not occur in a stable state of imbalance. There is some evidence in the Philebus that Plato took the human body to be always experiencing either deterioration or restoration with respect to each condition (e.g. always undergoing either the process of dehydrating or rehydrating): he points out that this follows from the doctrine of some wise men (οἱ σοφοί, 43 a 2) that everything is always in flux, presumably alluding to Heracliteanism. Plato shows how his account could easily accommodate the doctrine of flux, but he does not commit himself to the doctrine, nor does his account presuppose it. (Cf. my ‘Psychology’, 290 n. 8.)



18
 It is, of course, consistent with the process view to enjoy the pleasure of quenching one’s thirst while suffering from a headache.



19
 The impossibility in question would follow from the principle of opposites in Rep. 4, 436 b–e: it states that the same thing cannot do or undergo opposite things at the same time. Since the processes of restoration and destruction are opposite movements, they cannot take place in the same thing simultaneously. One might wonder whether this is inconsistent with the myth at Gorgias 493 a–c, where we find the metaphors of sieves and leaky jars for the souls and soul-parts, respectively, containing insatiable desires. Here the same container might seem to undergo the opposite movements of filling and emptying simultaneously. But in fact a leaky container cannot be simultaneously filling and emptying: even though we may pour into the container while it leaks, the net outcome will be either positive (filling), negative (emptying), or neutral (remaining at the same level of fullness), depending on the relative magnitudes of what flows in and out. Filling and emptying, understood as increasing and decreasing a container’s level of fullness, respectively, are plainly mutually exclusive, as are moving towards and away from a natural state. In the relevant texts, the restoration model unambiguously associates pleasure and pain with the restoration and destruction of natural states, presumably as the net outcome of all restorative and destructive factors, not with each of these factors individually. This is a strength of the model, since Plato would otherwise be claiming, implausibly, that someone whose body temperature is rising due to fever may experience pleasure just because they took some inadequate medication that resulted only in a slightly lower rate at which their temperature is rising.



20
 When we satisfy our naturally recurring desires, such as those for food, drink, and sex, it seems that the sequential mixture of pleasure and pain is such that every pleasure is both preceded and followed by pain at some point (though perhaps not immediately). But this is clearly not the case with all mixed pleasures: one can have non-recurring and one-way sequential mixtures when, for instance, one enjoys being cooled after suffering from extreme heat, since one may thereafter successfully avoid the heat.



21
 In what follows, the ‘simultaneous’ vs. ‘sequential’ mixtures of pleasure and pain refer to the manner in which corresponding pairs of pleasure and pain are mixed.



22
 The claim that pain can be experienced also during the process of restoration refers, of course, to processes of restoration that follow painful processes of destruction. If the restoration model applies to pure pleasures as well, as most scholars believe, then there would be no pain during such a process of restoration. Perceived restorations that occur during painless lacks (ἐνδείας … ἀλύπους, Phileb. 51 b 5–6), therefore, would not involve any pain, but rather pure pleasure.



23
 As I discuss in Section 7, both ‘destruction’ and the Greek word it translates, phthor a, can refer to either a process or a state.



24
 I use ‘affection’ for πάθος rather than ‘disturbance’ as in D. J. Zeyl (trans. and intro.), Plato, Timaeus [Timaeus] (Indianapolis, 2000), since both πάθος and παθήματα are used neutrally in these passages, without the negative connotations of ‘disturbance’. Zeyl also translates ἁθρόον as ‘intense’, whereas ‘sudden’ would be a better translation, since it reflects the temporal sense that Plato makes clearer in a similar Philebus passage, which I discuss in the next subsection.



25
 The model is discussed here in terms of bodily pleasure and pain, which is the only kind of pleasure and pain that Plato is concerned with in those passages.



26
 I will address the question whether we should read kenōsis as ‘emptiness’ or ‘emptying’ in Section 5. At this point I describe the model neutrally between the process and state readings.



27
 Plato’s discussion of the truth and reality of pleasures throughout 585 a–e leaves no doubt that the filling model is meant to explain not only bodily pleasure: all pleasure is to be understood as a filling process, of the body or the soul, with what is proper to our nature. In Erginel, ‘Inconsistency’, I address and reject Gosling and Taylor’s view that the Republic contains a ‘fatal ambiguity’ about whether pleasure is a process or a state (Greeks, 122–6). Cf. Warren, ‘Patients’, 123 n. 15.



28
 G. Van Riel, Pleasure and the Good Life: Plato, Aristotle and the Neoplatonists [Good Life] (Leiden, 2000), 7. Likewise, A. E. Taylor, A Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus [Timaeus] (Oxford, 1928), 448, comments regarding the Timaeus passages on pleasure that ‘the drift of the whole theory is exactly that of the discussions of pleasure in the Philebus and Republic ix’.



29
 See, especially, A. E. Taylor (trans. and intro.), Plato: Philebus and Epinomis [Philebus] (London, 1956), 56–7; Gosling and Taylor, Greeks; G. R. Carone, ‘Hedonism and the Pleasureless Life in Plato’s Philebus’ [‘Hedonism’], Phronesis, 45 (2000), 257–83; G. R. Carone, Plato’s Cosmology and its Ethical Dimensions (Cambridge, 2005) at 104–9; E. Fletcher, ‘The Divine Method and the Disunity of Pleasure in the Philebus’, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 55 (2017), 179–208; and Price, ‘Varieties’. For a response to Gosling and Taylor’s view regarding the Philebus, see, for instance, T. M. Tuozzo, ‘The General Account of Pleasure in Plato’s Philebus’, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 34 (1996), 495–513; and Evans, ‘Pain’, 83–4.



30
 Gosling and Taylor, Greeks, 136.



31
 Given Plato’s silence on the matter, it is difficult to imagine what kind of restoration might be at play in some impure psychic pleasures. Price, ‘Varieties’, 178–83, highlights this difficulty particularly in the case of anticipatory pleasures, concluding that ‘pleasures of replenishment’ are not the only variety in the Philebus. While I agree that the Philebus leaves it unclear how the restoration model might be applied to certain pleasures, I believe the above considerations suggest that Plato meant the model to be applied beyond the bodily pleasures through which the model was introduced.



32
 This builds on Plato’s treatment of how the soul perceives some affections (παθήματα) of the body as they ‘pass through both body and soul’ while others are ‘extinguished within the body before reaching the soul, leaving it unaffected’ (33 d 2–6).



33
 For a helpful discussion of the perception condition, see Evans, ‘Pain’. The perception condition introduces the possibility of a contrast between the natural state, which may be ‘inaccessible’ (Van Riel, Good Life, 26) or ‘unachievable’ (Arenson, ‘Natural’, 192) for human beings, and the neutral state, which occurs whenever the soul does not perceive any change.



34

C. Bobonich, Plato’s Utopia Recast: His Later Ethics and Politics (Oxford, 2002), 351–4, seems to overlook this in arguing that the account of pleasure in Republic 9 is unsophisticated and that the perception condition does not come into play until the Timaeus and the Philebus.



35
 Presumably pain involves a perception not merely of one’s not being in the natural state, but also of how far one has deviated from it, the distance between one’s condition and the natural state determining the magnitude of the pain. Plato does not, however, supply such details, which his charitable readers must do instead.



36
 It follows from the state view that simultaneous mixtures of pleasure and pain are possible, but the stronger thesis that all mixed pleasures are necessarily simultaneous mixtures does not follow. There are, however, reasons for thinking that Plato actually endorses the stronger thesis in the Gorgias and the Republic, which I address in Sections 4 and 5.



37
 See, for instance, Evans, ‘Pain’, for a discussion of alternative ways in which Plato may be taken to define pain. Evans casts all of the alternative formulations (including the one he endorses) in terms of the process view, taking pain to occur only during the process of destruction (although I take the essence of his interpretation to be compatible with the state view).



38
 See also Erginel, ‘Psychology’, 297.



39
 In the Philebus, Plato leaves no room for doubt about the distinctions between (a) a basic pleasure or pain, such as eating (or hunger); (b) an anticipatory pleasure or pain related to (a), such as the pain of anticipating severe hunger (32 b–c); and (c) a pleasure or pain resulting from reflecting on our condition, such as the pain arising from thinking about how ignorant we are (52 b–c). (Cf. J. Warren, The Pleasures of Reason in Plato, Aristotle, and the Hellenistic Hedonists (Cambridge, 2014), 24–5.)



40
 Taylor, Timaeus, 448, 587–9; and Taylor, Philebus, 56. Hackforth, Examination, 58, cites Taylor in agreement. Wolfsdorf (Pleasure, 35–7) too argues that the restoration model is based on the ancient medical tradition. For a discussion of the influence on Plato of various ancient medical authors, see F. M. Cornford (trans. and comm.), Plato’s Cosmology: The Timaeus of Plato [Cosmology] (London, 1935; repr. Indianapolis, 1997), 332–43. For a recent treatment of Plato’s complicated relationship with the ancient medical tradition, see also S. B. Levin, Plato’s Rivalry with Medicine: A Struggle and Its Dissolution (Oxford, 2014).



41
 É. Littré (ed.), Oeuvres Complètes d’Hippocrate, vol. vii: De semine, de natura pueri, de morbis iv (Paris, 1851).



42
 Translation by I. M. Lonie, The Hippocratic Treatises ‘On Generation’, ‘On the Nature of the Child’, ‘Diseases IV’, A Commentary (Berlin, 1981). The surrounding passages offer further examples of pain caused by imbalance.



43
 M. Wellmann, Fragmentsammlung der Griechischen Ärzte, Band I: Sikelischen Ärzte, Akron, Philistion und des Diokles Von Karystos (Berlin, 1901), 110–11. (See also Cornford, Cosmology, 333.)



44
 The text and translation are from W. H. S. Jones, Hippocrates, vol. i (Cambridge, Mass., 1923).



45
 In these lines, Plato extrapolates from the case of health and disease to the key pair of opposites under discussion—doing well and doing badly—apparently on the grounds that all pairs of opposites are alike in this respect. Just as one cannot be healthy and sick at the same time (οὐ γὰρ ἅμα δήπου ὑγιαίνει τε καὶ νοσεῖ), Socrates argues, nor lose health and sickness at the same time (οὐδὲ ἅμα ἀπαλλάττεται ὑγιείας τε καὶ νόσου), so the same holds in the case of the other pair (ἀνάγκη περὶ αὐτῶν ἔχειν ὥσπερ περὶ ὑγιείας ἔχει καὶ νόσου), since they too are opposites (εἴπερ ἐναντία ἐστὶν ταῦτα ἀλλήλοις).



46
 The text does not contain a term corresponding to ‘therefore’. What corresponds to it, rather, is Callicles’ affirmative answer to Socrates’ question of whether he needs to keep asking questions, or whether Callicles is willing to agree to the general statement. The cases of hunger and thirst are treated, apparently, as sufficient evidence for the general statement.



47
 The qualification ‘when thirsty’ to Socrates’ question at 496 e 1–2 is necessary since not all drinking is pleasure, and is implied by τούτου οὗ λέγεις at 496 d 7, referring to ‘drinking when thirsty’ (διψῶντα δὲ δὴ πίνειν) at 496 d 5–6. Cf. Dodds, Gorgias, 311.



48
 This passage in fact endorses, for the range of pleasures it covers, the stronger thesis that the pleasure involved in satisfying a desire is always mixed with pain simultaneously, given the unqualified claims that all lacks and desires are painful and that in satisfying them the pleasure and pain cease together. This does not seem to allow the possibility of a mixed pleasure being mixed only sequentially, even though the weaker thesis would suffice as far as the case against hedonism is concerned. Despite being unnecessary, the stronger thesis seems unavoidable given the absence of the perception condition in the Gorgias (which I discuss in n. 51 below): without this condition there is no room for claiming that a lack may not be painful even though filling it is pleasant (given the state view of pain).



49
 Van Riel (Good Life, 11) seems to think that Callicles agrees with Socrates that pleasure and pain occur together ‘though not at the same time and in the same respect’. But coexisting at the same time and in the same respect is precisely what the argument requires and is explicitly agreed upon at 496 e 4–6. Socrates’ argument would be ineffective against hedonism if it turned on the coexistence of, for instance, the pleasure of eating and the pain of a headache.



50
 The claim here is that all desires involve pain, not the clearly mistaken one that they simply are (or are kinds of) pain.



51
 The perception requirement for pleasure and pain seems neither explicit nor implied in the Gorgias, and we may wonder whether introducing it to the argument would alter the conclusion of this argument. We might consider the possibility, for instance, that one may experience a pause in the restoration process at such a point that the lack is unperceived and thus painless but one feels pleased. It might seem, in such a case, that pleasure and pain do come apart, contrary to the argument’s claim. But Plato would dismiss such a case as illusory, since a pleasure must be a (perceived) filling and even if a phase in which we are neither filling nor emptying is physiologically possible (cf. n. 17), it would not really contain any pleasure. This would amount to thinking that the cessation of pain is pleasure, a mistake Plato identifies at Rep. 9, 584 a 9: ‘there is nothing sound in these illusions regarding the truth about pleasure’ (οὐδὲν ὑγιὲς τούτων τῶν φαντασμάτων πρὸς ἡδονῆς ἀλήθειαν). What, then, of a phase during an ongoing restoration process where the filling is perceived but the disharmony is somehow not, such that a bodily restoration involves only pleasure? I find it doubtful that Plato would concede this possibility since it would threaten his claim about the superior pleasantness of pure pleasures to those mixed with pain. (I return to this claim in the next section.) Regardless, however, it would pose no threat to the argument: all that this argument needs is to demonstrate that there is at least one pair of pleasure and pain such that they coexist and cease together, which would be impossible if hedonism were true. The possibility of cases where pleasure and pain do not coexist or cease together does not, therefore, constitute a threat to the argument. One may, of course, be unhappy with the restoration model in general, and insist that pleasure may occur where there is no restoration whatsoever. Yet this line of questioning falls outside the scope of this paper, which concerns how we ought to understand the model in the first place.



52
 After all, Plato uses the term epithumia to refer to all desire at Rep. 9, 580 d 7, which means, given the tripartition of the soul, the desires of all three parts—appetitive, spirited, and rational.



53
 As I argue in Erginel, ‘Inconsistency’, this is a key component of Plato’s argument that the philosopher’s life is the most pleasant.



54
 See, for instance, T. Irwin (trans.), Plato, Gorgias (Oxford, 1979), 202, and Gosling and Taylor, Greeks, 72–3.



55
 As we have seen, the state view of pain is consistent with the existence of pure pleasures, which involve painless restorations.



56
 Dodds, Gorgias, 310, achieves consistency between the Gorgias and Republic 9 by arguing rather that Plato did not deny that pleasure and pain are opposites in the Gorgias. While this denial is not explicitly stated in the text, Socrates’ argument makes sense only if we take it to be implied, charity therefore requiring us to reject Dodds’ solution.



57
 The literature on Republic 9 contains extremely little discussion of pain. Among scholars who do address the matter, Warren (‘Pleasures’, 13) supports the state view while C. D. C. Reeve, Philosopher-Kings: The Argument of Plato’s Republic [Philosopher-Kings] (Princeton, 1988), 307, seems inclined to agree but does not clearly commit to this reading. Taylor, Timaeus, 451, and Wolfsdorf, Pleasure, 48, on the other hand, endorse the process reading of Republic 9, taking only the process of emptying to be painful.



58
 The lines immediately following (583 d 6–9) indicate that people who are in pain quite generally (καὶ ἐν ἄλλοις γε) praise the absence of pain, not only in cases of illness. An instance of being in pain, then, is being ill, which continues during the processes of both deterioration and restoration.



59
 I have argued (‘Psychology’) that the metaphor must be understood as representing a hedonic scale, with negative and positive segments, as well as a neutral point between them. Leaving aside the details, it should be clear that spatial positions on the metaphor represent hedonic values rather than the causes of pleasure or pain: if reaching the middle represented achieving fullness, being above it, in the upper region, would make no sense.



60
 Such episodes would not, of course, be pure pleasures in the proper sense of not being mixed with pain in any way at all—neither simultaneously nor sequentially.



61
 Assuming that the perception condition is at play in the Republic (even though Plato says very little about it here) the idea would be that pain occurs when one perceives a state of disharmony in oneself, and there is no state of disharmony such that one could perceive it during the process of destruction (or a stable state of disharmony) but not during the process of restoration. (Of course, if the state of disharmony corresponding to a pleasant restoration is not perceived at any stage, then the pleasure would not be mixed at all.) Indeed, it would be difficult to explain why, given the state view, a perceptible state of disharmony would suddenly become imperceptible once the process of restoration begins. The factors determining whether we perceive our restorations and destructions, namely the magnitude and the speed of change, seem unfit to accommodate such a possibility: if the disharmony is large enough to be perceived on the way down, how could it not be large enough to be perceived on the way back up? This consideration applies equally to the Timaeus and Philebus (where the mechanics of perception is discussed) but I see no further textual evidence in these dialogues for the stronger thesis that all impure pleasures involve pleasures and pains mixed both sequentially and simultaneously. I am therefore reluctant to attribute to Plato the stronger and more restrictive thesis in these dialogues as well, although they are compatible with it.



62
 This does not, by itself, establish that you are not better off leading a life of impure pleasures. Reeve, Philosopher-Kings, 148, for instance, argues that the purity criterion fails to establish the greater pleasantness of the philosopher’s pleasures compared to non-rational pleasures: ‘For the latter, though impure, might yet contain enough pure pleasure to make them more pleasant overall than learning the truth, even when the pure pain they contain is taken into consideration.’ I argue in ‘Psychology’ that Plato takes this to be impossible, the pain component always being greater than the pleasure component in any instance of impure pleasure.



63
 In drawing a contrast with the pleasures (and desires) of the rational part, Plato focuses on bodily pleasures, but it is clear that the contrast in Rep. 9, 586 c 7–d 2, is meant to be with all pleasures of the appetitive and spirited parts.



64
 See, for instance, Carone, ‘Hedonism’, 267 n. 19 and Warren, ‘Pleasures’, 13.



65
 See, especially the Hippocratic works VM 9, 9–13 Littré, and Art. 49, 14–19 Littré.



66
 It may be argued that the latter refers only to psychic desires, but then it would be very misleading for Plato to treat the kenōsis of the body and the kenotēs of the soul as playing the same role on the model being proposed. Cf. Taylor, Timaeus, 450–1.



67

τὸ μὲν παρὰ φύσιν καὶ βίαιον γιγνόμενον ἁθρόον παρ’ ἡμῖν πάθος ἀλγεινόν, τὸ δ’ εἰς φύσιν ἀπιὸν πάλιν ἁθρόον ἡδύ.



68
 Indeed, the passage need not be taken as stipulating a necessary condition for either the occurrence or the emergence of pain—it could be merely describing one kind of pain (and pleasure). But since the Timaeus does not offer another kind of pain, taking this passage to be about the emergence of all (bodily) pain seems more plausible.



69
 Some translators take γιγνόμενον to go with παρὰ φύσιν too, yielding ‘whereas every process which is contrary to nature is painful, that which takes place naturally is pleasurable’, which does not support the state view (R. G. Bury (ed. and trans.), Plato: Timaeus, Critias, Cleitophon, Menexenus, Epistles (Cambridge, Mass., 1929). While this way of reading the sentence is grammatically possible, it is an interpretive choice that conceals a contrast that may be intended by the μέν … δέ construction. This choice could be justified if the sentence made no sense without supplying γιγνόμενον in the first clause, but it clearly does, in accordance with the state view of pain. Perhaps guided by such concerns, Cornford, Cosmology, and Zeyl, Timaeus, do not extend the scope of γιγνόμενον.



70
 This leaves open the possibility that some unnatural conditions are unperceived and therefore painless.



71

τὸ δὲ σπέρμα ὅτῳ πολὺ καὶ ῥυῶδες περὶ τὸν μυελὸν γίγνεται … πολλὰς μὲν καθ’ ἕκαστον ὠδῖνας …



72
 Use of the imperfective aspect of the present participle λυομένης at 31 d 4 may be taken as an indication that pain is associated with the process of disintegration.



73
 As the LSJ indicates, in fact, the primary meanings of phthora besides ‘destruction’ are ‘ruin’ and ‘death’, in favour of understanding the term as referring to a state.



74
 With the addition of the perception condition, Plato’s account of bodily pleasure and pain will be more complex, requiring that the speed and/or intensity of the restoration, and the magnitude of the imbalance, respectively, be such as to be perceived.



75
 Being in a state of destruction is consistent with experiencing processes of destruction and restoration, just as one’s health may be declining or improving when one is in a state of illness. Indeed, being in a state of destruction must be accompanied by one of the two opposite processes, if we suppose that Plato takes the body to be incapable of remaining in any unchanging state, harmonious or otherwise. (See n. 17.)



76
 Here we can see the significance of reading 31 a 8–32 b 4 as being only about one kind of pain, mentioned in n. 13.



77
 These are contrasted with what we may classify, again roughly, as ‘intellectual’ desires, which aim at learning, pure colours, shapes, and sounds, as well as pleasant smells (51 b–e). There is a question here as to what unites the ‘intellectual’ desires, paralleling the question in Rep. 9 as to what unites the rational desires, both questions problematized especially by the pure pleasures of smell. These are complex interpretive questions that must be left aside for the present purposes. I address the question concerning the Republic in ‘Inconsistency’.



78
 Given the greater sophistication of the restoration model in the Philebus, ‘lack’ should be understood broadly, as any absence of the harmonious state, whether or not this amounts to having too little of something.



79
 Crucially, Plato claims that the non-intellectual desire is itself painful, and not that there may be incidental pains that are related to the desire, such as a pain of anticipation, or a pain arising from one’s evaluation of one’s condition. In these early passages, Plato’s remarks on desire are relatively simplistic, treating the desires in question merely as kinds of pain and lack. We will find at 35 a–d that rather more is required for desire than it is for pain: all desire requires the involvement of the soul, and more specifically, memory of the corresponding restoration. See Harte, ‘Desire’, for a recent discussion of this requirement.
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H. N. Fowler and W. R. M. Lamb (trans.), Plato: Statesman, Philebus, Ion (Cambridge, Mass., 1925); Taylor, Philebus; Gosling, Philebus; and R. A. H. Waterfield (trans. and intro.), Plato: Philebus (Middlesex, 1982).



81
 Frede, Philebus. To find an English translation of the dialogue that renders the verb in this way, one needs to go as far back, it seems, as Hackforth’s translation (Examination). Among recent interpreters, only Harte, ‘Desire’, 41, as far as I am aware, translates the verb as ‘becoming empty’.
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 Frede, Philebos; and L. Georgii (trans.), Philebos, in Platon, Sämtliche Werke III (Heidelberg, 1982), 41.



83
 Plato does refer to thirst as a kenōsis at 35 b 3–4, but as I point out above, this does not necessarily refer to a process of emptying, and therefore does not constitute evidence against the state reading.



84
 In fact, given the perception condition, our thirst disappears on this view as soon as we take in as little water as is necessary to prevent the soul from perceiving the body as getting further dehydrated.



85
 As I argued in Section 2, this treatment of psychic pains and impure pleasures is best understood in terms of the restoration model.
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 See M. M. McCabe, ‘Banana Skins and Custard Pies: Plato on Comedy and Self-
Knowledge’, in J. Dillon and L. Brisson (eds.), Plato’s Philebus, Selected Papers from the Eighth Symposium Platonicum (Sankt Augustin, 2010), 194–203, for an even-handed examination of Plato’s critical view on comedy and laughter.
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 At 50 a 7–8 the painfulness of malice is treated as something they have long agreed on (τὸν γὰρ φθόνον ὡμολογῆσθαι λύπην ψυχῆς ἡμῖν πάλαι). This presumably refers to the agreement at 48 b 8–9, but the expression indicates that the agreement held and the point was assumed throughout.



88
 The multi-layered analysis of scratching an itch was presented as an examination of the ‘greatest’ cases of mixed pleasure, which are related to repulsive diseases (45 e–46 a), the only other example Plato offers being what is generally taken as a description of intense sexual pleasure (47 a 3–9). It appears, therefore, that only a subset of mixed pleasures is meant to be explained by this analysis, which is, in any case, inconsistent with Plato’s account of the basic bodily pleasures of eating, drinking, being cooled when hot and vice versa: it is clear in those cases that the pleasure and pain are caused by the restoration and destruction, respectively, of precisely the same natural state.



89
 As I observe in n. 19 above, the principle of opposites (Rep. 4, 436 b 9–c 2) could be used to establish the distinctness of the things undergoing the opposite processes of restoration and destruction at the same time. It is clear, however, that Plato has no interest in dividing the soul based on the coexistence of these processes, or generating the kind of micro-partitioning this strategy involves (in the Republic or elsewhere).
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 This may be just the kind of case Plato has in mind at Phileb. 50 b 3–4, where he argues that, like the experience of watching tragedies in a theatre, the ‘tragedies of life’ too involve mixtures of pleasure and pain.
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 S. Halliwell, Greek Laughter: A Study of Cultural Psychology from Homer to Early Christianity (Cambridge, 2008), 278.









Being as Activity
A Defence of the Importance of Metaphysics 1048B18–35 for Aristotle’s Ontology

Francisco J. Gonzalez




In a lengthy and important article,1 M. F. Burnyeat has argued that the passage found at Metaphysics 1048b18–35 in which Aristotle distinguishes sharply between kinēsis and energeia, while written by Aristotle, does not belong in its current context in Book Θ.2 He indeed goes so far as to call it a ‘freak performance’. While Burnyeat raises philological concerns related to the absence of the passage from an entire manuscript tradition, his primary objections are philosophical: the sharp distinction between kinēsis and energeia is in his view at odds with central tenets of Aristotle’s metaphysics and physics. A commentary on Book Θ by J. Beere has followed Burnyeat in the view that the passage does not belong in its current context.3 In his recent translation of the Metaphysics, E. Berti, while including the passage, puts its translation in italics and makes clear in notes his agreement with Burnyeat.4 The only serious challenges have come from R. Polansky (indirectly),5 C. Natali (partially and briefly),6 and L. A. Kosman (with respect to the passage’s philosophical importance rather than its place in Book Θ).7

My goal in the present paper is, first, to show that Burnyeat’s arguments do not withstand scrutiny. The second and more important aim is to show the role that the passage plays in the overall project of Book Θ, specifically in the transition Aristotle wishes to make from dunamis and energeia in a sense relative to motion to a broader sense more germane to his metaphysical project. Given the central importance of Book Θ to this metaphysical project, the passage at 1048b18–35 indeed proves to be the linchpin of Aristotle’s metaphysics as a whole. Specifically, without the thesis defended in the passage, the transition to the energeia of the unmoved mover as the primary ousia becomes impossible and thus the whole theological dimension of Aristotle’s metaphysics is undermined.




1. Text and translation


Debate concerning the place and significance of the passage must of course begin with the Greek text and its translation. One thing that has made the Passage8 suspect is the supposedly highly corrupt state of the text. Burnyeat himself uses this as evidence that it was originally an annotation written on the margin that then eventually got incorporated into the text (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 241), though he offers this as only a ‘hypothesis’. He nevertheless does helpful work on the text that in the end makes it appear less corrupt, seemingly against his own thesis, as he acknowledges (258), but he insists that it still remains ‘a highly damaged stretch of the Metaphysics’.9 I wish to challenge this conclusion at the outset by presenting the text without even the emendations of modern editors Burnyeat still considers necessary (258). In this I am following Natali, ‘Note’, and like him present the unemended Bekker for 1048b18–35, except where Bekker departs from the Ab manuscript.10 If a sensible translation can be given of the unemended text, as Natali already attempted, then the part of Burnyeat’s argument that depends on the supposedly very corrupt state of the text no longer stands.


Ἐπεὶ δὲ τῶν πράξεων ὧν ἐστὶ πέρας οὐδεμία τέλος ἀλλὰ τῶν περὶ τὸ τέλος, οἷον τοῦ ἰσχναίνειν ἡ ἰσχνασία11αὐτο· αὐτὰ δὲ ὅταν ἴσχναίνῃ οὕτως ἐστὶν ἐν κινήσει, μὴ ὑπάρχοντα ὧν ἕνεκα ἡ κίνησις, οὐκ ἔστι ταῦτα πρᾶξις· ἢ οὐ τελεία γέ, οὐ γὰρ τέλος ἀλλ᾽ ἐκείνῃ12ἐνυπάρχει τὸ τέλος καὶ ἡ πρᾶξις οἷον ὁρᾷ ἀλλὰ καὶ ϕρονεῖ καὶ νοεῖ καὶ νενόηκεν.13ἀλλ᾽ οὐ μανθάνει καὶ μεμάθηκεν, οὐδ᾽ ὑγιάζεται καὶ ὑγίασται. εὖ ζῇ καὶ εὖ ἔζηκεν· ἀλλὰ καὶ εὐδαιμονεῖ καὶ εὐδαιμόνηκεν. εἰ δὲ μή, ἔδει ἄν ποτε παύεσθαι, ὥσπερ ὅταν ἰσχναίνῃ. νῦν δ᾽οὔ, ἀλλὰ ζῇ καὶ ἔζηκεν. [τοὐτων δὴ τὰς μὲν κινήσεις λέγειν, τὰς δ᾽ ἐνεργείας. πᾶσα γὰρ κίνησις ἀτελής, ἰσχνασία, μάθησις, βάδισις, οἰκοδόμησις. αὗται δὲ κινήσεις καὶ ἀτελεῖς γε. οὐ γὰρ ἅμα βαδίζει καὶ βεβάδικεν, οὐδ᾽ οἰκοδομεῖ καὶ ᾠκοδόμησεν,14οὐδὲ γίγνεται καὶ γέγονεν, ἢ κινεῖται καὶ κεκίνηται· ἀλλ᾽ ἕτερον καὶ κινεῖ καὶ κεκίνηκεν. ἑώρακε δὲ καὶ ὁρᾷ ἅμα τὸ αὐτὸ καὶ νοεῖ καὶ νενόηκεν. τὴν μὲν οὖν τοιαύτην ἐνέργειαν λέγω, ἐκείνην δὲ κίνησιν.]15τὸ μὲν οὖν ἐνεργεῖν τί τέ ἐστι καὶ ποῖον ἐκ τούτων καὶ τῶν τοιούτων δῆλον ἡμῖν ἔστω.

In the case of actions which have a limit none is an end, but they are towards an end. For example thinness16 in the case of becoming thinner: when things are in the process of becoming thinner, they are in motion17 in this way, whereas that for the sake of which the motion exists does not obtain. This is therefore not an action, or at least not a complete one because it is not an end. But in the other case18 the end is present and the action, e.g., one sees, but also one thinks and understands and has already understood.19 But it is not the case that one is learning and has already learned or that one is being restored to health and has already been restored to health. One is living well and has already lived well, but furthermore one is actively being happy and has already been happy.20 Otherwise it would be necessary to cease at some point, as when one is in the process of becoming thinner. Now this is not the case, but one is living and has already lived. Of these some are to be called motions, others, activities. For every motion is incomplete: becoming thinner, learning, walking, house-building. These are motions and indeed incomplete. For one is not at the same time walking and has completed walking, or building a house and has built a house, or becoming and has already become, or is being moved and has already been moved, but [these are] different, as well as causing motion and having already caused motion. One is seeing and has already seen the same thing at the same time, and one is understanding and has already understood. This kind I call activity, that one motion. What being active is and what kind of a thing, let it be clear from these and these kinds of [examples].




2. Meaning


While a number of contentious points of interpretation will be addressed in what follows, it will be helpful here to give as uncontroversial as possible a summary of the argument of the Passage. Within a broad understanding of praxis that would include both actions like becoming thinner or constructing a house and actions like seeing or thinking, the Passage claims that the former do not contain their ends within themselves but are in motion toward their end, while the latter do contain their ends. Becoming thin is not its own end, the end being instead the state of being thin toward which it is moving; constructing a house is not its own end, the end being instead the built house toward which it is moving. What is surprising is the claim that these motions are not praxeis because they are not ends, surprising because the Passage introduces these motions under the heading of praxeis. But this is why the Passage immediately qualifies it: such a motion is not at any rate a complete praxis. Since what prevents a motion from being a praxis according to the Passage is that it is not an end, and since it follows from this that being an end is a requirement for being a praxis, that motion is not a complete praxis should strictly entail that it is not a praxis at all, as Aristotle initially says (οὐκ ἔστι ταῦτα πρᾶξις). Yet the qualification that Aristotle immediately adds grants the possibility of still calling it a praxis so long as we specify what for him is the important point, namely that it is incomplete, where this means that while on the way toward an end, it does not possess its end within itself. In contrast, an action such as seeing can be called a praxis without qualification because it is its own end: our seeing does not as such move toward any end beyond seeing itself and therefore does not move at all.21 If the Passage characterizes actions that move toward a goal as having a limit, with the implication that actions possessing their end within themselves do not have a limit, the point appears to be this: the process of building a house, because it has its end outside of itself in the house that is being built, will come to an end when this end is achieved; you cannot continue building a house once the house is built. A motion is in this sense ontologically suicidal: it can realize what it seeks only by ceasing to exist.22 Because, in contrast, the end of a praxis is the praxis itself, the praxis need not cease with the realization of this end because it coincides with it. If fully building the house implies ceasing to build the house, fully living does not require dying; the being of life is not suicidal like the being of a motion. A praxis like living or seeing can be complete in the sense of achieving its end without finishing; and that is because its end is not something toward which it is moving, toward which it is on the way, but rather is the praxis itself. This is the contrast developed and further explicated in the Passage, though with the term energeia being substituted for the term praxis. This substitution is of course what makes the connection to the rest of chapter 6 clear, at least on the level of terminology. The important question will be whether the meaning of energeia in the Passage as activity in contrast to motion has anything to do with the senses of energeia at issue in the rest of the chapter.

The way in which the Passage seeks to make us understand the distinction between kinēsis and energeia is through the coincidence of present and perfect tenses in the latter and their mutual exclusion in the former. I cannot at once be building the house and have built the house. It is of course this distinction in it between present and perfect tenses that stretches the motion out in time and that thereby allows it to be measured with respect to before and after: I lay the foundation, then I construct the walls, then I build the roof, then I work on the interior, and finally I complete the house. In the case of an energeia, on the other hand, the present and perfect tenses can co-exist simultaneously: I can still be seeing while having seen, and I have seen while seeing.23 As Burnyeat (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 245–53) and others have noted, what the perfect tense expresses here is not being-in-the past but rather being-complete (‘perfect’). According to the argument of the Passage, I can say ‘I have seen’ the second I begin to see, where this clearly means not that my seeing is in the past, but rather that it is complete, that it is ‘at an end’, not in the sense of being past, but in the sense of being its own goal.24 While I can of course see for five or ten minutes, my activity of seeing is not in time in the sense that it does not ‘take time’ to reach its end;25 it is not ‘stretched out’ in time, but is fully what it is at each moment.26

Can anything be said about the proper place of the Passage through this initial consideration of its content? The term praxis that opens the argument and under the heading of which the distinction between motions and activities is first made might suggest an ethical context. Yet the terms in which the distinction is made and defended between the two types of ‘action’, of which only one is ‘action’ strictly speaking, do not appear distinctly ethical. The distinction is made in terms of ‘completeness’ and different relations to time, which suggests a predominantly ontological interest.27 While this does not preclude its occurring in an ethical discussion, as Burnyeat suggests (244–5; 273–4), it would certainly not be out of place in an ontological discussion.




3. Absence of the Passage from some manuscripts


In turning to Burnyeat’s argument that the Passage does not belong in Book Θ, we must first make an important clarification. It is one thing to say that the Passage ‘was not written for Θ’ (220): this is a historical claim whose truth or falsity we will never be able to determine. But Burnyeat’s claim that the passage ‘does not fit into the overall programme of Θ’ (220), in contrast, is testable.

It might seem, of course, that the absence of the Passage from many manuscripts of the Metaphysics supports the historical claim and Burnyeat’s paper spends much time investigating the manuscript tradition.28 A conclusion of Burnyeat’s philological investigations is that, given the distinction between two manuscript traditions labelled β and α, ‘The Passage is better confirmed than before in β, eliminated entirely from α’ (236).29 The former point is worth stressing, since Burnyeat stresses the latter. The Passage is found in manuscripts M (fourteenth century) and C (fifteenth century) that have been taken to be witnesses to the β tradition independently of the other manuscript in which it is found, Ab (12th),30 so that the Passage must have been found in a common source that antedates all three manuscripts (230). Burnyeat thus writes: ‘We can safely conclude that the Passage was already present in the hyparchetype β itself’ (276). This leaves an editor with a difficult decision, as Burnyeat notes: which manuscript tradition is to be followed?

Here we must consider the important work of Oliver Primavesi on the manuscripts of the Metaphysics for a new critical edition of Book Alpha, published since Burnyeat’s article.31 Primavesi’s views on the two manuscript traditions can be summarized as follows: β goes back to a papyrus that as such can be no later than the fourth century ad: this is shown by the repetition in this tradition of the first words of some books due to their being placed also at the end of the previous book. This is what Jaeger called reclamantes, i.e. ‘catchwords or catchlines which were used when longer texts were divided up among several papyrus scrolls and which were meant to direct the reader safely from one scroll to the next’ (Alpha, 390–1). In addition, Primavesi shows that α was not known to the genuine Alexander at the time he wrote his commentary, and that α contains a number of passages not found in β and not likely to have simply dropped out of β, which he therefore takes to be additions, perhaps for teaching purposes (and they are early, since the commentary of Asclepius already knows them).32 Does this make β in general more reliable? No, because Primavesi also shows that there is much textual intervention in β and specifically that β depends on the commentary of the genuine Alexander to which it is made to conform.33 He therefore concludes: ‘In editing the Metaphysics, one is well advised to give preference to the wording of the α-version in passages which are transmitted by both versions, but to examine with particular care the credentials of passages which are transmitted by α alone’ (Alpha, 458). This is because the intervention in the case of β is to alter the text, whereas in α it appears limited to the additions. But then what text did Alexander have? Neither α nor β (Alpha, 457). Primavesi postulates that what β is correcting is a text common to α and β and slightly more faulty than the text Alexander had.

What can we infer about our Passage (which Primavesi does not deal with since he limits his work to Book Α)? One possibility is that the reviser who produced β found it in the common text and simply preserved it; in this case, the Passage later dropped out of the α tradition.34 Another possibility is that the Passage was absent from the common text and was added in producing β. But why would it be added? If Primavesi’s hypothesis about the motivations of the writer of β is correct, one explanation that lies to hand is that the scribe found Alexander commenting on the Passage as part of Θ. 6 and reconstructed it based on this commentary—the commentary, that is, of the genuine Alexander, now lost to us. Pseudo-Alexander, whose commentary replaced that of Alexander for this part of the Metaphysics, had no knowledge of the Passage, at least as part of his text of the Metaphysics (Burnyeat claims he knew it from elsewhere35), thus creating the awkward situation that had to be remedied in different ways by Ab and by M, in the former case by crossing out part of the Passage (see n. 15) and in the latter by adding commentary from a different author.36 We cannot know, of course—at least, not before Primavesi or someone else prepares a critical edition for Book Θ of the sort we now have for Book Α. In either case, the pedigree of our Passage holds up very well and there appears to be no reason for believing its absence from the ‘original’ text and from Alexander’s text is more plausible than its presence there. If Primavesi is right in claiming that the α tradition was unknown to Alexander, then the absence of the Passage in this tradition does not show that it was unknown to Alexander (as it was unknown to Pseudo-Alexander much later). Furthermore, if the producer of β was as dependent on the commentary of the genuine Alexander, as Primavesi attempts to show, then the presence of the passage in β suggests that he did not find the Passage at odds with or absent from this commentary. That would offer some slight evidence, though no more, that Alexander knew and commented on the Passage.37

Such speculations aside, the important conclusion is the following: if Primavesi considers the β tradition less reliable than the α tradition, he does not do so for reasons that would render the Passage suspect. What requires care in dealing with the β tradition is specific wording where this differs from the wording in the α tradition, since there is evidence of editorial intervention in the β tradition to make the Greek more polished and to bring it in closer agreement with Alexander’s commentary.38 But where Primavesi finds evidence of textual additions is in the α tradition, which is why he counsels that in editing the Metaphysics one should ‘examine with particular care the credentials of passages which are transmitted by α alone’, while not giving that counsel in the case of passages transmitted by β alone, which would be the case with our Passage. In the current state of research on the manuscripts, then, it is hard to see what justification a future editor of Metaphysics Θ would have for double-bracketing the Passage, as Jaeger does, much less omitting it.39






4.
The Passage and the Physics


Before turning to MetaphysicsΘ, we need to consider the Physics. This is because Burnyeat partly bases his argument that the Passage was not written for Θ on the view that it ‘runs counter to a foundational thesis of Aristotelian physics’ (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 262). This claim exposes a fundamental incoherence in Burnyeat’s position. He does not want to deny that the Passage is Aristotelian, but only to claim that it does not belong in its present context. When he claims, however, that the teaching of the Passage runs counter to a foundational teaching of Aristotelian physics, he makes it hard to see how the Passage could possibly be Aristotelian. Even if the Passage originally belonged to some ethical treatise, as Burnyeat speculates, is Aristotle allowed in his ethics to maintain positions that are not only distinct from, but incompatible with, what he claims in his Physics? We will see that Burnyeat continually wavers on this point. What I wish to show now is that Burnyeat’s claim of incompatibility with the Physics rests on a misunderstanding of the definition of motion in that work.

Motion in the Physics is defined as the entelecheia40 or energeia41 of what is potential or capable qua such (τοῦ δυνάμει ὄντος, ᾗ τοιοῦτον, 3. 1, 201a10–12). On the face of it, this definition suggests that motion is a type of energeia, and this in turn appears to conflict with the doctrine of the Passage that motion is not an energeia.42 But while the definition certainly defines motion with reference to energeia, is it in fact defining motion as a type or species of energeia? How exactly to interpret the definition is of course controversial, but one point would appear uncontroversial: what makes motion motion is the qualification ‘qua being capable’. The energeia of what is capable of being a house, period, is not a motion, but is rather to be located in the built house (as its form or function). We have the motion of building a house only when this capability is active or actual in such a way as to remain only capable: in the motion of construction, the bricks remain only capable of being a house even as this capability is active or actual in a way that was not the case when the bricks were simply lying on the lot prior to construction. In the process of building, the end which would be simply the energeia of what is potentially a house, i.e. the actually built house, has not yet been reached, though it is on the way toward being reached. Here Aristotle’s use of the word entelecheia in the general definition of motion is both provocative and revealing. If this word has the sense of possessing the end or being an end (as Aristotle suggests at Metaph. Θ. 8, 1050a21–3), motion is this strange hybrid of a having-the-end that does not yet have the end, of an entelecheia that at the same time is not an entelecheia: as we are told explicitly at Physics 8. 5, 257b8, it is an incomplete entelecheia.

This is why Aristotle, in the context of giving as the cause of motion’s appearing ‘indeterminate’ (ἀόριστον) the fact that it cannot be set down as either the dunamis or the energeia of beings (ὅτι οὔτε εἰς δύναμιν τῶν ὄντων οὔτε εἰς ἐνέργειαν ἔστιν θεῖναι αὐτήν, Phys. 3. 2, 201b28–9), observes: ‘motion appears on the one hand to be some kind of energeia, but on the other hand it is incomplete’ (ἥ τε κίνησις ἐνέργεια μὲν εἶναί τις δοκεῖ, ἀτελὴς δέ, 201b31–2). The energeia of what is capable of being a house is the completed house, but the process of building a house is incomplete in that for as long as it lasts, it has not yet reached its end, which is the completed house. One might be tempted to conclude at this point that there are simply two kinds of energeia according to the teaching of the Physics, one complete and one incomplete, and that motion is to be classed as the latter. But can an energeia as such be incomplete? The qualification Aristotle immediately adds to this suggestion is crucial: ‘the cause is that the capable, of which it is the energeia, is incomplete’ (αἴτιον δ’ ὅτι ἀτελὲς τὸ δυνατόν, οὗ ἐστιν ἐνέργεια, 201b32–3). It is hard to see why Aristotle would insist that the cause of the incompleteness of motion is the incompleteness of what is capable except to make it clear that the incompleteness does not have its source in the energeia itself. An energeia that is not of what is incomplete would not be incomplete. The incompleteness of the energeia that is motion comes to it not from that fact that it is a different kind of energeia but from the fact that the capable of which it is the energeia remains still only capable. The definition of motion is therefore perfectly compatible with energeia as such being complete. The completeness of energeia is furthermore suggested by Aristotle’s claim, in the passage cited above, that the incompleteness of motion rules out its being set down as energeia. He repeats this claim when he goes on to assert that it does not seem possible to count motion as energeia without qualification (ἐνέργειαν ἁπλῆν, 201b34–5). Energeia as such is complete, like the completed house. How then can motion be an energeia at all? This is the reason for the μέν … δέ contrast cited above: on the one hand, motion appears to be some kind of energeia (since it cannot be identified with mere dunamis), but on the other hand it is incomplete (which is incompatible with being energeia). Aristotle’s solution to this dilemma is to define motion as that strange hybrid called an incomplete energeia where the cause of the incompleteness lies not in the energeia as such but rather in what is capable remaining capable (the ‘qua being capable’ of the definition), in the fact that the end which is the energeia or entelecheia of the house has not yet been reached so long as the motion still exists. It would therefore be wrong to believe that in the example of building a house there are two kinds of energeia, one being the motion and the other being the house. What distinguishes the motion of building from the house is not that it is a different energeia43 but rather that it is the incomplete realization of this energeia, due to what is capable of being a house still remaining merely capable in it.44 If this is so, characterizing motion as an ‘incomplete energeia’ is not incompatible with denying that it is an energeia, as we have seen Aristotle do in the Physicsitself in asserting that kinēsis cannot be set down as an energeia (201b28–9). Because energeia as such or unqualified is characterized by completeness, motion, as an ‘incomplete energeia’ rendered incomplete by what remains capable in it, falls short of being an energeia. The characterization of motion as an ‘incomplete energeia’ might look like a definition by genus and differentia, but this is a completely misleading appearance. We do not characterize a horse as an ‘incomplete animal’ precisely because it is a species of animal and thereby fully an animal, only different in kind from a pig. As Aristotle says in De anima, an ‘incomplete’ animal is a ‘deformed’ (πήρωμα) animal, whereas a ‘complete’ animal is one that is not deformed (3. 9, 432b22–4). An ‘incomplete energeia’ is similarly not a species or kind of energeia but a defective energeia, one that is not energeia in the full or unqualified sense.45 Furthermore, if it is not energeia in the full or unqualified sense, we can also say that, while it is like energeia and approximates it, it is not energeia, period. Thus we have seen Aristotle assert in the Passage not only that a motion is not a complete praxis, but also that it is simply not a praxis (οὐκ ἔστι ταῦτα πρᾶξις). This of course would not be possible if motion were understood as being a type or kind of energeia/praxis.

What I am arguing is implied in the definition of motion in the Physics is explicitly stated in De anima 3. 7.46 Here Aristotle characterizes kinēsis as the energeia of the incomplete (τοῦ ἀτελοῦς ἐνέργεια), just as in the Physics, and he contrasts it with the energeia of the complete (ἡ τοῦ τετελεσμένου, 431a6–7). But if energeia of the incomplete is motion, what is this other energeia? The answer is crucial: the energeia of the complete is energeia simply speaking or without qualification (ἡ δ᾽ ἁπλῶς ἐνέργεια ἑτέρα, 431a7). This claim does not add anything new to the doctrine of the Physics: as we have seen, Aristotle already opposes motion there to ‘simple energeia’ (ἐνέργειαν ἁπλῆν, 3. 2, 201b34–5). The two texts consistently say the following: the distinction is not between two kinds or species of energeia, but between energeia as such, on the one hand, that is, energeia in the absolute and unqualified sense which is complete and possesses its end, and on the other hand motion, whose incompleteness allows it only to approximate energeia in the strict sense. Therefore, the teaching of the Physics, as summed up with perfect clarity in the passage from De anima, is perfectly consistent with the distinction the Passage defends between kinēsis as incomplete, because it is only on the way toward its end, and energeia as complete, because it possesses its end.47 Burnyeat insists (261–2) that the Passage does not say the same thing as the De anima passage because the former does not define kinēsis as the energeia of the incomplete nor specifies that the energeia contrasted to kinēsis is energeia ‘simply speaking’. Even if this representation of the Passage is correct—and we will need to contradict part of it in a moment—the question is not whether the Passage says the same thing as what is said in the Physics or De anima, but whether it says anything that ‘runs counter’ to what is said there. And the answer to that question is ‘No’.

Furthermore, the very start of the Passage echoes the definition of kinēsis as an incomplete energeia in the Physics. At Θ. 6, 1048b21–2 we read that kinēsis ‘is not praxis, or at any rate not complete [τελεία] praxis’. With the latter phrase, Aristotle grants that kinēsis could be defined as an incomplete praxis, without seeing this as invalidating the point he goes on to make, i.e. that kinēsis is to be distinguished from praxis as such since the latter is in itself and by definition complete. Therefore, Burnyeat’s claim that ‘In the Passage being a κίνησις entails not being ἐνέργεια at all’ (262) is demonstrably false. Burnyeat is of course aware of the lines I am referring to at the beginning of the Passage, but he simply assumes that they present us with an exclusive disjunction. ‘Thus, by way of preparing for its terminological innovation, the passage says that actions (πράξεις) which are not their own end either do not count as action, or at any rate they are not complete action …. In the sequel the first disjunct is chosen, with ἐνέργεια substituted for πρᾶξις’ (262). But while Burnyeat’s interpretation absolutely requires taking the passage to express an exclusive disjunction, this is neither the necessary nor the most plausible reading. When I say, ‘It is cold outside or at any rate not warm’, I am not saying that it is either cold out or not warm; I am qualifying my initial claim that it is cold outside as meaning simply that it is not warm (and not, let’s say, that it is freezing outside). A parallel would be a passage from the Nicomachean Ethics in which Aristotle describes the brave person as ‘standing up against and delighting in terrible things or at least not being pained by them’ (ὁ μὲν ὑπομένων τὰ δεινὰ καὶ χαίρων ἢ μὴ λυπούμενός γε ἀνδρεῖος, 2. 3, 1104b7–8).48 It is as if Aristotle were anticipating the objection, ‘But how can even the brave man be said to delight in being attacked in battle?’, and conceding, ‘What I mean is that he will not be pained by it.’ What makes this the most plausible way of understanding Aristotle’s claim is that the Passage begins with classifying motion under praxis and this appears contradicted by the categorical claim soon afterwards that motion is not a praxis: ‘In the case of actions which have a limit [i.e. motion] … This is therefore not an action … ’ Aristotle must therefore qualify: yes, I just classified motion as an ‘action’, but I mean now that it is not a complete one, not an action in the strictest sense. Even if you accept the teaching of the Passage that kinēsis is not praxis or energeia tout court, you can continue to speak of kinēsis as an incomplete praxis or energeia without contradicting yourself. Aristotle in the lines in question is not asking us to choose between either denying that kinēsis is an action or denying that it is a complete action: denying that kinēsis is action without qualification is equivalent to denying it is complete action, which is to say that it is compatible with describing kinēsis as action qualified in the sense of incomplete.49 As already noted, there is not a species/genus relation here (as Burnyeat assumes, 264, following Ross). There is rather a relation between energeia that is by definition complete and kinēsis that falls short of that so as not to be energeia in the full and strict sense.

The crucial point here is that being an ‘incomplete’ energeia means being an energeia ‘in a way’ but not fully, so that the answer to the question, ‘Is motion an energeia?’ must be both ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. Similarly, faced with the question in the Politics of whether or not children are citizens, Aristotle responds that they are ‘in a way citizens, but not in an unqualified sense’ (εἶναι μέν πως πολίτας, οὐχ ἁπλῶς δὲ λίαν … ) and so require the addition of the qualification ‘incomplete’ (ἀτελεῖς, 3. 1, 1275a16–17; also 3. 5, 1278a5–6). Even more informative, however, is Aristotle’s discussion of friendships of utility, of pleasure, and of the good in the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle begins his discussion by asserting that ‘there are three kinds of friendship’ (τρία δὴ τὰ τῆς ϕιλίας εἴδη, 8. 3, 1156a7). This suggests that we have a single genus of friendship with three species. Aristotle, however, quickly dispels this appearance. Only friendship between good people is ‘complete friendship’ (τελεία ϕιλία, 8. 3, 1156b7) and friendship in the primary and dominant sense (πρώτως μὲν καὶ κυρίως, 8. 4, 1157a30–1). But even more significant for our purposes here is Aristotle’s claim that only friends in this sense are ‘friends simply speaking’ (ἁπλῶς ϕίλοι, 1157b4) and that friends of pleasure and utility are ‘not fully friends’ (ϕίλοι δ᾽ οὐ πάνυ, 8. 6, 1158a8–9), but are called friends only on the basis of a certain ‘resemblance’ (καθ᾽ ὁμοιότητα, 8. 4, 1157a31–2) to friends simply speaking. Aristotle’s use of comparative language is also striking, when he says that friendship of the good is friendship ‘most of all’ (μάλιστα, 8. 5, 1157b25) and that friendships of utility and pleasure are friendships ‘less’ (ἧττόν εἰσιν αὗται ϕιλίαι, 8. 6, 1158b4). What makes this discussion most valuable in the present context, however, is Aristotle’s clear explanation of how, on the basis of their similarity and dissimilarity to complete friendship or friendship simply speaking, friendships of utility and of pleasure ‘appear … both to be and not to be friendships’ (1158b5–6). As in the case of the question, ‘Is motion an energeia?’, the question, ‘Is a relationship of mutual goodwill based on pleasure a friendship?’ does not admit of an unequivocal answer, but must be answered ‘Yes and no’ or ‘sort of’. Whether the relation between incomplete friendship and friendship simply speaking is exactly the same as that between incomplete energeia and energeia simply speaking is one that cannot and need not be pursued here. All that needs to be noted here is what the two cases have in common, as indicated by the identical language used. The two are not cases of univocity, like the relation between horse and animal, or cases of accidental homonymy, but rather fall into that important and admittedly diverse category in Aristotle that has been called ‘core-dependent’ or ‘core-related’ homonymy.50 The parallel discussion in the Eudemian Ethics (7. 2, 1236a16–17) indeed explicitly asserts that the three kinds of friendship are spoken of neither univocally (μήτε καθ᾽ ἕν) nor as species of a single genus (μήδ᾽ ὡς εἴδη ἑνὸς γένους) nor completely homonymously (μήτε πάμπαν λέγεσθαι ὁμωνύμως), though the relation it suggests as an alternative is not explicitly based on resemblance, as it is in the Nicomachean Ethics, but rather is a relation to a primary instance: they ‘are spoken of in relation to some one thing that is primary’ (πρὸς μίαν … τινα λέγονται καὶ πρώτην, 1236a17–18).51 Again, this is not the place to pursue a discussion of the different types of homonymy in Aristotle. All that needs to be noted is that incomplete energeia, like incomplete friendship, incomplete citizenship, and even incomplete animals, falls into this intermediate range between synonymy and non-synonymy and that it does so in being a defective energeia, possessing its essential features only in part (more on what those are below in Section 5).

There is in conclusion no inconsistency between the characterization of motion as an incomplete energeia/praxis and the claim that it is not energeia/praxis. This is fortunate because Burnyeat’s view to the contrary ultimately saddles him with an untenable position. First, if the two mentioned claims were in fact inconsistent, the inconsistency would not be, as we have seen, between the Physics and the Passage, but rather within each taken individually. Secondly, Burnyeat cannot himself really maintain that the two claims are inconsistent and that by defending one the Passage must reject the other, because in this case the Passage would contradict fundamental Aristotelian doctrine and therefore could not be Aristotelian. But then if he does not claim that the two options are inconsistent, his reason for excluding the Passage from a physical or metaphysical context evaporates. He therefore suggests (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 272) that which ‘disjunct’ at 1048b21–2 is to be chosen depends on the context of the enquiry (comparable to Aristotle’s option of calling something an alteration or not in De anima), in which case the two disjuncts are perfectly consistent. But then later, in arguing that Plotinus is unlikely to have known the Passage when he critiques the definition of kinēsis as incomplete energeia (about which, more below), Burnyeat asserts that ‘the very concept of κίνησις as ἀτελὴς ἐνέργεια is excluded by the Passage’ (282) and that the Passage ‘eliminates the very possibility of ἐνέργεια ἀτελής’ (284). How can the two disjuncts be consistent, and the second disjunct be defended elsewhere by Aristotle, if the defence of the first disjunct ‘eliminates the very possibility of’ the second? Burnyeat cannot have it both ways. In general, his argument that none of the ancient commentators knows the Passage (to be addressed below) rests on the assumption that their distinction between incomplete energeia and complete energeia is incompatible with their having knowledge of the Passage (237). This is despite the fact that, as we have seen, the Passage implies at the very outset the parallel distinction between incomplete praxis and complete praxis.52




5. The role of the Passage in Θ. 6





5.1. The analogous senses of energeia


Given that, according to Burnyeat himself, the Passage is Aristotelian in content and given that, against what he suggests, it does not run counter to the definition of motion in the Physics, we are left with the claim that the Passage does not fit the programme of Book Θ. Let’s look first at the immediate context of Θ. 6. Aristotle’s declared aim in this chapter is to determine with regard to energeia what it is and what kind of a thing it is (1048a26–8). However, rather than give a definition, Aristotle initially provides only a series of examples, claiming that what he wants to say will become clear through induction from particular cases (ἐπαγωγή) and further suggesting that what is to be sought is not a definition that covers all of them (ὅρος), but instead simply ‘seeing them together’ by way of analogy (τὸ ἀνάλογον συνορᾶν, 1048a36–7). Aristotle will a few lines later justify this approach by asserting that not all things are said to be in energeia (ἐνεργείᾳ) in the same way, except through analogy (οὐ πάντα ὁμοίως ἀλλ᾽ ἢ τῷ ἀνάλογον, 1048b6–7). What kind of relation and similarity this claim actually allows between the different senses is a question to which we will return later. The examples Aristotle provides for our induction are building in relation to what is capable of building, waking in relation to sleeping, seeing in relation to what has sight with its eyes shut, that which is shaped out of matter in relation to matter, the finished work as opposed to the unfinished work (1048a37–b4). As will be noted, Aristotle’s examples include what he will both in the Passage and elsewhere distinguish as motions, e.g. building, and activities, e.g. seeing. Furthermore, the mentioned list of examples for induction is preceded by other examples Aristotle appeals to in illustration of the distinction between being in dunamis (δυνάμει) and being in energeia (ἐνεργείᾳ), and those examples do not include a single case of motion: the statue of Hermes in relation to the block of wood, the half-line in relation to the whole line,53 and the person actually contemplating (θεωρῆσαι) in relation to the person capable of this (1048a32–5). In sum, among all the examples there is only one example to be found of what according to the Passage will count as a motion, i.e. building (1048b31).54 This should not surprise us since at the start of the chapter Aristotle clearly announces his aim of showing that being capable and the corresponding energeia are not only said in relation to things capable of moving other things or being moved by other things in some way, but are also said in another way (ἑτέρως, 1048a30). It is therefore predictable that his initial set of examples should not include a single motion and that he should include only one motion in the subsequent list meant to illustrate the different senses of energeia. As Kosman rightly objects (264 n. 5), Burnyeat simply begs the question when he insists on labelling Aristotle’s examples of activity in these lists as examples of change or motion (221):55 if we assume that energeia can refer only either to changes like building or to substances like the built house, then indeed the distinction between energeia and motion in our Passage both makes no sense and can play no role in the argument. But then we are merely assuming from the outset that the Passage plays no role in the argument, rather than demonstrating it.

Burnyeat’s response presumably would be that according to 1048b8–9 the distinction between motion and substance is the only one at play at this point: ‘For some are as motion is to a capability, others as substance is to some matter’ (τὰ μὲν γὰρ ὡς κίνησις πρὸς δύναμιν τὰ δ᾽ ὡς οὐσία πρός τινα ὕλην).56 This would be wrong, however, for two reasons. First, this passage need not be seen as categorizing all the examples given several lines earlier. Those examples are presented to show how there is a distinction in each case between being ‘in dunamis’ (δυνάμει) and being ‘in energeia’ (ἐνεργείᾳ). Then Aristotle makes the different and contrasting point that not all things are said to be in energeia in the same way. To explain this point, he then says that some are as kinēsis toward dunamis and others are as substance to matter. The point, in other words, is to illustrate how not everything is said to be in energeia in the same way, rather than to give an exhaustive categorization of the examples cited earlier. Secondly, there is no implication that kinēsis and ousia are the only senses of energeia that Aristotle wishes to have considered here. In fact, what immediately follows shows this not to be the case, for Aristotle adds that the void and the unlimited are said to be in energeia and in dunamis in yet a different sense (ἄλλως, 1048b9). So now we have three terms in our analogy: motion, substance, and the unlimited/void, which is clearly neither motion nor substance (as Burnyeat recognizes, 227). This means that 1048b8–9 could not have been intended to categorize all the ways of being in energeia and in dunamis to be considered in this chapter. What, then, does Aristotle proceed to do after explaining how the unlimited and the void are in dunamis and in energeia in a sense different from either motion or substance? Exactly what we should expect him to do: introduce another term to the analogy, i.e. another kind of energeia: praxis. But since energeia in the sense of praxis might not appear to differ from energeia in the sense of kinēsis, Aristotle must then in our Passage explain the distinction between the two.57 In doing so, he reveals that the list of examples at the beginning of the chapter contained not only motions and substances, but also activities.



Two things are to be noted here. First, there is quite a clear connection, though for some reason generally ignored by commentators, between the introduction of the unlimited as a distinct sense of energeia and dunamis and the argument of the Passage. Why, after all, does the Passage begin with talk of actions of which there is a limit (πέρας)? Because Aristotle has just described a kind of energeia that does not admit of a limit because it is the energeia of the unlimited (ἄπειρον). The activity of dividing the unlimited can never reach an end or, in other words, can never separate what is actually divided from what remains divisible. In the case of a motion like building a house, in contrast, there is a limit, namely, the built house with which the process of building comes to an end; here what is actually built is no longer buildable (as that house). But the Passage has the purpose of introducing a sense of energeia that does not involve a limit, not because, like the dividing of the infinitely divisible line, it is in principle never completable, but, on the contrary, because it is complete at every moment. Since an activity as complete is its own end, its end is not a limit beyond which it cannot continue, as the built house is a limit beyond which building cannot continue; it encounters no limit at which it must stop. The Passage thus provides an explanation for why Aristotle should introduce the notion of the unlimited and the kind of energeia that characterizes it when he does: it transitions us to a kind of energeia that will be itself unlimited, though in a different sense. In the end, we have energeiai that involve a limit, either as motions to be completed or as the endpoints of such motions (such as the house or the Hermes statue); but we also have energeiai that are unlimited either in the sense that they can never be completed and thus remain inseparable from their corresponding dunameis or in the sense that they are complete at every moment, not to be completed, and so can in principle continue forever. If we remove the Passage from its current location, in contrast, we are faced with the vexing question of why Aristotle should introduce the unlimited at all here as a distinct sense of energeia and why he should conclude his account of the energeia beyond motion with this notion.

We need also to note that if Aristotle indeed wants to turn our attention to a distinct sense of energeia, there is nothing strange in his choosing the word praxis rather than the word energeia itself to introduce that sense. He wants to turn our attention to actions or activities. And since actions and activities in the broadest and incomplete sense would seem to include the motions already referred to and under discussion in chapters 1–5, it is also no surprise that he should then want to insist that praxis in the strict, absolute, and unqualified sense excludes motion and therefore constitutes a sense of energeia that does indeed take us beyond motion.

Motions and activities are therefore not only argued to be different senses of energeia related analogously. It is also claimed, in perfect consistency with the Physics, that motion is neither praxis nor energeia, though with the qualification that it could be called an incomplete praxis.58 This is the typical Aristotelian move of suggesting that there are different senses, but one is primary; the analogy, in other words, does not rule out something in common (analogy is a way of being alike or ὁμοίως).59 This argument fulfils Aristotle’s plan from the very beginning of Book Θ: to arrive at a sense of energeia that goes beyond motion. While he starts with dunamis and energeia in the sense relative to motion, he asserts that this is ‘not the sense most useful for what we seek now’ (οὐ μὴν χρησιμωτάτη γέ ἐστι πρὸς ὃ βουλόμεθα νῦν, Θ. 1, 1045b36–1046a1).60 The sense he seeks is that which goes beyond the sense spoken relative to motion, since ‘dunamis and energeia are more than what they are said to be according to motion’ (ἐπὶ πλέον γάρ ἐστιν ἡ δύναμις καὶ ἡ ἐνέργεια τῶν μόνον λεγομένων κατὰ κίνησιν, 1046a1–2).61 After the Passage, then, Aristotle can say that he has explained what it means to energein because he has now presented the different senses of energeia and also indicated a primary sense that is distinct from motion.

Consider, furthermore, what you would have without the Passage:62 (1) energeia in the sense of the energeia of what is still incomplete, or of what is capable qua capable: kinēsis; (2) energeia in the sense of the energeia of what can never be complete, or what must always remain capable: the unlimited; and (3) energeia in the sense of the energeia of what has been completed as the outcome of motion, the full activation of the potential the wood has to be a house or the bronze has to be a statue, i.e. the form and ousia.63 What would be missing is what we have seen called in De anima the energeia of what is complete (τοῦ τετελεσμένου, 3. 7, 431a7) or complete energeia, where what counts as such, both in De anima and in the Passage, is not something like the form of the house or of the Hermes statue, but rather an activity such as sensation. Would it not be odd if Aristotle, in explicitly seeking to arrive at a sense of energeia that goes beyond motion, should in Θ. 6 fail even to mention a sense of energeia he recognizes elsewhere in which it signifies an activity distinct from motion? And to anticipate a point to receive more discussion later, would this not be even odder given that Aristotle’s account of the primary ousia, i.e. the unmoved mover, will need to understand energeia as activity in a way that distinguishes it from motion?64 Burnyeat himself, while insisting (242–3) that all the activities Aristotle lists in the first part of Θ. 6 are to be classified as changes or motions, suggests as a plausible story for the presence of the Passage that an annotator added it to counter the apparent suggestion that contemplation, being an activity of god, is a kinēsis; a suggestion that would be disastrous, of course, since conceiving of god’s activity as movement would completely undermine Aristotle’s theology. But is it not more economical to believe that not some unknown annotator, but Aristotle himself wished to prevent the false impression by writing the Passage as part of Θ. 6? If he has in this chapter the goals of both taking the notion of energeia beyond the sense of motion and preventing the objection that his prime unmoved mover cannot be in energeia without being in motion, then why would not Aristotle himself write the Passage as part of this chapter?




5.2. ‘Being actually’ as the supposedly ontological sense of energeia


Leaving aside for the moment the problem of the unmoved mover, there is another widely accepted story of how Θ. 6 accomplishes the transition away from energeia in the sense relative to motion: not through introducing a sense of energeia distinct from motion, but through leaving behind the nominative case altogether in favour of the dative case (ἐνεργείᾳ), where the latter is to be understood as ‘being actually’ and thus as introducing an ‘ontological’ sense of energeia distinct from the purely ‘kinetic’ sense of preceding chapters. That this is Burnyeat’s reading is clear from the following passage:



The main body of Θ. 6 wants to know what it is for something to be in actuality (note the dative ἐνεργείᾳ at 1048a35, b6, 10–11, 15), i.e. to be something actually, as contrasted with what it is for something to be in potentiality (δυνάμει, 1048a32, b10, 14, 16), i.e. to be something potentially. The Passage is about what it is to be an actuality (ἐνέργεια in the nominative), as opposed to a mere change (κίνησις): an entirely different question. As Jaeger remarked, the last sentence of Θ. 6 ignores this second question and links back to the topic proposed at the beginning of the chapter; note EJ’s dative ἐνεργείᾳ again at 1048b35. (226)


There are a number of problems with what is said here and articulating them will bring into question the interpretation being assumed. First, one must protest against the translation of energeia as ‘actuality’ which, given its prejudicial effect on both the relevance and sense of the Passage,65 Burnyeat is not entitled to leave undefended, as he does. ‘Actuality’ is not only in general an unfortunate translation of energeia, as others have already shown,66 but is particularly damaging in the context of Θ. 6 since it would give the impression from the outset that the Passage, in speaking of energeia in the sense of action and activity, does not belong. What, after all, does ‘being actually’ have to do with ‘activity’? In contrast, the introduction of the term praxis in the Passage ceases to look so out of place if one translates energeia in the rest of the chapter as ‘activity’ rather than ‘actuality’. We must of course in this case understand ‘activity’ in the broadest sense possible, i.e. as including ‘action’ but not confined to it. We must, for example, be able to understand the potential that bronze has to be a statue as being ‘active’ in the form of the statue, and the form thus to be the ‘activity’ of the statue in the sense of the exercise of this potential, without turning the form or the statue into an ‘action’. The goal is to have one English word to do, even with some strain, all the work Aristotle has the one word energeia to do and thus to avoid introducing from the outset a fundamental distinction between different senses that Aristotle does not make terminologically and that therefore must be a question of interpretation.67

As for the specific significance that Burnyeat and others give to the dative case in Θ. 6, it first must be noted that, as Burnyeat himself acknowledges, the Ab manuscript that preserves the Passage reads at 1048b35 not the dative, but the verb energein. Burnyeat asserts that this reading is ‘unsatisfactory, since the verb has not featured in the chapter so far, but it too links better with the opening question than with the narrower question of the Passage’ (226 n. 16). What the verb, which indeed has not appeared earlier in the chapter, emphasizes is energeia as an action; as such, it would seem to link much better with energeia as praxis in the Passage than with Burnyeat’s ‘being in actuality’. That indeed may be why the verb is the reading of the manuscript that preserves the Passage. Furthermore, Burnyeat does not note that Ab also reads the nominative instead of the dative at 1048b6. This reading furthermore is fully justified by the fact that it is the nominative that is used in the immediately preceding line (1048b5). This means that if we follow the readings of the main manuscript in which the Passage is found, it is simply not the case that the main body of Θ. 6 is concerned with what it means to be in actuality (the dative) while the Passage is concerned with ‘the entirely different question’ of what it means to be an actuality (nominative).

But even if we reject the Ab readings and adopt Burnyeat’s preferred readings, the sharp distinction he is making here between two questions, one concerning the dative and the other concerning the nominative case of energeia, simply does not hold up. If Burnyeat is right that at lines 1048b35–6 what is said to have become clear is what being energeiai (dative) is, and what sort of a thing it is, it remains the case that the question with which the chapter opens (according to all the manuscripts, as far as I am aware) is what and what kind of thing energeia is in the nominative. Therefore, even if we completely disregard the Passage, either the topic of the chapter has changed from the beginning to the end, and the question Aristotle said he would address is actually not the one he ends up addressing (i.e. what is energeia in the nominative?) or Aristotle does not see any significant difference, at least for his present purpose, between the question of what energeia is and the question of what being in energeia is.68 That the latter is the case is further shown if we follow Burnyeat in reading the dative at 1048b6: in this case, Aristotle in the course of two lines goes from speaking of the different senses of the nominative energeia to speaking of the different senses of the dative energeiai with no indication that there has been an important change of topic. This point is worth emphasizing because Burnyeat is not the only one who believes that what we have in Θ. 6 is a shift from speaking of energeia in the nominative to speaking of it in the dative—that, in other words, the topic of Θ. 6 is the state of being in actuality. In this case, the Passage would indeed be out of place. But this strong distinction between the dative and the nominative is simply not supported by the text, even if we reject the Ab readings, as I believe we should not.69



In making the distinction between nominative and dative cases central to the transition accomplished by Θ. 6, Burnyeat is following M. Frede.70 There is, however, a very important difference nowhere acknowledged by Burnyeat: Frede sees the Passage as playing a crucial role in the chapter because he considers its distinction ‘between changes and other kinds of doing—doings like seeing, intellectually grasping, or the like—which are not changes’ (‘Potentiality’, 182) to be essential to extending ‘actuality’ beyond changes.71 It is this extension that makes it possible to apply the term energeia to ‘substantial forms’ that are clearly not motions.72 This is along the lines of the function I have claimed the Passage to play above. However, what I am challenging here is the point on which the readings of Frede and Burnyeat agree. Note that what Frede claims to need extending beyond changes is ‘actuality’. According to Frede, Aristotle’s claim that there is only a relation of analogy between the different senses of energeia does not rule out a ‘uniform use’ of the term across all the different senses since in each case ‘the object in question has achieved a certain degree of reality, namely, actuality’ (183). In other words, changes, substantial forms, and non-change activities are all actualities in the sense of realities. But from what in the text does Frede get this ‘uniform use’ of energeia in the sense of ‘being actual’ or ‘being real’? The only answer is that he gets it from the dative energeiai translated as ‘being actual’.73 But this is subject to the same objections made above: it depends on a sharp distinction of sense between the nominative and dative cases that is simply not supported by the text and the ‘uniform usage’ of ‘actuality = reality’ that it gives energeia is a choice of translation rather than anything demanded by the text.74 The latter point merits emphasizing. Because ‘there is no natural rendition in terms of capacity’ for the adverbial dative construction, S. Makin, who defends Frede’s reading, claims that we should not only translate ‘potentially’ but also switch to translating the nominative dunamis as ‘potentiality’ in the latter part of Book Θ where this construction is more common.75 This is quite a momentous interpretative consequence to draw from the lack of a ‘natural rendition’ in English. Similarly, because ‘being actively’ sounds odd to us, should we therefore translate ‘being actually’ and energeia as ‘actuality’, as Makin does (Book Θ, xxvii–xxviii)? A translation must of course strive for clarity, but must also never allow this otherwise commendable goal to prejudice the interpretation of the philosophical argument by, for example, introducing at the outset distinctions that are not found in the language of the original and that are therefore justified only as the conclusion of an interpretation.

Makin also expresses with admirable clarity the crucial assumption of the reading he shares with Frede:

The important point is that Θ. 6 is not a ‘horizontal’ move, from a discussion of one relation (change-capacity) ‘sideways’ to discussion of another (substance-matter). It is rather a ‘vertical’ move, from discussion of the change-capacity relation ‘upwards’ to consideration of the more general schema: actual-potential being. Of course, a consequence of making that vertical move is that the wider perspective thereby attained now takes in another relation, substance-matter; and so, in that respect, Θ. 6 does start an examination of substance and matter. (132)


The question again is what the textual evidence is for such a ‘vertical’ move and the ‘general schema’ that makes it possible beyond the use of the dative adverbial construction and the difficulty this creates for the English translator. What we find in Θ. 6 are different senses of the dunamis-energeia relation said to be related only by analogy and no general schema that is supposed to subsume them all. In this respect, D. Ross’s view of a horizontal move from one sense to another is more textually justified. The problem with Ross’s interpretation is what he identifies as the other sense: not any of the senses Aristotle explicitly discusses, but that sense of dunamis as ‘potentiality’ and energeia as ‘actuality’ that are nothing but the products of a certain translation of the dative constructions assumed to offer a different sense from the nominative constructions. The reading being defended here is a ‘horizontal one’, but where the ‘useful’ sense is the one explicitly identified in the Passage: energeia as activity containing its end within itself and thereby distinct from motion. This is the ‘useful sense’ because, as Frede himself recognizes, it enables us to go beyond the restriction of energeia to motion. Also, however, it introduces the concept that will prove crucial to understanding all energeia, including that of substantial form: not being-actual or being-real, but being-an-end.76 This concept introduced by the distinction between kinēsis and energeia in the Passage appears to provide what unity is possible to the analogical senses of energeia without subsuming them under the ‘uniform usage’ of a concept (actuality = reality) not found in the text.77




5.3. ‘Being-an-end’ as primary sense of energeia


Motion is energeia only in so far as it is on the way toward an end, but as only on the way, as incomplete in remaining merely capable, it is not energeia in the strict and unqualified sense. Substantial form is energeia in being an end, though it is an end relative to matter. An activity like seeing or thinking is energeia in the sense of possessing and indeed being its own end. If energeia is entelecheia,78 if having its end in itself and being ‘complete’ (teleion) is what is most essential to it, then the activities described in the Passage, to the extent that they are neither on the way toward the end like motion nor are ends for something else (like substantial form) but are their own ends, are energeia in the strictest, most unqualified sense and therefore help us understand the other analogous senses. The Passage is thus what transitions us from energeia in the sense of change to energeia in the sense of substantial form, as Frede thought, but not in the way in which he thought: not through some general schema of ‘actuality’, but through the notion of being-an-end, and not by introducing yet another kind of energeia to be grouped with the others as all ‘actual’ or ‘real’, but by introducing what is energeia in the strictest sense because it is an end in itself and for itself.79 This connection between energeia and being-an-end is then assumed throughout the rest of Book Θ, as is especially clear not only in the argument for the priority of energeia over dunamis in chapter 8, to be discussed below, but also in the assumption of chapter 9 that to speak of a bad energeia is to speak of a bad end: ‘It is necessary in the case of bad things for the end and the energeia to be worse than the capacity’ (ἀνάγκη δὲ καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν κακῶν τὸ τέλος καὶ τὴν ἐνέργειαν εἶναι χεῖρον τῆς δυνάμεως, 1051a15–16).




5.4.
Energeia and action


This reading is not vulnerable to the objection articulated by Beere:

Being can only be an energeia in the strict sense of the Passage if it is an action. Anyone who says that full-fledged being is an energeia, in the precise sense of the Passage, is committed to accepting that the energeiai of being implicit in the examples in Theta 6 are all actions—which seems, to put it mildly, unlikely. (229)

To say that action in the sense of the Passage is the strictest sense of energeia is not to say that all energeiai are actions. As already noted above, if we should stick to translating energeia as ‘activity’ and the dative energeiai as ‘in activity’ or ‘actively’, rather than switching to ‘actuality’ and ‘actually’, then ‘activity’ must be understood broadly enough to encompass more than actions. The strict sense of the Passage enables us to see, first, that far from energeia being confined to motion, motion is not even energeia in the unqualified sense because of its incompleteness; this in turn gives us the positive lesson that what is essential to energeia strictly speaking is completeness or being-an-end, as a result of which we can designate non-motions like substantial forms energeiai because they are ends. The form of the Hermes statues is an energeia not because it is an action, but because it is an end like a (complete) action is. The relation between the different senses is, as Aristotle says, one of analogy, not one of identity, where this relation of analogy allows for something similar in all cases that can be captured by a primary or strictest sense.

It is worth noting here an interpretation that embraces the challenge posed by Beere. According to Kosman’s argument in Activity of Being that Aristotle seeks ultimately to interpret form itself as a kind of activity, the energeia of the Herm is indeed an action. This interpretation has its appeal. According to Kosman, identifying matter with dunamis and energeia with form can explain the unity of substance only when dunamis and energeia are understood as ability and its operation or exercise.

… the ability and its exercise are one thing: a capacity in operation. So it is with substance. Matter and form are not linked together by possibilities of becoming. They are present together in the being that is nothing other than the active essence—that is, the essential activity—of the one being that both are … Form, we might say, is the principle of matter in operation … (81)

In defending this claim, Kosman must maintain that the living animal, whose form can plausibly be identified with activity, is Aristotle’s paradigm of substance, so that he can even claim that ‘Aristotle’s ontology is rooted in a theory of biological nature’ (120). The weakness of Kosman’s reading of Θ. 6, however, is that, in excluding ousia as a distinct sense of energeia, it must interpret Aristotle’s examples as all cases of either motions or activities,80 with some rather odd results, as others have objected.81 The other related problem is that it renders the kind of energeia that is seeing and the kind of energeia that is the form of the Hermes statue no longer analogous, as Aristotle maintains, but univocal.

Kosman’s position was defended much earlier in Blair, ‘Meaning’ (108–9), and then, more fully, in Blair, Act (40–50). According to Blair, the claim that the different applications of the word energeia are related by analogy is not the claim that the word has different meanings. Blair maintains there is one meaning, i.e. that of ‘activity’, that is extended from motion to cases like the Hermes statue. As a result, he, like Kosman later, interprets eidos as an activity of matter. In Blair’s words, ‘it seems that what Aristotle is trying to say is that form is in a sense what matter is “doing”’ (Act, 45). Yet Blair must grant, presumably in order to explain why Aristotle speaks of ‘analogy’ at all, that ‘Obviously the “doing” which is form is not activity in exactly the same sense as seeing or thinking … ’ (‘Meaning’, 109). In that case, what requires explaining here is exactly how the senses differ. It is true that in order fully to understand the relation between activity and form, we have to get away from understanding the form as some static ‘shape’ and see it, taking living things not as exceptions but as paradigmatic, as the way in which matter is active. This is why ‘activity’ has been defended here as the best way of translating energeia consistently in all of its occurrences. But we must also be true to Aristotle’s talk of analogy by being attentive to the differences between a substantive form and an action like thinking. One obvious difference has already been noted: thinking is not an activity of matter in the way that the form of the Hermes statue is, something that we should imagine would change its character as an activity. As will be discussed further below, this point will prove important for Aristotle’s theology: the energeia of the unmoved mover is not an activity of matter and for this reason is not form.




6. The role of the Passage in Book Θ


Before turning to the unmoved mover in Book Λ, we can say that what Book Θ as a whole already accomplishes with the Passage and only with the Passage is a transition from a conception of being as form, relative to matter and motion and therefore confined in its perspective to sensible substances, to a conception of being as activity that can and will characterize immaterial substances as well. That this is where Aristotle intends to go is evident in chapter 8 where he describes the strictest sense in which energeia is prior to dunamis in ousia as the way in which eternal things are prior to perishable things (1050b7). Note that what makes this the strictest sense of priority in ousia is that eternal substances are characterized by energeia without dunamis.82 These eternal substances are referred to again in chapter 10 as things whose being is truth, i.e. things about whose being there can be no error since ‘all are in energeia, not in dunamis’ (πᾶσαι εἰσὶν ἐνεργείᾳ, οὐ δυνάμει, 1051b28). But what kind of energeia is that? Motion is the energeia of what is in dunamis qua in dunamis. Form is the energeia of matter and is arguably inseparable from matter. The only sense of energeia found in Book Θ that suggests no necessary connection to dunamis is that provided by our Passage: energeia in the sense of an activity that is its own end and therefore is in no way potential with regard to that end. In our case, of course, an activity such as thinking or seeing is tied to a limited capacity we have for engaging in such an activity, but there is no dunamis intrinsic to the activity as such. This is why, even if our thinking happens to be the activity of an agent characterized by dunamis, it is possible for Aristotle to think that something with activity as its very substance would exclude all dunamis.83 Therefore, when it comes to characterizing the energeia of the unmoved mover as an energeia that excludes dunamis,84 it will be identified not with motion nor with form but with activity. Even here in Book Θ, the eternal substances are energeiai in the sense that they are always active and are therefore imitated by perishable substances such as fire and earth that, in possessing motion in themselves, are also always active (καὶ γὰρ ταῦτα ἀεὶ ἐνεργεῖ, 1050b29).85Here we see again the mischief done by the translation of energeia as ‘actuality’: in the Oxford translation we read Aristotle arguing that the principle sense in which ‘actuality’ is prior to ‘potentiality’ is the sense in which the eternally active substances are prior to perishable substances; even more jarring is reading in Book Λ that the unmoved mover is pure ‘actuality’ because nothing but the ‘activity’ of thinking.86 Kosman is absolutely right in arguing recently that energeia in metaphysical contexts should be translated as ‘activity’ (see Activity of Being, vii) and that the primary sense of being in Aristotle is ‘activity’.87 This is true even if, as suggested above, we must then distinguish between the sense in which a sensible form is ‘active’ and the sense in which the unmoved mover is ‘active’.



Θ
. 8 is also important in containing a passage (1050a23–1050b3) that provides strong evidence that our Passage was originally part of Θ. 6.


ἐπεὶ δ᾽ ἐστὶ τῶν μὲν ἔσχατον ἡ χρῆσις (οἷον ὄψεως ὅρασις, καὶ οὐθὲν γίγνεται παρὰ ταύτην ἕτερον ἀπὸ τῆς ὄψεως ἔργον), ἀπ᾽ ἐνίων δὲ γίγνεταί τι (οἷον ἀπὸ τῆς οἰκοδομικῆς οἰκία παρὰ τὴν οἰκοδόμησιν), ὅμως οὐθὲν ἧττον ἔνθα μὲν τέλος, ἔνθα δὲ μᾶλλον τέλος τῆς δυνάμεώς ἐστιν. ἡ γὰρ οἰκοδόμησις ἐν τῷ οἰκοδομουμένῳ, καὶ ἅμα γίγνεται καὶ ἔστι τῇ οἰκίᾳ. ὅσων μὲν οὖν ἕτερόν τί ἐστι παρὰ τὴν χρῆσιν τὸ γιγνόμενον, τούτων μὲν ἡ ἐνέργεια ἐν τῷ ποιουμένῳ ἐστίν (οἷον ἥ τε οἰκοδόμησις ἐν τῷ οἰκοδομουμένῳ καὶ ἡ ὕϕανσις ἐν τῷ ὑϕαινομένῳ, ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν ἄλλων, καὶ ὅλως ἡ κίνησις ἐν τῷ κινουμένῳ). ὅσων δὲ μὴ ἔστιν ἄλλο τι ἔργον παρὰ τὴν ἐνέργειαν, ἐν αὐτοῖς ὑπάρχει ἡ ἐνέργεια (οἷον ἡ ὅρασις ἐν τῷ ὁρῶντι καὶ ἡ θεωρία ἐν τῷ θεωροῦντι καὶ ἡ ζωὴ ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ, διὸ καὶ ἡ εὐδαιμονία. ζωή γὰρ ποιά τίς ἐστιν). ὥστε ϕανερὸν ὅτι ἡ οὐσία καὶ τὸ εἶδος ἐνέργειά ἐστιν.

While in some cases the ultimate thing is the exercise (as in the case of sight seeing, and no other work besides this comes to be from sight) and in others something else does come to be (such as a house in addition to building in the case of the art of building), yet nevertheless the end is found in the former case while the latter case is [at least] more of an end than the capability is. For building is in what is being built and both comes to be and is simultaneously with the house. In those cases where something comes to be beyond the use, the activity is in what is being produced (as building is in what is being built and weaving is in what is being woven, likewise in the other cases, and as a whole the motion is in what is being moved), while in those other cases where there is no other work beyond the activity, the activity is found in them themselves (as seeing is in the person seeing and theorizing is in the person theorizing and living is in the soul and therefore also being happy, since happiness is a certain kind of living). From this it is clear that substance and form are activity.

We must first consider, however, why Burnyeat thinks it is evidence to the contrary. The reason is that while the passage in Θ. 8 makes, according to Burnyeat himself, the same distinction made in our Passage, it does so ‘[n]ot as a distinction between ἐνέργεια and κίνησις’ (223). Now, even if this were true, what should weigh more heavily in our decision about whether our Passage belongs in Θ. 6: the fact that the passage of Θ. 8 repeats the same distinction or the fact that it shifts the terminology?88 Even if Aristotle is not as loose with his terminology as Plato is, he is still quite capable of making the same substantive point in different terms and there is no reason for thinking that his concern in the Passage is with dictating the usage of the terms kinēsis and energeia rather than with using these terms to distinguish between ways of being.89



Furthermore, it has been shown above, contra Burnyeat, that the distinction of the Passage is not incompatible with characterizing motion as an incomplete energeia, as long as we understand this as meaning that it falls short of being an energeia in the unqualified sense which is the energeia of the complete. Now the point of the present passage is not to make for the first time or defend the distinction between activities and motions; that would be redundant if our Passage were in fact to be found in chapter 6. The point, instead, signalled in the very first line, is to claim that even a motion is an end in contrast to the corresponding dunamis: something which of course also makes it an energeia in contrast to the corresponding dunamis. In making this point, however, the present passage must acknowledge the distinction that has been made between activities and motions by noting that in the case of a motion the end and therefore the energeia, which have been identified in a claim immediately preceding the passage (‘for the work is the end, and the energeia is the work’),90 lie outside the motion in its product: because the end of building is the house, even the activity of building is to be located in the house, i.e. in the movement of the house as it is constructed.91 In the case of something like seeing, in contrast, because it contains its end within itself, its energeia is not located in some product distinct from itself. Any differences in formulation are therefore due to Aristotle’s objective of showing that even motion is an end and energeia even though its end and energeia are ultimately to be located in its product on which it is therefore parasitic.92 This point neither contradicts nor defends the distinction between activity and motion made in chapter 6, but presupposes it. The goal, furthermore, is to add further support to the identification of energeia with end already suggested by the distinction in the Passage, though here also with the specific purpose of demonstrating the priority of energeia to dunamis. Being-an-end is in either case, whether the end is in the activity or in the product, what characterizes energeia and grants it its priority over dunamis; in addition, this being-an-end is what allows form and ousia to be considered energeia, as the passage concludes.

Therefore, even if Burnyeat is right that Aristotle here in Θ. 8 does not categorize building and the other cases in which the end and energeia is outside the exercise itself as cases of kinēsis rather than cases of energeia, there is a perfectly good explanation for this: what suits the point he is making here is to emphasize the extent to which even a motion is an end and therefore an energeia, while at the same time acknowledging, in conformity with the distinction made in the Passage, that its end and therefore its energeia is to be found only in a product distinct from itself on which it therefore depends. But Burnyeat may not be right even about the terminology, since there appears to be at least an echo in the present passage of the terminological distinction between energeia as such and kinēsis as such in the Passage. After listing the examples of building and weaving, Aristotle sums up as follows: ‘and as a whole ἡ κίνησις is in the thing that is being moved’ (1050a33–4). If we translate ἡ κίνησις here as ‘motion’, then the meaning would be that motion in general and as such is in the thing being moved. In this case, what Aristotle proceeds to contrast (ὅσων δέ, 1050a34) would have to be understood as activities in contrast to motions, so that we would have here in chapter 8 something at least very close to the terminological distinction of the Passage between energeiai and kinēseis, and indeed identical to it, if we do not consider the distinction of the Passage incompatible with allowing kinēseis to be called energeiai in an incomplete, non-strict sense. Burnyeat could indeed escape this consequence by translating ἡ κίνησις as ‘the motion’ and understanding: ‘the motion in the kind of cases we have described’, so that the contrast would be with motions of a different sort, i.e. motions not to be located in something distinct that is being moved. While such a translation and interpretation cannot be ruled out, it is rendered unlikely by ‘as a whole’ (ὅλως), which suggests that Aristotle is speaking about motion in general, rather than only a certain class of motions. On the most plausible reading, then, the contrast is between motions and energeiai that are not motions.93

The parallel between Θ. 6 and Θ. 8 is even stronger than this and such as would be very difficult, if not impossible, to explain without the Passage. One example Aristotle gives earlier in Θ. 8 of energeia being an end is form as that toward which matter that is in dunamis proceeds (1050a15–16). But then he adds: ‘and similarly in the other cases, including those of which kinēsis is the end … ’ (ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ ἐπὶ τῶν ἄλλων, καὶ ὧν κίνησις τὸ τέλος … 1050a16–17). Here we have a clear echo of the claim in Θ. 6 that something can be in energeia as kinēsis in relation to dunamis and as ousia in relation to some matter (1048b8–9). But in the phrase cited from Θ. 8, we have the clear implication that these are not the only examples of an energeia related to a dunamis as its end: to speak of cases other than the matter-form relation that include those of which motion is the end implies that there is at least a third case distinct from either of these. What is that case? The Passage has told us: a kind of activity that is not a motion. Θ. 8 will likewise itself proceed, after the cited passage, as we have seen, to distinguish explicitly between motions and activities, either only in substance or also terminologically, thus confirming what we are already expected to know from the Passage, i.e. that there is indeed a third case of energeia that is neither form nor motion. Furthermore, as we have seen, the point made here builds on that made in the Passage: if motion must be considered an energeia as the end of its corresponding dunamis, it is a qualified end, and therefore an energeia only ‘in a way’, in aiming outside of itself, whereas an activity like seeing or contemplating possesses its end in itself. Finally, just like Θ. 6, Θ. 8 is careful to include in its examples both motions (οἰκοδόμησις) and activities (θεωρία) before explicitly distinguishing them.

There is a final and much more significant way in which the Θ. 8 passage undermines Burnyeat’s thesis. On Burnyeat’s own reading (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 221), Θ. 6 is supposed to transition us from an understanding of dunamis and energeia in relation to motion to an understanding of dunamis and energeia as matter and form. He clearly sees our Passage as playing no role in such a transition (unlike Frede, as we have seen). Θ. 8, however, shows Aristotle to have considered the central point of the Passage essential to such a transition. In Θ. 8, immediately after distinguishing between motions that have their energeia not in their exercise but in the product that terminates them, on the one hand, and activities that, because containing their end within themselves, are their own energeia, on the other, Aristotle draws the following conclusion: ‘from this it is clear that substance and form are energeia’ (ὥστε ϕανερὸν ὅτι ἡ οὐσία καὶ τὸ εἶδος ἐνέργειά ἐστιν, 1050b2–3). While this inference has caused some puzzlement,94 the context makes it quite clear, as Aristotle says: the distinction defended in the Passage and presupposed in Θ. 8 shows that a motion cannot be its own end and that what defines an energeia in the strict, unqualified sense is being its own end; thus if we can speak at all of an energeia without qualification in the case of motion, this energeia is to be found not in the motion itself but in its end, which is the product of the motion. From this distinction it therefore becomes clear that we should identify energeia not with motion, which by definition has not yet reached its end, but rather with what is an end, in which case ousia and eidos count as energeia (for the same reason that activities that are their own end do). Note that while earlier citing kinēsis as an example of an energeia that is an end relative to its corresponding dunamis (1050a16–17, a point repeated at 27–8), Aristotle here leaves kinēsis completely out of his list of what counts as an energeia. Why? Because, he has just argued, on the basis of the distinction made in the Passage, that the energeia and the end of a kinēsis lies not in itself but in its product. The passage from Θ. 8 Burnyeat uses to exclude our Passage from Θ. 6 instead shows just how much the Passage belongs there. Note also how the passage from Θ. 8 both confirms and disconfirms Frede’s reading: it shows that he is right in maintaining, contra Burnyeat, that the distinction of the Passage is indispensable for the transition to energeia as form and ousia, but it also shows that such a transition requires no supposedly distinct ‘dative’ sense understood as ‘being-actual’ and ‘being-real’, of which there is no hint in the Θ. 8 passage that speaks of both energeia and dunamis exclusively in the nominative case.




7. The role of the Passage in the Metaphysics as a whole


A full account of what role Book Θ plays with the Passage in the project of the Metaphysics as a whole would require defending a particular interpretation of what that project is: something clearly beyond the scope of this article. The aim of this section is therefore the much more modest one of sketching a plausible story in which the Passage would play a leading role. The first part of this story is the claim that energeia/entelecheia is the primary sense of being and for the reason Aristotle gives when he explicitly makes this assertion in De anima:95 the energeia/dunamis distinction cuts across all the categories. Secondly, being in the sense of ousia depends on being in the sense of energeia for the reasons we see in the movement through Books Ζ and Η of the Metaphysics: without the identification of form with energeia and of matter with dunamis, it is impossible both to explain the unity of sensible substance and to uncover the deficiency in sensible substance that points to immaterial substance. Finally, without the notion of energeia in the sense of activity, we can make no sense of the first ousia that is the unmoved mover. Indeed, it is with the sense of being as energeia understood primarily as activity that we see, in response to an old and vexed question, the unity of ontology and theology in Aristotle’s metaphysics. Succinctly put, within ontology the primary sense of being is energeia; within theology, the primary being is energeia. If we accept all of this, the Passage Burnyeat wants to see taken out of the Metaphysics proves the linchpin of the whole thing.

This is signalled early on. In Book Β, Aristotle asks, first, if the first principles are universals or individuals and, if the latter, if they exist potentially or in energeia (1, 996a9–11). But Aristotle crucially does not leave the question there. In the case that the first principles exist in energeia, Aristotle continues to ask if they do so ‘in a way other than in reference to motion’ (ἔτι πότερον ἄλλως ἢ κατὰ κίνησιν, 996a11).96 This question, he continues, ‘would present great difficulty’ (ἀπορίαν ἂν παράσχοι πολλήν, 996a12). When Aristotle toward the end of the Metaphysics, in book Λ, describes the principle on which depend the heavens and the whole of nature (7, 1072b13–14), we get answers to all these questions: the principle is individual, exists exclusively in energeia, and is unmoved, thereby existing in energeia in a way other than according to motion. What way is this, exactly? What sense does the word energeia have as applied to the unmoved mover? As already suggested, not the sense the word has when we apply it to the form of Hermes in the bronze statue. As others have observed,97 Aristotle is very careful to avoid describing the unmoved mover as an eidos or idea. The sense energeia has in the case of the unmoved mover is that of activity, specifically, the activity of thought, as distinct from any motion.98

Now consider what this means: if we follow Burnyeat and take our Passage out of Book Θ, the latter would not have provided us with the sense of energeia most necessary for Aristotle’s aim in the Metaphysics. Book Θ’s explicit aim is transitioning from a sense of energeia and dunamis relative to motion, deemed not useful for our present purpose, to a sense that would be useful. Such a useful sense would be that required by the aporia of Book Β to show how the first principle can exist in energeia without being in motion. Burnyeat, of course, would counter that in his view Book Θ succeeds in making the required transition by introducing the concept of ‘actuality’. My earlier arguments against such a reading amount to saying that the concept of ‘being-actual’ is introduced into the book rather than found there. Here we can add the observation that ‘actuality’ is not the sense of energeia we need to understand the unmoved mover. It is essential to Aristotle’s account that the unmoved mover be understood as active, that its substance be identified not with some static ‘actuality’ but with an activity that, if eternal and unchanging, can still be identified with life and pleasure (Λ. 7, 1072b16, 26–7).99 We do not have a precedent for, or justification of, that sense of energeia without the Passage.



The question of the connection between the Passage and the account of god in Book Λ is directly addressed by Burnyeat only in a footnote (272 n. 129). He here insists that the former cannot be motivated by the latter and for two reasons: (1) because energeia in Book Λ and in Θ. 8 is contrasted with dunamis, not kinēsis; and (2) because the contemplation and pleasure attributed to god are not characterized in Nicomachean Ethics 10 as energeiai in the narrow sense of the Passage. In response to the first point, I have argued that Burnyeat’s claim is mistaken with regard to Θ. 8; as for Book Λ, while the argument indeed opposes energeia to dunamis, the result is an opposition between energeia and kinēsis due to the characterization of god as an unmoved energeia (ἀκίνητον ὄν, ἐνέργεια ὄν at 7, 1072b7–8). Book Λ does not argue for a distinction between kinēsis and energeia, but simply assumes this distinction so that it can deny the prime mover dunamis and therefore motion without having to deny it energeia. This is precisely why we should expect this distinction to be defended elsewhere and indeed, being a distinction so crucial to Aristotle’s theology, in the Metaphysics itself.100 This is what we find in the Passage. If it is there argued that kinēsis is not energeia, it is with the purpose of distinguishing between kinēsis and energeia as such: ‘Of these some are to be called motions, others activities’ (τούτων δὴ τὰς μὲν κινήσεις λέγειν, τὰς δ᾽ ἐνεργείας, 1048b28; also 34–5). Energeia is thereby shown not to be kinēsis on account of being its own end and admitting simultaneously of present and perfect tenses.



As for Burnyeat’s second claim, it is denied in Nicomachean Ethics 10 that pleasure is a kinēsis and a becoming (γένεσις), and for the same reason as in our Passage,101 i.e. that pleasure, like seeing (ὅρασις), is complete at every moment (καθ᾽ ὁντινοῦν χρόνον τελεία, 10. 4, 1174a14–15; ἐν ὁτῳοῦν χρόνῳ τέλειον, 1174b5–6) and therefore is not stretched out in time but exists as a whole in the now (ἐν τῷ νῦν ὅλον τι, 1174b9). But, Burnyeat insists, Aristotle does not use the word ‘energeia’ when he first makes this point (10. 3–4) and therefore cannot be making the contrast between kinēsis and energeia made in our Passage (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 268).102 Aristotle does go on to use the word energeia starting at 10. 4, 1174b14–17 but, Burnyeat objects, because he speaks of complete energeia he cannot be using the word energeia itself in the strict sense of the Passage (268–9)—even though, as we have seen in the passage from De anima 3. 7, complete energeia is for Aristotle equivalent to energeia said without qualification. Aristotle also goes on to define pleasure as the completion (or better: being complete) of an energeia. But Burnyeat’s objection (269–70) is that when Aristotle gives examples of pleasures taken in an energeia, he includes building (10. 5, 1175a30–5). Burnyeat acknowledges that there are ways of explaining this (by noting, for example, that pleasure taken in a motion, like the perception or thinking of a motion, need not be itself a motion103), an admission that leaves him with the following very weak conclusion: ‘But in the absence of any positive indication that in Book 10 ἐνέργεια and κίνησις exclude each other, it seems better to suppose they do not’ (270). There is in fact plenty of positive indication of the distinction at work here, even if it is not explicitly articulated as such. For how could pleasure, which Aristotle claims to be inseparable from an energeia, be so strongly contrasted with a kinēsis without the assumption that an energeia and a kinēsis are two different things? Burnyeat also assumes, wrongly (as I have shown in ‘Pleasure and Perfection’), that the claim that an energeia is as such complete is incompatible with the idea that an energeia admits of degrees of completeness. It is solely for this reason that he considers the claim in Nicomachean Ethics 10 that happiness is to be sought in an energeia from which no further end is sought incompatible with the Passage (271–2). In characterizing an energeia as being its own end, the Passage does not exclude degrees of energeia, no more than it excludes the possibility of an incomplete energeia, so long as being an end admits of degrees. We indeed have a spectrum here that goes from a motion like building, that is an end without being its own end, to acting generously, which is its own end but also seeks something beyond itself (e.g. that those to whom I give money are benefitted by it), to theoretical study, which is its own end and seeks nothing beyond itself. As C. Natali rightly notes, compared to the perfect energeia of the unmoved mover, ‘The situation with human praxis is more ambiguous, if one considers that it is in one respect energeia and in another respect a composite of kinēsis.’104 This is how Iamblichus, as reported by Simplicius in his commentary on the Categories, understands human activities such as sensation: as a blend of kinēsis and energeia. As he claims: ‘according to what they undergo, they are motions; but according to their form they are energeia.’105 Degrees are possible here because we must believe that thinking is more of an energeia and less of a kinēsis, and therefore ‘more complete’, than sensation.106 The talk here of a mixture between kinēsis and energeia of course does not undermine their distinction, but, on the contrary, presupposes it. Iamblichus indeed makes his point in the context of defending, and in the strongest terms, the opposition between kinēsis and energeia (more on this immediately below in Section 8). At the highest point in the scale of degrees is indeed the pure, simple pleasure ascribed to god that is possible only in an energeia that is not at all a kinēsis: and such an energeia that is not a motion, an ‘energeia of motionlessness’ as Aristotle calls it in the Nicomachean Ethics itself (ἐνέργεια … ἀκινησίας, NE 7. 15, 1154b26–8),107 is possible only because of the distinction between kinēsis and energeia made in the Passage. In conclusion, Burnyeat’s attempts to sever the connection between the Passage and the later account of god as the unmoved energeia of thinking on thinking and the pleasure to be identified with this perfect activity all fail.




8. The Passage in the reception of the Metaphysics: the Greek tradition


If I am right in suggesting that the Passage plays a crucial role in the project of the Metaphysics, it is nevertheless the case that, as noted at the outset, the Passage was missing from a whole family of manuscripts and therefore was in some cases not part of the reception of the Metaphysics. Before considering the significance of this, however, it is necessary to address a prior question: to which readers of the Metaphysics was the Passage unknown? In the case of Alexander of Aphrodisias, we have already noted that, because his commentary on Book Θ is lost, we cannot know if he had the Passage in his copy of the Metaphysics or not (though Primavesi’s account of the manuscript tradition, if we accept it, might provide some evidence in favour of Alexander having the Passage). But Burnyeat claims that, to his knowledge, not one of even the ancient commentators whose work we have uses ‘energeia’ in the sense of the Passage as equivalent to ‘teleia [complete] energeia’ (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 237). This claim depends on Burnyeat’s view that the Passage eliminates the very possibility of incomplete energeia, so that when we find an ancient commentator using this phrase, we can conclude that he had no knowledge of the Passage. If the argument of this paper is correct, the ancient commentators need not have seen any contradiction here because there is none. But there is also positive and substantial evidence that some of them at least did not see a contradiction here and defended the Passage’s strong distinction between kinēsis and energeia. The crucial text here is the debate regarding the relation between kinēsis and energeia preserved in Simplicius’ commentary on Aristotle’s Categories (303. 35–306. 10 Kalbfleisch). Burnyeat himself addresses this text in an appendix, but in a partial and decontextualized way that is at best misleading. Burnyeat observes (283), as if it supported his case, that Plotinus is reported by Simplicius as characterizing motion as fully energeia (πάντως) and that in doing so he is not using energeia in the sense it has in the Passage. What Burnyeat does not tell us is that in offering this characterization, Plotinus is objecting to Aristotle and that Simplicius proceeds to cite, with approval, Iamblichus’ response in defence of Aristotle.

As Simplicius makes clear, what Plotinus objects to is Aristotle’s refusal to place movement in a genus (and thus in the genus of energeia) for the reason that it is an incomplete energeia (παραιτεῖσθαί ϕησιν τὸν Ἀριστοτέλη τὴν κίνησιν ἐν γένει τιθέναι διὰ τὸ ἀτελῆ λέγεσθαι ἐνέργειαν τὴν κίνησιν, 303. 32–3). Plotinus’ objection thus confirms the interpretation offered above. Aristotle did not see the characterization of motion as an incomplete energeia as making it a species of energeia, but on the contrary understood the designation ‘incomplete’ as preventing it from being classed as an energeia. The response of Iamblichus then takes the following form: energeia cannot be the genus of kinēsis because x, y, z are true of energeia but not true of kinēsis. In other words, his argument distinguishes between kinēsis as such and energeia as such, claiming even that they do not have the same nature.108 The following example is representative: ‘if motion strives after the end, occurring for its sake and not possessing it in itself, energeia remains with the end, being full of itself and its own completeness. What is most complete could not have any nature in common with what is on the way to completeness.’109 What we clearly have here is precisely the sharp distinction between kinēsis as such and energeia as such which Burnyeat claims to find only in the Passage. Iamblichus as quoted by Simplicius also proceeds to invoke the authority of Theophrastus to whom ‘motion appears to be separated from energeia’ (δοκεῖ μὲν χωρίζεσθαι τὴν κίνησιν τῆς ἐνεργείας, 304. 32–3). How Theophrastus himself understood this ‘separation’ is not clear. The passage continues to inform us that Theophrastus in contrast allows that kinēsis is also an energeia in the sense of being encompassed by it (ὡς ἂν ἐν αὐτῇ περιεχομένην), but denies that energeia is thereby itself kinesis (33–4). This language suggests that kinēsis is being understood as a species of energeia. The language of separation contrasted with it, however, suggests something stronger—since a species cannot be ‘separated’ from its genus—and Iamblichus, as we have seen, in insisting that kinēsis and energeia do not share a common nature, takes Theophrastus to be saying something stronger.110 The point to be made here is that Iamblichus would not see a contradiction between the two claims he attributes to Theophrastus since, against Plotinus and in agreement with what has been argued above, he saw no contradiction between the definition of kinēsis as an incomplete energeia in the Physics and its distinction or separation from energeia as such, which is what we find in the Passage. Indeed, as we have seen, one of his reasons for maintaining that kinēsis and energeia have distinct natures is that the former is only on the way to completeness while the latter is most complete.

Burnyeat also describes Iamblichus as ‘recording a Stoic objection to Aristotle’s account of κίνησις as ἐνέργεια ἀτελής’ (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 284) and then claims that this must be an objection to the Physics and not to the Passage (which Burnyeat claims to exclude the possibility of an incomplete energeia). But Iamblichus in fact reports the Stoics as agreeing with the definition of kinēsis as incomplete energeia, but objecting that its being incomplete does not make it any less of an energeia: this is because the Stoics want to claim that motion is fully energeia (ἔστιν γὰρ πάντως, ϕασίν, ἐνέργεια), being incomplete only in containing the ‘again and again’ (πάλιν καὶ πάλιν), i.e. it is stretched out in time, not in order to reach energeia, since it already fully is energeia, but in order that a product beyond itself should be produced (307. 1–5). In critiquing this view—and Burnyeat fails to mention the critique—Iamblichus maintains that kinēsis is incomplete energeia in the sense of not being energeia, since energeia itself cannot be incomplete (ἀτέλεστον, 307. 6–7). This should sound familiar: it is again precisely the interpretation of the definition of motion I have defended above, the one that makes it consistent with the doctrine of the Passage.111

We cannot conclude that Theophrastus, Iamblichus, and Simplicius himself had the Passage in particular in mind because there is nothing that could count as a direct quotation of the Passage; in particular, as Burnyeat notes, their debate makes no reference to the Passage’s so-called ‘tense-test’.112 But we can conclude against Burnyeat not only that the later debate does not preclude knowledge of the Passage, but also that it presupposes the distinction made in the Passage between energeia as such and kinēsis as such. Indeed, if we accept Burnyeat’s thesis that the Passage is a ‘freak performance’ and that its doctrine is unique in the Aristotelian corpus, we must conclude that the Ancients did know it, or at least some text very like it that is now lost to us.






9. The Passage in the reception of the Metaphysics: the Latin tradition


What of the prolonged absence of the Passage in the ‘early’ Latin reception of the Metaphysics? This absence can of course itself be attributed to accident, i.e. the accident that the Latin translators only had at their disposal manuscripts from the α tradition that did not contain the Passage; there is no evidence of a choice to exclude the Passage on the grounds that it was suspicious. Nevertheless, this absence, whatever its cause, could be turned into an objection against the thesis of the current article: if someone like Aquinas could make sense of the Metaphysics without the Passage, does this not show that the Passage is not as indispensable to Book Θ and to the project of the Metaphysics as a whole as it is claimed to be here?113 The simplest response to this objection is to reject the inference. Imagine we were missing the function argument from Nicomachean Ethics 1. 7. We could of course still produce a commentary on the whole work that made some sense of it, but something very important would be missing. As to whether something important is missing from the readings of Michael of Ephesus and Aquinas due to their ignorance of the Passage, that of course depends on whether or not one finds persuasive the above account of the essential role played by the Passage.

I add the qualification ‘early’ in describing the Passage as missing from the Latin reception because eventually it does enter the tradition of Latin translation and commentary, not (as Burnyeat suggests) due to the accident of its inclusion in the Aldine edition of the Greek text,114 but through the determined efforts of a few individuals who therefore deserve brief mention here. One is the great Portuguese theologian and scholar Pedro da Fonseca. In the third volume of his massive commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, published in 1604 (the first volume of which was published in 1577),115 Fonseca notes that the Passage is missing from previous Latin translations though it is to be found in the codices;116 he also believes that the text is highly corrupt and in need of significant emendation (an impression I hope to have countered with the text and translation above). But—and this is the crucial point—Fonseca considers it not only in agreement with Aristotelian doctrine but indispensable to the project of the chapter. His words merit being cited in full:

[The words of the Passage] contain a serious teaching that is useful and consistent in no small measure with Aristotle’s doctrine; for, apart from the fact that he firmly taught this elsewhere, this passage clearly responds to the start of the chapter where he has promised that he would say what an act is and of what kind it is, accordingly, having expounded the nature of an act through specific acts by way of some kind of induction and having begun to present the diverse quality of acts—namely, that some are sometimes completely separated from or emerge out of the corresponding potencies, while others in fact never completely do so—he now, completing, as it were, what was promised, teaches that among those acts that can altogether leave behind their potencies, some are imperfect and others perfect; finally, at the end of the chapter he concludes that he has to this extent explained what it is for something to be in act and of what kind.117



Thus, in Fonseca’s view, Θ. 6 cannot be complete or fulfil the promise of its opening without the Passage. Significantly, he sees the passage on the unlimited as playing a clear role in the structure of the chapter: it identifies acts that can never be separated from their corresponding potencies. No act of division can ever render the infinitely divisible no longer divisible; the actively divided will always also have the capacity to be divided, i.e. will always be divisible. But once we have a presentation through induction of different kinds of act that can be separated from their corresponding potencies and the introduction of contrasting acts that cannot be thus separated, the task of the chapter is not complete. It must now further explain the former by making an important distinction between imperfect acts and perfect ones.

Behind Fonseca’s defence of the Passage lies another figure to whom Fonseca explicitly gives credit (Metaphysicorum libros, 647), both for defending the Passage and for assisting in its comprehension: Kyriacus Stroza (= Ciriaco Strozzi, 1504–65). Stroza had the brilliance, audacity, and presumption, as Fonseca tells us, of completing Aristotle’s Politics by writing the missing books 9 and 10 himself, first in Greek and then in Latin translation.118 A Vita published in an edition of Aristotle’s collected works from 1629 concluded: ‘With Stroza, Aristotle lives again’ (per Strozam rursus vivit Aristoteles).119 In his edition of the Politics, Stroza cites the Passage, defending its importance and providing a few words of explanation that Fonseca laments to be too few.120 It turns out that Stroza was responsible for finally getting a Latin translation of the Passage added in 1577 to the important Bessarion translation of the Metaphysics, from which it was previously lacking. This 1577 edition gives us a fuller view of the significance of Stroza:

The following text, though found in the Greek codices, was nevertheless not taken into consideration by any of the Latins before the Florentine Kyriacus Stroza, a noble and most erudite man, most expert in Greek letters: this man who, when he taught Greek letters at the Gymnasium at Pisa, not only considered this text worthy of attention, but translated it and himself interpreted it publically in the most learned manner.121

The edition does not, however, follow the translation Stroza provides in his 1563 book. This is because Stroza emended the text radically and provided a highly idiosyncratic translation to make it say what he thought it should say (verba Aristotelis talia, qualia in codice Graeco non sunt, sed esse talia debent, De republica, 60). The later edition of the Bessarion translation seems instead to follow the Greek text in the Aldine. Fonseca also did not follow Stroza’s translation or text, nor the text of the Aldine, but provided his own reconstruction of the text and translation.122 The reception of the Passage in Fonseca and Stroza requires its own study; what is to be noted here is simply their determined defence of the Passage against its omission in the Latin tradition, an omission they considered both unfortunate and surprising, given its presence in most of the codices available to them.




10. Conclusion


Where, then, do matters stand at the end? Some ancient commentators like Iamblichus and Simplicius, and citing the authority of both Aristotle and Theophrastus, defended the central doctrine of the Passage against the criticisms of Plotinus and the Stoics. The Passage was left out of Medieval Latin translations, not by choice, but through the accident of translators having knowledge only of a manuscript or manuscripts from the α tradition that lacked the Passage (these translations were of course not based on a critical edition of the text that collated the different manuscripts). When the Passage was finally discovered in the later Latin period, its absence from prior Latin translations was lamented and its importance was recognized and defended. As for the manuscripts themselves, we have seen that the text provided by our best witness to the Passage, Ab, is hardly as corrupt as it is often declared to be and does not need the heavy-handed emendations of modern editors to make good sense. We have also seen that while the most recent work on the manuscript traditions α and β, i.e. that of Primavesi, finds reasons to give some preference to α over β, these reasons are not such as to render the Passage suspect because it is found in β rather than α; on the contrary, it is possible to derive from Primavesi’s description of the two manuscript traditions arguments in favour of retaining the Passage (something he himself of course does not do given his exclusive focus on Book Α). Finally, and most importantly, the doctrine of the Passage does not contradict the account of motion in the Physics, as ancient commentators already saw, and there are strong reasons, both textual and philosophical, for its being in its rightful place exactly where we find it and therefore for its being not only in, but of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Much work, of course, remains to be done on the text of Book Θ and its overall interpretation. This work, however, should include the Passage.
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 ‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia: A Much-Read Passage in (but not of) Aristotle’s Metaphysics’ [‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’], Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 34 (2008), 219–92.
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 Such a thesis was already suggested by J. H. von Kirchmann, Die Metaphysik des Aristoteles, übersetzt, erläutert und mit einer Lebensbeschreibung des Aristoteles versehen, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1871), ii. 50–1, whom Burnyeat therefore cites with approval (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 241 n. 59). Burnyeat should not, however, want to align himself too closely with Kirchmann, as the latter shows little understanding of the passage or its context.
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Doing and Being: An Interpretation of Aristotle’s Metaphysics Theta [Doing and Being] (Oxford, 2009).
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 See Aristotele, Metafisica [Metafisica] (Rome, 2017), 380–1 and 400–1. Berti indeed goes further than Burnyeat, suggesting the text was not even written by Aristotle.


5

Aristotle’s De Anima: A Critical Commentary (Cambridge, 2007). Polansky informs us that his study of De anima was motivated by his suspicion that Burnyeat was wrong in insisting that the distinction between kinēsis and energeia at Metaph. Θ. 6, 1048b18–35 did not belong in theoretical contexts: ‘It is my view that this distinction is crucial to Aristotle’s thought about the soul’ (xii). See also R. Polansky, ‘One Mind under God Indivisible: Aristotle on Mind and God’, in J. Oldfield (ed.), Sources of Desires: Essays on Aristotle’s Theoretical Works (Newcastle upon Tyne, 2012), 149–73 at 162 n. 15.
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 ‘A Note on MetaphysicsΘ. 6, 1048b18–36’ [‘Note’], Rhizomata, 1 (2013), 104–14.


7

The Activity of Being: An Essay on Aristotle’s Ontology [Activity of Being] (Cambridge, Mass., 2013). See also Appendix 1 in K. L. Flannery, Action and Character According to Aristotle [Action and Character] (Washington, D.C., 2013). C. Witt, ‘Analogy and Motion in Metaphysics Theta 6’ [‘Analogy’], in R. Bosley and C. Y. Panayides (eds.), Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy (Cyprus, 2006), 111–24, uses as an argument against Kosman’s reading, which makes the distinction between kinēsis and energeia essential to the transition to a new ontological sense of energeia, what she describes as the compelling case made by Burnyeat for excluding the Passage. If I succeed in showing here that Burnyeat’s argument is far from compelling, then the way is open again for a reading like Kosman’s or my own.


8
 For the sake of brevity, I will follow Burnyeat’s practice of referring to 1048b18–35 as ‘the Passage’. All translations from other languages, unless otherwise noted, are my own.


9
 The part of Θ. 6 to which this description would best apply is not the Passage, but the section on the unlimited that immediately precedes it (1048b9–17). Yet neither Burnyeat nor any other modern editor, to my knowledge, suspects this section to be an intervention. Significantly, in the 1590 Casaubon edition (I. Casaubon, Operum Aristotelis Stagiritae philosophorum omnium longe principis, nova editio Graecè & Latinè (Lyon, 1590)), which includes the Passage, and then again in the 1629 Paris edition (W. Du Val, Aristotelis opera omnia quae extant, Graecè & Latinè, veterum ac recentiorum interpretum ut Adriani Turnebi, Isaaci Casauboni, Iulii Pacii studio emendatissima, vol. ii. 1 [‘Paris 1629’] (Paris, 1629)), we find the words ‘locus non est sanus’ applied not to the Passage but to the section on the unlimited. The Passage is indeed put in brackets in Casaubon, but only because it is not commented on by [pseudo-]Alexander and the Bessarion Latin translation he used does not translate it (J. Argyropylos, Aristotelis … opus metaphysicum a … Bessarione … latinitate … donatum … cum adiecto in XII primos libros Argyropyli … interpretamento, ed. J. Faber [‘Bessarion 1515’] (Paris, 1515)). The carrying-over of the brackets into the 1629 Paris edition, which does supply a Latin translation, therefore appears to be a mistake.



10
 Laurentianus Plut. 87. 12, 1201–1300. The collation of Christian Brockmann with two other manuscripts from the same family, M (Ambr. F 113 sup.) and C (Taur. B VII 23), helpfully provided by Burnyeat (279–80), shows M providing a version of the Passage virtually identical to that of Ab while C departs only through a few odd readings that are hardly defensible. The overall impression is that, at least with regard to the Passage, Ab is both the most reliable and a sufficient witness to the β tradition.



11
 In Ab the word is quite clearly written ἰσχανσία in obvious contrast to ἰσχναίνειν to its left and ἰσχναίνῃ immediately below it in which the ν clearly precedes the α. Since there is no other occurrence of a word ἰσχανσία, this must be ascribed to scribal error.



12
 Printed by Bekker without comment, but Jaeger’s apparatus suggests that only ἐκείνη is found in the manuscripts; it is certainly the reading found in Ab (I. Bekker (ed.), Aristotelis Graece [‘Bekker’], 2 vols. (Berlin, 1831); W. Jaeger, Aristotelis Metaphysica, recognovit brevique adnotatione critica instruxit [‘Jaeger’] (Oxford, 1957)). This is therefore my one departure from the text of Ab but with the justification that, as Burnyeat himself notes, iota subscript, often omitted in papyri and manuscripts, ‘scarcely counts as an emendation’ (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 256).



13
 Practically all modern editors follow here Bonitz’s major emendation of the text: οἷον ὁρᾳ ἅμα <καὶ ἑώρακε,> καὶ ϕρονεῖ <καὶ πεϕρόνηκε,> καὶ νοεῖ καὶ νενόηκεν. (H. Bonitz, Aristotelis Metaphysica, recognovit et enarravit [Metaphysica], 2 vols. (Bonn, 1848–9).) Is such intervention necessary? Perhaps it is if one reads ἅμα instead of ἀλλὰ, but the codices have the latter (and for a defence of ἀλλὰ, see Natali, ‘Note’, 107). In this respect Bonitz’s emendation is a solution to a problem of his own making. It is in fact not hard to understand Aristotle’s thought process in the text as given by the manuscripts: he first mentions seeing as an example of the kind of praxis he has just characterized, then notes that thinking is another example, after which he begins his contrast between the simultaneity of the present and perfect tenses in the case of understanding and their mutual exclusion in the case of a process such as learning. Since he likely considers seeing, thinking, and understanding as forming one group of akin examples, having spelled out the perfect tense for the last member, he does not feel the need to go back and spell it out for the other two. This is certainly an abbreviated and succinct form of writing, but not therefore incoherent or atypical for Aristotle. W. D. Ross’s defence of Bonitz’s emendation is hardly convincing: ‘But in the rest of the section Aristotle is careful to supply all the perfects; and in so corrupt a passage we may allow a greater freedom of emendation than usual’ (Aristotle, Metaphysics: Revised text with introduction and commentary [Metaphysics], 2 vols. (Oxford, 1924), ii. 254). The first argument cuts both ways: if Aristotle supplies all the perfects later in the passage, he does not need to do so here. The second argument is clearly circular: radical emendation is justified by the extremely corrupt nature of the text, but what makes the text look so corrupt is the supposed need for radical emendation.



14
 A. Schwegler rightly reports this reading as being in Ab as opposed to ᾠκοδόμηκεν, but this variant is not reported by Jaeger and other modern editors (id., Die Metaphysik des Aristoteles, Grundtext, Übersetzung und Commentar nebst erläuternden Abhandlungen, 4 vols. (Tübingen, 1847–8).) This is apparently also the reading of M (see Burnyeat, ‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 280).



15
 The passage in brackets, as noted already by Bekker, has a line drawn through it in Ab which he and later editors have interpreted as a deletion (haec expungit Ab; Jaeger: delenda notat Ab). Burnyeat also takes it to be a deletion, but based not on any objection to the content but rather on the need to bring the text and the Pseudo-Alexander commentary (which lacks any comment on the Passage) into sync (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 233–6). Consulting the manuscript myself, I find Burnyeat’s thesis persuasive except for the continued talk of ‘deletion’. The Aristotle text written on 360v consists mostly of the Passage: 1048b16 (ταύτην τὴν ἐνέργειαν … ) to 1048b27 ( … ἀλλά). The part of Pseudo-Alexander’s commentary printed on the same page runs from 580. 35 (ἀποδίδωσι … ) to 581. 16 Hayduck ( … συμπερανάμενος) and concerns mostly the passage on the unlimited. But already at 581. 14 Pseudo-Alexander’s commentary turns from the passage concerning the unlimited to the concluding sentence of chapter 6 (1048b35–6). At this point the scribe would have realized, if he had not done so already, that there was nothing in Pseudo-Alexander’s commentary corresponding to the Passage. So what to do now? The scribe wants to continue copying Pseudo-Alexander’s commentary onto the margins of the next page (361r) but the Aristotelian text on that page consists mostly of the Passage (fourteen out of nineteen lines, the whole text being 1048b27 [ζῇ καὶ ἔζηκεν … ] to 1049a1 [ … δυνάμει]) to which there is no reference in the commentary. So the scribe draws a line through the part of the passage on 361r and continues copying out Pseudo-Alexander’s commentary. In this case, the line does not signal any objection to the content nor is it strictly speaking even a line of deletion: it is simply signalling, in effect, that on this page the commentary in the margin has bypassed the marked text and is addressing what follows it. This answers two questions: (1) why does the line start at 1048b28? Because that happens to be the first line of the Passage written on 361r. (2) Why do the lines from the Passage on 360v not have a line through them? Because for almost all of that page the commentary is not ahead of the Passage but is addressing the discussion of the unlimited that precedes it. In short, the line drawn through the text on 361r should not be taken as evidence that these lines were for some reason considered suspect nor as a recommendation for deletion. On the line, see also S. Fazzo, Il Libro Lambda della Metafisica di Aristotele [Lambda] (Naples, 2012), 128–34, and ‘Aristotle’s Metaphysics – Current Research to Reconcile Two Branches of the Tradition’ [‘Two Branches’], Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie, 98 (2016), 433–57 at 455, and Natali, ‘Note’, 109–11.



16
 The construal of ischnasia as the process of thinning by Bywater, Ross, and other modern editors has made emendation of the manuscripts here imperative, since we would otherwise have to read ‘of the process of thinning the process of thinning’. Against this I follow an older tradition of construing ischnasia as thinness (Pachymeres, Stroza, Argyropylos (in Bessarion 1577), Fonseca, Casaubon, Bonitz, Lasson, Barthélemy-Saint-Hilaire; see end of note for bibliographic information). It is indeed the case that in its second occurrence in the Passage (1048b49) the word must mean ‘thinning’, which is probably also the meaning in the one occurrence in the Metaphysics outside the Passage (1013b1; see also Phys. 2. 3, 194b36). But it is at least possible (the paucity of occurrences allows no certainty either way) that the word is ambiguous between the two meanings of ‘thinning’ and ‘thinness’, the contrast with the verb at 1048b19 deciding in favour of ‘thinness’. Significantly, the sole possibly contemporaneous occurrence outside of the Aristotelian corpus, i.e., that in the Hippocratic Aff. 12. 9, is found in a list of precautions, between hēsuchiē and keno¯sis. The former is clearly a state (‘quietness’); as for the latter, it is either also a state (‘emptiness’), in which case we should expect the ischnasiē listed with them to be a state as well, or it is a process (‘emptying’), in which case it must remain undecided whether the second term, ischnasiē is here a state like the first (‘thinness’), as LSJ takes it to be, or a process like the third (‘thinning’).
For editions cited here: for Pachymeres, see S. Alexandru’s works cited in n. 36 below; for Stroza, see n. 118 below; for Argyropylos (in Bessarion 1577), see n. 19 below; for P. da Fonseca, In Metaphysicorum Aristotelis Stagiritae Libros; Nunc a mendis quamplurimis, quae praecedentibus, editionib. irrepserant, summo labore purgatus, & in Germania elegantioribus typis, in gratiam studii Philosofici, quique omnium iam votis diu desideratus est, editus [Metaphysicorum libros], vol. iii (Cologne, 1604); for Casaubon, Paris 1629, see n. 9 above; H. Bonitz, Aristoteles, Metaphysik, aus dem Nachlass herausgegeben von Eduard Wellmann (Berlin, 1890); A. Lasson, Aristoteles: Metaphysik, ins Deutsche übertragen (Jena, 1907); J. Barthélemy-St.-Hilaire, Métaphysique d’Aristote, 3 vols. (Paris, 1879).




17
 ‘Motion’ as a translation of kinēsis must be understood broadly to include all change. I avoid the otherwise perfectly acceptable translation ‘change’ only to preserve a terminological distinction between kinēsis and metabolē.



18
 What the ἐκείνῃ is referring back to is not explicit; it must refer to that action distinct from motion that has yet to be explicitly identified. Natali (‘Note’, 107) makes the interesting suggestion that, if the section on the unlimited is considered an aside, the ἐκείνῃ could refer back to οὐσία at 1048b9. Ousia in contrast to motion would indeed be an end, but how it would be a praxis is far from clear. Fonseca takes it to be referring ahead, translating as follows: ‘truly the end and the act is present in that which is such as: one sees and saw … ’ (verum illi finis, & actio inest, qualis est, videt, & vidit …, Metaphysicorum libros, 648).



19
 The punctuation suggested by the Latin translation in Bessarion is also worth considering: ‘For they are not an end but in that one the end is present and the action, such as one sees. But also one knows and thinks and has thought … ’ (Non enim finis sed illi inest finis & actio ut videt. Verumetiam sapit & intelligit & intellexit …, B. Bessarion (trans.), Aristotelis stagiritae metaphysicorum libri XIIII, Theophrasti metaphysicorum liber, de causis libellus Aristoteli seu Avempacae vel Alpharabio aut Proclo asscriptus [‘Bessarion 1577’] (Inglostadt, 1577), 122). On this translation, see Section 9, just before n. 121.



20
 For reasons indicated below, I think Burnyeat captures the point here in translating: ‘x lives well and has achieved the good life’ and ‘x is happy and has achieved happiness’ (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 251). But since this is more of an interpretation than a translation, I prefer something less interventionist: adding the word ‘already’ makes clear, I believe, that the emphasis is not on something having occurred in the past but rather on its not still having to be done, on its being complete.



21
 When using sight to find something, the motion toward an end is in the searching and not in the seeing.



22
 Kosman makes the same point (Activity of Being, 44 and 67).



23
 As Natali rightly notes regarding the so-called ‘tense-test’ on which so much scholarship on the passage has focused, ‘But the linguistic fact has no value in itself, what Aristotle wants to highlight is a difference in the way in which the end is present and not the difference in the grammar of the verbs used to describe the events’ (‘Note’, 109). See also C. Natali, ‘Movimenti ed attività: l’interpretazione di Aristotele, Metaph. Theta 6’, Elenchos, 12 (1991), 67–90 at 83–4. P. S. Namo made this same point long ago, insisting that the distinction was made on ontological grounds with the ‘tense-test’ functioning only as an illustration and one that fails if taken as the sole or main criterion (‘Energeia and Kinesis in MetaphysicsΘ. 6’, Apeiron, 4 (1970), 24–33 at 24, 27). See also Flannery, Action and Character, 66.



24
 See Fonseca, Metaphysicorum libros, 664–5, also 648.



25
 ‘An activity can indeed occupy time, but it is not the sort of thing that must take time. It is characteristic of motion, on the other hand, that it must use time, and indeed use up time, in the act of accomplishing its perfection’ (Kosman, Activity of Being, 41).



26
 Whether this means that energeia is inherently ‘timeless’ or is rather characterized by a kind of time distinct from the time that measures motion is not clarified in the Passage. A candidate here would be the notion of aio¯n used at Metaph.Λ. 7, 1072b29 to denote the temporality of god as pure energeia and characterized in De caelo in the case of a living thing, as an end encompassing its entire lifespan (1. 9, 279a23–5) and in the case of the cosmos, the whole of time (279a25–6). This is exactly the concept Iamblichus appeals to in distinguishing the temporal character of energeia from that of kinēsis: see n. 112.



27
 For his own reasons, C. T. Hagen does not interpret the distinction as an ontological one: ‘In short, the energeia-kinēsis distinction which appears in Metaphysics 9. 6 is a distinction between actions which are and which are not ends for human beings’ (‘The ἘΝΕΡΓΕΙΑ-ΚΙΝΗΣΙΣ Distinction and Aristotle’s Conception of ΠΡΑΞΙΣ’, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 22 (1984), 263–80 at 276). This interpretation makes the distinction relative to the agent rather than intrinsic to the activities in question, so that the same activity could be considered a kinēsis or an energeia depending on the perspective of the agent (277). In contrast, M.-H. Gauthier-Muzellec rightly notes that for the distinction in the Passage, ‘it is not simply the position relative to the subject and the action that is determinative … ’ (ce n’est pas seulement la position par rapport au sujet et à l’action qui est déterminante …, L’âme dans la Métaphysique d’Aristote (Paris, 1996), 249).



28
 The fact that the text is missing from Moerbeke’s translation and therefore from the medieval commentators has no force as an argument, since that translation was based not on a critical edition of the text, but only on a single manuscript, as B. Bydén points out (‘Some Remarks on the Text of Aristotle’s Metaphysics’, Classical Quarterly, ns 55 (2005), 105–20 at 105).



29
 It is actually a little more complicated than Burnyeat suggests. The work he cites of D. Harlfinger, ‘Zur Überlieferungsgeschichte der Metaphysik’, in P. Aubenque (ed.), Études sur la Métaphysique d’Aristote (Paris, 1979), 7–36, actually complicates the distinction between the α and β traditions already distinguished by S. Bernardinello, Eliminatio codicum della Metafisica di Aristotele (Padua, 1970), by showing much cross-contamination between the two. See also S. Alexandru, Aristotle’s Metaphysics Lambda, Annotated critical edition based upon a systematic investigation of Greek, Latin, Arabic and Hebrew sources [Lambda] (Leiden, 2014), 40–69; and Fazzo, Lambda and her ‘Editing Aristotle’s Metaphysics: Why Should Harlfinger’s Stemma be Verified?’, Journal of Ancient Philosophy, 8 (2014), 133–59.



30
 Though S. Fazzo has challenged the independence of M and C and thereby challenged β’s claim to the status of a ‘family’: ‘Verso una nuova editio minor della Metafisica di Aristotele’ [‘Verso’], Chôra, 13 (2015), 253–94. Yet her stemma still takes Ab back to a β distinct from the oldest manuscripts of α (though not necessarily completely independent of it) and whose relation to α—which Fazzo prefers to designate Π, Jaeger’s symbol for the consensus between E and J—and whose ultimate provenance must remain open questions.



31
 O. Primavesi, ‘Aristotle, Metaphysics A: A New Critical Edition with Introduction’ [Alpha], in C. Steel (ed.), Aristotle’s Metaphysics Alpha (Oxford, 2012), 385–516.



32
 For some doubts regarding the argument ex silentio that Alexander did not know these supposed additions, see Fazzo ‘Two Branches’, 450–1 n. 35, but also the reply of P. Golitsis, ‘Editing Aristotle’s Metaphysics: A Response to Silvia Fazzo’s Critical Appraisal of Oliver Primavesi’s Edition of Metaphysics Alpha’ [‘Response’], Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie, 98 (2016), 458–73.



33
 Fazzo, ‘Two Branches’, 451, expresses a concern about this kind of argument: are we always in a position to know that it was not instead the text of Alexander’s commentary that was altered to fit the available text of the Metaphysics? But see Golitsis, ‘Response’, 460–1.



34
 How the Passage could drop out of α is indeed hard to explain, but it is also hard to explain how it could be added to β if it was not present in the common archetype. Burnyeat’s hypothesis that the Passage began as a marginal annotation before being incorporated into β, while it of course cannot be disproven, hardly seems more plausible than any other hypothesis one could come up with to explain the Passage dropping out of α. While there are cases of a phrase or even a sentence that appear to have been incorporated into Aristotle’s text after beginning as a marginal annotation, it is hard to imagine this occurring with a text of the length and doctrinal substance of the Passage. Whether it is the omission or the addition of such a lengthy and substantial text, we have in both cases an anomaly that must leave us wondering about a possible explanation.



35
 See Burnyeat, ‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 277–8.



36
 M. Hayduck provides the complete text in a note (Alexandri Aphrodisiensis in Aristotelis Metaphysica commentaria, Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca, vol. i (Berlin, 1891), 581), as found in cod. F, which is the Alexander commentary as written in the margin of the Ambr. F 113 sup. [M] manuscript of Aristotle’s Metaphysics; this replaces the incomplete and garbled version in C. A. Brandis, Scholia in Aristotelem (Berlin, 1836), 781a47–b12. The author was identified as Philoponus by H. Bonitz (Alexandri Aphrodisiensis commentarius in libros Metaphysicos Aristotelis (Berlin, 1847), 551, on which see also Burnyeat, ‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 232–3). But S. Alexandru has offered evidence that the real identity of this pseudo-Philoponus is Georges Pachymeres (1242–c.1310): ‘A New Manuscript of Pseudo-Philoponus’ Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics Containing a Hitherto Unknown Ascription of the Work’ [‘Pseudo-Philoponus’], Phronesis, 44 (1999), 347–52; see also S. Alexandru, ‘Reflections regarding Milan Manuscripts of the Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics ascribed to Georgios Pachymeres’ [‘Pachymeres’], Revue d’histoire des textes, 31 (2003), 117–27. What this means is that the author of the commentary on 1048b18–35 in cod. F was neither Alexander, who is known not to have written this part of the commentary, nor Pseudo-Alexander (i.e. Michael of Ephesus), but Georges Pachymeres and that the commentary was inserted into M by a scribe who found it lacking in Pseudo-Alexander, as Burnyeat suggests (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 234–5).



37
 It of course would be nice to find some evidence in Alexander’s other writings of his knowledge of the Passage. No such proof, it seems, is to be found, but no evidence that he did not know the Passage either. In his commentary on De sensu 6, 446b2 Alexander does speak of an energeia involving the senses that is not a becoming (γένεσις). After noting in the case of touch that there is no distinction between becoming at one moment and being at another moment, he says, ‘energeia involving the senses belongs to things of this sort, since in their case there is no becoming … ’ (τῶν δὴ τοιούτων ἡ ἐνέργεια ἡ κατὰ τὰς αἰσθήσεις ἐστίν· οὐ γὰρ ἐστι γένεσις αὐτῶν …, 263. 5–6 Wendland).



38
 Fazzo also finds evidence of editorial intervention in Ab and/or its source (‘Verso’, 288), but without suggesting, much less defending, the idea that this could take the form of introducing an entire passage. Yet Fazzo wants to maintain the possibility that β, rather than having a different source, is simply a different interpretation of α (‘Verso’, 287) and it is hard to see how such a thesis could be maintained without arguing that the Passage is a late editorial insertion.



39
 While Fazzo, ‘Two Branches’, questions some of Primavesi’s arguments (see 448–51), she nevertheless concludes: ‘Yet, without the support of the β-manuscripts, we will hardly be confident in reading the Metaphysics. Wherever the α-text needs improvement, one can confidently rely on past generations of Aristotelizing scholars in Byzantium, whose legacy reaches us through the Florence Ab-manuscript. Whether the text of this manuscript, and its cognates, really had a papyrus as an archetype, is perhaps unclear, but they certainly benefitted from the best editorial skills and the entire and long tradition of exegesis’ (456). In contrast, Berti concludes from the work of Primavesi and others that the α tradition should in principle always be preferred to the β tradition (Metafisica, vii) and Fazzo herself takes a similar position elsewhere (‘Verso’, 287) despite the conclusion cited above. Such a preference is too crude and does not do justice to the work of Primavesi in particular.



40
 On the question of why the term entelecheia as well as energeia is used in the definition of motion, see G. Blair, Energeia and Entelecheia: ‘Act’ in Aristotle [Act] (Ottawa, 1992), 104–20. Blair’s view, confirmed rather than contradicted by the definition of motion (see 134), is that ‘there is no functional difference, one might say, between energeia and entelecheia, though the different etymologies indicate a difference in what we might call connotation or “flavor” of the two words’ (104). He defends a hypothesis, however, regarding when and why Aristotle predominately uses one term or the other. In contrast, E. Berti, wrongly taking the word energeia to have the meaning of motion, claims that Aristotle must use the term entelecheia in his definition of motion to avoid tautology (‘Il concetto di atto nella Metafisica di Aristotele’ [‘Concetto’], in M. Sánchez Sorondo (ed.), L’Atto Aristotelico e le sue Ermeneutiche [L’Atto] (Rome, 1990), 43–61 at 51), not noting that Aristotle later substitutes energeia for entelecheia in the definition.



41
 This is the word used in the version of the definition given at Metaph.Κ. 9, 1065b15–1066a7 as well as in Aristotle’s subsequent discussion of motion in the Physics (3. 1, 201b9–10; 3. 2, 202a1–2; 3. 3, 202a15).



42
 J. L. Ackrill also assumes that in Θ. 6 Aristotle is using energeia ‘in a new and narrower sense’ in comparison to the sense it has in the definition of motion (‘Aristotle’s Distinction between Energeia and Kinesis’ [‘Distinction’], in his Essays on Plato and Aristotle (Oxford, 1997), 142–62 at 142).



43
 As it is on Beere’s interpretation: he argues that motion is the energeia of a capacity of becoming, rather than the exercise of a capacity of being (the latter would be the house or the Hermes statue). This is what enables him to maintain that the Hermes statue being-in-energeia does not involve an energeia (see Doing and Being, 202 and 228, as well as n. 69 below for further discussion). One problem that such a reading of energeia presents for the interpretation of the definition of motion is that it renders superfluous the qualification ‘qua capacity’ that appears to do the most important work in the definition: if motion is the energeia of the capacity of becoming, it adds nothing to qualify ‘qua capacity’. See Kosman, Activity of Being, 47–8. On the view being defended here, the capacity in question is, for example, the capacity wood has of being a house. The energeia of such a capacity simpliciter is the built house. The motion of building the house, in contrast, is not simply the energeia of the capacity of being a house, but rather the energeia of the capacity of being a house qua this capacity. This means that in the motion of building, the capacity of being a house is exercised but without the capacity ceasing to be a capacity: it is the capacity as a capacity that is exercised, not the capacity as a house. Therefore, what makes motion an incomplete energeia is that the capacity being exercised remains a capacity, not that energeia as such is incomplete; in the example, the energeia in relation to which the capacity is only a capacity is the completed house. Such a reading sticks closely to what Aristotle actually says in the text. But Beere’s interpretation of energeia must reject such a reading. In favour of what? Beere can offer only ‘a promissory note’ (204). For the correct view that ‘there is really no special potency to be in process’, see Blair, Act, 149; also 116.



44
 In this case, energeia needs to have one meaning that can apply both to the finished house and to the motion of building, though with the qualification that it is incomplete in the latter case. As will be argued below, this meaning is provided by the characterization of ‘activity’ in the Passage as possessing its end in itself: motion fails fully to realize such activity in being only toward an end while the completed house fully realizes it in its being the end. Ross insists that entelecheia in the definition of motion must mean ‘actualization’ rather than ‘actuality’ (Aristotle’s Physics, Revised Text with Introduction and Commentary (Oxford, 1936), 537), with the wrong-headed justification that kinēsis is the passage from potentiality to actuality (as if the definition were identifying entelecheia with kinēsis). Against this, see also Blair, Act, 148. A. G. Vigo, while rightly rejecting this interpretation of entelecheia, errs in the other direction by interpreting it as ‘actualidad’ and ‘realidad’, an interpretation that clearly leaves him puzzled by the fact that Aristotle later replaces the term entelecheia in the definition with the more ‘active’ word energeia (Aristóteles: Física Libros III–IV, traducción, introducción y comentario (Buenos Aires, 1995), 109–10; see also J.-M. Le Blond, Logique et méthode chez Aristote: étude sur la recherche des principes dans la physique aristotélicienne [Logique et méthode], 4th ed. (Paris, 1996), 422). M. Ugaglia, Aristotele: Fisica Libro III, introduzione, traduzione e commento (Rome, 2012), defending a similar reading, insists that entelecheia can never mean ‘activity’ (103–4) and therefore cannot have that meaning in the definition of motion. But even if entelecheia does not mean ‘activity’, it can be intended to express an essential characteristic of activity, i.e. its possession of its end within itself—it is, in other words, a term that only makes explicit that characteristic of energeia highlighted in our Passage and that can for this reason be used interchangeably with energeia. It is only when we recognize that entelecheia and energeia in the definition of motion can mean neither ‘actualization’ (i.e. a process or motion) nor ‘actuality’ (i.e. a static state), that we can appreciate the importance of the characterization of ‘activity’ in the Passage.



45
 The crucial point here, as Kosman but few others recognize, is that even the definition of motion in the Physics implies that the notion of energeia is not derived from that of motion but vice versa: ‘It is wrong to suppose that the former concepts of dunamis and energeia—of ability and activity—are conceptually dependent upon the latter concept of change or motion. … For motion is defined by Aristotle in terms of a concept of energeia as activity, independent of and prior to that of motion’ (Activity of Being, 70). And again: ‘It is energeia in this sense [as the active exercise of an ability] that he there [Metaph.Θ. 6] contrasts to motion, even though it explains motion; unlike motion, it is an activity that is its own perfection. And it is, as we will now see, this sense of energeia, a sense prior to and independent of the concepts of motion, change, and the family of surrounding notions, that will be harnessed by Aristotle in his analysis of substance’ (71). See also Berti, ‘Concetto’, 59.



46
 In his exhaustive study, La doctrina del acto en Aristóteles (Pamplona, 1993), R. Yepes Stork, defending the central importance of the Passage in its context, sees the parallel between it and De anima 431a3–8 and rightly expresses surprise that ‘this parallel has not been more prominent in the secondary literature’ (no se haya destacado más en la críitica este paralelismo, 256–63).



47
 As Kosman too succinctly states the point: ‘the distinction that Aristotle marks between motion and activity is not undermined by his claim that motion is itself an activity, though an incomplete one’ (Activity of Being, 115).



48
 See also Rhetoric 2. 25, 1403a9–10: We must contend ‘that either the present case is not the same or does not come about similarly or at least has some difference’ (ἢ ὅτι τὸ παρὸν οὐχ ὅμοιον ἢ οὐχ ὁμοίως ἢ διαϕοράν γέ τινα ἔχει).



49
 S. Menn already insisted that ‘Aristotle is not here [in the Passage] denying (what elsewhere he plainly affirms) that κινήσεις are ἐνέργειαι, any more than I deny that men are animals when I say, “this kind of thing I call an animal, that a man”’ (‘The Origins of Aristotle’s Concept of Ἐνέργεια: Ἐνέργεια and Δύναμις’ [‘Origins’], Ancient Philosophy, 14 (1994), 73–114 at 106 n. 43). But Burnyeat would presumably reply (and I would agree) that the Passage is defending something stronger than a genus/species distinction between kinēseis and energeiai.
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 See C. Shields, Order in Multiplicity: Homonymy in the Philosophy of Aristotle (Oxford, 1999), 37–9; J. K. Ward, Aristotle on Homonymy: Dialectic and Science (Cambridge, 2008), 2. For Ward, this term designates an intermediate range between synonymy and non-synonymy that would include things that ‘have a common term and some, but not all, common characteristics’ (1).



51
 Regarding the difference between the positions of the Eudemian Ethics and the Nicomachean Ethics on the kind of non-accidental homonymous relation that exists between the three kinds of friendship, see Ward, Aristotle on Homonymy, 150.



52
 Burnyeat can argue that the distinction made in the Passage is not to be found at De anima 2. 5 by claiming that in the latter the statement that ‘change is incomplete actuality’ is not withdrawn (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 272). But neither is it withdrawn in the Passage.



53
 These same two examples are found in Book δ. 7, 1017b7–8 as examples of the distinction between being in dunamis and being in energeia in the case of substances (ἐπὶ τῶν οὐσιῶν, b6).



54
 One might, of course, wonder why any example of motion is included when Aristotle is supposed to be transitioning to a sense of energeia that goes beyond motion. But Aristotle’s strategy in making the transition is apparently to start with the general analogical sense of energeia that includes motion in order then to show that there are other senses and that motion, far from being the primary sense, is a deficient sense. Another alternative here is to claim, with Kosman, Activity of Being, 264 n. 5, for example, that building is in this context not understood as a motion but rather as the activity that exercises the skill of the builder; see also M.-T. Liske, ‘Kinesis und Energeia bei Aristoteles’ [‘Kinesis und Energeia’], Phronesis, 36 (1991), 161–78, at 176–8; and M. L. Gill, Aristotle on Substance: The Paradox of Unity (Princeton, 1989), 214–18, along with Beere’s critique of Gill’s interpretation: Doing and Being, 198 n. 58.



55
 L. Gomez Cabranes in contrast writes of the examples of waking versus sleeping and of seeing versus having your eyes closed that ‘they turn out to be irreducible to either movement or substance. The correlation act-potency appears to acquire here a new meaning which, as we have seen, is equivalent to neither κίνησις nor οὐσία; rather, we are dealing here with the strict sense of ἐνέργεια’ (resultan irreductibles a movimiento o a sustancia. La correlación acto-potencia parece adquirir aquí un nuevo sentido, que, como vimos, no es equiparable a κίνησις ni a οὐσία, sino que se trata del sentido estricto de ἐνέργεια, El Poder y lo Posible: sus sentidos en Aristóteles [Poder] (Pamplona, 1989), 83). Natali also does not make Burnyeat’s assumption, but only by arguing that the examples of activities are to be classed under the sense of energeia as substance in relation to matter (‘Note’, 112–13). This also is apparently Kosman’s position. Menn, like Burnyeat, takes the examples of activities as being examples of kinēsis. The reason why he, unlike Burnyeat, can nevertheless see our Passage as still playing a role in Θ. 6 is that he takes it to be correcting the impression (‘repairing the damage’) left by the examples that all activities are motions in the same sense (‘Origins’, 106–7). Though the Passage has a place in Θ. 6 when interpreted in this way, it functions only as an addendum that could be skipped over. My own view, as will be seen, will differ from all of these.



56
 This is presumably also why A. Anagnostopoulos insists that the examples of seeing and contemplating go under the heading of change-dunamis and therefore are examples of the ‘most established’ (κύριος) sense of dunamis (‘Senses of Dunamis and the Structure of Aristotle’s MetaphysicsΘ’ [‘Senses of Dunamis’], Phronesis, 56 (2011), 388–425 at 408–9). He accordingly seems to have no idea of what to do with the Passage and does not integrate it into his interpretation.



57
 Natali makes a similar suggestion in seeing our Passage as intended to clarify that the example of contemplating (θεωρῆσαι) given at 1048a3–5 is not an example of energeia in the sense of kinēsis (‘Note’, 76–7).



58
 It is therefore hard to see how V. Politis (‘Aristotle on Being as Activity’ [‘Being as Activity’], Metascience, 24 (2015), 213–18) could suggest, in critique of Kosman’s reading in Activity of Being, that energeia is here just a general notion that includes kinēsis among other things and assert: ‘There need not be an implication, and it is not clear that we have textual reason to believe, that this notion is also supposed to be conceptually and metaphysically prior to that of kinesis’ (‘Being as Activity’, 217).



59
 Anagnostopoulos argues that the proper translation of 1048b6–7 does not present analogy as an alternative to being called alike, but as a way of being called alike: the phrase ἀλλ᾽ ἤ should be translated not as ‘but only by analogy’ but as ‘except by analogy’ (‘Senses of Dunamis’, 418). Anagnostopoulos proceeds to argue that ‘Aristotle’s use of analogy implies a single, shared relation between being δυνάμει and being ἐνεργείᾳ in the two sorts of cases’ (421) rather than presupposing two different relations. At the other end of the interpretative continuum is Beere, who not only translates ‘but [only] by analogy’ (Doing and Being, 178), but also argues for the loosest sort of analogy, one that does not even allow for one sense to have any priority over the others.



60
 Aristotle also describes this sense as κύριος, but I think Anagnostopoulos is right in understanding this as meaning ‘the most established, familiar, and acknowledged sense of the term’ (‘Senses of Dunamis’, 423).
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 Already in Δ.15, in his discussion of relatives, Aristotle refers to this distinction between ‘the energeiai relative to motion [αἱ δὲ κατὰ κίνησιν ἐνέργειαι]’ and those that are not relative to motion (1021a19–21).



62
 The reason why T. K. Johansen in interpreting Θ. 6 must appeal to the notion of energeia in De anima (which Polansky, as noted above, sees as presupposing the distinction in the Passage) is that he sees some of Aristotle’s examples in Θ. 6, in particular seeing and contemplating, as examples of a change that ‘is rather peculiar, as Aristotle shows in DA II. 5 … ’ (‘Capacity and Potentiality: Aristotle’s MetaphysicsΘ. 6–7 from the Perspective of the De anima’, Topoi, 31 (2012), 209–20 at 213). These changes ‘do not essentially involve the subject’s becoming different but are rather fulfilments (entelekheiai) of what they already are’ (213). The existence of such changes is crucial on Johansen’s reading since this ‘helps us with the notion of a perfected substance as an energeia since we are led to the thought that for something to be in energeia need not lie in its manifesting a capacity to be different, but may involve more fully manifesting what it already is’ (213). This is very true, but for the best evidence ‘that Aristotle takes the notion of fulfilment as implied in that of an energeia’ (214), we do not need to turn to De anima: it is to be found, as we should expect, in Θ. 6 itself and in the Passage Johansen inexplicably chooses to ignore.



63
 Decombe thus rightly explains the role of the Passage in Book Θ by claiming that ‘[i]t is not substance alone that succeeds in transcending the sphere of motion, given that it is still framed by the physical world as the result of a substantial change’ (No es la sustancia sin más la que logra trascender el ámbito del movimiento, puesto que ésta está enmarcada todavía en el mundo físico como resultado de un cambio sustancial, ‘La distinción entre acto y movimiento en Metafísica IX 6’ [‘Distinción’], Estudios de Filosofía, 51 (2015), 87–108 at 100). If we are really to go beyond movement, and thus beyond physics, we must discover a sense of energeia different even from substance. And what corresponds to the third sense of act is dunamis in the sense of ‘habitual disposition’ (102).



64
 Decombe rightly claims that Book Λ could not even have been conceived without the distinction of the Passage, since it culminates in a description of the first mover as immobile but continually active (‘Distinción’, 105–6). Kosman too recognizes that interpreting energeia as activity not only explains the central books of the Metaphysics, but also explains the role played by divine substance (Activity of Being, 85): ‘ … the divine has activity as its essential nature, and therefore what it is—its essential being—is the very principle of being itself’ (85).



65
 Even Beere finds in Burnyeat’s translation of energeia as ‘actuality’ here ‘an excellent example of the mischief caused by that translation’ (Doing and Being, 222 n. 4).



66
 Beere argues that the translation ‘actuality’ is not only inadequate, but dangerous (Doing and Being, 217–18). Even worse, as he notes, is the tendency to go back and forth between the translations ‘activity’ and ‘actuality’ even though Aristotle gives absolutely no indication of such a fundamental ambiguity in his use of the word energeia (159). Unlike Kosman, Beere also finds the translation ‘activity’ inadequate, if better (157–8), though this is because he seems unable to understand ‘activity’ as signifying anything other than a process. Long before either Beere or Kosman, however, Blair, basing himself on a thorough examination of all occurrences, had already argued, more summarily in ‘The Meaning of “Εnergeia” and “Εntelecheia” in Aristotle’ [‘Meaning’], International Philosophical Quarterly, 7 (1967), 101–17, and more fully in his Act, that the word energeia never has the static and modal meaning ‘actuality’ and that the word entelecheia has both a different sense and has the same reference, because it too does not mean ‘actuality’ (or ‘complete reality’ or ‘perfection’) but rather ‘having the end within’, where this is something that characterizes activity.



67
 In his recent translation of the Metaphysics, C. D. C. Reeve (Aristotle, Metaphysics (Indianapolis, 2016)) translates energeia as ‘activity’ and energeiai (dative) as ‘actively’ throughout and therefore also in Θ. 6. Oddly, however, in the last line of the chapter, reading ἐνεργείᾳ against the reading of Ab, he translates ‘actual being’ where consistency required him to translate ‘active being’ or ‘being actively’. Reeve also oddly switches from ‘capacity’ and ‘capable’ at the start of the chapter to ‘potentiality’ and ‘potential’ as the chapter proceeds.



68
 Burnyeat should therefore have stuck with the observation in the London seminar notes: ‘Jaeger’s argument that 35–6 refer to the first, rather than the second half of the chapter seemed weak to us as a reason for supposing a later addition … (Notes on Books Eta and Theta of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Study Aids Monograph No. 4 [‘Notes’] (Oxford, 1984), 128).



69
 Perhaps the most extreme and explicit expression of such a distinction is to be found in Beere, as already noted above: ‘I do not think the being-in-ἐνέργεια always involves an ἐνέργεια’ (Doing and Being, 228). Menn, ‘Origins’, insisting that the only relevant ontological distinction at issue in Θ. 6 is that between energeia in the sense of kinēsis (which he calls ‘activity’) and energeia in the sense of ousia (which he calls ‘actuality’) also cannot accept that the Hermes statue, in being in energeia (which Menn equates with ‘bare existence and nothing more’, 113 n. 50), can also be said to be characterized by an energeia. He asserts that ‘it is not strictly proper for Aristotle to describe the actually existent οὐσία as existing κατ᾽ ἐνέργειαν: he should say that it exists κατ᾽ εντελέχειαν or … κατὰ τὸ ἔργον, implying an ἐνέργεια in the perfect or aorist, rather than κατ᾽ ἐνέργειαν, suggesting an ἐνέργεια in the present’ (108). Then, a little later, with regard to the example of building a house: ‘In a strict sense, the only ἐνέργεια here is the γένεσις of the house, that does not persist once the house is complete, and is not the τέλος but a means to the τέλος’ (110). Note how Menn reduces energeia to process, sharply distinguishing from it what is ‘actual’ in the sense of being the product of such a process and what Aristotle should have called entelecheia in contrast to energeia to match our own distinction between ‘activity’ and ‘actuality’. That Aristotle does not speak as Menn thinks he properly should speak is something that should count not against Aristotle, but rather against Menn’s interpretation. In addition to the argument in the main text against the assumption that the nominative and dative cases represent radically distinct senses and the rather obvious observation that the choice to ignore the Passage does not count as evidence that it plays no role in the argument of Θ. 6, we can also cite against Beere and Menn the authority of none other than Theophrastus. As will be shown below, Theophrastus and others among the ancients took the doctrine of the Passage to be of central importance, contrary to Burnyeat’s suggestion. What is to be noted here is that, according to the testimony of Simplicius in his commentary on the Categories, Theophrastus maintained, in connection with the same example of the Hermes statue which Beere has in mind in making his claim: ‘It is far from being the case that the figure can be in energeia without there being an energeia’ (πολλοῦ ἄρα δεῖ ἐνεργείᾳ μὲν εἶναι τὸ σχῆμα, ἐνέργειαν δὲ μὴ ὑπάρχειν, In Cat. 305. 13–14 Kalbfleisch).



70
 ‘Aristotle’s Notion of Potentiality in MetaphysicsΘ’ [‘Potentiality’], in T. Scaltsas, D. Charles, and M. L. Gill (eds.), Unity, Identity, and Explanation in Aristotle’s Metaphysics (Oxford, 1994), 173–93.



71
 Frede also sees the Passage as doing crucial work in introducing with the ability to see a kind of dunamis that ‘is neither the basic kind of active δύναμις, nor its passive counterpart, nor a mode of either. For seeing is not a change’ (‘Potentiality’, 185).
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 It is worth noting that Frede gives no emphasis to the sentence at 1048b8–9 and for good reason: he does not think that changes and substantial forms are the only kinds of energeia, not even within the context of Θ. 6.



73
 Anagnostopoulos, in discussing ‘the dominant interpretation’ which is that of Frede, cites what he calls the ‘terminological principle’ at its basis: ‘To call something a δυνάμει ὄν (“potential being”) by employing the adverbial dative construction is to employ the “useful” sense of δύναμις’ (‘Senses of Dunamis’, 393). He notes that ‘very little explicit textual support has been provided for the principle, although it often serves as the basis of key interpretative claims about the treatise’ (393). Though the focus of Anagnostopoulos is on dunamis, he sees the ‘dominant interpretation’ as holding the same terminological principle in relation to the adverbial dative construction of ἐνεργείᾳ ὄν.



74
 Anagnostopoulos sums up the main objection here: ‘ … in the subsequent analysis of ἐνέργεια in general, which elucidates a connection between κύριος and useful senses, Aristotle switches between uses of ἐνέργεια within and outside of the adverbial dative constructions, as well as between δύναμις within that construction, δύναμις outside of that construction, and δυνατόν. The most straightforward explanation of these patterns of usage is that it is simply assumed that capacities and ἐνέργειαι impart being δυνάμει and being in ἐνέργεια to things respectively. Given such an assumption, a discussion of capacities and ἐνέργειαι can therefore at the same time be viewed as a discussion of being δυνάμει and being ἐνεργείᾳ. But further, since Aristotle is not just describing ἐνέργεια but offering what he can in the way of “what ἐνέργεια is” (1048a26), the notions of capacity and ἐνέργεια appear to be intrinsically related to those of being δυνάμει and being ἐνεργείᾳ respectively. The connection is this: δύναμις and ἐνέργεια carry the same signification in their adverbial dative uses specifying modes of being on the one hand, and in ordinary uses on the other’ (‘Senses of Dunamis’, 403–4). Illustrating this general point with examples, we can say: having the dunamis of being healthy is the same as being healthy in dunamis; having the energeia of being healthy is the same as being healthy in energeia; having the dunamis of being carved into a Hermes statue is the same as being a Hermes statue in dunamis; having the energeia of being a Hermes statue is the same as being a Hermes statue in energeia. Of course, in this case the challenge is to understand what exactly energeia means in these two examples: clearly not motion, since neither being healthy nor being a Hermes statue are motions. What then is the sense of energeia distinct from motion? The dominant interpretation wants to answer: ‘actuality’. But the answer the text provides, if we choose not to ignore the Passage, is ‘activity’ understood broadly as distinct from motion in containing its end within itself. Simply ignoring the Passage, Anagnostopoulos identifies the sense of energeia that goes beyond motion and that Aristotle finds most useful in the context of the Metaphysics with substantial change (411), despite the inconvenient fact, noted by Anagnostopoulos himself (415–16), that when Aristotle speaks of energeia relative to motion he does not restrict the meaning of motion to non-substantial change.
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Aristotle, Metaphysics Book Θ, translated with an introduction and commentary [Book Θ] (Oxford, 2006), xxiii. In defence of the translation of the dative construction as ‘being-in-capacity’, one can note Aristotle’s even more frequent and parallel use of dunaton in Θ.6 where again there is no indication of a change in meaning from ‘what is capable’ to ‘what is potential’.
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 In focusing on the treatment of the notion of dunamis, Gomez Cabranes has also reached the conclusion that the notion of ‘end’ is the ‘guiding thread’ of Book Θ (Poder, 92, 196-201). Indeed, she expresses very well the same conclusion reached here when she writes: ‘Surprisingly, the key to chapter 6 has turned up where we least expected it: not by way of the category of substance … that leads us into the dead end of an act condemned to inform matter, but rather by way of the end, because the potential is nothing other than relation to the act that is its end’ (Sorprendentemente, la clave del capítulo 6 ha venido por donde menos se esperaba; no por la categoría de sustancia … que nos introduce en la vía muerta de un acto condenado a informar materia, sino por el fin, porque la potential no es sino relación al acto, que es su fin, 139).
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 R. Yepes can criticize Aristotle for failing to explain the unity of the different senses of energeia (‘Los Sentidos del Acto en Aristóteles’ [‘Sentidos’], Anuario Filosófico, 25 (1992), 493–512 at 511) only because he begins with the assumption that kinēsis and activity are, along with form, simply different senses of energeia (see especially 501), rather than noting that kinēsis for Aristotle is a deficient energeia and that form is arguably superseded by ‘activity’ as the primary sense of being that alone can explain the being of the primary ousia, i.e. the unmoved mover (though this latter point is, of course, controversial). He even accuses Aristotle of substituting form for act when ‘act is more than form’ (511), even though this latter point is arguably precisely what Aristotle wants us to see by way of the Passage. Berti also presents energeia as simply having three different senses, that of motion, that of being (a static actuality), and that of activity, with no apparent unity between them, even if he does suggest that energeia in the sense of ‘activity’ has a certain priority (‘Concetto’, 61).
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 I am thinking here of the synonymous use of the terms energeia, with its etymological connection to ergon, and entelecheia, with its etymological connection to telos; see Θ. 8, 1050a21–3. To oppose these two terms, Kosman rightly argues, is ‘to suppose that the only interesting contrast to the kinetic is the static, whereas Aristotle’s project is precisely to reveal as a more apposite contrast that between the kinetic and the perfectly energetic … ’ (Activity of Being, 176). This is precisely the erroneous presupposition of C.-H. Chen, ‘The Relation between the Terms ἐνέργεια and ἐντελέχεια in the Philosophy of Aristotle’, Classical Quarterly, ns 8 (1958), 12–17. Though noting that ‘there is no practical difference between these two terms so far as their senses are concerned’ (14), Chen nevertheless assigns energeia an original ‘kinetic’ meaning and entelecheia an original ‘static’ meaning (15–16). R. Laurenti follows the same reading; ‘Presenza dell’ ἐνέργεια nelle cosiddette opere giovanili di Aristotele’, in Sánchez Sorondo, L’Atto, 15–41; see especially 35 and 41.
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 R. Polansky, ‘Energeia in Aristotle’s Metaphysics IX’ [‘Energeia’], Ancient Philosophy, 3 (1983), 160–70, tries to articulate the unifying role of energeia in the Passage by noting how with it Aristotle ‘has located a class of phenomena which straddles the domains of being and becoming’ (163, 168). But this point is significantly obscured by Polansky’s insistence here on translating energeia as ‘actuality’ (168). Natali suggests that what is analogous to the relation between ousia and matter is the relation between end and complete praxis (‘Note’, 112–13). I must confess that I cannot see the analogy between complete praxis and matter; what would have to be analogous to matter is the capacity for complete praxis while complete praxis itself would be analogous to ousia because it is its own end.
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 L. A. Kosman, ‘Substance, Being, and Energeia’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 2 (1984), 121–49 at 135–6.
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 Politis, ‘Being as Activity’, 217.
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 According to Makin, ‘This is a significant departure from the way in which the potentiality-actuality schema has been understood so far’ (Book Θ, 210). Indeed, if one has chosen to ignore our Passage.



83
 See F. Baghdassarian: ‘Indeed, there is always, for the sensible beings that practice it [an activity], a power that precedes its development, but that is due much more to the potentiality of the agent than to some power that might be found intrinsic to the praxis in question’ (La question du divin chez Aristote: discours sur les dieux et science du principe (Leuven, 2016), 243). In seeking a sense of energeia that meets the conceptual requirements for determining the energeia of the prime mover, Baghdassarian turns to the Passage (242–3). Though Baghdassarian dismisses Burnyeat’s argument regarding the proper location of the Passage as being of little moment as long as the Passage is acknowledged to be Aristotelian (242 n. 9), my argument here is that the sense of energeia needed to make sense of the energeia of the unmoved mover should be found at least somewhere in the Metaphysics. And where else if not in the only chapter of the entire work dedicated to determining the sense of energeia?
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 We have, of course, the suggestion at Λ. 7, 1073a7–8 that in causing motion for an infinite time god has an infinite dunamis (ἔχει δύναμιν ἄπειρον). Yet Aristotle is presumably using dunamis here in a non-technical sense to refer to god’s infinite power. He cannot be contradicting his earlier argument that god cannot possess a capability (δύναμιν ἔχον) because in having a capability he would be capable of not causing motion (Λ. 6, 1071b13–14). The infinite power of causing motion throughout an infinite time, a power that excludes having magnitude (Λ. 7, 1073a10–11), obviously cannot be identified with the finite capability of not causing motion at a particular time, a capability that implies matter. Surprisingly, Lefebvre, failing to cite 1073a7–8, asserts that Aristotle was careful not to attribute explicitly to the first mover an infinite dunamis (Dynamis: sens et genèse de la notion aristotélicienne de puissance [Dynamis] (Paris, 2018), 514).
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 G. Aubry characterizes the separable substances mentioned at the end of Book Θ as ‘sensible eternal substances’, which allows her to maintain the connection between energeia and kinēsis at the same time as energeia is disassociated from dunamis (Dieu sans la puissance: dunamis et energeia chez Aristote et chez Plotin [Dieu sans la puissance] (Paris, 2006), 137–8). Aristotle of course in Book Θ has not yet shown that there exists an eternal immaterial substance that is pure energeia and that excludes any form of dunamis whatsoever. Furthermore, he clearly recognizes that things can be active and not potential in different degrees, so that even perishable substances such as earth and fire are always active in always moving. But this presupposes rather than excludes the inference to be drawn from the distinction in the Passage: to the extent that something excludes dunamis, it also excludes motion and is instead to be understood as energeia. Something like fire energei only in the sense that it has no dunamis for ceasing to move up or for moving in the contrary direction. This limited energeia is, as Aristotle says, only an imitation of the energeia of the eternally moving celestial bodies; that qualified energeia (because not excluding the dunamis of changing place) will in turn prove only an imitation of the perfect, unqualified energeia of the unmoved mover: as Blair nicely states the point, it ‘is a process which is really a kind of low-grade “perfect” ἐνέργεια’ (Act, 125).
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 As Blair notes, ‘it obviously makes a great deal more sense to say that the first movers are internally active rather than actual, especially when what the movers are is thinking upon thinking, and this activity is their life and pleasure’ (Act, 65).
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 In demonstrating the ontological centrality of the notion of activity for Aristotle, Kosman’s study ‘shows how misleading are depictions of Aristotle’s ontology of substance as an ontology of things, of inert and static entities—depictions that often accompany a contrast, explicit or implicit, with theories thought to privilege a more active and dynamic view of being’ (Activity of Being, 239).
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 Contrast Natali, ‘Note’, 87, who thinks the terminology shifts, but emphasizes that the passage in Θ. 8 makes the same point as that in Θ. 6. On the reading I defend below, however, there does not even appear to be a significant shift in terminology.
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 Thus one can find Aristotle claiming in the Eudemian Ethics that praxis is kinēsis (2. 3, 1220b26–7; 2. 6, 1222b29). It is possible that Aristotle had not yet developed at the time of writing this work the sharp distinction between energeia/praxis and kinēsis defended at Metaph.Θ. 6, especially since this claim is not found in the corresponding passage of the Nicomachean Ethics, usually thought to be later. But the explanation could also simply be that in the ethical context praxis can be considered a motion or, more precisely, to involve motions, because within this context the metaphysical distinction between the ways of being of kinēsis and energeia is not relevant. See C. Natali, ‘Actions et mouvements chez Aristote’ [‘Actions’], Philosophie, 73 (2002), 12–35, at 28–30, for a sensible solution of the apparent contradiction. The crucial point is that the contradiction is a purely verbal one and not one on the level of doctrines.
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Metaph.

Θ
. 8, 1050a21–2: τὸ γὰρ ἔργον τέλος, ἡ δὲ ἐνέργεια τὸ ἔργον.
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 This is how I would interpret the line that causes such puzzlement in the London seminar (Burnyeat, ‘Notes’, 143–4): ‘For building is in what is being built and both comes to be and is simultaneously with the house’ (1050a28–9). The term οἰκοδόμησις must refer to the energeia of building, which is gradually realized and completed only in the coming-to-be and being of the house. This appears to be how Bonitz, Metaphysica, 404 interprets the passage.
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 Revealingly, Aubry, in seeking to render irrelevant the distinction made in the Passage, must read 1050a28–9 as saying the opposite of what it clearly says: ‘The work and the end of the activity reside not in the achieved product, but in the production itself’ (L’oeuvre et la fin de l’activité transitive ne résident pas dans le produit achevé, mais dans la production même, Dieu puissance, 135). Aubry can thus conclude that ‘the gap is not so great’ (l’écart n’est plus si grand) between the kind of activity that is its own end and the kind of activity that moves toward something outside of itself (135).
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 Burnyeat himself translates ἡ κίνησις in the cited passage as ‘the change’ (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 223), though how he interprets the contrast being made is not clear. Apostle translates ‘and, in general, motion is in the thing that is in motion’ (H. Apostle (trans.), Aristotle’s Metaphysics (Indiana, 1966)); also Sachs: ‘and in general motion is in the thing moved’ (J. Sachs (trans.), Aristotle’s Metaphysics (Santa Fe, 1999)).
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 Puzzled by the inference, Ross finds it necessary to claim that ‘[t]his follows not from what directly precedes but from the whole section a4–b2’ (Metaphysics, ii. 264). Even then, it must at least include what immediately precedes. Pseudo-Alexander is also clearly puzzled since he must ‘divine’ an explanation not found in the text: a person is happy in act when he receives the form of happiness, which is why the form can be identified with act (τὸ εἶδος τῆς εὐδαιμονίας … ὅτι τὸ εἶδός ἐστιν ἡ ἐνέργεια, 590. 38–591. 3 Hayduck).
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 ‘For while the one and being are spoken of in several ways, entelecheia is the most proper sense’ (τὸ γὰρ ἕν καὶ τὸ εἶναι ἐπεὶ πλεοναχῶς λέγεται, τὸ κυρίως ἡ ἐντελέχειά ἐστιν, DA 2. 1, 412b8–9). See Berti, ‘Concetto’, 56.
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 This way of understanding the phrase, which is that of Ross and many others, is not the only one possible. One could also translate: ‘whether in another way or according to motion’ (as Sachs does, for example). The choice depends on whether one reads the ἤ with the ἄλλως, as the common phrase meaning ‘other than’, or with the πότερον in line with the ‘either … or’ constructions common in this part of the text. I see no clear reason for preferring one option to the other, but fortunately the choice does not affect the point of the question, which is whether we are to understand energeia according to motion or in some other way.
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 Aubry insists that the prime mover is not form but pure act, which of course implies a distinction between form and act (Dieu sans la puissance, 64–5; it is senseless to speak of ‘pure form’, 87). Fazzo also brings into question the identification of the prime mover with pure form, ascribing this interpretation to Alexander of Aphrodisias in his ‘characteristic tendency to develop Aristotle’s own hylomorphism far beyond its original boundaries … ’ (‘Two Branches’, 186). Alexander describes the prime mover as ‘some form without matter and separate, being an energeia separated from all potentiality’ (εἶδός τι ἄυλον καὶ χωριστόν, ἐνέργειά τις οὖσα πάσης δυνάμεως κεχωρισμένη, Quaestiones 1. 25, 39. 10–11). Aristotle does at one point say, in reference to the prime mover, that the primary essence (τὸ δὲ τί ἦν εἶναι … τὸ πρῶτον) has no matter, but then immediately explains that this is because it is entelecheia (Metaph.Λ. 8, 1074a35–6).
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 In Aristotle’s Divine Intellect [Divine Intellect] (Milwaukee, WI, 2008), where he argues that the active intellect in De anima 3. 5 is God, Burnyeat takes the description of the active intellect as separate to be an argument in favour of translating energeia here as ‘actuality’ (52 n. 49). This, I suggest, is a cost of discounting the Passage.
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 This is most clearly the case if we read ‘what causes motion without being moved, being eternal and substance and energeia’ (ὃ οὐ κινούμενον κινεῖ, ἀΐδιον καὶ οὐσία καὶ ἐνέργεια οὖσα) at 1072a25–6 and ‘itself being unmoved, being energeia’ (αὐτὸ ἀκίνητον ὄν, ἐνέργεια ὄν) at 1072b7–8, as S. Alexandru does both in the first case, with Jaeger, and in the second case, against Jaeger in his Lambda. These readings indeed appear to be the best attested, but Fazzo has challenged them in ‘Unmoved Mover as Pure Act or Unmoved Mover in Act? The Mystery of a Subscript Iota’ [‘Unmoved Mover’], in C. Horn (ed.), Aristotle’s Metaphysics Lambda—New Essays (Boston/Berlin, 2016), 181–205, and has printed the dative ἐνεργείᾳ in both cases in her edition of Book Lambda (Lambda). Fazzo’s arguments are not primarily philological since she notes, with Burnyeat (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 256), that changes to the subscript iota hardly count as emendations, since it is not consistently recorded in many manuscripts (‘Unmoved Mover’, 181). Her argument instead depends on assuming that the nominative energeia could in this case only mean ‘actuality = pure form’ and on bringing this into question as an interpretation of Aristotle. Presumably, Fazzo can make no sense of the idea that the prime mover could be activity, understandably, since it is doubtless a puzzling notion. But the notion is not incoherent if we note how Aristotle has prepared us for the ontological independence of activity in insisting on its being an end in itself and if we ask what the prime mover could be apart from the activity of living and thinking, if we ask what could be the substratum of activity in something altogether lacking in matter and potency. Indeed, in chapter 9 Aristotle will infer from the conclusion that the unmoved mover can only think about itself that it must be a thinking of thinking (αὑτὸν ἄρα νοεῖ … καὶ ἔστιν ἡ νόησις νοήσεως νόησις, 9, 1074b33–5) because thinking is its ousia (‘whether intellect or thinking is its substance, what does it think?’; εἴτε νοῦς ἡ οὐσία αὐτοῦ εἴτε νόησίς ἐστι, τί νοεῖ, 1074b21–2) and not simply some property it has. In short, Fazzo is right to reject the conception of the unmoved mover as pure actuality and form, but wrong to use this as a basis for rejecting the reading of the nominative energeia. In any case, whether we speak of the unmoved mover as being activity or as being active, the important point is that it is the sense of energeia as ‘activity’, and therefore the sense in the Passage, that plays the crucial role here.
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 Aubry dismisses lines 1048b18–35 as out of place (to the delight of Burnyeat, ‘Kinēsis and Energeia’, 282), with the reasoning that the rest of Book Θ presents kinēsis as a form of energeia to the extent that it can itself be an end (Dieu sans la puissance, 128–9). But if kinēsis is an energeia to the extent it is an end, how is it out of place to argue also that it is not an energeia to the extent it is not an end? As is maintained above, this is precisely what it means for kinēsis to be energeia ‘incompletely’ and ‘in a way’. Furthermore, it is hard to understand why Aubry insists on rejecting the distinction between kinēsis and energeia in the Passage when on her own reading Book Θ is attempting to move away from a kinetic understanding of energeia to an ontological one (131). She finds in Book Λ a distinction between kinēsis and energeia which she claims to be absent from Book Θ (165), and which she takes to show that energeia no longer has a kinetic but an ontological sense. But should not the distinction be explicitly defended somewhere in the Metaphysics (and Book Θ would be the place) rather than simply implied? And since this is precisely the need that 1048b18–35 meets, is it not rather misguided to insist on keeping it out of consideration?
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 See Liske, ‘Kinesis und Energeia’, 166–7.
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 It is worth noting, however, that when Aristotle makes the point that, unlike a movement, pleasure cannot be fast or slow, he clarifies that he is talking about the activity of pleasure in itself: ἐνεργεῖν δὲ κατ᾽ αὐτήν, 1173b3.
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 See Polansky, ‘Energeia’, 167; F. J. Gonzalez, ‘Aristotle on Pleasure and Perfection’ [‘Pleasure and Perfection’], Phronesis, 36 (1991), 141–59 at 147–8 n. 11; and Liske, ‘Kinesis und Energeia’, 170–1.



104
 ‘La situation de la praxis humaine est donc plutôt ambiguë, si l’on considère d’une part qu’elle est energeia, et d’autre part qu’elle est un composé de kinêsis’ (‘Actions’, 35).
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κατὰ μὲν τὸ πάθος κινήσεις εἶναι, κατὰ δὲ τὸ εἶδος ἐνέργειαν, Simpl. In Cat. 305. 22 Kalbfleisch.
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 Lefebvre describes the energeiai of the soul as possessing ‘a measure of intensity sui generis, since man can be more or less in act without the capability of being, in the same sense, more or less in movement’ (une mesure d’intensité sui generis, puisque l’homme peut être plus ou moins en acte sans pouvoir être, dans le même sens, plus ou moins en movement; ‘Dynamis’, 482).
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 Burnyeat cites the passage without even noting how this phrase implies the distinction between kinēsis and energeia he claims is not found in the Ethics (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 271). In Divine Intellect he takes the passage as evidence against translating energeia as ‘activity’ (since he apparently assumes that there is no distinction between activity and change). In contrast, J. Tricot sees the connection between this passage and the Passage in Θ. 6 (Aristote: La Métaphysique, traduction nouvelle et notes par J. Tricot, préface de A. Diès, 2 vols. (Paris, 1964), ii. 502). See also Le Blond, who rightly observes with regard to this passage: ‘This distinction between the activity that becomes and the activity that exercises perfection, between transitive action and immanent action, is one of the most profound and most characteristic of Aristotelian metaphysics’ (Cette distinction entre l’activité qui devient et l’activité qui exerce la perfection, entre l’action transitive et l’action immanente est l’une des plus profondes et des plus caractéristiques de la métaphysique aristotélicienne, Logique et méthode, 369).



108
 See also Simplicius’ own claim later that there is nothing common to kinēsis and ‘pure’ energeia (308. 8–9).
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εἰ οὐν ἡ μὲν κίνησις ἐπὶ τὸ τέλος σπεύδει ὡς ἕνεκα αὐτοῦ γινομένη καὶ μηδέπω αὐτὸ ἐν ἑαυτῇ ἔχουσα, ἡ δὲ ἐνέργεια κατὰ τὸ τέλος ἕστηκεν. πλήρης οὖσα ἑαυτῆς καὶ τῆς οἰκείας τελειότητος. οὐκ ἂν τὸ τελεώτατον πρὸς τὸ ἐπειγόμενον εἰς τελείωσιν ἔχοι τινὰ κοινωνίαν ϕύσεως, 304. 3–7.
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 In his Metaphysics, Theophrastus characterizes energeia as ‘prior and more honorable’ (προτέραν καὶ τιμιωτέραν, 7b14) in comparison to kinēsis, which again does not seem like something one would say of a genus in relation to its species, but rather of two things with different natures.



111
 D. P. Taormina, Jamblique: critique de Plotin et de Porphyre (Paris, 1999), who should be consulted for further discussion of, and background on, this important text, justifiably expresses surprise that contemporary scholars, in debating the interpretation of Aristotle’s definition of motion, should have mostly ignored this ancient discussion ‘in which they perhaps could have found elements of clarification’ (dans lequel ils auraient peut-être pu trouver des éléments de clarification, 102).
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 Iamblichus does, however, make the parallel point that energeia in contrast to kinēsis cannot be assigned to extended time: ‘and if one said that motion is to be assigned to time as being extended while energeia is to be assigned to eternity (aio¯n) as occurring without extension and present all at once and as a whole in the moment, neither in this way could there be a common nature for things eternal and things in time’ (κἂν λέγοι δὲ χρόνῳ μὲν ἀντιπαρατείνειν τὴν κίνησιν ὡς ἂν διαστατὴν οὖσαν, αἰῶνι δὲ τὴν ἐνέργειαν ὡς ἀδιάστατον ὑπάρχουσαν καὶ ὁμοῦ ὅλην ἐν τῷ νῦν παροῦσαν, οὐδὲ οὕτως ἂν εἴη τις τῶν αἰωνίων καὶ τῶν ἐν χρόνῳ ὁμογενὴς ϕύσις, Simplicius, In Cat. 304. 22–5).
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 I am indebted to one of the anonymous referees for drawing my attention to this possible objection. In his translation of the Metaphysics, T. Taylor, who translates energeia as ‘energy’ throughout Book Θ, judges the Passage ‘undoubtedly spurious’ (The Metaphysics of Aristotle, translated from the Greek (London, 1801), 210) on no more grounds than its absence from the Pseudo-Alexander commentary and from Medieval Latin translations.
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 Burnyeat, ‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 238–9. On Burnyeat’s account, the Passage ends up in the Aldine because the scribe of the manuscript on which this edition is based did not make the mistake of taking a line next to the Passage in earlier manuscripts, meant only to signal that it was not present in all codices, as a mark of deletion: a mistake made by the scribes of other manuscripts. It seems odd to me to treat this correct interpretation of the significance of the line and the resulting inclusion of the Passage in the Aldine as a ‘contingency’, as Burnyeat does.
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 This commentary went through many editions, which makes citation rather complicated. What appears to be the first edition of volume 3, which contains the commentary on Book Θ, was published in 1604, and therefore posthumously (Fonseca died in 1599), in Évora (Eborae: Apud Emmanuelem de Lyra Univers). Yet this same volume was published again that same year (1604) in Cologne (Coloniae: Impensis Lazari Zetzneri Bibliopolae), now advertised as extensively corrected and set in new type (the pagination indeed varies considerably). Page numbers will be to this corrected version.
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 Fonseca says he knows of only one manuscript that does not contain the Passage, i.e. the manuscript at the ‘Regia Bibliotheca’ in Paris (Metaphysicorum libros, 647), which must be Parsinius Regius 1853 (E).
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 continent enim sententiam & gravem, & utilem, & Aristotelis doctrinae non parum consentaneam: nam, praeterquam quod alias haec ferme docuit, hic locus plane respondet initio capitis, ubi pollicitus est se dicturum, quidnam sit actus, & quale, quid sit; siquidem, cum inductione quadam per actus speciales naturam actus exposuisset, coepissetque diversam actuum qualitatem tradere, nempe, quod alii aliquando tandem omnino separarentur, sive exirent à suis potentiis, alii vero nunquam omni ex parte, nunc quasi complens id, quod pollicitus erat, docet ex iis etiam actibus, qui omnino exeunt à suis potentiis alios imperfectos esse, alios perfectos; tandemque ad finem capitis concludit se, quid & quale quid sit actu aliquid esse, eatenus explicasse (647).
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 K. Stroza, Βιβλία Β´ τῶν Πολιτικῶν ἐπὶ τοῖς Θ´ ὑπ᾽ Ἀριστοτέλους γεγραμμένοις (Florence, 1562); id., De republica, libri duo nonnus et Decimus. Illis octo additi, quos scriptos reliquit Aristoteles, Graeci ante facti, nunc primum ab eodem Stroza Latinitate donati [De republica] (Florence, 1563).
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 Paris, 1629, 461–3.



120
 Stroza’s own speculation as to why the Passage is missing from the Alexander commentary is that Alexander’s own commentary on the Passage was lost and that Michael omitted the Passage on account of its corrupted state (De republica, 60).
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 Sequens textus quamvis reperiatur in Graeco exemplari à nullo tamen unquàm ex Latinis fuit consideratus praeterquàm à Domino Kiriaco Strozza Florentino nobili & erutidissimo viro, graecarúmque literarum peritissimo: qui cùm in Pisano gymnasio graecas literas doceret, non solùm hoc animadversione dignum putavit, sed & transtulit doctissiméque; ipsum publicè interpretatus est (Bessarion 1577, 122).
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 This is worth emphasizing: neither Stroza nor Fonseca were dependent on the Aldine for either the text of the Passage or their defence of its importance. Furthermore, if the inclusion of the Passage in later editions of the Bessarion Latin translation follows the Greek text of the Aldine (which is not entirely clear), it bases its decision to include the Passage on Stroza’s defence, as we have seen. It is therefore simply wrong to suggest that if the Passage had not appeared in the Aldine ‘the world might well not have known what it was missing until Brandis collated Ab for his school edition of the Metaphysics (1823) and for Bekker’s Berlin Academy edition of 1831’ (‘Kinēsis vs. Energeia’, 238–9). (Brandis, C. A., Aristotelis et Theophrasti Metaphysica, ad veterum codicum manuscriptorum fidem recensita indicibusque instructa in usum scholarum edidit, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1823).) Furthermore, it is also clear that Fonseca and Stroza did not depend on Ab, if they even consulted it, but claimed to find the Passage in many codices (and we would very much like to know which ones!).









Sources of Doxastic Disturbance in Sextus Empiricus

Diego E. Machuca





1. Introduction


In his account of Pyrrhonism, Sextus Empiricus talks about the disturbance (ταραχή) concerning matters of opinion that afflicts his dogmatic rivals and that he himself was afflicted by before his conversion to Pyrrhonism. What is the cause of such a disturbance? That is the question I intend to answer in this paper. More precisely, my purpose is to identify the distinct sources of doxastic disturbance that can be found in Sextus’ account of Pyrrhonism, and to determine whether and, if so, how they are related. I will begin by briefly presenting Sextus’ description of the Pyrrhonist’s pursuit and attainment of undisturbedness (ἀταραξία) in matters of opinion. This will provide the textual material for the subsequent analyses. I will next examine the distinct causes of disturbance regarding such matters that seem to coexist in that description. Then, after considering and rejecting two interpretations of the possible relationship between some of those causes found in the literature, I will propose a way in which all of them can be taken to be connected. I will conclude by summarizing the benefits of that proposal and by examining whether it entails that there is no reason for the Pyrrhonist to suspend judgment across the board.1






2. The pursuit and attainment of undisturbedness


At the beginning of the Pyrrhonian Outlines (PH), Sextus points out that the search for undisturbedness explains why the prospective sceptic engages in philosophical investigation:


ἀρχὴν δὲ τῆς σκεπτικῆς αἰτιώδη μέν ϕαμεν εἶναι τὴν ἐλπίδα τοῦ ἀταρακτήσειν· οἱ γὰρ μεγαλοϕυεῖς τῶν ἀνθρώπων ταρασσόμενοι διὰ τὴν ἐν τοῖς πράγμασιν ἀνωμαλίαν, καὶ ἀποροῦντες τίσιν αὐτῶν χρὴ μᾶλλον συγκατατίθεσθαι, ἦλθον ἐπὶ τὸ ζητεῖν, τί τε ἀληθές ἐστιν ἐν τοῖς πράγμασι καὶ τί ψεῦδος, ὡς ἐκ τῆς ἐπικρίσεως τούτων ἀταρακτήσοντες. (PH 1. 12)


We say that the causal principle of the sceptical [way]2 is the hope of becoming undisturbed. For men of talent, disturbed by the variation in things and being in aporia as to which of them they should rather assent to,3 came to investigate what is true in things and what is false, so as to become undisturbed as a result of this distinction.4

The prospective sceptic’s search for undisturbedness is again referred to at PH 1. 25–6, where Sextus describes the unexpected way in which that state of mind was attained:


ϕαμὲν δὲ ἄχρι νῦν τέλος εἶναι τοῦ σκεπτικοῦ τὴν ἐν τοῖς κατὰ δόξαν ἀταραξίαν καὶ ἐν τοῖς κατηναγκασμένοις μετριοπάθειαν. ἀρξάμενος γὰρ ϕιλοσοϕεῖν ὑπὲρ τοῦ τὰς ϕαντασίας ἐπικρῖναι καὶ καταλαβεῖν, τίνες μέν εἰσιν ἀληθεῖς τίνες δὲ ψευδεῖς, ὥστε ἀταρακτῆσαι, ἐνέπεσεν εἰς τὴν ἰσοσθενῆ διαϕωνίαν, ἣν ἐπικρῖναι μὴ δυνάμενος ἐπέσχεν· ἐπισχόντι δὲ αὐτῷ τυχικῶς παρηκολούθησεν ἡ ἐν τοῖς δοξαστοῖς ἀταραξία.

We say up to now that the sceptic’s aim is undisturbedness in matters of opinion and moderation of affection in things unavoidable. For having begun to philosophize with the aim of deciding among the appearances and apprehending which are true and which false, so as to become undisturbed, he encountered an equipollent disagreement; being unable to decide it, he suspended judgment. And while he was suspending judgment, undisturbedness in matters of opinion closely followed him by chance.

According to this passage, not only is undisturbedness an aim sought by the prospective Pyrrhonist, but it is also a state of mind desired by the full-blown Pyrrhonist, since it is presented as part of the twofold aim of scepticism. To the Pyrrhonist’s surprise, he achieved undisturbedness after having adopted the doxastic attitude of suspension of judgment (ἐποχή) and not because he was able to decide the conflict of appearances. At PH 1. 29, we find the same contrast between the way in which undisturbedness was initially expected to be attained and the way in which it finally happened to be attained:


καὶ
οἱ σκεπτικοὶ οὖν ἤλπιζον μὲν τὴν ἀταραξίαν ἀναλήψεσθαι διὰ τοῦ τὴν ἀνωμαλίαν τῶν ϕαινομένων τε καὶ νοουμένων ἐπικρῖναι, μὴ δυνηθέντες δὲ ποιῆσαι τοῦτο ἐπέσχον· ἐπισχοῦσι δὲ αὐτοῖς οἷον τυχικῶς ἡ ἀταραξία παρηκολούθησεν ὡς σκιὰ σώματι.

So, too, the sceptics hoped to acquire undisturbedness by deciding the variation in the things that appear and that are thought, but being unable to do this, they suspended judgment. And while they were suspending judgment, undisturbedness closely followed them by chance, as it were, as a shadow [closely follows] a body.

Sextus does not limit himself to reporting the de facto result that, by suspending judgment, the Pyrrhonist unexpectedly attained the goal of undisturbedness—which at the beginning of his philosophical journey he thought he would reach by the contrary attitude, that is, by assenting to the claims he would discover to be true, and hence by holding the correct beliefs. In PH 1 and 3, and above all in Against the Ethicists (=Adversus mathematicos (M) 11), Sextus also explains why the holding of beliefs about how things objectively are prevents one from attaining a state of peace of mind, offering at the same time an account of how suspension leads to undisturbedness and happiness.5 It is notable that he conducts his exposition specifically with reference to value beliefs. He observes that the presence of the things one believes to be good and of those one believes to be bad produces disturbance. For when a person lacks that which he regards as good, he intensely desires to obtain it, and he thinks that he is persecuted (ποινηλατεῖσθαι) by things naturally bad and restlessly tries to escape from them. He then pursues what he considers to be good, but he is troubled if he acquires it, not only because he is irrationally and immoderately elated, but also because he is afraid of losing it.6 For this reason, even when he is not directly disturbed by the presence of those things he deems to be bad, he continues to be troubled by the disturbance resulting from his constant guarding against them (Μ 11. 117, 129). Sextus also observes that those who believe that things are by nature good or bad are unhappy or can never attain happiness.7 The reason is that ‘all unhappiness occurs because of some disturbance’ (πᾶσα κακοδαιμονία γίνεται διά τινα ταραχήν, Μ 11. 112, cf. 141), which in turn comes about because of the intense pursuit of the things one considers to be good and the intense avoidance of those one considers to be bad (Μ 11. 112–13, 116).

Sextus thinks neither that the sceptic is free from all disturbance nor that all disturbance is due to the intense pursuit and avoidance of the things considered to be good and bad, respectively. For he points out that the sceptic is disturbed by certain things that impose themselves upon him, such as thirst and hunger.8 Yet the sceptic is better off with regard to these unpleasant affections (pathē)9 than the dogmatist, since he lacks the additional disturbance induced by the belief that such affections are by nature bad, and it is precisely the absence of that belief that makes them moderate and more easily borne.10




3. Sources of doxastic disturbance


Any attentive reader of the texts quoted or referred to in the previous section will probably get the feeling that something odd is going on in Sextus’ account of the cause of the sceptic’s disturbance regarding matters of opinion and of the way in which he got rid of this disturbance. For although those texts might give the prima facie impression that Sextus is talking about a single source of disturbance both in the case of matters that are unavoidable and in the case of matters of opinion, in the latter case the texts in fact mention apparently distinct and unrelated sources.

First, in some passages we are told that what produced distress in the prospective sceptic was the variation or anōmalia he found in things. Judging by PH 1. 12, it seems that it is the very existence of an anōmalia that was the cause of disturbance, since it is first said that the prospective sceptic was disturbed by the anōmalia in things and it is then remarked that he was unable to determine which of the conflicting appearances exhibited by things he should assent to. However, at PH 1. 12 itself, and also at PH 1. 26 and 29, we are told that the prospective sceptic thought that he could become undisturbed by resolving the anōmalia, or by deciding among the appearances, or by distinguishing what is true in things and what is false. This means that he took disturbance to be caused by the existence of unresolved conflicts of appearances, that is, by the fact of being in a state of aporia as to how to settle them. Hence, it is not the existence of a conflict of appearances per se but the inability thus far to resolve it that brings about distress or anxiety.11 Even if the prospective sceptic could resolve the conflicts he has encountered, the object would still appear to him in conflicting ways—think of the oar that looks straight in the air, but bent in water, or of the tower that appears small and round from a distance, but larger and square from close up—but this would not make him feel distress. Now, what is striking is that the conflicts of appearances remain unresolved once the prospective sceptic becomes a full-blown sceptic—such a lack of resolution is precisely what makes him suspend his judgment—but nowhere does Sextus explain why the unresolved conflicts do not cause disturbance anymore.12

Second, in other passages we are told that what produces disturbance (and unhappiness) is holding the belief that something is good or bad.13 This is not to be understood exclusively in a moral sense, since Sextus also talks more generally about what is to be pursued and what is to be avoided. I take this to include anything that is deemed to be of objective value of any kind, not only moral and pragmatic value, but also epistemic value. If this is correct, then what produces disturbance is holding any kind of evaluative belief. Thus, whereas in some passages we are told that what produces distress is the fact that one does not know whether x is good or bad because of the unresolved conflict concerning x, in other passages we are told that what produces distress is having the belief that x is good or bad.14 Also, in the former case, disturbance is the result of one’s ignorance caused by one’s inability to resolve any kind of conflict of appearances; in the latter case, it is the result of holding the belief that one of the conflicting value appearances is true. Hence, there is both a difference in the cognitive state involved (ignorance versus belief) and a difference in the object of the cognitive state (all matters versus evaluative matters).

Third, at PH 1. 26 and 29, Sextus tells us that undisturbedness followed suspension tout court, which suggests that the suspended beliefs were not exclusively evaluative beliefs. This is confirmed by the fact that in one of the passages referred to in the previous section and in two others, Sextus says that undisturbedness supervenes upon suspension of judgment about all matters.15 I take this to mean that the attainment of undisturbedness has at least so far occurred only when the sceptic has achieved complete suspension, i.e. suspension regarding all the issues he has so far investigated. Of course, the sceptic cannot rule out the possibility that others will attain undisturbedness by suspending judgment only about some issues, but given his past experience, it appears to him that undisturbedness will be attained only when complete suspension is adopted. Note also that, at PH 1. 18, Sextus tells us the following:


ἕνεκα μὲν γὰρ τοῦ μετὰ βεβαίου πείσματος ἀποϕαίνεσθαι περί τινος τῶν κατὰ τὴν ϕυσιολογίαν δογματιζομένων οὐ ϕυσιολογοῦμεν, ἕνεκα δὲ τοῦ παντὶ λόγῳ λόγον ἴσον ἔχειν ἀντιτιθέναι καὶ τῆς ἀταραξίας ἁπτόμεθα τῆς ϕυσιολογίας. οὕτω δὲ καὶ τὸ λογικὸν μέρος καὶ τὸ ἠθικὸν τῆς λεγομένης ϕιλοσοϕίας ἐπερχόμεθα.

For we do not inquire into natural phenomena in order to make assertions with secure confidence about any of the matters dogmatically treated in relation to the inquiry into natural phenomena. But we do touch on this inquiry in order to be able to oppose to every argument an equal argument and for the sake of undisturbedness. In this way, too, we approach the logical and ethical parts of so-called philosophy.

This text makes it clear that the sceptic has not attained undisturbedness by suspending judgment only about evaluative matters. Moreover, Sextus puts on a par all three parts into which post-Aristotelian philosophy was commonly divided, and hence investigating ethical matters is not more relevant to the pursuit and attainment of undisturbedness than investigating logical or physical matters. As I interpret the passage, the sceptic engages with the inquiry into natural phenomena (ϕυσιολογία), as well as with logic and ethics, for two reasons. The first is to oppose to every argument concerning natural phenomena a rival argument that prima facie strikes him as equally persuasive, because by doing so in the course of his inquiry, he assesses the epistemic credentials of the rival arguments.16 He cannot rule out that, after the inquiry is for the time being completed, one of the arguments might appear to him to be more persuasive than its rival.17 The second reason is that, given his past experience, it appears to the sceptic that, if after the inquiry is for the time being completed the rival arguments strike him as equipollent and he is therefore forced to suspend judgment, he will preserve his state of undisturbedness. Although the sceptic has the non-doxastic expectation that undisturbedness will be maintained by producing oppositions among arguments that appear to him to be equally strong, PH 1. 18 presents, in my view, the two reasons as independent from each other: if one of them were abandoned, the sceptic would still engage with the inquiry into natural phenomena (or logic or ethics) because of the other. Now, even though Sextus never explicitly remarks that people seem to be disturbed on account of their holding any kind of belief, this follows from what is said in the passages under consideration. For if undisturbedness was attained only after the sceptic suspended judgment across the board, then it appears to him that disturbance is produced not only by valuing things or by believing that things have value, but by holding any belief whatsoever.

It might be argued that the role played by across-the-board suspension in Sextus’ texts is to be explained by the influence of different varieties of scepticism. Consider three passages, the first two found in Sextus and the third in Diogenes Laertius. At PH 1. 30, Sextus remarks that ‘some among the eminent sceptics have added to them [i.e. to undisturbedness and moderation of affection] also suspension of judgment in investigations’ (τινὲς δὲ τῶν δοκίμων σκεπτικῶν προσέθηκαν τούτοις καὶ τὴν ἐν ταῖς ζητήσεσιν ἐποχήν). At PH 1. 232, when explaining why the sceptic’s and Arcesilaus’ stances are almost identical, Sextus tells us that for Arcesilaus ‘the aim is suspension of judgment, which we said is accompanied by undisturbedness’ (τέλος μὲν εἶναι τὴν ἐποχήν, ᾗ συνεισέρχεσθαι τὴν ἀταραξίαν ἡμεῖς ἐϕάσκομεν). At DL 9. 107, Diogenes points out that, according to Timon and Aenesidemus, the sceptic’s aim ‘is suspension of judgment, which undisturbedness follows as a shadow’ (τέλος … τὴν ἐποχήν, ᾗ σκιᾶς τρόπον ἐπακολουθεῖ ἡ ἀταραξία). Although these passages do not explicitly talk about across-the-board suspension, they do refer to suspension in general and not about a specific domain of inquiry. Now, one could think that across-the-board suspension in fact has nothing to do with undisturbedness: suspension about the different matters under investigation is for some sceptics an aim in itself, and so it is different from the suspension about evaluative matters that has made it possible to attain undisturbedness. It is however obvious that this explanation does not constitute a solution to our problem because the passages referred to above explicitly report that undisturbedness has been attained only once the sceptic suspended judgment about all the matters he had investigated. Hence, suspension was regarded by some sceptics as an aim independently of its connection with undisturbedness, but it is also something that, when induced across the board, has so far been accompanied by undisturbedness. Still, it is notable that whereas Sextus does offer an explanation of why the holding of evaluative beliefs causes disturbance, he never does so in the case of the holding of beliefs in general; to be more precise, he does not report on the way in which, it appears to him, the holding of any kind of belief has hitherto brought about disturbance in him and others.

It thus seems that Sextus’ account of Pyrrhonism presents three causes of doxastic disturbance: (i) the existence of unresolved conflicts of appearances; (ii) the holding of evaluative beliefs in particular; and (iii) the holding of beliefs in general. I will refer to these three apparent sources of doxastic disturbance as Unresolved Conflict, Value Belief, and General Belief, respectively. Whereas Value Belief concerns a specific domain, both Unresolved Conflict and General Belief are domain-neutral: while Unresolved Conflict refers to any kind of unsettled conflict of appearances, General Belief refers to any kind of belief. I talk about ‘doxastic’ disturbance because it is a disturbance that is caused either by the holding of beliefs (in general or about value) or by the inability to determine which of the conflicting beliefs about a given issue should be held. Let me also note that, while the texts present three apparent sources of doxastic disturbance, they present two ways of removing such disturbance, namely, suspension of judgment about evaluative matters and suspension of judgment about all matters. Now, the crucial question is whether Unresolved Conflict, Value Belief, and General Belief are related and, if so, what their relationship is. Answering this question will also help us understand the way in which partial or across-the-board suspension can or cannot allow us to eradicate the doxastic disturbance apparently caused by those three sources.




4. In search of a connection


The coexistence of apparently distinct and unrelated sources of doxastic disturbance in Sextus’ account of Pyrrhonism has received some attention in the specialist literature. However, interpreters have not (clearly) distinguished between the three sources that were identified in the previous section,18 and only two of them (as far as I know) have offered solutions to the exegetical problem that the plurality of sources generates.19 In what follows, I will examine those solutions and explain why I find them wanting, before turning to my own proposal.

Svavar Svavarsson (‘Two Kinds’, 23–9) maintains that Sextus works with two distinct notions of undisturbedness, corresponding to two distinct kinds of anxiety, one epistemic and the other non-epistemic. Epistemic anxiety is caused by conflicts of beliefs and does not concern a specific subject matter, but is general in scope. Non-epistemic anxiety, by contrast, is caused by the content of evaluative beliefs and hence is not topic-neutral. Svavarsson thinks that, by introducing such a topic-dependent undisturbedness, Sextus compromises his scepticism, given that this kind of undisturbedness depends on the stipulation that holding positive beliefs about value produces anxiety.20 In Svavarsson’s view, Sextus pays that price because he wants ‘more than a vague … promise of unexpected tranquility attending suspension of belief’ so as to ‘both advertise the benefits of Pyrrhonism and unmask the allegedly inherent anxiety of dogmatism (although only ethical dogmatism)’ (‘Two Kinds’, 29). Thus, Svavarsson’s solution does not consist in finding a connection between the two sources of doxastic disturbance he identifies so as to reduce their number, but rather in keeping them apart and splitting the notion of undisturbedness into two, each resulting from the eradication of one of those sources. The problem with this solution is that Sextus never distinguishes, either explicitly or implicitly, between two types of undisturbedness. To be precise, he never explicitly or implicitly distinguishes between two types of undisturbedness in matters of opinion, since he does implicitly distinguish between undisturbedness in all matters and undisturbedness in matters of opinion. Indeed, when saying at PH 1. 25 that the sceptic’s aim is undisturbedness in matters of opinion and moderation of affection in things that are unavoidable, he is recognizing that there are disturbances of which the sceptic has not been able to get rid. In order to try to solve the interpretive problem caused by the coexistence of three sources of doxastic disturbance in the Sextan texts, I think that the most economic way to proceed is to look for a connection between them. Before doing so, let me consider another solution found in the literature.

Richard Bett (Against the Ethicists, 131) thinks that the reason why suspending judgment across the board leads to undisturbedness is that ‘beliefs in logic and physics are frequently not independent of beliefs about ethics; dogmatic philosophy tends to be systematic, and anyone who has the former type of belief is liable to have the latter type as well’. This means that non-evaluative beliefs cause doxastic disturbance because they are intimately connected with evaluative beliefs. This proposal is, in my view, on the right track insofar as it explains General Belief by reference to Value Belief. However, it faces the problem that, even though there may be non-evaluative beliefs that are related to evaluative beliefs, it does not seem that all or even most non-evaluative beliefs bear some connection with evaluative beliefs. It could be objected that at least some of Sextus’ dogmatic rivals, such as the Stoics, did claim there to be a systematic connection between the two types of beliefs. In reply, it should be noted that what matters for the purpose of the present article is Sextus’ own discussion of the issue, and that he himself does not establish any such connection when examining and attacking the dogmatic views in the three fields of logic, physics, and ethics.

In my view, any satisfactory solution to the interpretive problem posed by the coexistence of three apparently distinct sources of doxastic disturbance in Sextus’ texts should attempt to show that there is only one real source and, at the same time, make clear how the two apparent sources are connected to the real one. The reason for my view is that, when Sextus explains why dogmatism causes doxastic disturbance, the explanation is exclusively in terms of one of those sources. My own proposal consists in explaining why Sextus says that the Pyrrhonist is disturbed by Unresolved Conflict and by General Belief by linking them to Value Belief; that is, it consists in taking Value Belief to be the real source of doxastic disturbance.

As regards Unresolved Conflict, one may hypothesize that the prospective sceptic was distressed because he believed that the existence of unsettled conflicts of appearances is something objectively bad, the reason being that he took the discovery of truth to be something objectively valuable, for moral, pragmatic, or epistemic reasons. Indeed, insofar as he believed that not all conflicting appearances can be true and insofar as he wanted to know the truth because he took this to be of objective value, the fact that the conflicts remained undecided was a source of disturbance (cf. Machuca, ‘Ancient Skepticism’, 253; ‘Inquiry’, 209). This allows us to explain why unsettled conflicts of appearances, despite not having disappeared, are not a source of doxastic disturbance for the full-blown sceptic as they were for the prospective sceptic.



Casey Perin has claimed that the reason why the sceptic was disturbed by unresolved conflicts of appearances is to be found in his interest in the discovery of truth for its own sake: the sceptic has the desire to know which appearance is true, but given that he has failed to acquire such a knowledge, that desire remains unsatisfied, and an unsatisfied desire is a source of disturbance.21 This interpretation faces the problem that, after the sceptic becomes undisturbed, he is still engaged in searching for truth independently of whether or not discovering the truth, if there is any, is a means to the attainment of undisturbedness (PH 1. 1–3, 2. 10).22 There are two key differences between the prospective and the full-fledged sceptic, though. The first is that, unlike the prospective sceptic, the full-fledged sceptic does not keep on investigating with the conviction or the belief that there certainly is a truth to be found. The second difference, which is the relevant one here, is that the full-fledged sceptic no longer holds the belief that discovering the truth (if any there is) is objectively valuable. Rather, on account of such factors as his natural capacity for thinking (PH 1. 24) and the influence of the cultural and philosophical milieu in which he was raised, the full-fledged sceptic happens to have an inquisitive temperament that makes him experience the activity of investigation as pleasant. If the interpretation about the relationship between Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief proposed here is correct, then the sceptic has been able to eliminate the distress or anxiety caused by the existence of unresolved conflicts of appearances by withholding the belief that certain things, such as the discovery of truth, are objectively good or bad, morally, instrumentally, or epistemically. Sextus himself explicitly links Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief at PH 1. 26–7:


ἀρξάμενος γὰρ ϕιλοσοϕεῖν ὑπὲρ τοῦ τὰς ϕαντασίας ἐπικρῖναι καὶ καταλαβεῖν, τίνες μέν εἰσιν ἀληθεῖς τίνες δὲ ψευδεῖς, ὥστε ἀταρακτῆσαι, ἐνέπεσεν εἰς τὴν ἰσοσθενῆ διαϕωνίαν, ἣν ἐπικρῖναι μὴ δυνάμενος ἐπέσχεν· ἐπισχόντι δὲ αὐτῷ τυχικῶς παρηκολούθησεν ἡ ἐν τοῖς δοξαστοῖς ἀταραξία. ὁ μὲν γὰρ δοξάζων τι καλὸν τῇ ϕύσει ἢ κακὸν εἶναι ταράσσεται διὰ παντός.

For having begun to philosophize with the aim of deciding among the appearances and apprehending which are true and which false, so as to become undisturbed, he encountered an equipollent disagreement; being unable to decide it, he suspended judgment. And while he was suspending judgment, undisturbedness in matters of opinion closely followed him by chance. For the person who holds the opinion that something is good or bad by nature is forever disturbed.

As Grgić (‘Goal’, 148 n. 11) notes, the use of γάρ at the beginning of PH 1. 27 can be taken to indicate that this section offers an explanation of why the prospective sceptic was disturbed by the conflict of appearances. As far as I can see, PH 1. 27 can explain what is said at PH 1. 26 only if the above interpretation of the relationship between Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief is on the right track.

With regard to General Belief, it could be argued that holding beliefs causes perturbation because dogmatists take having true beliefs and avoiding false ones to be something objectively valuable: once again, approaching the truth about the matters under investigation is an aim that is taken to be of intrinsic and objective value (cf. Machuca, ‘Argumentation’, 216 n. 17). Thus, dogmatists may regard having true beliefs (or justified beliefs or justified true beliefs) as being of epistemic value, but they may also deem having such beliefs as being, in certain cases, of moral or instrumental value. If this is correct, then the holding of any kind of belief is a source of distress only insofar as one deems having true beliefs to be something intrinsically and objectively good, in which case if one withholds all evaluative beliefs, one can still hold other kinds of belief without being disturbed. Even so, it should be emphasized that the sceptic qua sceptic holds no beliefs whatsoever because the conflicting views on the topics into which he has so far inquired have struck him as equipollent: his suspension is independent of whether or not it allows him to become undisturbed. The desire to maintain the state of undisturbedness may function as a pragmatic motivation to suspend judgment, but suspension regarding either evaluative or non-evaluative matters is not induced because of that desire, but, once again, because of the apparently equal persuasiveness of the conflicting views whose epistemic credentials the sceptic assesses.23



If, in order to attain undisturbedness, it suffices to suspend judgment about all matters concerning moral, instrumental, or epistemic value, why does Sextus say in several passages that suspending judgment across the board is what makes it possible to attain that state of mind? In this respect, it is worth quoting a passage referred to above:


περὶ μὲν τοῦ μόνον ἀταράχως διεξάγειν ἐν τοῖς κατὰ δόξαν ἀγαθοῖς καὶ κακοῖς τὸν περὶ πάντων ἐπέχοντα ἤδη παρεστήσαμεν καὶ πρότερον, ὅτε περὶ τοῦ σκεπτικοῦ τέλους διελεγόμεθα, καὶ ἐπὶ τοῦ παρόντος, ὅτε ἐδείκνυμεν ὅτι οὐκ ἔστιν εὐδαιμονεῖν ϕύσει ἀγαθόν τι καὶ κακὸν ὑποστησάμενον. (M 11. 144)


We have already established the fact that only the person who suspends judgment about everything conducts himself without disturbance with regard to the things that according to opinion are good or bad, both before, when we discussed the sceptical aim, and now, when we showed that it is not possible to be happy if one supposes that anything is good or bad by nature.

Here Sextus relates disturbance and unhappiness specifically with the holding of evaluative beliefs, but he also presents across-the-board suspension as the means to avoid those states: the person who is undisturbed regarding evaluative matters is the one who suspends judgment about all matters. Perhaps his point is simply that the person who suspends judgment about everything is thereby the person who suspends judgment about whether anything is objectively good or bad, and hence the person who attains and maintains the state of undisturbedness. But this does not explain why Sextus says, for example, that the sceptic deals with the physical and the logical parts of philosophy for the sake of undisturbedness (PH 1. 18).

Thus, if one accepts my interpretation of the connection between Value Belief and General Belief as sources of doxastic disturbance, one can understand why holding beliefs that are not about the objective value of things causes distress in the non-sceptic: those beliefs are supplemented by beliefs concerning the epistemic, pragmatic, or moral value of acquiring truth and avoiding falsehood. If so, however, one should also say that, up to this point, the sceptic only had to suspend all his evaluative beliefs in order to attain undisturbedness, in which case it might be argued that Sextus’ report on his past experience in certain passages (esp. PH 1. 31, 205; M 11. 144) is inaccurate insofar as he did not realize that undisturbedness did not follow across-the-board suspension, but only suspension of judgment about the objective value of things. By contrast, if one rejects my interpretation of the connection between Value Belief and General Belief, one has to accept that General Belief causes disturbance in a way that is different from the way in which Value Belief does. The problem is that, as already noted, Sextus nowhere provides any hint of why he thinks that General Belief is a source of distress. Of course, as a sceptic he may feel no need to look for a tentative explanation and may limit himself to reporting on something that has so far occurred to him and others like him. Note that, in that case, he may not have realized the connection between Value Belief and General Belief, and hence that up to this point undisturbedness has accompanied suspension of judgment about all matters because these matters include those concerning value.

If my interpretation is correct, a related question arises: why does Sextus talk about undisturbedness in matters of opinion tout court instead of undisturbedness in matters of opinion about value? Perhaps for the same reason he did not see the connection between General Belief and Value Belief: just as he did not realize that holding non-evaluative beliefs produces disturbance only insofar as one also holds the belief that knowing the truth is of objective value, so too did he not realize that undisturbedness can be attained by suspending judgment solely about all evaluative matters. Or perhaps Sextus talks about undisturbedness in matters of opinion because, in talking about the sceptic’s aim, the emphasis is on the distinction between what the sceptic can and cannot get rid of: he can get rid of opinions or beliefs, but he cannot get rid of the affections that are unavoidable inasmuch as they impose themselves on him. Note that Sextus remarks that the state of lack of disturbance or affection specifically concerns matters of opinion in four passages: in three places he speaks of ‘undisturbedness in matters of opinion’ (ἡ ἐν τοῖς κατὰ δόξαν ἀταραξία, PH 1. 25; ἡ ἐν τοῖς δοξαστοῖς ἀταραξία, PH 1. 26 and 30) and in another he says that the sceptic ‘remains unaffected in matters of opinion’ (ἐν τοῖς δοξαστοῖς ἀπαθὴς μένει, PH 3. 235). At PH 1. 25 and 30, he mentions undisturbedness in matters of opinion together with moderation of affection in matters that are unavoidable (ἐν τοῖς κατηναγκασμένοις μετριοπάθεια). At PH 3. 235, he says that the sceptic remains without affection in matters of opinion and that he is moderately affected in matters that are unavoidable (ἐν τοῖς κατηναγκασμένοις μετριοπαθεῖ). And at PH 1. 26 he refers only to undisturbedness in matters of opinion because, as we saw, he is there talking about the kind of disturbance he was hoping to remove by engaging in philosophical inquiry, and the reason why he specifies the kind of undisturbedness reached by suspending judgment is that at PH 1. 25 he refers also to the moderation of affection in matters that are unavoidable.24




5. Conclusion


If the interpretation that has been put forth in the present paper is on the right track, then Value Belief is the only and ultimate source of doxastic disturbance. Viewing Value Belief in this way helps us account for the distress caused in the prospective sceptic by the existence of conflicts he was unable to resolve, and provides us with an explanation of why Sextus says that holding any kind of belief is a cause of distress. It is also the only way to find a plausible connection between the three sources of doxastic disturbance that can be identified in his texts, for it does not seem possible to explain Value Belief and General Belief by reference to Unresolved Conflict, nor Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief by reference to General Belief. Indeed, Value Belief and General Belief cannot be explained in terms of Unresolved Conflict because, whereas in the former two cases disturbance is supposed to be caused by the holding of a belief (either about an evaluative matter or about any matter), in the latter case it is supposed to be caused by the inability to determine which of the conflicting beliefs about a given matter is to be held. With regard to General Belief being taken as the only real source of doxastic disturbance, it could first be thought that Unresolved Conflict is said to cause disturbance because the inability to settle conflicts of appearances is accompanied by the belief that there is an objective truth that can be discovered or by the belief that one of the conflicting appearances must be true, and holding any belief brings about disturbance. However, this does not explain why holding either of those beliefs (or any other non-evaluative belief) causes distress or anxiety. Secondly, it could be thought that Value Belief is said to be a source of doxastic disturbance because holding an evaluative belief causes that kind of disturbance for the simple reason that holding any belief has such an effect. However, this does not explain why Sextus focuses so much on Value Belief instead of telling us why the holding of any kind of belief is a source of doxastic disturbance. In this regard, the interpretation that I have proposed has the advantage of squaring well with the fact that, when Sextus offers a non-committed but detailed account of why dogmatism produces doxastic disturbance, the explanation is exclusively in terms of the holding of evaluative beliefs.25



Judging from PH 1. 26–7, Sextus recognizes that there is a connection between Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief—given that the use of γάρ to connect the two sections implies that the former source of doxastic disturbance is to be explained by reference to the latter—even though he does not specify what that connection is. As regards the relationship between General Belief and Value Belief, not only does he not explain what it is, but he does not even give a hint that he recognizes that they are connected. Nevertheless, as was just pointed out, positing such a relationship is what allows us to understand why Sextus could have thought that undisturbedness supervened only once the Pyrrhonist suspended judgment about all the matters he had investigated.

It could be argued that, once the Pyrrhonist realizes that holding non-evaluative beliefs causes doxastic disturbance only insofar as one takes the holding of true beliefs to be of objective value, he should not bother anymore with suspending non-evaluative beliefs, contenting himself instead with suspending that second-order evaluative belief. This line of thought is correct only if one focuses exclusively on the Pyrrhonist’s practical aim: given his past experience, he has the non-doxastic expectation that undisturbedness will be attained by suspending judgment about evaluative matters only, without it being necessary to suspend judgment also about non-evaluative matters. However, that line of thought overlooks the fact that, insofar as the Pyrrhonist also has an epistemic aim motivated by his inquisitive temperament, he will examine both evaluative and non-evaluative matters in order to assess the epistemic standing of the rival views on those matters; and he will suspend his judgment if—and only if—the conflicting assertions, arguments, or doctrines under investigation strike him as equipollent. It should be borne in mind that Sextan Pyrrhonism is not exhausted by the pursuit and attainment of undisturbedness. Moreover, as I have argued elsewhere, neither the pursuit nor the attainment of undisturbedness should be deemed to be essential to Sextus’ Pyrrhonism.26 This is not to say, though, that Pyrrhonism as a philosophy has no practical implications. Rather, my point is that we should not lose sight of the fact that there are central aspects of Sextan Pyrrhonism that are closely intertwined and that are independent of the pursuit and attainment of undisturbedness, namely, the systematic exercise of the ability to set up oppositions among views on a given issue, the continuing engagement in open-minded and truth-directed inquiry, the across-the-board suspension of judgment resulting from the equipollence of the opposed views, and the adoption of what appears as the Pyrrhonist’s criterion of action.
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1
 Henceforth, whenever I talk about disturbance or undisturbedness tout court, I will be specifically referring to disturbance or undisturbedness in matters of opinion as opposed to disturbance or undisturbedness in matters that are unavoidable. (I will say a little more about this distinction in Section 4.) Also, following Sextus, I will employ ‘Pyrrhonist’ and ‘sceptic’ interchangeably, and ‘dogmatist’ to refer to anyone who makes assertions about how things really are on the basis of what they regard as objective evidence and sound arguments.


2
 When referring to scepticism, Sextus often employs hē skeptikē agōgē or (as in the present passage) simply hē skeptikē, by which he means the sceptical way, way of thought, way of life, or orientation.


3
 It sounds no doubt odd to talk about assent to things, but that is what the text says. Sextus means that men of talent were unable to determine which of the conflicting appearances exhibited by things they should assent to (cf. n. 12 below). More accurately, they were unable to determine which of the sentences expressing the conflicting appearances they should assent to.


4
 The translations of Sextus’ texts are my own, but I have consulted R. G. Bury (trans.), Sextus Empiricus, 4 volumes (Cambridge, Mass., 1933–1949); E. Spinelli (trans.), Sesto Empirico: Contro gli etici (Naples, 1995); B. Mates (trans.), The Skeptic Way: Sextus Empiricus’s Outlines of Pyrrhonism (New York, 1996); R. Bett (trans.), Sextus Empiricus: Against the Ethicists [Against the Ethicists] (Oxford, 1997); P. Pellegrin (trans.), Sextus Empiricus: Esquisses pyrrhoniennes (Paris, 1997); and J. Annas and J. Barnes (trans.), Sextus Empiricus: Outlines of Scepticism, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 2000).
For the Greek texts, I have used the standard Teubner edition: H. Mutschmann and J. Mau, Pyrrhoniae hypotyposes, in Sexti Empirici Opera, vol. i (Leipzig, 1958) for the Pyrrhonian Outlines, and H. Mutschmann, Adversus mathematicos, in Sexti Empirici Opera, vol. ii (Leipzig, 1914) for Against the Ethicists.



5
 Only in M 11 does Sextus remark that suspension makes it possible to achieve happiness (see e.g. M 11. 111, 144, 160).


6

PH 1. 27; 3. 237, 277; M 11. 116–7, 146.


7


Μ
 11. 111, 113, 118, 130, 144.


8

PH 1. 29; M 11. 143, 148–50, 156–8; cf. PH 1. 13, 24; Diogenes Laertius [DL] 9. 108.


9
 A pathos is that which happens to someone or something as a result of being affected by an agent in the broad sense of this term. It refers to the physical and/or psychological state or condition in which the affected person or thing is. Even though in modern ordinary English ‘affection’ does not have that meaning anymore, I choose that term to render pathos for two reasons: not only has ‘affection’ become in the specialist literature a technical term to translate pathos, but it also has the advantage of making clear the connection between pathos and its cognate verb paschein (‘to be affected’).



10

PH 1. 30; 3. 235–6; M 11. 118, 150–5, 161; see also M 11. 128–9, 145, 156–60. The texts that have been quoted or summarized might give rise to the objection that, despite his professed scepticism, Sextus makes assertions about the means for, and the hindrance of, the attainment of undisturbedness and happiness, as well as about the nature and connection of certain states of mind. Sextus asserts, the objection goes, that the holding of (value) beliefs directly or indirectly brings about disturbance and unhappiness and must, therefore, be considered objectively bad; that the core component of human happiness is undisturbedness, a state of mind that is therefore objectively good or to be pursued; and that there exists a causal link between undisturbedness and suspension, which makes the latter a desirable state. This is not the place to address this general objection, but I have replied to it in D. Machuca, ‘The Pyrrhonist’s ἀταραξία and ϕιλανθρωπία’ [‘The Pyrrhonist’s ἀταραξία’], Ancient Philosophy, 26 (2006), 111–39 at 116–24.



11
 The reason for talking about inability here is that the Pyrrhonist does not know what x is because the anōmalia is unresolvable in the sense that he is unable to resolve it. Indeed, an anōmalia can be characterized as unresolvable either because it in itself is not susceptible of resolution or because one is incapable of finding a way to resolve it. The Pyrrhonist suspends his judgment about whether a given anōmalia is unresolvable in the first sense, and it strikes him as unresolved because it is unresolvable in the second sense. Whereas I have elsewhere favoured the use of ‘unresolvable’ or ‘undecidable’, in the present paper I prefer to employ ‘unresolved’ or ‘undecided’—but bear in mind that, as just stated, conflicts of appearances (or disagreements or disputes) appear to the Pyrrhonist to be unresolved or undecided owing to his inability thus far to settle them, as PH 1. 26 and 29 make clear. Cf. D. Machuca, ‘The Pyrrhonian Argument from Possible Disagreement’, Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie, 93 (2011), 148–61 at 151 n. 9.



12
 Cf. Machuca, ‘The Pyrrhonist’s ἀταραξία’, 115. It may be worth noting that, whereas the term anōmalia refers to the conflicting appearances that an object exhibits (e.g., x appears to be F in circumstance C1, not-F in C2, both F and not-F in C3, and neither F nor not-F in C4), the term diaphōnia (disagreement) refers to the conflicting views about what an object is (e.g., some affirm that x is F, some that it is not-F, some that it is both F and not-F, some that it is neither F nor not-F). Of course, disagreements arise because of the conflicting ways in which the object appears—or, if one wants to be more cautious, because of the conflicting ways in which one is appeared to. That diaphōnia differs from anōmalia in the suggested way seems to be confirmed by PH 1. 26, where we are told that the prospective sceptic ‘encountered an equipollent disagreement’ after ‘having begun to philosophize with the aim of deciding among the appearances’.



13

PH 1. 27; 3. 237, 277; M 11. 111–13, 116–18, 130, 144, 146.



14
 In my view, what produces distress in the case of evaluative matters is the belief that a specific x is objectively good or bad—morally, instrumentally, or epistemically. Hence, the general belief that some things are good or bad cannot be a source of disturbance. The reason is that it seems that only the first kind of belief has an object that one can either (i) intensely pursue, be excited to have gotten hold of, and be afraid of losing, if one believes it to be good, or (ii) intensely avoid and be tormented to have gotten hold of, if one believes it to be bad. Thanks to Victor Caston for pressing me on this issue.



15

PH 1. 31, 205; M 11. 144; cf. M 11. 160, 168.



16

Pace C. Perin, The Demands of Reason: An Essay on Pyrrhonian Scepticism [Demands] (Oxford, 2010), 118 n. 6, nothing said at PH 1. 18 justifies the claim that in this passage ‘Sextus denies that the Sceptic is engaged in philosophical investigation of the natural world’ or the claim that Sextus remarks that ‘the Sceptic is not engaged in philosophy at all’. For Sextus explicitly points out that the sceptic engages in the inquiry into natural phenomena, and qua sceptic he cannot carry out his inquiry by making assertions (otherwise, he would be a dogmatist), but by producing oppositions among arguments so as to evaluate their soundness.



17
 It might be objected that the first sentence of the quoted text makes it clear that the sceptic does not leave open the possibility of eventually arriving at a justified view as a result of his examination of the epistemic standing of the rival arguments. (Thanks to Victor Caston for raising this objection.) However, I interpret the sentence as saying that the sceptic’s aim in engaging with the inquiry into natural phenomena is not to make assertions in the manner of the dogmatists, that is, without first pondering the competing views on the issue under inquiry. Note that Sextus describes as arrogance, rashness, and self-satisfaction the attitudes of the dogmatists (e.g. PH 1. 20, 90, 177; 3. 235, 280–1) inasmuch as they hold fast to their views on p without taking careful account of rival views on p or even acknowledging the existence of widespread and entrenched disagreement over p.



18
 Casey Perin distinguishes between Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief, but says nothing about General Belief (see Perin, Demands, ch. 1; and ‘Scepticisme et détachement de soi’, in D. Machuca and S. Marchand (eds.), Les raisons du doute: études sur le scepticisme antique [Les raisons] (Paris, 2019), 127–52 at 131 n. 9). Filip Grgić claims that the two sources of doxastic disturbance that can be discerned in Sextus’ writings are Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief (see Grgić, ‘Sextus Empiricus on the Goal of Skepticism’ [‘Goal’], Ancient Philosophy, 26 (2006), 141–60 at 148; ‘Investigative and Suspensive Scepticism’ [‘Investigative’], European Journal of Philosophy, 22 (2012), 653–73 at 658–60). But at one point Grgić also distinguishes Value Belief and General Belief and wonders what their connection might be (‘Goal’, 157–60). Richard Bett and Svavar Svavarsson distinguish between Value Belief, on the one hand, and Unresolved Conflict and General Belief, on the other, conflating the latter two as though they were the same source of doxastic disturbance (see Bett, Against the Ethicists, 46–7, 131–2; ‘How Ethical Can an Ancient Skeptic Be?’, in D. Machuca (ed.), Pyrrhonism in Ancient, Modern, and Contemporary Philosophy [Pyrrhonism] (Dordrecht, 2011), 3–17 at 7–9; ‘Le scepticisme antique est-il viable aujourd’hui?’, in Machuca and Marchand, Les raisons, 153–77 at 156–7; Svavarsson, ‘Two Kinds of Tranquillity: Sextus Empiricus on Ataraxia’ [‘Two Kinds’], in Machuca, Pyrrhonism, 19–31 at 22–9). However, Unresolved Conflict and General Belief are unmistakably different. For, as I tried to show in the previous section, whereas in the case of Unresolved Conflict the cause of disturbance is the ignorance that results from one’s inability to decide which of the conflicting appearances is true, in the case of General Belief it is the belief that results from one’s coming to decide that one of the conflicting appearances is true.



19
 I should note that in ‘The Pyrrhonist’s ἀταραξία’, 115, I limited myself to distinguishing between Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief; in ‘Ancient Skepticism: Pyrrhonism’ [‘Ancient Skepticism’], Philosophy Compass, 6 (2011), 246–58 at 253, and in ‘Pyrrhonism, Inquiry, and Rationality’ [‘Inquiry’], Elenchos, 34 (2013), 201–28 at 209, I briefly examined the connection between Unresolved Conflict and Value Belief; and in ‘Pyrrhonian Argumentation: Therapy, Dialectic, and Inquiry’ [‘Argumentation’], Apeiron, 52 (2019), 199–221 at 216 n. 17, I explained in passing the connection between General Belief and Value Belief. Hence, it is only in the present paper that I distinguish between the three sources of doxastic disturbance and explore in detail the possible connection between all of them.



20
 Perin (Demands, 13) dubs Sextus’ remarks about Value Belief being a source of doxastic disturbance ‘the value argument’, and maintains that it ‘is very much like a piece of dogmatism’. Pace Svavarsson and Perin, I think that when Sextus says that those who hold the opinion that anything is good or bad by nature are perpetually disturbed, he should be understood as arguing dialectically when he is engaging the dogmatists in debate, and as reporting the way things appear to him when he is describing his own past experience (cf. Machuca, ‘Inquiry’, 210; ‘Argumentation’, 216).



21
 C. Perin, ‘Pyrrhonian Scepticism and the Search for Truth’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 30 (2006), 337–60 at 351; Demands, 24.



22
 Cf. Machuca, ‘The Pyrrhonist’s ἀταραξία’, 115. Perin (Demands, 13) also thinks that the value argument (see n. 20) is incompatible with the search for truth, and hence that Sextus should discard it. I have addressed Perin’s concerns about that argument in ‘Inquiry’, 208–10, and in ‘Argumentation’, 216–18.



23
 Perin sees an ineliminable tension between the norm of truth for belief and the norm of utility for belief, both of which he thinks the sceptic accepts (Demands, 24–5; ‘Skepticism, Suspension of Judgment, and Norms for Belief’, International Journal for the Study of Skepticism, 5 (2015), 107–25 at 108–9, 115–24; ‘Pyrrhonian Scepticism and the Agnostic State of Mind’, in G. A. Bruno and A. C. Rutherford (eds.), Skepticism: Historical and Contemporary Inquiries (New York, 2018), 114–28 at 121–2, 127 n. 12). Pace Perin, I have elsewhere argued that the sceptic’s epistemic and pragmatic goals are compatible: see Machuca, ‘Argumentation’, 217–18.



24
 Why is moderation of affection in matters that are unavoidable not mentioned as part of the causal principle of scepticism in the story that explains why the prospective sceptic approached philosophy at PH 1. 12, even though it is presented as part of his twofold aim at PH 1. 25? One may assume that the prospective sceptic was concerned to eradicate the kind of disturbance that seemed to be within his power, and that, when he eventually suspended judgment, he discovered not only that he was no longer affected by doxastic disturbance, but also that physical and emotional disturbances were mitigated. One may also assume that Sextus adds moderation of affection in matters that are unavoidable as part of the sceptical aim to show that sceptics are modest and down-to-earth inasmuch as they do not purport to have attained complete undisturbedness.



25
 While the present article was undergoing blind review, I found a reference to D. Taylor, ‘Pyrrhonian Skepticism, Value Nihilism, and the Good of Knowledge’, Ancient Philosophy, 34 (2014), 317–39. When I read it, I discovered that Taylor too proposes to explain Unresolved Conflict and General Belief—which he conflates, as do Bett and Svavarsson (see n. 18 above)—by reference to Value Belief. Given this, I should note that the interpretation according to which the inability to resolve conflicts caused disturbance in the prospective sceptic because he valued knowledge had already been proposed in Machuca, ‘Ancient Skepticism’, 253, and ‘Inquiry’, 209—as is attested by J. W. Wieland, ‘Can Pyrrhonists Act Normally?’, Philosophical Explorations, 15 (2012), 277–89 at 288 n. 8, and by L. Castagnoli, ‘Aporia and Enquiry in Ancient Pyrrhonism’, in G. Karamanolis and V. Politis (eds.), The Aporetic Tradition in Ancient Philosophy (Cambridge, 2018), 205–27 at 219 n. 64. However, Taylor does not cite either of those articles, which accords well with the fact that he cites only a small part of the specialist literature and with the fact that the most recent work he refers to is from 2006. It is notable, though, that quite a number of the remarks and analyses made in his paper can also be found in the works of other interpreters, such as Grgić’s ‘Goal’ and ‘Investigative’, and Svavarsson’s ‘Two Kinds’, none of which Taylor cites.



26
 ‘The Pyrrhonist’s ἀταραξία’, 124–9; ‘Sextus on Ataraxia Revisited’, Ancient Philosophy (forthcoming).









Augustine’s Defence of Knowledge Against the Sceptics

Tamer Nawar



Accordingly, it should not be hoped that the philosophers will ever reach agreement about these things [theology and physics]. Only mathematics—if one approaches it appropriately—can offer secure and unshakeable knowledge to those who pursue it …


(Ptolemy, Almagest)1


One should direct one’s attention only to those objects concerning which our minds seem able to have certain and indubitable cognition …. If our reckoning is correct, then of all the sciences already discovered, only arithmetic and geometry are left intact and observance of this rule restricts us to them.


(Descartes, Regulae ad directionem ingenii)2


Adapting a familiar saying, one might say that the real object of reason is reason itself. In arithmetic, we do not deal with objects which become known to us as something alien from outside through the mediation of the senses, but rather with objects which are immediately given to reason, which can fully grasp them as its own.


(Frege, Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik)3




In his Contra Academicos, Augustine offers one of the most detailed responses to scepticism to have come down to us from antiquity. In this paper, I examine Augustine’s defence of the existence of infallible knowledge in Contra Academicos 3. I challenge a number of established views concerning the nature and merit of Augustine’s defence of knowledge and propose a new understanding of Augustine’s response to scepticism and several important elements of Augustine’s thought concerning signification, cognition, and object-directed thought. I argue that once we understand Augustine’s views about these issues properly, his arguments in defence of knowledge are more interesting and more successful than usually thought.




1. Introduction


Augustine reports that in his youth he was greatly impressed by the sceptical Academy.4 While the arguments of the Academics played a role in interrupting his Manichaean slumbers (C. Acad. 2. 2. 5; Conf. 5. 10. 19, 14. 25), the aftermath of Augustine’s encounter with scepticism was pervasive doubt. After dedicating himself anew to the search for wisdom and a life of Christian contemplation, Augustine sought to respond to the arguments of the sceptical Academy and the obstacles they posed to prospective Christians with the strongest reasoning he could muster (Ench. 7. 20; Retr. 1. 1. 1; cf. Civ. Dei 19. 18). Augustine’s earliest surviving work, the Contra Academicos (written c.386), preserves the result of this toil.

In the latter part of the dialogue, Augustine seeks to defeat the sceptics by defending some items of knowledge against sceptical attack (C. Acad. 3. 10. 22–13. 29). At least two strands of Augustine’s defence of knowledge have attracted particular interest from philosophical commentators. Firstly, Augustine imagines the sceptic raising the possibility that the expression ‘the world’ may fail to refer or denote—perhaps the first instance of so-called ‘external world scepticism’ recorded in history—and offers a response to this sceptical move. Following the work of Gareth Matthews and Myles Burnyeat,5 it is usually thought that Augustine’s response to external world scepticism relies upon a form of so-called linguistic ‘subjectivism’ or ‘solipsism’, according to which the expression ‘the world’ always refers to the totality of appearances experienced by the subject making the utterance. Secondly, Augustine claims that there is something special about mathematical knowledge which makes it immune to sceptical attack. Christopher Kirwan, who offers the most detailed treatment of this aspect of Augustine’s discussion, criticizes Augustine for committing a scope fallacy and failing to provide an account of the infallibility of mathematical knowledge. He thereby judges Augustine’s defence of knowledge to be a failure on this score.6

In this paper, I examine these strands of Augustine’s response to scepticism. I argue that existing accounts of Augustine’s defence of knowledge are mistaken on several scores and offer a novel interpretation of Augustine which sheds light on his response to scepticism and several important elements of his thought. In what follows, I first (Section 2) examine Augustine’s understanding of the sceptical Academy and clarify his broader strategy in responding to the sceptics in his Contra Academicos. I then (Section 3) examine the first relevant strand of Augustine’s defence of knowledge: his response to external world scepticism. I challenge the subjectivist interpretation defended by Burnyeat and Matthews on a number of points and offer a more precise rendering of Augustine’s argument which is better grounded textually and superior philosophically. On the view I defend, Augustine’s response to the sceptic appeals to the thought that if the external world exists, then, in uttering ‘the world’, the speaker refers to or denotes the external world and if the external world does not exist, then, in uttering ‘the world’, the speaker refers to or denotes the speaker’s ideas or appearances. I clarify and explain several features of the underlying semantic account and show how it affords Augustine a superior response to external world scepticism without falling prey to some of the objections faced by other interpretations.

Finally (Section 4), I turn to the second relevant strand of Augustine’s defence of knowledge and examine Augustine’s appeal to arithmetical knowledge, which he takes to be attained by reason alone. I here aim to shed light on an influential but poorly understood area of Augustine’s thought often discussed under the guise of ‘illumination’ or ‘divine illumination’. Against Kirwan, I argue that Augustine does in fact provide an account of the infallibility of arithmetical knowledge and show how Augustine appeals to the directness and immediacy of the cognition of intelligible items to argue that when apprehending arithmetical objects by means of reason, the resulting apprehension is so closely tied to its object that certain kinds of misrepresentation are impossible. Such apprehension is thus especially epistemically secure and immune to various kinds of error.




2. Academic scepticism and Augustine’s Contra Academicos


Augustine takes the Academic sceptics to have argued principally for two theses. First is that humans cannot attain knowledge (e.g. scientia, C. Acad. 2. 5. 11; 3. 4. 10; Trin. 15. 12. 21). Second is that nothing should be assented to (nulli rei esse assentiendum, C. Acad. 2. 5. 12, 13. 30; 3. 5. 12, 10. 22):


(nk) For any p, it cannot be known that p.


(na) For any p, it should not be assented that p.7

Augustine thinks the Academics infer (na) from (nk) and an additional thesis:

(norm) Knowledge is the norm of assent, i.e., one should assent only to what is known.8

Since nothing is known and one should assent only to what is known, one should therefore refrain from assenting to anything at all (cf. S.E. M. 7. 155–7).



The notion of knowledge at issue in (nk) and (norm) is infallible knowledge.9 Whether the Academics genuinely believed or otherwise accepted (nk) and (na) (rather than merely argued for them dialectically),10 or whether the Academics argued for (na) in the manner described by Augustine,11 or whether the Academics are in fact best characterized by their arguing on behalf of any particular theses whatsoever (as opposed to their adopting a certain sceptical stance or method, cf. Cic. Acad. 1. 44–5; Fin. 2. 2; D.L. 4. 28), is difficult to tell.12 Augustine recognizes at least some of the difficulties involved in understanding the Sceptical Academy (C. Acad. 2. 13. 29–30; 3. 4. 10).13 However, he focuses especially upon the fact that (na) and (nk) occasion despair of attaining wisdom (as he conceives of it) and serve as obstacles to the search for truth, the practice of philosophy, and the acceptance of Christianity.14

In his Contra Academicos, Augustine is especially concerned with arguing against (nk) and (na) and responding to the arguments offered on their behalf (C. Acad. 2. 9. 23, 13. 30; cf. Ench. 7. 20). Augustine elsewhere offers several reasons as to why one should reject the view that knowledge is the (regulative) norm of assent (a view commonly assumed in Hellenistic debates)15 and why one should reject (na). Most notably perhaps, he takes the Christian life to require assent on the basis of belief that falls short of knowledge. However, in the Contra Academicos, Augustine has three principal complaints about (na).

Firstly, he rehearses the ancient charge that putative adherents of (na) are condemned to inaction or pragmatic inconsistency. Simply put, human action requires assent. The person who assents to nothing does nothing and the person who does something while claiming to assent to nothing is pragmatically inconsistent—his walk belies his talk (C. Acad. 2. 5. 12; 3. 15. 33–4).16



Secondly, Augustine argues that adhering to (na) is not in fact a good means of attaining one’s goals qua epistemic agent (C. Acad. 3. 15. 34). Epistemic agents should withhold assent from falsehoods, but epistemic agents should also assent to truths (Cic. Acad. 2. 66; cf. Conf. 1. 20. 31). Withholding assent tout court will fulfil the negative aim at the expense of preventing the positive aim from being attained (C. Acad. 1. 3. 7; 2. 5. 11; 3. 15. 34–16. 35).17 Augustine thinks that this is an unacceptable trade-off and that one will thereby lose more than one will gain and be condemned to unacceptable epistemic impoverishment (Civ. Dei 19. 18).

Thirdly, Augustine thinks that (na) is an obstacle to attaining one’s goals qua ethical agent or pursuer of happiness. Whatever one’s conception of happiness or the goal(s) of life, Augustine thinks that most would agree that leading a good life or attaining happiness requires assenting to at least some truths, especially important ethical truths (C. Acad. 1. 7. 20; cf. C. Acad. 3. 16. 35–6; B. vita 2. 14). Accordingly, those who wish to be happy or good should not adhere to (na).

Against (nk), Augustine also draws upon several considerations which might be deemed pragmatic. Thus, for instance, he thinks it obvious that wise persons (if there are any) must be wise in virtue of knowing something (rather than being wise merely in virtue of refraining from error while knowing nothing, C. Acad. 3. 3. 5–5. 11).18 That being so, those who put forward (nk) must abandon pretensions to wisdom and presumably thereby forfeit pretensions to making pronouncements of the relevant sort (C. Acad. 3. 3. 5–6, 9. 19, 14. 31). Put in slightly different terms, we might say that if (nk) were true then no one would be in a position to assert it authoritatively.

Furthermore, Augustine thinks that philosophical inquiry is (pragmatically) inconsistent with (nk). On his view, attempting to become wise—i.e. inquiry or the practice of philosophy—requires not assenting to (nk). In fact, Augustine thinks, it requires believing the negation of (nk) (C. Acad. 2. 9. 23). Just as intending to perform an action requires believing that it is possible to perform said action, those who are not appropriately convinced that the truth can be known will be unable to engage in inquiry appropriately. Thus, inquiry requires believing that knowledge is possible (cf. C. Acad. 3. 9. 19, 20. 43).19

In the third book of his Contra Academicos, Augustine attempts to repudiate (nk) more directly by showing that some things may indeed be known for certain.20 After some preliminary discussion (C. Acad. 3. 3. 5–5. 11), it is declared that the main issue requiring resolution is whether (nk) is in fact correct and thus whether knowledge lies within our reach or not (C. Acad. 3. 5. 12). Augustine departs from the earlier dialogical to-and-fro and focuses on making the case that (nk) may be resisted by means of a long speech.21 After giving some attention to the Stoic account of apprehension (C. Acad. 3. 9. 18–10. 22),22 Augustine attempts to repudiate (nk)by offering a defence of knowledge in which he argues that certain truths can be infallibly known and claiming that there are at least some items of infallible knowledge which even he, a person who is not yet wise, does know and which fall within the scope of philosophy (C. Acad. 3. 10. 22; cf. C. Acad. 3. 12. 27; Sol. 1. 4. 9).




3. Knowledge of the external world


Augustine begins his long speech in defence of knowledge by imagining Carneades waking from his slumber (cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 93) and appealing to the disagreements among philosophers about the plurality of worlds in order to put in doubt any knowledge of the truths of physics (C. Acad. 3. 10. 23; cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 55–6, 125).23 While Augustine does not pronounce on whether the wise person needs to know about the plurality of worlds (C. Acad. 3. 10. 23),24 he argues that some knowledge may still be salvaged in the face of the sceptic’s attack. For even if one concedes to the sceptic that the number of worlds is unknown, there are still some truths concerning the number of worlds which can be known for certain:

in istis physicis nonnihil scio. certum enim habeo aut unum esse mundum aut non unum; et si non unum, aut finiti numeri aut infiniti. istam sententiam Carneades falsae esse similem doceat. (C. Acad. 3. 10. 23)25

In these matters of physics, I do not know nothing. I hold it as certain that either the world is one or it is not one; and if not one, then it is either of a finite number or an infinite number. Let Carneades show this view to be similar to a falsehood!

Call the relevant item of (putative) knowledge, which is expressed by an utterance of ‘either the world is one or it is not one’, (world-1).26Instead of claiming to know some atomic proposition (e.g. that the world is one), Augustine claims to know that a relevant disjunction is true. Furthermore, if one supposes that the world is not one (or even if one supposes that it is), then one knows that either the number of worlds is finite or that the number of worlds is infinite.

Augustine goes on to claim knowledge of several other disjunctive claims (e.g. that the world will always exist or that it will not always exist, C. Acad. 3. 10. 23). Remaining firm in claiming to know that the disjunctions are true in the face of the imagined sceptic’s insistence that he should claim to know only one of the disjuncts, Augustine points out that the knowledge claims he has made are discussed by the philosophers (and fall within the subject matter of physics), that the disjunctions are true, and that they are so evidently true that they cannot be put in doubt by the sceptic (C. Acad. 3. 10. 23). They thus seem to be items of knowledge by means of which one might rebut (nk). Augustine goes on to offer the sceptic a challenge:

ostende me ista nescire; dic istas disiunctiones aut falsas esse aut aliquid commune habere cum falso, per quod discerni omnino non possint. (C. Acad. 3. 10. 23)


Show me that I don’t know these claims. Tell me either that these disjunctions are false, or that they have something in common with falsehoods on account of which they can’t at all be distinguished [from falsehoods].

To this challenge, Augustine imagines the sceptic replying with a simple but powerful rejoinder: ‘How do you know that this world exists if the senses make mistakes?’ (unde, inquit, scis esse istum mundum, si sensus falluntur? C. Acad. 3. 11. 24).

This is often thought to be the first instance of so-called ‘external-world scepticism’, and it has been claimed that Augustine has himself invented the problem of external world scepticism and that the worry did not occur to other ancients because they lacked certain presuppositions about the mind or soul.27If it is correct that Augustine has himself discovered or invented external world scepticism,28 then it is nonetheless worth noting two points. Firstly, worries about private worlds and related issues had ancient pedigree (e.g. DK 22 B 89) and Augustine’s thought on issues pertinent to external world scepticism seems to be motivated by several concerns.29 Secondly, external world scepticism would seem to require not merely that some perceptual appearances are false and that it is impossible to rule out that not-p on the basis of any perceptual appearance that p (cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 101–4; S.E. M. 7. 163–4), but that it is impossible to rule out that all perceptual appearances are false and that their inaccuracy is very major.

Putting to one side that it is unclear how the fallibility of the bodily senses makes external world scepticism salient, the sceptic’s manoeuvre calls into question the existence of the external world and suggests that in claiming to know (world-1), Augustine has illegitimately presupposed that there exists a referent for the expression ‘the world’ (and the same applies to his other claims about physics). This threatens the relevant knowledge claim because if there is nothing to which ‘the world’ (‘this world’, etc.) refers, then the purported referential expression is empty and then (world-1) and other relevant claims are not true (either they are false or they are neither true nor false). If the prospective knower cannot rule out that there is nothing to which the expression ‘the world’ refers, then he does not have infallible knowledge even of the minimal sort that Augustine seeks to defend.30

Augustine responds to the sceptic by claiming that there is no way that the relevant linguistic expression, ‘the world’, could fail to refer and thus that the putative counter-possibility raised by the sceptic is bogus:

[1] numquam rationes vestrae ita vim sensuum refellere potuerunt, ut convinceretis nobis nihil videri, nec omnino ausi estis aliquando ista temtare, sed posse aliud esse ac videtur vehementer persuadere incubuistis. [2] ego itaque hoc totum, qualecumque est,31 quod nos continet atque alit, [3] hoc, inquam, quod oculis meis apparet a meque sentitur habere terram et caelum aut quasi terram et quasi caelum, mundum voco …. [4] si autem hoc, quod mihi videtur, negas mundum esse, de nomine controversiam facis, cum id a me dixerim mundum vocari. [5] etiamne, inquies, si dormis, mundus est iste quem vides? Iam dictum est, quidquid tale mihi videtur, mundum appello …. [6] quam ob rem hoc dico, istam totam corporum molem atque machinam, in qua sumus sive dormientes sive furentes sive vigilantes sive sani, aut unam esse aut non esse unam. edissere, quomodo ista possit falsa esse sententia. (C. Acad. 3. 11. 24–5)

[1] Thus far your arguments were never able to rebut the power of the senses to the point of showing that nothing appears to us — nor did you ever attempt such things; instead you always relied heavily upon persuading us that things can be other than they seem. [2] And so I call this whole, whatever it is, that sustains and nourishes us, [3] this thing, which appears to my eyes and feels to me to have earth and sky or quasi-earth and quasi-sky, ‘the world’ …. [4] However, if you deny that this thing—which appears to me—is the world, then you’re making a fuss over a name, since I had said that I called it ‘the world’. [5] You’ll ask me: ‘Is this thing you see the world even if you’re asleep?’ It has already been said that I call ‘the world’ whatever seems to me to be such …. [6] Accordingly, I state that this whole mass of bodies and contraption in which we exist, whether we be asleep, insane, awake, or sane—either is one or is not one. Explain how this claim can be false!

In [1], Augustine rightly raises a worry concerning the sceptic’s questioning the existence of the world and how this relates to the sceptic’s prior worries. Whatever counter-possibilities the sceptic might have raised in the past, there were never grounds for the sceptic to argue that nothing was given to us in experience. In [2]–[6] Augustine goes on to defend his knowledge claim by saying that, whatever the sceptic might say, it is nonetheless guaranteed that ‘the world’ refers and that (world-1) is thereby true.

As this passage has usually been understood, notably by Myles Burnyeat and Gareth Matthews, in responding to the sceptic’s questioning the existence of the world, Augustine

has just invented the idea that we might designate as ‘the world’ the totality of appearances, including the ‘as if’ earth (quasi terra) and the ‘as if’ sky which contains them. (Burnyeat, ‘Idealism’, 40)32


On this interpretation, which seems to draw its textual support primarily from [3] and [5], Augustine embraces a form of so-called ‘subjectivism’ or ‘solipsism’ about reference or denotation. On such a view, which Burnyeat and Matthews do not seem to take to be a momentary dialectical concession to the sceptic, a person’s utterances of ‘the world’ refer to the relevant appearances or ideas of the person making that particular utterance and when this account is generalized, a person’s utterance of (e.g.) ‘Socrates’ refers to the speaker’s appearance(s) or mental notion(s) of Socrates.



On this reading, Augustine’s knowledge claim is thereby saved from the sceptic’s attack. Even if the external world does not exist, there is no possibility that the disjunction Augustine has offered is false because all that is needed for ‘the world’ to refer is that the subject has some appearance or other and, as Augustine notes in [1], the sceptic never sought to put in doubt that the speaker had certain appearances. This is the orthodox interpretation,33 and one might seek to reinforce it by adverting to places where Augustine suggests that words signify a speaker’s idea(s) (e.g. Mag. 2. 3; see below, nn. 45 and 46). However, such an interpretation faces several significant difficulties.

Firstly, the view attributed to Augustine renders the truth-conditions of many sentences entirely wrong and seems to make many kinds of communication impossible. Thus, for instance, ‘the world is in my mind’ turns out to be true (and so too does ‘the world cannot be older than I am’, and many other claims). Moreover, we very often seem to end up talking past each other—for you, in talking of the world, talk of your appearances, and I, in talking of the world, talk of my appearances (cf. S.E. M. 7. 83–5). Insofar as this account is general, these worries apply to other referential expressions (e.g. ‘Socrates’) and result in a disastrous semantic theory.

Secondly, views of this sort seem to be rejected by Augustine elsewhere. Thus, for instance, in De quantitate animae (another early work), Augustine emphasizes that when using the expression ‘the Sun’ the listener’s attention is directed to precisely that thing which the speaker refers to, i.e. the Sun (Quant. an. 32. 65–6). Equally, in De libero arbitrio (written shortly after the Contra Academicos), Augustine rules out that each person should have their own sun, moon, etc. (Lib. arb. 2. 7. 16; cf. Ep. 147. 17. 43) and in his later De trinitate he discusses the signification of ‘mundus’ (‘world’) and takes what is signified by ‘world’ or ‘the world’ simply to be a corporeal thing, i.e. the external world, rather than some idea (Trin. 13. 1. 4).34 In sum, Augustine elsewhere consistently rejects ‘subjectivist’ or ‘solipsistic’ semantic accounts.

Thirdly, it is not even immediately clear that in C. Acad. 3. 11. 24–5 Augustine does identify the referent of ‘the world’ with the speaker’s appearances or, if he does, then we need some account of how he does so because in [2] and in [6] Augustine seems to take ‘the world’ to refer not to the speaker’s appearances but to the external world or something akin to it, i.e. that thing which nourishes and sustains us.

In sum, the semantic account attributed to Augustine by ‘subjectivist’ or ‘solipsist’ readings is highly unattractive and seems to be inconsistent with many of Augustine’s remarks in the Contra Academicos and elsewhere. Those who take Augustine to put forward a ‘subjectivist’ account owe some sort of response regarding these points.

To attain a better understanding of Augustine’s response to the sceptic, let us return to what Augustine says in C. Acad. 3. 11. 24–5. We should first notice that we are presented with at least two sets of contrasting suggestions as to what the referent of ‘the world’ is. On the one hand, [2] and [6] suggest that Augustine takes the expression ‘the world’ to denote one of the relata of a certain dependence or causal relation, i.e. the thing which sustains and nourishes us. The underlying thought in [2] and [6] seems to be that appearances and the agents who experience them do not float freely, and that such agents must be nourished and sustained by some non-psychological thing external to themselves. ‘The world’ is taken to refer to the relevant something in question. If this were the sum of Augustine’s response, then his response to the sceptic might be regarded as straightforwardly realist (or ‘commonsensical’), but question-begging in the extreme, for he would simply assume (without argument) the existence of the external world, which is precisely what the sceptic was questioning.35

On the other hand, Augustine’s remarks in [3] and [5] seem to support the view that the expression ‘the world’ denotes the speaker’s appearances or one of the relata of a certain perceptual or quasi-perceptual-type relation. While how to understand the relevant perceptual or quasi-perceptual verbs (and their ontological commitments) is not always entirely clear,36 [3]’s talk of a ‘quasi-earth’ and ‘quasi-sky’ is suggestive of something in the speaker’s mind (rather than out there in the world),37 and [5] indicates that one can stand in this relation to one’s hallucinations or dreams (or the objects represented therein) and thereby suggests that the relevant relation is quasi-perceptual, so that what is grasped is some psychological item.

In attempting to understand Augustine’s response, one might simply think that Augustine’s remarks about the referent of ‘the world’ are inconsistent and that this is evidence of a broader confusion or lack of clarity on Augustine’s part about reference, signification, or language more generally.38 Alternatively, one might attempt to argue that Augustine’s response is in fact consistent in one of the ways already described. Thus, for instance, a proponent of a thoroughgoing straightforwardly realist (or ‘commonsensical’) interpretation might argue that ‘the world’ always denotes the external world, that the perceptual-type relation invoked in [3] and [5] has a causal aspect, and that one stands in this causal relation to some corporeal thing external to oneself. Thus, one might attempt to grant Augustine consistency across the passage. However, the attempt to explain away Augustine’s remarks in [3] and [5] in this way fails to get several features of the text right while also making Augustine’s argument question-begging (see above, n. 35) and rendering his reasoning in the passage highly opaque.39

Equally, a proponent of the subjectivist interpretation could argue for consistency in the passage by claiming that, in [2] and [6], Augustine is speaking somewhat loosely and that some elliptical perceptual-type qualifiers should be supplied. Thus, for instance, when, in [2], Augustine says, ‘And so I call this whole, whatever it is, that sustains and nourishes us … ’, what he means is: ‘And so I call this whole, whatever it is, that seems to sustain and nourish us … ’ When these qualifiers are added, any apparent reference to or denotation of the external world in the text can be glossed as a reference to or denotation of what it seems to the speaker is the external world. This, in turn, may be glossed as a reference to the speaker’s appearances. However, the attempt to read [2] and [6] in this way requires going against Augustine’s remarks in the passage and, as noted above, attributes to Augustine an extremely unattractive semantic theory which is inconsistent with what he frequently says elsewhere.

However, it is possible to offer a better understanding of Augustine’s response to external world scepticism which avoids the problems of the two readings just described. Offering such a reading seems to require at least three things. Firstly, recognizing that Augustine is willing to consider how the expression ‘the world’ denotes or signifies in both those cases in which the external world exists and (as per the sceptic’s scenario) in those cases in which it does not. Secondly, that Augustine is making the point that in both cases ‘the world’ still refers or denotes even if the referent is not the same in each case. Thirdly, that Augustine is insisting that in either case—i.e. whether the external world exists or not—the knowledge claim he has offered, (world-1), comes out true. On the reading I propose, the core of Augustine’s argument is best understood to have something like the following form:




(1) a speaker, a, utters ‘either the world is one or it is not one’ and in uttering ‘the world’ intends to refer to or denote the external world;


(2)
a has certain ideas or appearances;


(3) if there is some x such that ‘the world’ refers to or denotes x, then ‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is true;


(4) either the external world exists or it is not the case that the external world exists;


(5) (if the external world exists, then, in uttering ‘the world’, a refers to or denotes the external world) and (if it is not the case that the external world exists, then, in uttering ‘the world’, a refers to or denotes a’s ideas or appearances);






	  (6)
	the external world exists;

	  (7)
	‘the world’ refers to or denotes the external world;

	  (8)
	there is some x such that ‘the world’ refers to or denotes x;

	  (9)
	‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is true;

	(10)
	it is not the case that the external world exists;

	(11)
	‘the world’ refers to or denotes a’s ideas or appearances;

	(12)
	there is some x such that ‘the world’ refers to or denotes x;

	(13)
	‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is true;






(14) ‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is true.



Thus understood, Augustine defends his knowledge claim by arguing that it is guaranteed that ‘the world’ refers and that ‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is true whether the external world exists or not.40 In doing so, Augustine dialectically considers some situations in which ‘the world’ refers to or denotes the external world and other situations in which ‘the world’ refers to or denotes the subject’s appearances (or something comparable) and Augustine shifts between whether ‘the world’ refers to or denotes the external world (e.g. in (2) and (6)) or to the subject’s appearances (e.g. in (3) and (5)) because Augustine is considering what ‘the world’ refers to or denotes in different situations as his confrontation with the sceptic demands.

On this reading, Augustine is not—as per the straightforwardly realist (or ‘commonsensical’) interpretation described above—simply insisting that ‘the world’ always refers to or denotes the external world.41 Equally, Augustine is not—as per the so-called ‘subjectivist’ interpretation put forward by Matthews and Burnyeat—proposing that ‘the world’ always refers to or denotes the speaker’s ideas.42 Instead, Augustine is suggesting that ‘the world’ denotes or refers to different things in different situations and that either ‘the world’ refers to or denotes the external world (as in (2) and (6)) or ‘the world’ refers to or denote the speaker’s ideas (as in (3) and (5)). Regardless of whether the external world exists or it is not the case that the external world exists, ‘the world’ still denotes something (because if it is not the case that the external world exists, then ‘the world’ refers to or denotes the speaker’s ideas) and the claim ‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is thereby true.

On this reading, Augustine neither is merely dismissing the sceptic’s hypothesis in a question-begging and uninteresting manner, nor is he falling into solipsism so that a speaker always ends up talking about their own ideas. This reading thus offers a significant advance on existing interpretations and, insofar as it does so, one might think that this suffices. However, to ascertain to what degree Augustine’s response to the sceptic is successful, we need to determine whether the premises of his argument are defensible or dialectically appropriate. In particular, it seems that while the sceptic should grant (1)–(4),43 it is less clear why the sceptic should grant (5). That is to say, it is less clear why one should think that ‘the world’ refers to the external world in certain cases and to the speaker’s ideas in others, and why it is the case that even when there is no external world ‘the world’ nonetheless succeeds in referring.44

In his Contra Academicos, Augustine gives no explicit account of why a speaker’s utterance of ‘the world’ would denote their ideas or appearances (as opposed to e.g. nothing) if the external world did not exist. However, some insight into this matter may be provided by turning to Augustine’s De Magistro (another early work, written shortly after the Contra Academicos) and several other works in which Augustine discusses the relation between language, thought, and reality. While I cannot do justice to all of Augustine’s views on these issues, I can outline why (5), and especially the second conjunct of (5)—which claims that if it is not the case that the external world exists, then ‘the world’ refers to or denotes the speaker’s ideas or appearances—is not a purely ad hoc manoeuvre on Augustine’s part.



Near the beginning of his De Magistro, Augustine suggests that certain token linguistic expressions signify and denote the speaker’s ideas or mental states (e.g. Mag. 2. 3),45 and that certain token linguistic expressions signify and denote things in the world (e.g. Mag. 3. 5).46 In a sustained exposition offered towards the end of De Magistro, Augustine puts forward a more detailed account of what speech is about which gives us some insight into how he thinks denoting and reference work:

namque omnia, quae percipimus, aut sensu corporis aut mente percipimus. illa sensibilia, haec intellegibilia sive, ut more nostrorum auctorum loquar, illa carnalia, haec spiritalia nominamus. de illis dum interrogamur, respondemus, si praesto sunt ea quae sentimus, velut cum a nobis quaeritur intuentibus lunam novam, qualis aut ubi sit. … cum vero non de his, quae coram sentimus, sed de his, quae aliquando sensimus, quaeritur, non iam res ipsas, sed imagines ab eis impressas memoriaeque mandatas loquimur, quae omnino quomodo vera dicamus, cum falsa intueamur, ignoro, nisi quia non nos ea videre ac sentire, sed vidisse ac sensisse narramus. ita illas imagines in memoriae penetralibus rerum ante sensarum quaedam documenta gestamus, quae animo contemplantes bona conscientia non mentimur, cum loquimur. (Mag. 12. 39)


Everything we perceive, we perceive either by the bodily senses or by the mind. The former we name ‘sensibles’, the latter ‘intelligibles’—or, to speak in the manner of our authorities, the former we name ‘carnal’ and the latter ‘spiritual’. When we are questioned about the former, we answer, so long as the things we sense are present as, for instance, when observing the new moon we are asked what it is like or where it is. … When we are asked not about those things which we are sensing presently, but about those which we previously sensed at some point, we speak not of the things themselves, but of the images impressed by them and committed to memory. I don’t know by what means we say truths when contemplating falsehoods, unless it’s because we report not that we are seeing and sensing these things but that we saw and sensed them. In this way, we carry these images in the innermost parts of memory as kinds of attestation of things sensed previously. Contemplating these images by means of the mind we do not lie when we speak in good conscience.

It has been thought, for instance by Gareth Matthews,47 that Augustine is here claiming that when speaking from memory and not being able to perceive some corporeal thing A, we are limited to denoting or referring to the imago of A rather than A itself. Thus, for instance, when a speaker cannot perceive Socrates the speaker’s utterance of ‘Socrates’ refers to or denotes the speaker’s imago of Socrates rather than Socrates himself. Accordingly, it has been thought that on Augustine’s view we cannot speak about or denote objects that we are not currently perceiving. Such a reading might seem to support the subjectivist or solipsist interpretation of Augustine’s defence to scepticism, and such a reading is suggested by some of Augustine’s remarks in the passage (most notably, when he says: ‘we speak not of the things themselves, but of the images impressed by them and committed to memory’). However, this kind of reading is not, I think, correct.

Augustine’s remarks in the passage are primarily limited to saying that when we have direct cognitive access to a perceivable thing—when the thing is present to us and we have perceptual access to it—we may directly signify or speak about (e.g. directly refer to) it (cf. Mag. 4. 9, Conf. 10. 14. 22–15. 23). However, when we do not have direct cognitive access to the thing and cannot perceive it, we must instead consult (consulere) an imago (idea or representation) of A in our memory in order to speak of A. It thus seems that Augustine holds that if a speaker, S, uses an expression ⌜α⌝ intending to refer to or denote x, then (if S has direct cognitive access to x, then S refers to or denotes x by means of ⌜α⌝) and (if S does not have direct cognitive access to x, then S consults S’s imago by means of ⌜α⌝).48

It is important to notice that this falls short of the kind of view attributed to Augustine by Matthews, who thinks that when we consult a thing in this way we thereby denote or refer to that thing. However, Augustine’s remarks at Mag. 12. 39 (and elsewhere) need not be taken to claim that when we consult an imago, the imago is necessarily that which we denote or refer to. Instead, Augustine is merely saying that when we lack direct cognitive access to a thing we consult the relevant imago. This is consistent with thinking that we consult the relevant imago in order to denote, refer to, or speak about something else. As a matter of fact, if we take into account what Augustine says elsewhere, it turns out that when we consult an imago in the manner Augustine describes above, the imago typically acts an intermediary. By consulting an imago the speaker may indirectly signify (e.g. denote) a thing which stands in an appropriate relation to the imago (e.g. something which satisfies the relevant descriptive content of the imago),49 i.e. the thing of which the imago is an imago. That is to say, the imago is not (as per Matthews and others) always the item denoted. Instead, the imago is typically the means by which something else, i.e. the intersubjective objects which we typically speak and think about, is denoted.50 Thus, for instance, as Augustine describes things in the Confessiones:

nomino quippe lapidem, nomino solem, cum res ipsae non adsunt sensibus meis; in memoria sane mea praesto sunt imagines earum. nomino dolorem corporis, nec mihi adest, dum nihil dolet; nisi tamen adesset imago eius in memoria mea, nescirem quid dicerem nec eum in disputando a voluptate discernerem. nomino salutem corporis, cum salvus sum corpore; adest mihi quidem res ipsa; verum tamen nisi et imago eius inesset in memoria mea, nullo modo recordarer, quid huius nominis significaret sonus. (Conf. 10. 15. 23)


Of course, I denote a stone and I denote the sun when the things themselves are not present to my senses though images of them are clearly present in memory. I denote bodily pain when nothing pains me and it is not present. However, unless its image were present in my memory, I would not know what I was saying and in discussing it I would not be able to distinguish it from pleasure. I denote bodily health. When I am healthy, the thing itself is present to me; however, unless its image were in my memory, I would in no way remember what the sound of this noun signified.

As Augustine here makes clear, a speaker’s imagines are typically intermediaries which the speaker employs or consults in order to denote or speak about something else. If A itself is not present to the speaker, then some imago of A needs to be present to the speaker if the speaker is to denote or speak about A.

When perceiving A, we may speak about or denote A more directly. In contrast, when we speak about A from memory, we signify or denote the thing more indirectly because we rely upon the imago. However, while there is a difference in whether a thing is signified directly or indirectly, so long as the relevant item stands in a suitable relation to the speaker’s imago (e.g. so long as Socrates stands in a suitable relation to the imago associated with ‘Socrates’), then there is no reference shift (as there is, for instance, for Matthews) between the speaker’s saying ‘Socrates is a brave citizen’ when perceiving Socrates and the speaker’s saying ‘Socrates is a brave citizen’ when not perceiving Socrates and speaking from memory.51 In both cases, the speaker designates or denotes Socrates. However, when Socrates is not present to the speaker, in using the term ‘Socrates’ when intending to refer to or denote him, the speaker consults an imago of Socrates in their memory and only succeeds in denoting Socrates if an appropriate relation obtains between Socrates and the imago.

If some object, such as Socrates, stands in a suitable relation to the imago (e.g. some object satisfies the descriptive content of the imago), then the speaker succeeds in indirectly signifying (e.g. denoting) Socrates. However, if it is not the case that some object stands in a suitable relation to the speaker’s imago, then the imago which is consulted is the terminus of signification and the imago is also what is referred to or denoted by the relevant speaker. This explains both how we may speak of things we are not perceiving or have never perceived, such as historical persons or far distant places (so long as we have an imago which stands in a suitable relation to the relevant items), and why Augustine maintains—as per the second conjunct in (5)—that ‘the world’ refers to the speaker’s ideas in those cases wherein the external world does not exist.52

On the kind of view described, Augustine seems to think that reference or denotation in general functions in a manner similar to how some moderns take demonstrative expressions to function.53On Augustine’s view, reference or denotation is seemingly always (not just in the case of demonstrative noun phrases) accompanied by something similar to demonstration or deixis.54 A simple sentence is constituted by a noun (or noun phrase) which picks out an object and a predicate (or verb phrase) which says something about the object named (Mag. 5. 16). So too Augustine is inclined to think that talking or thinking about something requires identifying or picking out something so as to attribute predicates to it (the notion has precedent, notably in Plato),55 and that identifying or picking out a thing requires perceiving or quasi-perceiving it or some imago of it in thought or memory (e.g. Trin. 8. 6. 9; 12. 14. 23; Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15).56 In each case, something or other must be present to the speaker (Mag. 12. 39; Conf. 10. 15. 23).

To denote something by means of the relevant kind of expression (e.g. purportedly singular referential expressions of the relevant kinds),57 either the object itself must be present to the speaker (as in perception or intellection of intelligible objects) or some imago of the object must be present to the speaker (as when we talk about corporeal things which we remember or imagine but cannot currently perceive). Augustine thinks that we look to or consult (consulere, Mag. 11. 38–12. 40; cf. Trin. 11. 3. 6; Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15) these items—the objects themselves or their imagines—in attempting to denote or refer. When the relevant corporeal item is not directly accessible to us, we contemplate some inner imago and use it to speak about those things in the world that we intend to speak about, and it is in virtue of these imagines that we succeed in denoting the relevant object.

When consulting imagines to denote something else, there is still something akin to demonstration or ostension going on, but it is akin to deferred ostension (as when, for instance, we point to a photograph to indicate the person who is depicted in that photograph). When there is nothing in the world that stands in the appropriate relation to the imago (e.g. nothing which satisfies its descriptive content), there is still something which we are gazing or contemplating within ourselves (i.e. the imago) and so that item (the imago) is what we denote and speak about.

Thus understood, we can see why (5) is not a purely ad hoc manoeuvre on Augustine’s part, but rather a consequence of some deeper commitments concerning reference, object-directed thought, and intentionality. This semantic account is not entirely unproblematic (for instance, in a manner which would have proved utterly unsurprising to Russell, it faces challenges in accommodating negative existential claims or claims about fictional entities),58but it is clearly far more satisfactory than the ‘subjectivist’ or ‘solipsist’ accounts. For instance, it offers intuitively plausible truth-conditions for more of our statements and does not lead to us being trapped in our own private worlds unless there really is no external world or we are entirely cognitively divorced from it.

On the account proposed, it seems that Augustine has a principled and well-grounded response to offer the sceptic as to why (world-1) turns out to be true and knowable even if the external world does not exist. In a manner which is analogous to some modern semantic externalist responses to scepticism, it seems that Augustine ensures that ‘the world’ always denotes by appealing to ‘the preconditions for thinking about, representing, referring to, etc.’.59 One might worry that Augustine does not thereby prove that the external world exists, but this was not his aim. Instead, Augustine was primarily concerned with disproving (nk) by insisting that—whatever else might be the case—‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is true. In this, it seems, he has some measure of success.60




4. Mathematical knowledge and intelligible objects


After responding to external world scepticism, Augustine proceeds to argue against (nk) by claiming that he also has several other items of knowledge:

si autem unus et sex mundi sunt, septem mundos esse, quoquo modo affectus sim, manifestum est et id me scire non impudenter affirmo. … credo enim iam satis liquere, quae per somnum et dementiam falsa videantur, ea scilicet quae ad corporis sensus pertinent; nam ter terna novem esse et quadratum intellegibilium numerorum necesse est vel genere humano stertente sit verum. (C. Acad. 3. 11. 25)

Yet if there are one plus six worlds, whatever way I might be affected, it is [nonetheless] clear that there are seven worlds and it is not impudently that I affirm that I know this. … I believe it is now clear enough which falsehoods seem to be the case because of sleep or madness: it is those which pertain to the bodily senses. For that nine is three times three and the square of rational numbers need be true, even if the human race were snoring.

The possibility that I am dreaming does not, Augustine here claims, act as a counter-possibility against knowing arithmetical claims because—in contrast to cases of ordinary perceptual appearances—even if I am dreaming, this does not make it likely that my belief in the relevant proposition is false (cf. Imm. an. 14. 23). Indeed, as Augustine points out elsewhere, even if the world were to go out of existence, the truth of the relevant claims would not be affected (Lib. arb. 2. 8. 21).61 These remarks are followed by a brief interlude in which Augustine rehearses his earlier appeal to disjunctive claims (but this time appeals to disjunctions which pertain to ethics)62 and reconsiders the epistemic value of the senses while imagining what an Epicurean or Cyrenaic might say in their defence (C. Acad. 3. 11. 26).63

Augustine’s discussion of the senses and how a defender of the senses might respond to scepticism merit their own detailed discussion. However, here it may be noted that Augustine imagines the defender of the senses claiming that variations in appearances can be accounted for by examining their causal histories,64 and that one should refrain from taking oneself to know how things are in themselves (per se), but claim to know only how things appear to oneself (C. Acad. 3. 11. 26). Thus, Augustine thinks that the appropriate response to the sceptic on behalf of a defender of the senses is not to assent firmly to content of the form <x is F>, but instead to content like <x seems F to me> or <I am now being affected F-ly> (C. Acad. 3. 11. 26; Sol. 2. 3. 3).65 Elsewhere, Augustine seems to propose a similar line of thought and claims that the senses are not capable of misreporting how they are presently affected (e.g. Vera rel. 34. 62),66 and that it is the job of reason to form judgements concerning what the senses report.67 The precise role of the senses and of reason here is not entirely clear, but if there is to be genuine knowledge, then reason must be involved in a significant way (Lib. arb. 2. 3. 9).68

Whether Augustine’s remarks on the knowledge that may be gleaned from the senses constitute a correct or apt response to the sceptic is not entirely clear (and, as mentioned, the issue deserves a separate discussion).69 However, whatever might be said of the senses, Augustine’s defence of the possibility of knowledge in his Contra Academicos depends especially upon the sort of cognition yielded by reason alone independently of the senses.70 Thus, Augustine quickly returns to his earlier line of argument and goes on to say:

ego vero plura quam de quavis parte philosophiae. nam primo illas omnes propositiones, quibus supra usus sum, veras esse ista me docuit. deinde per istam novi alia multa vera. … si quattuor in mundo elementa sunt, non sunt quinque; si sol unus est, non sunt duo. … haec et alia multa, quae commemorare longissimum est, per istam didici vera esse, quoquo modo se habeant sensus nostri, in se ipsa vera. (C. Acad. 3. 13. 29)


[I know] more [about dialectic] than about any other part of philosophy. In the first place, it taught me that all the propositions I employed before are true. Furthermore, through dialectic, I know many other truths … [For instance,] if there are four elements in the world, then there are not five. If there is one Sun, then there are not two. … These, and many other claims, the recollecting of which would take too long, I learned were truths by means of this part of philosophy [i.e. dialectic]. Whatever state our senses might be in, these claims are true in themselves.

Augustine here claims that dialectica or ‘dialectic’71 has, in some sense, grounded the items of knowledge he has previously offered, such as (world-1), the various disjunctions and conditionals defended, and also his knowledge of certain arithmetical truths. Augustine seems to think the knowledge attained by dialectica is attained by reason alone, independently of the bodily senses,72 and that the relevant claims are immune to the attacks of the sceptics either because the relevant claims are true in themselves or else because they are cognized through dialectica and are thus immune to the attacks of the sceptics which appeal to the fallibility of the bodily senses.73

One might think that Augustine is too quick here on several fronts. In particular, Christopher Kirwan (‘Augustine against the Skeptics’, Augustine), who offers the most detailed and careful examination of this aspect of Augustine’s discussion, raises two worries: firstly, that Augustine fails to provide an account of the signs of truth of the relevant appearances and why the relevant appearances should be recognized as true; and secondly, that Augustine has committed some sort of scope fallacy in his knowledge claims in this area. Due to these two concerns—and what he takes to be Augustine’s failure to answer them—Kirwan judges that Augustine’s defence of knowledge should ultimately be regarded as a failure.74

The first objection is put neatly by Kirwan:

it is a defensible view that none of them [the class of true appearances] can be taken for false — that is, disbelieved — or even doubted; they compel assent. What he needs, then, is a reason for treating indubitability, or unrejectabiltiy, as a sign of truth. But unlike Descartes, Augustine offers us no such reason; so the game goes to the Academics. (Kirwan, Augustine, 29)


That is to say, even if we suppose that certain thoughts or appearances (including, for instance, the thought or appearance that three threes are nine) have a certain ‘mark’ (e.g. being regarded as clear or evident) or are impossible to doubt, Augustine—the objection runs—fails to provide us with an account of why only true appearances (i.e. thoughts or appearances the content of which is true) should have this feature.



The second objection that Kirwan raises is that Augustine commits some sort of scope fallacy in his defence of knowledge. Kirwan’s objection is not entirely clear.75 However, there is, I believe, a significant worry in the vicinity. To see its nature, consider again my belief that three threes make nine. The content of this belief is a necessary truth (as Augustine himself often emphasizes).76 In contrast to the claim that I am writing these words, it is not possible for the claim that three threes make nine to be false, and so long as I believe that claim, Augustine affirms, I cannot go wrong regardless of whether I am dreaming or otherwise adversely affected (C. Acad. 3. 11. 25, 13. 29). The worry here is that one might construe Augustine’s thinking to be limited to the following: from the fact that it is not possible that not-p (i.e. p is some necessary truth), it follows that it is not possible (regardless of what state I might be in, whether dreaming, etc.) to be mistaken in thinking that p. Put unambiguously: ¬ ◇ ¬ p ⊢ ¬ ◇ (Bp ∧ ¬ p).

Now, if that is indeed the limit of Augustine’s thought on the matter, then there is indeed a problem, for it secures infallible knowledge only on the cheap or conflates the modality of a proposition with the (in)fallibility of the means by which one forms judgements about it. What Augustine needs to show is not that his accepting that p or his appearance that p is such that some particular proposition p could not be false, for that will be trivially satisfied by assenting to any necessary truth (even if one merely assents to a necessary truth as a result of a guess). Instead, in order to show that there is infallible knowledge that (e.g.) three times three makes nine, Augustine must show not just that a person cannot possibly think <three times three makes nine> and be in error, but that one could not have formed a false belief or judgement concerning whether three times three makes nine or at least not when using the relevant method (cf. Sol. 1. 3. 8). Put unambiguously, what is needed is an account of why, for some field (e.g. arithmetic) or some method (e.g. the use of pure reason), someone could not arrive at a false judgement in that field or using that method.

While it is true that Augustine does not make his thinking concerning the epistemic security of arithmetical knowledge explicit in the Contra Academicos, it is not true that Augustine has no account to give. In fact, Augustine has a significant amount to say on the matter, and we find that in other works, his thought on the cognition of intelligible items is guided by concerns and views about object-directed thought which are closely related to those already examined above (see Section 3). More concretely, it turns out that Augustine thinks that the epistemic security of our cognition of intelligible items (such as mathematical objects) is grounded in large part on the fact that various possible sources of misrepresentation present in ordinary perceptual cognition are absent and that in cognizing intelligible items we need not rely on intermediaries, such as imagines, because the relevant intelligible items are always themselves immediately present and directly cognitively accessible to us.

Thus, for instance, in his Soliloquia, Augustine discusses mathematical knowledge as a kind of paradigm epistemic achievement which owes its epistemic security to its independence from the senses (Sol. 1. 3. 8–5. 11). Similarly, in De Magistro, after discussing the shortcomings of cognition attained by the bodily senses wherein we often do not have immediate and direct perceptual access to the relevant objects (Mag. 12. 39), Augustine emphasizes that when the mind cognizes intelligible items, it does so in such a way that these objects are directly accessible and present to the mind:

cum vero de his agitur, quae mente conspicimus, id est intellectu atque ratione, ea quidem loquimur, quae praesentia contuemur in illa interiore luce veritatis, qua ipse, qui dicitur homo interior, illustratur et fruitur.  (Mag. 12. 40)

When we consider those things observed by the mind, that is to say by intellect and reason, we are speaking of present things we contemplate in the inner light of truth, by which the so-called inner man is illuminated and rejoices.

We may thus always contemplate and think about intelligible objects of the relevant kind directly without having to rely upon remembered imagines which, even if accurate when formed, are like old photographs of long-lost relatives and may no longer accurately represent their objects due to a change in the object or a change in the imago. While Augustine says little more about the matter in De Magistro, this is a consistent thread in his thinking which he expands and develops in other works. Thus, in De libero arbitrio (written shortly later), Augustine offers additional remarks as to how our cognition of intelligible objects, such as numbers, is superior to that of sensible objects:

hoc ergo quod per omnes numeros esse immobile firmum incorruptumque conspicimus, unde conspicimus? non enim ullus ullo sensu corporis omnes numeros attingit, innumerabiles enim sunt. unde ergo novimus per omnes hoc esse, aut qua phantasia vel phantasmate tam certa veritas numeri per innumerabilia tam fidenter nisi in luce interiore conspicitur, quam corporalis sensus ignorat? his et talibus multis documentis coguntur fateri, quibus disputantibus deus donavit ingenium et pertinacia caliginem non obducit, rationem veritatemque numerorum et ad sensus corporis non pertinere et invertibilem sinceramque consistere et omnibus ratiocinantibus ad videndum esse communem.  (Lib. arb. 2. 8. 23–4)

How do we see what we see to be unalterable, firm and uncorrupted for all numbers? We do not make contact with all the numbers through any bodily sense; they are innumerable. How then do we know that this holds for all numbers? By what appearance or imagined construct can such certain truth about numbers be seen so confidently (unless it is in an inner light which the bodily senses ignore)? Those inquirers to whom God has granted the ability and who are not blinded by stubbornness are compelled by these and many such examples to admit that the intelligible structure and truth of numbers does not pertain to the bodily senses. It remains pure and unchangeable, and is seen in common by all who reason.  (trans. King, slightly modified)

As Augustine here emphasizes, there is a puzzle concerning how it is that we grasp things such as arithmetical truths because in cognizing numbers we do not rely upon appearances or imagined constructs in the manner that we frequently do elsewhere.77 However, while it is well known that Augustine often takes reason to be akin to sight and God to be like the sun which illuminates those things we see (e.g. Sol. 1. 1. 3, 6. 12, 8. 15),78 a satisfactory account of Augustine’s thought on the epistemic issues has not yet been given.79 What requires explaining is precisely why cognition of the relevant sort should be deemed especially secure and otherwise epistemically privileged.80

We have seen how Augustine thinks that in order to talk or think about a thing, something (either the thing itself or some imago of it) must be present to the speaker (see Section 3) and that we succeed in referring, denoting, talking about, or thinking about the relevant items by perceiving the items themselves or consulting imagines which stand in an appropriate relation to the relevant items. According to Augustine, our cognition of intelligible items, such as mathematical objects, is epistemically privileged because of the nature of object-directed thought when the object of thought is an intelligible item which is always directly accessible to the mind and because the sources of uncertainty and possible error which the sceptic uses to cast doubt upon the deliverances of the bodily senses are absent. It is by understanding properly these aspects of Augustine’s thought that we may better appreciate why Augustine takes our knowledge of certain arithmetical truths to have a privileged epistemic status. Several elements of this account deserve special attention.

Firstly, Augustine thinks that when the mind cognizes certain intelligible items, such as mathematical objects, it does so with a special unmediated directness as if consulting something present to itself (e.g. Mag. 12. 40; Trin. 8. 6. 9; Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15).81 The precise nature of this presence or unmediated directness is something which Augustine is puzzled by (e.g. Lib. arb. 2. 8. 20, 11. 30) and sometimes he is tempted to make sense of this unmediated directness by appealing to Platonic thoughts about recollection or reminiscence (e.g. Imm. an. 4. 6),82 or to Plotinian views according to which the mind does not contain representations of intelligible objects but the intelligible objects themselves.83 The Plotinian line of thought is difficult to understand satisfactorily,84 and in his mature works, Augustine does not ultimately endorse it (e.g. Trin. 12. 15. 24; Retr. 1. 8. 2) but instead favours the view that the mind is simply connected in some special, direct way to intelligible objects because of their kinship.85



Independently of the ‘location’ of the relevant intelligible objects, Augustine takes the immediate presence of such items to grant epistemic security in two principal ways. On the one hand, there is no need for intermediary representations or relying upon memory (as there is when consulting the relevant imagines in memoria) and just as a painter who aims for accuracy is better served by having their object in front of them, so too a thinker is better served by having their object present to them instead of relying upon a remembered imago. On the other hand, there is no medium between the object itself and the agent who apprehends it. In cases of ordinary perception, the perceptible object informs the relevant sense organ by producing its form (forma) or likeness (similitudo) in the sense organ in the manner of a seal leaving an impression upon wax; this likeness is then somehow committed to memory (e.g. Trin. 11. 2. 3 ff.; Civ. Dei 11. 27. 2; Ep. 147. 16. 38). However, as Augustine notices in the Contra Academicos (3. 11. 26), in bodily perception the medium may corrupt the likeness impressed upon the sense organ (as happens in the case of a stick appearing bent in water, cf. Vera rel. 34. 62). In contrast, in the case of intelligible items, there can be no misrepresentation of the object due to the medium because, quite simply, there is no intervening medium.86

Secondly, Augustine affords privileged epistemic status to the cognition of intelligible objects because of the nature of these objects and how they are apprehended. He frequently emphasizes that corporeal items are such that they are unstable, corruptible (i.e. they are changeable and often change simply as a result of being perceived), and typically only partially perceivable insofar as at any point in time we typically only perceive some part of the object and not the whole of it.87 Thus, for instance, Augustine emphasizes that the objects of smell and taste are such that when perceived they are corrupted and become part of the subject, and also that two distinct subjects cannot perceive the same part of the same thing (Lib. arb. 2. 7. 17, 19). Equally, the objects of the other senses are such that at any point in time we only perceive a part of the object and not the whole for we can only see a part of an object, or hear a particular temporal slice of a sound.88

Intelligible objects, such as numbers, and the grasp we are afforded of them differ significantly from corporeal objects and the grasp we are afforded of them in the relevant respects. Intelligible objects are supremely stable, incorruptible, universally accessible, and comprehensively graspable (we are not limited to grasping only some features of them at any given time), and they are not altered through being perceived (Lib. arb. 2. 8. 20–1; Div. qu. 32). Furthermore, Augustine often emphasizes that all humans—in virtue of having reason—may always directly access these objects and the truths about them (e.g. Lib. arb. 2. 8. 20, 24; 2. 12. 33). This affords our cognition of such intelligible objects a privileged epistemic status.

Thirdly, the proper means by which we cognize the truths of mathematics and certain other truths concerning intelligible items, i.e. intellectual vision (visio intellectualis) or the gaze of the mind (obtutus mentis, visus mentis, visio mentis), is such that it is infallible.89 As Augustine puts it:

intellectualis autem visio non fallitur …, sed adhibetur intellectus, quaerens quid illa significent vel utile doceant, et aut inveniens ad fructum suum pervenit aut non inveniens in disceptatione se tenet, ne aliqua perniciosa temeritate prolabatur in exitiabilem errorem.  (Gn. litt. 12. 14. 29)

But intellectual vision does not make mistakes …. However [in contrast with corporeal vision], when the intellect is employed, it seeks out what those things signify or whether they reveal something useful and either it makes a discovery, [thus] attaining its object, or it does not make a discovery, holding itself back in judgement.

Thus, when using so-called ‘intellectual vision’, the mind grasps its objects accurately or not at all (cf. Plot. Enn. 1. 1. 9. 12–13; 5. 8. 4. 4–6).90 Given that Augustine seems to think that forming judgements about a thing requires identifying it and picking it out or grasping or gazing upon it in thought (see Section 3), this indicates that—if we are using intellectual vision—then either we successfully grasp or alight upon the intelligible object and represent it accurately, or else we fail to grasp the intelligible and do not represent it at all. On this kind of view, failure does not result in errors of misrepresentation or mistakenly judging one’s objects; instead, failure results in not grasping one’s object and not forming any judgements.

Despite its pedigree (cf. Arist. Metaph.Θ. 10, 1051b17–1052a4; Philo, De ebrietate 157–8), such an account of the privileged epistemic status of intellection might seem mysterious. One might appeal to analogies to elucidate the account or render it plausible—for instance, a digital calculator either gives the right answer, or it does not give any answer; in no case does it yield a mistaken answer—but, simply put, for Augustine matters are as follows. In grasping intelligible items, intellectual vision is akin to a perceptive faculty like sight (Quant. an. 27. 53) or touch (Imm. an. 6. 10). However, it does not suffer from the shortcomings and sources of possible error that ordinary perception does. In perceiving corporeal objects or remembering corporeal objects we may misrepresent the objects in various ways despite having some grasp of them and, for the reasons discussed above (e.g. misrepresentations due to the medium, alterability of the object or imago), even when conditions are optimal, there is no guarantee that the objects are in themselves (per se) the way they seem to be (C. Acad. 3. 11. 26).

However, in cognizing intelligible objects by using intellectual vision, these possible sources of error and misrepresentation are absent. While our grasp of the relevant objects may not always be complete (cf. Mag. 11. 38–12. 40; Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15), when using intellectual vision we either grasp the intelligible object and thereby form accurate judgements (Lib. arb. 2. 8. 22), or we do not grasp the intelligible object and thereby do not form any judgements concerning that object. There is no room here for mistakes about the relevant object (Gn. litt. 12. 14. 29; Retr. 1. 8. 2; cf. Trin. 14. 6. 8). Accordingly, in using pure reason, Augustine thinks that we are guaranteed—due to the nature of the intelligible objects cognized, the faculty which cognizes them, and the mechanism by which the objects are cognized—not to make certain kinds of mistakes.

We may, of course, utter arithmetical falsehoods (e.g. by uttering ‘two plus three makes seven’) and Augustine is not committed to the claim that no one has ever made any mistakes in arithmetic. While intellectual vision is unerring, he leaves open the possibility that we can make mistaken judgements about mathematical claims by not using intellectual vision to apprehend the relevant intelligible items directly. Thus, for instance, Augustine would say that we may make mistakes in mathematics by (e.g.) relying upon memory (which he thinks we rely on whenever things take place over time, Gn. litt. 7. 18. 24), which is fallible. Moreover, even if what intellectual vision delivers is correct, we may misremember some step(s) in a complex argument or calculation and thereby form a mistaken judgement (cf. Sol. 1. 1. 1; C. Acad. 2. 9. 22), or we may go wrong by solving a geometrical problem by picturing the relevant shapes or numbers and thus relying upon imagination (which is a poor guide to intelligible items) rather than intellectual vision.91



Such attempts to safeguard the infallibility of intellectual vision and explain away errors that might otherwise be attributed to intellectual vision might not seem especially fruitful. After all, it does seem that some of us are more than capable of making errors in very simple sums without the intervention of either memory or imagination. Moreover, even if one were to accept the attempt to safeguard the infallibility of intellectual vision in the manner described above, one might worry that Augustine would, at best, have explained why a certain method or faculty (the use of pure reason or ‘intellectual vision’) is such that it does not allow of mistakes while still allowing for mistakes in arithmetical judgements.

That is to say, even if one accepts that intellectual vision is unerring, one might still make mistakes about arithmetic by using some other method and Augustine would need to provide a guarantee that one had used the epistemically secure method, i.e. intellectual vision or pure reason (as opposed to some other method, such as imagination), in forming judgements about arithmetical matters. All that can be said on this score is that the simple arithmetical truths Augustine appeals to are such that there is no disagreement about them (cf. Galen, Lib. prop. 19. 39. 17–41. 12) and that Augustine thinks that the deliverances of pure reason possess a special clarity and evidentness which other faculties lack (cf. Mag.12. 40; Lib. arb. 2. 10. 28).92 The clarity of such judgements is such that one should not doubt them (e.g. Ep. 147. 1. 4) and in such cases, one apprehends intelligible items directly and simply sees how things are (Lib. arb. 2. 12. 34).

The account just described is likely to leave the sceptic unmoved and others may find it to be, at best, a ‘likely story’ or ‘plausible myth’ (εἰκὼς μῦθος). I leave it to the reader to cast judgement at their leisure. However, I would emphasize three points. Firstly, such an account is not the result of some scope fallacy and seems to possess a significant measure of internal coherence. Secondly, whether or not such an account might ultimately be judged successful, it is neither fair nor accurate to say, as Kirwan does, that Augustine simply has nothing to say on these matters. Thirdly, whatever the problems such an account faces, appreciating these aspects of Augustine’s thought gives us a much better understanding of why Augustine thinks that mathematical knowledge is especially epistemically secure and helps shed light on a historically influential account of cognition.




5. Conclusion


On Augustine’s view, the lessons to be drawn from the arguments of the sceptical Academy are a certain sort of epistemic humility, an awareness of the epistemic limitations of much of what passes for knowledge, and the failings of those who place too much trust in the bodily senses and take ordinary perceptual knowledge to be the highest form of cognition.93 Neither the bodily senses nor the imagination can yield knowledge of God or the soul (Sol. 1. 14. 24; Ep. 147; 166. 2. 4), and humans are often misled by relying overly upon the bodily senses, as this often leads humans to think that the soul and God must be corporeal (Quant. an. 31. 63; Gn. litt. 10. 24. 40; cf. C. Acad. 3. 6. 13).

However, against the Academics (as he understands them), Augustine seeks to show that (nk) is false and that genuine knowledge may be attained when one depends upon reason rather than the bodily senses (Quant. an. 30. 58).94 Of course, as mentioned above, Augustine also differs from the Academics in that he does not take knowledge to be the norm of assent and allows for belief to be guided by faith and auctoritas. If the account I offer here is correct, then it sheds light not only upon Augustine’s response to the sceptic but also his views of language, cognition, and object-directed thought. Moreover, I hope to have shown that Augustine’s response to external world scepticism in the Contra Academicos does not rely upon the so-called ‘subjectivist’ view of language attributed to him by Burnyeat and Matthews, but instead upon another (significantly superior) semantic account and that Augustine’s views concerning the security of mathematical cognition appeal primarily to the directness and immediacy of such cognition.

When it comes to evaluating whether Augustine is ultimately successful in his defence of knowledge, one might think that for him, as for many others, no genuine victory against the sceptic is possible here. I have myself noted that Augustine’s response is not without weaknesses and the workings of the account which underlies his appeal to mathematical knowledge are especially likely to leave the sceptic, and many others, unmoved. However, three points in Augustine’s defence should be observed. Firstly, while the sceptic might challenge some of Augustine’s claims to knowledge by disputing (e.g.) the account of language on which his response to external world scepticism is based, in doing so the sceptic seems to no longer be playing by the rules of the game. For, as was noted above, it seems that what the sceptic is supposed to show the dogmatic philosopher is that—by his own lights—he cannot rightly claim to know that p. Insofar as Augustine appeals to deeper commitments that are not ad hoc about the nature of thought and language to respond to sceptical worries, and by doing so manages to defend certain items of infallible knowledge, it seems that he has some measure of success.

Secondly, it might seem that the knowledge Augustine seeks to rescue in the Contra Academicos is very minor. However, if his defence of knowledge is successful even in part, then he manages to show that at least some things can be (infallibly) known. The items of knowledge offered suffice to show both that universal suspension of assent is unwarranted and that inquiry is possible (as mentioned above, the practice of philosophy or an appropriate search for truth requires believing that the truth can be known, e.g. C. Acad. 2. 9. 23). The admission of some infallible knowledge would seem to serve not so much as a foundation upon which to establish further knowledge (as for Descartes), but as a paradigm for inquiry to aim towards.

Thirdly, Augustine seems to lift a page from the book of the Academics (cf. Cic. Tusc. 1. 8. 17 ff., 1. 11. 23) in that he points out that, even if one thinks that he has not successfully shown that (nk) is false, there is nonetheless a sort of victory to be grasped from the jaws of defeat. For if Augustine—a person who takes himself currently to lack wisdom (C. Acad. 3. 12. 27; Sol. 1. 4. 9–10; Ord. 1. 5. 13)—has merely plausibly argued that some things can be known for certain, then he has nonetheless succeeded in rendering dubious the claim that knowledge is impossible and thus rendered doubtful that one should despair of attaining knowledge and refrain from assent (C. Acad. 3. 12. 27, 14. 30; cf. Sol. 1. 4. 9 ff.). That is to say, Augustine has shown either that (nk) is false or, more modestly, that it is plausible that (nk) is false. Either way, universal suspension of assent and pessimism about knowing the truth are unwarranted and this suffices for Augustine’s aim of providing medicine to those suffering from the Academic malaise (cf. C. Acad. 2. 1. 1, 9. 23). One’s ardour for discovering the truth should not be dimmed by the arguments of the Academics or those who claim that knowledge is impossible. Humans may live in the hope of knowledge rather than despair of it and may—and indeed should—search for truth accordingly (C. Acad. 2. 9. 23; Sol. 1. 14. 24–15. 28; Trin. 9. 1. 1).
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2

Regulae, 10. 362–3 AT: circa illa tantum obiecta oportet versari, ad quorum certam & indubitatam cognitionem nostra ingenia videntur sufficere … si bene calculum ponamus, solae supersint arithmetica & geometria ex scientiis iam inventis, ad quas huius regulae observatio nos reducat.


3

Grundlagen §105: Man könnte wohl mit Abänderung eines bekannten Satzes sagen: der eigentliche Gegenstand der Vernunft ist die Vernunft. Wir beschäftigen uns in der Arithmetik mit Gegenständen, die uns nicht als etwas Fremdes von außen durch Vermittelung der Sinne bekannt werden, sondern die unmittelbar der Vernunft gegeben sind, welche sie als ihr Eigenstes völlig durchschauen kann.


4
 E.g. C. Acad. 2. 1. 1, 9. 23; 3. 15. 34, 20. 43; Util. cred. 8. 20; Ench. 7. 20; Retr. 1. 1. 1.


5

G. B. Matthews, ‘Consciousness and Life’ [‘Consciousness’], Philosophy, 52 (1977), 13–26; Thought’s Ego in Augustine and Descartes [Thought’s Ego] (London, 1992); and M. F. Burnyeat, ‘Idealism and Greek Philosophy: What Descartes Saw and Berkeley Missed’ [‘Idealism’], Philosophical Review, 91 (1982), 3–40.


6
 C. Kirwan, ‘Augustine against the Skeptics’, in M. F. Burnyeat (ed.), The Skeptical Tradition [Skeptical Tradition] (Berkeley, 1983), 205–23; and Augustine (London, 1989).


7
 Augustine sometimes shows awareness that the views of the sceptical Academy may have developed (e.g. C. Acad. 3. 17. 39) or else distinguishes between the stances of (e.g.) Arcesilaus and Carneades (e.g. C. Acad. 2. 6. 14). However, he often speaks generically of ‘the Academic’ as arguing for (nk) and (na) (e.g. C. Acad. 2. 5. 12; 3. 5. 11, 12, 10. 22, 16. 35).


8
 E.g. C. Acad. 2. 5. 11, 6. 14; 3. 5. 12, 10. 22, 14. 31–2, 16. 35; cf. Sol. 1. 3. 8–4. 9; Ench. 7. 20.


9
 In speaking of knowledge as being infallible, I have in mind more or less the same thing as, for instance, David Lewis (e.g. D. Lewis, ‘Elusive Knowledge’, Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 74 (1996), 549–67). Slightly more concretely, I can say that, as Augustine conceives of this kind of knowledge, it is, like all knowledge, factive. If one knows that p, then p is true (C. Acad. 3. 3. 5, 4. 10; Div. qu. 32; Trin. 15. 10. 17; cf. Sol. 2. 1. 1, 11. 20). Furthermore, Augustine takes knowledge to be infallible in that if one (infallibly) knows that p, then one’s appearance that p—that to which one assents in believing the relevant proposition—‘shares no commonality with false appearances’ (C. Acad. 3. 9. 18; cf. Civ. Dei 11. 26; Trin. 15. 12. 21; Cic. Acad. 2. 34) or ‘appears in such a way that something false could not so appear’ (C. Acad. 3. 9. 21). Such remarks seem to be best understood as claiming that if one knows that p, then one’s appearance that p is such that it is not possible that not-p (C. Acad. 2. 5. 11, 6. 14; 3. 3. 5, 9. 18, 9. 21; Sol. 1. 3. 8–4. 9), or that it is necessary, given the appearance upon which or the method through which one came to accept that p, that p (C. Acad. 1. 3. 7, 7. 19; Ench. 7. 20; Trin. 15. 12. 21; Retr. 1. 14. 3; cf. Jo. Ev. trans. 37. 3). It should be added that Augustine elsewhere frequently emphasizes that knowledge of the relevant kind is a thoroughly rational cognitive state. It is something which we attain through reason (per rationem, Quant. an. 30. 58; Util. cred. 11. 25; Retr. 1. 14. 3), which requires a grasp of reasons (e.g. C. Acad. 1. 7. 19; Sol. 1. 4. 9; Quant. an. 30. 58), and which is proper to the rational part of the soul, i.e. the mind (e.g. Lib. arb. 2. 3. 8–9; Util. cred. 11. 25). For discussion of Augustine’s epistemic vocabulary and his conception of the relevant cognitive states, see T. Nawar, ‘Augustine on the Varieties of Understanding and Why There is No Learning from Words’ [‘Varieties of Understanding’], Oxford Studies in Medieval Philosophy, 3 (2015), 1–31.


10
 Augustine recognizes that the Academics dialectically drew upon theses of their Stoic opponents to argue for (nk) and (na) and that in arguing for (nk), the Academic sceptics seem to have been especially concerned with targeting the Stoic account of knowledge or apprehension (C. Acad. 2. 5. 11; cf. 2. 6. 14; 3. 7. 16, 9. 18, 10. 22; cf. S.E. M. 7. 150, 153).


11
 There is evidence that (some of) the Academics refrained from assent due to the equal strength of opposing arguments (D.L. 4. 28; cf. Plut. St. Rep. 1037c). If that is true of the Academics more generally, then Augustine misconstrues the basis of suspension of judgement in Academic scepticism. However, there is also evidence that some Academics, such as Arcesilaus and Carneades, argued from the impossibility of apprehension or knowledge to suspension of judgement in the manner supposed by Augustine (e.g. Cic. Acad. 1. 45–6; 2. 59, 68, 78; S.E. M. 7. 150–7).


12
 Whether Arcesilaus argued for (nk) and (na) merely dialectically (Philodemus, Index Academicorum 20. 2–4; S.E. M. 7. 150; cf. P. Couissin, ‘Le stoïcisme de la Nouvelle Académie’, Revue d’histoire de la philosophie, 3 (1929), 241–76, G. Striker, ‘Sceptical Strategies’ [‘Strategies’], in M. Schofield, M. Burnyeat, and J. Barnes (eds.), Doubt and Dogmatism: Studies in Hellenistic Epistemology (Oxford, 1980), 54–83) or doxastically accepted the premises, reasoning, and conclusions of his arguments (Cic. Acad. 1. 45; 2. 29, 59, 66–7; D.L. 4. 28, 32; S.E. PH 1. 226, 232) was not entirely clear even in antiquity (cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 148). There are reports of Academics ‘quasi-apprehending’ (nk) and (na) (e.g. Gellius, Noct. Att. 11. 5. 8) and some Academics drew distinctions between different kinds of assent (Acad. 2. 104). On some interpretations (originating with Philo of Larissa and Metrodorus), Carneades seems to have demurred from certain construals of (na) but allowed for certain sorts of assent (e.g. Cic. Acad. 2. 59, 67, 78, 112). However, whether Carneades himself put even these thoughts forward merely dialectically or not was unclear to even his keenest students (Cic. Acad. 2. 139).


13
 Augustine considers whether the Academics suspended judgement about (na) and (nk) (cf. C. Acad. 3. 5. 11–12, 18. 41) or else secretly maintained Platonist doctrines (C. Acad. 2. 10. 24; 3. 7. 14, 17. 37–18. 40; cf. S.E. PH 1. 234). However, he seems to treat (nk) in particular as a decretum (‘doctrine’) of the public teachings of the Academy (C. Acad. 3. 8. 17; cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 29).


14

Ep. 1. 2; C. Acad. 3. 20. 43; Ord. 1. 4. 10; Trin. 15. 12. 21; cf. C. Acad. 2. 1. 1; Ench. 7. 20; Retr. 1. 1. 1.


15
 E.g. Cic. Acad. 1. 42, 45; 2. 66–8, 77, 133; S.E. M. 7. 157; D.L. 7. 162; Stob. 2. 111. 18–112. 8 = LS 41G = SVF 3. 548.


16
 Sceptics were frequently charged with being inconsistent (Cic. Acad. 2. 28–9, 39, 61, 108–9; Lucr. 4. 469–72; cf. S.E. PH 1. 14, 1. 200; 2. 188; D.L. 9. 76) or else being condemned to inaction (e.g. Cic. Acad. 2. 31, 109–10; Plut. Adv. Col. 1108 d, 1119 c–d, 1122 a; D.L. 9. 104; S.E. M. 11. 162; PH 1. 23–4, 226). Augustine argues that the policy associated with Carneades (Cic. Acad. 2. 99, 104) of either assenting to or perhaps merely ‘following’ without assenting to (Cic. Acad. 2. 59, 99, 104, 108; S.E. M. 7. 185) the ‘probable’ (probabile) or ‘truthlike’ (verisimile) involves several absurdities or inconsistencies (C. Acad. 2. 7. 16, 7. 19–8. 20, 11. 26–13. 30; cf. Lucr. 4. 473–7) and that action-guiding judgement requires more than assent to probabilities or verisimilitudes (C. Acad. 3. 16. 35–6). For discussion, see Kirwan, Augustine, 20–22; B. Dutton, Augustine and Academic Skepticism: A Philosophical Study [Augustine] (Ithaca, 2016), especially 75–94.


17
 Cf. Ep. 1. 2; Ench. 7. 20.


18
 Cf. ‘Someone who has doubts about many things is no wiser than one who has never given them a thought’ (neque doctior est qui de multis dubitat, quam qui de iisdem nunquam cogitavit, Descartes Regulae AT 10. 362, trans. Cottingham, Stoothoff, and Murdoch).


19
 The Pyrrhonian sceptics also complained that by adhering to (nk), the Academics were not genuine inquirers (S.E. PH 1. 1–4, 7; 2. 1). For discussion of whether the Pyrrhonian sceptics themselves could live up to their claims about being seekers of truth, see G. Striker, ‘Scepticism as a Kind of Philosophy’, Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie, 83 (2001), 113–29, C. Perin, ‘Pyrrhonian Scepticism and the Search for Truth’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 30 (2006), 337–60.


20
 On Augustine’s understanding, the sceptics’ master argument in support of (nk) is that infallible knowledge lies beyond our reach because for any true appearance there is a false appearance indistinguishable from it (cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 83) and—or so suggests the sceptic—this indicates that for any appearance that p, it is possible that not-p (C. Acad. 3. 9. 21, 11. 24; cf. C. Acad. 2. 5. 12; 3. 1. 1; Ench. 7. 20). Cicero also seems to regard this, or something like this, as Carneades’ master argument (e.g. Cic. Acad. 2. 40–1; cf. Acad. 2. 34, 83).


21
 Like Cicero (Tusc. 1. 8. 16–17; ND 2. 20; Fin. 1. 29), Augustine seems to think that discussion without interruptions can sometimes be better for the presentation of an argument (C. Acad. 2. 11. 25; 3. 4. 9; Sol. 2. 7. 14).


22
 The Stoics thought that knowledge or apprehension (κατάληψις, perceptio, comprehensio) was the result of assenting to a kataleptic appearance (S.E. M. 7. 151), i.e. an appearance which ‘is from what is and is stamped and impressed exactly in accordance with what is, and is of such a kind that it could not arise from what is not’ (ἡ ἀπὸ ὑπάρχοντος καὶ κατ’ αὐτὸ τὸ ὑπάρχον ἐναπομεμαγμένη καὶ ἐναπεσϕραγισμένη, ὁποία οὐκ ἂν γένοιτο ἀπὸ μὴ ὑπάρχοντος, S.E. M. 7. 248; cf. M. 7. 402, 426; 11. 183; D.L. 7. 46, 50). How to understand this definition is controversial (cf. M. Frede, ‘Stoics and Skeptics on Clear and Distinct Impressions’, in Burnyeat, Skeptical Tradition, 65–93; T. Nawar, ‘The Stoic Account of Apprehension’, Philosophers’ Imprint, 14 (2014), 1–21), but it is clear that the Stoics distinguish knowledge or apprehension (κατάληψις) from a more elevated cognitive state, epistēmē, which is the exclusive preserve of the sage and is formed of items of knowledge or apprehension(s) made absolutely steadfast by reason (Cic. Acad. 1. 41–2; 2. 145; S.E. M. 7. 151; Stob. 2. 73. 16–74. 3 Wachsmuth-Heinze = LS 41H = SVF 3. 112; cf. Augustine, Quant. an. 30. 58). Augustine regards the Stoic account of knowledge or apprehension with cautious approval (Sol. 1. 4. 10). Precisely how Augustine engages with what he found in Cicero’s Academica deserves its own discussion (cf. B. Dutton, ‘Augustine, Academic Skepticism, and Zeno’s Definition’, Augustiniana, 53 (2003), 7–30; T. Reinhardt, ‘Cicero and Augustine on Grasping the Truth’, in G. M. Müller and F. M. Zini (eds.), Philosophie in Rom—Römische Philosophie? (Berlin, 2018), 305–24). Here it suffices to note that Augustine offers several seemingly non-equivalent articulations of the Stoic account:
(A) ‘[Zeno said that] the truth which can be apprehended is that which is impressed on the soul from what it comes from in such a way that it could not be from that which it does not come from’ (id verum percipi posse, quod ita esset animo inpressum ex eo, unde esset, ut esse non posset ex eo, unde non esset, C. Acad. 2. 5. 11; cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 18).

(B) ‘This can be more briefly and plainly said thus: the truth can be apprehended by these signs; what is false cannot have these signs’ (quod brevius planiusque sic dicitur, his signis verum posse conprehendi, quae signa non potest habere quod falsum est, C. Acad. 2. 5. 11).

(C) ‘Zeno contended that nothing could be apprehended except the truth which is such that it may be distinguished from the false by means of dissimilar marks’ (Zeno … contenderetque nihil percipi posse, nisi quod verum ita esset, ut dissimilibus notis a falso discerneretur, C. Acad. 2. 6. 14, cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 33, 36, 46, 51–4).

(D) ‘But let us see what Zeno said. The appearance that can be grasped and apprehended is such that it does not have signs in common with the false’ (sed videamus quid ait Zeno: tale scilicet visum comprehendi et percipi posse, quale cum falso non haberet signa communia, C. Acad. 3. 9. 18, cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 34).

(E) ‘[Zeno] said that the appearance that can be grasped is that which appears in such a way that a falsehood could not [so] appear’ (id visum ait posse comprehendi, quod sic appareret, ut falsum apparere non posset, C. Acad. 3. 9. 21).

In (A), Augustine seems to assume a causal account. However, the other formulations offer no explicit causal stipulations. Instead, they claim that a kataleptic appearance is such that it has some feature (e.g. nota, C. Acad. 2. 6. 14 = (C); signum, C. Acad. 2. 5. 11 = (B), 3. 9. 18 = (D)) which false appearances lack and in virtue of which it may be distinguished from false appearances. It is assumed that this feature is accessible to the epistemic subject (C. Acad. 3. 9. 21 = (E)) and we may take this feature to be something like being clear (evidens, manifesta, C. Acad. 2. 3. 9; 3. 11. 25; cf. 3. 10. 22; Civ. Dei 19. 18). The kind of knowledge that Augustine goes on to defend is seemingly not the primary focus of (and, indeed, is not obviously catered for by) the Stoic account of knowledge or apprehension (κατάληψις), which seems to have focused primarily on giving an account of ordinary perceptual knowledge.



23
 It was often thought that the claims of physics were especially prone to dispute or vulnerable to Academic attack (Cic. Acad. 2. 55, 116; cf. Ptol. Alm. 1. 1. 6; Galen, Lib. prop. 19. 39. 17–41. 12).


24
 That the world was one was maintained by the Stoics and denied by the Epicureans (Civ. Dei 12. 12; 18. 41; D.L. 7. 143; Lucr. 2. 1052–1104; Cic. ND 1. 52–3) and the discussion had ancient pedigree (Simpl. In Phys. 178. 14–28 Diels).


25
 The text for Augustine’s Contra Academicos, De Magistro, and De libero arbitrio is from W. M. Green and K.-D. Klaus, Aurelii Augustini Opera: Contra Academicos, De Beata Vita, De Ordine, De Magistro, De libero arbitrio (Turnholt, 1970). The text for Augustine’s De Genesi ad Litteram is from P. Agaësse and A. Solignac (eds. and trans.), La Genèse au sens littéral, 2 vols. (Bruges, 1972). The text for Augustine’s De trinitate is from W. J. Mountain (ed.), Aurelii Augustini Opera: De trinitate Libri XV, 2 vols. (Turnhout, 1968) The text for Augustine’s Confessiones is from M. Skutella (ed.), Augustinus: Confessiones (Berlin, 2009).


26
 I prefer not to take (world-1) to be a tautology or logical truth of the form α ∨ ¬α. Augustine treats ‘the world’ as a referential expression and while the disjunction he offers might look like an exhaustive disjunction, it is not. Augustine’s claim has existential import since, in order for the disjunctive claim he offers to be true, the existence of a referent for ‘the world’ is required. It is the presupposition or requirement that ‘the world’ has a referent which the sceptic will go on to question in order to put (world-1) in doubt (see below, in this section). If (world-1) were true in virtue of logical form, then both the sceptic’s strategy and Augustine’s own would be misguided.


27
 E.g. Burnyeat, ‘Idealism’, 23, K. Vogt, ‘Why Ancient Sceptics Don’t Doubt the Existence of the External World: Augustine and the Beginnings of Modern Skepticism’, in G. D. Williams and K. Volk (eds.), Roman Reflections: Studies in Latin Philosophy (Oxford, 2015), 260–74.


28
 For doubts, see R. Sorabji, Time, Creation, and the Continuum: Theories in Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (London, 1983), 287–96; G. Fine, ‘Sextus and External World Scepticism’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 24 (2003), 341–85; E. K. Emilsson, Plotinus on Intellect (Oxford, 2007), 173–5.


29
 Later Platonists thought their own concerns about intelligible and sensible worlds went at least as far back as Anaxagoras and Empedocles (e.g. Simpl. In Phys. 156. 13–157. 24, 160. 20–7 Diels; cf. DK 59 B 12). Augustine’s own worries about the reference of ‘mundus’ and issues pertinent to external world scepticism are in fact probably motivated by several issues: (a) worries about the existential import of terms (notable in texts with which Augustine was familiar, e.g. Cic. Tusc. 1. 6. 10–7. 14; cf. 1. 37. 90); (b) certain sorts of thought experiments and geometrical manipulations (e.g. Augustine, Ep. 7. 2. 4); (c) imagining of various worlds (Quant. an. 5. 9); (d) questions about what might happen if the world is destroyed after one has perceived it (e.g. Lib. arb. 2. 8. 21); (e) questions concerning the truthmakers for claims about the destruction of the world after it no longer exists (e.g. Sol. 2. 2. 2, 15. 28); (f) broader worries about existential import, sometimes connected with God’s omnipotence (e.g. C. Faust. 26. 5); (g) worries about how many worlds there are (Augustine later signals agreement with the Platonist view that there are two worlds, C. Acad. 3. 17. 37); and (h) the reference of ‘mundus’ when, for instance, Christ claims ‘my kingdom is not of this world’ (regnum meum non est de hoc mundo [John 18:36], e.g. Ord. 1. 11. 32; cf. ‘caelum’, Conf. 12. 13. 16).


30
 Peter King raises the following worry: ‘Logical truths have no subject matter and therefore are not about the world’ (‘Augustine on Knowledge’ [‘Knowledge’], in D. Meconi and E. Stump (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Augustine, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 2014), 142–65, at 145). According to King, since disjunctions are true in virtue of their logical form, they are not truths about physics or the world at all. There are two rejoinders here. Firstly, while I agree with King that the relevant claims (such as (world-1)) are rather thin, as noted above, I do not think they are true in virtue of logical form in the manner King supposes. On this point, I should add that in his translation of the Contra Academicos, King reads the passage this way: ‘I’m certain that the world is either one [in number] or not’ (P. King, Augustine: Against the Academicians and The Teacher (Indianapolis, 1995), at 73). On the most natural reading of the English, the negation has narrow scope. Secondly, even if one were to interpret Augustine’s remarks as being true in virtue of their logical form, then one might (plausibly) reply that the claims are still about something by indicating that the truthmaker of a disjunction is what makes one of its disjuncts true and that this truthmaker is its subject matter.


31
 On the text here, see T. Fuhrer, Augustin: Contra Academicos (vel De Academicis) Bücher 2 und 3, Einleitung und Kommentar (Berlin, 1997), 484.


32
 ‘Augustine suggests that one give the name ‘world” to whatever impressions one has’ (Matthews, ‘Consciousness’, 25). See also G. B. Matthews, Thought’s Ego, 64–6.


33
 Cf. P. Bearsley, ‘Augustine and Wittgenstein on Language’, Philosophy, 58 (1983), 229–36, at 235, Dutton, Augustine, 180–2. The one significant challenge to this kind of interpretation of which I am aware is offered by C. Bolyard, ‘Augustine, Epicurus, and External World Skepticism’ [‘Augustine’], Journal of the History of Philosophy, 44 (2006), 157–68. Bolyard criticizes Burnyeat’s account for failing to prove the existence of the external world (Bolyard, ‘Augustine’, 162)—something which it does not attempt to do—and offers an alternative ‘Epicurean realist’ interpretation of Augustine. Bolyard takes Augustine to follow Epicurus in thinking our appearances of sensible things are the result of streams of images (εἴδωλα) projected from sensible things and maintains: ‘Epicurus holds that a true correspondence exists not between the impression and the qualities of the external object, but rather between the impression and the images: sensation is infallible insofar as it accurately reports the state of the images informing it. Thus, for Epicurus, global skepticism fails … With this understanding of Epicureanism, we can see how it provides a convenient interpretation of Augustine’s quasi-earth passage. If all impressions are true, even those occurring in dreams and hallucinations, then it will immediately follow that global skepticism fails’ (‘Augustine’, 167). Bolyard’s interpretation faces a number of difficulties. Firstly, as Bolyard acknowledges, the response attributed to Augustine ‘appears to be question-begging with respect to skeptical worries’ (‘Augustine’, 168). Secondly, there is no good textual evidence to suppose that Augustine maintains the Epicurean account of perception that Bolyard attributes to him. In fact, in contrast with the Epicureans, Augustine denies that all perceptions are true (e.g. Sol. 2. 3. 3). Thirdly, Augustine’s psychology is such that any Epicurean account of perception would be inconsistent with many of his deepest commitments concerning the nature of the soul and its relation to the body (e.g. Augustine thinks the soul is not directly affected by the body; cf. Quant. an. 23. 41; 25. 48; Mus. 6. 5. 10; Gn. litt. 7. 14. 20; 12. 16. 33).


34
 ‘When this two-syllable noun “mundus” is said … what it signifies becomes known through the body, i.e. through the bodily eyes. For the world, insofar as it is known, is known by those who see’ (hoc enim nomen disyllabum cum dicitur, mundus, … quod significat per corpus innotuit, id est per oculos carnis. mundus quippe in quantum notus est videntibus notus est, Trin. 13. 1. 4).


35
 Moreover, Augustine is not even in a good position to claim that the possibility adduced by the (imagined) sceptic can be ruled out as an impossibility because, as noted above, he himself elsewhere entertains similar possibilities (e.g. Sol. 2. 2. 2, 15. 28; Lib. arb. 2. 8. 21).


36
 On the one hand, the perceptual-type relation might be understood to have a causal element. Thus, Augustine’s response could be rendered consistent throughout for he would be making essentially the same point (‘the world’ refers to the external thing which causes the subject’s appearances). However, thus construed Augustine’s response is question-begging. On the other hand, the perceptual-type relation might be understood not to have a causal element and construed purely phenomenologically (so that one may stand in this quasi-perceptual-type relation to e.g. one’s appearances or to queer objects, such as the objects of hallucination). This more naturally supports the subjectivist or solipsist reading.


37
 Augustine often uses this ‘quasi’ language to describe the imagines of the soul, which he takes to be quasi-material insofar as they are a bit like matter or seem material (e.g. Ep. 13. 2; Quant. an. 14. 23; Gn. litt. 7. 6. 9; 12. 7. 16, 21. 44, 23. 49, 26. 53; Trin. 13. 1. 4; Civ. Dei 8. 5; 18. 18; 21. 10). While they are likenesses of bodies, they are not corporeal as, unlike corporeal things, they have no resistance and they do not occupy space in the manner that bodies do (Quant. an. 5. 8–9, 14. 23; Conf. 10. 8. 15; An. et or. 4. 12. 17, 17. 25–18. 26, 21. 35; Gn. litt. 7. 6. 9, 21. 29; Ep. 147. 16. 38, 17. 43; 166. 2. 4; Trin. 10. 5. 7; 11. 2. 3; cf. Plot. Enn. 4. 4. 23. 20–8; 5. 1. 5; 5. 3. 8, 11; 5. 4. 2).


38
 E.g. ‘Words convey thoughts, but it is unclear whether Augustine means that words signify the thoughts they convey or the things which are the subject matter of those thoughts (or both)’ (Kirwan, Augustine, 40).


39
 Thus, for instance, Augustine’s remarks in [1]—that the sceptic never sought to put in doubt that the speaker had certain appearances—are rendered irrelevant or false. Equally, such a reading requires taking [3]–[6] to confusingly repeat the point made in [2] (which is a poor reading of the text) and struggles to accommodate those remarks in which Augustine seems to offer a revisionary account of the signification of ‘the world’.


40
 Thanks to the editor, Victor Caston, for suggestions regarding presentation of the argument. The discussion that follows concerning Augustine’s semantics was much improved by the comments and criticisms of two anonymous readers and the editor.


41
 As noted above, this would only safeguard the truth of the relevant claims Augustine has offered, such as (world-1) (i.e. the content of ‘either the world is one or it is not one’), in a question-begging fashion by denying the possibility which the sceptic raises without offering any reasons for doing so.


42
 As noted above, this has numerous adverse consequences such as getting the truth-conditions of most statements entirely wrong and rendering intersubjective reference difficult or perhaps impossible.


43
 It seems that (1) has to be granted by the sceptic if there is to be an argument. Equally, (2) should be granted by the sceptic because, as Augustine himself notes in (1), the sceptic never sought to put in doubt that his opponent had certain appearances. The situation concerning (3) and (4) is slightly trickier (I discuss the matter of the sceptic’s relation to logical principles in Section 4), but here it suffices to note that the claims are extremely plausible, dialectically effective, and that Augustine does not think that the sceptic may challenge (3) or (4).


44
 Discussion of dialectical requirements is a delicate matter. However, it seems that what the sceptic should show is that the dogmatic philosopher cannot, by his own lights (i.e. the lights of the dogmatic philosopher), rightly claim to know that p (and this is how the Academics are construed by those who adopt dialectical readings of Academic scepticism). The sceptic’s challenge need not be consistent with the particular knowledge claims being challenged (e.g. the sceptic can challenge the existence of the external world if the dogmatic philosopher claims to know that it exists or presupposes that it exists), but it does seem that the sceptic’s challenge should be consistent with the dogmatic philosopher’s other central commitments. Thus, for instance, if (5) is a dialectical and ad hoc manoeuvre on Augustine’s part, then this may be challenged by the sceptic. However, if (5) is a consequence of a more considered linguistic theory, then the sceptic should leave it in place while challenging the presupposition that the external world exists. The sceptic is within their right to challenge the linguistic theory, but in doing so they are changing the subject.


45
 In examining what ‘si’ (‘if’) signifies, Adeodatus claims: ‘It seems to me that “if” signifies doubt. Now where is doubt but in the mind?’ (Mag. 2. 3). The second word, ‘nihil’ (‘nothing’) poses a similar problem, and after some to-and-fro on the issue, Augustine suggests that the word also signifies a certain state of mind (affectio animi, Mag. 2. 3).


46
 Augustine has been accused of confusion or lack of clarity on the issue (e.g. Kirwan, Augustine, 40). However, there is no inconsistency. As E. Bermon (ed. and trans.), La signification et l’enseignement: texte latin, traduction française et commentaire du De magistro de Saint Augustin [‘La signification’] (Paris, 2007), 178–215 points out, Augustine’s remarks in De Magistro (2. 3–4) should not be taken (as they are often taken) to claim that all token linguistic expressions denote psychological states. The claim is put forward provisionally in order to explicate what certain token syncategorematic terms and certain token interjections signify (cf. Doc. Chr. 2. 11. 16; S. Dom. in Monte 1. 9. 23). Bermon does not discuss what this implies for Augustine’s account of reference or denotation more generally and merely notes that the text I cite below from Mag. 12. 39 is ‘difficile’ (La signification, 472).


47
 E.g. G. B. Matthews, ‘Augustine on Speaking from Memory’, American Philosophy Quarterly, 2 (1965), 157–60. Cf. G. O’Daly, Augustine’s Philosophy of Mind [Philosophy of Mind] (London, 1987), 138–43.


48
 I’d like to thank an anonymous reader and Victor Caston for several helpful criticisms and suggestions which pressed me to improve several of my views (and the articulation of these views) about Mag. 12. 39 and Augustine’s views about consulting and denoting.


49
 In several places (e.g. Dial. 10, Trin. 8. 4. 7–5. 7), Augustine is inclined to think that an idea denotes something in virtue of that thing satisfying the relevant descriptive content of the idea. This kind of descriptivism seems to have had precedent among Christian thinkers and later Platonists and Stoics (e.g. Ammonius, In De Int. 43. 8–12; Origen, De Oratione 24. 2. 1–7; Basil of Caesara, Adv. Eunomium 29. 577. 35–580. 4; cf. A. Graeser, ‘The Stoic Theory of Meaning’, in J. Rist (ed.), The Stoics (Berkeley, 1978), 77–100, P. Kalligas, ‘Basil of Caesarea on the Semantics of Proper Names’, in K. Ierodiakonou (ed.), Byzantine Philosophy and its Ancient Sources (Oxford, 2002), 31–48, T. Nawar, ‘The Stoics on Identity, Identification, and Peculiar Qualities’, Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, 32 (2017), 113–59). However, Augustine thinks that, in the manner of a cluster descriptivist theory, ‘Paul’ can succeed in denoting or referring to the Apostle Paul despite significant inaccuracies in the associated content (Trin. 8. 4. 7–5. 7), and he also seems to entertain the notion that ideas denote in virtue of standing in a suitable causal relation to their objects (e.g. Trin. 8. 6. 9). Augustine’s thought on these matters is complicated by at least three facts. Firstly, an idea may denote or represent x at least partly in virtue of sharing the same form as x (but this cannot be the whole story as isomorphism of this kind is symmetric and one would not want to say that x also represents the imago). Secondly, Augustine distinguishes between different kinds of imagines on the basis of how they are formed, notably he distinguishes between remembered representations (phantasiae) of Carthage, formed through the bodily senses, and imagined representations (phantasmata), formed through imagination (e.g. Ep. 7; Mus. 6. 11. 32; Trin. 8. 4. 7–6. 9; 9. 6. 10; 15. 7. 13). Thirdly, in his De trinitate, this kind of account is supplemented by an account of non-linguistic ‘inner words’ (e.g. Trin 15. 10. 17–15. 25) which seem similar to Fodor’s mentalese. A full account of the issues is beyond the scope of this paper. For the sake of simplicity, something like a descriptivist account may be assumed.


50
 As Augustine points out in another context, we should not confuse the two (Trin. 9. 11. 16).


51
 A different kind of example, inspired by a reader’s objection, might also be helpful. Consider a speaker’s utterance of the following argument: (I) Tibbles is a cat; (II) if Tibbles is a cat, then Tibbles is cute; therefore, (III) Tibbles is cute. Assume that a speaker articulating this argument is able to perceive Tibbles when uttering (I) but is not able to perceive Tibbles when asserting (II). Accordingly, in asserting (II) the speaker will consult their imago of Tibbles. So long as Tibbles stands in the appropriate relation to the speaker’s relevant imago, the speaker will succeed in referring to or denoting Tibbles in both (I) and (II). Thus, the object of denotation or reference remains constant and there is no reference shift between (I) and (II). What will vary between the speaker’s utterance of (I) and (II) is the means by which Tibbles is denoted and the speaker will denote Tibbles less directly in asserting (II).


52
 It may also explain Augustine’s relevant remarks (‘we speak not of the things themselves, but of the images impressed by them and committed to memory’) in De Magistro (12. 39).


53
 Thus, for instance, Kaplan proposes that the reference of demonstrative-tokens is fixed by what the speaker is perceiving and their intentions at the time of utterance in such a way that, e.g., if S uses a demonstrative to refer to x, then S perceives x and S intended to refer to x. See D. Kaplan, ‘Demonstratives: An Essay on the Semantics, Logic, Metaphysics, and Epistemology of Demonstratives and Other Indexicals’, in J. Almog, J. Perry, and H. Wettstein (eds.), Themes from Kaplan (Oxford, 1989), 481–563.


54
 Cf. ‘A name is that by which a god or a human receives its individual identification; when we say “that Jupiter”, “this Apollo”, “that Cato”, “this Brutus” ’ (Diomedes, 1. 320. 15–16: nomen est quo deus aut homo propria dumtaxat discriminatione enuntiatur, cum dicitur ille Iuppiter, hic Apollo, item Cato iste, hic Brutus).


55
 Such a thought is often thought to be central to Plato’s Sophist. For instance: ‘the crucial move Plato makes … is to point out that to make a statement we have to do two things: (1) identify an item we mean to say something about, and (2) specify something we mean to say about it’ (M. Frede, ‘Plato’s Sophist on False Statements’, in R. Kraut (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Plato (Cambridge, 1992), 397–424, at 413–14; see also L. Brown, ‘The Sophist on Statements, Predication, and Falsehood’, in G. Fine (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Plato (Oxford, 2008), 437–62 at 452–3). One finds echoes of it in the Platonic tradition (e.g. Plutarch, Quaest. Plat. 1009 c–d), and it has also proven intuitive to at least some more recent philosophers, e.g. P. Strawson, ‘On Referring’, Mind, 59 (1950), 320–44.


56
 E.g. ‘And when I want to speak of Carthage, I search within myself in order to speak of it and I find within myself an appearance of Carthage … So too, when I speak of Alexandria, which I have never seen … just as it could be described to me, I constructed an idea (imago) of it by means of the soul insofar as I was able’ (Trin. 8. 6. 9). ‘The other [kind of vision], by which absent corporeal things are considered, is not difficult to introduce. Even when placed in the dark, we can consider the sky and earth and those things which we can see in them; we are not seeing anything with the bodily eyes, but are gazing on imagines of corporeal things with the soul’ (Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15). Cf. Mus. 6. 11. 32; Conf. 10. 8. 14, 14. 22–15. 23; Trin. 8. 4. 7, 6. 9; 11. 3. 6; 12. 14. 23; 13. 1–3.


57
 It is worth noting how frequently Augustine uses demonstrative noun phrases in responding to external world scepticism. Thus, for instance: ‘I know that this world of ours is so arranged either by the nature of bodies or some providence’ (scio mundum istum nostrum aut natura corporum aut aliqua providentia sic esse dispositum, C. Acad. 3. 10. 23); ‘How do you know that this world exists if the senses make mistakes?’ (unde, inquit, scis esse istum mundum, si sensus falluntur? C. Acad. 3. 11. 24); ‘this whole, whatever it is’ (hoc totum, qualecumque est, C. Acad. 3. 11. 24); ‘Is this thing you see the world even if you’re asleep?’ (si dormis, mundus est iste quem vides? C. Acad. 3. 11. 25); ‘Accordingly, I state that this whole mass of bodies and contraption in which we exist’ (quam ob rem hoc dico, istam totam corporum molem atque machinam, in qua sumus, C. Acad. 3. 11. 25).


58
 Cf. B. Russell, ‘On Denoting’, Mind, 14 (1905), 479–93. Thus, for instance, it seems that without some modifications or additional stipulations, Augustine is committed to claims like ‘the holy grail does not exist’ typically being false (since typically speakers who utter such claims will have imagines of the holy grail and their imagines, which do exist, will be the items denoted). On Russell’s view, any attempt to defend Augustine on this score, for instance, by claiming that the claims should come out false because the relevant items ‘have an existence in heraldry, or in literature, or in imagination’ would be ‘a most pitiful and paltry evasion’ (B. Russell, Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy (London, 1919), 169).


59
 H. Putnam, Reason, Truth, and History (Cambridge, 1981), 16. The details of Augustine’s account of signification, reference, and other matters, such as precisely how Augustine’s response compares to modern semantic externalist responses to scepticism, require their own detailed treatment.


60
 One might worry that while the speaker confronted with external world scepticism is in a position to know that ‘the world’ refers to something or other and that ‘either the world is one or it is not one’ is true, it does not seem that the speaker is in a position to know what ‘the world’ refers to (whether the external world or not) or, as a result, precisely what they have said. This is indeed the case (and may not prove especially attractive) but it does not, strictly speaking, threaten Augustine’s case against (nk).


61
 ‘I do not know how long anything I touch with the bodily senses will last, for example when I sense the Earth or the sky or any physical objects in them. However, seven and three are ten not only at the moment, but always’ (et quicquid sensu corporis tango, veluti est hoc caelum et haec terra et quaecumque in eis alia corpora sentio, quamdiu futura sint nescio. septem autem et tria decem sunt et non solum nunc sed etiam semper, Lib. arb. 2. 8. 21, trans. King).


62
 Thus, Augustine claims to know that man’s highest good is in the mind or it is not (C. Acad. 3. 12. 27; cf. Civ. Dei 8. 8; Cic. Acad. 2. 129–33).


63
 The Epicureans seemingly claimed: that every appearance (ϕαντασία) is true (ἀληθής) (e.g. S.E. M. 7. 203–4; cf. Plut. Adv. Col. 1109 a–b); that perception (αἴσθησις) is always truthful or all percepts (αἰσθητά) are true (e.g. S.E. M. 8. 9; Cic. Acad. 2. 79); and that perceptions (αἰσθήσεις) were the criterion of (i.e. the appropriate means of discovering the) truth (e.g. D.L. 10. 31). The Cyrenaics seem to have thought that nothing external was apprehensible and that only our affections (πάθη, S.E. M. 7. 191, cf. permotiones, Cic. Acad. 2. 142) could be apprehended (Cic. Acad. 2. 76, S.E. M. 7. 191; cf. Plut. Adv. Col. 1120 c–1121 e).


64
 Augustine correctly thinks that an Epicurean would say that an oar in water should look bent by appealing to its causal history (nam causa accedente, quare ita videretur, C. Acad. 3. 11. 26; cf. S.E. M. 7. 203–10; Lucr. 4. 353–468; Plut. Adv. Col. 1121 a–b; D.L. 10. 31–2, 46–50). He also (justifiably) observes that it is not entirely clear how this helps save the truth of the appearances (C. Acad. 3. 11. 26; cf. Sol. 2. 6. 10).


65
 It is sometimes thought that Augustine is original in this regard and that Augustine himself endorses the view described (e.g. Burnyeat, ‘Idealism’, 23, Kirwan, Augustine, 28, O’Daly, Philosophy of Mind, 93). However, it is not clear that in the Contra Academicos Augustine does unqualifiedly endorse the defence he describes and taking Augustine to be original on this matter requires an idiosyncratic construal of evidence concerning Antiochus (e.g. Cic. Acad. 2. 19–21), Aenesidemus (S.E. PH 1. 87, 93, 112), the Cyrenaics, and the Epicureans (see above, n. 63). For discussion, see V. Tsouna, The Epistemology of the Cyrenaic School (Cambridge, 1998), G. Fine, ‘Subjectivity, Ancient and Modern: The Cyrenaics, Sextus, and Descartes’, in J. Miller and B. Inwood (eds.), Hellenistic and Early Modern Philosophy (Cambridge, 2003), 192–231.


66
 While an early discussion of perceptual error is inconclusive (Sol. 2. 3. 3, 6. 9–7. 13, 9. 17), Augustine generally thinks that the eyes do not err, but simply report how they are affected (sed ne ipsi quidem oculi fallunt; non enim renuntiare possunt animo nisi affectionem suam, Vera rel. 34. 62; cf. Gn. litt. 12. 25. 52; Ep. 7. 2. 3). The outer senses act as messengers (cf. Ep. 147. 17. 41) and it is up to the soul to judge accordingly (Vera rel. 34. 62). Much depends here on precisely what it is that we grasp in perception, the content of perceptual appearances, and how one forms judgements on the basis of appearances (cf. Plot. Enn. 5. 3. 2. 1–9, 3. 1–9). For discussion of Augustine’s view concerning the rational and non-rational aspects of perception, see C. Brittain, ‘Non-Rational Perception in the Stoics and Augustine’, Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy, 22 (2002), 253–308, S. Byers, Perception, Sensibility, and Moral Motivation in Augustine: A Stoic-Platonic Synthesis (Cambridge, 2013).


67
 Judging the deliverances of the senses is the function of reason or some inner sense which is in turn governed by reason (Lib. arb. 2. 3. 8–6. 13; cf. Civ. Dei 11. 27. 2). For Augustine, rational souls are distinctive in their free judgement in assenting or not assenting to their impressions (Gn. litt. 9. 14. 25). Cf. Quant. an. 30. 58; B. vita 2. 7; Sol. 2. 1. 1–3. 3; Vera rel. 33. 61–34. 63; 39. 73; Gn. litt. 12. 25. 52; Civ. Dei 11. 27. 2; Macrobius, Saturnalia 7. 14. 20–3.


68
 See Nawar, ‘Varieties of Understanding’.


69
 Regarding correctness, hypochondria and dreams seem to indicate that we can be mistaken even concerning what we currently experience (cf. Plato, Phileb. 36 e 5–10). As regards aptness, the examples Augustine produces might be counterexamples to (nk)and to the Academic claim that any perceptual appearance is such that an appearance which is intrinsically identical to it but which is false could exist (Cic. Acad. 2. 99). However, there doesn’t seem to be much in the defence of the senses described above that a figure like Aenesidemus would disagree with (e.g. S.E. PH 1. 78; cf. PH 1. 87, 93, 215).


70
 Cf. Quant. an. 30. 58; Sol. 1. 3. 8–4. 9, 14. 24; Ep. 118. 3. 19–20; Civ. Dei 19. 18.


71
 Augustine recognizes the Stoics as masters of dialectica (e.g. C. Cresc. 1. 13. 16–14. 17, 19. 24; Mag. 5. 16) and his conception of it (mediated in part through Cicero, e.g. Cic. Acad. 1. 19; cf. Acad. 2. 91; Leg. 1. 62) owes much to them. Dialectica encompasses more than (what we would regard as) formal logic and Augustine characterizes dialectica as the science of arguing well (scientia bene disputandi, Dial. 1, cf. Dial. 5; C. Cresc. 1. 14. 17; cf. disciplina disputandi, Sol. 2. 11. 19) but also as the art responsible for: the discerning of truth and falsehood (Dial. 8; C. Cresc. 1. 15. 19); definitions (Sol. 2. 11. 19–21); and the explanation of truth (Dial. 7; cf. Cic. Acad. 1. 19; 2. 91–2, 114, 142–6). It is fundamental in that it grounds all disciplines and in that any science or item of certain knowledge requires it (Sol. 2. 11. 21, 13. 24, 15. 27, 18. 32; Ord. 2. 13. 38, 18. 47; cf. Plato, Phileb. 57 e 6–7; Cic. Top. 13. 54; Plot. Enn. 1. 3. 4–6).


72
 E.g. Civ. Dei 8. 7; cf. C. Acad. 3. 11. 25, 13. 29; Cic. Acad. 1. 30–3; 2. 91; [Apul.] Peri Hermeneias 1.


73
 Augustine wonders whether (some of) the Academics might have been Platonists in disguise (C. Acad. 3. 17. 37–18. 41; cf. 2. 10. 24; Ep. 1. 3; 118. 3. 16) and considers whether the true purpose of the Academy’s sceptical arguments was to lay the groundwork for Platonism by undermining confidence in perception (C. Acad. 3. 9. 20; cf. Conf. 5. 10. 19) and stimulating the use of one’s own ratio (cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 60). Augustine seems to have reached such a view more or less on his own (cf. C. Brittain, Philo of Larissa: The Last of the Academic Sceptics (Oxford, 2001), 245–7), but he was not alone in voicing such thoughts about the sceptical Academy (Eusebius, Praep. Evang. 14. 6. 6; S.E. PH 1. 234). The Academics did aim to prevent the influence of mere auctoritas on their students and emphasized that one must follow ratio (Cic. Acad. 2. 60, 63; Nat. Deo 1. 10; cf. Striker, ‘Strategies’, 60). However, the notion that they were Platonists in disguise seems a fanciful reading of the evidence (cf. S. Menn, Descartes and Augustine (Cambridge, 1998), 139 ff., 186), and it is hard to see how the relevant Academics might accommodate Platonistic views (with regard to Carneades, consider for instance his arguments against the reliability not only of the senses, but also of reason, e.g. S.E. M. 7. 159; PH 1. 100). Augustine does not clearly endorse this view about the hidden designs of the sceptical Academy (e.g. C. Acad. 3. 20. 43), and in later works it is not clear that he holds it (e.g. Civ. Dei 19. 1. 3).


74
 There is another worry here which Augustine does not squarely face. Augustine notes that the sceptic may appeal to a number of so-called ‘weapons’ (arma) to support their cause (C. Acad. 2. 1. 1) and, amongst the sceptics’ weaponry, Augustine takes note of the Liar and the Sorites (C. Acad. 2. 5. 11). The Academics appealed to insolubilia like the Liar to challenge unrestricted bivalence or the universal validity of modus ponens (cf. Cic. Acad. 2. 95–6). If the claims Augustine has put forward above, such as (world-1), are true in virtue of their logical form, then it is troubling that there are untruths (or non-truths) of the same form. Unlike e.g. Chrysippus (Cic. Fat. 21), Augustine has little to say about how such ‘Greek chicanery’ (ars Pelasga) is to be dealt with (C. Acad. 3. 13. 29–14. 30; cf. Doc. Chr. 2. 31. 48–32. 50). Augustine’s remarks on the matter might amount to mere bluster and one may criticize him for not addressing this worry appropriately, but two points deserve attention. Firstly, as noted above, dialectica encompasses more than formal logic and, as I have suggested above, even if dialectica grounds Augustine’s knowledge of claims like (world-1), such disjunctive claims need not be (and probably are best not) viewed as truths which are true in virtue of their logical form. Secondly, whether or not (world-1) is viewed as being true in virtue of its logical form, the sceptic needs to give some reason to think that the relevant insolubilia pose a problem for the claims Augustine has offered. For instance, how does the Liar or the Sorites undermine the knowledge claim that Tibbles either is or is not a cat or that the world either is one or it is not one? Unless the sceptic succeeds in making this salient (e.g. by showing that ‘cat’ presents the same problems as ‘heap’), then it is not clear that Augustine needs to offer a full-blooded defence of formal logic to defend the knowledge claims he offers. Thanks to Nick Denyer for discussion of issues relevant to this point.
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 ‘Augustine has begun unpropitiously by looking for propositions having no sign in common with any falsehood, or even for propositions not provably capable of falsehood. I take him to be correcting these lapses when he substitutes the condition “unconfusable with any falsehood”; but the condition is still weaker than Zeno’s. By a scope fallacy he then tacitly infers that what satisfies the condition will be incapable of being taken for false’ (Kirwan, Augustine, 29).
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 E.g. Imm. an. 2. 2; Mus. 6. 12. 35; Lib. arb. 2. 8. 21; Doc. Chr. 2. 38. 56.


77
 Augustine’s rhetorical question in the passage expects the answer that we do not employ phantasiae or phantasmata (cf. Sol. 1. 4. 9; Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15).


78
 Augustine’s remarks on such matters proved remarkably influential and gave rise to a so-called ‘Augustinian’ tradition of thought. However, the tradition seems to have been united not by especially determinate philosophical views but primarily by preference for certain analogies and metaphors. See S. P. Marrone, The Light of Thy Countenance: Science and Knowledge of God in the Thirteenth Century, 2 vols. (Leiden, 2001).


79
 Existing treatments typically focus on what God is responsible for in human cognition and touch on the epistemic matters I here focus on only obliquely if at all (for an overview of past treatments, see E. TeSelle, Augustine the Theologian (London, 1970), 103–7). As regards God’s role in cognition, matters are not entirely clear, but Augustine appeals to so-called ‘divine illumination’ to explain: (a) how we attain understanding of the metaphorical meanings of scripture (e.g. En. Ps. 118. 18. 4); (b) how it is that we have certain notiones or contemplate certain ideae or intelligible items (e.g. Div. qu. 46; Trin. 12. 15. 24; Civ. Dei 11. 27. 2); (c) the objective nature of truth (e.g. Conf. 12. 25. 35, Lib. arb. 2. 12. 33, 2. 19) or, perhaps, what grounds the truth of propositions (e.g. B. vita 4. 35); (d) how we cognize certain truths (e.g. Div. qu. 46; Sol. 1. 8. 15; Lib. arb. 2. 8. 21); (e) our access to a standard or kanōn by means of which we make apt judgements (Trin. 15. 27. 50; cf. É. Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of Saint Augustine (London, 1961), 87–90); and (f) our dependence on God in cognition; the nature of this dependence is underdetermined, but without God’s illumination we would not be able to apprehend anything intellectually (e.g. Sol. 1. 8. 15; En. Ps. 118. 18. 3–4; Civ. Dei 10. 2; Gn. litt. 12. 31. 59; Ep. 120. 2. 10). In what follows, I focus primarily upon the epistemic issues.


80
 Perhaps the clearest treatments of Augustine’s account of intellectual cognition are offered by G. O’Daly, Philosophy of Mind, and his ‘The Response to Skepticism and Mechanisms of Cognition’, in E. Stump and N. Kretzmann (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Augustine (Cambridge, 2001), 159–70; King, ‘Knowledge’. However, these do not explain why the cognition of intelligible objects is especially secure and immune to the attacks of the sceptics.


81
 Thus, for instance, in discussing how one thinks of justice (which is an incorporeal entity, cf. Quant. an. 4. 5) in De trinitate, Augustine contrasts this with how we think about corporeal things like Carthage (which he has seen) or Alexandria (which he has merely imagined): ‘I do not conceive of some absent thing, like Carthage, or make up something insofar as I am able, as is the case with Alexandria, whether it is in fact this way or not. Instead, I discern something present and I discern it within me, even if I am not myself what I discern’ (non aliquam rem absentem cogito sicut Carthaginem aut fingo ut possum sicut Alexandriam, sive ita sit sive non ita; sed praesens quiddam cerno et cerno apud me etsi non sum ipse quod cerno, Trin. 8. 6. 9).


82
 For a clear discussion, see King, ‘Knowledge’, 147–52.


83
 E.g. Conf. 10. 8. 15–9. 16; cf. Imm. an. 6. 10, 10. 17; Util. cred. 13. 28; cf. Plot. Enn. 5. 3. 3. 18–19; 5. 3. 5. 21–6; 5. 5. 1. 19–23; 5. 5. 2. 1.


84
 Plotinus seems to think that in intellectual apprehension, the relevant intellectual powers (and their manifestations) are identical with their objects and thus the intelligible objects are themselves in the mind (e.g. Plot. Enn. 5. 5. 1; 5. 3. 5, 5. 8. 4–5; cf. 5. 5. 1. 56–8; 5. 3. 5. 23–6; 5. 5. 2. 1–20). Plotinus seemingly takes the fact that apprehensions are identical with their objects to rule out the possibility of error because (seemingly) with no representation comes no possibility of misrepresentation.
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 Augustine briefly discusses the nature and location of the relevant intelligible objects on numerous occasions (e.g. Imm. an. 15. 24; Quant. an. 13. 22–14. 24; Mag. 12. 40; Sol. 1. 6. 12–13; 2. 4. 6; Div. qu. 46. 2; Ord. 2. 3. 10; Lib. arb. 2. 12. 33; 3. 5. 13; Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15), but his most detailed remarks are arguably those offered in De libero arbitrio, the Confessiones and De trinitate. In the course of investigating how we apprehend numbers in De libero arbitrio, Augustine speaks of notiones of happiness or wisdom being stamped in our minds (Lib. arb. 2. 9. 26). He does not make clear whether intelligible numbers are themselves in our minds or not (indeed, he seems cagey on the matter), but in stressing how truth is common to all even if the relevant items seem to be present to the mind, he repeatedly falls short of saying that they are in the mind (e.g. Lib. arb. 2. 10. 28–11. 30) and stresses that such items and the truths about them should not be called ‘mine’ or ‘yours’ (e.g. Lib. arb. 2. 12. 33) and that the items and relevant truths are above our minds (Lib. arb. 2. 12. 34–13. 35). In Conf. 10. 8. 15–9. 16, Augustine stresses that we do not have imagines or notiones of the objects of the disciplinae liberales and suggests that the objects themselves (res ipsae), such as numbers, are present in memoria (Conf. 10. 12. 19; cf. Ep. 7. 2. 4). There are, perhaps, some contrary hints (Conf. 10. 17. 26) even within the Confessiones (although, as was pointed out by an anonymous reader, this may have to do with the distinct natures of the various liberal arts). In De trinitate, the view that the intelligible objects themselves are in the mind or memory is rejected (Trin. 12. 14. 23–15. 24).


86
 E.g. Imm. an. 6. 10, 15. 24; Lib. arb. 2. 8. 20–2; Trin. 8. 6. 9; Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15.


87
 E.g. Ep. 2; Quant. an. 32. 67–8; Lib. arb. 2. 7. 17–18, 12. 33; cf. Ep. 147. 9. 21.


88
 The objects of vision and hearing are such that two different subjects can both simultaneously hear the same word or see the same thing and so the objects of vision and hearing are ‘more common to us, since they are not changed and converted into our own private property’ (magis nobis esse communia, quia in nostrum proprium et quasi privatum non vertuntur atque mutantur, Lib. arb. 2. 7. 19). However, when we see we still only cognize a part of the object and we do not hear the sounds all at once; we must hear one syllable first and then another (Quant. an. 32. 68; Lib. arb. 2. 14. 38; cf. Mus. 6. 8. 21; Conf. 4. 11. 17; 11. 15. 20, 26. 33).


89
 The crucial thing to appreciate is that Augustine is thinking of some kind of cognitive faculty of the rational part of the soul—which he speaks of variously as the intellect (intellectus), mind (mens), and reason (ratio)—and that he often associates it with pure reason (C. Acad. 1. 2. 5; Mag. 12. 40; Sol. 1. 6. 12; Quant. an. 14. 24; Div. qu. 46. 2; Gn. litt. 12. 7. 16, 18; Trin. 9. 7. 12; 11. 1. 1; 14. 7. 10; Ep. 147. 1. 3–4, 4. 10, 9. 21–2; Retr. 1. 8. 2).


90
 Cf. ‘The intellect either touches [something] or it does not and so is infallible’ (ὁ δὲ νοῦς ἢ ἐϕήψατο ἢ οὔ, ὥστε ἀναμάρτητος, Plot. Enn. 1. 1. 9. 12–13, trans. Armstrong, with modifications). ‘For all things there are transparent, and there is nothing dark or opaque; everything and all things are clear to the inmost part to everything; for light is transparent to light’ (διαϕανῆ γὰρ πάντα καὶ σκοτεινὸν οὐδὲ ἀντίτυπον οὐδέν, ἀλλὰ πᾶς παντὶ ϕανερὸς εἰς τὸ εἴσω καὶ πάντα· ϕῶς γὰρ ϕωτί, Plot. Enn. 5. 8. 4. 4–6, trans. Armstrong).


91
 Augustine criticizes those who rely upon diagrams or imagines in mathematics (e.g. Quant. an. 13. 22–15. 25; cf. Lib. arb. 2. 8. 21; Sol. 2. 20. 34–5; cf. Ep. 7. 2. 4–5; Civ. Dei 11. 29; cf. Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15). He thinks that in relying upon imagines to think about intelligible items, there is a tendency to take the relevant intelligible items denoted by the imagines to be corporeal (cf. n. 37 above) and thus to get their nature so wrong that it seems we are no longer speaking about even the relevant intelligible items at all but merely about the imagines. Thus, for instance, in De Genesi ad litteram, Augustine says: ‘You see, a man or a tree or the sun, or any other body (whether celestial or terrestrial), can be seen when present in their forms, and reflected upon when absent by means of the images impressed upon the soul … But is love really seen one way in its appearance [species] when present, and another way in some image [imago] that is like it when it is absent? No, of course not. Instead, insofar as it can be discerned by the mind (more by one person, less by another), it is itself discerned. If some sort of bodily image is being reflected upon, then it is not itself discerned’ (nam homo vel arbor vel sol et quaecumque alia corpora, sive caelestia sive terrestria, et praesentia videntur in suis formis et absentia cogitantur imaginibus animo impressis …. dilectio autem numquid aliter videtur praesens in specie, qua est, et aliter absens in aliqua imagine sui simili? non utique. sed quantum mente cerni potest, ab alio magis, ab alio minus ipsa cernitur; si autem aliquid corporalis imaginis cogitatur, non ipsa cernitur, Gn. litt. 12. 6. 15). As we have seen in Section 3, for an imago to represent or denote A, there needs to be an appropriate relation between the imago and A. If the imago fundamentally misrepresents A, then this appropriate relation can fail to hold. To be clear, this is not to say that any speaker making a false arithmetical statement is thereby not talking or thinking about numbers. However, when someone (sincerely) says something like ‘two plus three makes seven’, this is a bit like saying ‘this married man is a bachelor’, ‘green ideas sleep furiously’, or ‘love weighs four kilograms’. The semantic deficiencies of the utterance suggest that the speaker had not succeeded in picking out what the subject-term would usually denote or that the speaker had meant something other than what is traditionally meant by the use of such terms.


92
 E.g. Sol. 1. 5. 11–8. 15; Quant. an. 7. 12; Ep. 147. 1. 4, 6, 17. 42; cf. Plot. Enn. 5. 5. 1. 6–11. Not everyone is equally sensitive to this clarity (cf. Mag. 11. 38) and it can be obscured by sin (Quant. an. 33. 75; Civ. Dei 11. 2; Ep. Jo. 8. 6; Duab. an. 6; cf. Civ. Dei 22. 24), but it is nonetheless there (Lib. arb. 2. 8. 20–1, 9. 27, 12. 33–4). Like Descartes, Augustine seems to think that the beneficence of God is what ultimately guarantees that those who use reason in the right spirit will arrive at the truth (Quant. an. 15. 25).


93
 E.g. Div. qu. 9; Util. cred. 1. 1; Conf. 10. 6. 9 ff.; Ep. 118. 3. 19–20; Civ. Dei 8. 7; cf. Plot. 6. 1. 28. 3–8. In the Contra Academicos, Augustine largely concedes the field to the sceptic’s attacks on the senses and perceptual knowledge (e.g. C. Acad. 1. 1. 3; 2. 3. 9; 3. 6. 13; cf. Sol. 1. 3. 8, 14. 24–5; Div. qu. 9) and elsewhere he often takes genuine knowledge to be the distinctive product of reason (e.g. Lib. arb. 2. 19. 51; cf. Mus. 1. 4. 6–8). However, in later works, Augustine is more willing to apply the terms ‘scientia’ and ‘scire’ to cognition attained through the bodily senses or through testimony (e.g. Ep. 147. 3. 8; Retr. 1. 14. 3; Gn. litt. 12. 25. 52; Trin. 13. 1. 2; 15. 12. 21) though he still emphasizes that such cognition is not infallible (Util. cred. 10. 24–12. 26; Div. qu. 48; cf. F. invis. 2. 4) and even in later works Augustine thinks that the paradigm of scientia—and what ‘scientia’ denotes in its strictest and most proper usage—is a kind of cognition which is the distinctive product of the mind (rather than the senses) and which is infallible (e.g. Ep. 120. 2. 9–11; 147. 16. 38; Trin. 15. 12. 21; Retr. 1. 14. 3).


94
 In several works, Augustine deals with the Academics far more summarily, notably by employing ‘cogito-like’ arguments which typically argue that one cannot be mistaken in thinking <I exist> (Civ. Dei 11. 26; cf. Lib. arb. 2. 3. 7; Trin. 15. 12. 21; cf. B. vita 2. 7; Ench. 7. 20). For discussion, see G. B. Matthews, ‘Si fallor, sum’, in R. Markus (ed.), Augustine: A Collection of Critical Essays (Garden City, NY, 1972), 151–67; Thought’s Ego, 33–4; L. Castagnoli, Ancient Self-Refutation: The Logic and History of the Self-Refutation Argument from Democritus to Augustine (Cambridge, 2010), 197–204.
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247 n. 71

1. 19. 24:
246 n. 71



Contra Faustum Manicheum

26. 5:
226 n. 29
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253 n. 85, 255 n. 89
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245 n. 66

10. 24. 40:
260

12. 6. 15:
241 and n. 56, 242, 251 n. 77, 253 and n. 85, 254 n. 86, 257 and n. 91, 258
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241 n. 56, 242

12. 14. 23:
241 and n. 56
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